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The sum of self-respect has burnt into flame- 

Let it burn up these castes! 
Smash, break, destroy 
These walls of hatred 

Crush to smithereens this eons-old school blindness, 
Rise, O people! (Revolutionary song of 1970’s) 

In the contemporary climate of economic globalization, military aggressions, new forms 
of exclusions, the significance of the Dalit movement as a liberalized principle is 
undeniable. The struggle for the liberation of Dalits has now moved somewhat to the 
centre stage in contemporary TN politics. Last decade was a decade of new social 
movements. The new mobilisations by women, Dalits, tribal, unorganised sectors and 
ethnicity’s raised issues and demands that could not be easily understood or dealt with in 
the theoretical and political paradigm. Hence, to understand this 20th century moves one 
has to take a position. In the words of Antonio Gramsci’s it would mean a different 
position, a ‘war of position’. It simply means that earlier Dalit history means that they 
were pushed outside the central arena and excluded from the power game of acquiring 
offices of governance. If there is a change in the Sanathana Hindu society, it is only 
because of the collective struggles of the oppressed and the suppressed in the caste-ridden 
Indian society. All these realities were possible because the oppressed united under the 
banner of revolt irrespective of the losses. If at all the dominant forces and the ruling 
government are afraid of anything it is nothing but the unity of the Dalits. 

There is a theoretical vacuum especially in understanding “struggle”. Most of the time it 
is understood as a struggle against “victim-hood”. But it is a struggle to articulate the 
collective will of the emerging Dalit conscious in Tamil Nadu. If peace and calm pervade 
the life of Dalits without a struggle, it only means that either a violent oppression has 
taken the upper hand or that there liberation is at hand. (It is not real peace; it is nothing 
but the silence of the socially dying). Today, if Dalits fight breaking all obstacles and 
barriers, it is only because they have become united and organized. To put it plainly, 
struggle which was a part of the daily life of the oppressed, became their life itself. 
Formerly, struggle itself was a tradition in the life of a Dalit. Now it has become their 
liberative life in totality. It is this movement that has created and necessitated the Dalit 
movement today. 

Locating the Context: 
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Many have used different criteria to understand and analyze the experience of the 
struggles in the Dalit movement that came into existence in Tamil Nadu in the past 15 
years. The Marxist, Periyarist and Revolutionist interpretations of Dalit movements arise 
out of such judgements or conceptualizations. Let me share the context from where I try 
to understand the Dalit movements. 

As contemporary Dalit movements were awakening, the “Dalit Resource Centre”i that 
was established at Madurai, had contributed to these Dalit movements in a significant 
way. Many Dalit movements have in fact associated themselves with the Centre. Since I 
am also part of this Centre, I can’t but take a critical look at the contemporary Dalit 
movements from the point of view of the role that has been played by the Dalit Resource 
Centre. From this background, the present essay tries to focus on the Dalit movements 
from 1989 to 2004 with the backdrop of the role, played by Dalit Resource Centre, 
Madurai. 

Since this Centre functions in Madurai and has Madurai as its field of action or its pivot, I 
have taken only the Dalits movements in the southern districts and I am specific to this 
region only. I accept the fact that this essay does not fully deserve to be called 
‘Contemporary Dalit Movements in Tamil Nadu’ since it concentrates on the southern 
districts only.  

History of Dalit Struggles from the Perspective of ‘Movement’: 

The writings of Dalits cannot be considered as a mere social analysis, or a mere 
discursive study of social structure. More importantly, there is a compelling necessity to 
discover and reclaim the hidden and buried history of the Dalits. In this way, I do not take 
this essay to be a mere analysis but an effort at situating Dalit movements in history. 

Buddhism remains the root for the research regarding the history of liberation and 
cultural identity. Similarly Buddhism is the beginning of the tradition of struggles against 
the suppression of Dalit movements and for the identity-based politics. The first 
revolution of the oppressed people against dominance started in Buddha. “In the days of 
the Vedas, Buddha with his followers started a social struggle for the liberation of the 
oppressed in society. This movement was given the name Sangam. This movement was 
started on a full moon day, in Vaikasi, in 589 BC on the banks of the Ganges at 
Isiyadhanam in the city of Kasi. This was the first movement for the liberation of the 
oppressed people against the orthodox Brahminic religion that shaped into a dominant 
institution through its four Varnas based on caste injustice. The Buddha was the first to 
oppose this. The Sangam emerged as the opposing force against the Aryan Brahminic 
principle of born capitalism; and Buddhism emerged as the camp for humanist social 
liberation.”ii “In the 2400 years, starting from Kosar invasion to the British invasion or 
rule, all the 104 dominant characters who came to power through invasion carried out 
only the principles of modern Brahmanism.”iii Only from there, the Dalits learnt the 
lesson and the tradition of struggle to oppose the tradition of dominance. Inspire of this 
the Vedas, Puranas, the Law of Manu, and the Hindu Varnashrama dharma, continued, 
retained and maintained their supremacy even today. 



