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ABSTRACT

Putting aside the conventional notions of ‘religion’ and the alluring
debates of ‘religious conversions’, this study, as a working synopsis,
tries to understand how dalits looked at religion and religious
congregations of their own, by bearing an argument that these two notions
used as an emancipatory project to elevate their own subjugated internal
selves as well as external social selves in the context of colonial modernity.
For doing this the present paper examines briefly the life of two dalit
religious leaders i.e., Poyykayil Sri Kumaragurudevan and Sri
Subhanandagurudevan and their activities in colonial Travancore.
Keywords: Dalit Religion, Poyykayil Kumargurudevan, PRDS,
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Introduction

Sofar asSocia Scienceisconcerned, ‘faith’ or ‘belief’, which played
acrucid rolein shaping the course of the history of humankind, never attained
enoughimportanceto makeit itssubject matter. Most of thewars, bloodsheds,
and struggles acrossworld were actually either by and of or for ‘faith’ or
‘belief’. Sudieson religionsaso thought only through the constrained eyes
of sociology, where*faith’ or * belief’ isoften pushedtotheredmof ‘rdigiosity’,
whichfdlsinthe sphereof theology inthe contemporary systemsof thought.
Quiet contrary to these concerns Social Science hasto takeaturninits
outlook and need to be havea‘reversegaze’' fromthe point of view of the
‘oppressed’. This, | believe, hel psto seek how religion and their own ‘faith’
or ‘beief’ played amgor roleto resist the oppress on and maketheir surviva
possible. By sayingthis, at least asfar asthe dalitsare concerned, what |

* Thisarticleisaslightly revised form of apaper which | presented in the “ Two Month Work-
Shop on Researching the Contemporary” CSDS Delhi, on 29" August 2014. | express my
sincere thanks to the discussants like Prof: Adithya Nigam, Prof: Prathama Banerjee,
Prof: Ravi Sundaram and my friendsfor their interventions. | express my sincere gratitude
to Dr. Manmathan M. R. for his valuable suggestions to slightly modify it. | am deeply
indebted to Utthaman M. K., Divakarankutty P. C., Ashokan Nambiyar and M. R.
Renukumar for providing me the materials and their valuable suggestions. Apart from all,
| am solely responsible for al the shortcomings of this paper.
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precisely meanisthat we need to look at from the peopl €’ spoint of view to
understand theroleof ‘faith’ or ‘ belief’ that hel ped to formulatetheir own
life-worldintheir life-struggles. And thus, by examining itssocia science
aspects, thisisan attempt to ook at therole of religion asan emancipatory
project anditsfoundationa elementi.e. ‘faith’ or ‘beief” anditsfunctionin
the anti-castemobilisationinthe early twentieth-century Kerala, especidly
Travancore. Thispaper briefly triesto investigate thelives of Poykayil Sri
Kumaragurudevan and Sri Shubhanandagurudevan and their respective
religious sectsnamely Prathyksha Raksha Daiva Sabha (PRDS) and Athma
Bodhodaya Sanghamand ventureto argue the above mentioned conceptual
formulaions

TheContext

Let meintroduce briefly the social context of Kerala, Travancorein
particular, during late ninetieth and early twentieth centuries, wherethesetwo
leadersand their movement emerged. During thistimethe condition of Ddlits,
the then untouchabl e casteswere very pathetic than any other socia groups
intheglobe. Not only untouchakility but ungpproachability and even unseshility
prevailed. It wasasystem based on graded inequality, inwhich each of the
castesshould keep their socidly instructed distances by caste norms. To put
itin other words, an untouchable had to maintain adistance of 64 feet froma
namboothiri Brahmin, and the other middle-ordered casteskept their places
in between thisdistance and occupied their own socially prescribed places
and strictly observed these caste distances (Bhaskaranunni, 2000: 136-137).
Alongwith so many caste observances, irrespective of wherethey belongin
thecaste hierarchy, peoplelivedtheir lives, with afear of being polluted and
subjected to be out-casted, which is the most degrading form of social
expulsion, if they curtail any of the caste norms (Bhaskaranunni, 2000: 30;
Padmanabhamenon, 1986: 251-252). Though davery initsmost bruta form
embedded with caste, abolished by Princely State of Travancorewithits
Law in 1855 (Kusuman, 1973; Nair, 1986), it prevailed even thereafter for
severa decades. Theeffortsof Christian Missionaries, and the benevolent
attitudesof colonia governmentaity, brought initial changesinthesociety.

