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An Illustrious Life

Introduction

Great Communist leader, Elamkulam Manakkal Sankaran
Namboodiripad, (June 13, 1909 - March 19, 1998), popularly known
as E.M.S., was the first Chief Minister of Kerala. As the first non-
Congress chief minister in independent India, he became the leader
of the first democratically elected communist government in the
world. He was renowned as a socialist and a Marxist theorist.

E.M.S. was born on June 13, 1909, as the son of Parameswaran
Namboodiripad, at Elamkulam, in Perinthalmanna taluk of the
present Malappuram district. In his early years, he was associated
with V. T. Bhattathiripad, M. R. Bhattathiripad and many others
in the fight against the casteism and conservatism that existed in
the Namboothiri community. He became one of the office bearers
of Valluvanadu Yogakshema Sabha, an organisation of progressive
Namboothiri youth. During his college days, he was deeply
associated with the Indian National Congress and Indian
Independence Movement.

He was a writer and author of several literary works and his
book on the history of Kerala is notable. E.M.S. died on March
19, 1998. He was married to Smt. Arya Antharjanam and had two
sons and two daughters.
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Early Life and Education

As a young student he was greatly influenced by the speeches
and writings of Gokhale. Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi. He was
thus attracted towards the freedom movement launched by
Mahatma Gandhi in 1920s and 1930s. While he was a student in
the B.A. class, he was arrested and sentenced to three years’
imprisonment. But he was released in 1933 when Gandhi withdrew
the satyagraha movement. He was indeed a true patriot and a
secular leader.

While he was in jail at Cannanore, he happened to meet
leaders like Kamal Nath Tiwari of the Lahore Conspiracy Case
and Sen Gupta, Chakravarti and Acharya of the Anushilan group
from Bengal and thus the seeds of the Congress Socialist Party in
Kerala were sown at the Cannanore Central Jail. Thus, in 1934,
when the Congress Socialist Party was formed at Patna,
Namboodiripad became one of its founders and he was elected
as one of its Joint-Secretaries. In the same year, he was elected as
a Member of the AICC in 1934. The same year he took charge of
the office of the Kerala Pradesh Congress Committee and it was
under the leadership of the Socialist group, including himself, that
the Congress became a mass organisation in his own province.

An Experiment with Marxism

The demise of E.M.S. Namboodiripad shed a pall of a gloom
over the cultural arena of Kerala. What makes Kerala a distinct
entity with improved human relations has a lot to do with the life
and philosophy of E.M.S. The state has become a model for the
world in the Physical Quality of Life Index (PQIL). In an interview
published in The Hindu (October, 2, 1996), a right-wing economist
and former US Ambassador to India specifically mentioned Kerala
for its improvement. E.M.S. was born in a traditional Brahmin
family but he was never a “flamboyant Brahmin boy” as described
by Arundhati Roy. On the contrary, his masterpiece, written and
published in 1948, depicted almost all marginalised cultures of
Kerala, conferring an equal dignity and status on them. In that
book, Keralam Malayalikalude Mathrubhumi (Kerala – the land
of Malayalese), he introduced a radical shift in literary criticism.
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E.M.S. could produce a method of his own after imbibing the
spirit of Marxian methodology and thereby analysed the life and
times of Keralites. His endeavour was to achieve an oppression-
free existence of mankind. E.M.S. produced such a great work
even before the advent of the Western Neo-Marxian materialistic
studies. For him, the study of the Kerala culture turned into a kind
of culture criticism when modern industrialisation was not even
in an embryonic stage in the State. So what is now called culture
criticism or cultural materialism was practised by E.M.S. in Kerala
even 50 years ago. He introduced not only a materialistic
interpretation of culture but also a progressive vision of the
developments of the world. Without using the jargons of New
Historicism or Post-modernism, E.M.S. could topple the hierarchy
of culture and even deconstructed the high/low binary in art and
literature. When the dominant ideology of Kerala, stemming from
the Sanskritised grammatical structure, propagated the ingenuity
of what was written and read in Sanskrit alone, E.M.S.
unhesitatingly eulogised even the cultural contributions of the
underprivileged. In this respect, his reading of Kumaran Asan’s
“Duravastha” stands out as unique; it is in contradiction with
what Mr. Kancha Illaiah said recently about the politics of the
communist parties. Mr. Kancha Ilaiah was in the University of
Calicut to deliver a speech at a Dalit seminar. In the inaugural
session, he said the Dalits alone could help in their emancipation.
What happened in the academic life as well as public sphere in
Kerala is different.

In “Duravastha” there is a stanza ending

“……. left Hindu religion – owing to casteism

rotten itself into Brahmanism”.

In the preface, the poet confessed that he was deviating from
the poetic tradition and undertaking the inevitable depiction of
the “present” ignoring the tradition which preaches that “the past
or indirect” themes alone be conceived of in poetry. The poet’s
lamentation that “Duravastha” is maladroit (vilakshana) compared
to his other poems not withstanding the thematic importance
shows the extent of hegemony over the language and literature
in that period. But, for E.M.S. there was nothing wrong in the
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poem depicting the most obnoxious casteism. The poet, belonging
to an untouchable community, Ezhava (now OBC), himself had
a doubt over the structure of the poem as nobody was spared by
the ruling ideology. E.M.S., despite his belonging to the Brahmin
caste, could question not only the caste discrimination but also the
dominant ideological position in considering the structure of art
and literature.

