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Santosh George Kulangara is proud to be the first Indian to participate in space tourism. 

Renowned media personality of Kerala. Santosh has toured 130 countries so far. 

In 2022, Santosh will be featured in a space tour organized by Richard Branson. Following 

the announcement of space travel in 2005, Santosh contacted the Tourism Organizing 

Company. After several rounds of consultations, Santosh was selected for space travel in 

2022. Santosh is now 49 years old. Santosh has also received the “G Tolerance” training 

required to go into space. 

“In this exercise the body weight may increase eightfold. This exercise is very rigorous. 

Similarly, due to the lack of gravity in space, the body can lose weight and swim in space. In 

a few months, my space journey will be a reality, ”said Santosh George Kulangara. 

The first voyage into space by the Virgin Galactic VSS Unity spacecraft of the United States in 

2021. Realized on July 11th. Starting from New Mexico, the five-member crew, including 

Richard Branson, founder of Virgin Galactic, and Pennsirisha Bandla (age 34) of Indian 

descent, took part in the preview. 
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Ancient Cities of Tamilagam 

Poompuhar 

Poompuhar is one of the oldest towns in ancient Tamilagam. This is the place where well 

known characters of Silapathikaram, Kovalan and Kannagi lived. It was also a port town 
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along the Bay of Bengal. The ports were established for facilitating maritime trade. Even in 

times past, countries began to export their surplus products and import the scarce 

commodities by sea. Poompuhar is one such historic port that emerged in the wake of 

increasing maritime trade. It is a coastal town near the present-day Mayiladuthurai and is 

located where the river Cauvery drains into the sea.  

Poompuhar Port 
Poompuhar was also known by names such as Puhar and Kaveripoompattinam. It served as 

the port of the early Chola kingdom. One of the popular Sangam Literature, Pattinappaalai 
and Tamil epics, Silappathikaram and Manimegalai, have references to the brisk sea-borne 

trade that took place in the port city, Puhar. 

Silappathikaram, in particular, speaks about the greatness of Poompuhar. The lead female 

character of Silappathikaram is Kannagi. Her father is Maanaigan. Sea traders are known by 

the name Maanaigan. The male character Kovalan’s father is Maasathuvan. Massathuvan 

means a big trader. It is clear from the text that Poompuhar was a place where big traders 

and sea traders had settled down. 

Numerous merchants from foreign countries such as Greece and Rome landed at 

Poompuhar. Due to busy and continuous trade, many of them stayed on indefinitely in 

Poompuhar. There are evidences of foreigner’s settlements in the town. People speaking 

many languages inhabited Poompuhar in its glorious days. As loading and unloading of ships 

took some months, the foreign traders began to interact with the local people during that 

period. This enabled the natives to learn foreign languages for communication. Similarly, the 

foreigners also learnt Tamil to communicate with the natives. This contact facilitated not 

only exchange of goods but also languages and ideas resulting in cultural blending. 

The traders of Poompuhar were known for their honesty and integrity. They sold goods at 

legitimate prices. Pattinappaalai states that “selling any commodity at a higher price was 

considered bad”. 

The author of Pattinappaalai, Kadiyalur Uruttirangannanar, belonged to 2nd century BC(BCE). 

This is indicative of Puhar’s antiquity. Horses were imported by sea. Pepper was procured 

through the land route. Gold that came from Vadamalai was polished and exported to the 

overseas countries. Sandal from Western Ghats, pearls from southern sea, corals from 

eastern sea and food items from Eelam were imported. 
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Poompuhar had been built differently from other towns. Each social group had a separate 

settlement. Streets were broad and straight, dotted with well-designed houses. There was 

also a dockyard. 

We can learn about the life of the people of Puhar by reading Pattinappaalai and “Puhar 

Kandam” of Silappathikaram. 

Puhar was a busy port upto 200 AD(CE). It might have been either washed away by sea or 

destroyed by big shore waves. The remains of that destruction can still be seen in the 

present Poompuhar town. 
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Madurai 

Madurai has been one of the oldest cities in India. Its antiquity can be understood from the 

sobriquet “Sangam Valartha Nagaram” it has earned.  

Pandyas, the Cholas and later the Kalabras ruled Madurai in the ancient period. During 

medieval times, later Cholas and later Pandyas followed by the Nayaks ruled this historic 

town. This has resulted in cultural blending. Trade flourished and evidence for this has been 

unearthed in archaeological excavation done in Keezhadi near Madurai. 

Madurai is proudly associated with tamil sangam (academies), which worked for the 

promotion of Tamil language.  

Forty-nine poets were associated with the last Sangam. Ahil, fragrant wood, was brought 

from Port Thondi to Madurai. King Solomon of ancient Israel imported pearls from Uvari 

near the Pandyan port, Korkai. 
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A mint of Roman coins was present at Madurai. The coins of other countries were also 

minted at Madurai, which is a proof for the glory of Madurai. 

