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SWAMI'S DIALOGUE 

When people were assembling to discuss the 
opening of a model school at Sivagiri, one of 
the inmates said: 

"People can achieve great thing~ if they 
come together" 

Swami : They cap if they join together. 

Inmate: Somebody once remarked that all the 
Englishmen would be drowned if all the Indians 
spat together. 

Swami : That is true, but the mouth becomes dry 
on seeing an Englishman. 
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THE UNIQUENESS OF SREE NARAYANA 

C. Achutha Menon 
(Former Chief Minister of Kerala) 

Sree Narayana was one of the greatest among the galaxy of Social reformers who ushered in the 
renaiseance period in modern Indian history. His name is not so well known as it ought to be even among 
Indians, not to speak of people outside India. even in modern Indian histories and histories of the freedom 
movement in In_dia, his name seldom finds mention. In the officially sponsored history of the Indian freedom 
movement written by such an eminent historian like Dr. Tarachand, Sree Narayana Guru and the 
movement sponsored and led by him are not dealt with. But for all that Sree Narayana was one of the 
greatest Indians who lived and worked during the latter half of the 19th century. His place is amonq such 
giants as Rama Mohan Roy, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, Vivekananda, Mahatma Phule Dayananda 
Saraswathi , Periyar Ramaswamy Naicker etc. 

Sree Narayana was born in 1B56 in a poor peasant family in Chempazhanthy, a village near the city of 
Trivandrum. The family belonged to the Ezhava caste (also called Thiyya in the northern part of Kerala) 
which was considered to be untouchable at that time. He was educated in the traditional way in his mother 
tongue Malayalam and Sanskrit. Later on he mastered tamil also by his own efforts. But he had never had 
the advantage of modern English education. This is one of the factors which marks him out from among 
other Indian renaiseance leaders. 

After reaching the period of adolescence his thirst for knowledge and enlightenment took him to 
various gurus both in Kerala and in Tamilnadu. He became a great scholar in Sanskrit, Tamil and 
malayalam, all three of which he could use with superb mastery and ease. He also delved deep into the 
works of Hindu philosophy and sat at the feet of revered gurus for acquiring the art of yoga. He thus became 
fully equipped mentally and emotionally for the life of a teacher and sanyasi which he became in later life. 

Narayana's parent arranged an early marriage for the young man, and he went through the rituals 
formally. But his mind was not in family life. It is said that he never cohabited with his wife even for a single 
day. 

He left home and began a career of wandering. Nobody could talk, least of all himself, what his 
destination was. He would walk for miles throughout the day, talking to all sorts of people on the way and 
reaching some place at the end of the day where he would find shelter in a friendly house, partake of the 
homely food and shelter they offer and take the night's rest there. next morning he would be gone. He spent 
many years like this wandering over most parts of old Travancore State and parts of distant Tamilnadu. 
During this period nobody could exactly tell where he was. It is said that he spent days and nights in deep 
meditation in sheltered caves, in the midst of deep forests . It is certain that he imbibed a deep love of nature 
and its beauty. This can be seen in the places he selected in after life for founding his temples and asrams, 
like Aruvippuram , Varkala Hills and Alwaye. It is also certain that his contact with people in all stations and 
walks of life deepend his knowledge of people , their spiritual and worldly problems, their innermost 
thoughts. 

It is after this period of what is called 'Avadhoota' state that he came and settled in a hut near the water 
falls in Aruvippuram a magnificiently beautiful site on the Karamana river about 10 kilometres from 
Trivandrum city. There it was that he performed the revolutionary act of installing an idol of Lord Shiva 
(Sivalingam i.e. the phallus in which form shiva is usually worshipped by hindus) on the night of Sivarathri 
day in 1 BBB. Revolutionary, because according to the caste rules of the Hindu, only persons belonging to 
the Brahman caste could perform acts of worship of God and installation of idols in temples. His was an act 
of Sacrilege in the eyes of Orthodox hindus belonging to the upper castes. They protested and asked what 
right Narayana Guru, as low caste, untouchable Ezhava, had to install the idol of Shiva. To which Narayana 
Guru coolly answered" I have installed an Ezhava Shiva". The sarcasm and inner meaning of the answer 
are unequalled in history. Firstly it meant, 'you high caste people need not quarrel with me because I have 
installed an Ezhava Shiva' . And secondly it meant that Shiva, that is God, had no caste and therefore could 
as well be an Ezhava. 
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The next important step in the life of Sree Narayana was the founding of the Sree Narayana Dhar­
ma Paripalana Yogam (SNDP YOGAM) in 1903. When fame began to gather round Sree Narayana, the 
foremost young men of the Ezhava Community began to gather around him. After Kumaran Assn the 
poet or even earlier came Dr. Palpu, a doctor in Mysore Health Service, one who was educatged in England 
and had a high job in Mysore. Then lots of others like K. Aiyappan, T.K. Madhavan, V.C. Kunhiraman, 
in fact the entire intellectual elite of the Ezhava community then joined him. With this team, the Guru 
decided to launch a great movement for social reform, including abolition of untouchability and caste. 
The great poet Kumaran Asan was the secretary of the organization for the first 17 years. The Yogam 
grew from strength to strength and became a great force in the transformatJion of this caste-ridden feudal 
society of Kerali:l. It played a great part in the famous Vaikom Satyagraph in 1924 for entry into roads 
passing by the side of the Hindu temple for all untouchables. It fought for equal electoral right for all com­
munities and a just share of jobs in Government service and political power. 

A small temple was built to house the idol and regul'ar pl)ojas and archanas began. Kumaran Asan, 
the great Malayalam Poet was the first priest to serve in this temple as a disciple of Sree Narayana. The 
fame of the temple spread far and wide and people from all parts of the land began to visit the temple. The 
Guru in course oftime founded inumerable temples throughout the length and breadth of Kerala. 

