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ABSTRACT 

During 19th century, Socio Religious Reform Movement was one of the 

greatest and longest events in the history of India. The colonial rule had its own 

impact on all sections of India. Historians have not directed enough attention on 

depressed group’s reform movements. It cannot be denied that all the reform 

movements were concerned about their respective own communities. This paper deals 

with the question of how the majority of depressed were how the depressed classes 

were brought into the ideological conflict, keeping in view the Adi- Andhra Reform 

Movement and with due respect towards their liberation. This paper also examines 

how the idea of Caste and Untouchabiltiy was perceived by the regional reformists in 

Andhra. Were they really interested in the well being of the depressed communities? 

Did their ideological groundwork aim at the complete transformation of the social evil 

of caste or did they only aim at rectification that did not break tradition since their 

socio, political interests demanded them? 

 

KEYWORDS: Colonialism, Western Impact, Reform Movement, Self                                 

Respect Movement, Caste System, Depressed Castes.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Andhra region geographically located in east coastal area of state Andhra 

Pradesh the port Masulipatnam was the first and important trading centre for the 

British from this region.  There were many social reformers like Kandukuri 

Veeresalingam, Raghupathi Venkataratnam Naidu, Gurajada Apparao, Chilakamarthi 

Laxmi Narasimham Panthulu and Tanguturi Prakasam Pnatulu were hailed from this 

region. They contributed a lot to the society through their writings and preaching’s, 

they worked for social regeneration, making it an integral part of their political 

awakening. The reforms centered on the issues of women within the patriarchal 
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society and included elite institutional problems and their regeneration. Kandukuri 

Veerasalingam was the pioneer among them.   

There were two major depressed castes in Andhra (Madiga and Mala). They 

lived in the outskirts of the main habitation, totally segregated from the other castes. 

They were hypothetical to be a fifth class, which was divinely ordained as Panchama, 

their nearness was regarded of something capable of causing pollution. Besides this 

“A peculiar refinement of the ‘Untouchabiltiy’ theory was ‘Distance pollution’ 

claimed by certain Castes that polluting occurred not merely on contact but by mere 

approach.1 

 

Their Economy 

These communities performed traditional their jobs, along with agricultural 

labor works. Their economic condition was miserable. These communities played an 

important role in the development of the whole Madras presidency. They contributed 

a lot by serving as agri- in the chief rice growing districts of coastal Andhra. They had 

been the victims of Agristic serfdom, where they are forced to take loans from their 

employer-landlord with no hope of repaying it in full. They become tied to the soil.2 

 They carry out their traditional occupations- weaving for the Mala community 

and leather- work for the Madiga community, based on primitive modes of 

production. For the Malas rule weaving lasts for eight months a year; during the 

remaining months they are involved in reaping and stocking crops. Each Mala family 

was bound to work (weaving) for one Sudra community for various socio economic 

reasons. They were supposed to get the requisite amount of cotton themselves, and 

women did the spinning at low wages.3 

In the same way, “the Madigas were attached to one or more families of ryots , 

and were entitled to the dead animals of their houses. In return they supplied sandals, 

leather belts, water buckets, etc, and all necessary help in agriculture. These people 

have to find the requisite leather himself. This process continues among the Madigas 

till the present day.4 The dead skin was used in covering the rude drums, which were 

largely used during Hindu-festivals. The madigas beat the drums in honor of the deity; 

they often got drunk, quarreled and were unclean.  
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Commercialization of Agriculture and its impact 

 

The commercialization of agriculture and the emergence of new towns with 

new industries destroyed their economic system and forced them to migrate from their 

native village to the urban centers. Their condition was miserable under colonial rule 

due to the introduction of cotton spinning mills and the new leather technology that 

weakened their traditional life style; besides when famine occurred it affected the 

lower caste people. They were village servants who had no access to land or office, 

and survived on Agristic wages. “The land lords became rich by themselves by 

appropriating common 1ands. Compelled landless laborers by means of economic 

compulsion” and exploited5 them. Marx traced this degeneration of Indian society to 

the caste based village community with its combination of agriculture and handicrafts, 

the absence of division of labor and commodity production, Agristic s1avery, 

immobility of labor occupations, semi serfdom, and iso1ation.6  

 

