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Viresalingam and the Ideology
of Social Change in Andhra

John Leonard and Karen Leonard*

We argue here that religious polemic sanctioning social change became
part of regional ideology in coastal Andhra during the early twentieth
century, The Telugu language and communication through the vernac-
ular were powerful shapers of that message. In Andhra, Indian national-
ism had an anti-priest, anti-orthodox, anti-ritual, and anti-autheritarian
stance which was unusual, Nationalist ideology was modélled on Ben-
gal's Brahmo Samaj in its commitment to religious and social reform
and its neutrality to Christianity. One powerful personality, Vire-
salingam (1848-1919), shaped much of the thought and social reform
activity of coastal Andhra as well as that region’s cultural identity. Speak-
ers of Telugu and Tamil, almost equal in number, were combined
under British rule in the Madras Presidency, and both cultures flour-
ished in the capital city of Madras. However, because of Viresalingam's
work, the area’s two vernacular cultures proved quite distinct.

The emphasis on regional cultural traditions, characteristic of
nationalism in coastal Andhra, ultimately proved to be more significant
on an all-India level than the stress on Sanskritic cultural traditions,
which was part of social reform and then nationalism in Madras. The
demands for recognition of Andhra's identity irritated the leaders of
the Indian National Congress from 1913 to 1920 and the leaders of the
Indian Union from 1946 to 1952, confronting the national leadership
with what it considered to be a threat to the national integrity of India.
The leaders eventually gave way in both cases and accepted the Andhra
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demands: in 1920, for the local Congress organizations based on lin-
guistic boundaries and, in 1952, for the creation of an Andhra state.
These concessions signified the recognition of a political pluralism
which has since become accepted and extended throughout India.

The Coastal Andhra Region

The cultural center of coastal Andhra was the city of Rajahmundry
Jocated in the Northern Circars! that stretches along the Bay of Bengal
to the northeast of Madras. This area formed by the deltas of the Krish-
na and Godavari rivers was the traditionat center of Telugu culture.
Rajahmundry was a religious center, the most auspicious one on the
Godavari River. Traditionally, every Hindu pilgrim from coastal
Andhra to Banares had to stop on his return trip at Rajahmundry. The
Brahmans in the town were noted for their “great sense of devotion to
sacrifices and rituals,” and an important element of regional Hin-
duism in the Circars was the Sankaracharya, or religious authority, one
of several spiritual heirs of Sankara, founder of the Smarta Brahman
sect. The Sankaracharyas were influential public figures respected by
most Hindus, although their legal jurisdiction was limited to Smartas.
Coastal Andhra Smartas owed allegiance to the Sankaracharya whose
math (center of learning and preaching) was at Virupaksha. He occa-
sionally came on tour to Rajahmundry, which was famed for its learned
as well as its religious Brahmans. Since the eleventh century, Rajah-
mundry had been the center of the Telugu literary world.?

In 1769, the British assumed direct administration of the Northern
Circars. They made Rajahmundry the headquarters of Godavari Dis-
trict; although the Collector shifted to Kakinada in 1859, other govern-
ment institutions were not transferred.® In 1875, Rajahmundry had a
District and Session Judge's Court, a Sub-Collector’s office and a Tahsil-
dar's office, a Provincial School and a Telegraph Office, the Superinten-
dent of Police's office and two {central and district) jails.* Government
service became a major source of employment. Several zamindars aban-
doned their family estates to live in the town. Missionaries and local
Hindu merchants began schools. Rajahmundry retained its reputation
as a sacred center, and Brahmans continued to perform rituals and sac-
rifices, but the character of the town was irrevocably altered, not only by
the addition of new institutions but by social and cultural changes which
flowed from Madras, capital of the Presidency. Madras was a city of
406,000 in 1881, while Rajahmundry's population was 25,000.6

In Madras Presidency, as elsewhere in India, the educational system
constructed by the British had a certain complementarity with the
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indigenous system of education, especially at the lower levels. The gov-
ernment’s first actions were concentrated at the collegiate level, and
after their unquestioned success, provincial and then lower schools
were added. Education up to the second form, or through the fourth
class, was in the regional languages, and neighborhood schools per-
formed this function. Christian missionaries established alternative
schools, and these were more widespread, if less coordinated. In many
towns, the missionary system was the only one, and Hindu parents sent
their children despite fears of conversion, because of the incentives to
acquire education. To provide what the government would not, and to
avoid Christian religious instruction, Indians began to establish private
schools in the various district towns. Most of these schools began as acts
of charity by individuals, but then upper caste, Western-educated urban
Hindus formed committees and established Hindu secondary schools.

The chief beneficiaries of English education throughout Madras
Presidency were Brahmans, traditionally the literate group. By 1891,
for every non-Brahman who knew English there were eight Brahmans
who did, although Brahmans composed only 3 percent of the popula-
tion.” The first institutions of higher education were in Madras, so
Tamil Brahmans dominated the Civil Service. Telugu Brahmans played
a subsidiary role in the public life of most of the Madras Presidency,?
and until 1877 their closest college was in Madras. College classes for
the first two years of the college curriculum began in Rajahmundry’s
Provincial School only in 1873, and in 1877 the Provincial School
became the Rajahmundry Government High School and College. This
was the only school in the Telugu-speaking area to offer a baccalaure-
ate program, beginning some three decades after Madras. The Rajah-
mundry College did not entirely replace the Madras colleges for the
northern districts, but by 1880-81 over thirteen times as many
Godavari District students obtained a collegiate education in Rajah-
mundry as were enrolled in Madras colleges.?

Christianity was represented in Rajahmundry by the time Vire-
salingam was growing up, although less so than in other areas of South
India. Government schools and private schools set up by Indians, many
of them government approved and subsidized, dominated Western
education in Rajahmundry. In 1881, mission education accounted for
only 7 percent of the boys and 12 percent of the girls in Rajahmundry
schools.!® The only missionaries in Rajahmundry were the American
Lutherans, most of whose activities were conducted outside the town.
Lutheran missionaries had started several schools in Rajahmundry,
including a girls’ school, which catered chiefly to Christian converts
from the Mala, or untouchable, caste. The mission suffered from man-
power and financial limitations and concentrated on evangelism, not
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education.i! Some of the missionaries who served in Rajahmundry
were allies of Viresalingam and some were rivals, but they played rela-
tively minor roles in social reform and politics. They did not set the
context or shape the ideology of social and political reform in impor-
tant ways in coastal Andhra.

The introduction of the printing press and the consequent modifi-
cation of the South Indian scripts in the early nineteenth century radi-
cally altered the conditions of creation, transmission, and distribution of
literature. This technological innovation was for a long time limited to
Madras, which in 1875 had forty-cight presses and produced 616 books
in English and the South Indian regional languages. Coastal Andhra in
1875 had only about eight presses and produced 31 books, and most of
the presses in coastal Andhra were owned and operated by the British
administration, European merchants, or missionaries. Godavari District
had three presses but published only 2 books or pampbhlets in 1875.12
This imbalance was evident also in books printed in the regional lan-
guages: in 1876 Tamil books outnumbered Telugu books 2.5 to 1.1%

Viresalingam and His Work

The social reform movement and the rise of regional consciousness in
coastal Andhra began with- the activities of Kandukuri Viresalingam,
and his character was indelibly stamped upon it. The reforms which he
initiated were continued by his followers, and his ideas were adopted
by the next generation. His central place in the formation of Andhra’s
modern identily was recognized by those who followed:!

Mr. Viresalingam conveyed to his generation in a multitude of forms
the consciousness of the power of these changing causes [from] con-
tact with Western culture and Christianity. We are led to conclude
that, if he was not the original centre and first cause of them all, he
had, however, laid the foundation for many of them in a sound and
secure manner. He was, as it were, the initial principle of change
throughout the whole course of the Telugu advance in recent times.