On the contrary, throughout history, only the Dalits in the mould of oppressed Buddhists, 
Chakyas and Nagas continue to fight for a humane society. This struggle is personified in 
Baba Saheb Ambedkar, who said: “For, it is important that everyone who was able to 
understand the history of India must know that it is nothing but the history of the struggle 
for supremacy between Brahmanism and Buddhism”.iv The umbilical relationship and the 
struggling tradition among the Dalit movements were born out of this understanding. The 
struggles of the Dalit movements should be understood only from this history. 

The Contemporary Dalit Movements: 

The Dalit movements that took off from Buddha and Ambedkar, took deep roots in the 
Tamil soil due to the efforts of many leaders like Pandit Ayodhidasar, Rettamalai 
Srinivasan, Thiyagi Emmanuel Sekaran, Thekkampatti Balasundararasu, N. Sivaraj, 
Aannai Meenambal, L.C.Guruswamy and many others. Towards the end of the 19th 
century and in the beginning of the 20th century when the Bhakti movements, 
Renaissance movements and Congress organizations were propagating aloud their 
fraudulent social changes, the spirited rise of these leaders completely changed the 
history of the state. 

There are two ways of understanding their struggle. According to M S S Pandian the 
discourse of caste movements are: 1) the language of the upward mobility of the caste 
Hindus and 2) the language of the Dalits. For instance M N Srinivas the famous Indian 
(Sanskrit) / western sociologist says that Gandhi, Tilak, R M N Roy and Ranade are 
modern India torchbearers. But, he is silent about Ambedkar and Periyar. Therefore, for 
us the leaders of Dalit movements are the symbols of dignity and struggle for a just space 
in modernity. 

We cannot but acknowledge Dalit Panther movement in Maharashtra that greatly 
awakened the contemporary thundering atmosphere in the Cheries of Tamil Nadu. Thus, 
the history of the disappointed and duped Dalits who trusted the Congress and Dravidian 
parties for half a century was sidelined. Particularly, the representative of the Dalits 
L.Ilayaperumal who trusted the Congress had to meet a series of disrespect and were 
treated like curry leaf. Vai. Balasundaram who trusted the Dravidian parties had the same 
bitter experience. 

After emergency period both left their respective parties and realized their own 
autonomous space in the struggle of Dalit community. Then only they came to be known 
as contemporary Dalit leaders and had the sense of shame and self-respect. L. 
Ilayaperumal who came out of Congress formed the ‘All India Human Rights Party’ and 
Vai. Balasundaram who came out of Dravidian party formed ‘Ambedkar Maakkal 
Iyyaakkam’ in 1977. It was in this atmosphere that L.Ilayaperuman, Saakthidasan (RPI), 
Puyal Ponnaiah, Devakottai Dr. M.Subramaniam, Vai. Palanivelu, Kodikkal Chellappa 
and Dalit Gnanasekaran joined together in 1988, and started the Scheduled Caste 
Liberation Movement (SCALM). In the heat of starting it, they organised a very 
successful first state conference at Chennai on 21.8.1988. Bahujan Samaj Party leader 
Kanshi Ram addressed a rally of more than one lakh Dalits assembled there. “That more 
than the fact that Dalits of Tamil Nadu have come together under a single banner of 



SCALM our true victory lies in the fact that all of them have come out of the dominant 
political parties that were cheating us all along”.v After this conference, they were fast 
moving with the task of strengthening SCALM. The caste riot spearheaded by Vanniyars 
in the northern districts was the fighting ground for a strong struggle by SCALM. They 
strengthened SCALM regional wise in the southern districts. 

The Impetus of 1989-90: 

When we demarcate the history of the Contemporary Dalit movements in south Tamil 
Nadu, we have to consider it pre 1989 and post 1989. In the same period, the election 
atmosphere in Tamil Nadu weakened Dalit movements and was responsible for the Bodi 
riots.’vi At the same time, it was also the period of the downfall of the top political 
leaders of the Dalit movements and the beginning of the new era of the rise of younger 
generation. This period can certainly be called a period that taught some lessons. 

