
DEFINE RESEARCH JOURNAL  
Online Open Access publishing platform for Multidisciplinary Research  

 
 

© Copyright by the authors - Licensee IPA- Under Creative Commons license 3.0 

 

Research Article                                                                                                         ISSN 3107 – 7927 

 

DEFINE RESEARCH JOURNAL  

Volume 2 Issue 1, 2026 

Demographic Winter in the Malabar: A Comprehensive Analysis of the Syro-

Malabar Christian Population Decline in Kerala (2000–2025) 

Dr. John Mangalath
1
  Dr.Vincent Attukaran 

2
 

1.De Paul Institute of Science and Technolgy, frjohn@depaul.edu.in 

2. De Paul Institute of Religion and Philosophy. depaulinstitute@gmail.com 

Abstract  

The demographic change that has occurred in the Syro-Malabar Catholic Church in Kerala 

during the first quarter of the twenty-first century is one of the most important sociological 

changes that have occurred in the history of the Saint Thomas Christians. Historically, this 

group has been the backbone of the Christian identity of Kerala, and their lineage has been 

traced to the evangelical activities of St. Thomas the Apostle in the first century AD.  the 2011 

Census of India showed that the total Christian population in Kerala had stabilized at 18.38%, 

with the Syro-Malabar Church itself boasting 2.35 million adherents in the state.  In this 

overall average, the Christian community, and the Syro-Malabars in particular, have the 

lowest fertility rates. Currently, as of 2023, the TFR for the Christian community in Kerala is 

estimated to be between 1.2.   International migration is deeply ingrained in the socio-

economic fabric of the community, with almost every Syro-Malabar family having at least one 

member employed abroad.  A large number of young Syro-Malabar women, especially those 

educated in nursing and healthcare, have successfully migrated to the West. These women 

have either married abroad or have no desire to return to the agrarian-based lifestyle of 

many young men who stayed back in Kerala.  The Syro-Malabar Christian community is now 

reaping the consequences of its low fertility rate, high professional migration, and the 

disintegration of the traditional marital framework. 
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Introduction  

The demographic change that has occurred in the Syro-Malabar Catholic Church in 

Kerala during the first quarter of the twenty-first century is one of the most important 

sociological changes that have occurred in the history of the Saint Thomas Christians. 

Historically, this group has been the backbone of the Christian identity of Kerala, and 

their lineage has been traced to the evangelical activities of St. Thomas the Apostle in 

the first century AD.
1
 Although this group has had a strong 4.5-fold increase in 

numbers over the last century, with a growth from 672,000 in 1901 to nearly 3 million 

in the year 2000, the period from 2000 to 2025 has witnessed a dramatic turnabout in 

these trends.
3
 The Syro-Malabar group, which was a major demographic and political 

force in the erstwhile princely states of Travancore and Cochin, is today facing what 

has been termed a "demographic winter" or even the threat of "extinction" within its 

ancestral homeland.
5
 This transition has been marked by a sharp fall in the total 

fertility rate, a massive exodus of the youth through international migration, and an 

increasing geriatric population left in the wake of a rapidly globalizing diaspora. 
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The Quantitative Landscape: Census Data and Projections (2000–2025) 

The Syro-Malabar community in Kerala would need a combination of national census 

returns, church-administered statistics, and vital statistics reports. At the turn of the 

new millennium, Syrian Christians in Kerala (who are largely Syro-Malabar) 

numbered about 3 million, or nearly half the state’s total Christian population.3 

However, the 2011 Census of India showed that the total Christian population in 

Kerala had stabilized at 18.38%, with the Syro-Malabar Church itself boasting 2.35 

million adherents in the state.
1
 By juxtaposing these numbers with the global Syro-

Malabar strength of 4.25 million to 5.5 million as of 2023, a marked disparity 

becomes evident: the church is expanding worldwide but contracting in Kerala.
1
 

The contraction in population share is no isolated incident but rather the end result of 

a long-standing trend. Christians in 1961 comprised 21.2% of Kerala’s population, but 

by 2011, this had reduced to 18.4%.11 Forecasts for the 2021-2025 period, based on 

vital statistics, indicate that the Christian share may have sunk below 15% in most 

traditional strongholds.
13

 This loss of population share is reflected in the historical 

rates of growth of the principal religious communities of Kerala. 

