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Shunmugasundaram’s
book poses a candid query
for readers: “Are all Hin-
dus Equal?” Riding on B.R.
Ambedkar’s Riddles in Hin-
duism,  Shunmugasundar-
am's prologue states, while
simultaneously reiterating
some of the ostensible conun-
druoms supposedly dogging
the faith: “It [Hinduism)] shel-
ters within its portals mono-
theists, polytheists; worship-
pers of the great Gods Shiva
and Vishnu or of their female
counterparts, as well as wor-
shippers of the divine moth-
ers or the spirit of trees, rocks
and streams and the tutelary
village deities; persons who
propitiate their deity by all
manner of bloody sacrific-
es, and persons who will not
only kill no living creature
but who must not even use
the word ‘cut’.” Bereft of ap-
propriate elucidation, such
inherent incongruities had
led to the creation of reli-
gious schisms in society, facil-
itating an oppressive, hierar-
chical structure that contin-
ued to exert a manipulative
chokehold of illogical domi-
nation, ruthless exploitation
and repressive marginalisa-
tion on the lower castes. The
tyrannical absurdity of such
an existent social disparity
necessitated and, refreshing-
ly, unleashed a pressing ur-
gency for reforms, paving the
way for the democratisation
of temples in India.

At the very outset, Shun-
mugasundaram draws read-
ers’ attention to the famous,
non-violent Vaikom agita-
tion (1924-25), which was
launched in order to gain ac-
cess for the oppressed castes
to the once forbiddén pub-
lic areas of the Vaikom Ma-

hadeva Temple (picture)
in the kingdom of Travan-
core. As detailed in the sec-
ond chapter of the book, “Vai-

kom: Breaking the Barriers”,
Shunmugasundaram assidu-
ously traces the crucial roles
played by leaders like TK.
Madhavan, K. Kelappan,
K.P. Kesava Menon, Periyar
E.V. Ramasamy, George Jo-
seph, Mannathu Padmanab-
han, and Mahatma Gandhi
in sustaining the movement
and ensuring social justice.
The protest carved the way
for lower caste Hindus acces-
sing the erstwhile prohibit-
ed environs of the Mahade-
va temple: “Finally, in Octo-
ber 1925, the discriminato-
ry signboards (theendal pala-
ka) were taken down from the
roads along the western and
southern gates of the temple.
Soon, thereafter, the roads on
the north and east were slow-

ly opened up to permit move--

ment of all persons. It was
on 17 November 1925, final-
1y, that all four roads adjoin-
ing the temple were made
open to people belonging to
all castes.”

The astounding tri-
umph of the Vaikom move-
ment gradually paved the
way for stirring the indige-
nous Self-Respect Movement
— a home-grown, sociopolit-
ical agitation that confront-
ed existing caste hierarchies
within -other temples: “Over
the following months, vari-
ous temple entry agitations
were led by K.A.P. Viswana-
than, JN. Ramanathan and
others in Mayuranathaswa-
mi temple in Mayiladuthurai
and Malaikottai temple in
Tiruchirappalli.” The cen-

tenary of the extraordinary
success of the Vaikom agita-
tion was recently commem-
orated by the Kerala gov-

ernment with the release of
a new book, The Dawn of a
New Era.

Adroitly intertwining so-
cial and constitutional his-
tory with issues pertaining
to community restructur-
ing, Shunmugasundaram’s
work evolves into a compre-
hensive, well-researched in-
trospection on social rights
and equality. Interestingly,
his charting of the struggle of
democratisation of temples
in South India reverberates
with the present-day political
discourse revolving around
caste, statutory civil liberties
and the function of religion in
the public domain.

The People’s Sanctum
should appeal to scholars and
gengral_readers alikenot only
for its significant chronicling
of temple management but
also for meticulously explor-
ing the wide-ranging deliber-
ations pertaining to egalitar-

lanism, cultural traditions |

makes The.PEOPIe’:tganctum
unique is its resolve to en-
sure’ human rights and con-
test discrimination by razing
areas of ingrained class hier-
archies, exclusivity and mar-
g_lnahsatlﬂn that have per-
sisted as chronic social mal-
adies. However, this well-doc-
umented volume, exploring
a wide range of political per-
sonalities and challenging
socio-political circumstanc-
€8, would have benefitted

from the inclusj :
erindey. on of a prop
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