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Abstract

Professor A. Sreedhara Menon (1925-2010) occupies a distinguished place in the evolution of modern
Kerala historiography. Through his extensive writings, editorial initiatives, institutional leadership, and
public engagement, he significantly shaped historical scholarship on Kerala during the second half of the
twentieth century. His works synthesized archival materials, inscriptions, literary sources, and
administrative records into accessible historical narratives while maintaining scholarly rigor. This paper
examines Menon's contribution to the professionalization of Kerala history, his historiographical
methodology, and his enduring influence on academic research and history education. It also evaluates
the strengths and limitations of his historical writings in the light of recent developments in social,
cultural, and subaltern historiography. The study argues that although later historiographical trends have
broadened the scope of Kerala history, Menon's scholarship remains the essential foundation upon which
much of contemporary historical research on Kerala continues to build.
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1. Introduction

Background of the Study

The writing of Kerala's history underwent remarkable transformation during the twentieth century as
historical research gradually moved beyond dynastic chronicles and colonial administrative accounts
toward systematic academic inquiry.t Among the scholars who played a decisive role in this transition,
Professor A. Sreedhara Menon occupies a unique position because he combined meticulous archival
research with an exceptional ability to present historical knowledge in an accessible and coherent
manner.2 His publications, produced over several decades, introduced generations of students, teachers,
researchers, and general readers to the political, social, cultural, and administrative history of Kerala.?
Kerala historiography before Independence was largely influenced by colonial administrators,
missionaries, and early indigenous scholars whose writings were often descriptive and fragmented.*
After Independence, universities, archives, and research institutions encouraged professional historical
scholarship based upon critical examination of primary sources. Within this intellectual environment, A.
Sreedhara Menon emerged as one of the foremost historians who sought to synthesize diverse strands of
Kerala's past into comprehensive narratives supported by documentary evidence.® His books, especially
A Survey of Kerala History and Kerala History and Its Makers, became indispensable reference works in
universities and colleges throughout the state.®

Menon's historical writings reflected a careful balance between empirical documentation and
interpretative analysis. Rather than merely compiling chronological events, he attempted to explain
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political developments, social institutions, administrative evolution, cultural interactions, and economic

transformations within their broader historical contexts.” His scholarship also demonstrated an enduring

commitment to preserving Kerala's historical heritage by encouraging the use of inscriptions, archival

documents, temple records, government publications, and regional literary sources as reliable historical

evidence.®

Research Problem

Despite the widespread use of Professor A. Sreedhara Menon's publications, relatively few studies have

examined his contribution as a historiographer rather than simply as an author of historical narratives.

Most discussions focus on his books individually instead of evaluating his broader intellectual influence

on the development of modern Kerala historiography. Consequently, there remains insufficient

understanding of his methodological approaches, interpretative framework, and lasting impact on

historical scholarship in Kerala.

Research Objectives

« To examine the contribution of Professor A. Sreedhara Menon to the development of modern Kerala
historiography.

« To analyze his methodology, use of historical sources, and interpretative approaches.

e« To evaluate his influence on historical research, higher education, and public historical
consciousness in Kerala.

e To assess the continuing relevance of his historical writings in contemporary historiographical
debates.

Hypothesis

The study hypothesizes that Professor A. Sreedhara Menon played a foundational role in

institutionalizing modern Kerala historiography by integrating archival research, critical historical

method, and accessible scholarly writing, thereby shaping both academic research and public

understanding of Kerala's past.

Significance of the Study

The study contributes to the growing scholarship on Indian regional historiography by evaluating one of

Kerala's most influential historians. It provides a historiographical assessment of Menon's intellectual

legacy rather than a descriptive account of his publications alone. Such an evaluation is particularly

relevant because many contemporary historical studies continue to rely upon his syntheses while

simultaneously adopting newer perspectives such as social history, gender history, environmental

history, and subaltern studies. By locating Menon's work within the broader evolution of Kerala

historiography, the paper also illustrates how historical writing itself becomes an object of historical

inquiry.’

Furthermore, the study highlights the importance of regional historians in constructing historical

consciousness. Menon's works influenced university curricula, competitive examinations, public

libraries, and historical societies, thereby extending his impact beyond academic circles.'® His ability to

bridge scholarly research and public history represents an important chapter in the intellectual history of

modern Kerala.1t

Scope and Limitations

The study primarily examines Professor A. Sreedhara Menon's published historical writings, editorial

contributions, lectures, and institutional roles relating to Kerala historiography. Particular attention is

given to his major books, including A Survey of Kerala History, Kerala History and Its Makers, and
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selected historiographical essays. Wherever appropriate, archival records concerning his academic career
and institutional activities are also considered.

