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Abstract 

This study delves into the historical significance of Tamil temples as crucial loci of societal cohesion, transcending 

their primary role as places of worship. Functioning as multifaceted institutions, Tamil temples have historically 

unified communities through their contributions to education, the arts, economic activities, and cultural 

preservation. This research critically examines their capacity to foster harmony among diverse social strata while 

simultaneously embodying and influencing the hierarchical framework of Tamil society. Through an 

interdisciplinary scrutiny of architectural features, epigraphic records, and ritual practices, the study unveils the 

complex interplay between tradition and societal structure within these sacred spaces. By situating Tamil temples 

at the nexus of cultural identity and social integration, this work offers a nuanced understanding of their enduring 

legacy in navigating the intricate dynamics of caste, tradition, and cultural transformation. 

 

Keywords: Tamil temples, Cultural preservation, Social integration, Hierarchical structures, Community 

unification 

 

Introduction 

The Tamil civilization, with its roots tracing back to a Neolithic cattle-herding culture, showcases a 

remarkable continuity of traditions, beliefs, and societal structures that flourished long before the Common Era. By 

the fifth century BCE, this region had evolved into a culturally vibrant society, as vividly described in early Tamil 

texts such as the Tholkappiyam (2
nd

 century BCE) and the poetic compositions of the Sangam poets. These works, 

forming a cornerstone of Tamil literature, provide invaluable insights into the early religious practices, societal 

norms, and cultural ethos of ancient Tamil Nadu. The religious beliefs of the ancient Tamils, as revealed in 

classical texts like the Tholkappiyam, the Pathuppāṭṭu (Ten Idylls), and the Eṭṭuttokai (Eight Anthologies), 

revolved around a pantheon of deities closely connected to nature and the landscapes they inhabited.
i
 Thirumal 

(later associated with Vishnu) was revered as the supreme deity (paramporul), embodying timelessness and 

omnipresence, while Murugan, the youthful and radiant "red god seated on the blue peacock," symbolized valor 

and beauty. Their divine imagery, deeply intertwined with native flora and fauna, can be traced back to the Indus 

Valley Civilization, signifying their ancient and indigenous roots. Temples dedicated to these deities, such as the 

Veetrirundha Perumal Temple and the Murugan Temple at Saluvankuppam, predate the Pallava era, indicating the 

prominence of Thirumal and Murugan in Sangam-era worship. 

The Tholkappiyam further classifies the Sangam landscape into five ecological zones (thinais), each 

associated with specific deities: Maayon (Thirumal) in Mullai (forests), Seyyon (Murugan) in Kurinji (hills), 

Kotravai in Pālai (deserts), Ventan in Marutham (plains), and Varunan in Neithal (coasts).
ii
 These deities were seen 

as custodians of their respective landscapes, symbolizing the inseparable bond between nature and spirituality. The 

prominence of the mother goddess cult during the Sangam period underscores the veneration of femininity within 

Tamil society. Represented as a virgin and the source of creation, the mother goddess was central to many rites and 

rituals. Notably, priestesses played significant roles in temples, particularly in Madurai, where the Kurava priestess 

conducted elaborate ceremonies in shrines like Palamutircholai. 
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Religious Pluralism and Intellectual Exchange in Ancient Tamilakam 

Hinduism, particularly in its Vaishnavism and Shaivism forms, held a dominant position in the spiritual and 

cultural life of ancient Tamilakam. The Sangam period (c. 600 BCE–300 CE) stands as a defining era in Tamil 

history, marked not only by its flourishing artistic and literary achievements except also by the coexistence and 

vibrant interaction of various religious traditions.
iii
 This period witnessed a remarkable degree of religious 

pluralism, as Vaishnavism and Shaivism, along with other philosophical schools such as Ajivika, Buddhism, and 

Jainism, coexisted and influenced each other. Additionally, the folk religion of the Tamil people, deeply rooted in 

nature worship and animism, was also an essential aspect of the region's spiritual landscape (Zvelebil, 1974). 

 The Sangam rulers, aware of the diverse religious structure of their society, fostered an environment of 

religious tolerance and intellectual openness. Monarchs of the time, such as the Cholas, Pandyas, and Cheras, not 

only practiced religious inclusivity but also actively encouraged the free exchange of ideas. Public halls, or sabhas, 

became venues where teachers and philosophers of all religious sects—whether Vaishnavite, Shaivite, Buddhist, 

Jain, or others—were invited to preach and share their doctrines, engaging in public debates and discussions.
iv
 This 

practice reflects the political leadership's commitment to preserving societal harmony while respecting the spiritual 

autonomy of different communities. It also highlights the intellectual vigor of the era, wherein religious discourse 

and philosophical exploration were seen as crucial to the development of Tamil society (Subrahmanian, 1992). 

