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lyodhee Thass Pandithar

C. lyothee Thass (20 May 1845 — 1914) was a prominent Tamil anti-caste activist and
a practitioner of Siddha medicine.

He was also one of the early critics of the idea of India being proposed at the time
of freedom movement.

He said it would merely end up catering to the benefits of the Brahmanical
political class. When the Swadeshi movement got aggressive during the Bengal
partition in 1905 and its influence was being felt in Tamil Nadu, lyodhee Thass
strongly opposed it.

lyodhee Thass and his contemporary Rettaimalai Sreenivasan’s work is still a
source for a critical approach towards nationalism and to analyse the pros and
cons of the rise in nationalism.

. Voices on reservation, rational thinking and anti-Brahmin movements that later

became the framework for 20th century Tamil Nadu politics find roots in the
works of these Dalit intellectuals.
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Renaissance of Buddhism

1. Widely known as a social reformer, lyodhee Thass’s contribution to the cultural
sphere is noteworthy too. When Buddhism in India went through a period of
renaissance, he was key for its emergence in Madras presidency.

2. Along with it came two general approaches towards Buddhism: merely limiting its
scope to spiritual and scholarly purpose and another, for social reformation.
lyodhee Thass chose the latter.

3. In 1898, he set up a society for Buddhism with Chennai as its headquarters and
branches at various other places.

4. To manage and co-ordinate the functioning of the society, he began a weekly
magazine, Tamizhan in 1907. Its operation was briefly interrupted due to his
death in 1914, only to be renewed later by others.

5. While Buddhism attracted many modern day leaders and intellectuals of the
country, lyodhee Thass’s approach stands apart through his evidence based
method and documentation of Buddhism and, Tamizhan magazine stands as a
testimony to his contribution on Buddhist writings.

6. lyodhee Thass argued that texts, statues and other visible evidence could have
been destroyed due to religious invasions, but, the life practices inspired by
Buddhism remain as proof.

7. He also added that adversaries of Buddhism, unable to fully eliminate the traces
of this religion, either forced newer forms or distorted the existing framework.

8. In Tamil Nadu, he cited temples like Madurai Pandi Munni and Salem Thalaivetti
Munneswaram as examples, where beheaded statues of Buddha were replaced
with local deities.

9. He claimed that while the head was replaced, the statue’s body remained to be
that of Buddha’s meditative posture.

10. lyodhee Thass also saw contradictions not just in these statues, but in various
other aspects of society and how these changes stayed on. He said in Hindu
festivals, residues of Buddhism remain.

Connecting Dalit and Buddhist histories

1. He inferred that somewhere between the early and modern times, distortions
would have occurred in the course of history.

2. He says due to the reversal of power structures, the early Buddhists were made
untouchables. This distortive process was caste discrimination.
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3. lyodhee Thass proposed that finding the period and reason behind this distortion
and restoration of it would mean annihilation of caste.

4. By advocating that the oppressed of the society should realise the Buddhism of
ancient times, he attempted to build modern politics over the framework of
Buddhism.

5. He proposed that the reason for untouchability was the acceptance of a particular
social belief by certain people. That is, because some people practiced Buddhism,
they came to be considered as disgraced.

6. Later, to substantiate this attribution, continued efforts were made to convince
the society’s psyche. lyodhee Thass’s consistent efforts to break these fabricated
stories and literature are the first attempts in Tamil Dalit literature.

7. He reviewed the distortions and fabrications in Tamil bhakti books like Sekkizhar’s
Periya Puranam, Harichandra Puranam and on the birth history of Thiruvalluvar.
He was actively involved in building the structure for alternative history. Indra
Desa Sarithram (1912) which was a series in his magazine Tamizhan and later
published as a book, discussed subaltern politics from the perspective of Dalits.
His book Adhivedam (1912) talks about the life history of Buddha.

8. Highly proficient in Tamil, he wrote texts to books written by Tamil classical
writers Thiruvalluvar and Avvayai.

9. lyodhee Thass was one of the first intellectuals to view the Dalits as a set of highly
educated people with high conduct.

10. The colonial period’s printing press and his scholarly approach to traditional
literature contributed to the alternative history.

An anti-caste discourse

1. His contributions provide historical evidence to the anti-caste discourse. He
breaks the idea that Dalits have forever been considered low in the hierarchy and
questions how a section of the society could have been wretched from the
beginning of human civilisation. By proposing that caste is a creation, he
concludes, it could be corrected.

2. |Initially, he approached Dalit history and Buddhist history from two different poles
and later merged both to conclude that the degradation that was forced upon
Buddhism found its reflection on Dalits.

3. He viewed both the resurgence of Buddhism and Dalits from a single lens and
hence, associated himself with Buddhism.
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4. It was 58 years after lyodhee Thass took to Buddhism that Ambedkar converted to
Buddhism.
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