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LEADING DALIT COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH INDIA-THEIR ORIGIN
AND STATUS —A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

INTRODUCTION:
The practice of
collecting data on
caste in the Census
was in vogue till
1931. The Census
Reports of the years
1911, 1921, 1931,
1941. 1951 and 1961
listed forty major
Hindu castes. In the
year 1964, the
Government had rec-
ognized 120 castes as
eligible for special
treatment. Of these,
six castes, Chakkiliya,
Kurava, Nayadi, Palla,
Paraiya and Valluva,
received special
treatment. These six
castes are found in all
parts of the Tamil
Nadu.

Paraiyas
The ‘Paraiyas’ of
Tamil Nadu, who

form a sizeable
portion of the Tamil
society. They were
the typical represen
tatives of the Dep-
ressed Classes in the

South. It is from their caste name that the word
‘Paraiya’l meaning an ‘Outcaste’ has been coined
and added to the English language. ‘Paraiyas’

ABSTRACT

The modern concept of Dalits —the sum total of
untouchable castes .They constitute 18 percent of the
total population of India, peculiarly enough , are
treated as social untouchables for over a period of two
thousand years. The word Dalit is a Sanskrit form of the
‘broken’ or ‘split’ from ascender. .The word, ‘Dalit’ in
Marathi means ‘poor’ and ‘downtrodden’ They are
known by different names at different stages in South
India. They are at the lowest rung in the social hierarchy
of the South Indian Society. Until the dawn of modern
era , neither the civil leadership nor the government
came forward to do anything for the wellbeing of the
Dalits .They were identified on the basis of
untouchability and exactly enumerated. Their
population in the erstwhile Madras Presidency was
15.5%. This paper is an attempt to trace their origin, and
their status in the past and present in South India. In this
endeavor, the leading Dalit communities in South India
are focused.

Key Words: Paraiyas, Valluvas, Chakkilias, Pallas,
Madigas, Malas, Holeyas, Pulayas.
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Nandanam Chennai, Tamil Nadu. He has Completed
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form a distinct caste
with a number of
sub- castes. They
have their own rules,
caste headmen and
Panchayats. They
guard their tradi-
tions and usages.
“They are, equally
with the higher
castes, filled with
that compound of
pride of birth,
exclusiveness and
jealousy called caste
feeling.”

Various roots are
attributed to its
origin of the word,
Paraiya. . One view
is that ‘Paraiya’ is
derived from the
root word ‘Parai’
which means a kind
of drum, The ‘paraiy-
as’ are considered
traditional drum
heaters. Some scho-
lars raise objection
to this derivation .
‘Paraiyas’ act as
drum-beaters only

on occasions like festivals, marriages and

funerals of high caste Hindus, but they normally
engage themselves as cobblers, weavers and as
cultivators. In Kannada also the word ‘Parai’
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means drum, but the Depressed Classes in
Karnataka are not called ‘Paraiyas’. Instead, they
are called as ‘Holeyas’. In Tamil Nadu, Paraiyas’
are not the only drum- beaters, the barbers too
act as drummers on festive occasions. In certain
areas of Tamil Nadu, there is a separate caste
called Melakkaran whose profession is beating a
drum called, Melam. One of the Gods of the
Tamils, Siva, is said to play a kind of drum called
‘Utukkai’ while his first devotee, ‘Nanti’ is an
expert player of a type of drum called Mattalam.
But the Lord or the Nanti is not regarded as
Paraiyas.“It seems in the highest degree
improbable that a large and at one time powerful
community should owe its name to an occasional
occupation, which one of its divisions shares with
other castes™’

Only once does the word ‘Paraiya’ occur
in Sangarn literature.’ It is found often in the
inscriptions of the Cholas of the Eleventh and
Twelfth Centuries A.D.° In ancient Tamil
literature, the beaters of battle drums are called
Valluvas’® and ‘Pulaiyas’.’Pulaiyas are also
described as drum- beaters during funeral
processions. The drum which is used on such
occasions is called ‘Capparai’ meaning funeral
drum. The word ‘Paraiya’ must have first been
applied only to those Pulaiyas who beat drums
during funeral processions.”’