This was the social condition in brief and as a response to these
oppressive socio-political and cultura subjugations, several social groups
emerged under their own leadership through different forms of unification
paradigmsby asserting their own subjectivities. We could seethat * religion’
wasone of the powerful motifsin most of these unification processes, and it
was in fact played a crucial role in the phenomenon called
Samudayavalkaranam' (communitisation, i.e., the formations of
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communities) latter. Among dalits, Poyykayil Sri Kumaragurudevanand his
PRDSand Sri Shubhanandagurudevan and hisAthmabodhodaya Sangham
deserve special mention dueto not only their critical engagement with lofty
religionsand society but alsotheir consistency toremaintheir critical little
religionto aliveinthe present, asliving artefacts of anti-caste strugglein
Keraafrom ddit sde. Neverthel ess, these personditieswere contemporaries
of other dalit and lower caste organicintellectuals, who shared their ideas,
brotherhood and spacesand bel onged to the same constellation of anti-caste
struggle. Let mebriefly introducethesetwo dalit religious persondities.

Poyykayil Sri Kumaragurudevan and PRDS?

Kumaragurudevan wasbornin 1879 in aParayafamily, who were
davesof arich Syirian Chrigtian family in Eraviperoor near Thiruvadlaof the
Present PthanamthittaDistrict of Kerala. Hisinitial namewas* Kumaran’
(Samithi, 1983: 26). Becausetheir Landlord was Christian, he got achance
tolearntoread and write, and ferocioudy read Bible and rel ated literature
during the off-time of hiswork, herding cattle. Evenin hisadolescence he
expressed great talentsin oratory mixed with hisenchanting poetical skills,
which amazed hisfriendsand neighbours. Thusat theageof eighteen Kumaran
and his family were baptised as Christians in the same church of their
Landlord's, i.e. Marthoma Church and adopted a new Christian name,
Yohannan. Hisintringc skillsof oratory and unfulfillingenthusasminbiblical
and religiousknowledge madehim an Upades, pastor in the church. Though
whosoever convertedinto Christianity, the untouchabl esin the Church faced
very bad treatment within the Church, and Yohannan'sexperienceswere not
different fromthat. Thushe and hisfollowerscame out of the Church, and
joinedinthe Brethren’s Church. Dueto the similar experiencesheagain
changed his Church and joined in the Vlerpadu Sabha. After coming out
from the Vlerpadu Sabha, later he started independent gospd activitieswithin
which, heattracted large number of believersespecidly fromthelower castes.
The Syrian Christiansfelt provoked and they tried to even murder Yohannan
severa timesand fortunately he survived from these attempts. Wherever he
preaches gospel, he used thethemes of davery, liberation, and so on, with
thisthe Syrian Christiansfelt offended and they levelled severa malicious
chargesagaing himind uding blasphemy. During at thetimeof asecret meeting
at night in Vakathanam, near K ottayamin 1908, he asked to hisfollowers:
“Didyoufind any saying about your daveexperienceinthe Bible? Do you
believethat the Biblewill help youto liberate yoursalf from your pathetic
experiences? If not then why do you need this? Throw itinto thefire”, he
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commanded. Thusyohannan and hisfollowersburnt the Bible (Samithi, 1983:
47).

In one of hispoem Yohannan expressed his critique of the Christian
missionary activities, which resulted the mushrooming of different churches
onthebasisof castediscrimination, and implied hisdesperation. He sang:

“One church to the Pulayan

One church to the Parayan

One church to the Marakkan, who is a fisherman

Though Churches and Churches came out and arrayed

| did not see any changein the discrimination” (Samithi, 1983: 37).