For E.M.S. there was no “vilakshana” in “Duravastha” and
the poet accordingly undermines the “monopoly of upper caste”
in literature. E.M.S. could transcend his subjective barrier (as we
would expect) to accept the ridiculing and harsh poetic language
against his own caste. He also analysed various literary movements
and treated them as the social constructs of a particular period.
His way of treating literature was unique as even at that time he
could decode them into the products of social praxis. In the study,
E.M.S. introduces an entirely new treatment, not only demolishing
the distinction between high and low art but also deconstructing
the demarcation among art, literature and socio-political issues.

Thanks to the new perspective of E.M.S., there is a wider
acceptance of a new sensibility. It is not as simple as we may think
to dissolve the ruling ideological encumbrance in the way of
cultural exchanges. When Sri Narayana Guru preached the
philosophy of one man, one religion and one God, the Ezhava-
Thiyya (Other Backward Community) accepted it as they were
the immediate beneficiaries of the change. But the Scheduled
Castes and upper castes did not pay much attention to the
preaching. When the communist party began to work actively to
undermine feudalism and E.M.S., as a leader of the movement,
preached ‘advaita’ of the Marxian kind it became acceptable to
all except a few feudal landlords.

For the beneficiaries were almost all people belonging to
different castes. At that time, there were several upper castes,
immediately below Brahmins, who were actually struggling to
earn their daily bread. Several sects of upper castes themselves
wanted to break their traditional relations with the Brahmanical
order. The Brahmins also wanted their own women to breathe a
new air of freedom for which an early renaissance movement
fought a war within the community.
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In short, when a Brahmin Marxist leader preached a change
which would benefit the majority of the communities the society
in general accepted it because it was in line with their unconscious
hierarchical order. Hence, Mr. Kancha Ilaiah is not correct when
he says the Dalits must organise themselves into a Dalit-Bahujan
Samaj to woo the Dalits. If such an identity crisis exists in Kerala,
it may be within the high professional class seeking better
promotion and least bothered about its counterparts tolling in
villages. In the early 20th century, Kerala witnessed several caste-
oriented reform movements.

However, none of them could break the hierarchy of the
Brahmanical order as such. On the contrary, the anti-feudal
struggles in the villages united the people belonging to different
castes. The culmination of the struggle was the victory of the
communist party in 1957. It was also an experiment with Marxism
because the parliamentary democratic practice was then unknown
to the communists of the world. If Kerala had been an independent
country, E.M.S. would have paved the way for the whole world
reckoning with the new order.

But unfortunately he could not even complete the project of
land reform as the Centre Government under the leadership of
Nehru dismissed the State Government on fabricated charges.
This was like a specter haunting the “law and order” of the
hegemonic class and hence it wanted to dissolve the new anti-
feudal force. Anyhow, about half of the Kerala society still follows
the progressive philosophy propagated by the movement and
even the remaining half enjoys the quality of life secured by the
Land Reform and Education Bill initiated by E.M.S. ministry of
1957. Above all, the notion of equality, fraternity and freedom
prevails in the minds of the people of Kerala. A Dalit in Kerala
is no more a Dalit in the sense in which he lives in Tamil Nadu
or Karnataka. The same is the case with women.

Although E.M.S. was only one among the leaders of the
communist party which led to the progress of the State, he was
at the centre of the “new order”. He was the man who taught the
Keralites how to evolve a methodological shift in every sphere of
life by deconstructing the high/low binary in culture. It is an
experiment worth taking up wherever there is heterogeneity in
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culture and hence very much relevant to other States. In a article
in The Hindu, Mr. Kancha Ilaiah admonishes the Dalit leaders,
asking them to follow the discipline of the communist parties.
Actually all those who sincerely wish to evolve an emancipatory
force in India should follow the path of Kerala and demolish the
hierarchy in the cultural order. In this respect the pioneers of
emancipatory movement such as Mr. Kancha Ilaiah and Ms. Gail
Omvedt should not fail to see the facts in relation to the actual
state of existence in Kerala. In the passing away of E.M.S., Kerala
has lost an eminent thinker and revolutionary comparable to
Lenin and he left enough material as food for thought, to evolve
a strategy of emancipation for tiding over the aporias in the
present political scenario. (E.M.S. passed away on 19 march 1998
and this article was published in The Hindu, 30th March 1998).

Nehru’s E.M.S Dilemma

In the second general election in 1957 something so startling
happened that it instantly became an international sensation. In
Kerala — at that time called India’s “problem state” by one and
all — the undivided Communist Party of India won the state
assembly poll, thus becoming the first-ever communist formation
anywhere in the world to come to power through a free and fair
election. The surprise and excitement over this soon yielded place
to worry — more in the outside world than within the country,
at least initially.

A professor at Singapore University wrote a learned tome
forecasting that Kerala would be for the Indian communists what
Yenan was to the Chinese Communist Party. From their bastion
in the southwest corner the Indian “Reds” would sweep across
their country just as Mao’s followers had done in theirs, starting
from the caves of Yenan. At Nehru’s press conference, a visibly
alarmed foreign correspondent asked what he would do if, as
seemed likely, the communists won the parliamentary election,
too. “If that misfortune overtakes us, we would cope with it. You
need not be worried unduly”, he replied.