In September-October 1989, the caste clashes that took place at Bodinaikanoor, Devaram, 
Allinagaram, Theni and Usilampatti were converted into Bodi riots by the then 
government. “As it was the constituency of the then opposition leader Jayalalithaa, all 
the attention of the media was turned to her instead of finding solution to the violent 
oppression of Dalits and Dalit women. Both ‘Dravida Munnetra Kazhagaam’ (DMK) and 
‘Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam’ (ADMK) made capital out of these riots for their 
own political gains”.vii In fact, this riot was an attempt to hide the terrible caste 
oppression by Kallars on Pallars. Yet, on behalf of Devendra Kula Vellalar Sangam, 
John Pandiyan, Irumporai Gunasekaran, and Vadivel Ravanan and others place a direct 
and open challenge to caste Hindus. They drove the consequent losses and went to jail. 
Bodi town reeled under the mammoth public meeting held on 10th September 1989. The 
rally of Pallars rattled others. Only after the loss of many lives and property, the Kallars 
withdrew. 

After the murder of Thiyadi Emmanuel Sekaran in the Muthukulathur riots in 1957, the 
courageous and mighty struggle of the Pallars followed. After this Pallars with landed 
property was awakened and stood firm. This further gave rise to the awakening of the 
Pallars through out Tamilnadu. 

The SCALM was a meeting at Madurai on 19.9.1989, condemning the government’s 
attitude in the handling of Bodi riots. “We condemn the partial decision of the 
government in support of Kallars, and the arrested John Pandiyan should be released 
immediately, the army should be brought out for the protection of Dalits…”viii Ten such 
resolutions were passed in the meeting. 

Struggle against the Vanniyars, agitation-condemning Villupuram riots, and festival of 
initiation into Dhamma Dheeksha under the leadership of Mu. Sundararajan, the brutal 
murder of a schoolboy at Kodumbanoor, meeting of all leaders at Palayamkottai, 
demonstration against non-implementation of the L. Ilayaperumal Committee Report and 
many such struggles were organised by SCALM. In this situation, the parliamentary 
election in 1989 brought a big set back. 



Instead of calling it a set back, it should be called a planned demolition of Dalit 
awakening and rise. Since SCALM leaders L.Ilayaperumal, Sakthidasan,, Vai. 
Balasundaram and S.P.Raj were also in mainstream politics, many parties approached 
them easily. These leaders put themselves to shame by supporting these political parties 
and campaigning for them. 

“DMK created a compulsion and extended invitation to SCALM that it should support and 
work for DMK during the elections.”ix Since L.Ilayaperumal was a supporter of 
Congress; as usual, he supported the congress, which was in alliance with DMK. SCALM 
promised to support DMK, but RPI differed from it and took the stand of secret supporter 
to AIADMK. Because of this friction arose among SCALM leaders. L.Ilayaperumal wrote 
a letter condemning Saktidasan in his magazine ‘Jothi’. Saktidasan began to explain his 
stand with the help of Mail Munusamy and Dinamani. Problems arose in getting the joint 
support of C.Veeramani of ‘Tamilnadu Arundhathiyar Sangam’, G. Moorthy, 
‘Bharathiya Kudiyarasu Katchi and Mu. Sundararajan SCALM became very weak and 
had a set back because of such contradictions. 

Since quarrels and misunderstandings arose because of the involvement of SCALM in 
elections, the younger leaders were highly dissatisfied. John Pandiyan and Dr. 
M.Subramaniam commented, ‘All the Paraiah leaders of the Northern districts came here 
and completely confused us. They could have as well castrated us (politically).’ 

After the elections, although it appeared that SCALM was left in the lurch or a desert, 
here and there a few activities were carried on. A few dissatisfied leaders came out of it. 
“Dalit Gnanasekaran, who was spearheading the struggle against naming the district as 
Pasumpon Thevaar Thirumaganar District, started ‘Dalit Liberation Movment’. He 
consolidated it in 1989. This movement which involved itself in Allalaperi riots near 
Kariyapatti in August 1990 expanded its area of action to Madurai, Ramnad, Sivagangai, 
Dindiful, Karur and Salem districts.”x 

