The Crown & Caste

I do not know how an individual or a society can grow without negotiating strange worlds of dilemmas and contradictions.

I am in a dilemma writing these words. I am in a dilemma as I am not the mainstream India. But, I am an Indian by birth. My parents, grand parents, great grand parents… were all Indian by birth.

My dilemma is placed – by implication, sandwiched – between truth/ partial truth, and complete falsehoods. The battle between the Crown & Caste deserves a fair treatment.

As an Indian national – a commoner or a scholar – I must be saying the following:

[1] That it was a Whiteman’s grand conspiracy to conquer India when Elizabeth I signed the Royal Charter to the East India Company granting monopoly rights over trade with India on 31 December 1600. The truth may be otherwise. The East India Company was a Joint Stock enterprise in pursuit of profit through international trade.
[2] That Robert Clive was the military agent of British imperialism assigned with the task of conquering India. The truth may be otherwise. Clive didn’t have the mandate of even the Company leave alone the British Parliament to conquer India.

[3] That the British destroyed Dhaka’s handloom industry in order to sell their factory-produced cloth in India. The truth may be otherwise. Clive won India in 1758, and the spinning jenny machine was invented circa 1764. Handloom workers in England revolted, but were suppressed. Before the British ‘destroyed’ handlooms in India, they had already destroyed handlooms in Britain. The 18th century was a phase in the British/ European history where Capitalism was fighting Feudalism, and machines replacing traditional tools of production including handlooms.

[4] That Lord Macaulay was a British agent when he advocated the British system of education for India in 1935 - and wanted to produce loyal clerks for the needs of the empire. The truth may be otherwise. Macaulay was at the forefront of fighting slave trade in Britain, and he was never a British nationalist. He, in fact, fought against the Corn Laws – a massive import tariff to protect British farmers against cheaper grain available in the world market.

[5] That the East India Company created railways in India to facilitate quick movement of armed forces. The truth may be otherwise. The introduction of railways was a commercial enterprise to make profit by private investors, and the first train to run in India was a Goods train launched on December 22, 1851. The passenger train followed two years latter.

But, as an Indian, I am prepared to blind myself and speak the way all India-born historians have been speaking. It is terribly painful to reserve a few good words of praise for a conqueror. If all Indians had lost independence on June 23, 1758, I too must have lost. Within the loss, however, there can be gains as well.

Will the mainstream India acknowledge what I got from the loss of independence - and subsequent British colonialism!

Consider the following, step by step.

Step I

[a] “That the establishment of special schools or classes for children of low caste be liberally encouraged in places where there is a sufficient number of such children to form separate schools or classes.”

The Education Commission Report of Sectional Committees on the Recommendations Adopted by the Commission, Together with the Introductory Statements, 1883, Superintendent of Govt. Printing Press, Calcutta, India.

[b] “In Madras the number of schools for Panchamas increased from 5691 to 5814 and pupils rose by 6900 to 120678”

Education in India in 1917-18 Report by H. Sharp (Educational Commissioner, Govt. of India), Published by the Superintendent of Govt. Printing Press, Calcutta, India, page 17.
[c] “In the United Provinces special district supervisors for depressed classes schools have been appointed and substantial grants given for the opening of new schools and award scholarships. Bombay also has appointed experimentally a special inspecting officer in one division and has sanctioned collegiate scholarships for these classes. Numbers under instruction are rising, thanks partly to the development of special hostels.”

Education in India in 1918-19 Report by H. Sharp (Educational Commissioner, Govt. of India), Published by the Superintendent of Govt. Printing Press, Calcutta, India.
The big question: Why were separate schools and separate hostels created for Panchamas or the fifth Varna/ Depressed Classes or Untouchables all over India when we were all born Indians?

Step II

[a] “While the last Quinquennial Review gives an interesting account of the success of measures taken in Berar some years ago to place the low-caste boys on a level with others in a schools, I can quote an experience in the Kaira District where too hasty action on the part of local officers led to five or six large schools being closed for years, to the huts and crops of the depressed people being burnt in one village, and to the imposition of heavy punitive post on that village for two years. A principle generally accepted by District Boards is that the children of depressed castes shall be so placed as to have shelter from sun, rain, and cold, and that they shall receive a due share of the teaching of the school.”

Progress of Education in India – 1892-93 to 1896-97, Third Quinquennial Review by J. S. COTTON, M.A., Printed for Her Majesty’s Stationery Office., by Darling & Son, Ltd., 1898, Pp. 352-358.
[b] “In former days this difficulty was acutely felt, and, as the Government insisted on the principle that its educational institutions were intended for all classes, schools were on some occasions closed, and disturbances were even excited, in consequence of the admission of low-caste boys into State schools.”

Progress of Education in India – 1897-98 & 1901-1902, Vols. I – II, by R. NATHAN, CIE, ICS, Published by the Superintendent of Govt. Printing Press, Calcutta, India, 1904.