During his election speeches, particularly in Kerala and West
Bengal, he had sharply attacked the communists for their penchant
for violence and for being “guided from outside”. In one these
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speeches that I covered, he went so far as to declare that the
communists were “absolutely and completely out of place in India.”
But after the electoral verdict in Kerala went in their favour, he
took the position expected of him: that he and his government
would cooperate with the first non-Congress state government as
long as the communist ministry, headed by the much-respected
E.M.S. Namboodiripad, acted according to the Constitution. On
this score, E.M.S. (as he was popularly known) could not have
been more accommodating. In Nehru’s own words, the chief
minister had “put on the most proper and decorous constitutional
clothing”. At the Prime Minister’s suggestion that plantations
owned by foreigners should not be nationalised, E.M.S. retracted
from the promise he had made during the election campaign.

However, Nehru’s attitude towards Kerala’s communist
ministry was not shared by several of his senior colleagues in the
government and the party, indeed by the entire Congress right
wing. Govind Ballabh Pant, Union home minister, was acutely
suspicious of communist designs, and immediately sent a
“warning” to Trivandrum (now Thiruvananthapuram) against its
decision to commute death sentences and release all political
prisoners. Even more hostile to the communist ministry was
Kerala’s governor, K. Ramakrishna Rao, a conservative
Congressman. The divergence between the Prime Minister and
the right wing increased. Some of the Kerala ministry’s actions,
such as supporting the plantation workers during their illegal
strike displeased even Nehru.

The crunch came, however, over the two main planks of the
communist government’s essentially moderate agenda. The state
assembly passed an Education Bill and a Land Reforms Bill, which
touched off a rising tide of opposition to the Namboodiripad
government. The church, the Muslim League and the Nair Society
all owned a large number of lucrative private schools and colleges
as well as large landholdings. They formed a joint front and
started a virulent agitation not only to get the controversial bills
withdrawn but also to overthrow the communist government.
Nehru wanted to resolve these differences through persuasion
and the legal process. For example, when the Education Bill reached
the president for his assent, he referred it to the Supreme Court
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for its advisory opinion. The communist ministry denounced this
and even criticised the president. This annoyed even Nehru. But
he continued to resist suggestions for Central intervention in
Kerala. However, the Congress unit in the state had jumped on
the joint front’s bandwagon despite Nehru’s advice to the contrary.

To cut a long and complicated story short, a stage arrived
when law and order in Kerela seemed to spin out of control.
Violent crowds went on the rampage. The police resorted to firing.
Heated rhetoric on both sides escalated. There was absolutely no
meeting ground between the communist ministry and the joint
front — which rejected Namoodiripad’s offer, made on Nehru’s
advice, of discussion on the entire Education Bill, not just its
disputed clauses.

Slowly Nehru came to the conclusion that the only way out
of the disastrous situation in Kerala was for Namoodiripad to put
the two bills to the test of public opinion and therefore hold fresh
elections. To persuade E.M.S. he invited the chief minister to
Mashobra near Shimla where he was holidaying. Namboodiripad
declined the PM’s advice, and argued that to force a fresh election
on the only non-Congress government in the country was
“discriminatory”, and could only lead to the conclusion that this would
be the fate of all state governments other than those of the Congress.

Still Nehru remained reluctant to use the Centre’s extraordinary
powers to get rid of the communist state government even though
he was displeased by its ways. However, those who had hitherto
failed to make him change his mind gained sudden and substantial
strength.

For Indira Gandhi, who had just become Congress president,
favoured their point of view. It was she who persuaded her father
to overcome his qualms. How sharp the arguments between the
two must have been is best indicated by a letter she wrote him
on June 20, 1959 while living under the same roof: “Papu... There
is no point calling the agitation (in Kerala) communal.

It is communal only in so far as everything in Kerala is communal,
including the communists. The communists very cleverly played
the Nairs against the Catholics and now are trying to play the
Ezhavas against both.”
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Just over a month later and only four days short of 51 years
ago, Kerala went under president’s rule. Yet during the tense,
prolonged and sometimes bitter confrontation leading to this
denouement, there was a hilarious interlude. On the way back
home from Mashobra, E.M.S. addressed a press conference in
Delhi to explain his point of view. One questioner asked him what
the Prime Minister had served him for lunch during their
discussions. “Exactly what a good Kashmiri Brahmin should offer
a good Namboodiri Brahmin from Kerala: fish, meat and chicken”,
he replied.

The Farewell

Even as it grieved, Kerala seemed proud. Elankulam Manakkal
Sankaran Namboodiripad had lived in the midst of the people of
the State – as one among them – till the other day. He was surely
the tallest Communist leader India has seen – anti-imperialist and
freedom fighter, social reformer, historian, writer, journalist,
thinker and theoretician.

As dusk fell on Friday, March 20, as cries of “Lal Salaam,
E.M.S.”, “E.M.S. is immortal” and so on rent the air, as hundreds
wept along with State Chief Minister E.K. Nayanar, as his
Communist party colleagues raised their clenched fists, Kerala
bid a tearful farewell to its beloved leader in the presence of his
family members and national and State leaders. Bharatiya Janata
Party president L.K. Advani, sworn in Union Home Minister only
the previous day, flew in from New Delhi to pay homage on
behalf of the BJP Government at the Centre.