Later, the word came to be applied to all
Pulaiyas. The word ‘Paraiya’ is derived according
to some scholars from the word ‘Paraiyar’ which
denoted a line of Chera Kings, according to
‘Pathitruppattu’, a Sangam Classic. The
descendants of the Chera Kings, Peruncera
liumporai and Kutakko llanceralirurnporai *°, who
were defeated by Cholas, were called Paraiyas.
Another view is that the ‘Paraiyas’ were the
Nagas of Sri Lanka who were conquered by a
Chola King and brought as captives to work in the
construction of the banks of the river Kaveri." The
Tiyas, a Depressed Class of Kerala, are also
regarded as a branch of the Nagas.” In the Tamil
Ramayana, Lanka is mentioned as the town of the
Paraiyas.” These are mere surmises from which

no categorical conclusions can be deduced.

Another root for the word ‘Paraiya’ is the
word, ‘Para’ which means rock." Here, the term
‘Paraiyas’ denotes a hill people. The contention
is that originally the ‘Paraiyas’ inhabited the hill
tracts and later on came to the plains. Thisis an
unconvincing argument because in the ancient
Sangam literature of the Tamils, the Paraiyars of
Tamil Nadu are described as one of the tribes
inhabiting the Mullai region, ** which is situated
between the hills and the plains, and they are
mentioned as weavers and cultivators and not
asamountain people.

Paraiyan is also designated as the
original owner or ruler of the land.” In this
context the word, ‘Par’ which means earth or
land is taken as the root. The argument is that
the ‘Paraiyas’ were the original owners and
rulers of the Tamil region and that when they
were conqguered, their lands were confiscated
from them and they were subjected to slavery.

The term ‘Paraiyan’ is derived by some
from the Sanskrit word

‘Para’ which means foreign. Those who
were foreign to their culture were denoted as
‘Paraiyar’ by the Brahrnins.” The term ‘Paraiyar’
indicated those who spoke ill of the Brahmins.18
It is said that those who ridiculed the Brahmins
were condemned and oppressed and
segregated by the Brahrnins when they became
predominant in the Tamil society.”

The term ‘Paraiyar’ could also have
originated from the term ‘Palaiyar’ meaning
ancient people. It is probable that the ancient
people of the Tamil region, Palaiyars, came to be
called ‘Paraiyars’ by the passage of time. Even
to-day a tribe called ‘Palaiyar’ is to be found in
the Palani Hills of Tamil Nadu.” But they are not
related to the Paraiyars of the plains.

The notable difference between
Palaiyars and Paraiyars is that the former abstain
from beef eating while the latter relish it. The
Palaiyars are not Untouchables, whereas the
Paraiyarsare an Untouchable Depressed Class.

Though explanations concerning the

Available online at www.Isrj.in

2



LEADING DALIT COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH INDIA-THEIR ORIGIN AND STATUS —A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

origin of the Paraiyars are many and varied, each
contains some element of truth. The term,
‘Paraiyar’ indicating a drum-beater may be taken
as aplausible explanation. But the term ‘Paraiyar’
was not popular during the Sangam age. It was
only during the reign of the Imperial Cholas that
this term became popular. The segregation of the
‘Paraiyas’ was done during this period. During
this time the Brahmins were pre-eminent in the
society. The term, ‘Paraiyar’ was used derisively
by the Brahmins and Brahniinised Hindus to
indicate those who were foreign to the
Brahmanic culture. Though the original Tamil
word, ‘Paraiya’ seems to have been derived from
the word ‘Parai’ meaning drum, later on the term
came to connote those ‘outcastes’ who were
foreign to the Brahmanic culture.