In the same period, a new kind of foggy smoke began to engulf the cherries in the 
southern districts. The Dalit shooting stars, which were looking forward to the centenary 
of Baba Saheb Ambedkar, began to stun and rattle the spacecraft of dominance. At this 
time, a new era of Dalit youth began to emerge. “In 1983, Bharatiya Dalit Panthers 
started by comrade Malaichamy, Vellore David, Avaniyapuram Ingulab and such under 
the leadership of Sabita Ambedkar, slowly began to be familiarize themselves with the 
masses. In those days, there was no leader who did not identify himself with Dalit 
Panther Movement. When Dr. Krishnasamy was working in the student wing, 
S.T.Kalyanasundaram, Avaniapuram Ingulab, Dr. Dhyanchand Carr, Melur Sakthivel 
was engaged in various struggles.”xi When comrade Malaichamy died in 1989, Thol. 
Thirumavalavan (who was working in the field struggle or propaganda theoretician) 
accepted the leadership at the condolence meeting for Malaichamy. 

The Swirling Typhoon that awakened the Cheris: 

The streets of Madurai were overflowing with crowds of Dalit Panthers. The Protest 
rallies shocked and rattled the police machineries. Small groups of youth rose in revolt in 



various areas. Bharatiya Dalit Panther Movement became Dalit Panther (DPI) 
movement. With the slogans, “Refuse to be subdued, Break the fencing, Disengage, Hit 
back” and with war cries, the movement began to enter the nooks and corners of Cheries 
in Tamil Nadu with majestic and bold strides. The entry of Thol. Thirumavalavan created 
a tense atmosphere and such was the starting step of his entry. “Today posters and 
signboards in Cheris in Tamil Nadu hail and herald the arrival of their Che Guevara. 
Cheri youth bravely retaliate, aware of the consequences yet embellished with the 
courage to face it all. To smash subjugation and oppression, once passive lay people, that 
is, ordinary people have become Liberation Panthers, Vidutthalai Chiruththaigal.”xii 

Viduthalai Chiruththaigal began with the aim of annihilation of caste, retrieval of Tamil 
identity, Right to land, retrieval or reclaiming of political rights, boycott of Assembly and 
Parliamentary politics. 

The Awakening of Dalit Movements in the Centenary Celebration of Ambedkar: 

In the 1990s, Baba Saheb Ambedkar’s Centenary celebrations created an awakening in 
the Southern districts. In this atmosphere of upsurge, the groups functioning in regional 
level carved an autonomous space for themselves. Just like the Dalit Panther Movements 
in Maharashtra, “Dalit Panther Movements in Tamil Nadu created a wave of defiance 
and disobedience. This surging wave shook the very foundations of many social 
movements, which have already established themselves in the country. It acted in such a 
way as to give open expression and outlet to the boiling within. They integrated their 
struggles with the struggles of the oppressed all over the world.”xiii 

• ‘All India Devendra Kula Vellalar Sangam’ headed by John Pandiyan, strengthened 
their movement in Tirunelveli, Virudhunagar, Ramnad, Theni and Sivagangai 
districts. They let the youth to enter the arena in the forefront with the idea of struggle 
with carrying arms to put it plainly, if John Pandiyan were to be invited for a 
meeting, he will come only if the Dalits of the village clash with caste Hindus. This 
was the bold and courageous motto of that movement. He used the fighting spirit of 
the Pallars in favour of his movement. This movement after a change of name into 
‘Tamilaga Munnetra Kazhagam’ joined hands with PMK and ADMK and entered 
politics and elections. The leaders of the northern districts like Poovai Moorthy 
wanted to have closer relations with John Pandiyan. This movement clashed with 
Tirunelveli Maravars and the police and more than nine murders took place. After 
experiencing many cases, and going underground and getting prison experiences, this 
movement fell on evil days and met with a great downfall. 

• In 1992, Saathai Packiyaraj started Parayar Peravai consisting of Paraiyahs and 
Sambavars after the riots in Nalumoolaikinaru (Paraman Kurichi) near Tiruchendur. 
This movement consolidated its units in Tirunelveli, Tuticorin, Virudhunagar districts 
and in Chennai. Instead of carrying arms, this movement adopted the strategies of 
making country bombs, petrol bombs, and hand grenades and they entered the field 
armed with these. After a certain period of loss of life, court cases, police chase… it 
was converted into a political party called ‘Makkal Desam’ and had political alliance 
with ADMK. Dissatisfied and disillusioned with the emergence of border quarrels 



arising out of the emergence of area lease among Dalit leaders, joining hands with 
Kakkan’s son Viswanathan, it merged with ‘Ambedkar’s Makkal Pasarai’, 
inaugurated by Sankarachari. 