E.M.S. Namboodiripad Lying in State at the Durbar Hall in
the State Secretariat in Thiruvananthapuram

A sea of humanity - men and women from all walks of life,
a majority of them ordinary workers and peasants - surged at the
make-shift barricades erected across the narrow roads leading to
the crematorium, climbed nearby walls and trees, to have a last
glimpse of their most popular political genius. From early morning,
people from all parts of Kerala and even neighbouring Tamil
Nadu, and vehicles flying black flags, flooded the city. Everyone
had a black badge or a black-bordered picture of E.M.S. pinned
on them.
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A subdued voice over the microphone repeatedly requesting the
crowd not to break through the cordons was the only sound, as the
State police presented the ceremonial gun salute to the first democratically-
elected Chief Minister of Aikya Keralam, or unified Kerala.

As the party flag was pulled over his face, shrill voices rose
again: “Lal Salaam, E.M.S.” For a minute, the unseen image of a
bespectacled, diminutive man shuffling his way to a microphone,
seemed to pervade the air. A large majority of the people there,
in their minds, would have even heard him say, with his famous
stammer: “sahodaree-sahodaranmare...” (sisters and brothers...).

E.M.S., born as a Namboodiri Brahmin at Elamkulam village
in feudal, caste-ridden British Malabar, was consigned to the
flames without rituals, but in emotional ceremony.

Thiruvananthapuram was numb with grief from the previous
day, when news of his sudden illness and death at a private
hospital broke. E.M.S. Namboodiripad died of an undetected lung
infection (suspected to be pneumonia) at 3.40 p.m. on March 19,
barely hours after he had dictated two articles for the Communist
Party of India (Marxist) daily newspaper Desabhimani and replies
to a few letters and complained of breathing difficulty, at his
rented third-floor apartment at Kamaleswaram.

Last Journey to the Electric Crematorium

His constant companion and personal assistant Venu
told Frontline:

“EM had complained of breathing difficulty even while
dictating the first article. But when I informed him
that Desabhimani needed a second one also before the deadline
today, he readily dictated the second one. Later I helped him to
the toilet, but he seemed to be in bad shape when he came back.
So I called the AKG Centre and the doctor (personal physician
Dr. P.P. Joseph) arrived soon. He prescribed some antibiotics.

“Later, when he was making some corrections in the articles,
he could not hold his pen properly and the letters were illegible.
He took only a handful of rice for lunch, then fell seriously ill. We
took him to the hospital, but in the car he slumped forward
unusually.”
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Dr. Joseph said: “He had only slight breathing difficulty when
I examined him. Later, in the hospital, the ECG showed only a
minor variation. But X-ray of the lungs showed shadows on both
sides. His condition worsened and he was soon not responding
to medicines. He was on a respirator. Cardiac arrest occurred at
3.40 p.m. Our preliminary conclusion was that he died of
pneumonia. But there was no time to confirm.”

At 89, E.M.S. had no illness other than mild blood pressure
and joint pain, occasional breathing trouble and vertigo, Dr. Joseph,
who has been treating him for over two decades, said.

The first of the long queues had formed outside the AKG
Centre, the CPI (M)’s State headquarters - where E.M.S. had
attended the party’s State Secretariat and State Committee meetings
continuously for six days from March 9 - even as the body was
lying in hospital. All over Kerala, shopkeepers downed shutters
spontaneously, flags were lowered, and every street corner
announced austerely, in bold black: “E.M.S. is dead.”

Cortege Leaving AKG Centre, the State Headquarters of the
CPI(M)

The State Assembly concluded its day’s session and a special
Cabinet meeting later decided to postpone the presentation of the
State Budget, scheduled to be presented on March 20, and declare
a seven-day State mourning.

Nayanar and Ministers Paloli Mohammed Kutty, T.K.
Ramakrishnan and A.C. Shanmukhadas were among those who
reached the hospital on hearing that E.M.S.’ condition was critical.
Within half an hour of his death, the body was taken to the AKG
Centre. There was not a dry eye there as Namboodiripad’s
immediate family members - wife Arya Antarjanam, daughters
Malati Damodaran and Radha Guptan, sons E.M. Sreedharan and
E.M. Sasi and daughter-in-law Girija - paid their respects and sat
beside the body draped in the CPI(M) flag. The unending stream
of people to the AKG Centre continued throughout the night,
until the police blocked entry at 9 a.m. the next day.

A huge crowd had assembled outside AKG Centre as the
body was taken out at 10.25 a.m. on a flower-bedecked open
hearse, along a 1.5 km route to the Durbar Hall of the State
Secretariat, there to lie in state.
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The most touching scenes were witnessed at the Durbar Hall.
At no time in the recent history of Kerala has a political leader
been honoured by such a huge and spontaneous congregation of
mourners. The body lay in state under a huge chandelier. Armed
policemen stood with their arms reversed. E.M.S.’ family members,
State Ministers, party leaders and other dignitaries sat along the
sides of the huge hall.

Tens of thousands of people from all sections of Kerala society
filed past the departed leader, silently, and sometimes wailing or
sobbing loudly. They touched his feet or offered flowers. Some
came in wheelchairs. All of them had waited for hours in the hot
sun to have a last glimpse of the leader.

Many of them knew E.M.S. personally, one way or the other.
A majority had only watched him from afar. There was Paachi,
a sweeper who had attended all the meetings addressed by E.M.S.
in Thiruvananthapuram from 1957. A group of about 60 people
had come from E.M.S.’ Elamkulam village. A group of flower
merchants brought a huge decorated wreath, with the hammer
and sickle symbol on top. All of them had the same expression
of incredulity and sadness.

