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MESSAGE

| am glad to note that the Government of Tamil Nadu is compiling
articles on the Vaikom Satyagraha and bringing out a Vaikom
Movement Centenary Special Issue.

Vaikom Satyagraha stands apart among the people's struggles in
Indian history. It is unparalleled because the renaissance movement
and the national movement came together at Vaikom to struggle for
the people's right to access public roads. In a sense, it served as a
beacon light in our march forward from monarchy to democracy and
united us amidst our diversities, in that effort.

AsfarasKeralaand Tamil Nadu are concerned, the Vaikom Satyagraha
is a reminder of our shared history. Periyar E V Ramasamy Naicker
had participated in the struggle, and was subsequently arrested and
jailed. Several of our Tamil brothers and sisters who were part of
various social reform movements had expressed support to the cause
and some of them even participated in the struggle expressing their
soulful solidarity to those who braved the repression of caste Hindus
and their lords. Kerala and Tamil Nadu are siblings who share the
cherished heritage of this glorious people's movement.

Vaikom Satyagraha presents the model of standing together, shoulder
to shoulder, in the struggles for our people. It is a telling example of
India's foremost ideal, unity in diversity, being put to practice. When
there are orchestrated attempts around us to sow hatred and reap
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discord, to divide us by misrepresenting our diversities as differences,
the memory of Vaikom Satyagraha and the celebration of its centenary
serve as sources of immense strength to resist the machinations and
devious designs of the communal fascistic forces behind them.

It is in the fithess of things that Thiru M K Stalin, the Chief Minister
of Tamil Nadu took the Initiative in commemorating the 100th
anniversary of the historical occasion, that augmented the course of
history through unchartered realms of progressive heights. | take this
opportunity to congratulate him too.

My best wishes to the Vaikom Movement Centenary Special Issue
being brought out by the Government of Tamil Nadu. May it enable
Kerala and Tamil Nadu to further strengthen our bonds and amplify
our struggles for the people.

zZ==

Pinarayi Vijayan
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“Smeflemha i gremhsSsTT GenT Hossmrier moydflamus Hammufleflerm
lpeilsg el Lmigsr starusmawd m.Oourmosmd prussmse eltrmsursl Knliss
SOL 2 Saremel Slmou  ammdlsagreamhafllLiser earumsin Csl & surssissr
ahGaTesmLaImTSeT (U @Rwr, 23 eglized 1925; aGaailsdrer, 27 sl 1925).

“The reader will be glad to learn that the Travancore Government have released Sjt.
Kurur Nambudripad and withdrawn the prohibition order against Sjt. Ramaswamy Naicker...
| tender my congratulations to the Travancore Government on the admirable spirit, with
which it is acting in the matter of the long delayed reform”

(Gandhi - Young India, 23 April 1925)
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Hss Gnéu smusda @hdu sepsi urife @mnts oG smeormos Gumiaii(L
IRTLSTS galiser Gagmudnmiser. @& Gumsry aurd@L SmevaiTsmer, ojemenLouie
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Christian Nationalist. Hyderabad: Orient Longman
2003).
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gate. There is also a tradition that in former
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the sanctity of ages or the status of an invariable
custom.’
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F Madhavan was a good example of the
‘ezhavas’ educated elite. He was born in
1885 into one of the wealthy matrilineal joint families of
central Travancore; his father came from another. The
extensive Travancore school system allowed him to
take his primary education close to home. He attended
high school in the nearby town of Mavelikara, and
eventually matriculated from a Roman Catholic high
school in Quilon. His school experiences impressed
on him the disabilities of ‘ezhavas’, disabilities which
he later realized were shared by ‘ezhavas’ throughout
the state: "My companion on my daily trip to and from
the school was a Nair boy... whose poor mother was a
dependent of ours. He could go straight along all the
roads, whereas |, inspite of being economically better
off, had to leave the road every now and then to avoid
polluting. This used to cut me to the quick".

Before he was 20 he was involved in social
affairs, organizing and speaking to ‘ezhavas’ in central
Travancore, and acting as an English translator
for ‘ezhavas’ notables attending the representative
assembly in Trivandrum. He came under the influence of
Sri Narayana Guru and the SNDP Yogam, the ‘ezhavas’
caste association, and worked for the Yogam from
1914. In the following year he founded the newspaper
Deshabhimani to publicize ‘ezhavas’ grievances and
achievements.

Madhavan's experience with the Civic Rights
League probably influenced his views on how ‘ezhavas’
should campaign for the attainment of their civil rights.
In the Civic Rights League, they had been used chiefly
as an additional social category to bolster the arguments
of educated Syrian Christians, Madhavan saw that
this alliance with the Syrian Christian elite was not the
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only one open to educated ‘ezhavas’, Indeed, it was perhaps not
even the most desirable, for Christians did not rule Travancore;
caste-Hindus did that. Madhavan turned away from the Christian
alliance, and stressed the need for Ezhavas to win the cooperation
of educated, progressive caste-Hindus. Such support, he argued,
would demonstrate the changing times and cause the Government
to abolish the old disabilities. The rise to prominence of Gandhi
and the Gandhian ethic greatly aided Madhavan in his pursuit of
the new strategy, for hundreds of caste-Hindus revered Gandhi
and looked for a way to participate in his campaigns.

Madhavan first raised the question of temple entry in an
editorial in Deshabhimani in December 1917. The issue was
discussed at meetings of the SNDP Yogam and the Travancore
assembly over the next three years, and Madhavan himself
introduced resolutions calling for temple entry and recognition of
Ezhavas' status as respectable caste-Hindus. Taking note of the
Non-cooperation movement in British India, he began to advocate
more direct methods, and threatened that Ezhavas would arbitrarily
use roads close to temples, and enter temples to worship. In
November 1920 he himself went beyond the restrictive notice
boards on a road near the Vaikom temple in north Travancore,
and announced this to the district magistrate to demonstrate the
stupidity of the law: "I am an Ezhava by caste. | came to Vaikom
today and went to the temple here, past the notice board posted
on the road."
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The temple-entry question simmered throughout the first
nine months of 1921, as the non-cooperation movement boiled
in British India. Madhavan and his supporters took temple-entry
propaganda into the villages of central and north Travancore, and
their meetings provoked counter-demonstrations from orthodox
Hindus. The state's armed police were alerted to preventriots. The
Maharaja of Travancore was the 64-year-old Sir Moolam Thirunal,
well-educated in English, yet a simple and devout conservative,
who had ruled since 1885, the year of Madhavan's birth. As long
as Sir Moolam Thirunal was on the gaddi there was no question of
the temples being opened to all castes. At the same time, British
Governments, which might have put pressure on Travancore
to liberalize its policies, were caught up in the non-cooperation
movements, and were prepared to believe that any agitation in
a princely state was seditious. Moreover, in Travancore itself,
members of the ‘ezhavas’ elite in the government service sought
to keep the favour of the Maharaja and repudiated Madhavan's
belligerent talk of forcible temple entry.

Confronted with a situation in which many prominent ‘ezhavas’
were not prepared to offend a Government that was moderately
good to them, Madhavan astutely set out to build his own support
by broadening the base of his campaign. In doing so, he was taking
the first step towards transforming many ‘ezhavas’ into the most
radical political participants in the State.

When Gandhi came to south India in 1921, Madhavan
managed to arrange an interview with him at Tinnevelly and got his
blessing for an agitation for temple entry in Travancore. "l would
ask you." Gandhi began, "to drop temple entry now and begin
with public wells. Then you may go to public schools.” Madhavan

quickly corrected him: "You seem to mistake our position

in society for something analogous to that of Panchamas
in British India. Except half a dozen schools...all public
schools in this state are open to us..." Gandhi replied:
"You are ripe for temple entry then." He advised Madhavan
"to offer civil disobedience. You must enter temples and
court imprisonment if law interferes." This was a matter,
Gandhi assured him, that the Kerala Provincial Congress
Committee (KPCC) should take up. The interest and
approval of Gandhi was a powerful weapon for Madhavan
to use, not only among his castemen but among educated
caste-Hindus.

Madhavan's interview came, however, as the Moplah
rebellion was sweeping the southern half of Malabar
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District. The rebellion was popularly blamed on the activities of
the Congress in arousing the passions of uneducated Muslim
peasants. It was two years before Malayalis generally, and Malayali
Congressmen especially, began to recover from its effects.

In December 1923 Madhavan attended the Kakinada session
of the Indian National Congress which was important in having
a resolution establishing a committee on untouchability adopted.
In January 1924 the KPCC, searching for a way to establish itself
after the setback of the rebellion met in Ernakulam and chose
K Kelappan, a Malabar Nair who had worked in Travancore and
been the first president of the Nair Service Society there, as
convenor of an anti untouchability committee.
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The roads around the great Siva temple at Vaikom
in north Travancore were closed to Avarna Hindus, as
were the roads near most Vaikom, however, had the
advantage of easy communications by boat and road
with the neighbouring princely State of Cochin, with the
enclave of British Cochin, and with the Shertallai peninsula
across the backwater, where an ‘ezhavas’ working class
had grown up around the coir industry. Madhavan was a
skilled propagandist who appreciated such advantages.

To appeal to as broad a section of caste-Hindus as
possible, the demand at Vaikom was not for temple entry,
but for the right of Avarna Hindus to use the roads near the
temple. The orthodox, however, were to see this correcily,
as the thin end of the wedge. Under the leadership of
K P Kesava Menon, a Malabar Nair who was president of
the KPCC and editor of the newspaper Mathrubhumi, a
satyagraha was planned to begin on 30" March 1924. On
that day, Kesava Menon announced, he would violate the
law by approaching the temple in the company of avarna
Hindus. Four days before the satyagraha was to start, the
District Magistrate instructed the police to set up pickets
to bar Avarnas from using the temple roads; his stated
aim was to prevent clashes between the satyagrahis and
angry orthodox Hindus.