Viresalingam, the central figure in Andhra social reform and
nationalism, was a Telugu Niyogi, or secular, Brahman whose family
had migrated from Kandukur in the Nellore District to the Godavari
delta area. Born in 1848, he grew up in one of only two double-storied
houses in the old section of Rajahmundry. This large house indicated
the high status of Viresalingam’'s grandfather. Diwdn to a local
zamindar, his position had enabled him to support many relatives,
donate land to learned scholars, and celebrate marriages with great
pomp. Viresalingam's grandfather had spent rather than saved his
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money, however, and since Viresalingam’s father and uncle had not
obtained the same high position,!® the house symbolized to the young
Viresalingam the contrast between past and present achievements.

This sense of current decline was further enhanced by domestic
troubles.'® His father had died when Viresalingam was four, and his
uncle was the sole support of the joint family. Viresalingam’s mother
and his uncle’s wife quarreled constantly, making a strong impression
on Viresalingam that was reflected in his writing on the beneficial
effects of education on women.!” Viresalingam was married at thirteen
to a ten-year-old girl from a nearby village; he later educated her and
drew her into his social reform activities. Continued quarrelling in the
home led the uncle to partition the joint family, leaving a fifteen-year-
old Viresalingam with his bride and widowed mother in the spacious
Rajahmundry house.

Viresalingam's memories of his early religious training were not
very strong. Aside from his initiation as a Brahman at age six, he
recalled only the ardor of his religious devotion!® that persisted
throughout his life, despite changes in his specific beliefs. His early
education was typical of boys heading for government employment. He
learned the rudiments of Telugu and even memorized some Sanskrit
verses in pyal, or neighborhood schools. He learned to read and write
classical Telugu and at age ten was apprenticed to a relative who
worked as a clerk in a government office.!? Before he went to the office
he was tutored in Sanskrit, and at night his uncle instructed in him in
English and arithmetic. Viresalingam persuaded his mother to let him
resume studying full time, and at cleven or twelve he entered the gov-
ernment school at Rajahmundry. His proficiency in Telugu won prizes
that paid the school tuition.2* Marked by his classmates as a scholar, he
composed poems of exceptional virtuosity in 1868-69, one of which
became a text for the Bachelor of Arts examination in Telugu. He also
tutored the English principal of his school in Telugu and contributed
articles to the Telugu journal that the principal established.?! Vire-
salingam completed his schooling in 1870.22

Education in a Western-style school changed Viresalingam’s ideas,
those on religion first of all. Keshav Chandra Sen, the Bengali religious
reformer and Brahmo Samaj leader, visited Madras in 1864. Three
years later Viresalingam's curiosity led him to read Sen’s speeches.
That same year, a new secondary school teacher, Atmuri Lakshmi-
narasimham, encouraged students to meet and discuss Brahmo Samaj
doctrines opposing caste and idolatry and advocating education, par-
ticularly for women. The group of five or six met either at the teacher’s
home or at Viresalingam's,28 and Viresalingam's earliest writings show
the influence of Brahmo Samaj tenets.?*
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After his schooling, Viresalingam took teaching jobs, qualified for
various government posts,? and, finaily, chose a publishing career,
Viresalingam began a monthly journal, Viveka Vardhani, in 1874.26
Depending upon the press for a living was precarious, but the govern-
ment adopted several of his Telugu books as school texts, which
earned him substantial sums. The independent life of a publisher and
author attracted him.?? But pressure from his family, friends, and rela-
tives to take a regular job coincided with an offer from the Rajah-
mundry Provincial School, which he joined in 1876 as an assistant
teacher of Telugu. He remained there for the next twenty-one years. 28
Viresalingam’s autobiography gave his motives for returning to teach-
ing: he wanted a job which would be independent and not compro-
mise his strict moral values. Thus he ceased looking for government or
legal positions, both of which required actions that he considered
repugnant and demeaning.?

Viresalingam'’s search for an independent profession rested upon
his stubbornness and his inability to compromise in personal relations,
which offended many and drove away all but the most devoted of his
friends. He recalled an incident as he walked with a group of friends:

While 1 was the only one who favored the river path, the others pre-
forred the market road, They all set off down that road, looking back
10 see if [ would follow them. Then I started along the river bank and
reached home. The same thing happened the next day. We disagreed
about which way o go, and so | began to take the river path. Then
they followed me, saying that whatever 1 think I follow it adamantly
without caring for what others say. 3

Viresalingam's aggressive, independent ways had certain advan-
tages, evident in his initial reform efforts in Rajahmundry, but those
same ways repeatedly deprived him of close allies and drove him from
Rajahmundry to Madras and then back again at the end of his life.3!
Yet the impact of his activities and his ideas spread beyond Rajah-
mundry and decisively shaped the development of Telugu culture.

Viresalingam’s initial impact on regional and Hindu self-conscious-
ness among Telugu intellectuals came through journalism. His venture
with Viveka Vardhani in 1874 was a continuation of the tradition of mix-
ing literature, items of public interest, essays on religion, and social
comment, but he also reported on the news. Vivéka Vardhani's English
section had a variety of editors and reported news prominently, while
much of the commentary was in the Telugu section that Viresalingam
edited. He consistently criticized the government and he made his jour-
nal the leading advocate of social reform in coastal Andhra. He did so
partly by attacking the policies of the leading Telugu scholar at Presi-
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dency College, Madras, Kokkonda Venkataratnam, and indulging in
polemics with him on nearly every conceivable topic. These were
polemics by scholars and for scholars, written in classical Telugu.32

Viresalingam’s early literary works conformed to scholarly tradi-
tions and were lauded for their virtuosity. He wrote poetry, and he spe-
cialized in achcha Telugu, or non-Sanskritic Telugu. This was a techni-
cal feat, since it restricted the writer’s choice of vocabulary and made
adhering to the rules for composition more difficult. In 1875, he
received a sitver trophy at a meeting of Telugu scholars in Madras for
his literary achievements. Thus he came to know the elite among Tel-
ugn scholars, those who published books, held important positions,
and presented their views to the government.®® At twenty-seven Vire-
salingam was honored by this group for excelling at the traditional
tasks of Telugu scholars: making translations and writing grammars.
Through his journal, however, he wouid realize his true literary poten-
tial and be feted for quite different achievements: innovative literary
forms and, through them, the expression of new social and religious
reform ideas.

Religious reform via the Brahmo Samaj had made an impression on
the young Viresalingam. The Brahmo movement was making an impact
in Madras and coastal Andhra, although the nature of that impact dif-
fered substantially in the two places. The non-Brahman character of the
Brahmo Samaj in Madras was established early. Although a Telugu
Brahman revived and led the group from 1878, its reput@ltion as a cen-
ter of anti-Brahman feeling grew.3'The South India Brahmo Samaj lead-
ership and membership had little in common with the majority of the
educated elite in Madras, the Tamil Brahmans, and the movement all
but disappeared from Tamil Nadu's intellectual history.®

In the Telugu-speaking region, however, Brahmo Samaj ideas
became part of Telugu literary and political culture. In Rajahmundry,
Viresalingam and a few friends met together sporadically for prayer
meetings based on the model of the Brahmo Samaj of Calcutta, and in
1878 they formed the Rajahmundry Prarthana Samaj. This society was at
first secret, and members sang hymns and heard lectures in Vire-
salingam’s home. After a year, apprehensions eased. The association
moved to the Maharajah of Vizianagaram’s Girls’ School and invited the
public to join.3¢ Of the eight active members, five were Niyogi Brah-
mans, two were Vaidiki Brahmans, and one was a non-Brahman Telaga.
By occupation, five were teachers, one was a lawyer, and one a govern-
ment clerk.?” Since most of the reformers were teachers, they could
recruit students and keep the association going. This was the first reli-
gious reform organization in coastal Andhra that lasted for any length of
time, and it served as a base from which other associations were formed.
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The 18705 in coastal Andhra saw little evidence of debate over
social conditions and little social reform activity. Machilipatnam, the
district headquarters of Krishna District, had an outstanding journal,
Purushartha Pradiyini, but no social reform activities; in 1879 local lead-
ers were still trying to begin an association and reading room.3® In Kak-
inada, the Cocanada Literary Association was founded in 1878 and was
politicaily oriented from its beginnings, but the Kakinada journal was
not effectively tied to the association and did not campaign for the
issues it discussed.?® Elsewhere in coastal Andhra there were sporadic
meetings of students and local Brahman officials to debate changing
specific customs but these discussions did not produce tangible
results.#® Even in Rajahmundry, early reform activities produced few
results, but journalistic activity, public meetings, organized voluntary
associations, and some leaders among the educated elite forged the
conditions in which a social reform campaign could be waged.