There are many legends regarding the
origin of the ‘Paraiyas’ and in each some element
of truth is discernible. It is inferred from these
legends that the ‘Paraiyas’ were once priests in
the temples of Siva like the Brahmins and that
their beef-eating habit reduced them to lower
status. In the past, priests used to offer meat to
Gods and Goddesses. In Tirumurukatruppadai, a
Sangarn classic, mention is made of sacrificing a
goat to Lord Muruga and offering its flesh to
Him.” Itis said, in Periyapuranam that Kannappar,
a devotee of Siva, offered the meat of pigs to
God.” Itis probable that the ‘Paraiyas’ were once
priests and when animal sacrifice was
discontinued, the Brahmins could have usurped
their place.

Valluvas

Valluvas are actually a section of the
Paraiyas. In the ancient Tamil society, they
enjoyed the status of priests. This is attested to by
literary and Inscriptional evidences. In the Census
Reportof 1891, H.A.. Stuart says that the Valluvas
were priests to the Pallava Kings before the
coming of the Brahmins and continued to be so
for sometime even after their coming.”

At present, Valluvas act as priests at the
ceremonies of Paraiyas, Chakkilias and other

Depressed Classes. They are erudite scholars in
Tamil literature and are noted for their skill in
casting horoscopes and foretelling the future.
They have great skill in surgery and act as rural
doctors. Tiruvalluvar, the author of Tirukkural, is
considered a Valluva by caste, The legend that
Tiruvalluvar was born of a Brahmin father and a
Paraiya or Puaiya mother was a concocted story.
In the earlier editions of Tirukkural this story
does not find place. But it is found in later
editions.”

The Valluvas occupied the pride of place
in the ancient Tamil society. Tivakara Nikantu, a
Dictionary of the Eleventh Century, mentions
the Valluvas as royal priests who performed
funeral obligations in the king’s household.* The
enviable position held by the Valluvas in the
ancient Tamil Society is brought to light by the
post-Sangam classic.” When the Brahmin
priests replaced them, the status of the Valluvas
began to deteriorate. Their efforts to regain
their lost position were thwarted by the
Brahmins who had the patronage of the kings. It
was in anger that the Valluvas set adrift the
rumour that it is an ill-omen to see a single
Brahmin on one’s way. This is believed by many
even now. The Valluvas and their Paraiya
followers began to shun the presence of
Brahmins in their villages. Even now if, by
chance, a Brahmin enters a Paraicheri, the
Paraiya women sprinkle cowdung water on the
spot touched by the feet of the Brahmin to
cleanseit.”’

Chakkilias

The Chakkilians found in Tarnil Nadu are
not natives of the soil. They migrated to the
Tamil region from Andhra Desa and Mysore
State. This is deduced from the fact that they
speak either Telugu or K.annada. It is not known
as to when this migration took place. Mention of
Chakkilian Kuntil (plot of the Chakidlian) is made
inaninscription of the Chola period (1030 A.D.)*
Madigas, the counterparts of the Chakkilias in
Karnataka, claim that they are the children of
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Matangi.” The Chakkilias of Tamil Nadu are not
sure of their origin. The Chakkilias seem to be one
of the ancient inhabitants of the Dravida Country.
Theyare asancient as the Paraiyas.

It is said that the Matangas, who were
conquered by the Western Chalukya King
Mangalesa (567-610 A.D), were the progenitors
of Madigas.” According to H.A. Stuart, they
belonged to a ruling dynasty called Matanga.* It
is known that the Chakkilias, similar to the
Paraiyas, were an ancient tribe who were
subjugated as Untouchables by the Brahmins and
other high caste Hindus because of their beef-
eating habit.

Pallas

The degree of untouchability of the Pallas
is next to that of the Paraiyas. The ‘Pallas’ form an
important segment of the village society because
they form the bulk of agricultural labourers. They
are good at cultivating paddy. Their womenfolk
are good at planting and weeding paddy. They
seem to have been good at this work even from
the Sarigm Age. In support of this view there are
many references to women of the last class,
namely Kataiciyar.”> The Pallas are also denoted
by the title Kataiyar.” The ancient heroic tribes
called Mallas described in Sangam classics were
probably the ancestors of the Pallas.

