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Ram Manoharan, Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, 2022; 
pp xi + 133, ̀ 225. 

Revealing the Complexities 
of Periyar

Scott R Stroud

It takes a certain courage to envision 
and compose a book on E V Rama samy, 
or Periyar, as he is most commonly 

known. This is undoubtedly due to the 
reformer’s courage, perhaps more ac-
curately captured as a mix of icono-
clasm and enigmatic assertiveness dis-
tributed unevenly through a myriad of 
printed and spoken texts, and over the 
course of so many years of life. Periyar 
(1879–1973) is one of the most well-
known reformers to emerge from mod-
ern Tamil Nadu, and one of the most 
diffi cult to fully grasp. In Periyar: A 
Study in Political Atheism, Karthick Ram 
Manoharan engages this important but 
challenging project of giving a system-
atic account of a thinker who was often 
less-than-systematic about his causes, 
arguments, and positions. The resulting 
work is a concise but very usable inves-
tigation of a leading voice in the non-
Brahmin movement in India. Periyar’s 
ideas are often described in partial 
form for argumentative engagement by 
a critic, Manoharan does an admirable 
job presenting them here in a fairly 
unifi ed fashion so readers can construct 
a picture, albeit imperfect, of this mer-
curial thinker. For its scope amid its 
brevity, this book serves as a reward-
ing read into what he calls Periyar’s 
 “political atheism.”

Contextualising Periyar

Manoharan’s book begins by contextual-
ising Periyar as an activist and a thinker. 
It does this by tracing what the author 
calls the “formation of a blasphemer,” an 
apt characterisation of Periyar’s rather 
atavistic rhetoric aimed at sacred reli-
gious ideals of Hinduism throughout 
his life. Manoharan starts with Periyar’s 
early activism, especially the formative 
role he played in the Vaikom temple- 
entry struggle that aimed at ending caste 

discrimination. While many note the 
tense relationship, soon to fray, between 
Periyar and Gandhi and the Congress, 
Manoharan’s prescient account notes 
the accompanying development of 
Periyar as a compelling and powerful 
speaker during the 1920s. As he puts it, 
Periyar’s “speeches were fi lled with opti-
mism, pathos when required, and most 
importantly, humour” (p 7). 

I will return to this aspect of Periyar 
as a persuasive speaker—as a rhetor, as 
those in my area of study call eloquent 
speakers—in a bit, but here it is enough 
to note that this book is unique insofar 
as it gives a signifi cant amount of its fo-
cus to Periyar’s ability to construct and 
deliver powerful statements of critique. 
In the 1920s, Periyar begins his habit of 
making pointed, and some might say in-
fl ammatory, comments about religious 
icons and deities; in the Vaikom strug-
gle, it involved him turning against the 
worthiness of the god in the temple giv-
en the location’s conditions of discrimi-
nation against would-be “untouchable” 
worshippers. Such trenchant religious 
critique put him at odds with other Con-
gress leaders, thus starting the split with 
the party that would be largely fi nalised 
when he walked away from that organi-
sation in 1925.

In surveying his newspaper and speak-
ing activity, the fi rst portion of this book 
begins to make its general point: Periyar 
is not simply a reformer from  Tamil 
Nadu, but, instead, he is a fi gure with a 
larger, more universal message of equality 
and self-respect. Accordingly, Manoharan 
places Periyar amid other members of the 

non-Brahmin movement to demonstrate 
his still-coalescing tho ughts on self-
respect and equality. Beyond this con-
textualisation, Periyar is compared to 
Socrates and Rousseau in an effort to 
engage him as more than a historical 
fi gure that no longer speaks to us, or 
that cannot transcend the regional poli-
tics he is enmeshed in. Reading these 
pages, we start to see the contours of 
the point of the book—as Manoharan 
puts it, Periyar is an “anti-philosopher 
who can be philosophically read, a non-
theoretician from whose thoughts a 
theory can emerge” (p 31). 