Through his journal Vivéka Vardhani, Viresalingam was developing
an ideology of social reform and actively seeking an issue for a reform
campaign. In the journal, he introduced himself to the public with a
poem:4!

I am a Brahman who learned a foreign language and passed an
examination in that language.

I have an interest in the Telugu language, and I want to aid the
development of the country.

I have some talent for writing poetry.

1 write particularly about moral questions which are universal,
in an easy style, without using difficult compounds, so that
everyone may understand.

I also use foreign words.

In the first line, Viresalingam identified himself as a member of the
educated elite, while in the third he implied that he was a scholar in
Telugu. Then he went on to state his concern for writing prose, and
writing it so that people could understand it—he wanted to write in
spoken, not classical, Telugu. He linked the development of Telugu
with that of the country. Elsewhere, he stated that his journal had two
aims: the improvement of the Telugu language and the improvement
of the country.1?

Viresalingam wanted to develop Telugu not only by modifying the
language but also by using it to reform society. Language reform was
to be carried out by simplifying Telugu to increase peoples’ compre-
hension of it. He conceived of language as a means to combat the evil
conditions in society and to propagate the moral standards essential
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for the country’s progress. These journalistic goals represented a con-
scious break with tradition in Telugu usage.

The documentation of his intellectual odyssey is somewhat limited,
but Viresalingam distinguished three periods when discussing the evo-
lution of his journal, Vivéka Vardhani.** The first two periods fell before
the first widow marriage he performed in December 1881, and the last
followed that crucial event. The first period was brief, from 1874 to
1876. He wrote about social conditions that affronted him—the corrup-
tion of officials, the role of prostitutes in public life, the degraded posi-
tion of women, and the widespread ignorance of the masses. If there
was a focus to his writings then, it was on the problern of cultural contact
between India and the West and the reasons for the decline of ancient
Indian civilization. Viresalingam idealized the past and contrasted it
with the current degraded state of society. He was especially concerned
with the role of the Brahmans, keepers of the texts and traditions.

Viresalingam's explanation for the decline of ancient India became
more complex with time and touched directly on the Brahmans as pre-
servers of India’s civilizational values. How he explained this decline var-
ied with the opposition that faced Viresalingam at any one time in his
career. At first, he blamed the Muslims for the destruction of ancient
India’s greatness: they had shattered political unity and subjugated Indi-
ans. Loss of political independence removed morality from law and
order; suspicion and mutual distrust became endemic. Brahmans were
humiliated and had to take up professions like low-level civil service jobs,
and some were even reduced to begging. The prevailing fact in political
life was oppression, and the dominant emotion in social life was fear:
Indian civilization had lost its confidence and power.* This attribution
of the decline to external forces came as Viresalingam was just beginning
to write about social reform and was still committed to the role of a schol-
ar and teacher. Opposition to his ideas was slight and came chiefly from
scholars; he had undertaken no significant reform activities.

Then came a transitional period. Scholars sharpened their attacks
after Viresalingam defied orthodox burial customs and began to criti-
cize Brahmans, and a perceptible shift occurred in his account of the
decline of ancient India. Increasingly Viresalingam blamed scholars for
the deterioration of knowledge and standards of morality.*> However,
this internal factor, evident in his speeches and lectures during
187576, still played only a subordinate role in Viresalingam’s thinking.

As Viresalingam attacked current practices and beliefs, he began to
attribute malpractices to scholars, pscudoscholars, or teachers, basing .
his argument on the place of knowledge in a country’s civilization. At
first arguing that Muslim rule had forced Brahmans to abandon their
honorable professions of preserving knowledge and had encouraged
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various corruptions,’6 Viresalingam began to trace the deterioration of
knowledge to two new causes: one was the preference of scholars for
revelation, rather than observation and inference, as a source of knowl-
edge; the other was the scholars’ concern for form rather than mean-
ing, for Sanskrit and poetry rather than for the regional languages and
prose.¥ He traced these two causes to ancient Indian civilization prior
to the coming of the Muslims and saw them as precluding the risc of a
scientific tradition in India. They were also the principal evils of the pre-
sent day that needed to be rectified. Thus he focused on internal causes
for India’s decline—on scholars and their faults.

During these years Viresalingam used his journal to experiment
with new literary forms, farcical one-act plays about social conditions,
and stories illustrating moral principles specifically for women. These
innovative forms set his journal off from its competitors and were sig-
nificant in the development of Telugu literature. Their content was as
notable as their form. Many of his one-act plays satirized Brahmans,
highlighting the evils and absurdities of contemporary society. He
developed social stereotypes of “the orthodox.” Viresalingam used his
farces to pillory his enemies; since his attempts at disguising the per-
sonalities he portrayed were ineffective, a target of his writing could
easily find himself with a new nickname, that of a character in one of
Viresalingam’s plays. These farces were the first instance in modern
times when the Telugu spoken dialect was employed for dramatic pur-
poses. Viresalingam used the spoken dialect for all his characters,
Brahmans and untouchables alike (the conventions in Sanskrit drama
allowed only a few low-born characters to use spoken dialects).®?

As Viresalingam was increasingly criticized by his fellow scholars
during 1875-76, his responses in his journal pointed te ancient schol-
ars seduced by the lure of power and weatth, confused by the urge to
acquire prestige, and misled into fabricating stories that the mass of
illiterates believed. He began to question the later accretions to Hindu
traditions, such as the itihasa and the purands; to note the purity of
thought in Srti and the Vedas, including the Upanishads; and to claim
inclusion of gross superstitions in Smrii, the dharmasastras, the itthasa,
and the purinas. Since Smrii was often used to confute him, it was natu-
ral that he should try to discredit it. He argued that contemporary
Indians were merely continuing the prostitution of education and the
adoption of debased jobs initiated by the ancient Indian scholars. Con-
temporary scholars seldom studied the Vedas or even the dharmasds-
tras, 5o spurious customs based on later texts had crept in and lowered
the standards of scholarship and morality.5

Viresalingam based his ideas about progress on the cyclical ages of
Hindu cosmology, postulating that since the literal descriptions of the
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darkest of the four ages fit the present, contemporary society was in the
last age and anything that succeeded it was bound to be better. Reject-
ing the inevitability of the destruction of the world, he argued that
steady improvement would culminate in a future golden age, thus
assimilating the Western idea of progress to traditional Hindu beliefs
and making it part of his conception of societal development3! To jus-
tify cultural borrowing from the West, he argued that the West had first
borrowed from India—mathematics, via Greece-— and thus India was
responsible for achievements derived from mathematics.? Further-
more, mutual cultural borrowing involved no subordination of one civ-
ilization to another. The leading ideas in Viresalingam’s program of
regeneration were in fact indigenous scholarly ones: the ameliorative
power of knowledge and the intrinsic strength of a unified people. He
believed that education would instill morality in the leaders of society
and create a climate of opinion favorable to reform. This education
would be both moral and practical, since knowledge concerning the
sciences and humanities had to be tempered with a knowledge of
moral principles.5

Education was one remedy for India, and unity—of race, religion,
and caste—was the other. In his speeches and writings, Viresalingam
appealed to his audience to promote unity, not just at the philosophi-
cal level of Vedantic speculation, but at a social level. He advocated the
formation of debating clubs, caste organizations, trade unions, almost
any kind of organization which would bind men together. These associ-
ations would be like building blocks, in themselves small and useless,
but together indispensable.5 These essentially scholarly ideas reflected
his initial activities, rectifying abuses that afflicted Brahmans and com-
bating specific corrupt practices of officials in Rajahmundry.