The word ‘Pallam’ in Tamil means a pit or
low-lying region. Since paddy fields are found in
low-lying areas and since the Pallas are usually
engaged in the cultivation of paddy, the name
‘Pallan’ could have been derived from the word,
‘Pallam™* This explanation is not satisfactory.
The ‘Pallas’ and ‘Pallis’ (Padaiyatchi or Vannia
Kula Kshatriyas) considered themselves
descendants of Pallavas who once ruled over
Andhra and Tamil regions. They assume the title
of Muppan (elderly person), Kutumpan and
Mannti. The latter may he a corruption of the
word Manradi, a title borne by Pallava (Kurumba)
people. Thus the Pallas are considered the
descendants of the old Pallavas.™

In Tamil lexicons, the Pallavas are

classified as outcastes. It is probable that after
the defeat of the Pallavas by the Imperial Cholas,
the remnants of the former were reduced to
slavery by the kings and their Vellala nobles. Itis
said that one Adandra Chola brought a large
number of Vellalas from the Tulu country and
made them clear the forests in Tondaiman-
dalam and with their help suppressed the
Kurumpas.

A large number of the Kurumpas were
killed by the Vellalas by treachery and the
surviving ones were enslaved as agricultural
labourers.” In recognition of this achievement,
the Chola King honoured the Vellalas by
conferring on them the title, ‘Mutali’. There is
not much historical truth in these traditional
lores. But it may be inferred that the Kurumpas,
who were the remnants of the Pallavas, were
enslaved by the Chola kings in the remote past.
J.H. Nelson is of the opinion that the Vellalas,
after having suppressed and enslaved the
Kurumpas at that the end of the Ninth or the
beginning of the Tenth Century A.D. colonized
Tondairnandalam.”

The higher class Pallavas who accepted
Chola sovereignty and joined the Chola army
were called Pallis or Pataiyatchis.

The low class Pallavas who were reduced
to slavery came to be known as Pallas. Professor
Oppert is of the opinion that the Pallas and Pallis
represent the ancient inhabitants of the
mountains in South India. Those who continued
to live in the mountains were called Mallas,
Malas and Mahars, and those who came down
to the plains came to be known as Pallas,
Pahlavas, Pallavas, Bhillae, Bhilaand Ballalas.

The Pallas call themselves Devendra
Kulattar (descendants of Indra, Lord of Devas). A
medieval inscription connects the Kutumpas, a
branch of Pallas, with the Pandyan Kings. *

All traditions connected with the origin
of the Pallas bore out the fact that they were an
ancientcommunity of Tarnil Nadu, and that they
were owners of land and cultivators of wet land.
The Pallas are a well- organised community and
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they are sub-divided into a number of sub- sects.
The antiquity of this community is
understandable from several factors including
the performance of buffalo sacrifice.”® The
depressed state in which this community is found
now may be explained by its failure to adapt itself
to the culture of the Aryanised groups of Tamil
society.

Madigas

The Madigas are distributed throughout
Mysore region but 88 percent of this caste is
found in Mysore, Bangalore, Kolar and Tumkur
districts. According to the 1921 Census, they
numbered 2,96, 821. H.A. Stuart, writing in the
Madras Census Report of 1891 says: “ Formerly a
Matanga dynasty was in Canarese Country and
the Madigas are believed by some to be the
descendants of people who were once a ruling
race.””

The Madigas themselves have no
traditions of any connection with a ruling race
and the conjecture may be due to a mere
similarity of names and to the belief that, being
aboriginal, they might .have ruled the country at
some remote past. It is viewed that a Western
Chalukya King Mangalesa (567-6 10 A.D.)
conquered Mantangas, but it is surmised that
they were a hill tribe and the forefathers of the
Madigas."

