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Abstract---Periyar E. V. Ramasami Naicker is a social reformer far 
ahead of his times in Tamil Nadu. He wanted men and women to live 

with dignity and have equal opportunity to develop their faculties. To 

secure this, he was against all types of discrimination and advocated 

social justice and a rational outlook. His voices are echoed for an 

egalitarian and casteless society where equality of status of all the 
people including women is ensured. Dravidians are inspired by him, 

and they emulate his courage, which came not from bravery but from 

a deep commitment to Self-Respect, which gained Periyar the world’s 

adulation. 
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Introduction  

 
The 139th birth anniversary of E.V. Ramasamy (Periyar) was celebrated in many 

parts of Tamil Nadu on 17 September 2018 with great fanfare. However, some 

acts of vandalism on his statues were reported in Chennai and Dharapuram in 

the Tiruppur district.1 Periyar (1879 – 1973) is regarded as a great crusader 

against the caste system, superstitions and empty rituals. He was considered a 

proponent of rationalism, women's emancipation and upliftment of the 
downtrodden. Both the Dravidian parties in Tamil Nadu – the Dravida Munnetra 

Kazhagam(DMK) and the Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam(AIADMK) – claim 

their ancestry through him, and no politician in Tamil Nadu can dare criticise 

him. He started the Self-Respect Movement and created the Justice Party, which 

later became the (Dravida Kazhagam (DK). DMK was an offshoot of the same 
(Kottayam, 2018; Rajaraman, 1988). 

 

Thanthai Periyar has left us. An exemplary statesman who had dominated 

Dravidian politics and Tamil politics, culture and civilisation for several decades 

had achieved a lot. This discourse attempts to try and delineate the qualitative 

merits of that stream in Dravidian politics, and Tamil Nadu politics as a whole, 
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which included him and which he helped to develop. Periyar is a doyen of the 

political history of Dravida Nadu.2 We cannot analyse the intrinsic strength of 

Tamil Nadu politics without the association of Periyar. Throughout his life, both 

as an individual and as a social leader, Periyar has been noted for his humanity, 
his compassion for the non-Brahmins and his commitment to the Self-Respect 

Movement. He is known for having a radical and less formal approach to 

reformation and development (Nath, 1981; Baliga, 1960). 

 

The conquest of South India by the English East India Company took place in two 

stages. The first phase spans from 1744 to 1763 during which period the French 
power was eliminated. The Tamil region came under British rule between 1792 

and 1801. From the beginning of the nineteenth century, Tamil Nadu became part 

of the Madras Presidency, with Madras as its headquarters. Fort St. George 

became the centre of East India Company's administration. The history of the 

Madras Presidency was initially that of Madras city itself. This Presidency had its 
beginnings in a few isolated trading settlements along the coast. The Madras state 

was carved out of the composite Madras Presidency on 1 November 1956. An Act 

of Parliament, on 14h January 1969, officially renamed the Madras State Tamil 

Nadu. The present state of Tamil Nadu thus evolved from the Madras Presidency 

(Hardgrave Jr, 1969; Separatism, 1969). 

 

Social reforms 
 

The social setting refers to the then existing social stratification and status of 

women in the Hindu society of Tamil Nadu. In fact, it was a socio-religious system 

in which social institutions were tainted with religious bias and the prescriptions 
of social rules had religious sanction. The most important feature of social reform 

movements in India has been the struggle against inequality based on birth and 

sex and untouchability. Social reforms widened the scope of social transformation 

as catalytic agents of advancement and progress in society (Arasu, 1928; Sen, 

1974; Irschick, 1976). The various achievements in the field of social reform in 

modem India so far have been the result of the western impact and native 
enterprise. British rule in India affected Indian society in various ways. Its impact 

was different from what India had experienced through previous aggressions. 