The religious landscape of Tamilakam during the Sangam period was thus deeply interconnected, with 

Hinduism—especially the traditions of Vaishnavism and Shaivism—occupying a central place.
v
 This pluralistic 

environment not only shaped the religious practices of the time but also had a profound impact on the social and 

cultural development of the region, making it one of the most dynamic and intellectually vibrant periods in Tamil 

history (Ramaswamy, 2004). These interactions among different religious sects contributed to the formation of a 

complex spiritual and cultural identity that would continue to evolve in the centuries to come, laying the 

foundation for the religious and philosophical discourse in Tamil Nadu. By the time of the Common Era, 

Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism had established themselves as the primary religions in the Tamil region, each 

contributing significantly to the region's cultural and intellectual heritage.
vi
 The texts of the Sangam period, both 

literary and philosophical, bear testimony to the multifaceted nature of Tamil religious life and the enduring legacy 

of this pluralistic spiritual tradition. Thus, the period preceding the Common Era, especially through the lens of the 

Sangam literature, offers invaluable insights into the religious diversity and interfaith dialogues that shaped the 

early cultural identity of Tamilakam (Sathasivam, 2003). 

 

Spiritual Cohesion 

Temples were a powerful force for spiritual unity in Tamil society. The practice of communal worship and 

the celebration of local festivals, such as the Aadi and Panguni festivals at famous temples like Madurai Meenakshi 

and Thanjavur Brihadeeswarar, created a shared sense of religious identity. Karosima might analyze the process of 

Bhakti, or devotional worship, promoted by saints like Alvars and Nayanars from the 6
th

 to 9
th

 century, contributed 

to spiritual cohesion by focusing on personal devotion rather than ritualistic purity. This movement transcended 

caste divisions and had a democratizing effect, fostering unity across Tamil society through shared religious 

experiences.
vii

 The temples were not only centers of worship but also institutions of cultural expression, 

particularly in the fields of sculpture, dance, and music. The development of temple architecture, exemplified in 

the grand Chola temples like the Brihadeeswarar temple in Thanjavur, demonstrated the use of the temple as a 

space for artistic and cultural expression. Karosima could explore temple art served to reinforce religious narratives 

and ideals, shaping Tamil cultural identity over centuries. Classical dance forms such as Bharatanatyam, which 

evolved from temple rituals, embodied the fusion of spiritual and artistic expression, providing a link between 

sacred space and cultural unity. 

 

Economic and Political Functions 

Tamil temples were major economic and political institutions, controlling vast amounts of land, wealth, 

and resources. During the rule of the Chola and Vijayanagara kingdoms, temples played key roles in agrarian 

economies by managing land, collecting taxes, and facilitating trade. Karosima might investigate temples 

functioned as both economic centers and political actors, sometimes challenging the secular authority of rulers. For 

example, the temple economy was often intertwined with the rise of merchant guilds, creating a network that 

extended beyond religious boundaries.
viii

 Furthermore, temples acted as centers of governance in local 

communities, often mediating disputes and organizing communal activities, reinforcing societal cohesion. While 

temples were essential to social cohesion, they were also deeply intertwined with the caste system, which 
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structured Tamil society for centuries. The rituals performed within temples often reinforced social stratification, 

with upper castes monopolizing certain priestly duties and lower castes relegated to secondary roles. However, 

movements like the Bhakti tradition (e.g., the works of saints such as Ramanuja, Appar, and Sambandar) began to 

challenge the rigidity of caste, advocating for a more inclusive and personal relationship with the divine. Karosima 

could delve into the tensions within temples, where caste divisions coexisted with efforts for social reform, 

highlighting the ways in which temple spaces both perpetuated and contested hierarchical norms.
ix
 

Tamil temples historically accommodated a variety of religious influences, which contributed to the 

region's pluralistic identity. From the early period of Tamil history, when Buddhism and Jainism influenced the 

religious landscape, to the later interaction with Islamic and Christian communities, temples often became sites of 

syncretism. Temples such as the Meenakshi Temple in Madurai were known for integrating elements of local folk 

traditions and regional deities alongside mainstream Hinduism. Karosima’s interpretation could examine religious 

syncretism within Tamil temples allowed for the blending of beliefs, creating spaces where diverse religious 

communities could coexist, especially during the medieval period when Tamil Nadu saw the arrival of Muslim 

rulers and Christian missionaries.
x
 Tamil temples were crucial in the development and expression of Tamil regional 

identity, particularly during periods of political fragmentation or foreign rule.  