The paper does not attempt to provide a complete biography of Professor Menon or a comprehensive
review of every publication authored by him. Instead, it focuses specifically on his contribution to
historical writing and historiographical development. The discussion is therefore limited to evaluating
his scholarly methods, historical interpretations, and intellectual influence within the broader evolution
of Kerala historiography.*?

2. Literature Review

Review of Previous Studies

The historiography of Kerala has expanded considerably since the mid-twentieth century, producing a
substantial body of scholarship on political institutions, agrarian relations, maritime trade, religion,
social reform, and cultural change.®® Early historical writing was dominated by colonial administrators
whose works, although rich in empirical detail, frequently reflected imperial priorities and administrative
concerns rather than indigenous historical perspectives. William Logan's Malabar remains an
indispensable documentary source for nineteenth-century Malabar, yet its interpretative framework
reflects the assumptions of colonial governance.'*

The emergence of professionally trained historians after Indian independence marked a significant
turning point in Kerala historiography. Among these scholars, Professor A. Sreedhara Menon sought to
produce an integrated history of Kerala by combining literary evidence, inscriptions, archival records,
official reports, and contemporary research.'* His A Survey of Kerala History became one of the most
widely used textbooks in higher education because it presented a chronological yet analytical account of
Kerala's political, economic, social, and cultural development.'® Unlike many earlier regional histories,
Menon's work emphasized source criticism and attempted to reconcile conflicting historical traditions
through documentary evidence.'’

Several historians have subsequently broadened the scope of Kerala historiography. M. G. S.
Narayanan's research on the Perumals of Kerala transformed the study of early medieval Kerala by
employing epigraphic evidence and interdisciplinary methods.'® K. N. Ganesh highlighted the
importance of social formation, regional economy, and historical geography, arguing that Kerala's
historical evolution should be understood through changing social structures rather than merely political
events.” K. N. Panikkar contributed significantly by incorporating social history, labour history,
nationalism, and historiographical critique into the study of Kerala's modern past.?°

The establishment of the Kerala Council for Historical Research (KCHR) further stimulated scholarly
inquiry by encouraging interdisciplinary approaches involving archaeology, anthropology,
environmental studies, and cultural history. Publications emerging from the Council emphasized the
diversity of historical experiences within Kerala and questioned earlier elite-centred narratives.?
Similarly, research by Kesavan Veluthat on medieval South India and Kerala introduced fresh
perspectives on state formation, Brahmanical settlements, and regional political structures,
demonstrating the value of comparative historical analysis.??

Recent historiographical developments have increasingly drawn upon Subaltern Studies, gender history,
environmental history, and memory studies. These approaches have expanded historical inquiry beyond
political elites to include marginalized communities, women, indigenous groups, labourers, and
ecological transformations.2 While these newer perspectives have enriched Kerala historiography, many
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of their historical reconstructions continue to rely upon the chronological syntheses and documentary
compilations first popularized by A. Sreedhara Menon.**

Research Gap

Although Professor A. Sreedhara Menon is widely acknowledged as one of Kerala's leading historians,
the existing literature rarely examines his work from a historiographical perspective. Most references to
his scholarship occur in textbook reviews, biographical sketches, or citations of factual information
rather than systematic analyses of his historical method, interpretative framework, and intellectual
legacy.?® Consequently, his role in shaping historical consciousness, university curricula, and public
understanding of Kerala's past has received comparatively limited scholarly attention.

Moreover, recent historiographical studies often focus on thematic developments such as gender, caste,
environment, or subaltern agency without assessing how foundational syntheses like Menon's created the
scholarly framework within which these newer approaches evolved.?® This leaves an important gap in
understanding the transition from narrative regional history to contemporary multidisciplinary
historiography.

How the Present Study Contributes

The present study addresses these gaps by evaluating Professor A. Sreedhara Menon's scholarship within
the broader evolution of modern Kerala historiography. Rather than treating his publications merely as
sources of historical information, the paper analyses his historical methodology, selection of evidence,
interpretative principles, and contribution to the institutionalization of historical research in Kerala.?’