Viresalingam's first reform effects had been personal and idiosyn-
cratic. He refused to call in Brahmans for rites connected with the
removal of a beehive from a roof beam in his house, although it was
customary to employ them to do s0;% and he joined Basavarazu Gavar-
razu, a friend, in defying Brahman burial customs when Gavarrazu’s
son died. The two of them buried the corpse themselves, hoping to
encourage secular Brahmans to participate in funeral processions and
discourage ideas about pollution.5 He wrote against Brahman mar-
riage customs such as bride-price, child marriage of girls, and mar-
riages restricted by sect and kinship,’” but he found it difficuit to pro-
mote changes in these even among his friends. Girls’ education was a
popular reform—Viresalingam had founded a girls’ school in 1874
when teaching in a nearby small town and, in 1881, he began another
in Rajahmundry. Finally, in 1874, Viresalingam turned his attention to
the controversial issue of widow marriage.
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history of alienating even allies in the implementation of his ideas,
Viresalingam was an ideological thinker and polemicist whosc ideas
decisively shaped the regional culture and nationalist ideology in
Andhra. He criticized the existing structure of social and political
authority and provided a vision of indigenously generated social
change and national progress. He reconceived of both individuals and
their collective identity in coastal Andhra, insisting that educated men
confront the failure of priestly Brahmans and scholars to uphold Indi-
an society, that they commit themselves to new goals and form new
associations, that they assume responsibilities for the condition of
women and the masses in Andhra society. Later leaders went far
beyond Viresalingam in questioning British political authority in India.
Nonetheless, his emphasis on regional cultural traditions had far-
reaching political implications, and his widow marriage campaign gave
future leaders a direct and overwhelmingly political experience in
bringing about social change.

Bibliographic Essay

The reconstruction of the social reform movement in coastal Andhra
during the period 1874-91 required a synthesis of two very different
types of sources: biographies and autobiographies in Tclugu, and
English-language newspapers. Neither type of source was sufficient by
itself because events in Andhra had few connections with events of an
all-India importance. Not until 1907, when Bepin Chandra Pal toured
South India protesting the partition of Bengal, did Andhras participate
noticeably in events whose significance transcended the regional
boundaries. This isolation meant that the history of coastal Andhra
during this period of social reform was not fully understood in Madras.
The English-language newspapers in Madras mentioned some of the
highlights of the social reform movement and thus provided a rough
chronology of events in the region, a chronology which could then be
linked with major events in Madras and the rest of India. Yet this
chronology was at best only an outline.

For a full understanding of social reform and its significance in
Andhra, the Telugu sources were crucial. Most valuable were Kan-
dukuri Viresalingam’s autobiography and collected works. For the
period preceding the widow marriage campaign his autobiography was
indispensable. Newspaper reports were very brief at that time, and it
would be virtually impossible to describe that early social reform activi-

VIRESALINGAM AND THE IDEOLOGY OF CHANGE 177

ty without Viresalingam's account. Once the widow marriage campaign
began, the two main sources were Viresalingam’s 1885 report to the
Association, “Rajahmendravara Stri Punar Vivabha Caritramu,” which he
included in his collected works, and an English account by Vire-
salingam’s ex-student, D. V. Prakasa Row. Reminiscences of Vire-
salingam’s students and followers, especially those of Rayasam Venkata
Sivudu, Valluri Suryanarayana Rau, and Cilakamarti Lakshmi-
narasimham, filled out the narrative. The opposition to social reform
had to be glimpsed mainly through the eyes of the reformers them-
selves, for the only biography of an opposition leader, that of Vedamu
Venkataraya Sastri, mentions a few relevant facts only briefly and omits
any discussion of other opposition leaders or connections with them.
The decline of the social reform movement in Rajahmundry coincided
with the school careers of three future prominent Andhra political
leaders, K. Venkatappayya, T. Prakasam, and A. Kaleswara Rao, and
their autobiographies furnished revealing accounts of the social
reformers’ participation in reform activities,

During the decades of the 1870s and 1880s the English-tanguage
newspapers relied on correspondents in coastal Andhra for news of
that region. The correspondents for the British-owned newspapers
were probably Europeans, since most of their news concerned the
activities of British officials and missionaries. Even Indian-owned news-
papers like The Hindu did not pay much attention to events in coastal
Andhra, for reports from there were irregular and brief even at the
best of times.

Other types of sources, such as records of the Madras government
or missionary reports, were of little use for this topic. The general poli-
cy of the Government of India was to refrain from undertaking social
reform, and, except in individual instances, the Government of Madras
did nothing to encourage social reform. This lack of interest was evi-
dent in those few cases (such as the circulation of Mr. Malabari's
Notes) when the government was competled to act. Also, British

“administration at the local level did not pay much attention to the

social reformers or include information about them in the reports to
higher levels of government, since the social reformers’ actions did not
impinge directly upon the administration,

The lack of missionary reports for this period was disappointing.
Neither the missionary college at Rajahmundry nor its affiliate in Gun-
tur had preserved records from the nineteenth century. The most valu-
able missionary sources for this study were the journals published in
North America. Missionary records usually dealt with the business of
managing the mission, whereas the letters of some missionaries to jour-
nals provided a few insights into social reform and Viresalingam's life.
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Even the archives of the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Philadel-
phia has preserved only statements regarding itineraries and traveling
expenses of missionaries and disputes within the mission. The Lutheran
Theological Seminary at Gettysburg has an extensive collection of
records and manuscripts for the Lutheran mission in Guntur. The jour-
nals of women missionaries were valuable for descriptions of social
reform activities and missionary attitudes towards these. The Canadian
Baptists had their Telugu Mission headquarters in Kakinada; archives
are in McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario. Although none of their
records or journals illuminates any of Viresalingam'’s actions, there are
a few letters in the Canadian Missionary Link dealing with Paida Ramakr-
ishnayya. Another journal, Among the Telugus, first appeared in 1900 and
is valuable for material on social conditions in Kakinada.

Sectarian histories of missionary activity in coastal Andhra, more-
over, are uniform in their concentration on those activities which con-
tributed to the growth of Christianity. Although the missionaries in
coastal Andhra were pioneers in promoting education, and, interest-
ingly enough, admired and utilized Viresalingam’s writings on
monotheism and the restrictive aspects of the caste system, they wrote
little about Indian society except as it affected their work.

