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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

THE CONCEPT OF ‘CASTE’ CONSTITUTES THE foundational premise upon which the intricate social fabric of India is predicated. It has established a substantial interconnection with ‘class’, another fundamental construct that shapes the socio-political and cultural ethos. Throughout various historical epochs, numerous figures, including saints hailing from ‘lower-caste’ communities, monarchs, advocates of social reform, religious leaders, intellectuals, philanthropists, and artists, have actively contested caste-based hierarchies, endeavouring to uplift communities historically marginalized as ‘lower’ castes. The discourse and manifestations of caste have permeated diverse domains, encompassing religious, social, economic, political, academic, and artistic spheres, as well as the institutions associated therein. The pursuit of caste equality, encapsulated in the titular phrase, has predominantly manifested as a vocal protestation and, to a limited extent, as a token gesture. Primarily, with the exception of a minority, those involved in the endeavour for caste equality often treat it as a verbal platitude, maintaining a certain distance from it as an external construct. The imperative aphorism, ‘practise what you preach,’ bears minimal weight in their personal domains, as they persist in the practice of endogamy, engage in subtle discriminatory behaviours, and retain their positions of privilege.	

I am reminded of Michel Foucault, the twentieth-century French philosopher, best known for his influential work on power, knowledge, and their relationship. Foucault’s theory of power challenges conventional notions of authority, urging us to see power as a multifaceted, dynamic force that operates in a decentralized manner throughout society. The essays in this book are carefully woven, drawn from various resources that elevate certain caste groups, and claim the highest space in the caste order by appropriating the scriptures. This claim substantiates the Foucauldian decentralization of power and authority of one group of people or caste. They have added information that supports their social elevation gathered from the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Smritis, archaeological and historical records and verses of saints such as Kapiladeva Nayanar. Each caste group mentioned in this book challenges the conventions of power and authority, the right to perform religious rites, citing the Vedas (both the Aryan and the Dravidian texts), and establishing their communities as the ‘top of the twice born’ (a phrase used by Gopal Guru in ‘How Egalitarian Are the Social Sciences in India?’). The two essays in this book also enumerate instances of the birth of certain castes from a particular cluster. 

Professor Na. Va had a prolonged academic engagement. Upon the insistence of his mentor, Professor Karmega Konar, he completed his postgraduate studies in Tamil from The American College, Madurai. What is significant is the profound knowledge he acquired in Sangam literature, the epics in Tamil, and his thorough engagement with writers across the world such as George Gordon Byron, Victor Hugo, Maxim Gorky, and the like. He was proficient in Tamil and English, and the several science essays he translated into Tamil are proof of his linguistic acumen. Earmarked with precision and clarity, his expertise in folklore and engagement in science, history, sociology, and anthropology are visible in his writing. Professor Na. Va’s work is based on extensive research. The essays in this book are sourced from ancient Tamil epics (major and minor), temple charters, books on caste histories, and philosophical texts. 

I must confess that it was a thoroughly exhilarating experience reading the two essays in this book in their original Tamil version. On the brink of submitting my PhD thesis, I was presented the opportunity to translate this book, which helped me better  understand the historicity of caste in Tamil Nadu. While I was excited to engage in this translation exercise, I was fear-stricken for two reasons: the flux one goes through as a translator, staying true to the original as opposed to transcreating the content, and a reverential fear – the stalwart’s work I chose to translate. Technological advancements, Tamil Lexicon, and a few reference books proved handy in the translation process. It is not without challenges that I completed translating the verses Prof. Na. Va quotes and the archaic language he uses in specific passages.  I thank my dear friend, Dr Thirunavukkarasu M.  (pseudonym: Nithin Thiruvarasu) from Chennai, for helping me understand particular contexts and taking me through an imaginative and interpretative world of Tamil verse form. 

I thank the Tamil Nadu Textbook and Educational Services Corporation (TNTB & ESC) team for this invitation and the opportunity to contribute to their grand project of translations. I thank the Centre for Learning Futures, Ahmedabad University, for the opportunity to pursue a PGDLT and for shaping me as a translator. I thank my partner Gaana J., PhD, Faculty at IIM, Jammu, for the feedback after reading the draft and helping me finetune a few negligences. I thank my father, Rev. Y. Gnanaselvan, for agreeing to read the draft and offering critical feedback to improve the draft. Thanks to team at Hachette India (especially Sini Sunil and Abhivyakti Singh) for their patience, diligent follow-ups, and for seeing this through. A word of appreciation to Ananya for the meticulous editing and critical comments that helped me calibrate the draft. 

Paramathi Velur	 
31 October 2023


Joshua Gnanaselvan
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