The study also situates Menon's work within national and international debates on historiography,
demonstrating how his commitment to empirical research, critical use of sources, and synthesis of
diverse historical materials contributed to the professionalization of regional historical writing.?® By
comparing his scholarship with later historiographical developments, the paper offers a balanced
assessment that recognizes both the enduring strengths of his work and the areas where contemporary
historical research has introduced new perspectives.?’ Such an approach contributes to a deeper
understanding of the evolution of Kerala historiography while reaffirming the continuing relevance of
one of its most influential historians.*®

3. Theoretical/Conceptual Framework

The present study is guided primarily by the principles of modern historiography, which regard history
as a disciplined interpretation of evidence rather than a mere chronological narration of events.3
Following the insights of E. H. Carr, historical knowledge is understood as the outcome of a critical
dialogue between the historian and historical evidence, where the selection, interpretation, and
contextualization of facts are integral to historical writing.32 This framework is particularly relevant for
evaluating Professor A. Sreedhara Menon's scholarship because his works consistently sought to
integrate archival records, inscriptions, literary texts, government documents, and oral traditions into
coherent historical narratives.3

The study also draws upon the concept of regional historiography, which recognizes regions as
historically dynamic spaces shaped by political institutions, social relations, economic structures, and
cultural interactions. Kerala historiography has evolved from descriptive regional chronicles to
analytically grounded historical research employing interdisciplinary evidence. Within this
transformation, Menon's writings represent an important phase in which regional history acquired
academic legitimacy while remaining accessible to a wider reading public.3*
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A second conceptual perspective is derived from the notion of professional historical scholarship,
emphasizing critical source evaluation, objectivity, and methodological transparency. Although
complete historical objectivity remains unattainable, historians are expected to minimize bias through
careful examination of multiple categories of evidence.** Professor Menon's historical writings largely
reflect this empirical tradition, even while they retain the broad narrative style characteristic of
twentieth-century regional historical synthesis. The study therefore evaluates his scholarship not only in
terms of factual accuracy but also in relation to its methodological contribution to the evolution of
Kerala historiography.®

4. Methodology

Research Design

The study adopts a qualitative historiographical research design based on documentary analysis.
Rather than reconstructing historical events themselves, it examines the manner in which Professor A.
Sreedhara Menon interpreted, organized, and presented Kerala's past through his published works. The
emphasis is therefore placed upon historical method, interpretation, source criticism, and intellectual
contribution.?’

Sources of Data

The research relies primarily upon published primary and secondary sources. The principal sources
include Professor Menon's major publications, particularly A Survey of Kerala History, Kerala History
and Its Makers, and selected essays on Kerala history. Additional evidence has been drawn from
university publications, government reports, institutional records, commemorative volumes, and
scholarly studies dealing with Kerala historiography. Wherever appropriate, archival guides and
university records have been consulted to contextualize Menon's academic and institutional
contributions.>®

Secondary materials include works by leading historians such as M. G. S. Narayanan, K. N. Panikkar, K.
N. Ganesh, Kesavan Veluthat, M. R. Raghava Varier, Romila Thapar, E. H. Carr, Marc Bloch, John
Tosh, and Georg G. Iggers. These studies provide the historiographical framework within which
Menon's contribution can be critically evaluated.*

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

The study employs historical and textual analysis as its principal methods. Published works have been
examined through close reading, comparison of interpretations, and analysis of methodological
approaches. Particular attention has been given to the use of evidence, organization of historical
narrative, treatment of primary sources, and engagement with earlier historical scholarship. Comparative
historiographical analysis has also been employed to situate Menon's writings alongside later
developments in Kerala historiography, thereby identifying both continuities and shifts in historical
interpretation.*

5. Results / Findings

The analysis demonstrates that Professor A. Sreedhara Menon occupies a pivotal position in the
development of modern Kerala historiography. His scholarship represents one of the earliest sustained
attempts to produce a comprehensive and critically documented history of Kerala based on multiple
categories of historical evidence.*' Rather than limiting historical inquiry to dynastic or political events,
Menon incorporated discussions of administrative institutions, social organization, religion, education,
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literature, economy, and cultural developments, thereby broadening the scope of regional historical
writing.*?

A major finding of the study is that Menon's historical methodology rested upon the systematic use of
diverse primary sources. His works reveal careful consultation of inscriptions, official records, census
reports, archaeological evidence, literary texts, travellers' accounts, and colonial administrative
documents.** This extensive use of documentary evidence strengthened the empirical foundations of
Kerala historiography and encouraged subsequent historians to adopt similar standards of source
criticism.*

The study further indicates that Menon played a significant role in institutionalizing historical
scholarship in Kerala through his contributions as a university teacher, academic administrator, editor,
and public intellectual. His writings influenced university curricula for several decades and became
standard reference works for students preparing for higher education and competitive examinations.** By
presenting scholarly research in clear and accessible language, he successfully bridged the gap between
professional historians and the general reading public.*