Theseactivitiesprovoked the Syrian Christiansand they plotted crimina
casesagaing Yohannan. During thistime he conducted aprocessonwith his
followersin thousands, who dressed in purewhite clothswith ad ogan that
“peacefor world” which interpreted as he was spreading public appeal in
favour of Germany. With al thisconvictionsYohannan got an arrest warrant
and appeared before the court at Changanacherry, where he declared his
name of the church for the children of the slave as Prathyaksha Raksha
Daiva Sabha(PRDS) in 1910. TheMagistrate could not find any guiltinhis
cam, peaceful andlogica answersand freed him fromall thecharges(Samithi,
1983: 63).

It isevident that one occasion Yohannan expressed hisagony onhis
own peopl e sdeprivation of spiritual wellbeing and an indication of his
departurefrom|ofty religions, once hesang:

“Wetravelled like an orphan through the off roads-

Of Hindureligion

We travelled like an orphan through the off roads-

Of Christianreligion

Wewon't get admission in Hindu religion

Wewon't get admissionin Christian religion”# (Appachan, 2011: 45)

Subsequently PRDS harnessed its growth and it became a well
organised religiousmovement of the oppressed, irrespective of any sub-caste
feelings, under an evoked notion of * lave memory’ asits basic theme of
Unity®. Having becomeaGod-likefigure Poyykayil Yohannanled hispeople
inany of their hardshipsthey faced and peoplebeganto beieve him, submitted
their full faithinhim. He prescribed cleanliness, hedthy life, sdlf-relianceand
self-respect and cultivated a sense of owning their own land among the
untouchabl e castes, which weretotal ly new experiencefor them.

PRDSunder theleadership of Poyykayil Yohannan flourished asa
spiritual aswell asapolitical movement of untouchablesin Travancore. They
bought their own lands, built their own churchesand dwellings, established
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schoolsincluding English medium, devel oped cottageindustrial work places
and so on and so forth. In 1921 Yohannan was nominated asamember in
the Sree M oolam Popular Assembly (Praja Sabha), where herelentlessly
pleaded for the policy measuresfrom the government to uplift thecondition
of the untouchables. He met the high level authoritative peoplefrom both
native and foreign sideincluding the M ahargato the viceroysand submitted
seriesof memorandumsto theminthisregard. With al hisceasd essefforts
and spiritual leadership for leading untouchable populaceto adignifiedlife,
peopleaffectionately called him“ Appachan”, thefather and cameto known
as Poyykayil Appachan. He passed away duetoill healthin 1939, and his
second wife, Jnanammabecametheleader of the movement. Under her
leadership PRDS gonethrough drastic changes and Poyykayil Yohannan
renamed as Poyykayil Kumaragurudevan. PRDSisstill avery dynamic
influencia movement in Southern Kerdaand it hasaround 2.51akhsmembers
asfollowers.
Now let usturnto the story of Subhanandagurudevan.