Their Religion:- 

 

 These communities followed traditional Hindu religion, these communities 

had their own community deities as well; Malas worshipped Gurappa, Subbarayudu, 

Gunnathadu, Sankullamma, Poleramma etc.7 The Madigas worshipped Kattamma, 

Kattapa, Dandumuri, Muneeswara and other deities.8 The missionaries were well 

aware of the caste distinctions in Indian society, where people were respected or 

despised according to their caste, and not by need and ability.9** The outcastes lived 

outside the mainstream of society. Missionaries naturally availed this opportunity and 

started to work with less fortunate ones who were likely to pay attention to what they 

had to say.10** 

 

Reform Movements 

  

The traditional conditions preserved the hegemony of the upper caste people; 

at the same time efforts were carried out for the rectification of higher society by the 

social reformers like Kandukuri Veeresalingam. Raghupathi Venkataratnam Naidu, 

Gurajada Apparao, Chilakamarthi Laxmi Narasimham Panthulu and Tanguturi 

Prakasam Pnatuluwho were mostly influenced by western thoughts. Through their 
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writings and preachings they worked for social regeneration, making it an integral 

part of their political awakening. The reforms centered on the issues of women within 

the patriarchal society and included elite institutional problems and their regeneration. 

Kandukuri Veerasalingam was the pioneer among them.   

 

Self respect movement 

 

The first quarter of the twentieth century witnessed the emergence of the non-

Brahmin movement with the objective of ‘Self-Respect’ that sought for higher status 

within the social ladder and launched an offensive against Bramhinical hegemony. 

The Sudra communities like Kamma, Reddy and Velama, joined these movements 

under the banner of the ‘Justice Party’. These people questioned the scriptural 

interpretations of Bramhinical authority, and their monopoly over the society in 

Andhra. However, these movements did not try to find any alternative solution against 

the hierarchical Hindu caste society. They ignored the problems of the untouchables 

and sought to imitate the Sanskritic culture. M. N. Srinivas defined it as the process of 

Sanskritisation in colonial India.14 Urbanization and industrialization had a deep 

impact on the traditional culture including folklore; it created great confusion for 

several communities and caste groups. This process led to upward mobility, which 

had been analyzed by M.N. Srinivas as the process of Sanskritisation.15 

 

Impact of Missionary Activities and the depressed 

  

On the other side, that the Christian missionary activities were aimed at 

converting the so-called depressed classes and Tribal communities, even as the 

dominant social groups exploited them through their economic and cultural 

superiority16, even the implementation of state measures like agrarian legislation and 

the fixation of minimum wages had never articulated the process of social mobility 

among the depressed castes in India.17 The government encouraged a variety of ways 

including grants of land on ‘Darakhast’ which means Land granted to these 

communities at a nominal cost, more frequently, during the early period colonial rule.  

 

Newspapers like Seshilekha, Andhra Patrica etc, reported the news and upper 

caste views on the on the question of ‘Darakhast, that they would find it difficult to 
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get coolies, for cultivation, if Panchama are influenced by the missionaries.11 Though 

there was stiff resistance by the upper classes against granting of ‘Darakhast’, through 

evangelical activities, western education, western ideas, and missionary activities, 

Untouchables got help and support of the government.  