•  After Mudhukulathur riots in 1957, special task force personnel were brought to 
quell to control the Pallars of Ramnad. They camped at Kamudhi and Mudhukulathur 
and acted as guardians and protectors of caste Hindus. Chandrabose opposed this and 
acted against this. In 1990, he started Thiyagi Emmanuel Peravai in the two districts 
of Ramnad and Sivagangai. Till this day it is active with the following aims of 
annihilation of caste, retrieval of Tamil nationalism, opposing violence and atrocity, 
opposing usury, opposing Assembly and Parliament. In particular it integrates second 
level movement in regional levels. With great effort, it has not joined hands with 
PMK and other political parties and still functions with leftist outlook. 

• Aranga Gunasekaran who was active in the Naxalite movements left that movement 
with a lot of comments and observations. He brought to the outside world the truth of 
the reality in Marxist Leninist (ML) movements that when it comes to the question of 
losses Dalits in those movements are made the scapegoats and the sacrificial lambs 
and that caste hierarchical structure remains unaltered in ML movements too. Till 
1990, he was active in the ‘Human Rights Party’ of L.Ilayaperumal. Coming out of it 
in 1990, he started ‘Tamilaga Manidha Urimai Kazhamgam’. Agricultural labourers’ 
Sangam, SC-BC integration, Marxist approach, integration with SC/ST Federation are 
the points with which it functions as its core of activities. It is active particularly in 
the districts of Pudukottai, Thanjavur, Tiruvarur and Nagapattinam.   

• In the 1990s when Dalit movements were broadly awakened and were becoming well 
spread, no one felt that there was the need for a separate movement for 
Arundhathiyats. However, we have to accept whole-heartedly that in general Dalit 
movements did not pay any attention to Arundhathiyats. Taking these into 
consideration comrade R. Adhiyaman started ‘Tamilnadu all Arundhathiyars 
Coordination Committee’ in 1991. Since there were difficulties in coordinating this 
committee, in 1994 he started for the whole lot of Dalits, particularly for the most 
backward and oppressed among the Dalits, the Arundhathiyars, ‘Adhi Tamilar 
Peravai’. It is functioning in Madurai, Coimbatore, Tirunelveli and Salem districts 
with all the identities of the camp of Thanthai Periyar and Ambedkar. Among the sub 
divisions of Dalits, oppressing the Pallars and Paraiyats unleashing extreme violence 
on Arundhathiyars are interpreted and commented by it. 

• Dr. Krishnasamy who was functioning under the identity of ‘Devendra Kula Velalar 
Federation’ placed him-self in the frontal position and acted against the 
Kodiyangulam riots in 1995. In the party elections held after these riots, he started a 
joint federation called ‘Puthiya Tamilagam’ and converting into a political party, 
participated in the elections. It raised its head in the atmosphere of tamilnadu with 
such activities as participation in parliamentary politics, snatching political power 
rightist parities etc. in addition to these; they also fought for the living rights of tea 
plantation labourers in the Western Mountain ranges. They also coordinate with trade 
unions and SC / ST federations. 



• S.T. Kalyanasundaram who came out from the Bharathiya Dalit Panthers with the 
aim that Dalit liberation includes the liberation of Aundhathiyars started ‘Tamilnadu 
Arundhathiyar Youth Front’. This front was busily engaged in eradicating the practice 
of usury among Arundhathiyats and scavengers. After 1997 the same front became 
‘Tamilnadu Arundhathiyar Democratic Front’. Now they concentrate on participating 
in election the schedule of Arundhathiyats. When Puthiya Tamilagam and Viduthalai 
Chiruththaigal fought the elections as ‘Makkal Kottani’, this movement took the 
stand to support them.   

• Besides these, after 1999 many new movements came into existence. Some of them 
are ‘Puratchi Vengaigal’ under the leadership of Guru Vijayan, ‘Devendra Ilaignar 
Sangam’ headed by Murugavel Rajan, Cheri Puligal, headed by Dileepan, ‘Devendra 
Kula Ilaingar Sangam’ of Pasupathi Pandiyan, ‘Adhi Tamilar Viduthalai Munnani’ a 
breakaway movement from ‘Adhi Tamilar Peravai’ and headed by Kovai Ravikumar, 
‘Vidudhalai Veerargal’ headed by Senthamil Selvan, “Ambedkar Emmanuel Peravai” 
under Gnana Prabhu. A few other movements also sprang up under individual 
leaders. Some of the workers in NGOs recognising themselves as leaders, started a 
few movements. There were periodical frictions and brushes between these NGO 
based movements and Dalit movements. 

