
FOUNDER OF RENONCANTS IN PONDICHERRY  –  MR. PONNUTHAMBI 

PILLAI [LA PORTE] 

 

In this draft we are going to know about Mr. Ponnuthambi Pillai who is the 

Founder of Renoncants in Pondicherry. And because of his great effort only 

the people of Pondicherry, particularly the low caste people got the civil 

status of the European French. Because of Him only the people who were in 

the status of French Subject has become French Citizen by renouncing and 

declaring themselves as Renoncants.  

Mr. Ponnuthambi Pillai was an advocate who lived in the 19th century and 

on 16th January 1873, he apparently entered the court with his shoes and 

socks on, when it was not allowed for Indians to do so. When questioned, 

not only did he defy the judge seeking equality of all at the bar, he appealed 

at the Supreme Court. He was apparently represented by Jules Godin, in 

Paris, and they won the case! Not only did this win them, it sowed the seeds 

of freedom. 

There is a street in Pondicherry, called Rue La Porte. Porte literally means 

'door'. I have sometimes wondered why a road would be called so, and 

assumed it must have been a name of someone. Turns out, it was the 

symbolic name taken by one Ponnu Thambi Pillai. It has been identified that 

he was the first to open the door for the equality of the poor and low caste 

people in Pondicherry.  

Ponnoutamby, leader of the Liberal committee, defends a revolutionary 

project. The courageous agent brilliantly defends the cause of his 

compatriots before the government authorities and parliamentarians and 

wins the case. France granted to the inhabitants of the five comptoirs, who 

renounced their personal status, the enjoyment of all the rights attached to 

the status of French citizen and compelled them to all the obligations 

contained in French legislation. 

Thus was born the decree of 21September 1881 on the renunciation signed 

by Jules Grévy. It opens the faculty to the natives of French India, of both 

sexes, of all castes and religions, to renounce in a definitive and irrevocable 

way their personal status, accepting all the consequences of this 

renunciation. The sine qua non condition was to be of age, to declare, from 

the place of birth, that they wished to use the faculty offered to them by the 

above-mentioned decree, and that they adopt a patronymic name which they 

chose for them and their descendants. Each person concerned, assisted by 

two witnesses, in the presence of the registrar of civil status signs the 

register of acts of renunciation, held in each town hall. 



On his return to the country, Ponnoutamby was received 

triumphantly. His first gesture was to go to the town hall to sign his act of 

renunciation and to choose the patronymic name, the very significant one of 

"The Door" (he opened the door of equality until then closed). Since then he 

was called Ponnoutamby - La Porte. A large street in Pondicherry still bears 

hisname.  

 

In the country, some spectacular actions are known to him such as, 

sharing in the church a meal with some of these impure beings, called 

outcasts. He tells the Conservatives at a solemn audience of the governor: "I 

burned my caste, I do not have one. I am French. This is my caste and my title 

of nobility. 

The following are the articles framed in the decree of 21st September 

1881for declaration of Renonciation: 

“The President of the French Republic, On the proposal of the Minister of 

Marine and Colonies, and the Minister of Justice, Minister of Justice, 

Decreed: 

Art.1 - In the French institutions of India, the natives of both sexes of all 

castes and religions, of 21 years of age, may renounce their personal status 

in the forms and conditions hereinafter determined. By the fact of this 

renunciation, which will be definite and irrevocable, they and their wives 

and minor children are governed by the civil and political laws applicable to 

the French in the colony. 

Art. 2 - Minors under 21 years of age who may renounce their personal 

status with the assistance of the persons whose consent is required for the 

validity of the marriage. When the renunciation takes place at the time of 

the marriage, it can be found in the act of celebration. 

Art. 3 - The minor under age of twenty-one married will be able to make this 

renunciation in the form prescribed for the majors. 

Art. 4 - The renunciation of the personal status, when it will not be made in 

the act of celebration of the marriage, as it is said in article 2, will be 

received by the officer of the civil status of the domicile of the declarants in 

the form civil status acts, in a special register established for this purpose, 

and held in accordance with Article 40 of the Civil Code amended by the 

Decree of 24 April 1880. 

It may also be made either before the justice of the peace, assisted by 

his clerk and two witnesses, or before a notary. 



In the latter two cases, an expedition of the proces verbal or deed notary will 

be immediately transmitted to the officer of the competent civil status who 

will operate the transcription on the register for this purpose. 

Art. 5 - Within fifteen days of the renunciation or of its transcription, it will 

be published administratively, by extract and without expenses, in the 

official Moniteur of the colony. 

Art. 6 - The natives who renounce their personal status will indicate in the 

act of renunciation the patronymic name which they intend to adopt for 

themselves and their descendants. 

Art. 7 - Any person may be delivered by the depositaries of the register for 

acts of renunciation of personal status, extracts from this register. Such 

excerpts, issued in accordance with the register and legalized by the 

presiding judge of the court of first instance or by the judge who will replace 

him, shall be authentic until the entry of forgeries. 

Art. 8 - It will be perceived by the civil status officers, for each expedition of 

an act of renunciation of the personal status, only thirty centimes, as for the 

expedition of a deed of birth, death or publication of wedding. 

There is nothing for the making of such acts or their transcription on the 

registers. 

Art. 9 - Renunciations made prior to the promulgation of this decree before 

the clerks, notaries or tabellions, shall be transcribed on the special register 

by the care of the interested parties or the public prosecutor. 

The renouncers may renounce their renunciation in order to enjoy the 

benefit of Article 6 and make it produce the effects provided for in Articles 1 

and following. 

Art.10 - It is not derogating from the current general rules of law relating to 

waivers made in other forms than those provided for in this decree. 

Art.11 - The Minister of the Navy and Colonies and the Keeper of the Seals, 

Minister of Justice, are each responsible, as far as he is concerned, for the 

execution of this Decree, which shall be inserted in the Bulletin of Laws and 

in the Official Bulletin of the navy. 

 

Below is the original version of the gazette copy published in French in 

“Bulletin officiel des Establissement Francais de l’Inde 1881. 

 



 

 

 



 



 