By 1.30 p.m., the national leaders began to arrive. CPI(M)
general secretary Harkishan Singh Surjeet, CPI general secretary
A.B. Bardhan, CPI(M) Polit Bureau members P. Ramachandran,
Prakash Karat and Sitaram Yechuri, CPI(M) leaders from West
Bengal Bimal Basu, Binoy Chowdhury and Anil Biswas, Tripura’s
Finance Minister Badal Chowdhuri, CPI(M) leaders from Tamil
Nadu led by N. Sankaraiah, State secretary from Rajasthan Hariram
Chauhan, Delhi State secretary Pushpinder Grewal, Karnataka State
secretary P. Ramachandra Rao, and CPI(M) Central Committee
member Brinda Karat paid emotional tributes to their comrade.

Tamil Nadu Governor M. Fathima Beevi and State leaders
including Opposition Leader A.K. Antony and Speaker M. Vijaya
Kumar placed wreaths. Wreaths were also laid on behalf of
President K.R. Narayanan, Governor Sukhdev Sing Kang, who is
away in New Delhi, Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee and West
Bengal Governor K.V. Raghunatha Reddy. Frontline Editor N. Ram
laid a wreath and represented The Hindu group of publications
at the funeral.
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Akg Centre and the Chief Minister’s office were flooded with
condolence messages. President Narayanan said that with
Namboodiripad’s death the country has lost a towering personality
who made a monumental contribution to the freedom movement
and national development. He said that as the architect of India’s
first land reform measures, Namboodiripad was a man of rare
vision, acumen and determination. The President said: “A scholar,
historian and journalist, he was above all an educator of the
people as well as their leader. Unremittingly, for the last several
decades, he analysed the socio-political scene from the firm-
rootedness of his intellectual position and enriched Indian political
thought to his very last days.”

Prime Minister Vajpayee recalled that E.M.S. had brought to
politics a sense of commitment and purpose and that he was a
champion of the cause of the working classes and the downtrodden.

At the State Secretariat, the queues seemed not to end, and
when the doors of the Durbar Hall closed around 4.15 p.m. there
were thousands outside who had failed to see their leader one last
time. Family members paid their last respects once again.

At 4.30 p.m., the last journey into history began. Outside, the
decorated hearse was waiting, with an ocean of people surrounding
it. A genuine emotional attachment was perceptible. As the
pallbearers came out of the Durbar Hall, the huge lawns of the
Secretariat and the main roads around it resounded with the
slogan: “Upon time, upon history, we swear: No! No! E.M.S. is
not dead; He lives, he lives, he lives within us; He will live
through us. Inquilab Zindabad!”

Surjeet, E. Balanandan, Nayanar, V.S. Achuthanandan, S.
Ramachandran Pillai, P. Ramachandran, Prakash Karat, Sitaram
Yechuri, Binoy Krishna Chowdhuri, Bardhan, CPI(M) State
secretary Chadayan Govindan, E.M. Sreedharan and E.M. Sasi sat
around the body. A picture of a young E.M.S. smiled from behind
the vehicle at the 89 volunteers bearing black and red flags,
representing every year of the fruitful life their leader had spent.
Ahead, all along the 3 km route to the crematorium, volunteers
were showering flowers, inches thick on the road. The pilot vehicle
announced to the hundreds who lined the streets, or had climbed
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buildings and trees to see E.M.S.: “The mortal remains of Comrade
E.M.S., the revolutionary leader of a momentous era, the one who
made history and walked ahead of it, here, behind this vehicle...”

At the Secretariat

Immediately after the funeral, at a condolence meeting held
near the crematorium, Chief Minister Nayanar wept as he recalled
the last moments of Namboodiripad. “He was deliberately a man
of controversy. His statements were designed to create a flutter
and trigger a debate. He did it deliberately, with an intent, not
unknowingly. But once his purpose was achieved, EM would
suddenly end the debate in a manner he thought best.”

Nayanar reminded the huge gathering that E.M.S. was also
honest enough to admit his mistakes. “Although he hailed from
a traditional Brahmin family of land owners and was tutored in
the Vedas, it was his Marxist-Leninist convictions that made him
so humane and endeared him as a leader of the toiling masses.”

Earlier, recalling his long association with his favourite
comrade, Nayanar said in a formal message: “I don’t think that
anybody has led such a committed and active life like him - a life
that was never marred by selfishness.”

CPI(M) general secretary Surjeet described E.M.S. as a model
for all revolutionaries and noted it was not Kerala alone that was
mourning his death, but the entire country. “The Communist
movement had produced many great leaders, but E.M.S. is known
in all homes of India as a true Communist and patriot... Our
association at the top leadership of the party is over 44 years long.
When the first breach on the Congress’ monopoly on power was
made in 1957 in Kerala, he showed a new path to the entire world
through the introduction of land reforms. By this very act, he
became a leader of national stature.”

Advani said that though he differed with the ideology represented
by Namboodiripad, he respected his idealism. “His was a total
commitment to the cause he believed in and the ideals he subscribed
to... Namboodiripad was one of the great personalities of the
freedom movement. Although there was nothing much in common
between the ideology of Mahatma Gandhi, Sardar Patel or
Namboodiripad, who all fought for the country’s freedom, there
was a lot in common, when it came to their idealism.”
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Perhaps it was CPI general secretary Bardhan who spoke for
all: “It was certainly Namboodiripad’s ideology that shaped Kerala
the way it is today... The thoughts and writings of E.M.S. have
influenced a generation of Communists. We all have read E.M.S.
We have listened to E.M.S. We have fought against E.M.S. We
have rallied behind E.M.S. We have stood for E.M.S. and stood
against him. But we could never ignore E.M.S.”