This was the first step in a great movement of social reform. Originally Ezhavas worshipped all sorts 
of tribal Gods who were outside the Hindu brothern and the Gods were propitiated by sacrifies of fowles, 
goasts etc. In their place the offerings of bananas, gur, sugar, milk rice etc. became the norm in this new 
temples, the tribal gods were replaced by Subrahmanya, Shiva, Devi etc. Sree Narayana insisted that to his 
temples, everybody should be freely admitted, including the parayas and pulayas. This was the first blow at 
the rigid caste exclusiveness of Hinduism. 

The central message of Sree Narayana Guru was the equality of all men irrespective of caste or creed 
"One caste, one religion, one God" was one of his most famous sayings. He saw the abolition of caste as 
the key to the renovation of Hindu SOCiety. This was a revolutionary message in his times. He had respect 
for all religions and preached tolerance and understanding. "The essence of all religions is one" he said 
and further that ",it does not matter what your religion is if you prove to be a good man". 

Christ said "Do unto others as you would they should do unto you". To the same effect, through 
couched in different terms is Narayana Gurus advice "Whatever you do for your own satisfactions should 
be of good to others" . 

Many more sayings of this kind can be quoted. But more than the sayings, it is the deeds, the entire 
life of Sree Narayana that stands out as a beacon of light, kindness and inspiration for generations to come. 

SWAMI'S DIALOGUES 

Talking to an inmate about Mahatmaji's speech at 
the Vaikom Satyagraha Swami said: 

"Is not Gandhiji saying that everything can succeed 
by penance?" 

Inmate: Yes. 
Swami: Why is the Satyagraha not succeeding? 
Inmate: It may be that the strength of the penance is 

deficient. Success is sure if it is true Satyagraha. 
Swami: 'Can everyone become a true Satyagrahi? Is 

it possible? 
Inmate: It is considered very difficult. 
Swami: Success should be assured if one is a true 

Satyagrahi. In that case there would be no need to blame 
the poor people who suffer and starve in the hot sun 
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NARAYANA GURU'S 

NINE-JEWELED HYMN IN PRAISE OF THE MOTHER 


Guru Nityachaifhanya Yathi 

1 

From one Supreme Self, having arisen 
a thousand tri-basic errors, such as desire for food, 
I have forgotten my real Self, 

and all ofa sudden my comprehension has totally fallen 
in the ocean ofmisery, and I wriggle in pain. 
o Mother, when will my comprehension be released 
that it can enter into the realm of transcendent nada 

and identify with the hub ofconsciousness 
that shines in its Self-effUlgent radiance 
and become cool again by merging so completely 
that there will not remain any trace of the tri-basic error. 

2 

Without having reality maya causes this phenomenal world, 
which is nothing but Knowledge. 
Apartfrom that there does not exist 
the wind, the rocky earth, nor the ocean, norfire, 
nay, not even the vacant sky. 
Everything is ofprimal Knowledge which is plain and simple. 
Even the scriptural injunctions ofsacrificial ritual have no reality. 
o Mother ofperfect awareness, sought after by all, 

may I ask this one grace ofyou 

which will make my Self never turn away 

from its true Being into negativity. 


3 

As in the beginning such knowledge originated that comes and changes, 
Seeing this, the inside became fickle and the outer organs restless. 
Thuswise comprehension goes dark in a thousand manners, 
and each idea coils up (as presentiment) 
and disappears in the indistinct depth ofmahas. 
Even when one experiences all these in several rounds, 
he does not come to that knowledge 
by which the wise one of immeasurable virtues 
comes to the unbroken bliss ofbeatitude 
and transforms into a bumblebee that resides in the lotus flower ofrealization 
and sips the honey ofPure Ecstasy. 
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4 

If carefully discerned, the wave is water, 

the snake is a rope, the pot is clay. 

It is even so with this world. 

If not critically discerned, everything is. 

Oh Mother, who bestows raja yoga, 

give occasion to worship your feet, 

which are truly the root ofall. 

Let this boon now come true; 

there is none but you to emancipate. 


5 

Oh Mother, the womb ofall scriptures, 

everything is enveloped by the design of the primal cause. 

This world is nothing but a confused clang 

of the water, wind andfire that enters 

in the performance ofyour lasya. 

Everything is a mere articulation. 

Nobody knows your Reality 

as it is wrapped in the sportive veil 

woven of the subtle threads ofcategories like time. 


6 

Oh Mother, you are the fish, the deer; 

you are the snake, the mountain, the bird, 

the earth, the river, the man and the woman; 

you are the heaven and the hell. 

Whatever is here manifested as name andform, 

and this very person here, whose prakrti 

has transformed into variegated forms, is also you. 

Oh Mother, who is none other than the supreme nada, 

look, everything is a grand drama. 


7 

Knowledge is the arrow I seek to shoot down the sin of nescience. 

My love for your lotus feet is the string. 

The tempered steel of this bow is my mind. 

The victorious one in me is that which always meditates on the Self. 

What is described as "sin" is that consciousness which is polluted by the ego-sense. 

Therefore even this gross and heavy body is mere consciousness. 

Oh Mother, granter of victory, 

By your grace everything will turn into consciousness. 
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8 

In the beginning, what remained only as pure existence 
has come to know itselfas cit (consciousness), 
and together turned into an eternal value. 
And there arose the inner organ which was conversant with these three, 
and from which came the seed ofnegativity 

in the form of the space and the wind 

causing the body with the senses nourished byfood, 

having before it aggregates ofsense objects. 

Thus comes into being the enjoyer ofthis world. 