This alarmed Hindu revivalists like K.Veerashalingam, Raghupathi 

Venkataratnam Naidu and others. At the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century’s a number of social evils like corruption, extravagance, and superstitions 

infected traditional society, child marriages were frequent, widowhood, Sati and 

Untouchabiltiy were prevalent all over colonial Andhra.  Raghupathi Venkata 

Rattnam Naidu stood for social purity centered on ‘Nautch’ problem in Andhra. His 

view somewhat were contrast from his practices. If you look in to his views on the 

question of “Untouchability” it indicates the acceptance of socia1 inequality and in 

humanistic nature of the society one has to look into his views that. As he says that 

“According to the law of love, wealth is a holy trust in the hands of the rich for the 

benefit of the poor” And when he wrote about inequality, he said that, “God acts as 

the propelling and combining force in both patient and doctor, just such is the 

relationship likewise, between the teacher and people, the giver and taker, the master 

and the servant the high and low and so on...12 This shows that the entire socio 

religious reform movement was rigid on vulnerable societies and flexible in 

association with the elite societies. The Andhra middle class intelligentsia critiqued 

the tradition, based on the morality of the Indian society, where it accepted the system 

of hierarchy and Untouchabiltiy and  justified them where the adjective 'fluid' could 

be applied to the Hindu caste system with much appropriation. The objective 

‘fluidity’ could be observed among the upper castes but not among the Untouchables. 

A fluid takes the shape of the vessel within which it is contained but does not alter in 

volume or quantity. It is this fluidity, which gives Hinduism, and its caste system, 

their strength that has ensured and will ensure their survival.13  

 

Adi-Andhra Reform Movement 

 

The first quarter of the twentieth century could be noted as a significant 

transformation period for the untouchable communities all over south India and 

particularly in Andhra where they encountered the Aryan Hindu scripture- based 

society. The "Non-Aryan Theory had been developed and sought a new place in 
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society. They applied the concept of ‘Adi’ to represent their own communities, the 

term Adi indicates as the ‘First Born’ or ‘Original Inhabitants’ of that region or the 

original sons of the soil.18 In other words, the prefix, Adi denoted that they were 

vanquished by the Aryan nomads.     

 To counter the ‘Adi’ concept, the Brahmins gave a new name to the 

untouchables, ‘Panchama’, which was in use till the third decade of this century. Even 

Gandhi used it in his Young India for a long time, where the idea of ‘Panchama’ 

justified the age-long evil tradition of the Hindu society that had thrown the 

untouchables into the hell of caste bias since unknown antiquity.  The enlightened and 

self respected among the untouchables protested against the using the term 

‘Panchama’ and even compelled the government to issue orders against this usage,19 

and forbidding the use of the terms, Panchama and Pariah.20  

The concept of ‘Adi’ as an ideology indicated their assertion of equal rights, 

humanity and citizenship with members of the superior castes. They demanded the 

Government to improve their conditions. This was followed by an agitation for a 

change of name. It is important to note that  50,000 people from two districts renamed 

themselves as ‘Adi-Andhras’ .The other communities continued to address them as 

‘Panchamas’ or by the traditional caste name in Krishna and Guntur districts where 

there had been great addition to the Christian Population. As a result of conversion 

there was a marked fall in the number of Malas in Guntur and Kurnool  as they 

became Christians.21 

The Adi-Andhra movement was the only movement that denounced scriptural 

authority, questioned the importance of tradition in Indian history, and developed a 

counter ideology against the upper caste hegemony by claiming themselves as the first 

born or original inhabitants. This period witnessed the growth of consciousness 

among untouchable communities.  

The intellectual activities of Untouchables can be traced back from the 

activities of Madari Bhagya Reddy Varma (1888-1939) who founded an organization, 

which was called the Jaganmitra Mandali.22 At that time evils like Devadasi (Nautch), 

beef eating, drinking liquor etc were prevalent among Untouchable communities. 