On 30" March a Nair, an ‘ezhavas’ and a Seramar,
"dressed in Khadi uniforms and garlanded," and followed
by a crowd of "thousands" attempted to use the roads.
They were stopped by the police and arrested; the crowd
dispersed, having been told that this procedure would be
repeated each morning until low castes were permitted
to use the roads. The three volunteers were sentenced
to six months' simple imprisonment when they refused to
post bonds for good behaviour. The Vaikom satyagraha,
"a truly glorious fight," The Hindu correspondent wrote,
"to establish the dignity of man and his right of free
movement,” had begun.
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vaikom satyagraha
V. BALAMBAL

T7e first struggle to wipeout untouchability
that succeeded in the whole of India was
the vaikom satyagraha. E.V.Ramasamy Naicker, the
“Father of the Tamils” played an important role in
the struggle. Before analysing the satyagraha, it is
necessary to have an understanding on the social
background of Travancore, in the beginning of the 20"
century.

Travancore was a native state ruled by the Hindu
Rajas where the Brahmins enjoyed high status and
privilege. This was the only class exempted from all
social and religious disabilities. They were not seriously
punished even for their crimes. The temples maintained
by the Brahmins were kept only for their worship and
the lower class of people were not even permitted to
touch the outer walls of the temples or even approach
them. The Nairs or the Sudars were kept next to the
Brahmins in the social order.

They also enjoyed certain privileges. If an Ezhava,
Nadar or Mukkuva defiled a Nair by touching him, the
latter could cut him down. If a Adi Dravidar or Seramar
did not move away from his path when he passed,
the Nair could punish him in the above manner. The
condition of the ezhavas was very pathetic. They were
disallowed the privilege of education and were classed
among the outcastes.

During the period of our study, the State of
Travancore had a population of 40 lakhs; and of this,
20 lakhs were Christians and Muslims; 8 lakhs were
caste Hindus and 12 lakhs were untouchables. The
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government collected 70 lakhs of rupees as revenue and 17
lakhs were spent on temples wherein 50,000 Brahmins were
employed. They enjoyed extraordinary privileges and high status.
They were well fed and donated money during the festivals and
other important days.

The whole system of taxation was arbitrary and unscientific.
The unprivileged classes were heavily taxed and the higher strata
enjoyed concessions. Poll tax, marriage tax and hut tax were
collected from them. They had to pay tax for the hair they grew
and for the breast of the ladies.

Though the unprivileged were seen all over the country,
it was only in Travancore the agitation started first and ended
successfully. They wanted their thirst for equality to be quenched
and they were waiting for a suitable opportunity to fan the fire. A
very simple and common (in those days) incident fermented the
Issue.

T.K.Madhavan, a rich Ezhava lawyer came to attend the court
in connection with a client’'s case. The court was situated inside
the compound, a religious function in honour of the Maharaja’s
birthday was in progress at that time. Therefore the orthodox
Brahmins, fearing pollution even from the mere approach of a
low caste Hindu, forbade his entry. Not only Madhavan but the
whole Ezhava community took it as a great insult and wanted to
agitate against these restrictions, T.K.Madhavan who was also the
editor of the Desabhimani, George Joseph a prominent Congress
leader and K.P.Kesava Menon, the editor of the Mathrubhumi took
up the issue and gave wide propaganda. The K.P.C.C collected
volunteers and planned a satyagraha at Vaikom to show their
disapproval.

Vaikom is a small town in Travancore and this place
has become renowned because of a siva temple. Rules of
untouchability were very meticulously implemented in and around
this temple. The agitators chose Vaikom because they felt that
Vaikom was a centre wherein the lower caste people were very
badly treated and as they had to start from one such area, the
consensus was for Vaikom. Even the four roads leading to the
temples were inaccessible to the Avarnas.

There were a few educated ezhavas in Travancore like
Madhavan who wanted to fight against this obsolescent practice.
Hence, instead of a British region the Travancore area was chosen
as the place of action by the agitators.

Mahatma Gandhi was informed of the proposed agitation.
Kesava Menon, the secretary of District Congress Committee in
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his letter dated 12" March 1924 to Mahatma Gandhi stated that
a procession of the Ezhavas, or Tiyyas and the seramars would
be taken on a prohibited public road round the temple in the most
orderly way possible. Subsequently an Untouchability Committee
was expected to organise a procession through the prohibited
streets. Those who participated in the conference were K.P.Kesava
Menon, George Joseph, T.K.Madhavan, K.Ayyappan etc.

The agitation which was to start with full vigour was almost
nipped in the bud when the Travancore authorities arrested and
imprisoned George Joseph and his eighteen associates. Kesava
Menon sent a telegram to Gandhiji on 1t April 1922. “Vaikom
satyagraha started yesterday. Three volunteers peacefully entering
prohibited area were arrested.

Their dignified behaviour greatly impressed the public. Conduct
of police praiseworthy. Another batch of three proceeded today also
arrested. Orderly crowds witnessing satyagraha everyday. First
batch sentenced six months. Gandhiji replied : “My congratulations
Satyagrahis. Hope stream will continue till success achieved. We
have to conquer opponents by perfect love”. Gandhi was regularly
informed of the proceedings of the satyagraha.

The imprisoned leaders were greatly upset and they thought
that without proper leadership the satyagraha might not be as
effective as they expected. They thought of an alternate leader
who could carry on the agitation in a vigorous manner. The
only person, they concluded, who could save the situation was
E.V.Ramasamy Naicker. Periyar E.V.Ramasamy Naicker was their
unanimous choice. So Kurur Nilakantan Namboodiri and George
Joseph sent a secret letter through a messenger to Periyar from
prison requesting him to assume the leadership of the satyagraha.

“We had already started a mission that is too great. As a
consequence, governmental opposition too have been let loose.
We had never imagined that we would be caught behind the
bars so soon. Only if you come here to Vaikom and assume the
leadership of the satyagraha and prolong the struggle, our honour
and the honour of our Kerala will be left unscathed. There is no
time to think over deeply and delay”.

Before we proceed on the participation of Periyar in the
Vaikom satyagraha, it won’t be out of place to record something
on Periyar a non-Keralite, whom the leaders of the satyagraha
had unanimously chosen to discharge the onerous task.

E.V. Ramasamy was born on 17" September, 1879 at Erode,
Tamil Nadu, in an orthodox Kannada Naidu family. His parents
were Venkatappa Naicker and Chinnathayammal.

189




MBI SUNIELLID
(1924-2023) [HIMHMIGI0NG 10600

Though Venkatappa was poor, in the beginning, subsequently
he rose to the level of a wealthy merchant of Erode by sheer hard
work. Ramasamy’s schooling was limited but he had an early
nuptial life. He assisted his father in his business. But soon he left
home and felt the Brahminic exploitation when he was in Banaras
for some time. He defined orthodoxy when he entered a career
of trade and politics.

He joined the Congress in 1920 in order to strengthen its
constructive programmes which included the amelioration of the
under privileged communities. “My ardent desire is to make the
people rationalists. Caste must go and Brahmanism should not
exist in the world. | joined the Congress only for this. E.V.R. built
up his image in the first year itself and became one of the chief
exponents of Gandhian political concepts in the districts of Tamil
Nadu. He made public speeches in colloquial Tamil and succeed
in arousing the political consciousness of illiterate masses.

In 1920 itself he was elected as the President of Tamil Nadu
Congress. E.V.R challenges the views of orthodox Brahmins and
caste system. The Vaikom satyagraha in which E.V.R participated
made him believe that the orthodox Brahmins would oppose any
change in the existing system.

He was taking steps to eradicate social evils. But he was
accused of his attitude towards the untouchables. Arulalan, a
leftist writer records : “Centered in the Non - Brahmin lower caste,
E.V.R’s movement concerned Harijans only marginally. Apart from
the Vaikom struggle of the 1920° E.V.R. never took up any major
cause for the Harijians. E.V.R. left the congress in 1925 because
he felt that the Congress had given benefits to the Brahmins and
discredit to the non-brahmins. Moreover he was not satisfied with
the way in which Gandhiji handled the Vaikom Satyagraha.

When he received the secret message from the imprisoned
Vaikom Satyagraha leaders, E.V.R. was touring in Madurai district
busy with Congress propaganda at Devarampannayapuram.
Though he was indisposed, he cancelled his tour, went to Erode,
reached Vaikom via Cochin and assumed the leadership of the
satyagraha.

It is really interesting to note the reaction of the Travancore
Maharaja when he heard of the arrival of E.V.R. He sent the Police
Commissioner and the Diwan Peishkar Subramania lyer to receive
E.V.R. and other satyagrahis were ready for action by the time
the commissioner and the Peishkar reached the place. The crowd
thought that the others were surprised to hear the invitation of
the Maharaja but the former politely said that he had come as a
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satyagrahi and not as the royal guest. Accompanied by his friend
Ayyamuthu he continued the agitation and was arrested by the
Travancore authorities.

The Maharaja was very lenient and ordered for one month’s
imprisonment in the Aruvikkuthu prison. When the news of his
arrest reached the ears of his wife Nagammai, she rushed to
Vaikom along with S.Ramanathan, a friend and follower of E.V.R.
and continued the agitation. She organised women'’s conference
and appealed to the rationale of the public.

Before we probe into the other activities of E.V.R. in the Vaikom
movement, it would be relevant to note the views of Gandhiji who,
in the beginning whole heartedly supported the satyagraha, later
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changed his views as far as the participants were concerned.
Gandhi was very particular that Vaikom satyagraha should be
exclusively carried on by the Hindus. On April 1924 he wrote “As
to Vaikom you should let the Hindus do the work. It is they who
have to purify themselves.