Madigas consider them as the children of
Matangi. Matangi is a Sanskrit name for Kali and it
is possible that the Madigas once played a
significant part in the worship of the Goddess.
The employment of Chakkiliya and Madiga
women in Sakti worship adds colour to this
supposition. The Matangas and the Kalachchuris
are mentioned in connection with Mangalesa
who was the younger brother and successor of
Keertivaraman |, whose reign lasted from 567-
611 A.D. Of the Matangas, nothing is known
except the mention of them.*” Matanga means a
Chandala, a man of the lowest caste, an outcaste,
a kirata, mountaineer, a barbarian. The Madigas
usually call themselves Matangi Makkalu or

children of Matangi or Durga, who is their
Goddess. It is probable that the Matangas were
an aboriginal race of little importance to have
left any record of themselves. The tutelary deity
of the Madigas is Mathamma or Matangi who is
said to he worshipped by the Komuttis under
the name of Kanyapararneswari.”

Madigas speak Kannada or Telugu
according to the locality they live in. The
Kannada Madigas do not inter-marry with the
Telugu Madigas who are leather-workers. They
follow a primitive way of tanning and preparing
leather.

The Madigas are the lowest caste and
they live apart in quarters outside the village.
They are not permitted to use the common well
and they have their own barbers and
washermen. A Madiga should not approach a
Brahmin within a distance of about twenty
paces. Any Brahmin who has been touched by a
Madiga must purify himself by bathing and
washing all his clothes and by changing the
sacred thread. The Brahmins are not allowed to
enter the living quarters of the Madigas. The
Madigas are more primitive than Holeyas and
they differ considerably in outward appearance
fromthe higher castes.

Other Dalit Communities of the Region

Similar to the Paraiyas of Tamil districts,
the Holeyas of Mysore and Malas of Andhra are
good agricultural labourers. They are regarded
as a less-civilized Class of the same race that was
inhabiting the country from time immemorial.
This is attested to by researchers in
anthropometry and ethnology. These
Untouchables segregated themselves and
avoided the Brahmins. The practice of the
Holeyas shunning the entry of Brahmins into
their villages is cited in support of this theory.42
The Untouchables of the Kanarese region are
called Holeyas. The Holeyas act as priests of
village Goddesses.43 The Malas of the Andhra
region are the custodians of the Goddess Gowri,
and Nandi and Ganesa.” The Malas are
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equivalent to the Paraiyas of Tamil Districts. A
major group of the Depressed Classes in the
Malabar region is the Pulaya, widespread
throughout the present-day Kerala.

That some of the Depressed Classes were
of much use to the society is evident from the fact
that the Holeyas in Mysore decided the boundary
of disputes.” The Komuttis (Merchants) and
Kammalas (Blacksmiths) invited the Madigas and
Vettiyans (grave-diggers) at the time of
marriages, and if the invitees were not satisfied
with the reception, they had the right to cut down
the plantain trunks in the marriage pandal (shed).
This practice refers to the recognition of the
lordship of the soil in bygone days by these
Depressed Classes.*

To conclude, these Dalit communities of
the various States of the South India once
enjoyed a status of privileged class especially
prior to the advent of the Brahmins who replaced
them in all their key position. For instance, the
influence of the Brahins in the royal court
diminished the status enjoyed by the Valluvas
who were also luminaries in astrology. Hence the
arrival of the Brahmins and their preponderance
in all spheres of public activities placed the
position of the Dalits in lower position and they
became a toiling and moiling class. However
their services to the society are not negligible and
their contribution to the elevation of the society
isimmense even though their own society is not
improved much

End Notes

1. Caldwell, A Comparative Grammar of the
.Dravidian or South Indian Family of Languages,
London, 1913, pp.545-46.

2. Sivashanmugarn Pillai, J., History of the Adi
Dravidas, Methodist Publishing House, Madras,
1925, p.25.

3.Purarm.V.335.

4. South Indian Inscriptions (S.I.1.) , Vol.ll. No.5,
pp.55-56;S.1.I1. Vol.VIl, No.794,p.403.

5. Swaminathaier, (ed.), Perunkatai, p.318.

6. Natrinai, 77; 1-2, Purarn, 287 ; 1-3.

7. Swaminathaier, (ed.), Perunkatai, Line 159, p.
316.

8.Perumal Pillai, A., Adi-Dravidar Varalaru,
(Tamil), Victoria Press, Madras, 1922, p.65.