Periyar as a Political Theorist

Periyar: A Study in Political Atheism is 
a brave book precisely because it an-
nounces that it will try to extract a phi-
losophy and a theory out of a thinker 
who seemed to explicitly or implicitly 
 resist producing such unifi ed or hermet-
ically sealed intellectual products. Over 
the course of the middle chapters of this 
work, Manoharan constructs a vision of 
Periyar’s political theory: “Periyar’s anti-
brahminism was a political atheism that 
sought to critique, demystify and dis-
mantle the political theology of Brah-
minism” (p 32). For Periyar, Brahminism 
was the predominant interpretation of 
Hinduism that led to caste inequality 
and the oppression of so many catego-
ries of people around him and all over 
India. Social hierarchy was the root of 
the problem, and it only became more 
pernicious as it was internalised as a 
form of self-depreciation. Self-respect 
became the sustained bass note of his 
life, a value that became infl ected in 
diff erent ways as Periyar explored vari-
ous courses of advocacy in his activism 
against Brahminism.

Manoharan brings out these tensions 
in his thought—different emphases or 
even directions, depending on what 
Periyar was engaging—by comparing 
Periyar’s political atheism to that of 
the anarchist critic of religion, Mikhail 
 Bakunin, in addition to comparing his 
thought to that of classical Marxist cri-
tiques of theology. While Manoharan 
points out the moments of interest in 
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Marxism evinced by Periyar, he describes 
the reformer as closer to Bakunin’s anar-
chism insofar as both placed more faith 
in the erosion of religious oppression 
than its replacement by any quasi-state 
power like the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat. The relationship of Periyar to 
Marxism will surely not be settled by 
this book, but that is part of the inherit-
ance of a richly complex thinker like 
Periyar who eschewed mindless and 
doctrinal consistency in all utterances 
for more nuanced, even if bombastic, 
 appeals to the needs of the situation. 

Periyar, like Bakunin, emphasised the 
power to think and to rebel as the most 
valuable human traits. Periyar’s ration-
alism becomes more than mere reaction, 
however, insofar as he constructively 
pairs it with projects such as women’s 
liberation and social equality. For Periyar, 
“rationalism” was “intertwined with revo-
lution” (p 55). This was a personifi ed 
rationalism, though, as Periyar was 
addressing his readers and audience 
members as agents who could, like him, 
be part of this reformist blow against 
Brahminism. While Manoharan acknow-
ledges that others will read Periyar’s 
rela tionship to Marxism differently, he 
does an admirable job of providing a clear 
picture of what sense could be made of 
Periyar as a revolutionary fi gure outside 
of constraints and commitments to an 
overwrought allegiance to theory. Periyar 
was a man of this world, and this world 
held concrete problems which dem anded 
different actions often in tension with 
the solutions to other situations.

Periyar as Rhetor

Manoharan’s book does an admirable 
job in providing a straightforward open-
ing into the complex fi gure that Periyar 
represents. It does this while also ack-
nowledging the existing interpretative 
disputes surrounding this important 
thinker, but without getting mired in the 
details of such debates. Its mission is to 
make a diffi cult-to-understand thinker 
accessible to us in a way that facilitates 
our own processes of sense-making. One 
of the important domains that Mano-
haran’s concise work excels at doing all 
of this concerns Periyar’s confl icting 
and often diffi cult-to-discern views on 

religions he was inclined towards, namely 
Islam and Buddhism.

The book concludes by surveying 
Periyar’s engagement with Islam, an 
eng agement that seems motivated by its 
political usefulness for groups such as 
the Tamils primarily because of its force-
fulness and equality. Periyar criticised 
the religion, according to Manoharan, 
on its prevailing treatment of women. 
Beyond the political effi cacy of Islam for 
restoring self-respect and resisting caste 
hierarchies, rested Periyar’s interest in 
Buddhism. As Manoharan’s book discusses, 
Periyar and Bhimrao Ambedkar, both 
fellow travellers in the battle against 
caste and Brahminical orientations, met 
at the third conference of the World Fel-
lowship of Buddhists, held in Burma in 
December 1954. Ambedkar was said to 
have tried to convince Periyar to convert 
to Buddhism, but Periyar indicated that 
it would blunt too much of his political 
force in his reform efforts. He did, how-
ever, fully support Buddhism insofar as 
it was a “religion” that resisted the 
harmful things associated with most 
religions—certainty in dogma, valuing of 
the divine over the  human, and an inevi-
table tendency towards differential val-
uing of classes and groups. Manoharan 
places Buddhism closer to the heart of 
Periyar’s “political atheism” than Islam, 
but reserves a role for the appeals to 
convert to Islam as an effi cacious politi-
cal manoeuvre itself. Periyar conceptu-
alised, according to Manoharan, “the 
‘Muslim’ identity primarily as a political 
identity that was casteless and different 
from, and oppo sed to, a ‘Hindu’ identity 
that valorised caste hierarchy” (p 108).