You can help them by your sympathy and by your pen but not by
organising the movement and certainly not by offering satyagraha.
If you refer to the Congress resolution of Nagpur, it calls upon the
Hindu members to remove the curse of untouchability. Gandhi
appealed to the Christians, Muslims and Sikhs in the Congress to
retire from satyagraha. This was an incident which made E.V.R.
to lose his confidence in Gandhiji. Gandhiji was a believer of
Varnashrama Dharma and he did not insist on inter-dining and
inter-caste marriage. Some of the members of Congress like
Sivarama lyer and Vanchesvara lyer wrote to Kesava Menon on
1st April 1924 itself that there was no reason behind their agitation
and as the roads were temple roads, the temple authorities had
the right to impose any regulation. But E.V.R. believed “Roots of
evil in a society are to be found in religion. Religion or superstition
has prevented development in society.

Religion must be abolished by rationalism. Caste system
and domination of Brahmins must be destroyed.” E.V.R. greatly
suspected Gandhi’s sincerity and interest in the Vaikom Satyagraha
because of the latter’s varnashrama theory and religious attitued
towards the satyagraha. E.V.R’s experience in the vaikom
satyagraha taught him that it was necessary to eradicate religion
and letter him that anti-Brahmanism meant the eradication of caste.

George Joseph continued to show his interest in the
satyagraha and sent a telegram to Gandhiji on 11" april 1924:
“vaikom satyagraha assumed new hase. Police preventing access.
Refuse to arrest. Satyagrahis have got down front road fasting.
More intended following daily. Advise if change is necessary.”
gandhiji sent a reply telegram: “omit fasting but stand on squat in
relays with quite sub-mission till arrested.”

The travancore authorities might have felt some relief after
the initial arrest of important leaders and so decided not to arrest
all satyagrahis. Moreover the jail authorities also proved to be very
gentle in their treatment. K.P.Kesava Menon wrote to Gandhiji
from Trivandrum Central Jail: “We are treated as state prisoners.
A separate block is set apart for our use. We are allowed our own
clothes. A convict cooks for us.

| am having the same food as | take at home. So is Madhavan.
Books and Newspapers are also allowed. In writing letters we are
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not allowed to say anything about Vaikom affairs. Friends can see
us between 8 a.m. and 4 p.m. every day except Sunday. The Jail
authorities are keeping us comfortably. Polite treatment from them
and Vaikom police officers.”

Gradually most of the non-Hindu members of the Congress
withdrew from the satyagraha on the advice of Gandhiji. Gandhiji
wanted to analyse the participation of Travancore Hindus in the
movement. In his letter dated 6™ May 1924 to K.Madhavan Nair,
he wrote: “when he started the movement Kesava Menon told
me that the general body of the Hindus was with the movement.

If in Travancore, public opinion is not in favour, you may not
over awe the public by a demonstration from outside.” Gandhiji
insisted that untouchability and unapproachability were curses on
the Hindus and they alone should fight against them. He also felt,
“The solution of the problem at Vaikom will not solve the question
of untouchability and unapproachability for the whole of India,...”
When the satyagrahis were not arrested by the Travancore
authorities for some time, Sri Narayana Guru, the saint turned
social reformer of Kerala disapproved of the current methods of
satyagraha suggested by Mahatma Gandhi and suggested that
the volunteers should advance along barricaded roads and scale
it. But according to Gandhiji, it was violence.

After the period of conviction E.V.R. was released from
Aruvikkuthu prison and he continued his propaganda against
untouchability and unapproachability and so the authorities
ordered him to leave the state immediately.

He refused to do so and once again he was arrested and
imprisoned for 6 months. E.V.R. was released two months earlier
under amnesty owing to the sudden demise of the Maharaja.
E.V.R. came to Erode to take rest and see his mother. But he
was imprisoned on 11" September 1924, at Erode for his earlier
Khadar propaganda.

Itis believed that this arrest was made by the authorities at the
instigation of the Travancore Government. Inspite of all these set
backs, E.V.R. never lost interest in the movement and he pursued
his goal at Vaikom.

Now, the authorities, who treated the Vaikom satyagrahis
decently in the beginning, changed their policy that resulted in
crude measures. The satyagrahis were cruelly beaten by the
goondas. Limes were thrown into their eyes, and the Khadar shirts
were torn to pieces and burnt. The satyagrahis suffered a lot as the
Travancore authorities practically abandoned the satyagrahis to
the tender mercies of the goondas, Even then Gandhiji preached
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that unlimited patience and unconquerable courage were needed
for success. To Gandhi unlimited patience meant non-violence.

E.V.R. and his followers decided to continue the satyagraha
not only for road entry but also for temple entry. The Travancore
authorities got agitated. Rajaji was a close friend of Raghavaiah,
the then Diwan of Travancore. So Gandhiji asked him to go
to Vaikom not necessarily to court arrest but to regulate the
movement. So Rajaji came to Vaikom and had a discussion with
the Diwan regarding the problem. Rajaji invited Gandhiji also for
a talk and the latter wanted E.V.R.’s presence at Vaikom, Rajaji
insisted Raghavaiah to expediate the opening of the roads to the
untouchables.

Raghavaiah who also wanted to issue an order for the same
explained to the Regent the intricacies of the Gandhiji came to
Vaikom and they decided to meet the Diwan and the Regent.
When Gandhiji met the Regent and appraised her of all details, she
agreed to open the streets to the demonstrators and untouchables,
provided the satyagrahis ended the movement. She also made it
clear that they should not agitate for temple entry later.

Gandhiji asked E.V.R.’s opinion regarding Regent’s conditions.
E.V.R. was totally unhappy over the means adopted by Gandhiji in
tackling the problem. He wanted both free movement in roads and
temple entry; so he disliked the compromising attitude of Gandhiji.
For the time being, he had to accept street entry, but decided to
fight for the temple entry also sooner or later.

When Gandhiji expressed his consent, the satyagraha ended
and the ashram was removed. The roads on three sides of the
temple at Vaikom were open to all. But the road leading to the
front side of the temple in the east continued to be inaccessible
to the Avarnas. Even though it was only a partial success, E.V.R.
and other agitators could be proud of their achievement.

The very fact that a non-Keralite was tipped to the leadership
of the agitation at a critical juncture was an unmistakable proof
of E.V.R’s recognition as a dedicated social reformer. There was,
actually, no dearth for leaders in Travancore, but the mantle of
leadership devolved on E. V. R., for the architects of the satyagraha
knew full well that he alone was competent to spearhead the
agitation which was then facing a lull.

He rose to the expectation of the local leaders and instilled
a new vigour to the satyagraha by his hard hitting and rational
speeches.
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Since Vaikom Satyagraha, one can find a change in the
attitude of E. V. R. towards Gandhiji and the Congress. He differed
from Gandhiji as the latter “was against the levelling down of
caste system because he felt that it was a necessary implication
of Hinduism.

“E.V.R. launched a whirlwind campaign against Hinduism and
caste system after Vaikom satyagraha. Gandhiji's policy in the
Vaikom satyagraha and gurukulam incident made E.V.R. to resign
from the Congress and concentrate on self-respect movement
and other social reforms.

E.V.R. did not stop with street entry. He continued his agittation
which resulted in the Temple Entry Proclamation of 1936. E.V.R.
held a conference of the Ezhavas at Cochin in 1927 wherein he
preached that the Ezhavas and other untouchables should convert
themselves to Islam.

When this proposition was made by E.V.R. in the conference,
the Sikhs, the Christians and the Aryasamaj leaders wanted the
untouchables to join them. Hence the resolution was rewritten.
Accordingly, the choice of conversion was left to the discretion of
the person concerned. This led to the conversion of some Ezhavas
to Islam and Christianity.

Thus the part played by E.V.R. in the Vaikom Satyagraha
earned him a great title “Vaikom Hero” and he soon came to be
known as the “Leader of the Tamils” Later on E.V.R. involved
himself in all social reforms and became renowned as a great
rationalist of India.
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Fight Furlongs of

Freedom
DR T.K. RAVINDRAN

Inspite of these difficulties, large number of volunteers and
some prominent leaders from Madras Presidency arrived
at Vaikom. Express messages had been sent to Pandit Malaviya,
Rajagopalachari, Prakasam, and Devadas Gandhi requesting
them to start for Vaikom to lead the campaign.

The congress publicity bureau admitted that there was strong
opposition of caste-Hindus at Vaikom. Passion and prejudice
of these sections reigned supreme to make the Congress work
ineffective in the area. It was said that they could not even tolerate
the sight of a man clad in Khaddar. Their hatred of Congress
creed was so great that anyone professing it was shunned by
the orthodox society there. Kurur Nambudiripad complained that
he was not able to get a meal in any Brahmin hotel at Vaikom.
The Satyagrahasram there did not also get local cooks. The
untouchables were very slow to move. caste-Hindus and Congress
workers was mounting. Only accepted leaders could have eased
the situation.

It was on 14" April 1924 that the message of Gandhi to stop
fasting, was communicated to the fasting Satyagrahis at the four
roads and also to those undergoing treatment in the hospital. The
message was received by the local public with considerable relief
as the volunteers were to be saved from starvation and continuous
exposure to sun.

Thereafter the enthusiasm of the volunteers redoubled
and satyagraha by relay was inaugurated. Some leaders also
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reached Vaikom and took charge of the Satyagraha campaign
E.V.Ramasamy Naicker who arrived on 14™ morning led the first
two batches in the relay service for the northern and eastern
roads Arrangements were made for sending relays to volunteers
every four hours. Public meetings also were held on the Vaikom
foreshore in the evenings. It was decided to enrole women
volunteers as well who would look after the feeding and other
arrangements at the Ashram.

Varadarajalu Naidu’s telegram indicates that the response
from Madras was highly encouraging. Prominent gentlemen,
merchants and mirasdars had offered to take up the fight at
Vaikom. Varadarajalu’s bungalow had been vacated for the
boarding and lodging of leaders and volunteers from Tamil Nadu.