Oh Mother, the secret ofall this is not known even to the great siddhas. 


9 

There is no reality to the elements such as earth. 
It's a mere superimposition. 
All these are the specific qualities ofKnowledge. 

And truly all that is in this universe is you, 

the glory ofwhich, who is there to know? 

That which is beyond the reach ofspeech 

and of the mind is the universal space 

which is filled by your glory. 

Oh Mother, there is no way ofpraising it adequately. 


SWAMI'S DIALOGUE. 

When Swami had installed an idol in a temple 
at Trivandrum, a scholar had doubts about whether 
the time was auspicious for such a function. He 
asked Swami:"In which sign is the auspicious time 
for the installation? 

Swami: Measure the shadow. 


The scholar did not understand him. Swami explained: 

"A horoscope is cast after the birth of the child. 

Birth does not take place according the pre-determined 

auspicious time. The installation is over. Now you can 

do your calculation. 
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Sree Narayana Guru 

and Social Revolution in India 


by P.K. Gopalakrishnan 

The Process of Social Revolution in India 
started with the great awakening of the Indian 
people, which is generally termed as National 
Renaissance. All the preconditions for the 
renaissance were created by the British rule in 
India. The English education, abolition of slavery, 
establishment of the rule of law and the 
introduction of colonial economy whereby India 
was brought within the fold of world capitalist 
economy were the factors which laid the 
infrastructure of India's renaissance. The British 
never wanted to go beyond these limits. But the 
natural results of these stops gave rise to the 
foundation of (1) an awakened middle class who 
heared for the first time about liberty, fratern ity and 
equality and the struggles fought for the 
achievement of these ends and (2) an 
administrative admosphere wherein the 
old-values could be challenged without attracting 
much hindrance from authorities. It was these two 
factors which facilitated the process of social 
revolution. 

Social Reform Movements 

Even a brief summary of the Social reform 
movements in India wil l take much space not 
commensurate with the relevance of this essay, 
but, it will be improper not to mention a few great 
names who contributed to the big changes that 
have taken place in India in the course of almost 
two centuries of social change. Ram Mohan Roy of 
Bengal the pioneer of social reforms, !swer 
Chandra Vidyasagar of Bengal itsel f, Dayananda 
Saraswathi of Northern India, Mahatme Jotiba 
Phul and Mahadeva Govinda Ranade of 
Mabarashtra and finally Swami Vivekananda ­
these are only a few in the galaxy of social 
reformers of India. 

None of them can be called a social 
revolutionary because none of them eithE)r 
preached or fought for a fundamental change in 
the value-system of traditional Indian society. The 
value-system of traditional Indian society was 
based on caste which had its philosophy of 
Chaturvarnya (four-fold division of society) 
enshrined in Rig Veda, Brahma Sutra, Bhagavd 
Geeta and Smrities-all of them great scriptures of 
Hindu Religion . Even Swami Vivekananda 
subscribed to the philosophy of Chaturvarnya 
though he was against caste discriminations. 
Such was the case with the great Mahatma 
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Gandhi also. So, they could not put up any 
fundamental fight, either Ideological or social, 
against caste. Dayananda Saraswati based 
himself on the Vedas for his opposition to caste 
system. His ideological reliance on Vedas has only 
given impetus for Hindu revivalism. Swami 
Vivekananda, although he was most cosmopolitan 
in outlook, relied himself on the Vedanta 
Philosophy, a branch of Hindo religious 
philosophy. So, all these reform movements were 
aimed at mending the social system of certain evil 
practices and not at a thorough revolution . 

Caste System, a barrien to social change 

It will be relevant in this context to know what 
is caste-system wh ich still persists in India, despite 
all the changes brought about by economic forces, 
as well as by social and political movements. 
" Caste is " writes Dr. Ayyappan, former 
vice-chancellor of the Kerala University, a highly 
regimented social structure in which the 
amorphous, all pervading principle is tradition 
which , thanks to the indoctrination of centuries, 
the highest and the lowest share alike. Caste 
prepetuates itself by providing for the rigid 
maintenance of statures and roles. Statuses are 
crystall ized by hierarchically grading access to 
economic reso urces , lim iting educational 
opportunities and participation in rituals, and more 
significantly by confiri ng political power to a small 
coterie at the highest level ". Jawaharlal Nehru 
also had noted: "Education and opportunities of 
growth were withheld from the lower castes, who 
were taught to be submissive to those higher up in 
the scale. No marked progress was possible under 
there conditions without changing the structure 
and releasing fresh sources of talent and energy. 
The caste system was a barrier to such a change" 
(The Discovery of India). Karl Marx also 
recognized this fact as evident from his remarks 
that Indian castes are " decisive impediments to 
Indian progress and Indian power, (Articles of 
India). 

Role of Sree Narayana Philosphy 

A fundamental change in the social structure 
of India can be brought about only by challenging 
the philosophy of caste and building up a social 
movement that strikes at the root of caste 
hierarchy. Both these tasks were fulfilled by Sree 
Narayana Guru. The very first public function 
engaged in by Sree Narayara was an onslaught on 



the care of caste theology and a declaration of 
evolving a caste-less society. At Aruvippuram in 
the year 1888 on the Sivaratri day, Sree Narayana 
Guru consecrated a Sivalinga for the worship of 
the people. This was a challenge to Hindu 
orthodoxy and their theology which prescribed 
that the right of consecrating a god vested with 
Brahins of superior denominations only. This was 
not a simple violation of caste-law but an open 
challenge to the divine right of the Brahmin priests. 
Not satisfied with a challenge to the core of 
caste-practice, Sree Narayana proclaimed the 
following on the wall of the Aruvippuram Mutt 
wherein he lived: 

"Devoid of caste and religious hatred 

All live here in peace in exemplary 
brotherhood" Sree Narayana Guru, in his "Critiqu 
of Caste" has enunciated the theory of one-ness of 
humanity, in these lines: 

"One of kind , one of faith, and 

one in god is man, 

of one womb, of one form; 

difference herein none, 

within a species is it not that 

offspring truly freed? 