The diaries of Viresalingam, 1897-1916, are in the possession of Y.
Venkat Rao, Rajahmundry, who picked them up one day when he
noticed a pile of waste paper outside the Viresalingam Theistic High
School. There were probably earlier diaries, but even so, their value is
limited. Viresalingam recorded the events he considered important
but did not comment on them. Most entries deal with the prices of
food in the local market and would be valuable for an economic histo-
rian. Other financial entries were of value in tracing his supporters for
his various projects.
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The Widow Marriage Campaign

That Telugu-speaking reformers took the lead on the widow marriage
issue in the Presidency seems indisputable. In Madras, the Hindu
Widow Re-Marriage Association had been formed in 1874 but served
only briefly as a forum for voicing the arguments for widow marriage
before it languished. Its leaders were Brahmans but not Tamil Brah-
mans, and it used English, not a regional language, for its meetings.
The Tamil Brahman establishment was more concerned in the 1870s
with educational policy, questions of management (by government or
private institutions), and the role of Indian languages (including San-
skrit}. The fear that Western education would lead to secularism was
strong. After Viresalingam formed the Rajahmundry Widow Marriage
Association in 1879, the Madras Hindu Widow Re-Marriage Association
became active again. The Rajahmundry and Madras reformers cooper-
ated in limited ways over the next two decades.®

When Viresalingam began to plan a widow marriage campaign in
the Telugu-speaking Circars, he spent over a year meeting with various
people and scholars to discuss the question of widow marriages.5®
Because of the scholars’ reluctance to agree with his textual interpreta-
tions, Viresalingam became convinced of their unwillingness to cope
with change, and he began to attack them as agents and even the
sources of religious authority. In the spring of 1881, he challenged his
religious superior, the Sankaracharya from Virupaksha, when he came
to Rajahmundry. In his journal Viresalingam attacked the
Sankaracharya, claiming that he was coercing donations from people
by threatening excommunication. He also denigrated the
Sankaracharya’s personal disciple and presumptive heir. At a March
meeting, Viresalingam presented a petition signed by thirty Niyogi
Brahmans asking for the Sankaracharya’s approval of widow marriages.
Viresalingam spoke in favor of widow marriages and another pandit
spoke for the opposition. Later in the meeting the audience was
informed that the Sankaracharya would sanction widow marriage only
if the majority of caste Hindus in Rajahmundry approved. This meant,
of course, that local custom would prevail; it cut off the debate and
silenced Viresalingam. Since the Sankaracharya left the meeting with-
out commenting on the validity of Viresalingam's interpretation, Vire-
salingam believed he was still free to persuade other Hindus of the cor-
rectness of his argument.5?

This confrontation was the first of several clashes between Vire-
salingam and the Sankaracharya. Viresalingam continued to criticize
or subvert religious authority in pursuit of his reform goals. Vire-
salingam was a Smarta and under the Sankaracharya’s religious author-

VIRESALINGAM AND THE IDEOLOGY OF CHANGE. 163

ity, but Brahmans from different sects joined in the appeal for
approval of widow marriages. Thus the confrontation illustrated the
more general religious role of the Sankaracharya and also the intercst
in the widow marriage issue; it cut across sectarian boundaries and
united reformers of different sectarian backgrounds,

Formed in 1879, the Rajahmundry Widow Marriage Association®!
held its first widow marriage in 1881, when a secret executive commit-
tee and, in effect, a new association were formed. The Prarthana Samaj
had been dominated by teachers; in this new association, there were as
many officials as teachers on the executive committee.52 Many mem-
bers were students from the Rajahmundry Government College. The
teachers recruited students directly from their classes for social reform
activities and also served as role models for their students, who were in
many cases living away from home for the first time. Viresalingam in
particular was admired, since he was recognized as the foremost Tel-
ugu scholar of his age, and students remembered that be advocated
social reform in his classes. He concentrated especially on exposing
and ridiculing the ideas and practices of orthodox Hindus, creating in
the classroom the same social stereotypes that he wrote about in his
journal.®® As the widow marriage campaign aroused controversy, stu-
dents formed bodyguards for Viresalingam and other leaders in dan-
ger of physical attack from their orthodox opponents.® After the first
marriage in 1881, students went out to villages, found widows and
arranged to bring them to Rajahmundry; some became bridegrooms
themselves despite threats and beatings from their parents.® The
intense excitement and enthusiasm of the 1881-84 widow marriage
campaign, when ten marriages of widows were celebrated, deeply
marked the young men who participated.% Some thirty more widow
marriages had been celebrated in Andhra by 1919, making this the
most intensive campaign in ali of India.

From the time of Viresalingam’s first speech on widow marriage in
1879 it took almost two years to find a widow who would remarry and a
bridegroom for her. In December 1881, the first widow marriage was
performed. 1t took the help of British officials to conduct it: to secure
the bridegroom's leave from his job, depute a police detachment of
Muslims and Christians from Madras, and threaten to arrest orthodox
Hindu leaders if there were overt disturbances.5? The orthodox had per-
suaded Brahman cooks, water carriers, and priests not to carry out their
customary duties, but the reformers countered the threatened boycott
by paying more for all the services.58 Four days after the highly publi-
cized wedding, another widow was brought by her mother to Rajah-
mundry and married; this event was even grander, since many British
officials joined the procession and many more people came to watch jit.8
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Both the reformers and their opponents organized themselves for
these eontroversial events. The Widow Marriage Association left the
publicity to Viresalingam, whose journal made him the most cffective
spokesman, but the other leaders secured support from officials in the
district towns. In Kakinada, Godavari District headquarters, a local
merchant, Paida Ramakrishnayya, offered to donate thousands of
rupees once the marriages began, and he kept his promise.”™ The
oppoenents organized too. Before the first widow marriage, the ortho-
dox opposition was led by Vaidiki or priestly Brahman scholars;”! then
an association against widow marriages was formed in Rajahmundry
led by Western-educated men, indicating a shift in the leadership of
the orthodox opposition. Although scholars still had an important
place, Western-educated men holding government positions became
the leaders. Similarly, their tactics shifted. Until this time, orthodox
opponents would enforce traditional sanctions, withdraw essential
domestic and religious services, and refuse to contract marriage rela-
tionships or fulfill kinship obligations. But now they asked the
Sankaracharya to make the reformers outcastes. When the
Sankaracharya complied, it was the Municipal Council President of
Rajahmundry who convened a meeting to announce the expulsion of
the reformers from their castes.” Some thirty people who attended the
wedding meals were expelled, their readmission to caste dependent
upon formal, public acknowledgement of the Sankaracharya’s authori-
ty and a ceremony of penance.” Among the reformers outcasted by
the Sankaracharya were non-Smartas, indicating his more general
authority among Hindus.

This counterattack was very effective, and only Viresalingam and
one friend, Basavarazu Gavarrazu, ultimately resisted submission to the
Sankaracharya. Viresalingam had his own well; he and his wife had no
children, and, as a Telugu Brahman pandit, he performed the mar-
riages himself. The worst blow to the reformers was the loss of their
chief patron, the Kakinada merchant, who performed penance and
swore not to give any more money to the reformers.” Viresalingam was
bitter about the failure of the educated elite to support the reform
campaign and withstand social pressure. From this experience, he con-
cluded that education had to be extended to women and the masses;
once educated, they would not be intimidated by those opposed to
social change. Enthusiasm for reform in Rajahmundry declined notice-
ably, and it was harder to find brides and bridegrooms. Viclence used
by both sides during the months after the first two widow marriages—
college students fought with the young disciples of priests—resulted in
the filing of lawsuits by both sides, although only the priests’ disciples
were convicted.?s '
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Another lawsuit filed as a consquence of the first widow marriages
was far more significant. One of the non-Smartas outcasted by the
Sankaracharya, Atmuri Lakshminarasimham, filed a court case against
him. The initial decision, against the reformers, was appealed to the
Madras High Court in August 1882, and this caused misgivings among
orthodox and reformers alike. (The two most prominent social reform-
ers in Madras denied any association with the appeal.)”™ Viresalingam's
closest follower, Basavarazu Gavarrazu, filed the appeal, and its out-
come was surprising. The Madras High Court upheld the lower court
decision with respect to Sankaracharya's ecclesiastical powers—he
could expell people from caste—but decided against Sankaracharya
because of the way he had notified reformers of his action. He had sent
them postcards through the mail, and this violated the laws against
defamation! They fined him Rs. 200.77

The real question here was whether or not the government had
the legal power to pass judgement on a duly constituted source of
Hindu religious authority. Advocates of reform in Rajahmundry sup-
ported the initial court case, although some were ambivalent about it,
and they did not oppose the appeal. They were disappointed in the
decision, fearing it would diminish support for social reform.” In
Madras, the response was different. Just as they had opposed the
appeal itself, without exception the Madras social reformers con-
demned the court’s decision to fine Sankaracharya.™ In Rajahmundry,
widow marriages continued—four took place between the time of the
appeal and the High Court decision seven months later, and four more
took place before internal dissension led to the decline of the move-
ment in 1884, By the time of the High Court decision, the reformers
no longer needed police protection.8?