Census Year Hindu Share (%) Muslim Share (%) Christian Share (%) 

1961 60.9 17.9 21.2 

1971 59.4 19.5 21.1 

1981 58.2 21.3 20.6 

1991 57.3 23.3 19.3 

2001 56.3 24.7 19.0 

2011 54.7 26.6 18.4 

2025 

(Projected) 

52.0 32.0 15.5 

Sources:.
12 

The data shows that although the Muslim community has been displaying an 

increasing trend in its proportional share, the Hindu and Christian communities have 

been steadily declining since the mid-twentieth century.
12

 In the case of the Syro-

Malabar Church, this is particularly true since the demographic transition to low 

fertility and high migration rates has already occurred in the earlier districts of 

Ernakulam, Kottayam, and Trichur, where the Syro-Malabar Church has a large 

presence.
15 

The Reproductive Crisis: Fertility and Natural Accretion 

The main biological cause of the decline in the Syro-Malabar population is the 

"fertility crash" caused by the achievement of the Total Fertility Rate (TFR). The state 

of Kerala as a whole has already attained a TFR of 1.
35

, which is well below the 

replacement rate of 2.1.
13

 In this overall average, the Christian community, and the 
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Syro-Malabars in particular, have the lowest fertility rates. Currently, as of 2023, the 

TFR for the Christian community in Kerala is estimated to be between 1.2 and 1.3, 

which puts them in the company of the most rapidly aging populations in the world, 

including Japan and Italy.
13 

The "fertility crash" is the consequence of what demographers term the "completion 

of the demographic transition." In the early nineteenth century, Syrian Christian 

women averaged 10 to 12 children; by the beginning of the twenty-first century, they 

had attained complete control over their reproductive lives.
4
 The community has 

attained the highest age at marriage, the highest family planning user rate, and the 

lowest birth rate among all religious groups in Kerala.
19 

Community 

(2021) 

Share of Population 

(2011) 

Share of Live 

Births (2021) 

Natural Growth 

Status 

Hindus 54.73% 43.21% Near Zero 

Muslims 26.56% 40.33% Positive 

Christians 18.38% 14.24% Negative 

Sources:.
14 

Analysis of the 2021 Vital Statistics Report throws up a disturbing truth: for the first 

time in recorded history, the number of deaths in the Christian community in Kerala 

surpassed the number of live births.
20

 This situation of Negative Population Growth 

(NPG) is a point of utmost importance. In 2021, while the Muslim community 

increased its numbers by more than 100,000 due to natural growth (births minus 

deaths), the Christian community and "Others" suffered a net loss of around 25,000 

people.
20

 This shift towards the "Parsi Syndrome"—a condition where a highly 

educated and successful community stops reproducing itself—is the hallmark of the 

Syro-Malabar Church in Kerala today.
4 

Migration as a Demographic Drain 

While fertility decline is the slow-moving engine of population reduction, 

international migration is the sudden spark that has resulted in the emptying of Syro-

Malabar parishes in Kerala. International migration is deeply ingrained in the socio-

economic fabric of the community, with almost every Syro-Malabar family having at 

least one member employed abroad.
11

 A critical study from 2013 asserted that 75% of 

Syro-Malabar youth aged 20-32 have migrated out of Kerala.
11 

The migration trends of Syro-Malabar Catholics are quite different from those of 

other communities in Kerala. Traditionally, Keralites migrated to Gulf nations for 

temporary employment. However, Syrian Christians migrate at almost twice the 

average rate of all Keralites and are increasingly settling down in the West on a 

permanent basis.
11

 The Kerala Migration Survey (KMS) 2023 points out that while 

41.9% of all Keralite emigrants are Muslims and 35.2% are Hindus, Christians 
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constitute 22.3%, which is disproportionately high compared to their 18.4% share in 

the population.
21

 

Destination Type 

(2023) 

Muslim Emigrants 

(%) 

Hindu 

Emigrants (%) 