Messages of support from all corners of India and some
foreign countries poured in which infused confidence and vigour in
the Satyagrahis. The Secretary, City Congress, Hyderabad (Sindh)
wired saying, “The 13" of April was celebrated here in Hyderabad
(Sindh) with a procession terminating in a public meeting....A
resolution was passed congratulating the Kerala Satyagrahis for
fighting for elementary rights and appealing to orthodox Hindus and
the Maharaja of Travancore to remove the stain of untouchability
from Hinduism....There was such enthusiasm among the audience
that some expressed desire to go and join the Satyagraha if
required.” The Hindu Sabha of Hyderabad (Sindh) also condemned
the action of Travancore State authorities in adopting “repressive
measures against Thiyyas and others simply because they wanted
to exercise elementary human right of freedom of movement along
certain roads, the use of which is allowed to people of all other
castes and religions and appealed to His Highness, the Maharaja
“to immediately release Thiyyas and other workers and to see
that Thiyyas and other so called untouchables of Travancore
are allowed freedom of movement along roads, use of public
wells,” and expressed hope that the Maharaja would “spare no
efforts to freeing Hindu Dharma and Jati from the dirtiest stain of
untouchability.”

The audience assembled at the weekly congregation of the
Arya Samaj in Chawri Bazar at Delhi held on 4" April extended
its heart-felt sympathies to the “Thiyyas and the so called
untouchables in their heroic passive resistance” and made a strong
demand to the “Maharaja Sahib of Travancore to give a speedy
end to this abominable and condemnable oppression.

But the support the Vaikom Satyagrahis received from
Madras, both in money and leadership, was very great and
impressive. E.V.Ramasamy Naicker’s lead gave a new life to
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the movement. His stirring appeal on the eve of his journey to
Kerala had made a deep impression on the mind of Tamil Nadu.
He said “the command from the neighbouring sister province of
Kerala is irresistible. A grave situation has arisen. Repression is
rampant. Satyagrahis and leaders, including Sriman Joseph in
trying to remove untouchability the corner stone of our Mahatma’s
programme have been made the victims of it. These considerations
far outweigh in my mind and | have started. Perhaps | may also
be arrested: but it is nothing appeal to all sympathisers, be they
leaders, propagandists, volunteers or persons of whatever creed,
to flock to Kerala.

Those that cannot do so, can atleast give their financial aid.
Many volunteers in Tamil Nadu have often said and also written to
me that they were only looking forward to a Satyagraha and still
many others, that they would suffer in the cause of the removal of
untouchability. Hark Ye, all those such, here is a golden opportunity.
Fail not to avail of it. Hasten up everyone of you and join the noble
cause.” His inspiring speeches in the villages around Vaikom and
other places in Travancore moved the people to the depth. His
cold logic and incising arguments succeeded in attracting larger
numbers of vascillating minds to the side of Satyagraha and
converting many opponents too. After a few days of his leading
the campaign he withdrew to the villages for propagating the ideal
of Satyagraha and joined the Congress deputation that visited
different places.

A Satyagraha Deputation consisting of prominent congressmen
was instituted on the advice of Gandhi in order to propagate the
ideal and message of Satyagraha among the people of Travancore
and to make them conscious of their duty to lend support for
the epic struggle at Vaikom. The Deputation did splendid work
in the cities and villages in collecting money and volunteers for
the successful working of the campaign. Ramasamy Naicker,
Dr. Emperumal Naidu, Mannath Padmanabhan, Mathunni,
Chittedathu Sanku Pillai, Rama Krishna Das, Ayyamuthu Gounder
and Govindan Channar were the members of the Deputation. Their
activities in the interior parts of Travancore brought a welcome
change in the attitude of the conservative people. Ramasamy
Naicker’s speeches were especially impressive and their savage
force cut through the prestige of the Travancore Government. He
was arrested and sent to jail several times. Prohibitory orders were
served on other members of the Satyagraha Deputation and most
of them were detained for breaking these orders.
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The 1924-1925 Vaikom Satyagraha and
Mechanisms of Change

MARY ELIZABETH KING

( 0I ngress leader George Joseph was arrested

on April 11, along with K.G.Nyar and
P.W.Sebastian. According to V.Balambal, the leadership
group in prison concluded that the one individual who
could compensate for their being under lock and key
was Periyar E.V.Ramasamy Naicker of Erode, in
Tamil Nadu Considered one of the most indispensable
lower-strata leaders in south India, he was their
unanimous choice. Kurur Nilakantan Namboodiripad
and George Joseph sent him a secret letter by
messenger from the prison requesting that he assume
the leadership:

“We had already started a mission that is too great.
As the consequence, governmental opposition too have
been let loose. We had never imagined that we would




MerdHHiD BUNETLLID
(1924-2023)

201




MEHSHID BumELLiD
(1924-2023) [§[IHMI6001(5 1060

be behind bars so soon. Only if you come here to Vaikom and
assume the leadership of the satyagraha and prolong the struggle,
our honour and the honour of our Kerala will be left unscathed.
There is no time to think over deeply and delay.”

Upon receiving the message, Ramasamy Naicker cancelled
his tour on behalf of the Congress in Tamil Nadu and proceeded
to Vaikom. This was an important development. With virtually all
of the prominent Brahmin figures incarcerated by the Government
of the princely state, the struggle would soon benefit from one of
the great social reformers of the time, from Tamil Nadu, Periyar
E.V.Ramasamy Naicker. The movement was bereft of prepared
leadership, but, Kusuman observed, “the second rank of the
leaders invited Naicker, who was also spearheading similar
movements in Tamil Nadu when invited, he came to Vaikom and
took the leadership for some time.” Indeed, in April 1924, Gandhi
references a call across India for leaders to journey to Vaikom: “As
most of the leaders have been imprisoned, an appeal has been
made to the leaders all over India to come to the rescue.

While Ramasamy Naicker was en route to Vaikom, the
maharaja Mulam Thirunal sent the police commissioner and the
Diwan, Peishkar Subramania lyer, to bring him to the palace
in V Balambal’s account, reciprocating an occasion when the
raja had enjoyed Ramasamy Naicker’s hospitality at Erode. Not
withstanding caste demarcations, he had dared to enter a career
in trade and politics, and joined the Congress in 1920 “in order
to strengthen its constructive programmes which included the
amelioration of the underprivileged communities.” Ramasamy
Naicker describes his personal motivation: “My ardent desire is
to make the people rationalists. Caste must go and Brahmanism
should not exist in the world. | joined the Congress only for this.”
Famed for his powerful speeches in colloquial Tamil, in 1920
he was elected as the president of the Tamil Nadu Congress.
Not long after arriving in Vaikom, Ramasamy Naicker would
be under arrest, but, Balambal notes. “The Maharaja was very
lenient and ordered... one month’s imprisonment in Aruvikkuthu
prison.” Ramasamy Naicker enjoyed popular acclaim, because
when due to be released from prison, notices appeared saying,
“Mr. E.V.Ramasamy Naicker will be released from Arukutti station
this month.... He will be received and taken in a special boat with
a local musical band and accompanying boats to the Thaliya
Parambu Grounds, where there will be a public meeting.” After
being freed, he continued speaking out against untouchability and
unapproachability. He would soon be back behind bars, sentenced
this time to six months and treated like a common criminal in
Trivandrum’s central jail forced to wear prison garb and an ankle
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iron in addition to being confined in solitary detention.

*

The interchange with George Joseph caused E.V.Ramasamy
Naicker to lose confidence in Gandhi. Religion was at the
heart of the social predicament in Ramasamy Naicker’s eyes,
but not in Gandhi’s sense. As he saw it, “Roots of evil in a
society are to be found in religion. Religion or superstition
has prevented development in society. Religion must be
abolished by rationalism. Caste system and domination of
Brahmins must be destroyed.” Ramasamy Naicker believed
that religion would have to be eradicated before progress and
justice could prevail. He would in 1925 leave the Congress
because he believed that the party had given benefits to
the Brahmins, while discrediting those who were not of their
caste. According to Balambal, he was not satisfied with how
Gandhi had handled the Vaikom satyagraha. Ramasamy
Naicker’s disagreement with Gandhi went beyond the
Brahmin question. He also substantially disagreed with
uppercaste leaders concerning the limited participation of
the Dalits and former slave castes in the Vaikom struggle.

This period of fasting at the boundary of the forbidden areas
resulted in the police and satyagrahis sitting and standing
opposite each other in six-hour intervals, in varying patterns.
Instead of sending three volunteers to the main road on
the northern side of the temple, a vigil was undertaken;
in Gandhian terminology satyagraha was “offered” on all
four sides of the temple. On April 13, however, under the
leadership of E.V.Ramasamy Naicker, twelve volunteers
participated solely on the western side of the temple.

The satyagrahis’ morale fluctuated. The end of the arrests had
the effect of lessening the movement’s thrust. Hunger strikes
were suggested along with the scaling of the barricades.
Although the fasting brought attention and enthusiasm to
the movement, Gandhi telegraphed the satyagrahis advising
them to omit it and instead to stand calmly until arrested.
He recommended to the volunteers through George Joseph
that they could stand or squat in relays with quiet submission
until arrested.

Government records reveal that Ramasamy Naicker and
others were being targeted for their fervent public speaking.
One police officer’s perusal of public speeches given around
this time by K.Aiyappan indicates that such orations were
thought likely to enflame religious hostility, incite offenses,
disturb public peace, and to be a “great danger to the safety
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and public tranquility of Vaikom and other parts of the State.”

On May 20, the Maharaja had been asked to approve the
prosecution of Ramasamy Naicker, K. Aiyappan of Vaikom, and Dr.
Emperumal Naidu of Nagercoil. Their speeches were found to be
“objectionable.” Some lectures were imputed to offend provisions
of the Criminal Law relating to sedition. The offending speeches
are cited as evidence for prosecution. The volume of court orders
against individuals speaking on behalf of the struggle appears
to have been sufficiently large to demand creation of a proforma
magistrate’s arrest order, in which a name could be inserted for
purposes of issuing a detention order in 1924. The prototype
justifies the taking into custody if the accused “uttered words
calculated to bring into hatred and contempt and excite disaffection
towards, the Sovereign of this Kingdom and his Government and
also to promote feelings of enmity and hatred between the several
classes of people in His Highness’s territory.”

