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Introduction ) . .

Indian socicly harbours socio-cultural inequality which manifests itself l.lu ough the system of
patriarchy and the caste system of Hinduism The depressed people were sub;eclgd lo man)i Lfnlold
social and economic restiains. The discrimination againsl the down-trodden z.m.d underprmleged
even al the place of worship is perhaps one of the cruelest and in human activity. Inequality and
economic disparity irked the depressed class people. This paper altempls 1o portray the 1ole of
various depressed class elevation organizalions and some reformisls worked for the upliftment and
betterment of the downtrodden people

The untouchables were labeled as outcastes by Brahmin interpretations of Hinduism. Such
oulcaste in a casle sociely lacks both identity and self respect.! In the social hierarchy they were
placed at the lowest end.2 In the 19" century mosl of the depressed class people in the irrigated
districts were bonded laborers to the local landlords.? Since basic civil rights were denied they lived
in huts scgregated tfrom main habilations.? The epithet depressed denotes nol only low status in the
hierarchy of caste combined with religious and social disabilities bul also a low economic
condition 3 In toto, the depressed class people met with scveral disabilities. To redeem them from
the shackles of social impositions and redress their grievences many social o1 ganizations emerged

Adi - Dravida Mahajana Sabha

Among the scheduled caste organization slarted by the Dalit leaders, the Adi - Dravida
Mahajan Sabha was the carliest one. Its origin can be traced o 1892. 6 This organization tirelessly
represenied the problem of the scheduled casles o the governmen!t Several branches of Adi
Dravida Mahajana Sabha were established all aver Tamil Nadu and the local units were affiliated 10

the parenlal body. This sabha maintained a service army and scoul wing for {hemselves” The
service army consisted mostly of youngslers. Its duty was lo s
scheduled castes and organize them T he office of the s
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grievances of the depressed class people were passed. Tl
{0 the government, tried to redress the grie\,al‘ges o.f ”‘e sabha, by making (requent representation
he .
petition lo, 1K goyemnmentirequesing some aps scheduled castes. In 1892 the sabha sent
' curing the socio — economic politi * agraran concession.’! The sabha aclively worked for
securing _ _ political and educational rights for the scheduled tes fr
governmcnl. In 1898 it again complained to the M stes from (he
e admission of sched 1e Madras government about the violalion of rules
regarding b of scheduled caste students in schools 12 In addition to the social interests
the sabha looked after the political interests of the scheduled castes. On August 20, 1917 }.lltj
gecretary of State for India announced that the policy of the Brilish Government was lo ix;crease the
Indian parlicipation n the governance of the country. Accordingly in December 1917, S.Srinivasa
Sastry and .S.N.'Baner]ee .wer(.z nominated to study the condition of the scheduled castes and their
representation in the legislative bodies. Despile the active role, a split in the sabha was inevitable
P I .y = . .
when M.C. Raja and R.Veerian succeeded in subslituting the caste name pariah to Adi Dravida
However, this was the most popular and mosl successful association among the scheduled castes
which worked for the causes of social identify
In August 1924, M.C.Raja moved a resolution in the Legislative council calling for the abolition
of discriminatory praclices against them. But C.I’ Ramaswami lyer, the Law member, ignored the
motion stating that it could nol be done all of a sudden.’’

Harijan Sevak Sangh
Another non - governmental organization, Harijan sevak Sangh has done a lot for the

eradication of untouchability. It carried out an exlensive propaganda for the eradication of this evil
practice. The Harijan Sevak Sangh not only wanted fo redress the grievances but also lo amalgamale
the scheduled casles. 1t was Gandhiji who took up the cause of such amalgamation of the un-
touchable with the other section of the Hindu society. It was for this avowed purpose, Gandhiji
joined with his close associates and founded the Harijan Sevak Sangh in 1932. The noble aim of this
Sangh was redeeming the so called depressed classes 14 The Sangh aimed at the removal of
untouchability and the liberation of scheduled castes from the shackles of social, economic,
educational and political disabilities. Gandhiji believed (hat the cvils of untouchability could nol be
Temoved forcibly. Through this Sangh Gandhiji tried to uplift the Harijans .l.o lhf? level of equality
with the high caste Hindus. Very soon many provinria] branches of Harjan Sevak Sangh were

