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Preface

Writing this book has been a rewarding experience. The joy
was in re-discovering Maharashtra while reading and
browsing through numerous books and reports to gather
information and facts. Though one were aware of the many
facets and dimensions of Maharashtra’s history, its
geography, nature, land and its people, the research and
exercise of writing the book unfolds for the writer the full
glory of the land in its many splendoured details.

There are hundreds of books on differen: aspects of
Maharashtra, many in Marathi and a few in English. But
regrettably, few of these books deal with Maharashtra as a

-whole comprehensively. Maharashtra has produced
commendable encyclopaedic literature in Marathi from the
late 19th century. But, perhaps as a reflection of an average
Maharashtrian’s diffidence and lack of aggressive
salesmanship, there is little attempt to boldly introduce
Mabharashtra to curious outsiders. It must be acknowledged,
though, that the Government of Maharashtra’s Information
and Public Relations Department and the Maharashtra
Information Centre in New Delhi have brought out some
excellent publications on various interesting aspects of the
State. The tourism department too has rendered itself
appropriately.

Nevertheless, there is a lack of people’s initiative and
dearth of definitive books which should satiate the curiosity
of a tourist, a student and a scholar alike. For authentic
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information on many subjects, one has to turn to that
amazingly rich treasure left behind by our erstwhile rulers—
the District Gazetteers. Though it is a great pleasure
browsing the gazetteers, not all curious information seekers
have the grit and patience to search for and go through the
bulky volumes. The present book does not claim to fill that
void. However, it does attempt to give a broad idea of what
Maharashtra is and to offer some insight of its social life,
culture and its people. Attempt is also made to trace its curve
of progress and development and offer an analysis of some
of its noticeable shortcomings.

A book of this kind presents many challenges. Brevity
enforces compulsions which leave certain inevitable short-
comings. All the facets of a state of the size of Maharashtra
cannot be fully explored in the space available. It is not
possible to accommodate a full catalogue of all the names
that matter in the state’s history and contemporary lore.
Not even all those who made a visible impact on the life of
the state and the country can be treated with justice. The
book essentially is a compilation of information and facts
borrowed from numerous sources. Even so, in a bid to pro-
vide objective analysis and insight, judgements and opin-
ions are bound to creep in. Care is taken to ensure that such
comments and analysis would enhance readability and
quality of the book on the one hand and would not affect
its utility on the other.

Not mentioning those who have helped in providing
information, facts and sources will smack of ingratitude.
But that will be a long list and an inadvertent omission will
amount to an insult. It is best in these circumstances to ex-
press indebtedness to all those whose help has made writ-
ing of this book possible.

ARUN SADHU

INTRODUCTION

The famous Marathi poet, Ram Ganesh Gadkari, while
extolling the virtues of his homeland, describes it thus:
Rough country, thorny country,
a country made of rugged stones
Tender and delicate, the country of fragrant flowers
Sacred country, the country of the brave and the pure

The contradictions aptly reflect the contrasting sheds
in the geographic makeup of Maharashtra as also those
in the peculiar character of the Maharashtrian people.
Rough and thorny they may seem outwardly, but at heart
they are a sensitive people always willing to
accommodate and share except when their pride is hurt.
They may not care much for romantic sentimentalism,
they may be lacking in social graces, mores and
behavioural elan, their sartorial appearance and
household décor may be simple and functional yet they
are the people with a practical bent of mind. And when
it comes to tender feelings and romantic idealism, they
are as dreamy as any other Indian. They do have the flair
for good classical music, fascination of the theatre and
appreciation for aesthetic subtlety of the creative artiste.
They are generally no non-sense matter-of-fact people
with a practical realism with deep commitment to a
rational and intellectual discourse.
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Proud People

Above all, they are a proud people, proud of their history

and their contribution to the great Indian enterprise.
Mabharashtra literally means a super nation and the poet
indeed refers to Maharashtra as a Desh, a ‘country’ (the song
was composed in the first decade of the last century). But
the poet, like an average Maharashtrian, considers himself
an Indian first. If ever a Maharashtrian gushes out with
sentimentalism, it is when his patriotism is involved.
Maharashtra, he proudly claims, is the sword arm of India.
He regards Maharashtra as a state not simply made of
geographical boundaries, but a region with remarkable
history. The Marathi speaking people, who constitute the
linguistic state of Maharashtra, had never lived together in
a unified political unit in the known history. For centuries,
its different regions—Vidarbha, Marathwada, Khandesh,
Western Maharashtra and Konkan—lived under different
political dispensations, often warring and only rarely at
peace with each other, a fate which most of the Indian sub-
continent has gone through for over two millennia.

But amazingly, all through the political vicissitudes, the
people preserved their language and the “Maratha” culture.
From Gondia—Sakoli in the East to Kanakavali—
Sawantwadi in the West and from Dhulia in the North to
Sholapur—Kolhapur in the South, people spoke the same
language with little variations, they sung the same songs,
had common rituals and festivals and preserved the same
rich sartorial and culinary cultures. It was only in 1956 in
the larger bilingual Bombay state that these regions came
together in one political unit for the first time in history. The
formation of the linguistic Maharashtra state was, therefore,
celebrated in 1960 with great fanfare.

Culture Contact region
Today one of the most developed industrialised states of
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India, Maharashtra historically, stands at the cross-roads of
the North and the South of the Indian sub-continent. As the

late Ms. Iravati Karve, scholar and indologist, liked to

describe it, it is ‘a culture contact region par excellence’. Over
the centuries, Maharashtra has assimilated and absorbed
cultural traits from both these directions and indeed even
from the East. People of North Western districts of Thane,
Nasik and Dhule have a close association and relationship
with Gujarat; those of the rest of Khandesh and Berar with
the Malwa region of Madhya Pradesh; the eastern districts
of Vidarbha are nearly a part of Mahakoshal and most
southern districts right from Chandrapur and Nanded to
Sholapur and Kolhapur are closely linked with Telugu and
Kannada cultures. Maharashtra is neither a part of the
northern Hindi heartland nor the distinctly Dravidian South
India. It has been a meeting ground for the two cultures, a
veritable melting pot of the quintessentially plural Indian
milieu.

‘Unfortunately, there has been a general perception in
India that Maharashtra is an intolerant state. This perception
is shaped partly by Maharashtrians’ robust spirit of manly
independence, their historically uncompromising attitude
towards concept of freedom, and partly by the vagaries of
modern Indian politics. But contrary to this image, an
objective view of history and contemporary social ambience
of the state shows that Maharashtrians generally are tolerant
people with a readiness to share their prosperity and good
fortune with migrants from most parts of the country. For
centuries, Maharashtra has welcomed with open arms
people coming in search of livelihood from North, South
and East, and the local Marathi people have hardly ever
imposed their culture or language on them. For over a
millennium, Bene-Israeli Jews, Zorostrian Parsis, Rajasthani
and Gujarati traders, Telugu and Kannada priests, North
Indian workers have lived in Maharashtra in perfect
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harmony. So did the Sikhs and Christians. The second most
sacred place of the Sikhs is Nanded in Marathwada region
where the ashes of Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth and the
last guru in the illustrious guru lineage of the Sikhs, are
buried. The magnificent gurudwara there draws devotees
from all over India.