The community of man thus viewed 

to a single caste belongs" 


The peculiarity of the doctrine of Sree 
Narayana Guru on caste is that he bases himself 
on scientific truth, rather than on scriptures. He 
points out the biological truth that the offspring is 
bred within the species. Man and woman of any 
'caste' can bring forth a child if anyone of them is 
not sterile. This biological truth testifies to the 
one-ness of mankind. And so, there is no Brahmin 
or pariah among the mankind. 

An open declaration of such a doctrine was a 
revolutionary challenge to the traditional belief 
that Brahmin is superior to parish by birth. As 
remarked by Nataraja Guru, a saintly disciple of 
Sree Narayana Guru, it was "Brahmin versus 
Paraiah dialectics" that rules the times. This myth 
was exploded at one stroke. 

Social Movements 

Sree Narayana Guru was a man of serenity 
and wisdom and he effected fundamental 
changes in the way of thinking and way of life of 
people in a silent and dignified manner. The SNDP 
yogam he started was an organisation that 
instilled self-respect and self-confidence among 
the backward section of people. He urged them to 

get enlightened through education and get 
strengthened through organization. Till that time 
admissions to schools and public offices were 
denied to these backward castes. Slowly these 
rights were secured and there emerged an 
enlightened people. Swami Vivekananda had 
remarked towards the end of the 19th century, that 
Kerala was a lunatic asylum, But to-day there is 
better religious amity and social awakening 
among the people of Kerala than anywhere else in 
India. 

Two of his disciples, Sahodaran Ayyappan 
and Mr. T.K. Madhavan, were responsible for 
launching two great movements which changed 
the social atmosphere in Kerala. Sahodaran 
Ayyappan's movement for interdining along with 
Harijans who were treated worse than animals, 
was the first movement for asserting equality of 
men. This happened in April 1917, earlier than the 
October Revolution in Russia, which influenced 
the way of thinking of people in terms of human 
equality. The second was the movement of Vaikom 
Sathagrahe launched at the initiative of Mr. T.K. 
Madhavan and under the leadership of the 
Congress Organisation in Kerala . It was 
Madhavan who persuaded Mahatma Gandhi to 
support the cause. The movement was for 
wresting the elementary right of the people in the 
lower castes known as 'avarnas' or 
'untouchables' , to walk on the public road passing 
by the outer compound-wall of the Vaikon temple. 
Even this elementary Right was denied to the 
'untouchables' in Kerala during those days. The 
movement attracted all India attention and the 
right had been established. 

An important thing to be remembered at this 
context is the importance of the Vaikom movement 
in India's freedom struggle. India could attain 
freedom only through the confluence of cultural 
renaissance and political renaissance. Only this 
could move vast masses of people into action. 
Vaikom movement was the first such movement 
which gave a consciousness that freedom 
included eradication of social injustice. 

Religion of Man 

As I have mentioned earlier, Sree Narayana 
Guru established his first temple for worship of god 
at Aruvippuram, Altogether the Guru had 
established nearly 50 temples allover southern 
India. Most of the temples are of the Hindu 
religious pattern . But his aim was not revival of 
Hinduism. When vast majority of people were 
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denied entry into places of worship of their choice, 
consecration of temples for their worship was a 
radical step for asserting this elementary Human 
right. It is to be noted that a few of the temples 
consecrated by him had either an everyburning 
lamp, or a slogan "Truth, love, compassion, Duty", 
or a mirror, in the place of idol. All these temples 
proclaim in practice the Guru'sdoctrine: "whatever 
be one's religion it is enough he becom&u a good 
man". Actually the Guru was putting into practice 
his Religion of Man whose essance was that 
godliness lay not outside man, but was inherent in 
man. 

Another important step to inculcate this 
teaching on Religion of Man was the convening of 
all-religions conference at Alwaye. This was the 
first conference of its kind in Asia. Scholers 
representing different religions were present at 
the conference. The main slogan that greeted the 
audience was: "not for arguing and winning but for 
informing and to be infomed" . This slogan was 
highlighted at the conference hall at the instance 
of the Guru. Speakers representing Hinduism, 
Ch~istianity, Islam, the Buddhism, the Judaism, 
the Arya Samaj and many other religious groups 
spoke on the occasion. The conclusion derived 
from the great meet was that all religions are one in 
their ideals. The essence of all these ideals put 
together makes the Religion of Man. 

India's Nationhood. 

The cumulative effect of his philosophy and 
activities was a feeling of unity and equality of 
mankind. Perhaps this was the great 
consIderation which stood in the way of evolving 
India into nationhood. Along with the activities of 
Mahatma Gandhi who concentrated on political 
independence, this new awakening created by the 
movement for social justice and equality resulted 
in the emergence of ,India as a nation. 

The nationhood of India belongs to recent 
history beginning from the renaissance movement 
whose culmination was marked by cultural 
movement led by Sree Narayana Guru and 
national movement by Mahatma Gandhi. It is this 
new stature of India that won India's 
independence. India's independent foreign policy 
and independent path of economic development 
flow from it. The policy of secularism, social justice 
and equality of men enshrined in India's 
constitution is the result of India's ideals of 
nationhood upheld by the two streams of 
renaissance viz. (1) the cultural renaissance 
whose accme was Sree Narayana Movement and 
(2) the political renaissance whose top most 
leaders were Mabatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal 
Nehru. 