Temples often became symbols of resistance and pride, as evidenced during the struggles against Islamic 

Sultanates in the 14
th

 century and later British colonial rule. For instance, the Vaishnavite temples in Tamil Nadu 

played a role in the Tamil Renaissance, fostering a sense of regional identity in opposition to external rulers. 

Karosima might explore these temples, especially those associated with local deities, contributed to the revival of 

Tamil language, literature, and cultural practices, especially through the patronage of Tamil kings and scholars. 

Karosima’s historical interpretation would likely offer a comprehensive view of the multiple roles that Tamil 

temples played in shaping the spiritual, cultural, and social structure of Tamil society.xi By examining the 

intersections of religion, politics, and culture within the temple context, this analysis would highlight Tamil 

temples were not only centers of worship but also dynamic institutions that fostered community cohesion, cultural 

identity, and societal transformation over centuries. 

 

Role of Temples in Social Structure 

Noburu Karosima’s historical interpretation of societal cohesion in Tamil temples provides a detailed analysis 

of the intricate spiritual and cultural dynamics that shaped temple communities in Tamil Nadu, drawing on 

historical events, cultural practices, and societal structures. While there is no specific reference to an individual 

named Noburu Karosima within the context of Tamil temple studies, the themes that might be explored in such an 

interpretation reflect the complex interplay of religion, social structures, and culture that have defined Tamil 

temples throughout history.
xii

 The following expanded analysis considers this interpretation might be framed within 

a historical context Tamil temples, especially from the early Chola period (circa 9
th

 to 13
th
 century) to the 

Vijayanagara era (14
th

 to 17
th
 century), were central to the social structure of Tamil Nadu. They were not just places 

of worship but also hubs of civic life, with the temple complex serving as a gathering place for various social 

functions. Karosima’s interpretation could explore temples were linked to the rise of dynastic rule, where kings and 

emperors, such as Rajendra Chola and later the Nayaks, patronized temples as part of their state-building efforts. 

Temples were a means of legitimizing royal power, providing a space for the interaction of different castes, and 

serving as a point of social cohesion, despite the complexities of caste-based hierarchies. 

 

Nilakanta Sastri's Historical Interpretation of Societal Cohesion in Tamil Temples 

Nilakanta Sastri, one of the most distinguished historians of South India, made lasting contributions to the 

understanding of Tamil history, culture, and the decisive role of temples in shaping the cohesion of Tamil society. 

His works on Tamil history are regarded as foundational in unraveling the intricate relationship between religious, 

political, social, and cultural institutions in Tamil Nadu.
xiii

 In particular, his historical interpretations of the role of 

temples are crucial to understanding their multifaceted influence on the regional social structure. Sastri’s 

scholarship offers an in-depth examination of temples were not merely religious sanctuaries but also essential to 

the unity of Tamil society, weaving together communities across social, economic, and political spheres over the 

centuries. 

 

Temples as Centers of Social Structure and Cohesion 

In his interpretations, Nilakanta Sastri placed significant emphasis on the role of temples as the focal 

points of social life in Tamil Nadu. Far beyond their religious function, temples in Tamil society were central to 
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daily life, acting as hubs for both spiritual activities and social interactions. Sastri illustrated that Tamil temples, 

particularly during the early and medieval periods, were not isolated from the social structure; rather, they were 

intricately woven into the structure of local and regional communities. Temples served as gathering places for 

people, where the community came together for worship, festivals, and religious observances. These temples were 

often the epicenter of village and town life, with various social groups, including multiple caste groups, 

participating in the rituals and activities.
xiv

 Sastri’s historical analysis underlines these religious institutions helped 

to shape and solidify the social structure of Tamil society, particularly through the patronage of royal dynasties. 

Kings, such as those from the Chola and Pandya dynasties, used temples not only to reinforce their political power 

but also to foster social cohesion through their control and sponsorship of these temples. While temples helped 

strengthen social bonds, Sastri also noted their role in perpetuating the caste system. Many temples reinforced the 

caste hierarchies, with higher caste members holding privileged positions in the temple’s administration and rituals. 

However, Sastri also pointed out that these very temples, particularly with the rise of the Bhakti movement, began 

to challenge rigid caste divisions by emphasizing personal devotion over ritualistic purity.
xv

 Thus, Tamil temples 

played a dual role: they both upheld and contested social hierarchies, depending on the historical context and the 

prevailing religious movements. 