Christian 

Emigrants (%) 

GCC (Gulf) Countries High Moderate Low 

Western Countries 

(US, UK, Canada, 

Australia) 

Low Moderate High 

Sources 
22

 

The implications of the transition from "circular" migration to the Gulf to "settlement" 

migration in the West are very significant. In the past decade alone, it is estimated that 

100,000 families of Syro-Malabars have migrated to other countries such as Australia, 

Canada, and the United States.
8 

This is further fueled by a huge rise in student 

migration. The number of students migrating from Kerala has doubled from 129,763 

in 2018 to about 250,000 in 2023.22 These student migrants are mostly in their late 

teens or early twenties, which is the reproductive future of the community. Their 

migration as "educational migrants" and not "labor migrants" indicates that they will 

not return, thus breaking the link of the Syro-Malabar community in Kerala.
8
 

The Matrimonial and Sociological Crisis 

The convergence of migration and education has resulted in a serious ―matrimony 

landscape‖ crisis in the Syro-Malabar church. Church data and pastoral experiences 

reveal that there are approximately 100,000 men in the church in Kerala who lack 

marriageable partners.6 Several reasons account for this situation: 

Gendered Migration: A large number of young Syro-Malabar women, especially 

those educated in nursing and healthcare, have successfully migrated to the West.
6
 

These women have either married abroad or have no desire to return to the agrarian-

based lifestyle of many young men who stayed back in Kerala.
5 

Educational Disparity: Syro-Malabar women, through the Catholic school network, 

have reached an outstanding level of education and skill.
11

 This has resulted in a 

status disparity with the local men who are engaged in the traditional sectors such as 

agriculture, which is increasingly viewed as unprofitable.
6
 

Changing Marital Values: There is an increasing trend of young people choosing to 

remain single or put off marriage indefinitely in order to pursue global careers.
5
 The 

social pressure to marry and reproduce, which has held the community together for so 

many centuries, is no longer operative in the face of materialistic and individualistic 

values.
5
 

This problem of marriage further contributes to the low birth rate, as the 

"marriageable" population is both declining and aging. The age of marriage for Syrian 

Christian women is now the highest in the state, further closing the biological clock 

for childbearing.
19
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Diocesan Realities and Regional Shifts 

The Syro-Malabar Church is divided into 35 eparchies or dioceses worldwide, with a 

large number of them in Kerala. The membership statistics of these dioceses indicate 

the regional differences in the demographic transition process. The archeparchies like 

Ernakulam-Angamaly and Trichur continue to be the largest, but they are also the 

most affected by the processes of urbanization and migration.
15 

Eparchy / 

Archeparchy 

Reported 

Membership 

Notable Characteristics 

Ernakulam-

Angamaly 

510,000 Hub of urbanization; high Western 

migration.
15

 

Trichur 471,328 Significant demographic aging; 

loss of political clout.
15

 

Idukki 400,000 Settlement area; facing youth 

exodus.
15

 

Changanacherry 390,000 Educational hub; high rate of 

professional migration.
15

 

Palai 348,128 High age at marriage; pioneer in 

"large family" drives.
15

 

Tellicherry 317,782 Northern Kerala presence; facing 

declining membership.
15

 

Kottayam 175,300 Knanaya community hub; highest 

emigration density.
15

 

Source:.
15 

Geographically, the Syro-Malabar population is concentrated in the erstwhile 

Travancore and Cochin states, with 56% of the total population residing in the 

Meenachil and Changanaserry taluks and the Cochin region.
15

 However, these very 

areas are now witnessing the most significant "voids" in their social structure as youth 

move to North America and Europe.
6
 The district of Kottayam has the highest 

percentage of households with more than one emigrant at 32.9%, underscoring the 

intensity of the demographic drain in the Syro-Malabar heartland.
21 

Institutional Response: The 2026 Synod and the "Community Empowerment 

Year" 