Another important finding concerns Menon's balanced historical interpretation. Although his writings
emphasized political chronology, they also recognized the importance of social reform, religious
movements, cultural exchange, and economic transformation in shaping Kerala's historical
development.*” His treatment of Kerala's historical evolution reflected an effort to integrate regional
developments with wider processes in Indian history without diminishing the distinctive historical
experience of Kerala.*®

The study also finds that certain limitations become evident when Menon's work is examined in the light
of contemporary historiography. His narratives devote comparatively less attention to gender history,
environmental history, Dalit studies, indigenous communities, and subaltern perspectives, themes that
have become central to recent historical scholarship.*® Nevertheless, these limitations largely reflect the
historiographical priorities of the period in which he wrote rather than deficiencies in historical
scholarship. His works continue to provide an indispensable factual and interpretative foundation upon
which later historians have constructed more specialized analyses.

6. Discussion

The findings confirm the hypothesis that Professor A. Sreedhara Menon played a foundational role in
shaping modern Kerala historiography. His scholarship emerged during a period when historical
research in Kerala was becoming increasingly professionalized through universities, archives, and
research institutions.>! By combining rigorous documentary research with readable historical synthesis,
Menon contributed significantly to establishing history as an academic discipline within Kerala's higher
education system.>?

Comparison with the works of later historians demonstrates both continuity and change in Kerala
historiography. Scholars such as M. G. S. Narayanan, Kesavan Veluthat, K. N. Ganesh, and K. N.
Panikkar expanded historical inquiry by introducing interdisciplinary methodologies, epigraphic
analysis, social theory, and economic history.>* Yet these later contributions did not replace Menon's
scholarship; rather, they refined, supplemented, and occasionally revised the historical framework that
he had helped establish.>*

The discussion also illustrates the enduring value of Menon's commitment to empirical historical
research. At a time when historiographical debates increasingly emphasize theory, identity, memory, and
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discourse, his insistence upon careful documentation and critical evaluation of historical evidence
remains highly relevant.>*> As Marc Bloch observed, "The good historian resembles the giant of the fairy
tale. Wherever he smells human flesh he knows that there is his quarry."*® Menon's scholarship
exemplified this principle by consistently seeking historical understanding through close engagement
with documentary evidence.

Furthermore, Professor Menon's historical writings significantly contributed to the formation of
historical consciousness among the people of Kerala. His books reached audiences beyond universities,
encouraging wider public appreciation of Kerala's historical heritage and reinforcing the importance of
preserving archival records, monuments, inscriptions, and cultural traditions.>” In this respect, his legacy
extends beyond academic historiography into the broader sphere of public history and historical
education.>®

7. Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that Professor A. Sreedhara Menon occupies a distinguished place

among the architects of modern Kerala historiography. His scholarly achievements lay not merely in the

number of books he produced but in his ability to synthesize diverse historical sources into coherent,

well-documented, and academically reliable narratives.®® Through his publications, teaching, editorial

work, and institutional leadership, he helped establish professional standards for the study of Kerala's

past and inspired successive generations of historians.®

The research questions posed at the beginning of the study may therefore be answered affirmatively.

Professor Menon's methodology emphasized documentary evidence, critical interpretation, and historical

synthesis; his writings profoundly influenced historical scholarship and education in Kerala; and his

contribution continues to remain relevant despite the emergence of newer historiographical approaches.®!

Contemporary studies may expand the scope of Kerala history through gender analysis, environmental

history, digital humanities, and subaltern perspectives, yet these developments build upon the strong

historiographical foundations laid by scholars such as Menon.®

Ultimately, Professor A. Sreedhara Menon's legacy lies in transforming Kerala's past into a subject of

systematic scholarly inquiry while making historical knowledge accessible to wider society. His works

continue to serve as indispensable reference texts for researchers, teachers, and students, ensuring his

enduring place in the intellectual history of modern Kerala.®*

Recommendations

o Future researchers should undertake a comprehensive historiographical analysis of all major works
authored by Professor A. Sreedhara Menon.

o A critical edition of his principal writings, incorporating annotations and updated bibliographical
references, would greatly benefit future scholarship.

e Universities and research institutions should digitize manuscripts, correspondence, lecture notes, and
related archival materials connected with Professor Menon's academic career.

o Comparative studies examining Menon's contribution alongside other major Indian regional
historians would further enrich the understanding of Indian historiography.

« Greater attention should be devoted to assessing his influence on history education, public historical
consciousness, and heritage preservation in Kerala.
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