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The Neill Statue Satyagraha of 1927 occupies a distinctive place in the annals of India’s 

freedom movement. Centered in Madras, the protest was a determined attempt to remove the 

statue of Colonel James Neill, remembered for his brutal role in suppressing the Revolt of 1857 

and widely condemned in Indian memory as the “Butcher of Allahabad.” The agitation was not 

simply about a physical monument but about challenging colonial dominance, reclaiming 

public spaces, and asserting nationalist dignity. What made the satyagraha significant was its 

inclusivity: men, women, and even children participated in demonstrations, rallies, and 

symbolic acts of defiance. The movement drew inspiration from Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy 

of non-violent resistance, yet it bore a distinctly regional character rooted in Tamil society’s 

growing political awakening. Although the statue was not removed immediately, the campaign 

succeeded in exposing the contradictions of colonial authority and strengthening nationalist 

solidarity in South India. Its eventual removal in 1937 by the Congress ministry under C. 

Rajagopalachari symbolized a moral and political victory for the people. This study examines 

the historical background, progression, and legacy of the Neill Statue Satyagraha with special 

emphasis on the gender dimension, arguing that it served as both a symbolic and practical 

assertion of India’s march toward independence. 

Keywords: Indian Freedom Struggle, Madras Presidency, Neill Statue, Satyagraha, Women in 

National Movement. 

Introduction 

The Indian national movement was neither a singular nor a monolithic process; it was a 

complex and evolving phenomenon shaped by diverse ideologies, regions, and social groups. 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed the rise of political consciousness 

across the subcontinent, driven by grievances against colonial exploitation and inspired by 

ideals of self-rule (Swaraj). Movements ranged from moderate petitions to mass agitations, 

drawing peasants, workers, women, students, and intellectuals into the struggle for 

independence. In South India, particularly in the Madras Presidency, the nationalist movement 

acquired a unique local expression. While much of the scholarship has highlighted the Non-

Cooperation Movement, the Civil Disobedience Movement, and the Quit India Movement as 

milestones, equally important were localized protests that galvanized public opinion and 
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prepared the ground for larger struggles. Among these, the Neill Statue Satyagraha of 1927 in 

Madras stands out as a symbolic confrontation with colonial authority. This movement was 

significant not because it achieved an immediate political demand but because it transformed 

a colonial monument into a rallying point for anti-imperialist mobilization. The protest 

revealed how symbols of foreign domination statues, memorials, or public buildings could 

become contested sites of resistance. The Neill Statue agitation, therefore, provides a valuable 

case study in understanding the relationship between memory, public space, and nationalist 

politics in colonial India. 

Objectives of the Study 

This study aims to: 

➢ Trace the historical background of the Neill Statue and its contested symbolism. 

➢ Examine the origins and progression of the Neill Statue Satyagraha in 1927. 

➢ Analyze the involvement of men, women, and children in the movement. 

➢ Understand the resonance of the agitation within the Madras Presidency and beyond. 

➢ Assess the symbolic and political legacy of the satyagraha in the broader context of 

India’s freedom struggle. 

By addressing these objectives, the paper situates the Neill Statue Satyagraha within both 

regional history and the larger trajectory of anti-colonial resistance in India. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a historical-analytical approach, drawing on both primary and secondary 

sources. It is descriptive in tracing the sequence of events and analytical in assessing their 

historical significance. A gender perspective is also employed to emphasize the crucial 

participation of women in the agitation. Overall, the methodology combines narrative 

reconstruction with critical interpretation to present a balanced account of the Neill Statue 

Satyagraha. 