These ten widow marriages had an impact far beyond their num-
bers. Most of the child widows were from the Brahman castes,8! but the
Rajahmundry widow marriages included two Komati (merchant) cou-
ples. There were more secular Brahmans than priestly ones among the
eight Brahman couples, but every Brahman sect and branch was repre-
sented in these couples, and the tenth marriage was an inter-sect Brah-
man marriage. The Rajahmundry Widow Marriage Association spon-
sored all ten marriages and all save one were held in Rajahmundry;
that one was held by Rajahmundry reformers in Madras.82 This small
group displayed remarkable diversity and involved a wide range of the
educated elite and their families in controversy over the reform.

After 1884 serious dissension among the reformers caused the
movement to lose momentum, although thirty more widow marriages
were performed before Viresalingam’s death in 1919. What is signifi-
cant here is that the dissension no longer concerned whether or not
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widow marriages were religiously sanctioned or were a useful reform.
The dissension was over how to support the married couples (many
bridegrooms lost their jobs and the Widow Marriage Association pro-
vided them housing, allowances, and sometimes employment),®® and,
after 1886, over the provisions of the will of Paida Ramakrishnayya. He
had honored his pledge to the Sankaracharya not to give money
directly to the Rajahmundry reformers, but he had channeled money
to them through the social reform leaders in Madras, and upon his
death he left a trust fund containing Rs. 10,000 for the widow marriage
movement. This was to be administered by Atmuri Lakshmi-
narasimham, the teacher who had first propounded Brahmo Samaj
doctrines to Viresalingam. He was now a judicial official and the filer
of the court case against Sankaracharya. Viresalingam’s unfortunate
tendency to alienate his closest allies inspired him to attack Lakshmi-
narastimham in a farce just at this time, so that disagreements among
the reformers and bridegrooms produced factions within the associa-
tion. Lakshminarasimham refused to use the trust fund for new cou-
ples, preferring to keep it for those already married. There had
already been rivalry among the leaders—before 1881, three of them,
including Viresalingam and Lakshminarasimham, had founded com-
peting girls’ schools in Rajahmundry—but it did not interfere with the
widow marriage campaign until the mid-1880s,

The widow marriage campaign in Andhra showed the impact of
direct, positive action; its symbolic achievements were many. The
direct challenge to religious authority, in this case that of the
Sankaracharya, appealed to college students and helped keep Hindu
revivalism out of the social reform movement in coastal Andhra. An
antipathy to religious authority appeared in later reform movements
initiated by Viresalingam’s students.?® The widow marriage movement
had offered direct, positive action with tremendous potential for
dramatization, maximum publicity, and controversy.

Despite the setback to the widow marriage campaign, reform activ-
ities proceeded. The dissension and the loss of old members through
death (especially Basavarazu Gavarrazu in 1888} and dispute coincided
with the initial experiments by the British in local government and
with the emergence of nationalism throughout India. Thus the ener-
gies of the educated elite were drawn into new fields. There was, how-
ever, continuity in some areas. Religious reform remained an attractive
alternative and was less threatening to orthodox Hindus; girls’ educa-
tion proceeded to grow and Telugu literary activities featured both
innovations and controversy.

The vital relationships between social reform, religious reform,
and literary activity were recognized by contemporary social reformers.
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Attacks on orthodox customs and views were conducted through the
widow marriage campaign, religious reform associations, and literary
activity. The widow marriage campaign gave an impetus to innovations
in Telugu literature; it continued under Viresalingam’s leadership. In
1883, he began Sati Hita Badhini, a journal written for women, and he
used this genre to inculcate his ideas on social reform. This type of
writing was developed by his former pupils to become almost a sepa-
rate field of Telugu prose 36

Literature as a means of reform became a cultural tradition in
coastal Andhra, and literary activity became a suitable alternative field
of endeavor for many social reformers. Telugu journalism was also
pressed into the service of social reformers. Most significant, journal
debate during the 1880s in coastal Andhra was carried on in Telugu
and not in English—there was no English language newspaper for
coastal Andhra until 1921, when the Congress leader T. Prakasam pub-
lished one from Madras.8? The Hindy, published in English from
Madras from 1878, reported little on coastal Andhra, and this neglect
was, in a sense, fortunate for Telugu journalism, for the important
issues of the day were discussed and analyzed only through the Telugu
journals. This strengthened Telugu journalism and forced the educat-
ed elite to use Telugu and solve the problems inherent in transforming
the regional language. The negative aspects of this situation were that
people in other parts of India were unaware of what was happening in
coastal Andhra and that parochialism was encouraged among Telugu-
speaking people. But by the 1890s, educated men and women in
Andhra were commitited to the use of Telugu as a serious medium of
expression in journalism and literature, and they were engaged in
transforming the regional language and its culture.®

Social reform proved to be the chief determinant of the direction
of cultural change in the Telugu language and literature. The modifi-
cation of the Telugu script for printing, the initial efforts at prose com-
position, and the introduction of new literary forms had occurred by
the mid-nineteenth century, developed by Telugu scholars who tried to
control the changes. The transition to a new phase of culture occurred
in the late 1870s, when Viresalingam began employing innovative liter-
ary forms in his social reform publicity. The cultural change wrought
by the social reform campaign also led to a shift in the men and institu-
tions associated with the development of Telugu literature.

Scholars in Telugu began to be superseded by the educated elite as
effective communicators, and consequently the structure of the Telugu
literary culture was altered. The main motivation for this moderniza-
tion of Telugu was the hope that it would bridge the gulf which the
cducated clite felt between themselves and. those who did not know
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English. Viresalingam’s concern with the masses developed after his
disillusionment with the educated elite—he emphasized the moral
benefits of education for women and the masses so that they would not
hold back the educated elite and could themselves participate directly
in reform efforts.® This modernization was also an attempt to bridge
the gulf between urban and rural people, and, to some extent,
between Brahman and non-Brahman.

If social reform activity accelerated cultural change, it also acceler-
ated the process of political development in the area. Because social
reform was the first organized activity initiated by the educated clite in
coastal Andhra, it had a significance which transcended its success or
failure in the performance of widow marriages. The educated elite start-
ed journals, organized associations, recruited supporters, and planned
campaigns around the idea of social innovation. The leaders of social
reform recruited members and attracted sympathizers, Reform activity
was an experience for students and others that accustomed them to
nontraditional groups and activities. Social reform was also an arena of
political activity. The centrality of the Rajahmundry Government Col-
lege in the educational life of the Circars and the central position of
Viresalingam in both social reform and literary activities gave a strong
initial base for the widow marriage campaign and heightened its
impact. But Viresalingam's stubbornness and controversial personal
relations ensured that other reformers split off from him and built asso-
ciations and institutions of their own. Thus reform efforts did not pro-
ceed under the direction of just one man, but through the rivalry of sev-
eral major figures and the allegiance to them of many others. These
shifting alignments broadened the arena for reform ideas and activities.
Viresalingam’s associations and institutions may have depended upon
personal and financial support which sometimes proved elusive, but his
ideas decisively shaped social and political concepts in coastal Andhra.