The fame of Madurai is attested by the accounts of the Greek historian Megasthanese. 

Chanakya, Chandragupta’s minister, makes a mention of Madurai in his book, Arthasastra. 

In the moat around the town, tunnels had been constructed in such a way that even 

elephants could comfortably enter. 
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Kanchi 

A place of learning is called school. Several schools were established in great numbers for 

the first time in Kancheepuram. Jains studied in Jainapalli, and Buddhists studied in Viharas. 

The greatness of Kanchi as an educational centre can be understood from the fact that the 

Chinese traveller Hieun Tsang who studied at Nalanda University visited Kanchi ‘Kadigai’ to 

pursue his further studies. 

Poet Kalidasa says, “Kanchi is the best of the towns”. Tamil poet saint Thirunavukarasar 

praises Kanchi as “Kalviyil Karaiillatha Kanchi”. 

Hieun Tsang remarked that Kanchi can be counted as one among the seven sacred places 

like Bodh Gaya and Sanchi. Kanchi is the oldest town in Thondai Nadu.  Scholars like 

Dharmabalar, Jothibalar, Sumathi and Bodhi Dharmar were born in Kanchi. 

Kanchi is also known as the temples city. The famous temple of great architectural beauty, 

Kailasanathar temple, was built by later Pallava king Rajasimha at Kanchi. During the Pallava 
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period, a large number of cave temples were built. The Buddhist monk Manimegalai spent 

the last part of her life at Kanchi speaks highly of that town. 

Water management played an important role in the agrarian society of those times. 

Hundreds of lakes were created for storing water around the town of Kanchi. These lakes 

were well connected with canals. During the later period, Kanchi came to be known as the 

district of lakes. Water management skills of the ancient Tamils can be understood from the 

construction of Kallanai in the Chola country and the lakes and canals in Kanchi. 
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Renaissance 

Renaissance is an ideological and cultural phenomenon. It is closely tied to modernity, 

rationalism and the progressive movement of the society. Critical thinking is at its root. A 

new philosophical tradition centring around human rationality and equality is its 

characteristic. The basic inspiration of renaissance is humanism and questioning the 

fundamentalist religious practices that denied humans their dignity. This ideology of 

humanism stimulated creative energy in all spheres of social life and knowledge such as 

language, literature, philosophy, music, painting, architecture, etc.  

Tamil Renaissance 

The cultural hegemony of colonialism and the rise of humanism brought several changes in 

the socio-cultural life of the Indian subcontinent. Modern Tamil Nadu too experienced such 

a historical transition. Tamil language and culture played a significant role in their identity 

construction. The rationalistic thoughts and the introduction of printing press underpinned 

the process of Tamil renaissance. Although religious literature was taken up predominantly 
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for publication in the early years after the advent of printing technology, things began to 

change gradually. Works that can be described as secular were taken up for publishing. 
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 Economic equality can be identified by individual’s income and the value of 

property, he possess in a society. Otherwise, the gap between rich people community 

and poor may indicate the status of economic equality.  Further, by calculating number 

of people under poverty line, we may draw strong inferences and resolutions.  This kind 

of identification is widespread among all the nations. But certain discriminations on the 

basis of culture and historical cum habitual practices, may create precarious issues in 

the concerned society. Radical reformers during different phases of history, has made 

wide awareness about these untoward and unethical happenings to the people.  

“Humans respected on the basis of caste which he belongs to, is barbarian and anti -

human thinking”, exclaimed E.V.Ramaswamy alias Periyar in Tamilnadu. He out- rightly 

condemned the cultural practices, habitual follow-ups and other so called values which 
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refutes equality in all its aspects. Periyar also was against “Patriarchal Chauvinism” 

which subjugated women all along the history. 

     - 6 

            

                                             
               (            )                
           .                           ,           
                         .                       
        
                          .                    
                                     .        
                               .                  
 .        ,                                          
                          . 

             

                                                 
                                               . 
                                       ,        
                              .               
                                               
                                         
                                                   
1916                      .                    



16 

                           

 

                                             . 
                                                  
            .                                    
                        .                              
                                   .             
               ,                               
       .                                        
                                             
                .                                
                                                 
       . 

 

    
Maraimalai Adigal 

Maraimalai Adigal is considered the father of Tamil linguistic purism and the founder of Tani 

Tamil Iyakkam (Pure Tamil Movement). He wrote commentaries on the Sangam texts, 

Pattinappalai and Mullaipattu. As a young man, he worked in a journal, Siddhanta Deepika. 

Later he served as a Tamil teacher in the Madras Christian College for many years. He was 

inclined towards non-Brahmin movement. His teachers such as P. Sundaram Pillai and 

SomasundaraNayagar were key influences in his life.  