Everything looks the same at the red-tiled, airy E.M.S. study
in the third floor rented apartment in Thiruvananthapuram. The
shelves full of books, the long cane chair with the blue cushion,
the small plywood-topped teapoy where he perched his feet, the
table with a reading lamp and hearing aid, a smaller side table
full of books and magazines, among them, a copy of the latest
issue of Frontline, to which he contributed regularly. One almost
expected to hear his usual salutation, as he looked up with his
broad smile: “Ah! Frontline!”

Birth Centenary

In the words of a close associate: E.M.S. both a visionary and
a communist with a strong practical bent of mind. He had a strong
political acumen and at the same time he was a versatile and
knowledgeable politician with commendable hold on a vast range
of issues. He was brought up in a wealthy and respectable Brahmin
family, but he gave up his studies to join the movement for India’s
independence from the colonial rulers. It was in the 1930s that he
established contact with the communist revolutionaries of Bengal
and Punjab. The country and generally the world, then was
witnessing a turbulent phase that was marked by intense anti-
imperialist and anti-fascist struggles. Comrade E.M.S. too was
influenced by the intensity of this struggles and he was slowly
drifted into the socialist fold and then in the subsequent years
started working to build the communist party. His campaign
against ill belief and superstitions and prevalent casteist feelings
had started even earlier when he undertook the tedious task of
reforms among his own family members. He took an exemplary
role in building up the communist movement in the state of Kerala.

It was in 1939 itself that he became a part of the parliamentary
politics in Kerala. In the early years of the 40’s he had to go
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underground and he went to work with the poor peasants and
became a part of them by adopting their lifestyle in a befitting
manner. The love and sensitivity that he showed towards the poor
peasants remained an intrinsic part of his characteristics for the
rest of his life. He was elected to the leadership of the Party from
the time since its very first congress in 1943. He made invaluable
contribution as a leader of the Party.

In the fifties, when the party was in the midst of an inner-
party ideological struggle he played a significant role by guiding
the party and insisting on the fact that a communist party should
retain its revolutionary characteristics. He was elected Party
General Secretary in 1962 when the ideological struggle in the
party became intensive. Comrade E.M.S. boldly expressed his
opinion in the party, and many a time we had debated on his
opinions. I too, had some opinions in the party on ideological
issues and later it was decided to incorporate both the opinions
into the party fold for elaborate discussions. All of us at that time
decided to work together to strengthen the party. After the division
of our party in 1964 Comrade E.M.S. took a vital role in building
up party organisation and also penning down our party’s
programme. During his tenure as the general secretary from 1977
to 1992 he contributed commendably to shape up party’s political–
organisational line.

From the fifties onwards he played an important role at the
party centre and gave his vital inputs as part of the collective
leadership of various movements. In the subsequent elections in
1957 when Kerala became a full fledged state under the Indian
Union, the first communist government under his leadership
emerged. It was under his chief ministership the first non-congress
government was established in any state of independent India.

While CPM was not successful in West Bengal at 1957 assembly
election, Kerala was building a new history under the leadership
of Comrade E.M.S. Namboodiripad. For the first time, the people
elected a Communist government in the country and reposed on
us a new responsibility for the days ahead. I still remember it was
the third week of March 1957. As soon as we learnt of the news
Kakababu, Comrade Muzaffar Ahmad, immediately sent a
telegram to Trivandrum saying, “We have just heard of the success
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of the Communist Party in Kerala. We congratulate you on behalf
of members of the party in West Bengal and all democratic forces
in the state.” The Communists alone got sixty seats. Independents
backed by the Communists got five, PSP nine and the Congress
won forty three seats. The total number of seats was 126. Comrade
E M S Namboodiripad was elected the legislative Party leader
with Achutya Menon as his deputy. E M S became the first
Communist chief minister of the country. The other ministers
included K. P. Gopalan, T. A. Majid, P. K. Sathan, Joseph
Mundaseri, V. R. Krishna Iyer, K. R. Gouri Amma, Dr. A. R.
Menon and K. C. George.

On April 7, the party called a meeting at the Kolkata Maidan
to celebrate the formation of a Communist government in the
country and the gaining of strength of the CPI in Bengal. The rally,
which was presided over by Muzaffar Ahmad, began with a
famous song which had been written in the memory of the martyrs
of Kerala’s Malabar district. I proposed a resolution which said,
“We have gone one step ahead with the victory of the Communist
Party in Kerala. Our congratulations go out to the people of Kerala
and we resolve to forge stronger ties among the democratic and
peaceful forces in this state in the fight against imperialism.”

After taking over as chief minister, E M S introduced a 16-
point programme including major land reforms, farmers’ rights
on their land and growth of the agricultural industry. He also
appealed to the industrialists to take an active role in progress of
the state’s economy. The new government started work in earnest.
In a matter of few days, the historic Ordinance which gave
agricultural rights to 10 lakhs labourers and five lakhs
sharecroppers came into being while one lakh acre of agricultural
land was distributed to landless farmers. All political detenus
were released. The Kerala government also announced that the
police would not be used to break any democratic agitation.