Recognizing the existential threat posed by these demographic shifts, the Syro-

Malabar Church has moved from passive observation to active intervention. In 

January 2026, the 34th Synod of the Syro-Malabar Church, led by Major Archbishop 

Raphael Thattil, issued a significant circular declaring 2026 as the "Community 

Empowerment Year".
5
 The synod's warnings were unusually stark, describing the 

community as facing a "risk of disappearing" and urging the faithful to "bravely 

confront" the challenges of modern society.
5 
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The Church’s plan has several pillars to offset the effect of the population decline: 

Offsetting "Reckless Migration": The Major Archbishop appealed against 

"unthinking" migration, which results in heavy indebtedness and loss of faith.
5
 The 

Church is currently offering training for competitive exams (like IAS and IPS) in 

Kerala itself to encourage the youth to join the Kerala administration and governance 

system instead of migrating to other countries.
6
 

Inducing Large Families: Since 2011, the Church has been conducting campaigns to 

induce families with four or more children, providing scholarships and economic 

assistance.
6
 Though about 5,000 families have responded to this appeal by 2026, the 

effect has been overshadowed by the dominant factor of migration.
6 

Economic Resurrection: The Synod called for a transformation from being "job 

seekers" to "job creators".
5
 This includes inducing "scientific farming" systems in 

dioceses where farming was considered unremunerative in the past, with the objective 

of offering local jobs to the youth.
5
 

Political Engagement: The Church has observed a substantial reduction in its 

political bargaining power owing to its dwindling numbers.
6
 The reduction in the 

regional Christian parties, such as the Kerala Congress (M), is directly linked to the 

reduction in the number of Catholics in Central Kerala.
6
 Hence, the Church is now 

encouraging its followers to take an active role in politics and administration as a 

"civic duty" to ensure its presence in society.
5
 

The "Parsi Syndrome" and the Future Outlook 

The "Parsi Syndrome" has emerged as a pivotal concept in the demographic study of 

the Syrian Christians of Kerala. Just as in the Parsi community of Mumbai, the Syro-

Malabar Christians have reached unparalleled heights of socio-economic progress, 

literacy, and mobility across the globe. However, these accomplishments have led to a 

demographic dead-end.
4
 The TFR of the community has remained below replacement 

levels for the last three decades, and the impact of the community's fertility pattern in 

the past is now manifesting in the form of an aging population.
4 

Children and youth will form an ever-decreasing proportion of the community by 

2025, while the elderly, aged 65 and above, are expected to form 25% of the 

population eventually.
4
 This demographic shift requires a corresponding allocation of 

church resources from youth-oriented programs such as Sunday schools to geriatric 

care and support for "left-behind" parents.
4 

Additionally, the community's practice of 

endogamy, while maintaining its distinct ethno-religious identity, may also contribute 

to the decline in population as the pool of eligible mates in Kerala continues to 

dwindle.
18 

The Syro-Malabar Church in Kerala is rapidly becoming dependent on its capacity to 

be a transnational church. While the "homeland" community may continue to dwindle 

in absolute and relative numbers, the worldwide Syro-Malabar diaspora is flourishing. 

The task of the church hierarchy in the coming decades will be to sustain a robust 

presence in Kerala, the birthplace of its liturgy, tradition, and identity, even as it 

struggles to shepherd a worldwide flock that is ever more removed from the socio-

political realities of the state. 
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Conclusion 

The decline of the Syro-Malabar Christian population in Kerala from 2000 to 2025 is 

a complex process with its roots in the very success of the socio-economic transition 

of the Syro-Malabar Christian community itself. As a community that has achieved its 

demographic transition much earlier than almost any other community in the country, 

the Syro-Malabar Christian community is now reaping the consequences of its low 

fertility rate, high professional migration, and the disintegration of the traditional 

marital framework. The "demographic winter" is more than a statistical phenomenon; 

it is a process of social change that has reduced the political power of the community 

and shrunk its geographical space. As the Church embarks on its "Community 

Empowerment Year" in 2026, the initiatives that begin today will decide whether the 

Syro-Malabar identity in Kerala can be preserved through human resource 

development and economic rejuvenation or whether the community will continue on 

its way to become a small, aging, but rich minority in its traditional homeland. The 

transition from being a local agrarian hegemony to a global professional diaspora is 

now complete; the question is how much of the "home" will be left for the generations 

to come. 
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