Pure Tamil Movement (Tani Tamil Iyakkam) 

Maraimalai Adigal promoted the use of pure Tamil words and removal of the Sanskrit 

influences from Tamil language. The movement made a great impact on Tamil culture 

especially in language and literature. The beginnings of the movement are usually dated to 

1916 even though the process of identifying influence of foreign words in Tamil and 

eliminating them can be dated much earlier to the late nineteenth century. His daughter, 

Neelambikai, played an important role in its foundation. He changed his own name, 
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Vedachalam and took on the pure Tamil name of Maraimalai Adigal. His journal 

Jnanasagaram was renamed Arivukkadal and his institution, SamarasaSanmarga Sangam, 

was re-christened as PotuNilaikKalakam. The movement was critical of Hindi, Sanskrit and 

the Brahminical hegemony in Tamil society. Neelambikai compiled a dictionary that provided 

pure Tamil equivalents to Sanskrit words that had crept into Tamil vocabulary. This 

movement paved the way for later social movements that countered Brahminical and the 

Sanskrit tradition in Tamil society.  
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Rise of the Dravidian Movement 

In India, Brahmins enjoyed a high social status, based on their birth, and held great social 

privileges. In Madras Presidency, Brahmins dominated all the fields of society, especially 

politics, education and job opportunities in the government. The 1911 census showed that 

Brahmins were slightly over 3 per cent of Madras Presidency’s population, and non-

Brahmins 90 per cent. Yet in the ten years from 1901 to 1911 Madras University turned out 

4,074 Brahmin graduates compared with only 1,035 non-Brahmin graduates. Numbers for 

other groups, based on how the population came to be classified then, included Indian 

Christian306, Mohammedan69 and European and Eurasian 225. 

In this context, the Dravidian movement emerged as a defence of the non-Brahmin castes 

against the Brahmin dominance. An organization called The Madras Non-Brahmin 

Association was founded in 1909 to help the non-Brahmin students. In 1912 C. Natesan 
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Mudaliar, a medical doctor, founded the Madras United League, later renamed as Madras 

Dravidar Sangam to support Dravidian uplift. The organization focused on educating and 

supporting non-Brahmin graduates and conducting regular meetings to share their 

grievances. Meanwhile, Natesan founded a hostel, the Dravidian Home, at Triplicane 

(Madras) in July 1916 to address the lack of hostels for the non-Brahmin students which 

hindered their educational development. In addition, the home had a literary society for the 

benefit of non-Brahmin students. 
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South Indian Liberal Federation (Justice Party) 

As World War I was in progress the British government was considering the introduction of 

representative institutions for Indians after the War. Fearing that such political reforms 

would further strengthen the political power of Brahmins, educated non-Brahmins decided 

to organize themselves politically.  On 20 November 1916 around 30 prominent non-

Brahmin leaders including Dr. Natesa Mudaliyar, Sir Pitti Theyagarayar, T.M. Nair and 

Alamelu Mangai Thayarammal came together to form the South Indian Liberation 

Federation (SILF). In the meantime, at a meeting held in the Victoria Public Hall the Non-

Brahmin Manifesto was released in December 1916 to articulate the voice of the non-

Brahmin communities and surveyed the general condition of the non-Brahmins in Madras 

Presidency.  

 

The association started publishing three newspapers: Dravidianin Tamil, Justice in English 

and purchased the Andhra Prakasika in Telugu, to propagate the ideals of the Party.  

The first election, under the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, was held in 1920 after the 

introduction of the Dyarchy form of government in the provinces. The Justice Party won the 

election and formed the first-ever Indian cabinet in Madras. A. Subburayalu became the 

Chief Minister of the Madras Presidency and the party formed the government during1920–

1923 and 1923–1926. In the context of Congress Party boycotting the legislature, the Justice 

Party continued to remain in office till   1937 elections were held under the Government of 

India Act, 1935. In the 1937elections the Indian National Congress contested the Assembly 

elections for the first time and trounced the Justice Party.  

Programme and its activities 

The Justice Party is the fountainhead of the non-Brahmin movement in the country. The 

Justice Party government widened education and employment opportunities for the 
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majority of the population and created space for them in the political sphere. Tamil Nadu’s 

legacy of social justice owes its existence to the formative years of Justice Party in power.  

The Justicites removed the legal hindrances restricting inter-caste marriages and broke the 

barriers that prevented Adi Dravidars from the use of public wells and tanks. The Justice 

Party government ordered that public schools accommodate the children of the Adi 

Dravidars. Hostels were established for the students belonging to this social group in 1923. 

In the meantime, the Madras legislature under the Justice Party government was the first to 

approve participation of women in the electoral politics in 1921. This resolution created 

space for woman and thus facilitated Muthulakshmi Reddi to become the first woman 

legislator in India in 1926. 