established.15

Tamil Nadu Harijan Sevak Sangh
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Gandhiji toured the Tamil District twice with a party of 20 volunteers for the Harijan upliftmep
The first tour lasted from December, 20 to December 22, 1933 and the second tour took place fmn-;
January 23, 1934 to February 22, 1934. T.S.Rajan accompanied Gandhiji on lour. The tour was very
inspiring to the Harijan workers of the Sangh who came to be imbibed with more enthusiasm,
Gandhiji collected Hanjan welfare funds and these funds were utilized to carry out the constructive
programmes of the Harijan Sevak Sangh.'? Following the footsteps of Gandhiji, other prominent
leaders like Baba Rajendra Prasad, Thakkar Baba, Shri Raja Gopalachari, Deva Dass Gandhi,
G.Ramachandran, Rameswari Nehru, S S Bharathi and others toured for the Harijan cause. These
tours helped to change the outlook of the general public towards the Harijan cause. In Madurai
Cily, the Chairman of the Municipal Council V.S.K Muthu Ramaier, a Sourashtra Weaver provided
conveyances to the untouchables who lived within the city limits. Assisted by Vaithiyanatha Aiyar
and others he installed taps for drinking water and kerosenc lamps to the untouchables living
quarters or cheri. Another individual in Madurai who did much untouchabilily work was
L Krishnaswami Bharati. He was the son of the famous Dravidanist Somasundara Bharathi. Along
with tours, conferences were also conducted by the Harijan Sevak Sangh 1o condemn
untouchability.

Vaithiyanatha Iyer made a solid contribution towards the Dalit cause. His aclive role as
President of the Harijan Sevak Sangh camed him the title 'Father of the Harijians’ in the whole of
Tamil Nadu and particularly in Madurai district Adorned as the president of the Sangh for quite a
long time, he did immense work for the Hanjans. He obtained aid from the Governmentl and
philonthrophists. He maintained schools, hostels and provided financial assistance o dig wells for
the use of the Dalits.}¥ His companion L.N.Gopalswami was equally officient and devoted. He had
worked in a capacity of Secretary during the tenure of Vaithiya Natha Iyer. He was responsible for
the creation of separate department [or IHarijan Welfare

Welfare activities of the Sangh

The Harjjan Sevak Sangh carried oul a lot of welfare activities. It established prim
supplied pure drinking water by constructing wells in the scheduled caste localities. :
scholarships to students and provided industrial training 1o the Harijan students. It also established
Namsgars (House of Prayers) in some villages for their moral and spiritual development. I "j‘;
religious field, the Sangh worked for the opening of temples for the Harijans. The Sangh me!u
scholarships to the scheduled castes students thanks to the donors. In the oconomic field, P"‘“Tm‘?on
of cottage industrics, cattle breeding, bee keeping were encouraged. Priorily was given to 5-3“‘_'““'_0':
in the cleris. Village cleanliness and disposal of the waste was laken care of. The evils of dnnklll!::
and carrion ealing were eliminated to some extlent. In villages, bee-keeping, cattle preeding: I""‘“ 1i1
keeping and a small tannary were established. Supported by the Government, the ST‘:‘
maintained separale hostels for the scheduled castes at Periyakulam, Melur, DC"“‘:O.\I‘QO
Cheranmadevi etc.?? These hostels were run by (he Sangh from 1934. Caste Hindus Wert 1‘01.1\-‘.
Jccommodated as inmates in the hostels. In these hostels, a feeling of oneness was inculcated a:I- tlfé
¢ inmates through common worship, common dining and training Besides the general schoots

ary schools
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sangh orgzmizcd industrial schools.