So if we take a historical view of things, we 
can find that India's social revolution in 
synonymous with the changes taken place in the 
course of :ndia's national renaisance. Sree 
Narayana Guru 's place in this revolution if evident. 
The concept of society, which was so alien in 
India's past history, was forged by the top-most 
leaders of the renaissance viz. Mahatma Gandhi, 
Jawaharlal Nehru, Ravindranath Tagore, Sree 
Narayana Guru and a few li'ke them. This concept 
carried in it the key that opened the flood-gates of 
social revolution. It is worthwhile in this context to 
recall the words of Karl Marx who wrote in his letter 
to Feurbach (a materialist philosopher of 
Germany): " In these works you - consciously or 
otherwise I cannot say - have given socialism a 
philosophical foundation ..... unity of man with man 
based on the real distinctions between men, the 
concept of human race, transferred from the 
heavens of abstraction to real earth-what else can 
this be but the concept of society". The concept of 
human society so ably put forth by Sree Narayana 
Guru and other leaders of Indian remaissance has 
given a philosophical foundation for continuing 
India's social revolution to its legical conclusion. 

SWAMI'S DIALOGUE 


Swami asked a desciple who had returned from Burma: 


"Are there idols in Buddhist shines?" 


Disciple:"More than are found in Hindu temples" 


Swami: "It is like clipping the hair. The more it 

is c lip p ed, the mo re and quicker its growth. The 
Bu d dha prohibit e d idols and they are proli~erated. 
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THE IZHAVAS: 

VANGUARDS OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

Kerala today is plagued by casteism and 
fragmentation, so there is a need to study the 
people and culture of Kerala integrally. At the same 
time, when an ethnic group has a certain degree of 
independent existence it necessitates 
individualized study, not in an ethnocentric sense, 
but in relation to the rest of the society at large. The 
Izhavas are discussed below in the context of the 
culture of Kerala. 

At the outset, the Izhavas are not a separate 
immigrant group to Kerala. The Izhavas, Nayars, 
Pulayas and most of the former outcaste groups 
share the same physical anthropoligical identity 
(i.e., originally they were all one people). They 
shared the same cultural identity until 
Brahmanical Hinduism and the caste system 
developed, around the sixth century A.D. Those 
kings and their associates who identified 
themselves with the Brahmins became Kshatriyas 
and Nayars. Those who could not identify with the 
Brahmins, for any reason, became outcastes. 
Among these groups the Izhavas held a unique 
position. 

The unique position of the Izhavas was due 
to the following: unlike the other outcastes, they 
were a long-holding group. They held the highest 
social position among the outcastes. At least some 
of their leaders held a status almost equivalent to 
that of the Nayar chieftans. Historically, the 
Izhavas held to the Buddhist traditions more than 
any other group in Kerala. 

The Buddhist traditions were largely lost to 
the Nayars (except those absorbed by 
Brahmanism such as the ideology of nonviolence 
and the practice of vegetarianism, wherever they 
were relevant). The Brahmins were opposed to 
Buddhism, and so Buddhism did not survive as a 
public religion. Some major Buddhist traditions 
such as learning Sanskrit, practicing Sanskritic 
medicine, and above all, taking a tolerant attitude 
toward the other ethnic groups continued with the 
Izhavas. Izhavas do recognize that the 'Izhavas 
also practised outcasteism toward lower groups. 
When we look at the Izhavas as a whole, it is clear 
that they themselves constitute a complex group 

A.K. Sa/akrishna Pillai, Ph.D. 

containing many subgroups which became 
possible only because the core group admitted 
several other groups into it. This liberal attitude 
was contributory to Sree Narayana Guru's spiritual 
growth, and the developing process of inter-ethnic 
marriage among them. Their liberal attitude, 
besides environmental forces, was a factor in the 
Izhavas' gradual absorption into Hinduism, 
especially when they were not allowed to practice 
Buddhism by the dominant Brahmin forces. 

The core social change that happened with 
Brahmin dominance was the structural change in 
the economic system, mainly affecting land tenure 
and the management of temples. 

It seems that the Izhavas were affected most, 
as tneir core occupation was farming. More and 
more the rice farms were brought under Namputiri 
Brahmin and temple ownership, and Nayar 
control. The Izhavas were largely left to tend the 
coconuts on the land, and even then, a large 
percentage became tenants of the upper castes. 
There is no evidence that the Izhavas brought 
coconuts from Ceylon. It is possible that during the 
period when Buddhists were being exterminated 
many Izhavas went to Ceylon. When access to 
land became more difficult, some 'Izhavas turned 
to toddy tapping and handicrafts, especially using 
coconut products, for survival. 

The point I am making clear here is that the 
position of the Izhavas as a deprived group, their 
Buddhist heritage, their numerical strength, and 
their middle status between the Namputiri-Nayar 
upper group above and the core outcaste group 
below, made them internally very active and 
vanguards for social change. 

The spark of social change was kindled by 
the coming of Sree Narayana Guru. Further, 
historical factors such as Gandhiji's teachings and 
the social awakening for social and national 
freedom provided the necessary preconditions for 
the humanistic movements. Many of the Nayar 
leaders and even some Namputiri Brahmins 
supported the anti caste sentiments of the Izhavas. 
Sree Narayana Guru had Nayar teachers. He had 
a strong relationship with Sree Chattambi 



Swamikal who was probably the most respected 
Nayar of that time. Mannath Padmanabhan and 
many other leaders of the Nayar Service Society 
also supported the anticaste movement. (Inspite 
of all these, it is a fact that Nayar-Izhava conflicts 
did ,take place. Such conflicts occur in every social 
change situation at the popular level.) Through all 
these turmoils, when many Izhava leaders (for 
example C.v. Kunjuraman) were undergoing 
severe frustration due to the resistance to change, 
especially by the government, Sree Narayana 
Guru's spiritual strength and courage held the 
community together in its struggle forward. 
Although there are several good biographies of the 
Swamiji, one that reveals the total dynamics of his 
personality has yet to be written. Similar studies 
are needed about Chattambi Swamikal and 
Brahmananda Swamil<al. These sanyasins 
created a new and needed spiritual awakening in 
Kerala. Their contribution to the universal 
humanism of Hinduism has yet to be recognized in 
the history of Hinduism. It is sad to note that Sree 
Narayana Guru's dynamic humanism did not 
reach the outcastes asa whole during his lifetime 
although Ayyankali and other leaders understood 
him. 