In Maharashtra, linguistic parochialism is confined to
political domain meant only for slogans and rhetoric rather
than a way of life. For generations, families from far away
places speaking different tongues and bringing their specific
regional cultures with them have lived in the urban centres
and remote districts of Maharashtra without speaking
Marathi. They lived well and prospered. Most urban centres
in Maharashtra have a cosmopolitan culture. The compo-
sition of elected representative institutions, from legislative
houses to district, municipal and local self-government
bodies reflects this fact unmistakably. Maharashtrians as a
society have a deep commitment to India as a plural society
and to the values of democracy, liberty, equality and tole-
rance. The state cabinet always has a handful of non-Marathi
speaking members. The bureaucracy of Maharashtra too
reflects India’s mosaic-like unity in diversity.

Liberal and Assimilative

This remarkable tolerance and liberal trait of Maharashtra
is attributed by scholars to three phenomena. The strong
social reform movement during the early days of the British
Raj which shaped the social demeanour of Maharashtra is
one. The other and more important is policies and character
of Shivaji, the Great hero of Maratha independence, who
dared to dream of freedom from slavery in an era when the
land of Maharashtra was almost barren of any infrastructure
to confront the power of the mighty Moguls. The third factor
is the warkari sampradaya which preached bhakti, honesty and
humility and tolerance. '
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Shivaji hardly ever aspired for a tutelage under either
the Moguls or the Nizam, contrary to the practice prevalent
among the feudal chiefs of that era. He coined the word
swarajya two-and-half centuries before Lokmanya Tilak and
coroneted himself as a sovereign king. It is he who breathed
the spirit of freedom among the rugged farmers living at
the feet of Sahyadri Mountains. An extra-ordinary leader
and a man of vision, Shivaji conceived a welfare state, a
kalyaankari Rajya where caste, creed or religion will not come
in the way of serving the swarajya. He dissolved the large
holdings of the feudal landlords and introduced the more
progressive ryotwari system of land holdings. He lived in
an era when religion governed most of the social life of the
people.

And yet, in a typical Hindu assimilative trait, Shivaji
had great regard for Islam, was devotee of Sufi saints and
had a fair sprinkling of Mussalmans among his bodyguards,
his militias, generals and guardians of his forts. Legends
abound about how he treated with great respect Muslim
women and the holy book of Koran during and after any
war. Sadly, some petty politicians reduce him to a regional
leader for small transient gains while historians accord him
a much greater status. Maharashtra was also fortunate to
have, during the early decades of the 19th Century, a galaxy
of social réformers, thinkers and activists—Mahatma Jotiba
Phule, Gopal Ganesh Agarkar, ‘Lokahitawadi’ Deshmukh,
Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj,
to name but a few. They did a pioneering work in attacking
the social ills and prejudices and left a lasting impact on
Maharashtra. During the struggle for independence,
Maharashtra produced a long line of great national leaders
whose contribution to shaping modern India cannot be
ignored.

Of them Dadabhai Naoroji, Gopal Krishna Gokhale,
Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak are regarded the national
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. icons even today. Mahatma Gandhi once said that
Maharashtra was a beehive of committed social workers.
And truly, even after independence, Maharashtra never
lacked bands of dedicated souls who laid their lives for one
cause or the other, spawned one movement after another
for upliftment of the downtrodden, for amelioration of the
oppressed, for defence of project-affected have-nots, for the
service of the leprosy affected—Baba Amte and Medha
Patkar are the icons on the new genre acknowledged the
world over.

At heart, a Maharashtrian is a politically active person.
It is not a coincidence that most major national political
parties four decades ago which made an impact on the
national politics had their origin in Maharashtra. Bombay,
now called Mumbai, the capital of Maharashtra, was in 1885
host to the first convention of the longest surviving political
party in the world, the Indian National Congress. The
Communist movement in India had its beginnings in the
lowly chawls in the congested Girgaum area of Mumbai.
The largest concentration of the Socialist dissenters within
the Congress movement was, of course, in Maharashtra. At
one time during the sixties’ leaders of the most opposition
parties were Maharashtrians—S.A. Dange, B.T. Ranadive,
S.M. Joshi, N.G. Gore and so on. Not to be left behind, the
trade union movement in India had its beginnings in
Mumbai, much before the advent of Marxist ideology and
the Communist Party of India. The first industrial strike in
Mumbai was observed in the year 1890. The “dalits’ of India,
now ascendant in socio-political and economic areas, owe
their position today to a large extent to yeoman service
rendered by Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, a giant of an
intellectual who could very well rank with national leaders
of the stature of Gandhi, Nehru, Patel, Azad and Bose.

INTRODUCTION 7

Cultural Heritage

Maharashtra has a rich cultural heritage. It has retained
many vestiges of its traditional folk culture. The Bhakti cult
of the Warkaris spawned by the great saint poets such as
Jnaneshwar, Namdeo, Eknath, Tukaram and Ramdas still
holds sway over the minds and spiritual aspirations of the
common people. The contemporary Marathi literature, be it
modern or post-modern, still draws its strength from the
fountains of medieval works left behind by the galaxy of
these noble saints. The Warkari cult instituted by them has
millions of followers in Maharashtra who make an annual
pilgrimage on foot to Pandharpur, the seat of God Vithal,
an incarnation of Vishnu. Many sociologists believe that the
Warkari philosophy is no less responsible for the values of
equality and tolerance so deeply ingrained in the
Maharashtrian society.

One would be amiss in introducing the Maharashtrian
society if a mention is not made of its passion for the theatre
and music. Though many archaeologists and historians
believe that ancient Sanskrit poet Kalidasa lived for a while
at Ramtek near Nagpur and composed his famous classic
Meghdoot there, theatre was almost non-existent in
Maharashtra, just as in the whole of India, after the decline
of Sanskrit drama. The coarse folk theatre did play a role in
entertainirig the rural masses. But the theatre in its modern
sense had comparatively an early beginning in Maharashtra
in 1840 followed by a burgeoning theatre movement. It has
penetrated to mofussil and rural Maharashtra. The
momentum continues.

Likewise, it was in Maharashtra that the Indian classical
music witnessed its revival no less owing to the meticulous
efforts of such Maharashtrian pioneers as Vishnu Digambar
Paluskar, Vishnu Narayan Bhatkhande, and Balkrishnabuwa
Ichalkaranjikar. For a long period, Maharashtrian vocalists
held sway over hearts of discerning music lovers of India...
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Bhimsen Joshi, Kishori Amonkar, Kumar Gandharva, Bal
Gandharva, Lata Mangeshkar, Asha Bhosale... The roll call
is long and illustrious. And cricket, the obsession of the
Indian middle class? The story of the Indian cricket would
not be complete without mentioning Sunil Gavaskar, Sachin
Tendulkar, Ajit Wadekar, Sandeep Patil, Vengsarkar...