Harijan Day and Harijan Utsav amo\’s‘l 0
To stress the importance of the upliftment of the scheduled casles and 'rlii (arijn
stouchability, the Sangh starled the celebrations of Harijan Day and Harijan Utsav. - i
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Day W3S ~clebrated to impress upon all the people the imperative need to remove untouchabihity
& other Jisabilities It was celebrated on 302 of everv month in every taluk and village to 'vromo{e

smicable relationship between scheduled castes and Caste Hindl-x:\l“ The Harii.a;t L't;w was

rehrated from 24 September to 2=* October every vear. In commemeoration of Gandhi’s birth day

was celebrated upto 2 October. Tamil Nadu Harjan Sevak Sangh used to celebrate the

nine Gays &5 Harijan Utsav. The aim of this celebration was promoting brotherhood between the

rables and the caste Hindus. Thus, the Harijan Sevak Sangh worked for the averall

improvement of the depressed class people. Besides working for scheduled caste upliftment and

i

heir amelioration, the Sangh also went to the help of scheduled castes at the time of social
ces or any natural calamity like floods, fire ete. Even though all the organizations worked
es, it was the Harijan Sevak Sangh which rendered active

e U2V

disturban
for the upliftment of the untouchabl

<orvice for the material improvement of the untouchables.
Emboldened by the support of Gandhi and Adi Dravida leaders like M.C. Raja during the e
1930¢ the movement to eliminate untouchability in the Tamil Districts became slmng. It was
amnad District, the movement of the Adi Dravidas (untouchables)

reported in 1930 that In Rz
towards their emancipation was almost a mass movement. So it resulted in the many caste related

violence in Ramnad District.

arly

Tamil Nadu Servants of Untouchable Society
With the formation of the Tamil Nadu Serv
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-ants of Untouchables society on November 20, 19325,
agitation got momentum in Madurai. S.Somasundara Bharathi, the president of the
le entry. Thanks to the efforts of Vaithaiyanatha Iyer,
Muthuramalinga Thevar, this movement got a
an awakening for the casue of temple entry for
adu and made tremendous change in the socio
e non-Brahmins especially by the depressed

the temple entry
society took keen interest in the Harijans temp
president of the Harijan Sevak Sangh and Pasumpon
new vigour. Gandhi through his Harijan tour crealed
the Harijans. He stayed a number of days in Tamil N
- political realm of Tamil Nadu. 2 Temple entry by th

dasses of Tamil Nadu formed an important stage in social reform. =

During 1932-33, the Tamil Nadu servants of untouchables society conducted a referendum in
Madurai. About 5732 Hindus were approached. Among them, 4746 persons had given their consent
Thus the referendum in general had supported lemple Harijan entry.
mittee of the Meenakshi Temple Madurai were
on by the candidates of the servants of

M favour of temple entry.
Election to the six seats in the Devasthanam com
h?’d in January 1933 and all the six seats were W
Untouchables Society.

The Initiatives Rajaji

g Rajaji the Premier of Madras Presidency . _

ﬂined with them. He wanted to secure their right to enter into Hindu Temples. He lnef to persuade
€ Priests and temple trustees in the Maﬂras Presidency lo open their temples to Hamjans. Some of

i suasion, Rajaji turned to legislation.

s trustees complied but some refused. When
i Vamashramites who later were called sanatanists tried to mobilize support on a l‘a.rge scale
333qu the move of Rajaji. They insisted that the Congress ought to function only as :t.puhhcal bo.d?\f
lnd 1t could not and ought not canvas for support to legislation affecting religious bcllefs.‘But R;xg_;m
as strongly in favour of temple entry and in the battle of religious reforms he sided with