Government reports from April to June speak of the Vaikom
challengers as making violent speeches, vehement attacks, and
virulent attacks. At a public meeting on April 15, 1924, in Shertallai,
Aiyappan was reported by the police inspector of that town to have
spoken to an audience of two thousand. The inspector recounted:
K.Alyappan, editor of the Sahodaran [Brother], spoke in strong
terms that just as the Russians managed to obtain freedom by
putting an end to their Royal family, so the Ezhavas also must
fight to the end without carrying the guns of the Sepoys, batons of
the Police, or even the Maharaja. They all must with indomitable
courage and bravery to sacrifice their lives and money for the sake
of their freedom, that they all must be prepared to sacrifice their
lives when time comes.

Points accentuated in impassioned speeches by the
leadership of the satyagraha in April, some by individuals from
outside Travancore, are noted in a Government report on a
Trivandrum meeting, for which no date is given. In the first
chronological mention in archival records of the notion of a discrete
road, K.G.Kunjukrishna Pillai, presiding over the session, said
that he had heard that the Government was contemplating the
construction of a separate road for the lower-caste Hindus in
Vaikom. He mentions that the satyagraha had not started because
of a lack of roads, but to establish the rights of all Hindus to walk
upon those in place. He went on to say regarding the diwan, “His
Highness is the only one who is really against the Satyagraha.”
In the meeting, Ramasamy Naicker stated that stayagraha “is not
a fight against the Government. It is not a religious fight and it is
not a communal fight. It is an act of a public good. It is intended
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to establish equality.” He argued that any violence would bring
down the harshest of reprisals: “We must be nonviolent. The
slightest violence will set at naught all our efforts.” The police
officers’ response to the slightest violence, Ramasamy Naicker
explained, would be to employ guns and other weapons, and if the
Travancore Government does not put down the situation, British
forces will arrive with airplanes and machine guns. He described
a comparable struggle in the village of Edapadam, where “there
was complete nonviolence”; as a result, “the authorities found it
difficult to meet the situation.” Mannath Padmanabha Pillai, in his
turn, remarked that “the Government that ordered the arrest of
the leaders is an uncharitable Government. It is the Government
who did the injustice.”

M.E.Naidu soon fell under the magistrate’s gavel, after
saying, “The Hindu Religion acknowledges no unapproachability....
Travancore is ruled by a Hindu [Maharaja] and he is deadly against
the depressed classes.” The police report claims Naidu said that the
maharaja was a traitor to the Hindu tradition. A note was attached
to the police report saying that Dr.Naidu, medical practitioner,
should be served with a prohibitory order “so as to prevent him
from making such rabid speeches.” Ramasamy Naicker was
banned from Kottayam district by the District Magistrate’s Court,
“to prevent probable riot.”

*  The entrance of the impassioned E.V.Ramasamy Naicker
was reported to officials of the princely state with scorn:

There was a meeting in the June evening in which Naicker
spoke in Tamil, His speech was a very violent one. Subramaniya
Chettiyar also spoke and said that any amount of money and any
number of volunteers can be sent from Tamil country and that all
that the local people need is to be patient and cause no violence.
As a matter of fact the volunteers are doing just the reverse-by
their boisterous singing and spinning in the middle of the road
they are... arousing the feelings of the local people. I'm afraid that
if things are allowed to go on in this manner, some opposition is
bound to come from the people....

Yesterday 12 of these volunteers came singing in front of the
magistrate’s court and refused to stop it even after the Magistrate
sent word to them. The Magistrate took up proceedings against
them for contempt of the court... and fined them one rupee each or
imprisonment to the rising of the court. After some time, all of them
put in a written apology.... These persons are being prosecuted
for obstructing the roads under the public regulation. In today’s
meeting Naicker has advised them to continue the spinning in
spite of the police taking away the charkas. The District Magistrate
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having request [sic] to accord sanction for persecuting Mr. Naicker
again for continuing to remain here in spite of the order.

* A ferment of ideas and entitlements was brewing in
Travancore, related to caste reforms and other modernizing
social issues. As the Ezhavas’ social reform efforts were
fueling struggles against the privileges of the savarnas,
established social structures and traditional value systems
were colliding with new, emerging classes and forces. Meera
Velayudhan writes of the Vaikom satyagraha as coalescing
with these social reform and nationalist movements to usher
in a “new phase in women’s participation in struggles.”

She describes Ramasamy Naicker at a meeting in Cherthala
as particularly requesting women volunteers to join the struggle,
with 100 enlisting “on the spot,” and notes that at Mavelikkara,
Sarada Ammal, daughter of jailed T.K.Madhavan, spoke publicly
to denounce the practices of unapproachability and untouchability.
On a modest basis, women were stepping out, beyond the defined
path. In 1896, the Malabar Marriage Act had been passed,
legalizing Nair marriages, which had not been formalized before,
and extending some property rights for women. It ushered in a
variety of social alterations that would bring normative changes,
including notions of individual rights, eventually affecting
conceptions of women’s rights. A reform movement among
Nambudiris, for example, emphasized access to English education
and the right of Nambudiri men to marry within their own caste,
because marriage customs had been at the crux of maintaining
the Nambudiris position as a landed aristocracy. This trend also
elevated choice in marriage, property ownership, and inheritance,
opposition to old men marrying young girls and child marriage, and
polyandry and polygamy issues. Abolition of purdah-the system
of sequestering women, keeping them unseen-became a focus
of attention among Nambudiri women.

Figures such as Sri Narayana Guru, Padmanabhan Palpu,
Kumaran Asan, and T.K.Madhavan could gain adherents in this
concoction of contesting ideas in Travancore. In April 1924, “Two
thousand men and a few Ezhava women” were present at a
meeting in Karuvatta, where, according to a police report, “One
Parvathi Amma an Ezhava young woman of Muthukulam... said
that women of Savarna Hindu community should take a prominent
part in such meetings and try their level best to uplift women in the
Avarna communities. She advocated interdining, intermarriages
and said that ‘pollution’ should be rooted out.”

By May, women had begun to take a larger part in the Vaikom
satyagraha. The Mathrubhumi reports that for the first time, on
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May 24, the volunteers’ group included five women, among them
the wife of E.V.Ramasamy Naicker. Of these five, one was from
the excluded castes. The women were halted at the entrance of
the prohibited road by the police, who told four of them that they
could enter, but informed the lower-rank woman that she could
not. The other four replied, “We are going together and we won't
leave her alone at the entrance.” As a result, they were made to
stand for hours at the entry point. 197 Local women living in the
environs of Vaikom were not substantially active in the satyagraha,
although this picture started to change several months into the
struggle in 1924. Files in the Kerala State Archives show that the
Chief Secretary of the Government was being advised of increases
in the number of volunteers taking part.

*  One of the first acts of the maharani regent was to free
fifty-six prisoners, among them twenty participants in the
Vaikom satyagraha, including T.K.Madhavan and K.P.Kesava
Menon. Although Gandhi’s secretary Mahadev Desai is often
worshipful towards Gandhi, his evaluations have elements
of truth, that the maharani’'s deed was “as much due to the
Maharani’s generosity as to the scrupulously non-violent way
in which the Satyagraha was being conducted.” Ramasamy
Naicker worked behind the scenes to help bring about their
release and approached Bahadur T.Raghavaiah (also called
Rajaji), a close friend of the diwan, according to Balambal.
Although he gives no details, Balambal says that Rajaji
explained to the maharani the “intricacies of the problem”
and “insisted” that the diwan expedite the opening of temple
roads.

The Vaikom satyagraha ended on November 23, 1925 - 604
days after the first regimented walk to forbidden sections of
the Vaikom temple roads on March 30 of the preceding year.
According to the compromise effected, a small portion of the
eastern road was, indeed, reserved for the temple authorities’
exclusive use in entering the temple compound, alongside
of which was laid a separate pathway, upon which the lower
castes could walk. On November 24, the police inspector in
Vaikom wrote to Mr. W.H.Pitt in Trivandrum to let him know
that the variance was finished:

Sir, Satyagraha that was normally being offered at the
eastern side of the Temple was also stopped yesterday as the
new deviation road was completed by yesterday and the Avarnas
have begun to pass through it. Avarnas are passing through that
road today also. Mr. Kelappan Nayar has sent a long statement to
the Press. There will be a grand public meeting in the Satyagraha
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Ashramam on the 29" instant when Mr. E.V.Ramasamy Naicker
will preside.

Exactly when the secondary road was completed may not be
definitively discernible. Pitt’s letter conveying the inspector’s report
to the Chief Secretary of the Government went out ten days later.
It's attached report countersigned by Pitt says that the deviation
road was finished at Vaikom on November 23.

On December 4, from elsewhere in the government in
Trivandrum, the diwan was sent in a confidential letter resolutions
passed on November 29, 1925, by a large public assembly led by
E. V. Ramasamy Naicker. The declaration resolves:

In view of the fact that the Government have thrown open
all roads in Vaikom to all citizens irrespective of castes or creed
and that they follow no invidious distinction in their use, the object
of Satyagraha have been achieved, this meeting approves of the
decision of the untouchability committees under instructions from
Mahatmaji to dissolve the Satyagraha [ashram] and demobilize
the volunteers thereof.

The other resolutions pertain to starting struggles elsewhere
for opening temples to all Hindus regardless of caste, “thankfulness
to the Government of Her Highness the [Maharani] Regent for the
liberal policy so far followed,” and reiteration of the confidence
in nonviolent struggle among those attending the meeting and
request for adherence to nonviolent actions in all future reform
activities.