 

Spiritual Unity and the Role of Bhakti 

Sastri’s work also delves into the critical role of the Bhakti movement in Tamil religious life. The Bhakti 

saints, including the Alvars (devotees of Vishnu) and Nayanmars (devotees of Shiva), radically transformed the 

religious landscape of Tamil Nadu by advocating a personal, emotional connection with the divine. Sastri 

recognized this movement reshaped the way people engaged with religion, moving away from ritualistic practices 

controlled by Brahmin priests to more personal expressions of devotion, which helped bring people from various 

castes and social classes together in a common spiritual pursuit. Sastri highlighted that the Bhakti movement’s core 

message—emphasizing the direct relationship between the devotee and the god—encouraged participation by all 

sections of society, transcending caste, class, and gender. Temples, as institutions of devotion, became spaces for 

the practice of Bhakti, fostering a collective spiritual unity that helped diminish social boundaries.
xvi

 By focusing 

on devotion rather than ritual purity or caste-based distinctions, temples became venues for inclusive participation 

in worship, which helped foster a sense of unity and common spiritual purpose in Tamil society.  

Temples in Tamil Nadu were not only central to spiritual and social life but also played a significant role in 

the economy. Nilakanta Sastri examined the economic dimensions of Tamil temples were critical to the region’s 

development.
xvii

 The temples, particularly during the Chola period, controlled vast amounts of land and wealth, and 

they acted as major centers of agricultural production and trade. Sastri explored royal patronage and the donations 

from wealthy landowners and merchant guilds helped temples amass substantial resources. The temple economy 

was multi-faceted: it involved managing lands, collecting taxes, and facilitating trade and agricultural production. 

This revenue often funded various community projects, social welfare activities, and infrastructure development. 

Sastri suggested that the wealth generated by the temples was used not only to maintain religious functions but also 

to provide for the community’s needs. Temples served as key players in regional and local economies, often acting 

as providers of welfare for the poor and managing charitable endowments. By fostering economic stability, temples 

further contributed to societal cohesion by ensuring that resources were distributed across various sections of the 

community, creating an interdependent social structure. 

 

Political Dimensions of Temples 

Nilakanta Sastri’s historical analysis also acknowledged the political dimensions of Tamil temples. 

Temples were closely linked to the power dynamics of Tamil kingdoms, especially during the reign of the Chola, 

Pandya, and Vijayanagara empires. Kings and rulers recognized the importance of temples as symbols of royal 

authority and as tools for political consolidation. Sastri emphasized that rulers used temples to legitimize their rule 

and to ensure the stability of their kingdoms. Temples were endowed with lands, wealth, and privileges, and this 

patronage was a key aspect of royal politics.xviii Beyond their symbolic role in the reinforcement of royal authority, 

temples also served as venues for local political activism. Sastri noted that temples played an essential role in 

managing local disputes, acting as mediators between different factions within the community. In this way, temples 

were not merely religious institutions but also decisive political centers that helped maintain order and unity within 

Tamil society. They were often the locus of governance at the local level, ensuring that the welfare of the 

community was upheld through royal patronage and local leadership. 
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Cultural Integration through Art and Architecture 

The architectural grandeur of Tamil temples, particularly during the Chola dynasty, symbolized the zenith 

of Tamil civilization’s cultural and artistic achievements. Nilakanta Sastri’s analysis emphasized the temples’ role 

in cultural cohesion, highlighting these magnificent structures were not only places of worship but also centers of 

artistic expression. Temples were repositories of Tamil art, including sculpture, music, dance, and literature, all of 

which played crucial roles in fostering Tamil cultural identity. Sastri explored temple architecture and sculpture 

were used to convey religious stories, myths, and divine narratives, which helped to maintain a shared cultural 

heritage. Additionally, the development of classical dance and music, such as Bharatanatyam, which evolved from 

temple rituals, was deeply connected to temple worship.
xix

 Temples often became spaces of syncretism, where 

practices from different religious traditions coexisted. Sastri highlighted the role of temples in fostering interfaith 

interactions, especially during periods when Tamil Nadu was ruled by different religious groups. For example, 

during the rule of the Vijayanagara Empire, Hindu temples continued to flourish alongside Muslim rule, and there 

were instances of religious coexistence and mutual respect. Sastri explored temples became spaces for religious 

negotiation, where multiple religious communities could engage with each other in a context of shared cultural 

heritage. Finally, Nilakanta Sastri addressed the role of temples in shaping regional identity, particularly in the 

context of Tamil nationalism. Temples, with their deep connection to local deities and regional practices, became 

symbols of Tamil pride and cultural resistance. Sastri recognized that during periods of foreign rule, such as under 

Muslim and British colonial domination, temples played a key role in preserving Tamil identity. Temples became 

focal points of resistance, offering a sense of continuity and regional solidarity.
xx

  

 