Earlier invaders were overwhelmed by the superior Indian culture, and they 

blended into the native fabric. However, the arrival of the British paved the way 

for social reform movements. These reflective effects were either foisted on this 
country by the alien British rulers for their selfish ends or introduced after 

unceasing endeavours by national social reformers (Sams et al., 1985; Farndale et 

al., 1986). 

 

The origin and emergence of social reform movements are directly linked with the 

introduction of western education, which developed a new scientific thinking, 
rationalism and humanistic approach. The reform atmosphere helped the Indian 

elite and later the masses to discard many anachronistic rites and practices, 

leading to a more secular and rationalistic outlook. The social reformers appeared 

from time to time, and they initiated reforms that influenced the social structure 

and the life of women. The social setup, which prevailed in India, appeared 
reactionary and conservative in tone. Caste rigidity divided the society into 

watertight compartments. Child marriage was encouraged, with its attached 
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superstitions. The lot of widows appeared miserable. Women's education, in 

general, was not attempted, and it was frowned upon. Social reformers, led by 

Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Keshab Chandrasen and others, worked to eliminate 

distinctions that had driven wedges among the people of the country. They 

preached social equality between man and woman (Bao et al., 2006; Young, 
1996). Modern social legislations of the twentieth century were largely inspired by 

their teachings and also due to the works of religious reform bodies such as 

Ramalingaswamy’s Samarasa Suddha Sanmargha Sangham, the Brahmo 

Samaj, the Theosophical Society, the Ramakrishna Mission and Social Reform 

Movements such as Depressed Class Movement and the Temple Entry Movement. 

The impact of the social reform movements was seen in the breakup of caste 
barriers, loosening of the grip of religion, education filtering down to the lower 

strata of society and women, the rising conscience against child marriage and the 

liberation of women in general and widows in particular from the debased and 

cursed serfdom in the name of tradition and religion. 

 

The impact of the West, especially in the political and social field, played a vital 

role in the establishment of organisations and the rise of a critical press. The first 
Indian newspaper in Madras, the Crescent, appeared in 1884. Swadesamitran, 

the first Tamil weekly, was issued in 1882. The Madras Hindu Social Reform 

Association was founded in the year 1892, to fight against social evils such as 

child marriage and ban on widow remarriage and to promote female education. 
This was followed by the establishment of the Adi- Dravida Mahajana Sabha in 

1892. The Widows Home was founded by Veeresalingam in the year 1898. One 

important aspect of political life, in the Madras Presidency, was the evolution of 

social reform activity which generated political controversy. Much of the social 

reform activity in Madras city and the Tamil Districts were led by Marathi-

speaking Brahmins such as K. Srinivasa Rao. Both social reform and Hindu 
revivalistic activity in the Tamil Districts helped the non-Brahmin caste-Hindus to 

an increased awareness of their social and political position. The drive for political 

power and administrative positions and economic security further widened the 

Brahmin - Non-Brahmin divide. This breach was greatly aggravated by Annie 

Besant, in the few years following her political entry, in 1914. As the champion of 
Home Rule for India and with her theosophical bias, she emphasised the 

Brahminical past of India. This led to opposition from non-Brahmins, and serious 

social conflict and political dispute were the results. However, it was this scenario 

that was conducive to the genesis of social legislation (Johnson et al., 2009; 

Vehrencamp, 1983). 

 
Periyar E.V.Ramasamy – a socio-political leader 
 

Periyar E. V. Ramasamy (E.V.R.) (1879 – 1973) was a crusader against social 

inequality and injustice in Tamil Nadu. He advocated human rights and fought 

against the social ills of his times. He played the role of a ‘Father Figure’ in Tamil 
Nadu, for a half-century, and he was reverently addressed as 'Thanthai Periyar’. 