On December 7, K. Kelappan, steadfast in his leadership of
the Anti- Untouchability Committee, sent the diwan a handwritten
letter on the committee’s stationery from Camp Vaikom:

| have been instructed to convey to the Government of
Her Highness the Maharani regent of Travancore the following
resolutions passed at the public meeting held at Vaikom
attended by over four thousand people and presided over by
Mr. E.V.Ramasamy Naicker of Erode. | have the honor to be, Sir,
your most obedient servant, s/K. Kelappan, Secretary.

His letter contains the same resolutions as those noted
from the meeting led by Ramasamy Naicker, written by hand,
referencing a fact that all roads in Vaikom have been thrown open
to all citizens. Four thousand assembled in Vaikom had been told
that all roads were open and “the present solution of the road
question by the Government is satisfactory.”

By November 23, 1925, the last satyagrahi had departed.
Today in Vaikom at the northern gate of the temple stand statues of
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T.K.Madhavan, Ramasamy Naicker, and Mannath Padmanabhan
Pillai.

*  Had Vaikom been expanded into mobilizing for democracy,
caste could have been coherently addressed within a
larger context. An alliance of avarnas and the middle
classes of Hindu orthodoxy against untouchability never
materialized as earnestly envisioned by T.K.Madhavan.
Periyar E.V.Ramasamy Naicker, the Tamil Nadu leader,
also sought such a broadly defined struggle, as did others.
Ramakrishnan argued: “Naicker resigned from the Congress
the day after Vaikom ended! He wanted the movement to
continue to democracy. He was unhappy that the movement
was stopped. Naicker called Vaikom a ‘betrayal’.” Not only
might the Congress have utilized Vaikom for the development
of India’s self-rule and democracy, but the “solution” in
Vaikom thwarted the growth of a full democracy movement
in Travancore, minimizing rather than maximizing the building
of democratic institutions. The various Travancore anti-caste
campaigns could have lent organizational heft to the Indian
movements against colonialism, speeding the gaining of
peoples rights, had the struggles been based on rights and
responsibilities. The cleavage between Ambedkar, and those
like Naicker and Guru, on the one hand, and Gandhi, on the
other, thus, had ethical and political implications.

*  Ayyankali, mentioned earlier, was a prominent leader of the
Dalits in Travancore who defied the caste strictures and
norms to ride his bullock cart and was an intrepid participant
in several untouchable movements against the abuses of the
caste system early in the twentieth century. Yet he did not
actively participate in the Vaikom satyagraha. The absence of
Ayyankali from a major movement against the degradations
of untouchability must be pondered. E.V.Ramasamy Naicker
of Erode, the ardent speaker who outraged the governmental
authorities, “was totally unhappy over the means adopted by
Gandhiji in tackling the problem,” according to V.Balambal.
“He wanted both free movement in roads and temple entry;
so he disliked the compromising attitude of Gandhiji....
Gandhiji’s policy in the Vaikom satyagraha... made E.V.R.
to resign from the Congress and concentrate on self-respect
and other social reforms.”.

A Summary of the passages on Thanthai Periya’s
contribution from the book written by Mary Elizabeth King

(Bibliography)
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O n the banks of Vembanad Lake, Vaikom is
a small town in Kerala. It is situated on the
north of the old princely state of Travancore and 20 kms
South to today’s Kochi City. It is with the bahujan protest
of 1924-1925, which lasted for more than one and half
years, Vaikom came to all India’s attention. This protest
was conducted by Ezhavas (OBC) and Seramars
(SC) of Vaikom and its suburbs and by the leaders of
national and social reform movements. The demand of
this protest was to let people of all communities walk
freely through the path around Vaikom Shiva temple.
Though the road outside the temple wall was under
the public works department, the board standing in the
road stated no entry for untouchables. The protest at
Vaikom was against this.
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This struggle in Vaikom for the right to walk has a long history.
The most important of it is the Dalavaakkulam incident, which
happened in 1806. About 200 of Ezhava youth attempted to walk
through public roads and enter the temple. But they were attacked
by Travancore’s cavalry. Many were killed and their dead bodies
were cremated in a pond near the eastern entry of Vaikom Shiva
temple. As a consequence, violence against Ezhavas spread and
many families had to flee. This massacre of Ezhavas is known in
Kerala history as the Dalavaakkulam incident.

Before the beginning of Vaikom Satyagraha in 1924, the
Ezhavas and Pulayas who were natives of Vaikom planned
another struggle. They collectively decided to march into the
forbidden public roads of Vaikom on March 1%t 1924. On knowing
that such a march was being planned, some leaders of the State
Congress interfered. They abandoned this organised movement
and instead began Satyagraha under the instruction of Gandhi.
Without any reason these satyagrahis were severely attacked by
savarna caste Hindus. Gandhi was anxious not about the attacks
but about self-control of Satyagrahis. The position of Gandhi was
to stop Satyagraha if they cannot refrain from responding to any
such violent attacks.

When Vaikom Satyagraha started, people of different castes
and religions became part of it. Vaikom Satyagraha is the only
struggle in which Sree Narayana Guru, one of the chief architects
of Kerala renaissance, was directly involved. His monastery was
used by satyagrahis as their office. It is there the Akali dals from
Punjab opened their free mess. People like George Joseph,
Sebastian, Mathew Kuruvilla were directly involved in Satyagraha.
Swamy Sragthanatha, the leader of Arya Samaj, camped at Vaikom
and became part of the struggle. Under the leadership of Janab
Abdul Rahman, strike forces from Kollam reached Vaikom by foot.
The liberal Congress leaders from Tamil Nadu and Kerala led
the Satyagraha movement. In support of the struggle Sri Lankan
youth provided financial assistance. Four women in leadership
of Gomti came from Kannur to participate in this struggle. The
struggle became powerful with the support of people of various
castes and religions.

Gandhiwrote a letter to the Satyagraha committee expressing
his anger about non-Hindus including Christians, Muslims and
Akali dals participating and financially aiding the strike against
priests. He asked whether such organised struggle against the
priests will end untouchability or enable the priests to take voluntary
decisions in favour of Satyagraha. Gandhi cancelled the decision
that AICC should pay an amount of rupees 1,000 to the Satyagraha
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committee every month. He forcefully banned the non-Hindus from
participating in the struggle.

Amid such desperate situations, the Satyagraha committee
sent letters and telegrams to EVR asking him to take the leadership
of Vaikom Satyagraha. Even he acknowledged the same in his
note, mentioning that he came to Vaikom not voluntarily but under
the request of satyagrahis. When EVR reached Vaikom with
Nagammal and Kannammal, Satyagraha was going on without
any vigour. First thing he did was to make clear the intentions of
the Satyagraha. He asserted that the goal of the Satyagraha was
not to attain moksha by worshipping Vaikkattappa, but to establish
the right of every human being to walk through the path which is
accessible even to dogs, cats, and pigs. This proclamation spread
like wildfire across Vaikom. Hundreds of people with aroused self-
respect flew to the protest. To make this support more collective
and organised Thanthai Periyar organised a number of meetings
from Vaikom to Thiruvananthapuram.

In a meeting at Cherthala he suggested that more women
should participate in the Satyagraha. Under the leadership
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of the women, Rs.101 per head was collected and donated.
Despite Gandhi’s ban, thousands of rupees were donated from
Tamil Nadu. Even Rajaji donated money. Tamil people got more
active and energized after Thanthai Periyar took the leadership.
This proves the love and veneration that Tamil people had for
him. The Vaikom struggle became stronger under the leadership
of Periyar. The authorities sensing the danger arrested and
imprisoned Thanthai Periyar. By this time the Brahmin priests
of Vaikom were embarrassing themselves by performing a
Shatrushamara Homa and trying to get rid of Periyar.

Gandhi visited Vaikom on 10" March 1925. This time, he visited
the Indamthuruthi mana, the customary owners of Vaikom temple
and had a discussion with Devan Neelakandan Namboothiri. This
visit asserted that to walk through the road under the public works
department, requires the permission of the priests of Indamthuruthi
mana. The attempts of the priests to prove that the forbidden roads
belong to the temple were successfully authorised.

Gandhi’'s second visit was as a guest of the royal court.
The queen and Diwan of Travancore had not enough courage
to face Thanthai periyar who was the leader of Vaikom struggle.
The palace had just one intention. The right to walk through the
streets should be granted only when there’s no demand to enter
the temple. They felt Gandhi as the right person to call in for
agreement. The agreement insisted that another road would be
made for untouchables and other ponds would be made for priests.
Another road and door will be made for them to enter the temple.
Such conditions in the agreement were diametrically opposite to
the reason why the protest began in the first place. But Gandhi
signed it.

Not at any stage of Vaikom Satyagraha Periyar denied Gandhi.
However, the interventions of the two have different dimensions
and meanings and philosophical content. Let’s conclude the article
mentioning that difference as well.

What was the societal concept of Gandhi when he declared the
Vaikom struggle as the homely affair of Hindus? Certainly, it was
that of a hegemonic caste system. What was the message given by
Gandhiji when he said that untouchability is a sin but not a social
crime? Sin as a concept can only be explained in religious terms
and remission is something that can be attained only through the
change in human conscience. But if we understand untouchability
as social crime then it can be explained using terms of modern
law and science. For Gandhi Vaikom struggle was a struggle by
the Hindu subjects within Hindu religion. His social concept was
based on Varnashrama Dharma.
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On the other hand, Thanthai Periyar asked whether a man
should not walk on a path that a cat, a dog, a worm or a pig can
walk on. That whether a man was not even worthy of a worm.
Human concept behind this is egalitarianism. The concept that all
human beings should live with equal rights. This concept could
never come from Hindu tradition. The roots of it can be traced to
Dravida traditions. Individual rights are defined within citizenship.
In such a concept, untouchability appears not as a Sin but as a
social crime.

Historical position of Periyar is the way of progress from
the subject to citizenship. Individuals with rights and society
with a sense of equality are doors to the future. The historical
significance of Thanthai Periyar is that he again opened the doors
of enlightenment to the society.