• Although the above movements were functioning in Southern Districts. In the 
Northern districts ‘Adhi Tamilar Viduthalai Iyakkam’ under Vinoth, ‘Puratchi 
Bharadham’ headed by Poovai Moorthy, ‘Dalit Makkal viduthalai Munnani’ under 
the leadership of Vani Dasan, ‘Ambedkar Makkal Viduthalai Munnani’ under the 
leadership of Paarvendan, ‘Republican Party of India’. ‘All India Manitha Urimai 
Katchi’, ‘Ambedkar-Makkal Iyakkam’ and such other movements were struggling in 
the caste society. 

 
Violent struggle as the Strength to be Agents of Dalit History: 
All the contemporary Dalit movements are marked with riot on extreme atrocity. At the 
time of serious atrocities, Dalit movements sagaciously took to Dalit human rights 
perspective and made use of the struggles for the growth of the movements, you can be 
certain that a Dalit movement comes into existence there. Kurinjangulam, Chidambaram 
Padmini, Andhiyur Vijaya, Unjanai, Kodiyangulam, Vachati, Villupuram and Cuddalore 
and in other places the felling or cutting down of Dalits in hordes and the terrific heat of 
atrocities increased the war like militancy of Dalit movements. After 1995, when the 
New Panchayati Raj Act-1994 came into effect, the number of atrocities increased in 
many village panchayats. In Melavalavu Panchayat 7 Dalits were murdered in cold 
blood. In 1997 when Veeran Sundaralingam Transport Corporation started functioning, 
once again the southern districts became the lands of big riots. Dalits did not get any 
benefits or justice from the report of Mohan Committee, which Enquirer and submitted a 
report on caste based riots. After that, the long list of atrocities continued at Gundupatti, 
Tamirabarani, Puliyangudi, Paramakudi and Sankaralingapuram. 
 
Not only the opposition by the dominant castes and the atrocities perpetrated by the 
government but also by atrocities and cruelties arising among themselves weakened Dalit 
movements. The number of atrocities goes on increasing, for example, Va, Pudupatti, 



Devakottai, S.Kavanur, Karadichittooor, etc. Although it is true that only such atrocities 
strengthened the service, existence and continuous struggle of Dalit movements, the 
immense losses suffered by Dallits because of these atrocities can never be catalogued or 
calculated. Perhaps if these atrocities had never taken place, the Dalits may have had 
some time to think. Dalit movements could have created between alternatives in the field 
of social transformation. 
 
Ideological Strategies before Dalit Movements: 
• The criticism is that Dalit movements of Tamil Nadu have identified themselves on 

caste lines and are proud to exhibit their identity of particular group. But this 
fragments the collective identity of the Dalit community. Although they have the 
objectives, while implementing them, many contradictions, and differences arise 
because of each one’s core principles. 

 
• Viduthalai Chiruththaigal, Thiyagi Emmanuel Peravai, Tamilaga manitha Urimai 

Kazhagam, Puratchi Vengaigal, Adhi Tamilar Viduthalai Iyakkam is movement that 
function and believe in liberation of Tamil nationality. But, contradictions arise on the 
question of protection of Tamil and giving Tamil names. 

 
• Dalit Makkal Viduthalai Munnani, Ambedkar Makkal Iyakkam, Puratchi Bharatham, 

RPI, Manitha Urimaikatchi, Tamilaga Munnetra Kazhagam, Puthiya Tamilagam, 
TADF and Makkal Desam believed in the politics of parliamentary elections. After 
1999, Viduthalai Chiruththaigal entered accepting election politics. Thol. 
Thirumavalavan says, “Our main principle is annihilation of caste and retrieval of 
Tamil identity. If we want to fulfil it, we have to get political power through 
elections. This is our practical stand. Beyond this, there is also another reason or 
compulsion to participate in elections. Anti Dalit forces should not become too 
powerful in assembly and parliament. Besides, we have to face elections to show that 
oppressed people are a political force to reckon with.”xiv 

 
• ‘Thiyagi Emmanuel Peravai’ takes a slightly different stand. “We are totally opposed 

to parliamentary and assembly politics. However we support Panchayat Elections. 
When we think of annihilation of caste, the caste structure and the land owners who 
maintain it can be defeated only through the panchayat elections.”xv 

 
• Athi Thamilar Peravai, Thiyagi Emmanuel Peravai, Tamilaga Manitha Urimai 

Kazhagam, Athi Tamilar Viduthalai Iyakkam and other such movements, which do 
not accept parliamentary politics, believe in People’s democracy and act accordingly. 
Even in this, movements like ‘Athi Tamilar Peravai’ which tow the line of 
Arundhathiyar Movements argue that reservation for Arundhathiyars is totally 
snatched away and neglected. Therefore, at the time of elections, a special stand 
should be taken on behalf of Arundhathiyars. 