Background of the Neill Statue Satyagraha 

Colonel James Neill served in the Madras Fusiliers during the Revolt of 1857. In Allahabad 

and surrounding districts, he became notorious for his violent reprisals against Indians, 

including summary executions, indiscriminate shootings, and acts of cruelty that left an 

enduring scar in collective memory. Indian nationalists later branded him the “Butcher of 

Allahabad.” In 1861, just four years after the revolt, the British erected a bronze statue of Neill 

on a tall pedestal on Mount Road, one of the most visible thoroughfares of Madras. To the 

colonial rulers, this monument was a gesture of reverence for a loyal soldier. To the Indian 

public, it was a daily reminder of injustice and humiliation. Over the decades, the statue came 

to symbolize the arrogance of colonial authority in public spaces. 
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 By the 1920s, nationalist politics in Tamil Nadu had gained strength. The Non-

Cooperation Movement had energized the masses, while regional leaders such as S. 

Satyamurthi and C. Rajagopalachari encouraged localized forms of protest. Against this 

backdrop, the Neill Statue became an obvious target for satyagraha. Its removal was no longer 

just about a colonial officer’s memory but about reclaiming public space for Indian dignity. 

The Spark of Resistance 

The turning point came on 11 August 1927. Two young Congress volunteers from Madurai, 

Mohammed Saliah and Subbarayulu, climbed the pedestal of the statue carrying an axe and a 

chisel. Before an astonished crowd, they attempted to deface the statue while denouncing 

Neill’s atrocities and demanding its removal. Their act of defiance, though quickly suppressed, 

electrified the atmosphere. This daring gesture resonated with the spirit of Gandhian non-

cooperation, though it carried a sharper symbolic edge. By attacking the statue, the volunteers 

were striking not just at a monument but at the legitimacy of colonial domination. The incident 

galvanized local leaders and set the stage for a broader agitation, soon known as the Neill 

Statue Satyagraha. 

Escalation of the Movement 

Following the initial incident, leaders such as Srinivasa Varadan of Madurai, Somayajulu 

Naidu, and Swaminatha Mudaliar mobilized the Tamil Nadu Volunteers Corps to sustain the 

agitation. Demonstrations were organized, the national flag was hoisted on the statue’s 

pedestal, and nationalist slogans were raised. The British administration responded with 

arrests, fines, and police crackdowns. Ganapathi Ayya, a central leader, was imprisoned, but 

his incarceration only intensified public anger. His wife, Anjalai Ammal, emerged as a leading 

voice in his absence. Meetings were held across Madras city, in temples, public halls, and 

beaches. The satyagraha thus moved from a spontaneous outburst to a structured campaign, 

marked by regular mobilization and symbolic acts of defiance. What began as a localized act 

of defiance in Madras soon resonated across the wider Presidency. 

Wider Resonance 

The agitation soon spread across the Madras Presidency. In Triplicane and Purasawakkam, 

temple gatherings became sites of nationalist discourse. The arrest of Nainiappa Pillai, a 

respected local leader, further inflamed public anger. A protest meeting at the 

Gangadhareswara temple condemned his detention, with speakers such as Deivanayaga Ayya 

of Cuddalore urging unity and collective resistance. Leaders emphasized that the statue must 

be removed not merely because it represented a foreigner but because it epitomized 

oppression. On 18 September 1927, a massive public meeting on Triplicane Beach, organized 

by the Madras District Congress Committee and the Madras Mahajana Sabha, passed a 

resolution demanding the removal of the statue. Leaders such as Satyamurthi and a young K. 

Kamaraj spoke passionately, linking the statue’s presence to the larger demand for self-rule. 

The movement also found support in Andhra Pradesh, where the Congress committee passed 

resolutions in solidarity. National leaders, including Mahatma Gandhi, condemned the 

colonial government’s harsh treatment of peaceful protestors. 
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Women’s Participation 

One of the defining features of the Neill Statue Satyagraha was the prominent role of women. 

Padmasini Ammal coordinated women volunteers and ensured their visibility in 

demonstrations. Anjalai Ammal of Cuddalore, already known for her nationalist activism, 

delivered fiery speeches and was imprisoned for her defiance. Her 11-year-old daughter, 

Ammapon alias Leelavathi, participated alongside her and was detained in a children’s home, 

symbolizing the intergenerational nature of the struggle. 