All these were noble efforts, particularly compared with the
experience of long Congress regimes earlier. This was a major
responsibility; on the one hand the government had to function
within the bourgeoisie-zamindar political structure while, on the
other hand, the onus was on the government to lend a revolutionary
role to the people’s struggle.
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In 1952, the Communist Party had won 27 of the 60 Lok Sabha
constituencies that it had contested while out of the 122 it had
contested this time, 29 had been elected. But the number of votes
polled for the party had doubled.

The party had formed the government in the state during
second general elections by becoming the single largest party.
Jawarharlal Nehru was the Prime Minister then, while his daughter,
Indira Gandhi, was the president of the AICC. We all know how
tirelessly Prime Minister Nehru and his daughter tried to prevent
the Communists from coming to power in Kerala. However, they
did not succeed.

E. M. S took over as chief minister amid a wave of people’s
support and encouragement in Kerala. But on July 31, 1959, the
President used Article 356 to dismiss the state Assembly.

There were many tactics which were adopted to prevent the
Communist ministry from working to a programme. The AICC
with Mrs. Gandhi at its helm entered into an unholy alliance with
reactionary and opportunistic forces and parties. A disinformation
campaign was launched which said that the masses wanted the
Kerala government to go. It isn’t exactly a top secret that Prime
Minister Nehru had called E.M.S. and asked him the resign,
dissolve Assembly and call fresh elections. But E.M.S. ignored this
pressure tactics and thus the unrelenting efforts to dismiss the
Kerala government continued.

The progressive attitude and some of the virtuous Bills on
land reforms and the education system had set the cat among the
pigeons in Kerala. These steps had come rudely shocked the
vested interests in the state. The so-called popular “mass
movement” against the Kerala government had not touched the
majority of the people of the state because by the time, an agitation
to protect the state government had spread throughout the nation.
The people’s demand was to get the Congress out of Kerala.

When the disinformation campaign failed and the much
expected mass movement against the Kerala government did not
come by, the Centre resorted to Article 356 and imposed President’s
rule in Kerala.
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On June 6, E.M.S. had come to Calcutta and two lakh people
were there to receive him at the Maidan. Women blew conch
shells to welcome the first Communist Chief Minister of the
country. I was in Delhi when the decision to impose President’s
rule in Kerala was announced. Bhupesh Gupta and Dinesh Roy
were there along with me. We had gone to present a memorandum
of grievances against the West Bengal government.

On August 7, a huge rally was taken out which culminated
in the Maidan protesting against the action in Kerala. On July 14,
a resolution was adopted at the National Council of the CPI which
rejected the proposal for re-election in Kerala.

On July 15, 1959 Triguna Sen, journalist Vivekananda
Mukherjee, Dr. Paresh Chandra Sen, Satyajit Ray, Susobhan Sarkar,
Hemanta Mukherjee, Gopal Chandra Halder, Sambhu Mitra. Mihir
Sen, Binoy Ghosh, Asitbaran, Suchitra Mitra, Mrinal Sen, Ritwik
Ghatak and other intellectuals like Nandagopal Sengupta appealed
to the President and the Prime Minister in which they said, “Those
who are unified to oust the Kerala government by unholy means
are working to strike at the roots of Indian democracy. We request
that such efforts be stopped immediately. “A separate appeal
entitled Intervention shall not be allowed in Kerala” was sent to
the President by playwright Bijan Bhattarcharya, actor Bhanu
Banerjee and scientist B.D. Nag Chowdhury. On July 15, 1959, a
letter signed by 17,336 residents of Calcutta was sent to the
President carrying the same message.

On July 3, the party’s West Bengal state committee held a rally
at the Monument which was attended by more than one lakh
people. Indrajit Gupta and I spoke on the occasion. I said that the
need of the hour was not to get disillusioned but defend the forces
of democracy against Congress dictatorship with fortitude and
discipline. A strong movement was necessary for this. Amar Bose
of the Forward Bloc (Marxist) presided over this rally. On the
same day, when the demand to place the Kerala Governor’s report
in the Lok Sabha was rejected, the majority of the Opposition
members staged a walkout. At that time, Dangey was the leader
of the Communist Parliamentary Party. On that very day, I was
addressing a press conference in Delhi where I placed the views
of the West Bengal State Council of the party. It was during this
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press conference that we got news that the Kerala government had
been dismissed.

Shortly before going to Delhi, I had met Dr. Roy. He had told
me that he was against the tactics of the Congress in Kerala and
that he did not like the way an elected government was being
harassed. He had indicated this to the Congress Working
Committee. I remember Dr. Roy telling me that it needed a strong
hand to run a government. I asked him what he would have done
if he had been in E.M.S.’s shoes. The Chief Minister replied, “I
would have arrested all the agitators and taken strict administrative
steps.” Needless to say, we had ourselves been subject to the
“strong administrative steps” as suggested by the Chief Minister.
Bhupesh Gupta and I went to meet Feroze Gandhi after the press
conference. He did not stay in the residence of the Prime Minister
at that time and had shifted to one of the flats allotted to
parliamentarians on North Avenue. While asking us to sit, Feroze
Gandhi said “A murder has been committed today. Democracy
has been killed in Kerala.” That day, he told us many other stories.
That does not require mention here.

However, during this brief tenure the state government
embarked on radical land reforms and had taken concrete steps
on democratisation of education system and strengthening health
facilities and took steps to uphold the rights of workers and
farmers. The stand taken by E.M.S. government acted as a
torchbearer for future struggle in the history of Indian democracy.
He was successfully able to consolidate the struggle both inside
and outside of the Parliament. His legendary skills helped in
shaping our party’s political strategy in the later stages of struggle.