The Justice Party worked towards legislating provisions for communal representation – 

reservations for various communities. Two Communal Government Orders (16 September 

1921 and 15 August 1922) were passed to ensure equitable distribution in appointments 

among various castes and communities as a part of achieving social justice. The Justice Party 

rule established the Staff Selection Board in 1924 for the selection of government officials 

and encouraged all the communities to share the administrative powers. In 1929, the 

Government of British India adopted the pattern and established the Public Service 

Commission. 

The Justice Party further concentrated on reforms in the religious institutions. Tamil Nadu 

has a large number of temples and these commanded huge resources. In general, the 

resources were monopolized and exploited by the dominant caste in the society and led to 

mismanagement of public resources. The Justice Party introduced the Hindu Religious 

Endowment (HRE) Act in 1926 and enabled any individual, irrespective of their caste 

affiliation, to become member of the temple committee and govern the resources of the 

religious institutions.  
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Self-Respect Movement 

The Self Respect movement, while critiquing the then prevailing social, political and 

economic relations, introduced a programme of non-Brahmin uplift in Tamil Nadu. The 

movement was concerned with the marginalized sections of the society and criticized 

Brahmanism and the cultural hegemony of the Brahmin. It advocated a casteless society 

devoid of rituals and differences based on birth. The movement declared rationality and self-

respect as the birthright of all human beings and held these as more important than self-

rule. The movement declared illiteracy as a source for women’s subordination and 

promoted compulsory elementary education for all. It campaigned for the empowerment of 

women and questioned the superstitious beliefs in the society. 

The movement demanded women’s emancipation, deplored superstition, and emphasized 

rationality. Its features included iconoclastic displays such as the public burning of Hindu 

scriptures and ‘reform wedding’ or ‘self-respect marriage. Race was central to Self-Respect 

rhetoric, which argued that the non-Brahmin Dravidian people had been systematically 

subjugated by Aryan-Brahmins over the course of their long history. 

The Self-Respect Movement championed not only the causes of the non-brahmin Hindus, 

but also that of the Muslims. The Self-Respect Movement extolled the lofty principles of 

Islam such as equality and brotherhood. They exhorted the Muslims to admit into their fold 

the depressed sections of the Hindu society, in order that they might enjoy the equality and 

brotherhood of Islam. Muslim elite considered the Tamil Muslims as Dravidians. Yet Periyar 
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did not hesitate to attack certain customs like wearing of purdah by Muslim women. He 

wanted the Dravidian Muslims to follow Mustapha Kemal Pasha of Turkey and Amanullah of 

Afghanistan who initiated reforms in the Islamic society.  
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Periyar E.V.R. 

Periyar E.V. Ramasamy (1879–1973) was the founder of the Self-Respect Movement. Born to 

a wealthy businessman in Erode, Venkatappa Naicker and Chinna Thayammal. Though 

possessing little formal education, he engaged in critical discussions with scholars, who used 

to be patronized by his devout father. As a young man, he once ran away from home and 

spent many months in Varanasi and other religious centres. The firsthand experience of 

orthodox Hindu religion led to his disillusionment with religion. On his return, he took care 

of his family business for some years. His selfless public service and forthrightness made him 

a popular personality. He held different official positions of the town that included the 

Chairman of Erode Municipal Council (1917–1920).  

In the context of the rise of the non-Brahmin Justice party after 1917, the Congress inducted 

non-Brahmin leaders such as Periyar and P. Varadharajulu Naidu, at the initiative of C. 

Rajagopalachari. Periyar resigned all the government positions to support the Non-
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Cooperation Movement (1920–1922). He gave up his profitable business and became the 

active member of the Congress. He promoted khadi (indigenous cotton clothes) and sold it 

on the streets of Tamil Nadu. He cut down 500 coconut trees in his farm to support the 

campaign for prohibition. He held the positions of President and Secretary of the Tamil Nadu 

Congress Committee.  

Periyar as president of the Tamil Nadu Congress Committee proposed a resolution regarding 

the rights of “Untouchables” to temple entry. In the name of “caste dharma” the “lower 

caste” people were denied access to the temples and the streets surrounding the temple.  In 

Vaikom (a town in the then Princely State of Travancore and in present day Kerala), people 

protested against this practice. After the local leaders were arrested Periyar led the Temple 

Entry Movement and was imprisoned. People hailed him VaikomVirar (Hero of Vaikom). In 

the meantime, he was disturbed by the caste-based discrimination in the dining hall of at 

the Cheranmadevi Gurukulam (school), which was run by V.V.S. Aiyar (a Congress leader) 

with the financial support of the Tamil Nadu Congress Committee. Periyar was disappointed 

when despite his objections and protests against this discrimination the Congress continued 

to support the iniquitous practice in the Gurukulam. 