By the end of the book, we are still left 
with a tension—why did Periyar engage 
Islam if he was a political atheist as 
Manoharan maintains? Indeed, some 
might wonder about the problems of 
 using any religion in Periyar’s thought, 
given some of his virulent attacks on 
 religion per se and Brahminical Hin duism 
in particular. Manoharan is not at fault 
for these remaining tensions, of course, 
since these contradictions and different 
directions seem built into the corpus of 
writings and speeches that we use now 
to gain access to Periyar the thinker. 
And this is one of the biggest lessons 

that I have learned when dealing with 
anti-caste activists and intellectuals like 
Ambedkar and Periyar: they are highly 
rhetorical fi gures, and ignoring this fact 
renders their thought tougher to grasp 
than need be. What do I mean by rhe-
torical? With this term, I harken back to 
the sense bandied about in the Western 
rhetorical tradition, from the sophists 
through Cicero and Quintilian, of human 
political agents artfully adapting and 
contextualising their utterances to fi t 
specifi c audiences and persuasive needs. 
This need not be a sense of “mere soph-
istry,” as common (and unread) dismiss-
als of the term “rhetoric” might lead us 
to believe.

Seeing Periyar as a rhetor, or an agent 
practising the art of rhetoric, would 
 attune us to how certain arguments or 
styles of argument function in light of 
specifi c audiences. Manoharan’s analy-
sis, while not drawing on the concept or 
tradition of rhetoric, does get some mile-
age out of refl ecting on how and why 
Periyar spoke in different ways to differ-
ent audiences. Whether this makes his 
positive statements towards Islam and 
his negative critiques of religion coher-
ent is a debate that will not be settled in 
this book. The point we must sense here 
is that taking Periyar as a rhetorical fi g-
ure relieves us of the assumption that 
every utterance of a thinker must fi t to-
gether into some contradiction-free men-
tal tapestry resident in their head. Instead, 
we ought to engage him, and fi gures like 
Ambedkar, as thinkers with some sus-
tained commitments threading through-
out much of their advocacy, but as prac-
tical agents trying to get things done 
with words in often different situations.

Manoharan does a decent job pointing 
us to the power of communication and 
rhetoric in Periyar. For instance, he notes 
that “What made Periyar more popular 
was both the message and the medium. 
Periyar’s deceptively simple anti-brah-
minism … appealed to diverse audiences 
in his time and retains relevance even 
today” (p 23). The book eng ages Peri-
yar’s harsh treatment of the Hindu epic 
Ramayana, and frames it with this same 
evocative style that is shared by much of 
his rhetorical practice. Periyar, Mano-
haran explains, “conveyed his message 
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in simple, direct and often ‘coarse’ 
Tamil. His speeches were in ordinary 
language, and were often noted for 
their kochaithanam, or ‘vulgar quality’” 
(p 23). This speech was calculated in 
many cases to enrage the targets he 
wanted his audience to share. This was 
an effective tactic, especially when 
mixed with his very understandable 
style of argument. “What made Periyar 
popular,” Manoharan judges, “was his 
ability to provoke controversy. What is 
even more likely is that his simple and 
direct language, his ability to deliver his 
speeches in a lively and dialogic man-
ner in public forums, and his sense of 
humour and acerbic wit, drew more 

people to him” (p 81). Periyar was, in 
other words, a skilled rhetor adept at 
reaching a range of audiences for a 
range of diff erent purposes.

In Conclusion 

This book is an excellent starting point 
for the complex activist and intellectual 
that was Periyar. Manoharan has done 
an effective job showing the contours—
and tensions—in Periyar’s thought, in-
troducing just enough unity and system-
aticity through the concept of “political 
atheism” to allow one to place a useful 
framework around this nuanced thinker 
with which to begin further engage-
ment. Periyar’s work, activism, and life 

all deserve more attention than we have 
given them. We should embrace the 
roles and positions he encumbered in all 
the different persuasive forums and con-
texts that he found himself in and not be 
afraid of looking at Periyar as a rhetori-
cal fi gure well-versed in persuasive sen-
sitivity, and see in all of these threads 
and themes as a new contribution to the 
political and philosophical discourses of 
modern India.