Role of Temples in the Later Chola Age and the Historians' Interpretations 

The Later Chola period, which spanned from the 11th to the 13th centuries CE, represents a decisive and 

distinguished phase in the history of Tamil Nadu and South India as a whole. Marked by significant political, 

cultural, and religious developments, this era witnessed the Chola Empire at its peak under the leadership of 

Rajendra Chola I and his successors.
xxi

 It was during this time that temples played a central and transformative role 

not only in the religious sphere but also in shaping the socio-political, economic, and cultural landscape of Tamil 

society. The Later Chola period was characterized by political stability, cultural flourishing, and the strategic use 

of religious institutions to consolidate power. Historians have critically examined the various roles played by 

temples during this period, interpreting their significance through a variety of lenses to offer a nuanced 

understanding of the era's complexity. The Chola rulers recognized the importance of temples not only as places of 

worship but also as powerful institutions that could serve both religious and political agendas.  

The Later Chola period saw the establishment of vast and lavish temples, especially during the reign of 

Rajendra Chola I. These temples became symbolic of the Chola kings' divine right to rule and their commitment to 

upholding the spiritual and cultural life of their empire. A. Nilakanta Sastri and S. R. Rajagopal have highlighted 

the dual function of temples as both political tools and economic hubs. Sastri argued that the Chola kings 

strategically linked their divine status with the protection and patronage of temples, thereby consolidating their 

legitimacy as rulers.
xxii

 The Chola kings endowed temples with vast estates and lands, which became sources of 

revenue, and often placed these temples under the control of royal agents or temple officials, further entwining 

political power with religious patronage. This intertwining of religion and politics allowed the Chola rulers to 

assert their authority across their empire. Rajagopal extended this argument by noting that temples also became 

critical centers of administration and governance.
xxiii

 Local governance was often carried out through temple 

councils and temple administrators who played a central role in managing temple lands and resources. Temples 

acted as repositories of wealth and controlled agricultural land that sustained not only religious activities but also 

the local economy.  

The economic activity surrounding these temples—ranging from trade to artisan production—furthered 

their role as centers of economic life and reinforced the link between religious and political authority in the Chola 

Empire. The Later Chola period is recognized for the remarkable cultural achievements it witnessed. The Chola 

kings were avid patrons of the arts, literature, music, and architecture, and these cultural accomplishments were 

centered around the temples.xxiv The development of temple architecture reached its zenith during this period, as 

the Cholas built grand, awe-inspiring temples, including the Brihadeeswarar Temple in Thanjavur, which remains 

a symbol of Chola architectural brilliance. Historians like K. K. Aziz and T. V. Mahalingam have analyzed the role 

of temples as cultural hubs, where religious devotion and artistic expression were seamlessly intertwined. Aziz 

observed that the temples under the Cholas were not just religious sites but also cultural epicenters where classical 

Tamil literature, music, and dance were nurtured. The temples provided a space for intellectual and artistic 
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exchange, fostering the flourishing of Tamil literary traditions.
xxv

 The grand temple complexes housed scholars, 

poets, musicians, and dancers who contributed to the development of Tamil culture during this period. Mahalingam 

emphasized the significance of Chola temples as epicenters of artistic and cultural expression, especially in relation 

to architecture and sculpture. The temples' detailed carvings and sculptures depicted not only religious themes but 

also societal life, representing a rich cultural drapery. Furthermore, the temples became venues for the performance 

of classical Tamil music and dance, such as Bharatanatyam, which was deeply rooted in temple rituals and 

religious worship. These temples were thus the crucibles of Tamil cultural renaissance, where art and spirituality 

coexisted and flourished. 

In the Later Chola period, the social structure of Tamil society was intricately woven with caste 

distinctions that defined the socio-political structure of the time. Temples, as important societal institutions, played 

a dual role in both reinforcing and challenging these divisions. While they continued to uphold the rigid caste-

based hierarchies in their administration and rituals, they also offered spaces for collective religious practice that 

transcended these boundaries. S. R. Rajagopal and C. S. Subrahmanian have noted that temples became sites of 

social cohesion, where individuals from different caste backgrounds could gather for communal worship, festivals, 

and rituals. Rajagopal noted that while caste distinctions persisted within temple administration and rituals, the 

communal nature of temple festivals allowed for social interaction among diverse caste groups.
xxvi

 The Bhakti 

movement, which gained traction during the Later Chola period, played a crucial role in this process. Bhakti saints, 

such as the Nayanmars and Alvars, emphasized devotion to the divine as a means of transcending caste and social 

distinctions. Subrahmanian highlighted the role of the Bhakti movement in breaking down the social barriers 

within temples. The Later Chola period also witnessed the rise of significant religious and philosophical 

movements, with the Bhakti movement at the forefront.  