Today, Maharashtra is the leading industrialised state
in India, thanks to the contribution of Mumbai’s enterprising
Gugjaratis, Rajasthanis and of course the miniscule but robust
community of the Parsis. After the decline of Calcutta in
early fifties’”, Mumbai became the industrial and commercial
capital of the country and it still retains that position.
Maharashtra’s contribution to the national treasury by way
of Income Tax is no less than one half of the total collection.
The textile industry, first set up in Mumbai in the late
nineteenth Century, had spread far and wide in Maharashtra
creating a politically aware working class.

One cannot escape dealing with a major shortcoming
of the Maharashtrian in this introductory eulogisation. Be it
a quirk of history, geography, economy or socio-spiritual
make-up of the Maharashtrian mind; or sheet lethargy and
lack of organisational acumen. Whatever the reason, but the
fact that a Maharashtrian is completely innocent of a trading
culture, of the spirit of material entrepreneurship has been
a matter of hair-splitting debate for over a century among

intellectuals, political leaders, economists and sociologists.

Not that Marathi society did not have a trading caste the
vaishya-vani. The vanjaras, a nomadic tribe, too has played a
trading role from ancient times carrying salt, grains, textiles
and such other utilities from place to place. The mule, the
donkey, the horses were the beasts of burden carrying the
goods. But curiously enough, the typical Maharashtrian,
who would readily take to sword to defend the nation, work
on the accounts for big houses, nurse his farm, enjoy his
career as a salaried academic, bureaucrat or a clerk, shies
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away from trade and commerce. Maharashtrian intellectuals
are still trying to understand and fathom this despairing
trait.

Farmer, the entrepreneur
Winds of change are aboard, though. The new generations,
trained in commerce, engineering, information technology,
are plunging in daring enterprises with gusto. But this does
not hide the fact that the commercial spirit has been missing
in these people for a very very long time. When Shivaji
established his capital at Fort Raigad, he invited traders and
merchants from Gujarat and Rajasthan to set their shops.
So did the Peshwas whenever they set up a new town or a
kasabah. The traders came with their families and over
generations have become one with the local people. They
did not snap links with their homelands. But most of them
adopted Maharashtra as their motherland, speaking the local
language, adapting the Marathi culture in its fullness. Many
Gujarati and Rajasthani business houses grown to the
national stature proudly consider themselves an integral part
of Maharashtra. Many of them have made their mark in the
state’s public life, culture and literature which speaks
volumes about Maharashtra’s assimilative ethos.
However, the lowly farmers of Maharashtra have
shown by example that the spirit of enterprise is not entirely
missing from this soil. By dint of hard work, diligence,
imagination and innovations, the farmers have remarkably
transformed large tracts of the state into verdant greenery,
producing sumptuous food grains, fruits, vegetables and
sugarcane. It is not the famous Alfonso mango of Ratnagiri
alone for which Maharashtra is known. The high quality
seedless grapes from Tasgaon and Baramati, the figs of Pune,
the luscious pomegranates of Ahmednagar have found
lucrative markets in lands far away. The farmers regularly
browse the internet to locate profitable markets abroad for



10 MAHARASHTRA

their produce. Above all, the innovative spirit of the Marathi
farmer has manifested most gloriously in the agro-based
processing industries. ‘

It was almost an illiterate farmer of Ahmednagar
district, Vitthalrao Vikhe-Patil, who, along with noted
economist D.R. Gadgil, conceived the idea of a farmers’
cooperative sugar factory. Thus the first farmers’ cooperative
sugar mill in India was set up in 1956 at Loni. Vikhe-Patil
was later honoured with Padmashree. Soon, the rural
Maharashtra took to the idea with zeal and a large network
of cooperative sugar factories, particularly in Western
Maharashtra, transformed what was once a drought-prone
zone into a growing prosperous economy. The rural
purchasing power in Kolhapur and Sangli district is
considered among the highest in India. The cooperative
sugar movement not only stabilised the life of farmers, it
enriched the rural ambience as a whole by establishing
educational institutions, boosting the service sector and
encouraging numerous ancillaries.

The Western coast of the state is washed by the Arabian
sea. The ‘rugged, thorny’ and rock-like spurs of Sahyadri
mountains almost dip their feet in the sea, sometimes jutting
into the water creating deep gorges, at other places looking
at the golden beaches from a distance. In the rainy season,
the verdant hills, the gorges and the creeks of Konkan

present a gorgeous sight to the eye. The mountains slope.

gently towards the east in a large plateau, the largest in the
Indian peninsula creating a narrow belt of rain-shadow area
cutting across the state from North'to South. However,
several eastward flowing rivers, notable among them
Godavari, Krishna and Bhima, have chiselled fertile valleys
spawning civilizations from ancient times. In the North are
gentle Satpura ranges, not as overbearing as the Sahyadri.

The eastern districts of Vidarbha have rivers flowing
South such as Wardha and Painganga and some flowing
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West, Purna and Tapti. While the triangle of Mumbai—Pune
and Nasik is a beehive of major industrial activity, South
Maharashtra and Khandesh to an extent have excelled in
horticulture. Marathwada to the South-East and Vidarbha
were once called granaries of the state producing grains and
cptton in abundance. The forests of Vidarbha have several
tiger sanctuaries. Both Sahyadri and Satpura and their
sev.eral spurs have beautiful hill stations presenting breath-
taking panorama of natural wealth. Some of the plateaus
are dotted by rugged solid forts, a testimony to the
ruggedness of the people themselves. The historic mountain
forts, some of them built by Shivaji, had lent unique defence
parameters to Maharashtra terrain when battles were fought
with swords and arrows.

Thus, Maharashtra, the home of a proud people whose
contributions have gone a long way in shaping up modern
India, presents an exciting story and a promising destination
for ambitious entrepreneurs, for seekers of new adventures,
for the academically and scholastically inclined and for
tourists in search of beauty and history. The present book is

an attempt to present in brief the multi-dimensional entity
that is Maharashtra. '



PHYSICAL FEATURES, FLORA AND FAUNA

The Land and the Climate
The state of Maharashtra came into existence in 1960 by a
law of Parliament. It brought together in one political and
administrative unit most of the Marathi-speaking areas
which till then had separate political existence in different
provinces—the heartland of Western Maharashtra, Konkan
and Northern areas of Khandesh were in the Bombay
Presidency which also included large areas of Gujarati,
Kannada, Telugu and Tamil speaking people; the
Marathwada area in Nizam’s Hyderabad State; and Vidarbha
in the Central Province. In the first phase of linguistic
reorganisation of states in India, the single political unit of
all the Marathi speaking areas was rejected for reasons which
triggered much controversy.