Periyar was keen on the introduction of reservation in representative bodies such as the 

legislative council for non-Brahmins. He wanted to pass the resolution in the annual 

conference of the Tamil Nadu Congress Committee in 1925 at its Kanchipuram session but in 

vain. The Congress’s inability in addressing these concerns made him quit the Congress in 

1925. Following his disillusionment with the Indian National Congress, Periyar started the 

Self-Respect movement in 1925, with the determination that there ought to be ‘no god; no 

religion; no Gandhi; no Congress; and no Brahmins’. 

Periyar understood the relevance of mass communication in spreading rationalist thought. 

He started a number of newspapers and journals such as Kudi Arasu (Democracy) (1925), 

Revolt (1928), Puratchi (Revolution) (1933), Paguththarivu (Rationalism) (1935) and 

Viduthalai (Liberation) (1936). Kudi Arasu was as the official newspaper of the Self-Respect 

Movement. It brought out the multiple voices and ideas of Non-Brahmins, women and 

religious minorities. Usually, Periyar wrote a column and expressed his opinion on social 

issues in each of its issues. He frequently wrote columns under the pseudonym of 

Chitraputtiran.  
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Periyar’s Anti-Hindi Stance 

Periyar emphasised that the caste system in south India is linked with the arrival of Brahmins 

from the North. Ancient Tamil society, he said, had a different stratification based on tinais 

(regions), determined by natural surroundings and the means of livelihood or occupation of 

the people. Anti-north Indian campaigns had made Periyar to take and anti-Hindi stand. ‘I 

oppose Hindi as a foreign language. It introduces foreign ideas. It makes us slaves’, stated 

Peiryar in 1948, when the then Education Minister, Avinashinlingam, wanted to re-introduce 

Hindi as a compulsory subject in schools.    

Periyar on Religion  

Periyar’s experiences taught him that it was necessary to eradicate religion in order to 

impart progress and justice. Periyar advocated atheism as a mode of critique to deconstruct 

the established practices of faith, culture and custom. Periyar wanted religion to be replaced 

by rationalism. ‘Religion means you accept superstitious beliefs’, he asserted. Periyar spent 

his entire life campaigning against superstitions through Thinkers or Rationalists Forums he 

had formed. Periyar objected to the hereditary priesthood in temples. He argued that 

eligible individuals, who have a proper religious knowledge, should become priests rather 

than being based on caste. He encouraged the people to boycott the Brahmin priests and 

their Vedic rituals. He advocated inter-caste and Self-Respect Marriages devoid of any such 

rituals. 
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Periyar, a Feminist 
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Periyar was critical of patriarchy. He condemned child-marriage and the devadasi system 

(institution of temple girls). Right from 1929, when the Self-respect conference began to 

voice its concern over the plight of women, Periyar had been emphasising on women’s right 

to divorce and property.  Periyar objected to terms like “giving in marriage”. This, he said, 

treats woman as a thing. He wants it substituted by “valkaitunai,”(help-mate) a word for 

marriage taken from the Tirukkural. Peiyar’s most important work on this subject is Why the 

Woman is Enslaved? 

Periyar believed that property rights for women would provide them a social status and 

protection. He welcomed equal rights for males and females in property, guardianship and 

adoption. He was a strong champion of birth control and contraception, and said that 

motherhood was a burden to women.  

In 1989, Government of Tamil Nadu fulfilled the dream of radical reformers by the 

introduction of the Hindu Succession Tamil Nadu Amendment Act of 1989, which ensured 

the equal rights to ancestral property for women in inheritance. This Act became a 

trendsetter and led to similar legislation at the national level. 
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Rettaimalai Srinivasan 
Rettaimalai Srinivasan, popularly known as Grandpa (Thatha), was born in 1860 at 

Kanchipuram. He fought for social justice, equality and civil rights of the marginalized in the 

caste order. He was honoured with such titles as Rao Sahib (1926), Rao Bahadur (1930) and 

Divan Bahadur (1936) for his selfless social services. His autobiography, 

JeeviyaSarithaSurukkam (A Brief Autobiography), published in 1939, is one of the earliest 

autobiographies. Rettaimalai Srinivasan who had experienced the horrors of untouchability 

worked for the progress of the deprived castes. He founded the Adi Dravida Mahajana 

Sabha in 1893 and published a newspaper, Paraiyan, to highlight the problems of the 
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oppressed people. He served as president of the Schedule Castes’ Federation and the 

Madras Provincial Depressed Classes’ Federation. He constantly engaged in discussions with 

leaders of the Indian National Congress and the Justice Party on questions involving the 

deprived castes. Rettaimalai Srinivasan met Gandhi in South Africa and was closely 

associated with him. He became a member of the Madras Legislative Council in 1923 and 

influenced the Justice Party to take affirmative action to safeguard the interests the 

depressed and deprived sections of the society.  