rtformers. b}
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The temple entry regulation brought aboul a sile'nt and bloo‘c‘i]cssS re\rslulion in the Hingy,
society. Due to the inspiration given by Rajaji, the Tamil Nadu'l-larl]an eva ‘Sang workers under
the k;adership of A.Vaithiyanatha lyer, planned to laurllch a \rlgor.ous campaign for temple .ent )
Provincial level temple entry conference was also held in Mac?ural on July 30, 1939 at .the Victoria
Edward Hall. It was presided over by Rameshwari Nehru, a kinswoman of I\{.ehru family and Vice
President of All India Harijan Sevak Sangh. She came to Tamil Nadu on‘ Harufm pPropaganda tour.
After a grand procession in the afternoon, a public meeting was held in which Mrs.Rameshywar;
Nehru asked the Caste Hindus if they were prepared to allow the non -caste Hindus (o enter (he
Meenakshi Temple. The reply was positive and they raised their hands and gave their suppor for
temple entry. %

Thus, the temple entry conference gave fillip lo the temple enlry campaign. As soon as the
conference was held, a temple entry propaganda committee was constituted in Madurai under the
leadership of Vaidiyanatha lyer. The commitiee decided to work towards temple entry in the
Meenakshi temple Madurai: Of all the temples in Tamil Nadu, Meenakshi Sundareswarar lemple in
Madurai is the mosl celebrated one.? So il was a litmus test. The commitlee succeeds in its attempl
in bringing the people inside the temple. Other temples would follow the suit and the reform would
be accomplished for the entire Tamil Nadu. Since the atmosphere for temple entry was quite

condusive in Madurai this movement gained significance in 1932 and 1939. Not withstanding,
Madurai had a number of congress leaders who played a vital role in translating the ideals of

Gandhiji and Rajaji into practice. Their active supporl and co-operation made the temple enlry
movement a grand success in Madurai. In the midst of some bitte
Hindus in Madurai, the movement to re

Sang made laudable efforls in this re

r opposition from some orthodox

form the society got success. The workers of Harijan Sevak
gard.

Through leaflets, slips and wall posters, the members of H
temple entry movement. Public meeling in this reg
spoke in many meetings and impressed upon the urgency of the reform. He attracted the attention
of every individual in Madurai town. All the meeting in Madurai were largely atlended by the
people and in course of time the mind set of people of Madurai yearned for reform. The workers of
Harijan Sevak Sangh even carried on house to house propaganda and mel the leading people of all
communities in this regard. 27

arijan Sevak Sangh propagated the
ard became very common Vaithiyanatha Iyer

Temple Entry Movement in Action

The wonderful event of temple entry by non-caste Hindus in Madurai happened on July 8,
1939 under the leadership of Vaithiyanatha Iyer and L.N. Gopalasamy the President and Secrelary
of Tamil Nadu Harijan Sevak Sang. A batch of non - caste Hindus numbering six made their first
entry into the famous Meenakshi temple at 8.45 am. RS.Nayudu, the Executive Officer,
A.lChidambara Mudaliar, a member of Devasthanam Committee, the Sup;:rinlendenl, Peishkar and
other se

rvants of the temple were present al the entrance and they all received the temple entry
team. Nobody present in the lemple raised

: any objection or prolest when Vaithiayanatha Iyer and
his team entered the temple and offered worship. All the ceremonies were duly performed. But on
the following evening there was some delay in performing pooja owing ta one of the priests having
locked the inner shrine and gone away with the key. The lemple Executive Officer, however,
immediately brought in other priests

‘ _ and worship had since proceeded uninterruptedly #a
number of people witnessed this wonderful event and news about the event spread at once like

wildfire.? It was grand success for the depressed class people and they were jubilant on hearing the
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news of temple entry. This was a severe blow for the casle Hindus who h
restriction on the depressed class for a long period, Thus (he entry inlo the Madurai Meenakshi
Temple broke the social barriers. 3 But the sanatanists who were not reconciled (o this event became
very aclive and convened and attended a large number of meelings to oppose temple entry.