 
The need for integration: 
When the Dalits take up the issues, there is a need for a common understanding and a 
perspective. Based on this “in 1994, Thol. Thirumavalavan, Chandrabose, Athiyamaan 



and 12 leaders including the above, met at Trichy and formed ‘Tamil Nadu Dalit 
Viduthalai Munnani’ On the Principle that the oppressed among the oppressed should 
preside over this, Athiyamaan, the leader of Arundhathiyars was unanimously elected the 
president.”xvi For sometime this front discussed common issues and acted on this but at 
the time of elections, there was a set back. Then, the same coordination appeared as 
‘Chaadhi Ozhippu Aikkiya Munnani,’ Chandrabose is heading this and continues to 
function. In the same contemporary period the Federation for Dalit Action for Liberation 
(FeDAL) was also active till 2002. The Dalit leaders should at least meet on another on 
platforms. They should come together on cultural celebrations like Dalit Kalai Vizha, 
Dalit Kalai Iravu etc. When there is a clash among Dalits, they should come down to the 
level of the ordinary human person without moving any question of prestige or dignity. 
These were the expectations of FeDAL and they were acting on it. 
 
The problem faced by Dalit Movements: 
The problems faced by Dalit Movements are not new. Throughout history, they have 
been fighting the planned conspiracy of the dominant forces. Here are few to think about: 
• The Dalit Movement, which says ‘Annihilation of Caste alone is social liberation’ but 

in reality they’re own caste identity becomes very important. But, one has to be 
extremely careful to see the present and the future. At present the need for negotiation 
is undeniable but a collective future strategy is the need of the hour. “Because of this, 
no Dalit movement encompassing the whole of Tamil Nadu going beyond caste 
identity. Although they are majority on population basis, yet geographically being 
spread over, they are always counted as minority”xvii 

 
• Since the Dalits are economically backward, they don’t have enough funds and 

infrastructure to build a movement and find it difficult to cope up with funds or like 
left or people’s movement they should pay attention to street collection of funds. In 
addition to this, “The movement is very much affected by loss of life and property 
owing to the high handed cruel atrocities of the dominant castes and the police.”xviii 
Whenever Dalit movements take a definite stand at the time of elections, the 
government and the dominant caste file false cases on them and unleash violent 
control over them. Whenever they go against the ruling Government, they are arrested 
and cases are framed against them. Dr. Krishnasamy ‘Manjolai’ case and Thol. 
Thirumavalavan in ‘Thittakudi and Chidambaram’ election case were directly 
threatened for this reason. This has been adopted as a technique to destroy a 
movement. 

 
• In 1990 Dalit Movements took a clear decision. In all Dalit movements, the head 

should be a Dalit only. Non-Dalits can only support it and cannot take the leadership. 
Accepting this decision some Non-Dalits are still with Dalit movements and work in 
the name of Marx and Periyar. Some, who did not get Dalit approval, call themselves 
Marxists, Periyarists or Revolutionaries and call Dalit leaders to be henchmen, and 
petty capitalists. They join hands with splinter Dalit movements which act with 
Brahminic brains and they carry out the lowest task of betraying cheris and thereby 
do underground work. 

 



Dalit movements should be introspection on themselves: 
• Although Dalit movements are agitating for annihilation of caste eradication and for 

other aims “they have not given their full attention to reclaiming land and other such 
economic improvement programs which will make the Dalits self sufficient 
economically. No movement has come forward to fight for reclaiming of the 
Panchami lands at least”xix 

 
• In many movements the tendency to put forward individual leaders for hero worship 

rules high. This is a big obstacle for the growth and emergence of the secondary 
leaders and for putting forward democratic tends. “To put it plainly, assimilate the 
central flow leadership of Dravidian parties”xx The revolutionary Baba Saheb 
Ambedkar took the oath of ‘Removing totally the hero worship’ and this oath should 
be faithfully followed by Dalit Movements. 