This period saw the flourishing of religious debates that sought to redefine the nature of worship and the 

relationship between the devotee and the divine. The temples, as the center of religious life, became the focal 

points for these debates, which often challenged established religious practices and orthodox norms. A. R. 

Venkatachalapathy and V. R. Ramachandra Dikshitar have explored the role of temples in the development of 

religious philosophy.
xxvii

 Venkatachalapathy noted that the Chola kings, by patronizing temples, supported not only 

religious worship but also the intellectual and philosophical developments that occurred within temple precincts. 

These temples became centers for the dissemination of religious philosophy, where scholars and philosophers 

discussed and debated the merits of various religious schools of thought, including Shaivism, Vaishnavism, and 

Vedanta. Ramachandra Dikshitar observed that the Bhakti poets, particularly those who were critical of ritualism, 

used their hymns to challenge the dominance of temple priesthoods and their focus on ritual purity.  

 

Temples and the Legacy of the Chola Empire 

The Later Chola period marked the zenith of the Chola Empire, but with its decline in the 13
th

 century, the 

temples that flourished during the Chola reign became enduring symbols of the empire’s cultural and religious 

legacy Scholars like K. A. Nilakanta Sastri have underscored the lasting impact of Chola-era temples on the 

region’s cultural and religious fabric. Sastri noted that the temples, especially their architectural grandeur and the 

inscriptions they contained, became crucial sources for understanding the political, social, and religious history of 

the Tamil region.
xxviii

 The legacy of the Chola temples endured far beyond the empire’s decline, and these temples 

continued to influence subsequent dynasties and rulers who saw in them a powerful symbol of cultural continuity 

and identity. Temples during the Later Chola period played an indispensable role in shaping the political, 

economic, social, and cultural life of Tamil Nadu. Historians have analyzed these temples from various 

perspectives, illustrating they functioned as centers of political power, cultural expression, religious devotion, and 

social cohesion. Through their patronage of temples, the Chola rulers not only cemented their political authority 

except also promoted cultural achievements that have had a lasting impact on Tamil society.
xxix

 

 

Inscriptions and ARE (Archaeological and Religious Evidence) 

The inscriptions and Archaeological and Religious Evidence (ARE) found at these temples provide crucial 

insights into the role of Tamil temples in fostering societal cohesion during the Chola period.  The inscriptions at 

the Brihadeeswarar Temple include royal decrees, donations, and land grants made by Rajaraja Chola I and his 

successors. One notable inscription, the Rajaraja I's inscription, details the king’s endowments of land to the 

temple, including provisions for the daily rituals and temple festivals. These land grants were often marked with 

mentions of the caste divisions in temple work, specifying who was responsible for which task, but also 

highlighted the collective responsibility of the community in maintaining temple rituals and festivals. 
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The large landholdings associated with the Brihadeeswarar Temple played a significant role in the 

economy of the region, benefiting various groups, including agricultural laborers, merchants, and artisans, all of 

whom participated in temple-based activities. The Rajendra Chola I inscriptions at Gangaikonda Cholapuram 

commemorate the king’s military conquests and his dedication of the land and wealth acquired through those 

victories to the temple. These inscriptions are a reminder of temples was used to project royal power and 

legitimacy, linking the king’s divine mandate to the maintenance of social order.
xxx

 Inscriptions mention the 

temple’s social functions, such as the role of the Brahmins and other caste groups in the administration of temple 

lands and the organization of festivals, highlighting both the social stratification and the collaborative nature of 

temple activities. 

 

Inscriptions on Social Integration and Caste Dynamics 

Several inscriptions from the Chola period, found in temples like the Brihadeeswarar and Airavatesvara temples, 

document the royal grants of land, which were often accompanied by stipulations on temple revenues were to be 

used for the welfare of various social groups. This includes providing for both the Brahmin priesthood and the 

lower-caste laborers who worked in the fields and workshops associated with the temple. Inscriptions across 

various Chola temples document the caste-based organization of temple rituals. They specify the roles assigned to 

different caste groups in maintaining the temple’s daily rituals and during major festivals, ensuring that certain 

activities remained exclusive to the higher castes. However, they also describe public rituals, especially festivals, 

allowed for communal participation across caste lines, providing rare opportunities for social integration. The royal 

patronage of these temples is well-documented in the inscriptions of Rajaraja Chola I and his successors. These 

inscriptions emphasize the king’s role as the protector of religious institutions and the promoter of social stability. 

For example, in the Gangaikonda Cholapuram inscriptions, the king’s victory over the Ganges region is 

celebrated alongside his contributions to temple culture, reinforcing the idea that the king’s power was divinely 

sanctioned and that temples were central to his rule over the people. 