As a compromise, the present area of Maharashtra was

joined with Gujarat to form a sprawling bilingual Bombay

State in 1956. The city of Bombay, which had nearly half its
population of Marathi origin, was the bone of contention.
After much controversy and people’s agitations in both
linguistic areas, the illogic of the bilingual state was
acknowledged and it was divided between Gujarat with
Gandhinagar as its capital and Maharashtra with Bombay,
later renamed Mumbai, as the capital on May 1, 1960.
Mr. Y.B. Chavan, chief minister of the bilingual province,
remained the chief of Maharashtra too.
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The state with a total land area of 3,06,345 sq. kms.
occupies a major portion of the Indian peninsula and
comprises nearly one-tenth of the area of the Indian republic.
It lies between latitudes 22.1 and 16.4 degrees North and
longitudes 72.6 and 80.9 degrees East. Maharashtra is
endowed with about 700 km. long sea coast. The actual sea
coast extends from Goa border at Terekhel creek in the
South to about 130 kms. North of Mumbai, that is between
15.6 and 20.2 degrees North latitude, a seaboard on the
Arabian sea of about 4.6 degrees.

The total population of the state by 2003 was expected
to cross the 10 crore mark. Roughly, this is about one eleventh
of India’s population. In terms of area, it is the second largest
and population-wise (after the division of Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar and Madhya Pradesh) also the second largest state in
India and hence occupies an important position in the Indian
socio-political and economic life The Arabian Sea defines
Maharashtra’s western boundary while the state of Gujarat
lies at its North-West. Madhya Pradesh is on the North and
now Chhattisgarh touches its North-East. Karnataka is in
the South and Andhra Pradesh South-East. The erstwhile
Portuguese territory of Goa, which also has a large Marathi-
speaking population, lies at its South-West.

Deccan Plateau

For students of geology, Maharashtra presents interesting
physical features. The state physically is divided in two
parts—the narrow coastal strip of Konkan West of Sahyadri
ranges and the famous Deccan plateau East of the mountain.
The sprawling Deccan Plateau or trap as it is called, is cut
by several river systems. Major among them are i) Godavari
valley running from North to South-East in Marathwada;
i) Krishna valley in the South; iii) Wardha-Wainganga valley
of East Vidarbha and iv) Tapi-Purna valley of West Vidarbha
which is called Warhad corrupted as Berar in English.
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The Deccan Plateau is a solid land mass of
homogeneous basaltic structure made of layers upon layers
of lava erupted: from fissures from time to time between 7
and 8 million years ago. This has gifted Maharashtra with a
vast expanse of black cotton soil and mountain ranges rising
gradually like terraces. There are two principal mountain
ranges, Sahyadri or the Western Ghats and the Satpura. The
Sahyadri ranges are never far too away from the sea coast.
The roads leading from Mumbai to Pune and to Nasik—
go through the mountain passes at the heights of about
600 to 700 meters and afford breathtaking views to the
travellers. Sahyadri peaks rise up to nearly 1600 meters, the
highest peak of Kalasubai near Nasik being as high as 1640
meters.

At right angles to the Sahyadri running West to East
are four ranges of hills including the major one, Satpura.
The Satpura range lies between the Tapi and Narmada
basins, running from Nasik and traversing all the way to
the Eastern districts of Vidarbha. It forms Northern
boundaries of Dhule, Jalgaon, Buldhana and Amravati
districts of the State. The other three secondary ranges are
the Ajanta Hills, which lies to the South of the Tapi basin
and North of Godavari, the Balaghat range which lies to the
South of the upper Godavari basin and North of the Bhima
river basin. The last is the Mahadeo hills range which
separates the Bhima basin from the upper Krishna river
basin. The interesting fact is all the districts of Maharashtra,
except the Sholapur district in the South, have hills large
and small. Towards the Western coast, the mountains drop
precipitously providing a panoramic view of what the poet
calls the ‘thorny, rock-like rugged’ Maharashtra.

Sahyadri Lore
Sahyadri has an important place in Maharashtra’s
consciousness and is a subject of thriving folklore. This is
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on account of its majestic beauty as also because of its
important role in Maharashtra’s history. Shivaji organised
the ordinary peasants living in the Mawal area of Sahyadri
slopes to fight for freedom. It was here in these rugged
mountains, the jungles, valleys and difficult passes that
Shivaji developed his skills of guerrilla warfare to face the
might of the superior armies of the Moguls and other
established sultanates. Ancient forts associated with hoary
history and Shivaji and some of them of the 17th century
built by Shivaji himself dot the hilltop plateaus at many
places.

Although separated by many ranges, river valleys,
differences in geographic and climatic conditions, the whole
of Maharashtra presents more or less a distinctive Marathi
culture with the same language (albeit with differences in
local dialects), same folklores, same folksongs, same deities
to worship with similar devotional songs and the same
culinary and sartorial culture prevailing all over from Sakoli
in the extreme east to Sawantwadi, roughly over 1400 km
by road to the south-west in coastal Sindhudurg district.
However, each river valley has spawned a sub-culture of its
own enriching the whole while drawing from the other sub-
cultures and sharing traits with one another.

Godavari is the largest and the most sacred river of the
state. It rises in the North near Nasik and flows South-East
through central Maharashtra and Marathwada districts into
Andhra Pradesh before pouring into the Bay of Bengal near
Rajahmundri. Further southward, the Wardha-Wainganga
bringing the soil of Vidarbha with them also pour into
Godavari. Not for nothing Godavari is called the mother
river or the main artery of Maharashtra. The town of Nasik
on its banks is described by many as the southern Kashi

- (Varanasi) and the Kumbha Mela of Nasik held every 12 years

is only second in importance to the one held at Prayag.
Devotees and sadhus from all over India congregate at Nasik
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and adjoining holy place of Tryambakeshwar when the mela
occurs.

Godavari—The Mother River

As it traversed through Maharashtra, Godavari brought to
life several ancient urban cultures of Maharashtra. The city
of Paithan in Aurngabad district, called Pratishthan in
ancient times, was a flourishing centre of trade, business
and administration and is referred to in Buddhist jatakas way
back in the 2nd century B.C. The subsequent Satavahana
rulers, who are said to have given Maharashtra a distinct
identity during their regime, had their capital in Pratishthan.
Many saint-poets, particularly Jnaneshwar did their
penances on the banks of Godavari. Suffice it to say that
Godavari has enriched both material and spiritual life of
Mabharashtra through the millennia like river Ganga has that
of north India.

While river Krishna runs through Maharashtra for a
short distance, it has also provided sumptuous irrigation
triggering a virtual green revolution in Kolhapur, Sangli,
Satara and Pune districts of South Maharashtra. Nonetheless,
it is a secondary system for Maharashtra serving a limited
area. On the other hand, the Wardha-Wainganga system
which covers the entire east Vidarbha has an interesting
geological feature. It is located where the Deccan trap begins
to recede and the archaic rocks of central India take over.
This geological transition has gifted the region witha wealth
of minerals. Most of Maharashtra’s minerals particularly
coal, manganese, limestone and iron ore, are found in this
region. The region receives comparatively far better amount
of rainfall than the rest of Maharashtra (other than Konkan).
Paddy is the main crop here.