E.V. R. initiated the struggle for human rights in Tamil Nadu. He worked hard to 

usher in an egalitarian and casteless society where equality of status of all the 

people was ensured. The title, Periyar, was formally conferred on E. V. R. by 

women when they gathered in a conference in Chennai in 1938, for his invaluable 

service in promoting their welfare. He spread the ideology for the emancipation of 
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women and worked for their empowerment and securing their rights. Women’s 

emancipation was imperative for making an egalitarian society and for the 

liberation of the nation (Bros & Couttenier, 2015; Gorlov et al., 2019). The 

movement believed that free, liberal, rational and scientific education alone could 
break the bondage from which the women suffered. He created an awakening in 

the Tamil society for equal educational and employment opportunities for women 

and worked for the equality of women with men (Apostolou et al., 2007; Mattisson 

et al., 2014). 

 

Periyar predicted that unless social and communal justice was attained, and 
human rights assured to the neglected, marginalised and weaker sections of the 

society, the nation would not enjoy the fruit of political independence. To Periyar, 

human rights included women’s rights, children’s rights, the rights of the 

oppressed people and the rights of the workers. He considered the abolition of the 

caste system as the way to attain social equality. Till the attainment of social 
equality, he advocated communal reservation to all communities in public 

services in proportion to their population. In this regard, he strongly opposed the 

social fabric of the elite minority dominating over the majority people. In short, 

Periyar was a great social revolutionary, champion of the underprivileged and 

forerunner of the human rights movement in Tamil Nadu. Periyar was a practical 

leader and his service to the nation was multidimensional. He had absolute 
courage and a clear plan of action. His Self-Respect Movement was the blend of 

social equality and equal rights to all. He single-handedly struggled against the 

deep-rooted social maladies in Indian society. He very boldly attacked the 

existence of discrimination based on birth, caste, sex and so on. His attack on 

society was based on reason, intelligence and scientific approach. In short, the 
work of a hundred or two hundred years of reform was accomplished in a period 

of twenty years by Periyar (Zharovska et al., 2021; Kumar, 2021). 

 

Social reform voice 
 

Even during his boyhood days, Periyar was highly moved by the idea of social 
reform to remove the evils of the caste system and religious obscurantism that 

was widely practised in Erode, his native town in Tamil Nadu. To realise his 

dream of social reform, Periyar wished to involve himself in politics. He enrolled 

himself in the Congress Party when Gandhi launched the Non-Cooperation 

Movement in August 1920. As a congressman, he strengthened the constructive 
programme of Gandhi, which included the goals aimed at the amelioration of the 

subaltern communities, enforcement of prohibition and promotion of Hindu – 

Muslim unity. In 1922, he was elected to the All India Congress Committee. 

Periyar came to prominence when he offered satyagraha in protest against the 

rule of prohibiting the untouchables from using certain roads outside the temple 

at Vaikom, in Travancore State, in 1924. He was called 'Vaikom Veerar' (Hero). As 
the champion of the untouchables, Periyar's popularity after Vaikom Satyagraha 

was on the increase. Thereafter, Periyar fought against segregation practised in 

the nationally funded organisation called Seranmadevi Gurukulam, near 

Kallidaikurichi in Tirunelveli, run by V. V. Subramania Aiyer, a Congress veteran. 

 

In order to redress the grievance of the non-Brahmins in general and the non-

Brahmins in t h e  Congress Party in particular, P e r i y a r  insisted on the 
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passing of a resolution relating to communal representation in proportion to 

population strength at the annual meeting of the Tamil Nadu Congress Party, 

which was held at Kanchipuram in 1925. When his intention was not realised, 

Periyar severed his relations with the Congress. Periyar launched the Self-Respect 
Movement and started the Tamil newspaper Kudi Arasu (People's Government) in 

which he wrote a number of articles against superstitious beliefs and caste 
prejudices. An English daily titled Revolt was started in 1928. The First Provincial 

Self-Respect Conference was held at Chengelput in February 1929. The Second 

Provincial Self-Respect Conference was held at Erode on 10 May 1930, under the 

presidentship of M.R. Jayakar. The Third Provincial Self-Respect Conference was 

held at Virudhunagar. The Self-Respect Movement gave strength to the weak and 
hope to the forlorn for people groping in the dark seeking identity and 

respectability against the oppressive practice of untouchability, segregation and 

denial of fundamental human rights (Yasa et al., 2017; Setiawan, 2015). 