A close associate of Dr B.R. Ambedkar, he participated in the first and second Round Table 

Conferences held in London (1930 and 1931) and voiced the opinions of the marginalized 

sections of the society. He was a signatory to the Poona Pact of 1932. 
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M.C. Rajah 

Mylai Chinnathambi Raja, popularly known as M.C. Rajah, was one of the prominent leaders 

from the “depressed class”. Raja started his career as a teacher and wrote different 

textbooks for schools and colleges. He was one of the founding members of the South Indian 

Liberal Federation (Justice Party). He became the first elected Legislative Council Member 

(1920–26) from the depressed class in Madras province. He functioned as the Deputy Leader 

of Justice Party in the Madras Legislative Council.  

Later, he left the Justice Party. M.C. Rajah demanded abolition of untouchability and 

organized a number of political meetings and conferences for the “untouchable castes” to 

have access to public wells and pathways to burial grounds. In addition, he advocated the 

terms, Adi-Dravida and Adi-Andhra for the depressed class people. In 1928, he founded All 

India Depressed Classes Association and was its long time leader. Raja had earlier called for 

separate electorate; but after the Poona Pact, he supported the idea of joint electorates. 

M.C. Rajah passed away in 1943. 

     -15 

                          

                                 (1914-1918)        
     .                                             
                                            . 
                                       .     ,       
                               .             



37 

                           

 

                                                   
      .                                         
                                            
        .                 . .      ,  .          , 
  . .                                               
                 . 1918                            
                               . 

                                   1920         31   
               .                                  . 
                                                 , 
                                      ,      
                          ,                         
                                   .             
                                                 
                                               
                       . 

                                                   
         .           (1860-1946)     .                  
                                                  
      .                                     .        , 
     ,    ,    ,      ,                             
                      ,            ,              , 
                                         . 1923   
                                        .          



38 

                           

 

           (      )                               
      .                                           
                               .                     
                          . 

 

    
Labour Movements in Tamil Nadu  

The First World War (1914–18) provided stimulus to industrial growth in India.  These 

industries, catering to the war time needs, had employed a huge number of workers. At the 

end of the War there were retrenchments across the industries, as the war time 

requirements receded. Combined with high prices, this gave a momentum to the labour 

movement. The nationalists realising the value of organized labour power began to support 

the cause of labour. B.P. Wadia, M. Singaravelar, Thiru. Vi. Kalyanasundaram and others 

initiated the formation of labour unions in the Madras Presidency. In 1918, India’s first 

organized trade union, the Madras Labour Union, was formed. 

The first All India Trade Union Conference (AITUC) was held on 31 October 1920 in Bombay. 

The delegates discussed several resolutions. These included a demand for protection from 

police interference in labour disputes, the maintenance of an unemployment register, 

restriction on exporting foodstuffs, compensation for injuries, and health insurance. In 

addition, the delegates demanded that Indian workers be given some representation in the 

government, just as employers had representatives on legislative councils.  

M. Singaravelar (1860–1946), was a pioneer in the labour movement activities in the Madras 

presidency. He was born in Madras and graduated from the Presidency College, University of 

Madras. He advocated Buddhism in his early life. He knew many languages, including Tamil, 

English, Urdu, Hindi, German, French and Russian and wrote about the ideas of Karl Marx, 

Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer and Albert Einstein in Tamil. He organized the first ever 

celebration of May Day in 1923 and he was one of the early leaders of the Communist Party 

of India. He published a Tamil newspaper, Worker (Thozhilalan) to address the problems of 

the working class. He was closely associated with Periyar and the Self-Respect Movement to 

fight against the inequality based on caste. 
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Language Agitation before Indian Independence  

In general, language is considered as a dominant symbol of identity and it is associated with 

culture and sentiments of any society. Tamil regained its prominence in the latter half of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. Maraimalai Adigal’s Pure Tamil Movement, the 

language reforms of Periyar and Tamil Isai Movement helped to galvanize the Tamil 

language. Tamil renaissance that led the Dravidian consciousness made a great intervention 

in the development of modern Tamil language and its art forms. Agamic temples did not 

permit the performance of rituals in Tamil. Tamil songs had a marginal place in musical 
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concerts. Abraham Pandithar systematically studied the history of Tamil music and 

attempted to reconstruct ancient Tamil musical system. He founded the Tanjore 

SangithaVidyaMahajana Sangam in 1912 and it became the kernel of the Tamil Isai 

Movement (Tamil Music Movement). The movement gave importance to the singing of 

Tamil compositions in music concerts. The first Tamil Isai Conference was held in 1943, to 

discuss the status of Tamil music.  