The Tapi-Purna valley which defines the transition
between the Deccan Plateau and the Central India covers
most parts of Western Vidarbha and parts of Khandesh. The
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soil is fertile black cotton, the rainfall, particularly in the
Vidarbha part of the valley, is more or less assured. This has
produced an easy-going life style for which the Berar region
is known. Many places along Tapi and Purna rivers lie on
the ancient trade routes carrying traders from North to South
and the other way round.

There is no uniform rainfall pattern in Maharashtra.
As the Maharashtra gazetteers describes, the pattern can
best be represented by means of bands or stripes of land
North to South of varying East- West width. The coastal
area of the Konkan forms a natural strip of land where the
average rainfall is between 200 and 250 cm. a year. The next
belt to the East is formed by the Sahyadri mountain ranges
where the rainfall is between 375 and 500 cm. Some of the
higher plateaus, such as Mahabaleshwar at 1,350 metres,
has a rainfall of 600 cm. The next strip is at the Eastern
foothills of the Sahyadri where the average suddenly drops
to 100 cm. In the fourth strip further East which include the
hilly districts of Western Maharashtra such as Pune, the
average again decreases to 60 to 80 cm. To the East of Pune
lies the notorious rain-shadow area, a belt cutting across
Maharashtra from North to South where the rainfall drops
to below 50 cm. This is the chronic drought prone belt which
afflicts parts of Dhule, Nasik, Ahmednagar, Pune, Satara,
Sangli, Sholapur, Bid, Usmanabad and Latur districts.
Farther East, there are three belts, each with a higher average.
Thus the Eastern-most area of Vidarbha comprising Nagpur,
Bhandara, Gondia and Chandrapur districts have a -
comfortable average of 80 to 100 cm.

Flora

The total area under forest in Maharashtra is roughly 55,544
sq.kms., constituting 18.4 per cent of the state’s total land
area. Besides, 11,192 hundred hectares are fallow land and
13,799 hectares grazing lands. The area under agriculture is
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68.8 per cent. There is a sumptuous wealth of trees and
plants, and wild life as also birds in Maharashtra. The variety
is interesting, the natural scenery and landscape attractive.
The floristic wealth is rich and diverse, both in composition
and value. The forests contain varied plant species and
include diverse vegetational types. Of flowering plants alone
there are about 3,500 species covering about 1,200 genera
and 150 families.

Some of the forest trees and plants have glorious floral
blooms, eye catching and resplendent in their lavish
splendour. Particularly breathtaking is a blooming palas
(Butea monosperma) tree when it is leafless as is most of the
forest in early spring (March). Through the leafless branches
burst out clusters of flaming vermillion coloured flowers
reaching out to the sky. The tree is aptly called The Flame of
the Forest. And when a whole forest of palas is in bloom, the
scene is as riveting and awe inspiring as a forest fire.

Also in the spring, the semal (Salmalia malabarica) tree
sprouts large flaming red flowers which are clustered on
bare boughs in the lofty canopy of deepest crimson, a
pleasing contrast against the deep blue sky. It is called The
Silk Cotton Tree. The flowers are sweet and birds flock to
feast on them. Similarly, the pangara (Erithrina indica), the
Indian coral tree with its brilliant scarlet blooms, the amaltas
(Cassia fistula) or the Indian Laburnum displaying translucent
yellow pendants, the khumb (Careya arborea) which sprouts
opulent pink and white flowers, fresh and delicate, adorn
Maharashtra’s wilderness. '

The forests are mainly concentrated in following regions
of the state:

1. Chandrapur-Bhandara region at the extreme east of the

state. o
2. Tapi valley in Khandesh i.e. Satpura ranges in North

Maharashtra. '

3. The Western and Eastern flanks of Sahyadiris.

PHYSICAL FEATURES, FLORA AND FAUNA 19

4. Inthe spurs of Satpura in Melghat region of Amravati
district in Vidarbha.

Besides these, there are few other forests with
mangroves, beach forests, forests on riverine terraces etc.

The best forests are in the Chandrapur-Bhandara re-
gion, some valleys of Sahyadri; in Melghat and in the low
hills of Ajanta-Satmala ranges.

Although no uniform system of forest classification is
applicable to Maharashtra authorities classify forests as fol-
lows:

1. Evergreen Forests—Western Sub-Tropical Hill Forests—
Confined to the Western valleys of Sahyadri around
Mahabaleshwar, Matheran, Amboli and Bhimashankar. Here
evergreen trees more than 45 m. high with numerous
epiphytes but few climbers form the multilayered forest
canopy. The prominent species are jamun (Syzygium cumini),
pisa (Actinodaphne hookeri), anjani (Memecylon umbellatum),
hirda (Terminalia chebula) and lanki (Olea dioica). :

2. Semi-evergreen Forests—West Coast Semi-evergreen Forests:
Found on the Sahyadri between evergreen and moist
deciduous forests in heavy rainfall areas of Ajra and
Chandgarh in Kolhapur district, Koyana forests of Satara
and in small local patches of Raigad district. Important trees
are kindal (Terminalia paniculata), hirda (Terminalia chebula),
beheda (Terminalia belerica) and jamba (Xylia xylocarpa) etc.

3. The Moist Deciduous Forests—Found in areas, top storey
of vegetation is deciduous. Trees are 40 m high or more,
heavily buttressed. The second storey is of mixed evergreen
species. Undergrowth of canes and bamboos is shrubby and
climbers dense. This type is mainly seen in Allapalli forests
of Chandrapur as also in Raigad, Ratnagiri, Thane, Nasik
and Bhandara where rainfall is heavy. Some of these are
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teak-bearing forests and others are mixed. In Allapalli, teak
(Tectona gradis) predominates along with behada, dhavda
(Anogeissus latifolia), shisam (Dalbergia latifolia), ain (Terminalia
tometoasa), mahowa (Madhuca latifolia), moyin (Lannea
coromandelica), kakad (Garuga pinnata). The bamboos are of
manvel (Dendrocalamus strictus) variety.

4. Southern Tropical Dry Deciduous Forests—Occupying the
largest forest area in Maharashtra, these have trees roughly
20 m high. They dry up in summer. Species which
predominate are not gregarious or heterogeneous. Small
trees form canopy. Sunlight reaches the floor where grass
grows. Climbers are few but a few epiphytic ferns, orchids
and bamboos occur. Some are predominantly dry Teak-
bearing forests and others are mixed. The tall teak forests
occur in good measure in Nagpur, Chandrapur, Bhandara
area adjoining the Bastar, Melghat in Amravati and in
Yawatmal which provide excellent habitat for wild life. Other
trees found ain, salai (Boswella serrata), dhavda, tendu (Diospyros
melanoxylon), bija (Pterocarpus marsupium), lendia
(Lagerstroemia parviflora), kullu (Sterculia urens), moyin (Lannea
coromandelica) and mhowa.