Viresalingam’s Thought

Viresalingam’s responses to the questions posed by Westernization
changed over the years. Before 1876, he had conceived of the prob-
lems largely as arising from a confrontation between India and the
West. Attributing the rise of the West chiefly to unity and a scientific
tradition he harnessed these achievements to his conception of
progress for India. In that period Viresalingam had been unsure about
which cultural tradition or group he should favor to bring about the
changes he desired in society. The second period, from 1876 o 1881,
when he was actively engaged in the widow marriage campaign, was a
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transitional one for him in which he worked out tentative answers to
these questions. From 1881 to 1888, when the first two marriages had
been successfully performed, Viresalingam fully developed the ideas
that he had begun to formulate during the transitional period, a peri-
od that coincided with the decline of the social reform movement and
an increase of political activity at the local and national levels. Vire-
salingam’s solutions were his ultimate intellectual response to prob-
lems that he had encountered in the early 1870s. His followers adopted
many of his ideas, but faced with different tasks, they used his thought
to meet the situations facing them in the late 1880s.

Viresalingam's social reform experience during the transitional
period decisively shaped his intellectual development. His initiation of
the widow marriage campaign in 1879 shifted his attention from assess-
ing the reasons for India’s decline to determining practical means of
achieving its regeneration. Viresalingam's concerns about India’s rela-
tionship to the West receded in importance as he was confronted with
the immediate problems posed by Indian society. His narrowed view
relegated the West to a category of “other countries”® where the issues
of child marriage, bride price, and prohibition of widéw marriage did
not exist. Viresalingam invoked “other countries”™ in his arguments
only to show that the situation in India was not a universal one. While
stating that the elimination of undesirable social conditions was a uni-
versal goal, he was reluctant to point to the West as the specific model
for India’s future. He did not mind taking Western knowledge of natu-
ral science as a model for India, because he argued that Western sci-
ence had originated with ideas borrowed from India.®' It would have
been difficult, however, for him to apply this same argument of cultur-
al borrowing in the areas of social structure and social relationships.
Hence he tried not to associate desirable social conditions explicitly
with contemporary Western society. The development of universal
goals absorbed his attention from 1880 onwards.%?

Viresalingam’s understanding of progress recurred throughout his
writings in the phrase “the development of the country.” He used the
ward development to designate those activities that used rational means
to improve Indian social conditions and, in the process, freed individu-
als from the control of traditional authorities to allow the realization of
individual potential. By country he meant a local area, for he spoke of
the many countries within the Madras Presidency. He did not intend it
to stand for a nation or a geopolitical unit, either; he related progress
to the improvement of social conditions and social classes. His “coun-
try” is best understood as synonymous with society,

Believing that education was the key development activity, Vire-
salingam expanded his ideas about who should be educated, though
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he did not change his ideas about its content. His view of education
was a very broad and complex one, for he approached it from a meta-
physical point of view and linked it implicitly with his ideas on religion.
Thus he equated education with the particular knowledge that allowed
one to perceive truths about the nature of the world. The existence of
divinity was one such truth.% This knowledge was to be derived from
observation and critical reflection; Viresalingam applied these criteria
to his proofs of the existence of divinity as well as to more mundane
matters. He placed a new emphasis on science, especially Western sci-
ence based on an empirical tradition of observation and experimenta-
tion, which he grasped as being similar to his own ideas about knowl-
edge. In the 1880s, he began to translate scientific treatises on subjects
like biology, physics, and astronomy into Telugu. He valued science
because it was a systematic method of investigating phenomena that
gave a consistent, “true” picture of the nature of the world, unlike the
accounts of creation that he read in the Hindu epic literature.% Sci-
ence was a tool with which Viresalingam could expose superstition and
ridicule the basis of existing customs. He hoped to use scientific expla-
nations to refute the arguments of traditional scholars and win the
allegiance of the educated elite for social reform.

Morality was the second major element in Viresalingam's ideas on
education. He believed that science and morality were different
aspects of the truth—each represented a way of perceiving divinity and
each confirmed the existence and benevolence of divinity.%? Vire-
salingam deprecated the contemporary equation of Western education
with material advantages, because he connected education with reli-
gious training. It was chiefly the moral benefits of education that he
wanted to confer on women and the masses.®® He advocated moral
teaching of a nondenominational nature that would stress the truths
common to all religions: the existence of God, God's benevolence and
kindness, and the individual's need to adopt appropriate moral behav-
ior, based on reason, in order to please God.®

At first Viresalingam believed the purpose of education was to cre-
ate an elite group—emancipated from the inhibiting bonds of custom
and tradition—to lead society to a higher level through social reform.
This was his view before he tried to gain the support of the educated
elite for the widow marriage campaign in 1881.1% When he first
encouraged the education of women, he was concerned only with
upper-caste women, particularly those related to members of the edu-
cated elite. When this elite failed to support the widow marriage cam-
paign and other reforms, Viresalingam understood that education for
an elite group was not sufficient, because pressure from the rest of
society could intimidate the few educated men and prevent them from
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achieving reforms. Therefore, he considered the extension of educa-
tional opportunities to the lowest levels of society as a step necessary to
emancipating the educated elite.!® He had already advocated teaching
science (hygiene) and morality to high-caste women,; these were now to
be taught in a simplified form to the masses.12

With the inclusion of the masses in Viresalingam's educational
goals, his concept of the elite changed, although his belief in its poten-
tial to improve the country was always a consistent strand in his
thought. Even before 1876, he had praised the educated, but his essays
on their role in society had conveyed a quality of ambivalence, since at
that time the educated elite in coastal Andhra was small in numbers
and still adhered to the lifestyle of the political elite. In that early peri-
od, Viresalingam had looked to the traditional scholars as possible pro-
moters of change, but, from 1879 to 1881, his belief in that group's
capacity to accomplish this work waned rapidly, and he turned to the
educated elite as more appropriate agents of change. His hopes for
support from the educated reached a high point in October 1881,
when he declared that only Western-educated men should continue to
write books in the regional language, since the works of traditional
scholars were of no benefit to society.1% When many of them refused
to participate in social reform activities, and some even showed a retuc-
tance to promote education, Vircsalingam began to be disillusioned
with them.104 By 1884, his disenchantment was complete, but Vire-
salingam still believed that'if change was to come it must be led by the
educated, and he continually urged their commitment to social reform
while he criticized them for adopting political reform exclusively.!%

Viresalingam now envisaged a new mission for the Western-educat-
ed elite: constrained from participation in active social reform, they
were to be the main instruments in the implementation of universal
education. In an essay written in June 1883, he listed the tasks for the
educated elite. Only one, the abolition of child marriage, was con-
cerned with social reform; the other tasks focused on the development
of education and its consequences for society.1% After Viresalingam’s
redefinition of “progress” to include the improvement of the social
conditions of the masses, he began to argue for universal education. 1?7
He argued, as he had before, that scientific and moral training should
be adapted especially for women's education and would prepare them
to accept changes in society.!® Viresalingam went on to argue that the
effect of education on the masses would be the same: it would drive out
superstition, inculcate morality, and provide a receptive climate for
social reforms. He did not expect all people to become educated, but
he hoped a majority would eventually take advantage of educational
opportunities and move from ignorance and poverty to a middle rank
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in society, a social stratum then rather sparsely occupied by the educat-
ed elite.'® In his view, the masses occupied the lowest level of society,
not for economic reasons, but because of their lack of education.