The implementation of Hindi as a compulsory language in Tamil Nadu, at various points of 

time, was seen as a threat to Tamil language and culture. C. Rajagopalachari, the Premier of 

Madras Presidency, introduced Hindi as a compulsory subject schools. This created a stiff 

opposition in Madras province. Periyar declared that the introduction of Hindi over Tamil 

would deny the Dravidians of their job opportunities. Maraimalai Adigal pointed out that the 

Tamil language would suffer with the introduction of Hindi. They opposed the cultural 

homogenisation with Hindi in Tamil Nadu. The anti-Hindi campaigners considered it an 

ideological battle against Brahmanism and the hegemony of Sanskrit over Tamil. They saw 

Sanskrit as a vehicle for propagation of Brahmanical ideology, thereby preserving the caste 

hierarchies and gender inequalities. The agitation was marked by massive protest meetings, 

demonstrations, and hunger fasts. Tens of thousands of people took part in 

the agitation. 
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Women’s Movements 

There were several streams of women’s movements and organizations established in the 

early twentieth century to address the question of women empowerment in Madras 

Presidency. Women’s India Association (WIA) and All India Women’s Conference (AIWC) are 

the important among them in Tamil Nadu. WIA was started in 1917 by Annie Besant, 

Dorothy Jinarajadasa and Margaret Cousins at Adyar, Madras. The Association published 

pamphlets and bulletins in different languages to detail the problems of personal hygiene, 

marriage laws, voting rights, child care and women’s role in the public. In the meantime, 

WIA formed the All India Women’s Conference (AIWC) in 1927 to address the problem of 

women’s education and recommended that the government implement various policies for 

the uplift of women.  

Women’s liberation was one of the important objectives of the Self-Respect Movement. 

Self-respecters led by Periyar E.V.R. worked for gender equality and gender sensitization of 

the society. The Movement provided a space for women to share their ideas. There were 

several women activists in the movement. MuthulakshmiReddi, Nagammai, Kannamma, 

Nilavathi, MuvalurRamamirtham, RukmaniAmmal, AlarmelmangaiyathThayammal, 

Nilambikai, and Sivakami Chidambaranar are prominent among them.  

There was a custom of dedicating young girls to the Hindu temples as a servant of God, 

known as devadasi.  Though intended as a service to god it soon got corrupted leading to 

extensive immorality and abuse of the women. Muthulakshmi Reddi, the first woman doctor 

in India (1912) was in the forefront of the campaign pressing for a legislation to abolish this 

devadasi system. The Madras Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act1947 was enacted by 

the government. 
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Non-Brahmin Movement 

There was rapid growth in education in the Madras Presidency. There was an increase in the 

number of educated non-Brahmins. Intense political and social activity the educated non-

Brahmins. They raised the issue of caste discrimination and unequal opportunities in 

government employment and representation in elected bodies, which were dominated by 

Brahmins. Further, the Congress was also overwhelmingly composed of Brahmins. 

 

The South Indian Liberal Federation 

The non-Brahmins organised themselves into political organisations to protect their 

interests. In 1912 the Madras Dravidian Association was founded. C. Natesanar played an 

active role as its secretary. In June 1916 he established the Dravidian Association Hostel for 

non-Brahmin students.  He also played a key role in bridging the differences between two 

leading non-Brahmin leaders of the time, Dr. T.M. Nair and P. Thyagarayar. Both of them 

were earlier part of the Congress and were disillusioned by how non-Brahmins were 

sidelined in the organisation. On 20 November 1916 a meeting of about thirty non-Brahmins 

was held under the leadership of P. Thyagarayar, Dr. T.M. Nair and C. Natesanar at Victoria 

Public Hall in Chennai. The South Indian Liberal Federation (SILF) was founded to promote 

the interests of the non-Brahmins. They also launched three newspapers: Justice in English, 

Dravidian in Tamil and Andhra Prakasika in Telugu. Soon the SILF began to be popularly 

known as Justice Party after its English daily. The Justice Party also held several conferences 

throughout the Presidency to set up branches.  

Demand for Reservation  

The Non-Brahmin Manifesto was released outlining its objectives viz., reservation of jobs for 

non-Brahmins in government service, and seats in representative bodies. It opposed the 

Home Rule Movement as a movement of Brahmins and feared that Home Rule might give 

them more power. It also criticised the Congress as a party of the Brahmins. Montagu’s 

announcement of political reforms in the Parliament in 1917 intensified political discussions 

in Tamil Nadu. The Justice Party demanded communal representation (i.e. representation 

for various communities in society). The Madras Government was also supportive of the 

Justice Party as the latter believed that English rule was conducive for the development of 
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the non-Brahmins. The Act of 1919 provided reservation of seats to non-Brahmins, a move 

criticised by the Congress but welcomed by the Justice Party. 
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Social Justice 

The negative values which are made by the society results in inequality and cleavation 

among people. Social power is the dominant phenomenon which leads to cut-throat 

competition and ends in absolute control of the subjects. It is in order to protect the social 

identity, the dominant communities endeavor to capture the power sector. Among different 

communities in a plural society, dominance of a single group is considered as unfair and 

unjust. The dominant groups activate racial, religious, caste, lingual and cultural feelings and 

intend to misuse the social rights of other groups that may end in permanent hostility 

between different groups. The struggle that is undertaken by the weaker groups in order to 

react for establishing equal society is known to be Social Justice. 