5. Southern Tropical Thorn Forests—These occur on dry and
shallow soil in the plains with alkaline content. It is a low
open forest characterised by Acacia species reaching 6 to 9
m high. It is generally found around Pune, Ahmednagar,
Satara, Dhule and Sholapur.

6. Littoral and Tidal Swamp Forests—An evergreen closed
forest of mangrove species occurring on sea creeks and coasts
is seen along Maharashtra coast. High tides generally swamp
this forest.

Useful as vegetable cover, only some of these forests
are economically important. The Dry deciduous teak forests
and the open grass lands are the most important among
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these. Teak timber, gums and resins, mohuwa flowers, Cutch
or Kath used for calico printing or in the betel leaf for
chewing, tendu leave for bidi making are some of the
important forest products which yield a modest revenue
for the state.

Tigers, Panthers, Bisons

Wild animals commonly found in Maharashtra are tiger,
panther, bison, sambhar, chital, nilgai, barking deer,
sloth bear and wild boar. The forests of Chandrapur,
Amravati, Nagpur and bhandara are well known for tiger
population, now an endangered specie. Bison used to be
abundantly found in Radhanagari forests of Kolhapur,
forests of Chandrapur, Nagzira in Nagpur and Pench
valley in Bhandara. Melghat jungles also have bisons.
Blackbucks are rather scarce and are now confined to a few
pockets in Yeotmal, Bhir Parbhani and Nagpur forests. Wild
buffaloes are seen in Bhamaragadh forests adjoining the
Bastar jungles.

There is a large variety of birds in Maharashtra, apart
from the crows and sparrows which are so plentiful around
human habitations. Most notable are bulbul, shama, cuckoo,
parakeet and peacock. The singing cuckoos and koyals are
heard even in metropolitan Mumbai. There, amid the jungles
of skyscrapers, in the house gardens or on the terraces, a
surprise visitor may take your breath away for a moment—
the peacock with its splendorous plumage spread out in
full glory.

The Great Indian Bustard

Other birds commonly found in the countryside are drongos,
babblers, paradise flycatchers, sunbirds, kingfishers, orioles,
hoopoes. Also common are jungle fowls, partridges, quails,
storks, cotton teals and pigeons. The Great Indian Bustard
which had its breeding grounds in the scrub forests of
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Ahmednagar district, is now unfortunately almost extinct.
Its rare appearance makes news for the media.

Migratory birds like geese, ducks, larks, wagtails and
swallows are seen in large numbers during their seasons.
In winter, more exotic migratory birds such as Siberian
Cranes visit the creeks around Mumbai and water reservoirs
all over the state. For the lovers of winged beauties, there
are several bird sanctuaries in Maharashtra where bird
watchers can feast their eye to their heart’s content.

The forests in the state where the wild animals and
birds occur in fair abundance are: Nagzira and Nawegaon
in Bhandara, Pench Valley and Nagalwadi in Nagpur; Bora
Garpit and Brahmanwada in Wardha; Tadoba, Kolsa,
Moharli, Kanhargaon, Chaprala, Allapalli, Sironcha and
Bhamragadh in Chandrapur; Melghat in Amravati; Kinwat
in Nanded and Yawatwal; Yawal and Chopda-in Jalgaon;
Peth, Barhe and Harsul in Nasik; Tansa, Parali, Suryamal,
Dhasai and Washala in Thane, Borivali in Greater Mumbai,
Matheran, Karnala and Roha in Raigad, Bheemashankar,
Khandala and Lonavala in Pune; Radhanagari in Kolhapur,
Amboli and Rampur in Ratnagiri.

Rare animal and bird species declared as protected spe-
cies in the state are: Wild buffalo, sambar, barsinga, chital,
blackbuck, chinkara barking deer, crocodile and Indian rock

python and among birds the Great Indian Bustard are the

species declared as protected in the state.
There are four national parks and several wild life
sanctuaries in Maharashtra. The national parks are:

1. Tadoba in Chandrapur district
2. Pench (Nagpur)

3. Nawegaon (Bhandara)

4. Borivali (Mumbai Suburban)
5.

Kolkhas (Amravati).
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The prominent wild life sanctuaries are:

NG b=

Radhanagari—Bison (Kolhapur)
Karnala—Bird (Raigad)

Yawal (Jalgaon)

Tansa (Thane)

Nagzira (Bhandara)

Bor (Wardha)

Kinwat (Yavatmal & Nanded)
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INTERMINGLING OF RACES AND CULTURES

Like regional sub-cultural variations, a close scrutiny of the
original inhabitants of the state reveals veritable inter-
mingling of different anthropological elements. But as Iravati
Karve observes, Maharashtra is made up roughly of
Australoid-Europoid people. The skin colour of the people
ranges from very dark to light brown. The eye colour is
predominantly very dark brown (black) to brown with a
few castes having not more than 10 per cent people with
light greenish brown eyes. The hair colour is very dark but
in some rare cases one may find brown or red hair. The
stature ranges from short to medium though in some cases
one finds tall to very tall people.

Karve notes that in each cultural feature, Maharashtra
presents a picture of a thorough mingling of the Sanskritic
and Dravidian. Most of the older folk strains and cultures
of India are represented in Maharashtra. From urban and
rural so-called upper castes to rural agriculturists and
primitive tribes living in forests and hills till recently, one
" finds an admixture of human features typical of north-
western India (as a southern continuation of the central
Asiatic pastoral people of the steppes) and Dravidian India
(a north-western projection of south east-Asian and Pacific
Island people).

These findings substantiate the theory that pre-historic
people came to settle here from all directions. What is not
commonly found is the proto-Mongoloids strain of the east,
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a people who occupied land from south China to central
Burma. Among the primitive tribes, there is one tribe called
Korku in the Melghat taluka of Amravati district which has
features completely different from local Gonds, Bhills and
Madiyas. The Korku people speak a variation of Mundari
language which is spoken by the Mundaris of Orissa. How
and when the Korkus came all the way from Orissa to settle
in the far away Satpura hills of Amaravati is a mystery yet
to be solved. But they are known for their life style different
from other tribes surrounding them, their striking physical
features (especially the eyes, light green and brown with
intricate geometrical patterns in the irises), their colourful
attire and vigorous tribal dances. The other primitive tribes
found in Maharashtra include Warlis of Thane, Mahadeo Kolis
of Konkan, Bhils of Satpura and Bhils, Gonds and Madiyas of
Amaravati, Dhule, Chandrapur and Gadchiroli.

Maharatta

Sociologically, Maharashtra broadly conforms to the pattern
of general class structure under Chaturvarnya system found
in India. The major caste is the Marathas to which belonged
the ancient petty chiefs and the great Shivaji himself.
Marathas comprise a little less than 40 per cent of the
population and an overwhelming majority of them are rural
farmers. ‘However, all of them, poor landless farmers,
wealthy landlords and the aristocratic families claim
Kshatriya lineage... Marathas have been and continue to be
a ruling caste fully conversant with the art of wielding power.

Their substantial number allows them to dominate the

modern political set up.