 
• There is a very negative outlook towards women leadership; women participation and 

politics of women’s liberation is not focused, “When there is no smooth and close 
relationship between Dalit Movements and Women ’s Movements, how Dalit 
women’s problem can be taken up without a feminist outlook and without breaking 
male chauvinism?”xxi We are bound to answer this question raised by Women Rights 
Movements. “Baba Saheb Ambedkar fought for women rights and he made them 
participate in his agitation. Many have built a fence around themselves by saying this 
and also without any progressive principle of equality between males and females.”xxii 
Dalit movements should come out by breaking this. 

 
• Instead of the whole movement taking part in election, one front or movements may 

take part in it. Although Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) of Sri Lanka is a 
military movement, but only the Tamil National Front participates in the 
parliamentary elections. Although there are RSS, VHP Hindutva groups only BJP 
contests the elections. Although there is Vanniyar Sangam, only Pattali Makkal 
Katchi participates in the elections. Thus creation of a subsidiary organisation and 
cultural movements thereby facing elections become invariable. “When these 
movements participates in the elections they always follow the rightist strategies, 
Because of huge crowds, a row of cars in procession pompous appearance, political 
symbols like bordered dhotis, require huge financial outlay. For the sake of this, we 
have to compromise dominant forces and we are forced to spend their money.”xxiii To 
put it bluntly “We should free ourselves from the craze of money based elections and 
from the strategies of striking compromise. Instead we should create and begin 
alternative strategies and alternative politics.”xxiv 

 
• “A friendly relationship should be established with Marxist, Periyarist, Feminist and 

revolutionary movement; particularly with the unorganised sector, fisher folk 
community, agricultural coolie labourers, construction workers, people’s movements 
and Adivasi Movements … co-ordinated actions should be strengthened with them. 
We should take into consideration that on the basis of class classification half of them 
are Dalits”.xxv  We should win over Dalit movements which function at the regional 
level. 



• In strengthening the movement, there is no clarity in moving the activities of these 
movements towards the village. When we take up annihilation of caste, we have to 
take into consideration the inner sub-castes also.  Only the leaders of movements have 
the inner urge for Dalit liberation. Close contact with movements in the neighbouring 
states and integration with the all India level becomes imperative. “Warm Dalit 
movements are used as dice coins in introducing Hindutva and communal dominance 
into the slums and Cheris.”xxvi The religious beliefs of Dalits that are based on local 
village religious practices have been swallowed by the beliefs of the Brahminic Hindu 
religion and they have a sway over these villages. In order to stop this, there is the 
need to create Dalit cultural groups within Dalit movements. At the same time there is 
the need to create a Cultural Revolution within this caste society. 

 
Conclusion  
In the past 15 years, at many platforms of debate and discussion, seminars, symposia, and 
public platforms the media, the writings and researches have thrown a lot of criticisms 
and questions at the Dalit movement, and the Dalit leaders. So if none of the dominant 
castes (whether he places criticism within his own caste or not) has hesitated to extend 
his long arm of critique towards Dalit movements, it does not mean that Dalit movements 
should not be criticized. Now the Dalit movements have to nurture the democratic 
practice of taking in criticisms, and finding a solution to them. 
 
Although, historically, Dalit movements have been fighting for their own liberation on 
one side, how far they have been helpful or conclusive to social change is the question 
that leads us to look into the impact of these movements. Before finding a solution to this, 
I should know where I stand? With whom do I identify myself? What is the action in 
coordination with Dalit movements? First, I must put these questions to myself and get an 
answer that will also show the future strategy for the movements. 
 
In conclusion, one can say that among the different Dalit groups there is a need to re-alter 
their cultural practices to the ideology and the politics of Ambedkar. This alone would 
break the cultural bondage to the feudal reality of Tamil Nadu. The Dalit Resource 
Centre has visualized this need in a small way. But disciplined research is a must. Most 
of the time at the grassroots the Dalit masses derive their cultural meanings from the 
traditional Mahabharatha and Ramayana. But this cultural borrowing is very much 
resented by the mainstream writers from the Dalit literary establishment. Does this lead to 
cultural hierarchies with in the Dalit situation? This question needs to be probed further. 
 
Finally, it was clear by 1998 that it is not enough to say ‘we must become a ruling 
community’, a political movement has to have a broad agenda and a vision of 
transformation or development; it has to say why it should rule and what it has to offer. 
Marx had promised Socialism to all. What do the Dalits promise, besides reservations 
and a claim to equality or a warmed – over version of state socialism? This has to become 
clear in the post Ambedkar era. 
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