The following are the factors in the 
processes of social change: 

1. Sree Narayana Guru's teachings. In the 
needed spiritual renaissance in India today - if it 
does not get sabotaged - his teachings will 
become more accepted among all peoples. 

2. Political and labor movement. The 
infrastructure of Kerala's political movement has 
largely been made up of Izhavas because of their 

.. 

numerical strength in Kerala and the fact that they 
have been the largest single ethnic group in the 
labor force. They have played a very important 
part in the social reforms in Kerala, the most 
significant of which are land reforms and labor 
rights. (Labor reforms will eventually reach a stage 
wherein workers' interests can only be protected 
by strong cooperatives in a democratic system for 
which the Izhavas Izhavas will have to play an 
important part.) 

3. Sociocultural integration of Kerala. Since 
1947, i.e., India's Freedom, the Izhavas and other 
former outcaste groups have made considerable 
advancement educationally, economically and 
socially, having developed more open 
communication with the former upper castes. As a 
result there has been an increase in the rate of 
mixed marriages. In this regard the Izhavas stand 
foremost among all the caste groups. In my 
observation this trend will increase. As 
demonstrated in social history throughout the 
world, mixed marriage is the most effective means 
for interethnic understanding and integration. 

Finally, what will be the future role of the 
Izhavas in accelerating the processes of social 
change in Kerala? 

India as a whole has reached a point in which 
communalism and casteism are damaging not 
only human well-being but even freedom itself. 
The Kerala leadership, one of the most capable of 
understanding this problem, has to take a strong 
position against casteism and for the equal 
recognition of all communities. The Izhavas with 
their traditions of learning, equality and the spirit of 
Sree Narayana Guru, I hope will continue to be the 
vanguard of that human struggle . 

(Copyright: Dr. A.K.B. Pillai) 

SWAMI'S DIALOGUE 

When the collection box at Sivagiri was stolen, Swami 
said with a smile: 

"The thief would have found it tough had the money 
remained with the several donors. Collecting it together 
in a box made his work light. 
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The contemporary Relevance of 

Sree Narayana Guru 


By Prof. K. Sreenivasan M.A. Ph.D 

Philosophers seek to interpret the world, but what is needed is to change it. So observed one of 
modern time's outstanding philosophers, Karl Marx. He sponsored dialectical materialism and preached 
scientific socialism as the panacea for society's ills. For over a century Communism held sway as the Creed 
Triumphant. But now it seems its claim to midwife change is belied by actual experience. Life as well as its 
problems have turned more bafflingly complex. Fresh efforts are called for to sort them out. Today 
fundamentalism, both of the Right and the Left, is rampant. The little man is its helpless victim in the chess 
game of tyranny va tyranny. And prolonged too far, it may lead to the decimation of the species. 

Any search to-day for the silver linings ahead must take into account such gloomy prognastications. 
True, the prospect is bleak, though not without hope. Happi ~y there is an increasing awareness of the fix we 
are in. Unfortunately this manifests mostly as spurious spiritualism. There is a fast multiplying fraternity of 
god-men, creeds and revivalist groups, ranging from the sublime to he ridiculous, the graph ebbing to the 
lowerst with Bhagwan Rajneesh . There seems to exist a hardly credible claim that the East holds the key; 
its ancient wisdom is the talisman to rejuvenate the race. The saffron-robed Hindu Sanyasin gets a lot of 
clientele in the affluent West . Of late the Krisha Consciousness cult has made much leeway. The 
clean-shaven, pig-tailed, Hara Krishna mumbling, bead-telling white youth is a familiar sight in many an 
Indian city. 

It is in such a confUSing scenario that the world sees- and hears of - Sree Narayana Guru. Missions 
have been set up in his name. Globe-trotting sanyasins are active proselytizing people to his creed. The 
emphasis is on annotating the Guru's writings. Often it assumes ridiculous proportions. Many such 
exercises in futility bring to mind the Evangelicals who contended on the authority of the Bible about the 
number of angels who could stand on the head of a pin. Cacophonic strains about the magnificence of the 
Guru World is what it whittles down to. This process of peeling the onion of his philosophy goes on apace. 
No attempt is, however, affot to understand it in its proper milieu and learn its applied lessons as motivation 
for purposeful action. 

In retrospect, Sree Narayana Guru looms larger in the context of social change and transformation 
than in the abstract realm of philosophy. He founded the Sree Narayana Dharma Paripalana Yogam 
(SNDP), the society for the propagation of the Law that he formulated. Under its aegis, there arose a climate 
for socio-political realignment and spiritual and cultural osmosis. For long past, Kerala, his native region, 
was a stagnant fen of caste prejudices, untouchability, unapproachability and the like. Consequently 
Swami Vivekananda called it a mad house. Through the Guru's teachings as well as ministry, forces of 
social change, egalitarianism, religious tolerance, economic growth, universal brotherhood etc were 
unleashed. People of Kerala, owing allegiance to diverse creeds and of different social strata, lent their ears 
to his message. In no mean measure did it help Keralites to be in the vanguard of the nation. Through the 
bllot box they performed unprecedented feats like voting Communists into power as well as out of it. 