Sri Shubhanandagur udevan and Athmabodhodaya Sangham®

Shubhanandagurudevan wasbornin 1882 in aparayafamily near
Thiruvalaof central Travancorein Kerala. Hisfirst name was Pagppan
(Theerthar, 1989: 201). From hischildhood onwards he showed aspiritua
inclination and said to have gonethrough an ecstatically spiritual experience
at theageof seven. Hegot aforma educationtill second standard fortunately
through amissonary school though the untouchablesnever dlowed to study
inschoolsduring these period. Immediately after the death of hismother, at
theageof twelve, heleft hishomeand becameaspiritual wanderer, and had
been associated with severd religiousbelief sysems. Attracted with Chrigtian
missionary activitieshe convertedinto Christianity and received the Chrigtian
name* Pathrose’ and worked with them for nine continuesyearsand later
cameout of it (VijayaPrasad, 2010: 27). Inhisentirereligiousquest, hewas
tryingtofind out asolutionfor theevilsof caste system and wanted to destroy
it completely. But he never got asatisfaction or solution from any of these
religions. Eventudly he continued hisspiritud searchandfindly undergonea
deep meditation(Tapas) for two years, e even monthsand twenty two days
(1915-1918) beneath a Punnamaram, an Alexandrian laurel tree in
Cheenthaar, aremort forest areanear Peermadein Idukki District, whereit
believed to that he got Athma Bodhodayam (Vijaya Prasad, 2010: 28)
which can beloosdly trandated as self-enlightenment or self-redlisation. He
adopted himself anew name* Subhanandan” , the one who possess good
and supremebliss.
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After hisattainment of Athma Bodhodayam, he reached Cherukolea
amadl villagenear Mavdikkaraof AlapuzhaDigtrict and founded an Asramam,
in 1918. The next year, in 1919 he founded Athma Bodhodaya Sangham,
through this he preached histeachings and addressed downtrodden people,
attracted large number of disciplesincluding upper-caste Hindus. Artist
RamavarmaRaja, uncleof the Sri ChithiraThirunal, the then Mahargja of
Travancore haslater becamethe Patron of the Athma Bodhodaya Sangham.
People called him with awe as Sree Subhanandagurudevan and his essence
of teachings and ideals codified in a sentence as “ Athma Bodhodayam
Subhanandam” i.e. the self-reali sation isthe good and supremeblissand he
proclaimed that he born for destroy caste through his knowledge, Athma
Bodhodayam, which he attained through hisrigorous penance and intense
meditation and he stood for “one caste one religion and one God”. His
fascinating and spontaneous speeches and recitation of fine poems, known
as Keerthanams, carry his spiritual messages, emphasised in anti-caste
themes, attracted large number of people’. It also enabled
Subhanandagurudevan and hisdisciples, not only to organise untouchables
ashisbelieversand followersbut a so gathered |arge number of upper caste
people as either disciples or friends and strong supporters. Naturally
Subhanadagurudevan and his Sangham met serious threat and strong
oppositionsand humiliationsfrom the caste ridden society. Gurudevan was
ridiculed as‘ Parayan Swami’ and several timesfortunately escaped even
from murder attempts. He used to travel during night to avoid thesekinds of
dangers.

Subhanandagurudevan and his Sanghamworked hard for uplifting
theuntouchablecasteseveninitsmateria redlm. They started weaving schools
and other cottageindustries attached to their several Asramamssituatedin
different partsof Travancore. They opened orphanages, old age homes, and
Ayurvedahospitalsand Vaidya Salas .. He advised hisfollowersto cultivate
cleanlinessand instructed to wear fine and neat dress. Hetaught themto use
refined language and built stablemind, good character and behaviour. In 1934
Subhanandagurudevan visited MahamaGandhi, whenthelater visted Kerda,
at Mavelikkara. Eventually in his speech Subhanandagurudevan said that
thoughwe coul d achieveindependencethrough our politicaly organising power
against the British davery, Indian people can only experiencereal human
freedom until we end compl etely the caste discrimination and its dreadful
inequality (Theerthar, 1989: 102). After hearing about hisactivities Gandhiji
offered hissupport to Athmabodhodaya Sangham. Having astrong believe
that the caste discrimination concretised through temples, in 1935
Subhanadagurudevan and his400 disciples conducted along march towards
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Travancore palacefrom Mavelikarato seetheMahargaSri ChithiraTiruna
for convincing himto theimportance of templeentry (Theerthar, 1989: 111-
114). After hisrelentlesseffortsto liberate the downtrodden both spiritualy
and socially, he attained Maha Samadhi at the age of sixty ninein 1950.
Athma Bodhodaya Sanghamistill continuing itsspiritual missonand having
nearly threelakhsof followers.

Religion as an Emancipatory Project

Havingreferredto the* subordinated peoples’ attempt to emergeinto
thehistory, Prof: G Aloysiusexpressed hisview that the multifariousand
scattered emancipatory effortsof the generally lower and excluded castes,
tribesand other marginalised sections of the society inthe modern period
were, invarying degreesautonomous, implying thereby aninspiration and
trajectory of their own (Aloysius, 2000: vii). Here we can see that both
Poyykayil Kumaragurudevan and Subhanandagurudevan emerged fromthe
lowest untouchabl e castes and carried their mission to emancipate entire
untouchablecommunity throughtheir own heuridicaly inventedreligiousidess
and found their own autonomousreligious organisationsasacritique of the
existed lofty religionsin the context of colonial modernity. They confronted
lofty religions, survived from thefrictions of thecolonial civil society and
dealt with colonial State strategically. They built a socia space, which
relentlessly engaged in diad oguewith the opposing societa psycheandforced
them continuoudly to change. Thoughtheselittlereligioussectsemerged and
flourished inthematrix of colonial modernity, they were neither traditional
nor modern and it was something different fromthat. Fromthiswhat | mean
that they cameout fromthetraditiond vauesand normsby offering acritique
of itandflourishedinthecontext of colonid modern by imbibingitspossbilities
to sustain but stepped out from it by being made anew but non-modern
entity. If wedid not ook onthismatter very carefully wemy fail tounderstand
itsnuances.