In 1967 assembly elections, non-Congress governments came
up in eight states of India, including West Bengal. In Kerala again
a non-Congress government was formed under the stewardship
of Comrade E.M.S. But unfortunately CPI, a partner of the left
withdraw themselves from this government and joined hands
with the Congress. Again the non-Congress government in Kerala
though destined to fall was able to have an impact by introducing
pro-people policies distinct from its predecessors. This invaluable
experience helped us immensely while we managed the successful
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Left coalition in the State of West Bengal in 1967 and 1969 as part
of the United Front government.

Comrade E.M.S. was a glaring example of a communist leader,
who showed all the qualities that one communist should have,
and he rightfully had earned accolades, nationally and
internationally.

Though he was extremely busy to keep his political and
organisational commitments, still he managed to find out time to
write the history of India from the Marxist point of view. He
contributed immensely to Marxist literature. His writings on the
history of India’s Freedom struggle, trade union movement, and
cultural movement are considered to be masterpieces. His fame
as an eminent author and as an acclaimed intellectual was spread
even beyond the Party circles. His opinions, writings also served
as guidelines to our party at some of the important junctures of
national politics. Comrade E.M.S. was not only a national leader
but also a leader of the international communist movement.

Apart from Party Polit Bureau and central committee meetings
we met and exchanged each other’s views many a time. His
simplicity, exemplary honest behaviour, his life as a communist
earned respect of those who came in touch with him. In his death
the country has lost a prodigal and idealistic personality.

Comrade E.M.S.’s contribution in all these seven long decades
will be a milestone not only for our party but to the entire nation.
After 1992 due to illness his movement was restricted to his home
state of Kerala though he regularly wrote his opinions about
different subjects to various party forums on different issues and
was a regular contributor to the party’s literary circuit. His ability
to study sequentially different issues was another rare attributes
of his memorable life.

Obituary

E. M. S. Namboodiripad was the last of India’s firebrand
Marxist revolutionaries and theoreticians. As head of the world’s
first elected Communist government in his southern home state
of Kerala in the 1950s, “E.M.S.” pioneered radical land and
educational reforms that are today being duplicated by other states.
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It is largely due to his commitment and guidance that the
Communist Party of India (Marxist), or CPM, of which he was
Politburo member and general secretary for 14 years, has become
such a domineering political force, playing a vital role in India’s
new era of coalition politics. CPM governments are in power in
Kerala and in the eastern states of Bengal and Tripura.

Apart from being an astute politician who led the workers’
struggle for over six decades, E.M.S. was an author, historian,
social commentator and theorist who astutely adopted Marxist
and Leninist ideals to Indian conditions. He never repudiated the
fundamentals of Marxism, convinced the world would embrace
it once again.

His regimen was Spartan. He lived in a small house rented
for him by the party in Kerala’s capital, Thiruvanthapuram, and,
before retiring from active politics in 1991, daily woke at 4.30 a.m.
to write articles, dictate pamphlets or a speech. All earnings from
his voluminous writings went to the party chest.

He was born in 1909 into an aristocratic upper-caste Brahmin
family. A precocious child, at 13 he joined a local society devoted
to fighting orthodoxy and the welfare of the untouchables. He
organised campaigns for the abolition of bigamy, for inter-caste
marriage and remarriage for widows.

As an undergraduate at St. Thomas College at Trichur he
joined the Congress Party’s struggle for freedom from colonial
rule, and a few years later was imprisoned for a year for
participating in the Civil Disobedience Movement. He used his
imprisonment to educate himself politically and in 1936 was
appointed secretary of the Malabar Congress Committee.

In 1939 he joined the Communist Party of India after differences
with the Congress over its cooperation with the colonial
government for the Second World War. He gave away his valuable
inherited properties to the party, whose Central Committee he
joined in 1941. After independence in 1947, he went underground
for three years, the federal government having banned the
Communist Party, which had called for an armed uprising. He
carried a reward of 5,000 rupees on his head, an enormous sum
at the time.
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E.M.S. became the Communist party’s Politburo member in
1948 and nine years later, soon after the formation of Kerala state,
its chief minister, the world’s first Communist ever to be elected
to a legislative post. He headed the state for two years before the
federal government, terrified of the “Red Scourge”, toppled him.
But during his short span in office he introduced wide-ranging
social, agrarian, economic and educational reforms that eventually
turned Kerala into the model state it is today with an impressive
per capita income and an enviable literacy rate of 98 per cent -
the highest in India.

In 1964 E.M.S. was largely responsible for splitting the
Communist party into the hard-line Marxist group, the CPM that
was ideologically untainted by “right-wing deviancy”. Three years
later he once again became Kerala’s chief minister, heading a
coalition government which fell apart in 1969. As a veteran
Commissar he continued to combat bourgeois democracy through
weekly columns, pamphlets and erudite, well-argued booklets. He
became CPM general secretary in 1977, a post he held for 14 years.

Elamkulam Manakkal Sankaran Namboodiripad, politician:
born Kerala, India 1909; Chief Minister of Kerala 1957-59, 1967-
69; General Secretary, Communist Party (Marxist), India 1977-91;
married (two sons, two daughters); died Thiruvanthapuram, India
19 March 1998.