1. Struggle which began on 30" March 1924 came to an
end on 23" November 1925.

2. An article by K R Narayanan who was one of the earliest
organizers of SNDP

3. Gandhi’s reply to Kesava Menon'’s letter dated 13th
March 1924.

4. From Pazha Athiyaman'’s book titled Vaikom poraattam.
5. Swadeshi mithran newspaper dated 9" May 1924.

6. Swami Srathanathan and kuroor Namboothripad
expressed their disagreement on Gandhi’s position.

7. Sree Narayana Guru: Agreat man who elevated Kerala’s
largest caste community to human status.

8. Barrister George Joseph: Editor of ‘young India’ before
Gandhi took the charge. One of the important leaders
of congress.
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(Gandhi at Vaikom

PAZHA. ATHIYAMAN

In the popular mind the famous Vaikom Satyagraha — the
struggle for the right of lower castes to walk on the streets
surrounding the Mahadeva temple at Vaikom in the then princely
state of Travancore is associated with the name of Gandhi. While
he was consulted at every stage of the Satyagraha, Gandhi neither
led it in person nor actually participated in it. He visited Vaikom
only once even as the struggle extended for 20 months over the
years 1924-1925. Gandhi’'s ten day visit, one year after the launch
of the Satyagraha, was however a turning point, and led it to its
ultimate triumph.

A year after the launch of the Satyagraha Gandhi arrived at
Vaikom on 9" March 1925 at about 6 pm rather than at 4 pm as
planned. The delay was caused by the fleet of boats that had
gone to welcome him at Ernakulam jetty. Gandhi refused this
ostentation, and would not start until it was withdrawn. In fact,
throughout the struggle, Gandhi did everything to dampen the
spirit of his supporters. And yet he steered the struggle to fruition.

Gandhi had visited Kerala once earlier —in 1920, to Kozhikode
— accompanied by Shaukat Ali during the Khilafat movement. He
had then been draped in dhoti, kurta and a cap but now he was
dressed in his trademark loin cloth. During this visit he spent ten
days (9—18 March 1925). He visited Kerala three more times,
the last of which, in 1937, was to commemorate the Travancore
Temple Entry Proclamation, the fruit of the Vaikom Satyagraha.

Within an hour of Gandhi stepping on Vaikom’s soil events
gathered pace. By the time the satyagrahis had read out their
welcome address, Gandhi had received a registered mail, even as
he was on the dais, from the orthodox Brahmins taking exception
to his views on untouchability. It was a Monday — Gandhi’s day
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of silence — and therefore he neither responded to the welcome
address nor to the orthodox missive, but proceeded to the
Satyagraha Ashram in Dr M.Emperumal Naidu’s car.

Over the next ten days Gandhi consulted all parties to the
conflict. There were hectic parleys as he met Sri Narayana Guru,
the Maharani Regent, the Diwan, the police commissioner, the
satyagrahis, representatives of Ezhavas and Pulayas, and the
recalcitrant orthodox Brahmins. His secretary, a much younger
Mahadev Desai, could barely keep pace with his master. Rajaji
came down with a fever.

In the year preceding Gandhi’s visit, the Vaikom Satyagraha
had seen many ups and downs. An initially aggressive Travancore
state administration later mellowed down. After being quiet in
the beginning, the orthodox Brahmins had launched a counter
agitation. The satyagrahis had to face a number of hurdles in their
path: physical attacks, beatings, armed processions, smearing of
lime on their eyes, the refusal of temple worship to upper caste
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supporters of the Satyagraha and even excommunication from caste
and village. While the satyagrahis were disheartened, popular support
was at an all time high. Periyar E.V.Ramasamy, who led the Satyagraha
when the movement slackened after the imprisonment of local leaders,
later recalled that vegetables and coconuts contributed by the people
were heaped in the Satyagraha Ashram and that meals were being
constantly cooked as though a big wedding was on. But when Gandhi
arrived there was a political stalemate. A motion proposed by N.Kumaran
in the Sree Moolam Popular Assembly in favour of unrestricted use of
public roads around the Vaikom temple had just been defeated by a
single vote.

The day after his arrival Gandhi met the orthodox Brahmins. The
marathon meeting spread over many hours was held at Idanthuruthil
Devan Neelakandan Namboothiri's home. To this day, oral stories
circulate about the meeting. According to one apocryphal version,
considering that Gandhi had crossed the seas and had mingled with
Ezhavas, he had to stand at the threshold of the Namboodiri home.
While the orthodox were represented by about a dozen Brahmins,
Gandhi’'s son Ramdas, Rajaji and a few others were present along with
some government officials as observers. That temple streets were out
of bounds for lower castes was divine punishment for sins committed
in past lives, the Brahmins contended. Who are you to inflict such
punishment asked Gandhi, who also asserted that untouchability and
unapproachability were alien to the Hindu religion.

In the end Gandhi made three proposals. The first was to hold a
referendum among all adults in either Vaikom or in Travancore. The
second was mediation: one scholar from each side would put forth
arguments and the Diwan would pronounce the verdict. If this proposal
was accepted, Gandhi would nominate Madan Mohan Malaviya to
represent the satyagrahis. The last proposal was that the orthodox
should produce a scriptural text that authorized the practice. Adding
that he would have made other proposals if he were stationed locally,
Gandhi left it to the orthodox to choose. But somewhat shockingly,
Gandhi further committed that the satyagrahis would be bound by
any decision made, irrespective of its implications while the orthodox
were free to not accept the final decision. This seemingly defied logic.
But convinced of the truth and justice on the side of the Satyagraha,
Gandhi was evidently exposing the unethical stance of the orthodox.
The orthodox accepted the third proposal and produced a text called
Sankara Smriti in their defence. Gandhi doubted the authenticity of
the text but promised to get back after consulting experts in the matter.
Vallathol Narayana Menon confirmed that it was not reliable.

Gandhi next met the Maharani Regent at her Varkala camp on
12" March. Even as she expressed her personal position in favour of

218



MendHHiD BUNETLLID
(1924-2023)

opening all public roads, as head of state, the Maharani Regent said,
she had to heed public opinion. Gandhi was impressed by this stance
as well as by her simple demeanour.

That same evening Gandhi met Sri Narayana Guru, the unrivalled
leader of the Ezhavas, at Sivagiri. Some consider this meeting a
milestone in the spiritual career of Gandhi. Gandhi won the guru’s
endorsement for the Satyagraha for the guru had just a little earlier
refuted an interview given to K.M.Kesavan wherein he had stated his
disagreement abjuring violence. Evidently, Gandhi acquired clarity on
agitational methods and the use of violence and non-violence from his
discussion with the guru. Apart from a few such as Periyar, Rajaji and
V.V.S.Aiyar no outsiders or journalists were present at this meeting.

From Sivagiri, Gandhi proceeded to Thiruvananthapuram where
he met the minor Maharaja Chithira Thirunal, the Queen Mother, and
the Diwan. In between meetings Gandhi consulted Periyar, the leader
of the Satyagraha at that moment, who had joined him at Varkala.

Gandhi also met the commissioner of police, the Devaswom
commissioner, the district magistrate and peshkar, apart from many
journalists and religious leaders. His visit also took him to Trissur,
Palghat, Kollam, Alwaye, Nagercoil, and Kanniyakumari where he
addressed many meetings.

Gandhi’s visit led the Vaikom Satyagraha to its inevitable conclusion.
Within the framework of Hinduism, he explained to the orthodox
Brahmins the fairness of the satyagrahis’ demands. Even if he did not
succeed in changing their hearts it became clear to them that they
were on the wrong side of history. Gandhi pointedly brought to their
attention that public opinion was not with them. Sri Narayana Guru’s
endorsement of the Satyagraha following his meeting with Gandhi
gave a fillip to Ezhava morale. The meeting with the Maharani Regent
made clear her sympathies with the movement. The interaction with the
Diwan, the police commissioner and the magistrate blunted the state
suppression of the Satyagraha. Following this, the externment order
on Periyar too was withdrawn.

As an outcome of Gandhi’s visit, the Satyagraha, rather than being
against the state now sharpened into a struggle against orthodoxy.
Though the Vaikom Satyagraha was formally withdrawn only eight
months later, Gandhi’s visit had in effect achieved a resolution that was
long lasting without exacerbating social tensions.

Translated from Tamil by
A.R.Venkatachalapathy

The Hindu, 2 October 2019
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F people in Kerala Vaikom is associated with the name of the
great Malayalam writer Muhammad Basheer. The historically
minded would associate it with an important satyagraha during the
freedom struggle. In Tamil Nadu it conjures up the bearded figure of
Periyar E.V. Ramasamy (1879-1973). Vaikom is a metaphor for social
justice —when scores of satyagrahis from the Tamil country joined hands
with their brethren in a heroic struggle.

Vaikom was then in the princely state of Travancore. The four
streets surrounding the temple of the presiding deity, Lord Mahadeva,
were out of bounds for Ezhavas and other castes counted as ritually
lower. In 1924 a satyagraha was launched against this injustice by
T.K.Madhavan — a struggle that lasted for 18 months. In the initial
stages K.P.Kesava Menon and George Joseph led the struggle. Other
prominent figures included Kurur Neelakanthan Namboodiri and
Mannathu Padmanabhan. Towards the end, Gandhi reached Vaikom
and gave it the finishing flourish.

The satyagraha began on 30" March with the active support of
the Kerala Pradesh Congress Committee. But within a week it was left
leaderless with all its leaders behind bars. While George Joseph sought
directions from Gandhi and Rajaji, he wrote to Periyar pleading with
him to lead the satyagraha. Periyar was in the midst of political work
when Joseph’s missive reached him. As he was then the president of
the Tamil Nadu Congress Committee, Periyar handed over temporary
charge to Rajaji before reaching Vaikom on 13" April 1924. From that
date to the day of the victory celebrations, 29" November 1925, he
was in the thick of the struggle giving it leadership at a critical juncture.