The temple entry in Madurai Meenkashi Temple was a great land mark. [t was a remarkable

reform in the Hindu religion as it broughy about equality among the worshippers of God. A great
change had come over the land without violence

ad been imposing

- and bloodshed. The programme was executed
non-violently without any preach of peace.?! By leading the temple entry movement, Madurai had
made another History in the annals of Hindu Religion

Opening of Other Temples Per Non Caste Hindus

When the historic lemple entry gol success in Meenakshi Temple in Madurai on 8th July 1939,
The Kallagar temple was also opened to the non-caste Hindus on the same day The Kudal Alagar
Temple, located in Madurai Cily was also opened in the next day 3 The Madurai Municipal Council
held a meeling under the presidentship of N.M.R. Subbaraman and adopted a resolution rejoicing
over the peaceful and successful entry of the non-caste Hindus in the Meenkashi Temple, Kudal
Alagar Temple and the Kallagar Temple. Morcover, this resolution congratulated Vaidyanatha lyer
and other workers as well as the public of Madurai for their firm efforts to accomplish the task

Thus the contribulion of depressed class organizations and the reformers were hemendous in
shaping the sociely by breaking caste barriers and ils impacts were the Socio-economic
transformation in Tamil Nadu.

References

1. Indu Rajagopal, The Ty1any of caste, Delhi, 1985, p.120.

2. )K.Chopra, (ed.) Society of India (Update) , New Delhi, 2002,p.72.

3. Eugene Irschick , Tamil 1evivalism in 1930's, p 156.

4 NSubramanian, History of Tamil Nadu, Madurai, 1984, p.164.

3, O.Malley, India Social Herilage, New Delhi, 2004, p.37.

6. GON 0103, 1. Public works and Labow, 11t April, 1928

1. Proceeding of the Adi Dravida Mahajana Saba, Madras, 1932.

$. G.0.No.246, Law (Legal), 22" June, 1926.

9. Swapna Samuel, Dalil Movements in South India, 1857-1950, New Delhi, 2004, p.184.

0. Go, No.2836, Revenue, 29 November 1920.

11.Go No0.33, Education, 25, Januray 1899.

12 G.0. No.205, Education, 30 March, 1899. i

3. Madras Legislative Council Proceedings, Vo, XXIV, 26% August, 1925, pp.755-736.
14. Susan Bayly, The New Cambridge History of India, Caste, Society and politics in India,
15 gir:bridge, 1991, p.250.

I fbidpna Samuel Op.cit, p.173

1; Ibid, p 174

19, o pary

20 E'O'NO'ZSB. Development, 30™ June, 1 947. B
2]' | “Porton Harijan Welfare in Madras State, Madras, 1935, p_.31 L,
| lankum‘“an' Kilaranthelukirathu Killakku Makuvai, (Tamil), Chennat p.12.

it

NGy
College (Autonomous), Pollachi



=N

U

27.
28.

29

30.
31.

32

33.

Yol. 5 Special Issue 2 March 2018 ISSN: 2321-788X

T.5.S.Rajan, Tamilnattil Gandhi (Tamil), Madras, 1934, pp.2-9.

C.Paramathalingam , Social Reform Movement in Tamil Nadu in the 19" century with special
reference lo St. Ramalinga, Madurai, 1993, p.190.

Veeramani et.al., (ed) Social Justice in Tamilnadu, Madurai, 1990, p-224.

Patlabhi Sitaramya, Gandhi and Gandhism, Allahabad, 1942, p.428.

R.R.Divakaran, Gandhiji basic Ideals and some Modern Problems, Bombay, 1963m pp.36, 39
Annual Report of the Tamilnadu Harijan Sevak Sangh, 1938-39, p.29

Fortnightly Reports for the first half of July, 1939.

The Times of India, 10" July, 1939,

Harijan, Vol VII, 15" July, 1939.

Fortnightly Reports, 20 July, 1939.

The Hindu, 9 July, 1939.

The Hindu, 15 July, 1937.