Viresalingam set several tasks for Western-educated men. He antic-
ipated that women and the masses would not take advantage of educa-
tion initially unless they were under some social pressure to do so.
Therefore, the first task for educated men was to send their daughters
to school and educate their wives. Next, these literate men must work
to dispel the current belief that the dharmasastras prohibited the edu-
cation of Sudras. When this was accomplished, Viresalingam wanted
members of the elite to enter the villages and persuade rural people to
become educated. Finally, his program for the elite included the writ-
ing of Telugu books on science and morality for the masses. The edu-
cated elite was still to be the active agent of change in society, though
Viresalingam expected help from the government in providing educa-
tional facilities.110

Viresalingam had called on the government school system to
implement his ideas,!'! but his expectations of government assistance
were actually not very great. He had difficulty obtaining approval for
his girls’ school, and he knew that the municipalities and the Depart-
ment of Public Instruction in Madras were reluctant to expand govern-
ment-managed educational facilities. Furthermore, while science class-
es were relatively easy to introduce or strengthen in the government
schools, morality instruction (in the form of nondenominational reli-
gious doctrines) was not so easily inserted into the curriculum. Virf:—
salingam wrote repeatedly in his journal, Viveke Vardhani, on this
theme of introducing moral training into the school curriculum, but
the opposition was great, so he considered other ways to inculcate
morality in students. In his assessment, the most effective alternative
was to utilize Telugu literature, 12

Viresalingam's identification of the regional language with a Tel-
ugu culture was shared but slightly by different segments of the popu-
lation in 1882. By 1884, his belief in universal education and a Telugu
medium of instruction implied linking together the different levels of
culture among Telugu-speaking people. This new and broader goal
became included in the meaning of his phrase “the development of
the country.”!!3 Thus Viresalingam’s concept of Telugu as a tool in the
service of the educated elite had changed drastically; he now saw itas a
vehicle for the transformation of the masses. The interaction between
his views on reform and his ideas concerning the people who should
benefit from reform eventually led him to consider changes in the Tel
ugu language and literature that he had not anticipated in 1874, inno-
vations that led to the fuller development of the new cultural tradition
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of literature as a means of reform and eventually to a new and broader
culture itseif.

From 1880 to 1888 there was a clear progression in Viresalingam's
thinking about Indian socicty. Viresalingam’s earlier use of metaphor,
though frequent, lacked a consistent pattern. When he discussed the
masses his metaphors invariably represented them as being at a low
level of development—such as a child.!!* Then, with the introduction
of local self-government in 1884 and the organization of the Indian
National Congress in 1885, Viresalingam's images of them emphasized
their “youth.” He envisioned society as an organism and saw its parts in
anthropomorphic terms. He did not revert to the hierarchical ranking
of varras or castes and their approximation to parts of the body, an
image featured in the Rig Veda, for he focused on the activities of soci-
ety. He made his ideas explicit in the following way: social and political
reform were both growths of society and, since society was organic in
nature, the two had to develop evenly. Coordinated growth was
healthy, while uneven growth was a sign of disease. He stated that, in
political terms, Indian society was progressing from childhood to ado-
lescence. The government of India was the mother who would grant
measures of independence as soon as the adolescent proved capable of
exercising it. Viresalingam disavowed his earlier reliance on the edu-
cated elite by concluding that one segment of society should not be
allowed to forge ahead of other segments, such as women or the mass-
es.15 This even development of all sections of society was another way
in which Viresalingam expressed his idea that the unity of society was
essential for progress.

Viresalingam’s concept of society as an organic entity initially led
him to distrust political reformers. He never quite lost this feeling,
even though he came to laud the founding of the Indian National
Congress. Local politicians attempted to argue that social reform was
not a necessary accompaniment to progress and that contemporary
customs were either admirable or impossible to change; Viresalingam
reacted sharply to such assertions. He consistently criticized local polit-
ical reformers for deserting social issues; yet, on another level, he
praised the Indian National Congress for its work in promoting the
unity of India.!16

Ultimately, Viresalingam's thinking about the development of
Indian society stemmed from two problems. The first was India's low
position vis-a-vis the West; this led him to consider largely abstract ways
to elevate a country’s status. The second problem was the failure of the
Western-educated elite to actively support social reform—social pres-
sures exerted by the rest of Indian society meant that educated men
were actually being used to enforce conformity to existing social prac-
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tices. Thus leadership at an elite level obviously was not sufficient to
change society; followers also had to be receptive to change, for all lev-
els of the population had to progress together. Viresalingam's recogni-
tion of the power of uneducated people to subvert the implementation
of socially desirable goals made him realize the magnitude of their
power and the need to harness it for progress. This led him to cam-
paign for mass education and the broadening need of the regional lan-
guage and its literature. He began to equate the development of Tel-
ugu culture with the progress of the masses. Earlier he had identified
the development of Telugu with progress of the country and its status;
by this time he was concerned about the status of the masses as well as
that of the country.!!? Viresalingam never made the final, direct equa-
tion—the identification of the people with the country—because he
still believed in the leadership of an elite, the inherent inertia of the
masses, and the wisdom of the British administration in India.}® Yet
his intellectual development, in retrospect, represents a far-reaching
attempt to build nationalist consciousness on a cultural base.

One can trace in Viresalingam's intellectual odyssey the interac-
tion of his perceptions and actual social reform experiences through
time. Viresalingam began his intellectual inquiry into the origins of the
decay of Indian society when he was a young teacher in a village
school. His early concern for education made him stress teaching as
the key to change, although he was uncertain about exactly what to
change at that time. His position as a Telugu scholar inclined him
toward that language as the medium of cultural change, and his posi-
tion as a member of the educated elite and as a Brahman stressed the
role of an elite in guiding the country’s destiny. But his experience in
the widow marriage campaign modified these early ideas and led him
to consider mass education as a necessary prerequisite for the inaugu-
ration of social reform. Mass education could be conducted only
through Telugu, and this made him consider the further expansion of
Telugu as the opener for a cultural change much greater than the one
he had conceived originally. Beginning as an imitator of the tradition-
al Telugu scholars, he ended his career as a great popularizer and
prophet of cultural change for the masses.!

Conclusion

The relationship of social reform, literary, and political activity to
regional identity forged by Viresalingam decisively shaped the charac-
ter of the Indian nationalist movement there and contrasted with the
lack of such a relationship in Madras. From 1879 to 1913, the educated

VIRESALINGAM AND THE IDEOLOGY OF CHANGE 175

elite established organizations at three levels—local, district, and
regional—and social and religious reform associations stemming from
Rajahmundry and Viresalingam's widow marriage campaign were fun-
damental to development of these groups all over coastal Andhra, Sub-
sequent stages of political development focused on the creation of
political contacts and consciousness at the district and regional levels.
In 1892, the first conference at the district level was held in Krishna
District,12¢ and a few delegates came from other districts too.12! Within
three years leaders initiated meetings in other districts, and social con-
ferences were held in conjunction with these district meetings.?? In
1905, conferences drew attendees from all of coastal Andhra.1?® Some
of these gatherings were explicitly political in nature and some, like
the Andhra Theistic Conference, were not. From these supra-local con-
ferences came the impetus to inaugurate a political movement in order
to secure the recognition of Andhra’s separate identity.!

The continuing relevance of key social reform ideas to political
activity in coastal Andhra, both on the regional level and eventually in
the nationalist movement, was unusual, for social reform ideas became
increasingly irrelevant in shaping the development of nationalism in
other regions of India. But the nationalists in coastal Andhra retained
the idea of attaining social modernity, social progress, with its emphasis
on the educated elite as the catalyst and the Telugu language and cul-
tural traditions as the means, Modernity was now conceived of as a series
of regional political communities within the Indian nation, where law
and an Indian government would be the instruments creating new
social conditions. Viresalingam's rooting of the idea of progress in the
regional culture and his sustained attack on Sanskritic traditions
destroyed the intellectual basis for any type of Sanskritic revivalism in
Andhra. Vireésalingam'’s first attacks were on the priestly Brahmans, and
then he included traditional scholars, For many years his newspaper,
the leading one in Andhra, villified priests, scholars, and aspects of
ancient Aryan civilization. Thus succeeding generations grew up with a
declining status of priests and traditional scholars; consequently, they
accepted the futility of using Sanskritic traditions to build a modern
identity.

In Madras, Christians and non-Brahmans attacked Brahmans; in
coastal Andhra, Western-educated Brahmans, led by Viresalingam,
attacked “the orthodox.” Discrediting the image of the orthodox Brah-
man was central to the evolving ideology of social change and national
progress. The “new Brahman” conscience in Andhra questioned tradi-
tional religious authority.as the social reformers sought to transform
their regional culture through the modification of Telugn, the expan-
sion of education, and social and religious reform activities. Despite his
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