Scott R Stroud (sstroud@austin.utexas.edu) 
is an associate professor of communication 
studies at the University of Texas at Austin, 
where he also serves as programme director 
of media ethics for the Center for Media 
Engagement.

Contradictions within the Practices 
of a People’s Party

Raj Sekhar Basu

Rule of the Commoner: DMK and the Formations 
of the Political in Tamil Nadu, 1949–1967
by Rajan Kurai Krishnan, Ravindran Sriramachandran and 
V M S Subagunarajan, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2022; pp  xviii + 299, ̀ 895.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the growing 
popularity of Dravidian movement 
evoked a series of public responses, 

which still continue to fi nd favour among 
a section of the population. The authors 
of this particular book are also a part 
of a generation that had witnessed the 
successes and failures of the Dravida 
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) in the elec-
toral politics of Tamil Nadu. The seeds of 
this emotive aspect of Tamil nationalism 
had been sown in the decades between the 
1920s and 1940s, when E V Ramaswamy 
Naicker, popularly referred to as Periyar, 
emphasised on the racial divide be-
tween Tamils and the Hindi-speaking 
people from the north. The difference 
between these two linguistic or social 
groups was couched in the terminology 
of Aryan and non-Aryan races. The 
ubiquitous spirit of non-Brahminism 
expressed through an alliance between 
the so-called non-Brahmin privileged 
castes and the underprivileged castes, 
actually coalesced to create a new 
politico-cultural community. In course 
of nearly a century, debates on “Dra-
vidianism” had hinged around several 
issues and possibilities, provoking debates 

on the intersectionalities of caste, class, 
gender, and nation. 

The Tamil case has always remained 
an enigma because it resonates through 
a cultural renaissance that was represented 
through countless numbers of literary texts 
and through a zeal to combine the “real” 
and the “unreal” through fi lms. Between 
1949 and 1975, non-Brahmin scriptwriters 
like Karunanidhi and matinee idols like 
M G Ramachandran, through their creativ-
ity, reminded the Tamil masses of their pri-
mordial belonging. The authors need to be 
complimented for bringing out the story of 
the DMK, particularly in the initial decades, 
when the “former lieutenants” of Periyar 
were able to decentre the very notions of 
the Indian nation state. 

Raising the Curtain

The split within the Dravida Kazhagam 
in September 1949 was indeed a painful 
affair. The bonding between Annadurai 

and Periyar had been a very deep one, 
belying the artifi ciality that often charac-
terises political relationships. It was that 
of a son and a father (Thanthai) and the 
rift between them was seen as a rupture 
within the familial traditions. The split 
evoked a lot of tear drops (Kanneer thu-
ligal) and Periyar himself derided the 
DMK as the Tear Drop Party (Kanneer 
thuli katchi) (p 2). The real reason 
might not have been Periyar’s marriage 
but something more to do with his 
efforts to fi nd a partner who would not 
only be a trustworthy successor, but 
would help in streamlining the organi-
sation and leading the movement. Per-
haps, it shocked Annadurai more, since 
he had all along represented himself as 
the foster son of Periyar, who would be 
the carrier of his legacy and a crusader 
for the Dravida Kazhagam. 

Periyar and Annadurai, despite their 
closeness, did have some political dif-
ferences. Periyar described the day of 
Indian independence as thukkanal (a day 
of mourning) affi rming North India’s 
supremacy over South India. On the other 
hand, Annadurai preferred to take a 
“moderate” if not a softer stand on the 
issue. Violence and the communal con-
fl agrations emerging from the anti-
Hindustani upsurges and the public fl og-
ging of Hindu popular idols might have 
convinced to opt for a more thought-out 
strategy for establishing Tamil identity 
vis-à-vis the Brahmin casteist hegemony. 
As a political pragmatist and a gifted 

This PDF was uploade To Telegram channel_ LBS Newspaper platform (https://t.me/LBSNEWSPAPER):@LBSNEWSPAPER


	pp 64-65
	p 66