Jagan Mitra Mandali organised the Harikatha, Preethi-Bojan, Bhajan-Mandal 

programs, to mobilize these untouchables by reforming them. No doubt Madari 

Bhagya Reddy Varma bagged credit for reforming the untouchable society. But he 

followed the initiative only in name but in practice retained his focus on the 
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distinctiveness of his own caste. But he  became well known as  a depressed class 

leader. Arigay Ramaswamy (1875) a railway employee had a  broader perception of 

untouchable issues. He was the pioneer in Secundarabad of the idea developed in 

Madras that the depressed classes or panchamas  as they were officially known in 

Madras, were the original inhabitants of the country and as such deserved respect 

rather than being treated as untouchables. In 1922 Ramaswamy started an Adi-Hindu 

Jatiyonnati Sabha. This was in effect a Mala caste association but gradually included 

the Madigas who had a lower status[Simon Charsley; EPW- Dec, 28-2002]. He 

worked for reform of caste customs in accordance with the values of reformist 

Hinduism of the time. His activities remained localized, and even these leaders could 

not escape from the stigma of caste system.   

Madari Adiyya, P R Venkataswamy [1908] and others in Telangana and the 

Hyderabad regions also strove for the regeneration of untouchable communities and 

stressed on education, service, etc. They denounced the Devadasi system and use of 

intoxicating drinks and sought for an alternative path that tended to adopt Buddhist 

principles. They also celebrated Buddha Jayanthi as a symbol of Buddhism.23  

 

CONCLUSION 

It is true that western thought had its significant impact in Andhra. The ideas 

of ‘Rationality and Modernity’ created its own space in all sections of colonial 

Andhra. But it could be observed that these ideas developed a kind of conflict, and 

contradiction between the elitist and the untouchable reform movements. This can be 

observed from the fact that the entire elitist reform/revivalist movements concentrated 

around two things- institutional problems especially issues regarding women 

problems [in early reform period] and regeneration/rectification of the social evils 

which became an integral part of their political awakening in later phases. 

It may be inferred that the elitist reform movements sought a slight 

modification without breaking the social structure. In the process modernizing they 

ensured their domination over the society. For instance the pioneer of the Andhra 

revival movement Raghupathi Venkataratnam Naidu openly accepted the concept of 

inequality and he even applied divinity to it without any hesitation. Thus, we can say 

that the elitist reform movement was restricted by tradition. The term ‘fluidity’ can  

be applied to this age long system and to the elite people, since ‘fluid’ takes the shape 

of the vessel within which it is kept but does not alter its volume or its quantity.  
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In other words the elite people were flexible within their own caste structure 

but they were rigid towards the lower castes. Thus they always secured and preserved 

their position in society. On the other hand the missionaries were well aware that 

Indian society was caste ridden. The evangelicals thus got the opportunity to provide 

an ideological berth for the marginalized communities which further led to the 

destruction of the popular cultural base. 

The Sudra communities like Kamma, Reddy, Velama etc questioned the 

sanctions of scriptural Bramhinical Authority over the society, but they too were 

bound by the caste structure and ignored the real low caste issues. They did not give 

real support to the depressed classes. They aimed to rectify the evils practiced in 

society based on notions of modernity but in reality they merely consolidated their 

hegemony within the social structure.  

When it comes to the depressed classes, the contradiction can be seen in the 

two terms, ‘Adi-Andhra’ and ‘Panchama’. For the Marginalized, the character of the 

ideology of caste was dual in nature, consolidation of their social position by the 

upper castes and attempts to transform society based on egalitarian principles. In fact 

the movement had a special significance in Andhra. It leads to the development of the 

‘Non-Aryan’ theory consequently the ‘Adi’ concept came in to the forefront. 

         Though the Adi-Andhra‘s internal reform movement was reflected in promotion 

of education, cleanliness, hygiene, and giving up beef eating etc, it did not wage a 

militant struggle to promote the wellbeing of the untouchables .The movement 

suffered with many internal problems such as differences of caste identity between 

Mala and Madiga communities, socio economic and regional differences, inherent 

attitudinal problems, slavish mind set, suspicious nature, greed, lack of leadership, 

motivation etc. Nevertheless this was the only movement that denounced the 

scriptural authority and questioned the Indian tradition and developed counter 

ideologies against the upper castes, and sought for an alternative society by claiming 

them to be the original sons of the soil. 
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