9. Pathitruppattu, 8,9.

10. PerurnalPillai, A., op.cit., p.66.

11. Srinivasa lyengar, M., Tamil Studies,
Guardian Press, Madras, 1914, p.403.

12. Arunachala Kavirayar, Ramanatakam
SundaraKandam, Song 11:4, p.176.

13.Gastava Oppert, On The Original Inhabitants
of Bharata Varsa (or) India, Oriental
Publications, Delhi, 1972, p.60.

14. Puram, V.335

15. Rajah, M.C.,The Oppressed Hindus, Auxillery
Press, Madras, 1922,1922, p.31.

16.Pandit  Ayyothi Doss ,C., India Desathil
Vakuttulla Nutana Jatikalin Urpathikal(Tamil),
Origin of the New Castes in India0 Madras, 1935,
pp.6-7

17.1bid.

18. Edgar Thurston, Castes and Tribes of South
India, , Vol.IV, Madras, 1909, p.461.
46.Thiruinurukatruppadi11:218,232, 233.
19.Periyapuranam: Kannappa Nayanar
Puranam, V. 150.

20.Edgar Thurston, op.cit.,
1909, p.82.

21.Tamizhan, Vol.ll,,No.4,8 July 1908, p.1.

22. Tivakara Nikantu, Il Makkal Peyar Tokupu,
(List of Persons Name), p.29.

23.Swarninathier, Perunkatai, lines 30-40,
p.318.

24.Edgar Thurston, op.cit., Vol VI, p.88.
25.S.1.1.,Vol.lll, No.67,p.36.

26. Ibid.

27. 1bid.

28.1bid., p.131.

29. Kandiah Pillai, N.C., Tennintiya Kulankalaum
Kudikalum, Madras, 1958, p.15.

58. Ibid.

30. Edgar Thurston, op.cit., Vol. IV, p.473.

31. Ibid.

32. Nelson, JH., Madura Manual, Part I,
Government of Madras, Madras, 1868, p.58.

Vol.V1,Madras,

Available online at www.Isrj.in



LEADING DALIT COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH INDIA-THEIR ORIGIN AND STATUS —A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

33.  .lbid., p.29.

34.A.R.E.,N0.588, 1926.

35. Edgar Thurston, op.cit., Vol. IV. p.485.
36.Stuart, H.A., Madras Census Report, 1881,
p.1302.

37. Bijapur District Gazetteer, Vol.XXIlI,
Government Press, Bombay, 1884, p.381.

38. John Faithfull Pleet, Dynasties of the Kanarese
Districts of the Bombay Presidency, Government
Central Press, Bombay, 1884, pp.3-12

39..Edgar Thurston, op.cit., Vol.1V, p.303.
40..Sivashanrnugam Pillai, J., op.cit., p.13.
41.Anandakrishna lyer, L.K., Cochin Castes and
Tribes, New Delhi, 1981, pp.81-82.

42 .Edgar Thurston, op.cit., Vol.VI, p.82.
43.Census Report of India, Madras, 1921, p.158.
44.1bid., p. 159.

A

Available online at www.lsrj.in



Publish Research Article

International Level Multidisciplinary Research Journal

For All Subjects

Dear Sir/Mam,

We invite unpublished Research Paper,Summary of Research

Project,Theses,Books and Book Review for publication,you will be pleased to
know that our journals are

*

Associated and Indexed,India

International Scientific Journal Consortium

* OPEN J-GATE

Associated and Indexed,USA

Google Scholar
EBSCO
DOAJ
Index Copernicus
Publication Index
Academic Journal Database
Contemporary Research Index
Academic Paper Databse
Digital Journals Database
Current Index to Scholarly Journals
Elite Scientific Journal Archive
Directory Of Academic Resources
Scholar Journal Index
Recent Science Index
Scientific Resources Database
Directory Of Research Journal Indexing
Indian Streams Research Journal
258/34 Raviwar Peth Solapur-413005,Maharashtra
Contact-9595359435

E-Mail-ayisrj@yahoo.in/ayisrj2011@gmail.com
Website : www.isrj.org