The great modern Malayalam poet, Kumaran Asan, was one of Guru's most celebrated disciples. In 
more sense than one the poet is his handiwork. In a perspicuous assessment of his mentor entitled "Guru," 
Asan remarks that among sanyasins the like of him are few: he was equally a householder, coming to grips 
with the pressing problems of mundane existence; 

"To do good to others 

Gloriously did he sacrifice life and grace 

May even his soul's hardwon bliss." 


The ~irst half of the Guru's life was a protacted quest. He learned at the feet of reputed scholars and 
apprenticed himself to hermits. He studied and cogitated. Along with Sanskrit texts, he also pored over 
Tamil Saivite philosophy. As a mendicant, he wandered from place to place, mixing with the salt of the earth 
and sharing in their weal and woe. It was a long period of hibernation, of penance, austerities, observation 
of life and uncommitted participation in its flux and flow. These variegated exercises of the body, mind and 
the intellect won him finally enlightenment. Then he returned to his early haunts. At Aruvippuram, south of 
Trivandrum, on the banks of the Neyyar river, he found a congenial spot, with lush green forest and tranquil 



surroundings. Close by was a sparesely populated village with its industrious humble folk. He chose it as 
the focal point of his world-ennobling ministry. 

What enthused him in his new field of action is what he learned in his days of mendicancy. That was 
wisdom distilled from the heritage of the race. He was profoundly learned in the Hindu scriptures. He also 
managed to study the essence of Islam and Christianity. His distinction was, however, to correlate their 
quintessential w,isdom with the spirit of the age. To evolve a Dharma which will electrify the benumbed souls 
steeped in folly and superstition was his self chosen mission. Sree Sankara had, by his intellectual agility, 
elevated Advaita concept to undisputed pre-eminence. Non-dualism conceives of the ultimate 
identification of the jeevatma with the Paramatma. Truly a sublime and exceptional state of union! Narayan 
Guru also accepted Advaita. But he bestowed more thought on the Atma or Self. Its full-blown 
efflorescence admits of two vital possibilities. One is the perfection of the individual Self. The other is the 
impact this perfection is capable of causing in others, in society at large, and finally lead to the blissfulness 
of life in its myriad forms. This is, in short, the social potency of the Self, or in other words the social 
implication of an individual'sbeing and becoming. There is a basic dichotomy in the Hindu approach to life. 
It is the calculated attempt to keep spiritual and material goals apart. The priestly class devised as well as 
perpetrated it with a view to facilitating economic exploitation. Narayana Guru bridged this gap. By holding 
aloft the twin capabilities of the Self, he illustrated the complementary nature of man's individual and social 
urges. Thus, he evolved a composite philosophy. It is quite in tune with the scientific and humanistic 
sensibilities of modern man. 

The Guru's philosophy, for purposes of identification, may be termed Atma Darsanam. The Vedas 
teach Atma Vidya or Brahma Vidya. The Six Darsanas apprehend the subject from different angles. 

Thus in Hindu metaphysics, the basic concern is with the Self. But as philosophy got more and more 
systematised through the Srutis, the Self was relegated to the background, its relatedness was denied, and 
its commitment to here and now was overlooked. Instead a fictitious surrogate viz Moksha was catapulted 
to prominence. Advaita marks the triumph of this world denial. Narayana Guru retrieved the Self to its 
preeminence. To him Self is the core idea; it is the truly palpable reality and hence the crown and fulcrum of 
the mortal state. By dOing so he refurbished the concept of the personal God and bestowed a new 
dimension to bhakti. 

Atmopadesasatakam (One H und red Verses of Self-I nstruction), Guru's long philosoph ical poem, ably 
elucidates his Atmadarsanam. It is written in the cryptic form of aphorisms, reminiscent of the Tamil 
Classic, Thirukkural. The Guru has here purposely chosen the mother tongue to make it accessible to the 
common reader. The companion poem, Darsanamala (Garland of Vision) ,is in Sanskrit and covers the 
same ground from a different angle. The two together form his philosophic edifice. His other writings are 
mostly hymns of an occasional nature. They are baSically devotional effusions. Atmopadesasatakom is a 
quintessential piece; it expounds the Truth as he apprehended it. Knowledge is central to this exploration of 
the Self. Knowledge, the one who knows, the material world he abbrehends all these are animated by a 
single unitive Core, to which adoration and obedience are due. It is through Knowledge that genuine Bhakti 
engenders. That alone makes the apprehension of the Absolute possible . The creative and committed 
phase of Knowledge and Self-awareness emerges when the Self is cognisant of other salves. Verses 23 
and 24 extol the Good Samaritan: 

For others' sake the kindly man 

Day and night does strive unstintingly; 

Stoop'd low the niggard undertakes 

Frustrations toil for his own sake! 


What we here know as this man or that 

Manifest in this world as Self's basic form: 

Whatev'r one does for self happiness 

To others' happiness should conduce. 


The last two lines touch the crux of the problem. The Guru isolates an elemental fact viz the reality of 
the Self. Tough a small fragment of the Universal Soul, we have to nurture it and help bloom in all its glory, to 
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be worthy of its fountain source. This emphasis on the Self is bold, fundamental and pragmatic. The SeWs 
wholeness as well as health is the sine qua non of the worthy life. Sans Self, nothing has existence: there is 
no joy or sorrow, no universe, not even God . Here the true Vedic spirit revives itself. Verily, the Guru leads us 
back to the roots, to the sacred source and origin of all reality viz to the uncircumscribed self. Its sensory 
powers provide a local habitation and name to all phenomena. 