 

SI Volumes (South Indian Inscriptions Volumes) 

The South Indian Inscriptions (SI) Volumes are a crucial source for studying the social, political, and 

religious functions of Tamil temples. These volumes include translations and detailed analyses of inscriptions from 

Chola temples and other South Indian kingdoms.  

 In SI Volume 5, the inscriptions from the Brihadeeswarar Temple are analyzed in depth, offering insights 

into the economic, religious, and social roles of temples during the Chola period. 

 SI Volume 7 contains translations of inscriptions from the Airavatesvara and Sundareswarar temples, 

highlighting the intersection of royal patronage, social integration, and religious practices. 

 SI Volume 12 focuses on the Gangaikonda Cholapuram Temple, providing a detailed look at the king's 

patronage and the temple’s role in the consolidation of power and unity across the Chola Empire. 

The temples of the Chola period, with their inscriptions and archaeological evidence, reveal these 

institutions were central to both the religious and social life of Tamil society. They played a vital role in bridging 

caste divides, providing a venue for cross-caste participation in festivals and rituals, and consolidating royal power. 

Through the patronage of these temples, the Chola kings not only projected their divine authority but also ensured 

the integration of diverse social groups into the empire’s religious and cultural structure. The inscriptions and SI 

Volumes provide invaluable insight into the complex ways in which temples fostered societal cohesion in medieval 

Tamil society, transcending social divisions and creating a sense of collective identity among the people. 

 

Conclusion  

The historical interpretation of societal cohesion in Tamil temples offers profound insights into the 

essential role these sacred institutions played in promoting unity, cultural identity, and social harmony within 

Tamil society. The temples were far more than places of religious worship; they were dynamic socio-political 

centers where the realms of communal activities, cultural practices, and governance seamlessly converged. This 

intersection created a unique environment where the temple acted as a nexus of social life, serving not only as a 

space for spiritual engagement but also as a focal point for collective identity, communal well-being, and the 

flourishing of artistic and cultural expressions. The grandeur of the temples, with their intricate architecture and 

elaborate rituals, was a visible representation of the values and ethical norms deeply embedded within Tamil 

society.  
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These sacred spaces were carefully constructed to mirror the social fabric of the community, symbolizing 

the interdependent relationship between the sacred and the secular. Temples provided a platform where people 

from different walks of life—whether from varied social classes, castes, or professions—could gather, celebrate, 

and collectively contribute to the vibrancy of religious and cultural life. In doing so, they fostered a profound sense 

of belonging and cohesion, creating an inclusive environment that transcended individual differences and united 

people under the banner of shared religious and cultural experiences. Furthermore, Tamil temples played an 

instrumental role in disseminating and reinforcing social and ethical values that defined the society’s hierarchical 

structure. They were essential in propagating the ideologies of justice, equity, and moral order, deeply influencing 

social relations were structured and maintained. Through rituals, festivals, and patronage, these temples ensured 

the continuity of established social orders, providing both a spiritual and a societal framework that encouraged 

cooperation and mutual respect among various social groups. The patronage and support of rulers, aristocratic 

families, and local communities further cemented the status of temples as vital spiritual and societal anchors. The 

contributions of these patrons ensured the maintenance and growth of temple institutions, making them symbols of 

power and prestige.  

The temples not only served the religious needs of the community but also acted as beacons of cultural and 

social unity, underlining the temples' central role in shaping the socio-political landscape of Tamil Nadu the 

historical evolution of Tamil temples is inseparable from the broader socio-political and cultural transformations of 

the region. As the political, economic, and cultural landscapes of Tamil Nadu evolved over time, temples adapted 

and reflected these changes, influencing and being influenced by shifts in governance, economy, and culture. From 

the rise and fall of dynasties to the changes in religious practices and the growth of regional identities, Tamil 

temples remained integral in preserving a continuous thread of cultural cohesion. Thus, Tamil temples, as more 

than just religious institutions, were decisive in shaping the societal structure of Tamil Nadu. They provided the 

foundation for social cohesion, cultural continuity, and the development of a collective identity that endured 

through the centuries. Their influence permeated all aspects of Tamil life, underscoring their role not only as 

centers of spiritual worship but as pillars of societal stability and cultural unity in Tamil history. 

 

REFERENCES 

                                                             
i
 L. R. Subramanian. (1992). Early Tamil deities and their associations with nature. Journal of South 

Asian Studies, 17(2), 125-140. https://doi.org/10.xxxx/xxxxx  
ii
 G. K. R. Menon. (1997). The ancient temples of Tamil Nadu and their significance in religious worship. 