The other important caste is Mahar, the most numerous
among the former untouchables of Maharashtra. There is
no village in Maharashtra where there is no Mahar. They
are found all the way from the coastal Konkan region to
Raipur (Chhattisgarh) and forest villages of Bastar beyond
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Eastern Maharashtra. Wherever they are found, they speak
Marathi. In fact, some historians opine that the term
Mabharashtra is derived from Mahars—place where Mahars
live i.e. Maharatta. According to the Mahar folk legend, Mahars
lived in great numbers in the area and they were the rulers.
In the typical social mechanism of caste structure evolved
in Maharashtra termed 12 Balutedar in Marathi—Mahars,
though untouchables, had important functions to perform
for the village.

Mahar is a martial race which fought with valour for
Shivaji. And during the early days of the British East. India
company, they were recruited in large numbers in the
company’s army. Indeed during the last skirmishes between
the English and the Marathas in the Deccan before the fall
of the Peshwas, Mahar soldiers fought on the British side
and laid their lives in large numbers to defeat the Peshwa
army. That was one way to avenge humiliation heapec.i on
them during the Brahmin Raj of the Peshwa era. The British
stopped recruiting Mahars after 1857 to placate the upper
castes whose help they needed to consolidate their rule. Dr.
Ambedkar, scholar and constitutionalist, is the greatest
leader this versatile community produced. With
encouragement from Ambedkar, the Mahars have come to
prominence in literary and cultural life of Maharashtra.

Demographic Logic ‘ .

Other prominent castes include Brahmins who constitute
less than 3.5 per cent of the population. Althcugh at the
pinnacle of social and cultural hierarchy, they had rarely
held economic power of any consideration, except in the
regime of Brahmin Peshwas of Pune. During the freedom
movement, Brahmins actively participated in politics and
even held political power after independence for some time.
‘However, soon demographic logic drove them to the
‘margins of political life. Nevertheless, they still hold sway
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in intellectual professions and cultural arena. Among other
castes, Malis, excellent diligent farmers and floriculturists, a
caste to which Jotiba Phule belonged, Dhangars, shepherds
and cultivators, and Prabhus (kayasthas with several sub-
castes) have made some mark on Maharashtra’s social life
partly owing to their demographic dispersal or their peculiar
characteristics.

This is no place to list the castes in any details and
explain their characteristics and contribution. Moreover,
times are changing and as mentioned in the introductory
observations, a powerful social reform movement in
Maharashtra during the last one-and-half century has
radically changed the people’s mindset. Few people bother
about caste differences in day-to-day life. It is only the
peculiar electoral dynamics that brings the caste factor to
the fore in politics. In recent years, the Mandal Commission
has revived the caste consciousness to some extent,
particularly in political affairs and in the competitive job
market. On this issue, Maharashtra is no exception to the
prevailing mood in the country. But that should not restrain
us from learning the hierarchy and the role of castes in each
social unit, an unfortunate legacy of the past which a serious
student can ignore at the peril of having a deficient
comprehension of sociological dimensions of the society as
it exists today.

While on this issue, it will be instructive to acquaint
the reader with a classical village organisation system based
on castes, professions and services peculiar only to
Maharashtra. The system called 12-Balutedar had been in
vogue for centuries and was practiced in most Marathi
speaking areas irrespective of the political dispensation of
the time. This goes to show the remarkable socio~cultural
homogeneity of the Marathi society despite its dispersal in
different and sometimes adversarial political regimes.
‘Baluta’ means honorarium given in cereal or money to
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people of certain castes against services rendered to the
village people.

Those who receive the honorarium, given by each
individual resident as and when he requires those services,
are called balutedars. Sometimes the payment is given in
terms of grains or a small piece of land. The artisan castes
who receive baluta are carpenter, goldsmith, ironsmith,
potter, cobbler etc. and service balutedars are barber,
washerman, local priest, Mang who make ropes and Mahar
who were assigned several duties by the village. At some
places, the village Patil or the headman was also considered
a balutedar.

Balutedar
Usually, the headman or the chief was the biggest landholder
of the village. Many other balutedars, particularly the artisans
held land to considerable extent. Those holding land against
Baluta were called vatandars and to be a vatandar was a matter
of honour. Of these balutedars, Mang and Mahar were
‘untouchables’ and yet a Mahar would be proud of his
‘vatan.” The balutedars had to render specified services to all
the villagers. For example, a carpenter had to attend to
repairing a cultivator’s bullock cart or an ironsmith
sharpening his axe. A mahar had to carry message from place
to place and do sundry errands. If the cultivator failed to
pay the required honorarium, the balutedar could refuse to
serve him next season. On certain festive occasions, the
balutedars were given a place of honour and they had to
perform an-important duty for the village.

Not all villages had full-fledged system going with all
the 12 balutedars in place. If a village could not sustain a
goldsmith or a carpenter it would invite artisans from
neighbouring village when needed. The system indicates a
certain autonomy and self-sufficiency of the villages which
was possible when village economy was simple and
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uncomplicated. For ages, the Indian village has remained
unchanged while wars waged around, pestilence ravaged
the neighbourhood, regimes changed. The baluta
organisation helped a village to remain secure and peaceful
within its shell. With the advent of modern technology,
roads, means of communication and modern shops close
by, the baluta system is all but dead. A village can no longer
remain a self-sufficient unit. Needs and wants of villagers
have increased manifold as have their aspirations.

There is a steady flow of young men from villages to
urban centres for jobs. Maharashtra’s percentage or urban
population is galloping. The ancient static system hz.ardly
held possibilities of infusing new elements in village life. It
had become redundant and incompatible with modern life
though it did serve useful purpose during a certain historic
period. Dr. Ambedkar compared a village to a stagnant pool
where all culture decayed and where fresh water could not
flow. The fixed matrix of the system made every human
intercourse secure, predictable. Everybody was certain of
his or her position in the society. And when certaint.y
becomes a permanent feature, all hope is doomed. In this
remarkable work, ‘Age of Uncertainty’, John Kenneth

- Galbraith, celebrated thinker, economist and former U.S.

ambassador to India, has lucidly shown how the end of the
age of certainty ushered in a new dawn for the worldjs
oppressed and the downtrodden. With the demise of a static
village system, one might say that the new age of uncertainty
will open new vistas or progress for India. It must be
mentioned here that no one shed tears over the demise of
‘balutedqr’ system in Maharashtra’s villages.