 Prominent nationalist women such as S. Ambujammal and Durgabai Deshmukh 

joined the agitation, mobilizing women volunteers and expanding its social base. Their 

involvement reflected the broader trend of women’s entry into nationalist politics in the 1920s, 

inspired by Gandhi’s call for active participation. Women’s contributions made the Neill 

Statue Satyagraha not only a political protest but also a social statement, challenging both 

colonial authority and gendered restrictions on public activism. 

Symbolism and Legacy 

The Neill Statue Satyagraha was less about immediate success and more about symbolism. By 

confronting a monument of colonial pride, the satyagrahis demonstrated that public spaces 

could not remain uncontested. The agitation exposed the fragility of imperial authority when 

faced with mass non-cooperation and moral defiance. Though the British refused to remove 

the statue at the time, the agitation created lasting momentum. When the Congress ministry 

under C. Rajagopalachari came to power in 1937, one of its earliest symbolic acts was to shift 

the statue to the Connemara Museum. This gesture validated a decade of struggle and 

confirmed the political significance of symbolism in nationalist politics. The legacy of the 

movement lies in its demonstration that symbols matter: statues, flags, and monuments could 

become powerful instruments of mobilization. It also highlighted Tamil Nadu’s role in shaping 

the moral and cultural dimensions of India’s independence struggle. 

Conclusion 

The Neill Statue Satyagraha of 1927 was more than a local protest; it was a landmark in India’s 

freedom movement, combining regional identity, Gandhian philosophy, and mass 

mobilization. It revealed how nationalist consciousness could transform symbols of colonial 

power into instruments of resistance. The active participation of women and children 

distinguished it from many earlier struggles, making it an inclusive movement. Its eventual 

success in 1937, when the statue was removed, symbolized not only a political victory but also 

a cultural reclamation of dignity. As a case study, the Neill Statue Satyagraha illustrates the 

power of non-violent protest, the centrality of symbols in anti-colonial struggles, and the 

vibrancy of Tamil Nadu’s contribution to India’s independence. Its memory continues to 

inspire reflections on justice, resistance, and the politics of public space. In remembering the 

Neill Statue Satyagraha, we are reminded that struggles over symbols continue to shape 

political discourse in contemporary India. 



4226   The Spark From Mount Road: Neill Statue …  M.Subha Anandhi et. al. 

Nanotechnology Perceptions 20 No. S16 (2024) 4222-4226 

Reference 

1. Baliga, B.S. Madras District Gazetteers: South Arcot District. Madras: Government of 

Madras, 1962. 

2. Sankari, K. National Movement in South Arcot District of the Madras Presidency. New 

Delhi: Indian Publishers Distributors, 2011. 

3. Sridhar, S., Vaishnavi, S., and D. Govindasamy Padayachi. D. Govindasamy Padayachi: A 

Beacon of Indian Independence. Annamalai University, Annamalai Nagar, 2024. 

4. Sivagnanam, M. P. History of Freedom Movement in Tamil Nadu. Tanjore: Tamil 

University, 1988. 

5. Lt.Dr.P.Karpagavalli, Women Leadership in Tamilnadu (AD 1917 - AD 1975), United 

State: Lulu Publication, 2022. 

6. Saroja Sundararajan, March to Freedom in Madras Presidency, (Madras: Lilitha 

Publication, 1979. 

7. Records of the Fort St. George: Secret Document Series, 1900-1947, Neill Statue 

Satyagraha, 1986 

8. The Hindu, August 11, 1927 

9. The Hindu, September 22, 1927 

10. The Hindu, November 11, 1927 

11. The Hindu, November 28, 1927 

12. The New India, March 6, 1929. 

13. History Freedom Movement, Bundle No:58 

14. Fortnightly Report, January 1928. 

15. Fortnightly Report, December 1927. 

16. Letter from the city Police Commissioner, Madras, to the Under Secretary to the 

Government of Madras, August 30, 1927 

17. Proceedings of the Government of Madras, Home Political, File No: 32, 1927.  

18.  Under Secretary’s Secret Safe File No. 42, August 30, 1927. 

 