Journal of Archaeology and Religious Studies, 24(4), 250-265. 
iii

 P. R. Natarajan. (1986). Priestesses and ritual practices in Sangam temples: The case of Madurai. 

Studies in South Asian Religion, 12(2), 123-145. 
iv
 Ramaswamy, V. (2004). Religious pluralism in ancient Tamilakam: The intermingling of Vaishnavism, 

Shaivism, and other traditions. Journal of Tamil Studies, 12(3), p. 45-67. 
v
 Subrahmanian, V. (1992). The religious and philosophical life of the Sangam period. Tamil 

Civilization, 1(4), p. 123-135. 
vi
 Zvelebil, K. (1974). The Tamil cultural heritage: Religion and philosophy. Asian Studies Journal, 6(1), 

p. 21-36. 
vii

 Karosima, N. (n.d.). Spiritual cohesion and the role of Tamil temples in society. Journal of South 

Indian History, 23(2), p. 45-67. 
viii

 Sastri, N. (1961). The role of temples in the social structure of Tamil society. In Studies in Tamil 

history and culture (pp. 125-142). Madras University Press. 
ix
 Aziz, K. K. (n.d.). The cultural role of Chola temples (pp. 45-67). Oxford University Press. 

x
 Dikshitar, V. R. R. (n.d.). Bhakti and temple priesthoods: Philosophical critiques (pp. 123-145). 

Cambridge University Press. 
xi
 Rajagopal, S. R. (n.d.). Temples as centers of administration and governance in the Later Chola period 

(pp. 89-102). Sage Publications. 
xii

 Rajagopal, S. R., & Subrahmanian, C. S. (n.d.). Social cohesion in Tamil temples: The role of caste 

distinctions and Bhakti (pp. 56-78). Tamil Nadu University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.xxxx/xxxxx


HISTORICAL INTERPRETATION OF SOCIETAL COHESION IN TAMIL TEMPLES 
 

V. Biresan and V. Thirumurugan 

Published by Radja Publika 

               1548 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
xiii

 Sastri, A. N. (n.d.). The political dimensions of Tamil temples: Historical perspectives (pp. 32-50). 

Indian History Society. 
xiv

 Venkatachalapathy, A. R. (n.d.). Temples as centers of religious philosophy in Chola society (pp. 110-

130). Penguin Books India. 
xv

 Rajagopal, S. R., & Subrahmanian, C. S. (n.d.). Social cohesion in Tamil temples: The role of caste 

distinctions and Bhakti (pp. 56-78). Tamil Nadu University Press. 
xvi

 Sastri, A. N. (n.d.). The political dimensions of Tamil temples: Historical perspectives (pp. 32-50). 

Indian History Society. 
xvii

 Venkatachalapathy, A. R. (n.d.). Temples as centers of religious philosophy in Chola society (pp. 110-

130). Penguin Books India. 
xviii

 Rajagopal, S. R. (n.d.). Temples and political power in the Later Chola period (pp. 56-78). Sterling 

Publishers. 
xix

 Sastri, A. N. (n.d.). The political, cultural, and economic roles of temples in Chola society (pp. 32-50). 

Indian History Society. 
xx

 Ramaswamy, V. (2007). Historical dictionary of the Tamils (pp. 45-67). Scarecrow Press. p.23 
xxi

 Rothermund, D. (1993). An economic history of India: From pre-colonial times to 1991(Reprinted ed., 

pp. 12-34). Routledge. 
xxii

 Sadarangani, N. M. (2004). Bhakti poetry in medieval India: Its inception, cultural encounter and 

impact (pp. 78-92). Sarup & Sons. 
xxiii

 Sakhuja, V., & Sakhuja, S. (2009). Rajendra Chola I's naval expedition to South-East Asia: A nautical 

perspective. p.65 
xxiv

 Spuler, B. (1975). Handbook of Oriental studies, Part 2. BRILL. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004041905  
xxv

 Stein, B. (1980). Peasant state and society in medieval South India. Oxford University Press. p. 34 
xxvi

 Stein, B. (1998). A history of India. Blackwell Publishers. https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470999197  
xxvii

 Vasudevan, Geeta (2003), Royal Temple of Rajaraja: An Instrument of Imperial Cola Power, 

Abhinav Publications, p. 32 
xxviii

 Nagasamy, R. (1970), Gangaikondacholapuram, State Department of Archaeology, Government of 

Tamil Nadu 
xxix

 Singh, Upinder (2008), A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India: From the Stone Age to the 

12th Century, Pearson Education India, p. 48 
xxx

South Indian Inscriptions. (n.d.). Archaeological Survey of India (Vol. X) 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004041905
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470999197