As volunteers offered Satyagraha daily, Periyar presided over it in
the face of untold violence and indignity inflicted by the orthodox and
the repression of the police. To mobilize support Periyar visited villages
in and around Vaikom and delivered public speeches at Cherthala,
Varkala, Kottayam and other towns. His campaign tour stretched to
Thiruvananthapuram and even further to Nagercoil.

When the Kerala leaders asked for Gandhi’s permission to make the
Satyagraha an all India affair Gandhi had refused saying that volunteers
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from Tamil Nadu would keep it alive. The Mahatma was not wrong. As
the British Resident said in his report to the government of Madras: ‘In
fact, the movement would have collapsed long ago but for the support it
has received from outside Travancore ...." The historian T.K. Ravindran
observes that Periyar’s arrival gave ‘a new life to the movement.’

What was Periyar’s role in the Satyagraha?

Firstly, he made a cogent and compelling case for the satyagraha.
He used his characteristic wit and folk logic to punch holes in the
argument of the orthodox, and garnered popular support. The speeches
reported by the secret police and the press make for interesting reading
nearly a century later. As his campaign met with enthusiastic response,
the Government imposed prohibitory orders on him. He was externed
from Kottayam District an order soon extended to Kollam as well.
Unmindful, Periyar continued his campaign across the state. An angry
administration arrested him on 215t May. Periyar refused to cooperate
with the court saying that the trial was no more than an eyewash and
braved the Magistrate to inflict any punishment. On 22" May he was
awarded a month'’s simple imprisonment which he spent at Arookutty jail.

On his release, Periyar proceeded to Vaikom rather than to his
home town of Erode much to the chagrin of the district magistrate who
chided the police superintendent for this. As Periyar showed no sign of
slackening, he was arrested twenty seven days later, on 18" July. This
time he was sentenced to four months of rigorous imprisonment. ‘The
accused disobeyed the order once before and had been convicted.
Now after having been released, he has for a second time disobeyed
the above order by returning to Vaikom, while the order of Externment
remained in force’, observed the magistrate.

This time Periyar was lodged in Thiruvananthapuram central jail.
While fellow Satyagrahis were treated as political prisoners, Periyar
was denied this status. Rajaji wrote in a letter to the Hindu, that Periyar
was condemned to ‘rigorous imprisonment and irons and jail clothing
and to deprive him of all society to which other satyagraha prisoners
were righty deemed entitled is totally unjustifiable.” Infuriated by this
discriminatory treatment, fellow-prisoner Kesava Menon wrote to the
Government expressing strong objection but to no avail. The indignities
continued until all the Satyagrahis were released when the minor king
Chithra Thirunal ascended the throne.

Periyar continued his campaign in Vaikom apart from Nedunganda
and Nagercoil. On 10" September he returned to Erode where he was
again arrested, but this time by the British Indian police for a seditious
speech delivered earlier. It was but a ploy to keep him away from Vaikom.

Periyar was in the forefront of every aspect of the struggle. As the
president of the Tamil Nadu Congress Committee, he arranged for a
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contribution of Rs 1,000. He was part of every consultative meeting,
peace committee, campaign party, etc. including being part of the
eight member deputation constituted to meet the Diwan. Every major
personality who came to Vaikom met with Periyar. This included Swami
Shradhananda of the Arya Samaj. Rajaji met Periyar in prison before
proceeding to Vaikom. Gandhi too consulted him during his visit. Periyar
had received Gandhi at Erode (8" March 1925) on his way to Vaikom,
joining him later at Varkala on 12" March. The police superintendent
records that Periyar was present in the small closed door meeting of
Gandhi with Sree Narayana Guru. Periyar recalled on many occasions
that Gandhi had consulted him before his all important meeting with
Maharani Regent. It should be added that his wife Nagammal and his
sister S.R. Kannammal were with him for much of the agitation, apart
from offering satyagraha themselves.

When, following an agreement between Gandhi and the police,
the prohibition order against Periyar which had been in place for over
a year was withdrawn, Gandhi shared this information in Young India
(23 April 1925): ‘The reader will be glad to learn that the Travancore
Government have withdrawn the prohibition order against Ramasamy
Naicker’

The satyagraha ended in partial victory in November 1925: three
streets rather than all the four were thrown open. Nevertheless, it was
an important step. Final victory would come eleven years later with the
Travancore Temple Entry Proclamation of 1936 — by which time Periyar
had become a bitter critic of Gandhi and even his views on satyagraha
had changed.

Periyar had arrived at Vaikom, on invitation, and had given a new
life to a sagging movement. He was jailed twice, and was the only
person to be sentenced to rigorous imprisonment. From available
evidence — newspaper reports, memoirs, Government documents and
police reports —we know that he visited Vaikom seven times. Of the
114 days that he devoted to the struggle he languished in prison for
74 days. Apart from being the only leader from outside the State to be
invited to the victory celebrations, he was even asked to preside over
it a fitting tribute. (During his birth centenary, the Government of Tamil
Nadu installed a statue in Vaikom.)

No wonder, Thiru.Vi. Kalyanasundara Mudaliar, the great journalist
and labour leader, called him the Vaikom Veerar, the hero of Vaikom,
even at the time of the struggle.

Translated from Tamil by
A.R.Venkatachalapathy

The Hindu, 24 December 2019
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Vaikom Satyagraha:

Thanthai Periyar’s ~
role and his many i
differences with Gandhi

K.A.SHAJI

[n shambles for a long time, the Thanthai Periyar Memorial
in central Kerala’s Vaikom town was spruced up a week
ahead of the visit of Hon’ble Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu
Thiru. M.K.Stalin as a special guest at an event on 1 April
2023 to mark the centenary of the historic Vaikom Satyagraha.
Established at the behest of then Tamil Nadu Chief Minister
Dr. M.G.Ramachandran, the memaorial comprises a life-size statue
of the legendary proponent of Dravidian ideology, and a library
displaying numerous black and white photos of his illustrious life
as a fighter and social reformer.

Despite the neglect of his memorial though the local
municipality did make attempts to improve matters, the Vaikom
chapter of Periyar’s life remains a shining example of cross-
cultural ties while espousing the causes of equality and social
justice. At the April 1%t event, Hon’ble Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu
Thiru. M.K.Stalin announced Rs. 8.16 crore for memorials to the
Dravidian leader in Kerala. Apart from renovating the memorial in
Vaikom, another is being planned at Arookutty near Kochi, where
Periyar was jailed for the first time.

At that jail, Periyar who travelled from his native Erode to
Vaikom to lead the agitation on receiving telegrams from local
Congress friends was treated as an ordinary prisoner, taken there
in handcuffs, with shackles around his legs and neck. That was
despite interventions by Congress leaders like KP Kesava Menon
and C.Rajagopalachari to convince the king of the then princely
state of Travancore that Periyar was a towering champion of social
reforms in Tamil Nadu. Among the leaders of Vaikom Satyagraha,
he was the only person to be awarded four months of rigorous
imprisonment.
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Call to lead Vaikom Satyagraha

Documents at the Thanthai Periyar Memorial at Vaikom
reveal that Periyar was engaged in Congress party activities near
Madurai early in April 1924 when he received repeated telegrams
from leaders of the Vaikom Satyagraha, urging him to reach the
central Kerala town and take over the agitation. The first telegram
was from freedom fighter Kurur Neelakandan Namboodiripad, and
it reached him on 4" April. Two days later, he received another
telegram. This time from Barrister George Thomas, a friend hailing
from Kerala and active in the Madurai region as an eminent lawyer
and emerging Congress leader. Namboodiripad sent a second
telegram informing Periyar that all the leaders of the satyagraha,
including K.P.Kesava Menon, George Thomas, K.Kelappan,
T.K.Madhavan, and K.Ayyappan, had been arrested, and there
was a vacuum in the leadership of the agitation.

He requested Periyar to reach Vaikom at the earliest.

Periyar returned to Erode and told his wife Nagammal to
accompany him. Together they reached Vaikom by boat from
Kochi on 13" April, 1924.

The rest, as they say, is history.

Periyar and Gandhi: Different visions

Historians of the Vaikom Satyagraha contend Gandhi
and Periyar had different visions of the course of the agitation
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from the very beginning. While Gandhi treated the issue as a
“Hindu problem”, Periyar considered it a matter that concerned
all. Periyar wanted both temple entry and the right to walk on
the roads surrounding the local Mahadeva temple for the then
untouchables, while Gandhi just wanted the right to move around
on the roads. Periyar shared Sree Narayana Guru’s vision that
the protestors must resist arrest by police and forcibly enter the
temple complex, while Gandhi was categorical that the strike must
be nonviolent. Periyar objected when Gandhi told Congress leader
George Thomas to end his association with the agitation citing his
Christian background, and the need to project it as an all Hindu
agitation. Gandhi’'s decision using the same logic to send back a
set of Akalis from Punjab who had arrived in Vaikom to set up a
langar and ensure free food to the agitators, did not go well with
Periyar, who, till a few years back, was an ardent champion of the
Mahatma’s cause.

“For the people of Vaikom, Periyar and his wife Nagammal
remain awe-inspiring. They came here, underwent jail terms, and
even fought adverse campaigns from their own political comrades
to ensure justice for us. In the case of the then untouchable
Ezhava community in Kerala, Periyar openly backed their reform
movements,” said T N Ramesan, a prominent trade union leader
affiliated to the All India Trade Union Congress (AITUC).

“The centenary helps us to focus on Periyar, a phenomenon
celebrating humanity and dignity beyond language barriers,”
Ramesan opined.
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does not wants the caste system to be done
away with but he holds that untouchablity
should be abolished... Mahatmaji does not
want you to dine with Thiyyas or Pulayas.
What he wants is we must be prepare to
touch and go  near other human beings
as you touch and go near a cowor horse.
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