[c] “The opposition of the higher castes to the admission of Harijan [Untouchable] boys to a public school was often so strong that, even with the best will in the world, the Department [Government] could do very little in the matter. Not infrequently the caste Hindus opposed indirectly, and under social and economic threats, compelled the Harijan parents to withdraw their children from schools. In some cases, even the use of violence was reported.”

History of Education in India, by Sayed Nurullah and JP Naik, p.422.
The answer: Because the Caste society was violently opposed to the idea of Dalits’ right to the light of education!

Step III
[a] “That the establishment of special schools or classes for children of low caste be liberally encouraged in places where there is a sufficient number of such children to form separate schools or classes and where the existence of schools maintained from public funds does not sufficiently provide for their education.”
The Education Commission Report of Sectional Committees on the Recommendations Adopted by the Commission Together with the Irtroductory Statements, Published by the Superintendent of Govt. Printing Press, Calcutta, India, 1883.

[b] “Between 1882 and 1902, a fair amount of progress was made in the education of the Harijans. This was due to several reasons. The policy of separate or special schools which was recommended by the Indian Education Commission came to be adopted more largely than before and did help, in several places, to spread education among the Harjans without encountering social opposition.”

Sayed Nurullah and JP Naik, History of Education in India, p.424.

[c] “Nearly 3,000 schools, chiefly intended for the Panchamas, were maintained in the year 1901-02.”

Sayed Nurullah and JP Naik, History of Education in India, p. 426.
The big question: Why did the British have to create separate schools for Untouchables when all children were born Indians?

Step IV

[a] “We therefore recommend that the principle laid down in the Court of Directors’ letter of May 20th, 1857 that no boy be refused admission to a Government college or school merely on the ground of caste, and repeated by the Secretary of State in 1863, be now re-affirmed as a principle.”
Sayed Nurullah and JP Naik, History of Education in India, citing the Indian Education Commission Report, p.423.

[b] “The educational institutions of Government are intended by us to be open to all, and we cannot depart from a principle which is essentially sound, and the maintenance of which is of the first importance.”

Sayed Nurullah and JP Naik, History of Education in India, citing a Government of India notification, 1856-57, p. 422.

[c] “Since 1857, the Departmental schools were thrown open, at least in theory, to all castes and communities, inclusive of Harijans.”

Sayed Nurullah and JP Naik
The Answer: With Sir Charles Wood’s Dispatch of 1854, Macaulay’s education system - in a bit revised format, though – came into being. Education was now thrown open to all citizens irrespective of their ranks in the Caste hierarchy. The British had to issue instructions – that all Indians had the right to education. In the indigenous system of education, Untouchables had no such right.

Step V

[a] “Sir Thomas Munro, the then Governor of Madras, in his survey of 1822, stated that there was no student from Depressed Classes. According to Sir Thomas’ report, there were 12,498 schools in Madras Presidency with total enrolment of 184,110 students. Further, the report also states that there were about 26,903 students who were taught at home.”

[b] Mount Stuart Elphinstone, the then Governor of Bombay, had carried out a similar exercise in Bombay Presidency in 1824. He too stated that there was no student belonging to Depressed Classes in his Presidency. The Elphinstone report [the second one, received in 1829, in which more detailed information was obtained from District Judges of the Bombay Presidency, the total number of schools were 1705 with 35153 students]. The report covered areas of Konkan, Gujarath, the Deccan, and the Karnataka, which had a combined population of 46.81 lakh. The report clearly states non-existence of students from the Depressed Classes.

[c] William Adam, a Missionary and editor of The Calcutta Chronicle, conducted an extensive survey on the indigenous system of education in Bengal. Adam had sought permission from Lord William Bentinck in 1829 to conduct such a survey which he ultimately carried out in January 1835. In his report, Adam found that there were 760 Low Caste* pupils in native schools, and 80 in missionary schools. 

* Requires probing as ‘low castes’ are not the same as ‘Out Castes’ or Untouchables.

The big question: What if the indigenous system was not replaced by Macaulay’s system of education!

The story of Crown Vs. Caste

“We are fully alive to the fact that no principle, however sound, can be forced upon an unwilling society in defiance of their social and religious sentiments. But, all schools that are wholly maintained at the cost of public funds must be regarded as open to all taxpayers and to all classes of the community,” observes the report of the Indian Education Commission. 1884.

This is a rarest of the rare moment in the history of the British India when the Crown expresses its inability to overwhelm the Caste Order.

For a full three decades [1854-1884], the Crown tried to integrate Dalits into the system of education. First, the Crown discarded India’s indigenous system of education and replaced it with modern education in 1854. By 1857 the Crown witnessed Caste Hindus’ hostility towards Dalits’ right of education, and hence, came up with the notification that “no boy be refused admission to a Government college or school merely on the ground of caste.” After a long battle of three decades, the Crown had caved in before the might of the Caste Order, and ordered opening of separate schools for Dalits. By 1947, the Crown had won two World Wars but could not desegregate schools in India.

But, during 1854-1947, Dalits were integrated in and university level education.

May I ask the mainstream India a simple question: What if the Crown didn’t take over India? Where would have I been today without education as my caste occupation is pig rearing?