 

Next to Johthiba Phule of Maharastra, it was Periyar who took up the cause of 

women on a much larger scale than any other social reformer. He discouraged 
arranged marriage because it enslaved women. The better marriage he prescribed 

was 'Love Marriage’. Periyar believed that if women were educated and took up 

employment, they can emerge equally to men. In India, when none gave serious 

thought to the importance of family planning as a principal step for the 

emancipation of women, it was Periyar who supported the extreme step of 

removing the uterus, after limiting the family to one or two children, in order to 
save mothers from the risk of unwanted pregnancies. Thus, Periyar waged an epic 

struggle to get rid of social evils and establish human rights in the country. His 

principles and ideologies on human rights have survived the onslaught of time. 

They are eternal and undying (Wong, 2021; Rinartha et al., 2018). 

 
Periyar constantly spouted venom against Brahmins and Brahminism. No one 

can deny the fact that Thanthai Periyar is an intellectual. Dravidian Movement 

members who listened to his talks and writings would vouch for this. He knew so 

much whether it is politics, religion, Brahmanism, society or so on. Everyone 

valued him for his contributions and ideology. Those who worked with him in 

many conferences and public meetings admired his sharp and radical mind. He 
propagated revolutionary ideas for the social emancipation of non-Brahmins. One 

of his trademarks was his ability to express his ideas loud and clear. His speeches 

were respected and accepted by all non-Brahmins because he spoke in Tamil that 

was understood by everyone. Dravidians are inspired by him, and they emulate 

his courage, which came not from bravery but from a deep commitment to Self-
Respect, which gained Periyar the world’s adulation. 

 

References 

 

Apostolou, M., Gazetas, G., & Garini, E. (2007). Seismic response of slender rigid 
structures with foundation uplifting. Soil Dynamics and Earthquake 
Engineering, 27(7), 642-654. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soildyn.2006.12.002 

Arasu, K. (1928). Madras. 
Baliga, B. S. (1960). Studies in Madras Administration (Vol. 2). Printed at the India 

Press, for the Controller of Stationery and Printing. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soildyn.2006.12.002


 

  

227 

Bao, Y., Zhou, K. Z., & Zhou, N. (2006). Social alienation in a transitional 
economy: Antecedents and impact on attitude toward social reform. Journal of 
Business Research, 59(9), 990-998. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2006.06.002 

Bros, C., & Couttenier, M. (2015). Untouchability, homicides and water 
access. Journal of comparative economics, 43(3), 549-558. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jce.2014.12.001 

Farndale, R. W., Buttle, D. J., & Barrett, A. J. (1986). Improved quantitation and 

discrimination of sulphated glycosaminoglycans by use of dimethylmethylene 
blue. Biochimica et Biophysica Acta (BBA)-General Subjects, 883(2), 173-177. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4165(86)90306-5 
Gorlov, I. P., Gorlova, O. Y., & Amos, C. I. (2019). Untouchable genes in the 

human genome: Identifying ideal targets for cancer treatment. Cancer 

genetics, 231, 67-79. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cancergen.2019.01.005 

Hardgrave Jr, R. L. (1969). EUGENE F. IRSCHICK. Politics and Social Conflict in 

South India: The Non-Brahman Movement and Tamil Separatism, 1916-1929. 

Pp. 414. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1969. 
$9.95. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 386(1), 209-210. 

Irschick, E. F. (1976). Civil disobedience in Tamil Nadu, 1930–32. South Asia: 
Journal of South Asian Studies, 6(1), 34-50. 