Thisambivaent nature or ‘ doubleness’ of thesetwo religioussectsin
fact suggesting anew vantage point for looking at the anti-casteintel lectual
labour in colonial India. Through thisformulation if we take the case of
Ambedkar, as suggested by most of the post-colonia scholarsfrom Indiaas
‘unalloyed modernist’, by sometimes pointing histhree piecesuiteasa
complete symbol of modernity, can be agesture of dissent. Interestingly,
Poyykayill Kumaragurudevan suggested hisfollowersto wear clean white
dresswhile Subhanandagurudeven instructed to hisfollowersto wear clean
and neet dress, asasymbol of purity of mind and human dignity inthe context
that the untouchableswere not alowed to wear even proper dress. Smilarly,
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Ambedkar suggested “ proper, clean and decent clothes, whichisan“ object
of respect” and“ enhancesonespersonadity” (Dayal, 2011: 44-45). He used
towear hisEnglish suiteswhen he appeared before English officialsaswell
asnative upper-cagtepolitica aswell associd dites. Heused towear ordinary
dresswhen he appearsbefore hisfellow folks. But he used to wear Indian
dressfor Viceroy'sParties(Dayal, 2011: 46). What | am suggesting hereis
that when we comparethese threefigures, the commonality isthat, though
thismay apparently suggesting to the symbolsof modernity butin contrast to
that, it wasan outcome of what they wereaware of the ' politicsof gppearance
or ‘politicsin appearance’ , whichwasformulated infact inresponseto their
socid context.

Similarly, Poyykayil = Kumaragurudevan’'s PRDS,
Subhanadagurudevan’s Athma Bodhodaya Sangham and Ambedker’s
NavayanaBuddhismwereinfact areheurigticdly invented religionsthrough
which, they offered acritique of both traditional and contemporary society
and lofty religions. Here again we could seethat through their attemptsthey
used the colonial modern/modern apparatusesto formtheir own‘new kind
of rdigions but stepped out fromiit, by using belief or faith asitsfoundationa
formsof making acollective consciousnessamong themsa vesfor liberating
inside and outside of the social life world. Any attempt to read these
phenomenaas simply as‘modern’, which actually coming out from the
“political correctness of thecritique of modernity, wouldfail to capturethe
intricaciesof these. To putitin other wordsthecritica edgesof theserdigions
simultaneoudly critiquing thetraditional aswell ascolonia modern/modern
society andreligionsand claming agtatusof ‘ new critica religions . By doing
thisitisessentially imagining asocio-political and spiritual emancipation for
theddits.

NOTES

1 The term Samudayavalkaranam was pointed out by Sri K. K. Kochu, a
dalit thinker and popular writer in Kerala, through his several writingsin
many Malayalam periodicals from 90s onwards.

2| prepared the biographical accounts of Poyykayil Kumaragurudevan by
referring some of the biographieson him like Chentharasery, 1983; Samithy,
1983 and Renukumar, 2009 and articles appeared in different periodicals
like Sanal Mohan, 2005 and Sanal M ohan, 2006.

3 Trandationismine.

4 Trandationismine.

> For more details on how PRDS used ‘slave memory’ as an artifact or a
basic theme of unity see Sanal Mohan, 2006.
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¢ | prepared the biographical account of Sri Subhanandagurudevan by
referring the works like theerthar, 1989, Prasad; 2010 and Thiruvadikal,
2010.

” For more details on Subhanandagurudevans spiritual teachings see
Thiruvadikal, 2010.
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