Here it is worthwhile to compare the rider " to others' happiness should conduce" with the Biblical 
exhortation to "Love thy neighbour as thyself"-a desideratum difficult to fulfil. Christianity, perhaps, 
equates the individual with society. Communism on the other hand atrophies the self for the sake of the 
larger group. Both overlook Self's crucial role . Narayana Guru's philosophy strikes the mean; it correlates 
the claims of both the individual and society. It is, perhaps, the best approach. 

The seeker and seer of Atmopadesasatakam is only one side of the coin. On the obverse is the doer. 
The latter half of his life is exclusively devoted to action. The I<:arma yoga begins after the jnana yoga. The 
pratishta or consecration of the temple at Aruvippuram is the turning. point. It is, perhaps, his most seminal 
act. But for it, his achievement so far wO\..lld be conventional as well as pedestrian , characteristic of an 
ordinary sanyasin. A non-Brahmin, a so-called untouchable, consecrating the sivalingam was a bold, 
revolutionary dead. This premeditated challenge to priestly privilage produced far reaching 
consequences. This sacrilegious act was performed in 1888 and the century that followed witnessed a 
social transformation. The phallus was installed according to Vedic rites. An improvised temple rose over it. 
The Guru caused the following message to be displayed prominently beside it 

''This is the model abode 

where all ide in brotherliness 

Sans rifts of caste nor religious strife." 


The crowning years that ensued were exclusively set apart for building such oases of harmony and 
brotherhood in Kerala and neighbouring Tamil Nadu. He built several temples and caused many existing 
ones to be remodelled . Demonic deities were supperseded by humane ones. In one temple the mirror was 
the pratishta. In another a lighted lamp wa installed. At sivagiri, Varkala, his headquarters, he built a temple 
to Saraswathi the goddess of learning. Adjacent to these places of worship, he caused schools and reading 
rooms to be organised . One of his inspiring messages is this: "Be free thro' education, gain strength by 
united action and thrive by industry." Indeed his world view was distilled into such telling exhoratations. 
Thus is his philosophy encapsuled. The true Advaitic creed of the Guru is this: "One species, one religion 
and one God for man". As a great humanist he proclaimed: " Whatever be one's religion, the end is to 
ennoble" : "To help neighbourhood to thrive, the wise man strives hard" Such messages enhused the 
masses and made them strive for bettering themselves. The Guru's was a non-violent, persuasive mode of 
action. He fought untouchability and casteism. He encouraged job-oriented education and the revival of 
village industries. He preached economic discipline and warned against wasteful expenditure. In many of 
these, the Guru was anticipating Mahatma Gandhi. And through such diverse deeds he was putting into 
practice the Philosophy of Atmopadesasatakam. Thus the philosopher not only interprets but also changes 
life. 

The current trend is unfortunately to prise his worlds and to ignore his acts. It is like chasing the 
shadow while ignoring the substance. The need is to study the totality of his legacy. His philosophy is the 
prelude to the solemn drama of his worldennobling deeds. He is an untiring exponent of the Self with its 
immense possibilities. Through knowledge, be free, he exhorted. He conceives of leadership in terms of 
the enfranchised self, from which benefiction passes on to all around. Progress to him is the ability of man 
to husband his scarce resources in an equitable manner. These are exactly the concepts thrown up by 
modern Indian renaissance. Among the leading lights of our nation's rebirth, the Guru's place is betwix 
Vivekananda and Gandhi. In him is manifest the blending of spiritualism with enlightened materialism, a 
coexistence of Dharma of the orient with the science and humanism of the occident. Sree Narayana Guru is 
the exponent of a New Humanism which is capable of leading man out of the labyrynth in which he is 
unwittingly trapped. It is an effective substitute to communism, the god that failed , which alas for a while 
gave us false hopes 
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THE CHILDHOOD OF THE GURU 

Salim P Panampil 

Sree Narayana Guru was born in the village of Chempazhanti ,the son of 
Madan Assan and Kuttyamma. It as the day of chatayam in the month of Chingam 
(August-September) of 1856 

Chempazhanthi lies six miles north of Trivandrum, the capital city of Kerala 
State. The village had extensive fields with clustered jungles. 

As a boy Sree Narayana Guru was called Nanu. Nanu was smart. He was also 
mischievous at times , finding pleasure in eating the fruit and other offering meant for 
worship-even before the rites were performed. I n those days even elders dared not 
touich the offerings . 

Nanu used to say that God would be pleased if he could be made happy . 
Nanu's favourate prank was to touch elders and women immediately aftertrouiching an 
untouchable. 

Chempazhanti 's three main castes were Nairs , Ezih avas and Pulayas. Pulayas 
were the lowest in the caste system and were considered untouchables. 

At five Nanu showed signs of growing spiritually. His love for all careatures 
and h is devotion to t ruth have been stressed . Nanu had a distinct love for humanity 
that went beyond the customs and beliefs that divided men. Sree Narayana Guru 
sepent much his t,ime alone as a boy . He preferred lonely spots and used to walk the 
meadows and groves alone for hours-all the while in deep thought. He would stop to 
gaze at the sky and the clouds. 

Nanu loved to play with his friends, but after a while he would quietly leave. 
Later he would , be seen under the shade of a tree or on a branch. 

The boy grew up to a great man, a good social reformer.Guru swamy tried to 
abolish the caste system and untouchability in India. To day there is little 
untouchability in India.but caste still exists . 

This is what the great poet Rabindranath Tagore said about the Guru-"I have 
never seen one who is spiritually greater than swamy Narayana Guru . I shall never 
forget that radient face illuminated by the self effulgent light of devine glory and those 
mysticeys fixing their gaze on a far more remote point in tne distent horizon' 
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