Background of Social Hierarchy  

The ancient Indian civilization had evolved with the “Varnashrama Dharma” which kick-

started the principle of hierarchy i.e. Upper and Lower strata. The Varna system is also called 

as “Four Varna System” by which people were divided as Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vysyas and 

Shudras. 

Those sections who have been beyond these Varna classification were categories as 

scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. During the colonial period these depressed 

communities were classified as panchamas who were victims of untouchability. This division 

on the basis of birth has been inculcated and socialized along different phases of civilization 

from which inequalities surfaced in the society.   
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Equality is essential for Social Justice 

People accept equality as an essential phenomenon but still inequality and discrimination 

are serving as distributing factors. Inequality prevails in almost all spheres like opportunities, 

comforts and working atmosphere. This kind of inequality and discrimination are permanent 

and unavoidable in our life, is it so? What we are going to do for the people, who do not 
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have opportunities to work for the development of our nation? How far cultural values are 

responsible for this kind of inequality.  

This is not only happening in India, but also at global level which creates stir in the minds of 

the people. It is for this reason, social equality stood in primary place in the Socio-political 

principles. Equality as a principle indicates what? What do you mean by “equal society”. 

How do we assure equality? With that assurance, what we are going to achieve? Do we try 

to resolve inequality only in our income? What type of equality has to be established? To 

whom we have to provide equality? 

Need of special privileges 

We give our voice for justice.  We have to understand the reasons. If opportunity is denied 

along with social identity, that is absolute injustice in a society.  This creates inequality 

among the people. Regardless of caste, gender, religion and other differences, people 

should be provided with appropriate opportunities to prove their talent and capacities in the 

individual life. In socio- political theories, the distinction between the difference among 

individual and socio-cultural differences exiting among them is considered as an important 

aspect. Individuals should receive respect and reputation on the basis of their achievements 

and talents.  It should not be on the basis of social identities.  Inequalities and discriminatory 

practices which prevail in the society are artificial and are known as prejudices. 
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Just Distribution 
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Governments can and will enact laws to facilitate the just distribution of resources to 

individuals with in a society.  Laws simply pave the way for the fair distribution of resources.  

Law enforcing agencies may have to monitor the process of the distribution itself. 

A country like ours where socio-cultural inequalities are well entrenched, a law for fair 

distribution will not automatically ensure just distribution of resources. Governments will 

have to ensure a level playing field in order to establish Justice.  In other words, before the 

law brings us together, people should enjoy some basic equality of life conditions and 

opportunities.  This attempt to create a level playing field must be seen as a necessary 

condition for each person to pursue his/her objectives in life.  Since our constitution has 

abolished untouchability and other caste based discriminatory practices, both the State and 

the legislature would have to ensure the creation of such a level playing field. Thus, the 

government which swears in the name of protecting our constitution has the obligation of 

ensuring one of the finest promises of our constitution itself – bringing in equality to our 

society.  Therefore, it is legal, constitutional and moral on the part of the government to 

create a level playing ground for all its citizens especially those who have been historically 

denied basic rights.   

This level playing field or what we popularly call ‘equal opportunity’ must not be treated 

either as charity or as philanthropic gesture of the government.  It is the obligation on the 

part of the government to treat people differently in order to ensure Justice; more 

importantly it is a fundamental right enshrined in the constitution for disadvantaged people 

to seek legal, constitutional remedy. Similarly, level playing ground is aimed at creating 

equal opportunity only in education and employment opportunities for the disadvantaged 

communities.  In many realms of our everyday lives, there is virtually no demand from the 

marginalized sections to provide a level playing ground.   

This clearly conveys the meaning of what is the aim of providing equal opportunity. When 

modern education becomes the most significant resource and employment in government 

sector remains a major source of livelihood, the concept of level playing ground or equal 

opportunity was advocated and subsequently this idea became an integral part of our 

constitutional apparatus.  

There are several opinions in this regard. How should we distribute the resources and 

ensure equal opportunity/fair access to education and jobs to all especially to the 

disadvantaged groups.  Many especially people from the so called upper echelon of the 

society tend to think of treating people differently in order to ensure just distribution 

effectively amounts to discrimination.  This opinion slowly and steadily invokes strong 
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passion and at times results in violence too.  The fear of losing educational and employment 

opportunities among the privileged communities was steadily growing as the government 

planned to ‘reserve’ seats for people from marginalized and underprivileged communities as 

part of its equal opportunity plan. 

 