Johnson, T., Dawes, C. T., Fowler, J. H., McElreath, R., & Smirnov, O. (2009). The 
role of egalitarian motives in altruistic punishment. Economics Letters, 102(3), 

192-194. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2009.01.003 
Kottayam, K. (2018). School of Behavioral Sciences (Doctoral dissertation, 

Mahatma Gandhi University Kottayam). 
Kumar, T. (2021). The culture of patriarchy, gender bias, and class discrimination 

in Mahesh Dattani’s Tara. Linguistics and Culture Review, 5(S1), 60-69. 

https://doi.org/10.21744/lingcure.v5nS1.1314 

Mattisson, T., Adánez, J., Mayer, K., Snijkers, F., Williams, G., Wesker, E., ... & 

Lyngfelt, A. (2014). Innovative oxygen carriers uplifting chemical-looping 
combustion. Energy Procedia, 63, 113-130. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2014.11.012 
Nath, T. (1981). Forty Years of Indian Police. Concept Publishing Company. 

Rajaraman, P. (1988). The Justice Party: A Historical Perspective, 1916-37. 

Poompozhil Publishers. 

Rinartha, K., Suryasa, W., & Kartika, L. G. S. (2018). Comparative Analysis of 

String Similarity on Dynamic Query Suggestions. In 2018 Electrical Power, 

Electronics, Communications, Controls and Informatics Seminar (EECCIS) (pp. 
399-404). IEEE.  

Sams, M., Paavilainen, P., Alho, K., & Näätänen, R. (1985). Auditory frequency 
discrimination and event-related potentials. Electroencephalography and 
Clinical Neurophysiology/Evoked Potentials Section, 62(6), 437-448. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0168-5597(85)90054-1 

Sen, A. (1974). Rawls versus Bentham: an axiomatic examination of the pure 
distribution problem. Theory and decision, 4(3-4), 301-309. 

Separatism, T. (1969). Separatism 1916-1929. 

Setiawan, I. (2015). Social dialect variations in sasak monolingual 
society. International Journal of Linguistics, Literature and Culture, 1(1), 1-8. 

Retrieved from https://sloap.org/journals/index.php/ijllc/article/view/54 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2006.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jce.2014.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4165(86)90306-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cancergen.2019.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2009.01.003
https://doi.org/10.21744/lingcure.v5nS1.1314
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2014.11.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/0168-5597(85)90054-1
https://sloap.org/journals/index.php/ijllc/article/view/54


         228 

Vehrencamp, S. L. (1983). A model for the evolution of despotic versus egalitarian 
societies. Animal Behaviour, 31(3), 667-682. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-

3472(83)80222-X 
Wong, Y. Z. (2021). Written, scratch and spelling languages. Macrolinguistics and 

Microlinguistics, 2(1), 51–65. Retrieved from 

https://mami.nyc/index.php/journal/article/view/15  
Yasa, I. N., Santoso, A., & Roekhan, .-. (2017). The resistance of slave in colonial 

era toward Surapati by Abdoel Moeis. International Journal of Linguistics, 
Literature and Culture, 3(1), 86-92. Retrieved from 

https://sloap.org/journals/index.php/ijllc/article/view/194 

Young, T. (1996). Social reform through parks: the American Civic Association's 
program for a better America. Journal of Historical Geography, 22(4), 460-472. 

https://doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1996.0032 
Zharovska, I. M., Kovalchuk, V. B., Gren, N. M., Bohiv, Y. S., & Shulhan, I. I. 

(2021). Age discrimination in modern global society. Linguistics and Culture 
Review, 5(S3), 525-538. https://doi.org/10.21744/lingcure.v5nS3.1542 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(83)80222-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(83)80222-X
https://mami.nyc/index.php/journal/article/view/15
https://sloap.org/journals/index.php/ijllc/article/view/194
https://doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1996.0032
https://doi.org/10.21744/lingcure.v5nS3.1542