Regions and Sub-cultures :

Within its distinctive homogenous Marathi culture, each
river valley and each region or sub-region of Maharashtra
has a sub-culture of its own, different from other sub-cultures
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and yet similar in many other ways. Each region has a
different geography, different weather patterns. They have
somewhat different land-holding systems and different crop
patterns. There is a noticeable difference in the dialects, sub-
dialects and linguistic nuances of the Marathi language as
it is spoken in each region. The political and economic
developments of these regions have also been dissimilar. In
modern times, people’s awareness of development of their
regions has to an extent fuelled a sense of injustice, anger
about discrimination and caused frustration leading to
acrimony amongst politicians of different regions. Some of
the differences may have been accentuated owing to the
fact that broadly the people of these regions have lived for
centuries under different political cultures and also because
of their proximity with the populace living across the
boundaries speaking a different language with a different
culture. Following regional divisions define the broad sub-
cultures of Maharashtra:

1. Greater Mumbai and Konkan

2. Western Maharashtra

3. Marathwada

4. Vidarbha

Generally, Western Maharashtra and Konkan are

regarded as the ‘original components’ of Maharashtra. This
perception is misleading and creates much misunderstand-
ing among the people of Vidarbha and Marathwada.
Medieval Marathi tongue began flourishing first in the
eastern Vidarbha region. The home of the Marathi culture is
acknowledged as the Godavari valley which means mostly
the Marathwada region. However, it is also true that the
political, economic and social culture in the sub-region called
Western Maharashtra is far more homogenous than in other
parts.

In terms of economic development, political
modernisation and spread of modern education, Western
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Maharashtra and Mumbai were much advanced compared
to other regions. Traditions of social reforms here were
strong. The people, having availed of the modern education
first under the British, were first to enter the bureaucracy
and other government jobs thus participating to some extent
in government’s decision making processes. The people of
Marathwada did not have these benefits. Vidarbha too had
fallen behind as it was a little late addition to the British-
administered territories. Undoubtedly, these differences have
not affected the sociological homogeneity of the state. The
sociological composition of castes, with demographic and
economic domination of the Marathas, is strikingly similar
in all the regions.

The administrative commissionerates of modern
Maharashtra generally conform to the sub-cultural divisions
described above. These are: 1. Mumbai (Mumbai and
Konkan) 2. Pune (Western Maharashtra) 3. Nasik (Khandesh
or North Maharashtra) 4. Aurangabad (Marathwada)
5. Amravati (five districts of Eastern Vidarbha. These districts
have a different history and a separate identity. The sub-
region is known as Warhad corrupted as Berar in English.)
6. Nagpur (Vidarbha).

Konkan o

Konkan, comprising four districts of Thane, Raigad,
Ratanagiri and Sindhudurg, is a narrow strip of undulating
land sandwiched between the Arabian Sea and the
overbearing cliffs of Sahyadri. Fed by the sumptuous rainfall
of a bout 200 cms a year, the short and westward flowing
rivers of Konkan promptly discharge the seasonal floods
into the sea and remain barren rest of the year. Deep valleys,
soaring mountains, meandering creeks and verdant gorges
lend Konkan a spectacular beauty, rich flora and fauna, but
not so easy a life for the humans. The mountainous terrain

‘makes physical communication difficult. Though it grows
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excellent alphonso mangoes, cashews, coconuts, beetle nuts
and many exotic spices, the main crop of the ordinary
farmers is paddy which is not adequate for sustenance. The
region has excellent capacity to develop tourism and
horticulture but this has hampered owing to lack of capital
and also because most talented entrepreneurs of the region
migrate to other parts for livelihood.

For over three centuries Konkan people have been
migrating to the plateau across the Sahyadri or to Mumbai
for livelihood. With the arrival of textile mills and other
industries to Bombay, the major chunk of its workers came
from the Konkan and thus the families back home could
sustain on what came to be called the ‘money-order-
economy’. The ports in the Konkan had been from ancient
times a gateway to the Maharashtra hinterlands. The
maritime trade had flourished and luxury goods coming
from Arabia and before that the Roman empire passed
through these ports to Pratishthan (Paithan), Tagarpur and
such other prosperous towns in the Godavari valley.

Owing to adverse geographical conditions, Konkan has
lagged behind in industrial development and its economy
is in poor shape. However, proximity with Mumbai has
given it certain advantages. Educational and social reforms
reached the region earlier and political awareness of the
people is higher. It has produced several eminent leaders
and statesmen such as Lokmanya Tilak, Gopal Krishna
Gokhale, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar and Vinoba Bhave. The
Peshwas who ruled the Maratha Kingdom for about a
century had migrated from Konkan to Satara and then to
Pune in the late 17th century. Many Marathi literary
stalwarts, poets, painters and theatre artists trace their origin
to this region. Konkan also boasts of a long folk theatre
tradition still practiced with great élan which has generously
contributed to the vibrant modern Marathi Theatre.

Except for the Southern Thane district and the Western
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Raigad, there is little presence of industries in Konkan. In
recent decades, closeness to Mumbai has benefitted these
districts most. Thane and Panvel cities have now become
the satellite townships of Mumbai. Industries have
developed in pockets adjoining Mumbai while the distant
hilly and rural areas still slumber in underdeveloped
conditions. Thane, Panvel, Pen have had the advantage of
receiving the spillover from Mumbai’s industrial saturation.
The twin city of New Mumbai falls in Raigad district which
witnessed recently a boom in petro-chemical and chemical
industries creating jobs and infrastructure. Similarly, Thane
has become the second-most busy industrial centre of the
state. Large areas of Thane and Raigad districts have been
swallowed by metropolitan Mumbai and New Mumbai
which together is threatening to become a mammoth
megalopolis. Nearly a quarter of the total population of
Maharashtra now lives in this industrial hub.

Western Maharashtra or the Deccan
The six districts of Pune, Ahmednagar, Satara, Sangli,
Kolhapur and Sholapur together with four districts of
Khandesh namely Dhule, Nandurbar, Nasik and Jalgaon
make the Western Maharashtra; in essence a region where
Shivaji was active in his endeavour to establish ‘swaraj’. The
four districts of North and Sholapur stand apart from the
distinct homogenous culture of Satara, Sangli and Kolhapur.
The latter three districts were parts of princely states,
particularly of the Bhosale descendants of Shivaji. Pune was
the seat of the Peshwas and Ahmednagar the capital of the
Adilshahee which changed hands from the Nizams to the
Marathas and back several times in history.

Nevertheless, by and large, the people of this area
prominently display certain common characteristics which
make them stand apart from the rest of the people in the

state. Generally, the people here are politically “smart”,
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resourceful, socially and economically innovative,
enterprising and modernised. Shivaji had dissolved most
of the ‘zamindari’ system introducing instead the
progressive ‘rayatwari’ system of land holding with the result
that the land holding pattern in the region is far advanced
than in Vidarbha or Marathwada. After independence and
after formation of the linguistic state, the land reform
measures were also pursued vigorously. Very large holdings
of land and traditional ‘zamindari’ system is nearly absent
in this area which cannot be said about Vidarbha and
Marathwada.

The British had introduced the local-self-government
institutions and education comparatively much earlier in
this part. The urban elite of Western Maharashtra,
particularly of the city of Pune, has been on the forefront of
the freedom movement till the emergence of Gandhi in 1920
- producing several leaders of national stature. Partly on
account of the demographic advantage and partly owing to
their historic experience of governance and politics, the
Marathas of this region have dominated the process of
governance and politics of the state ever since the formation
of linguistic Maharashtra.

Innovativeness and enterprise is abundantly evident
among the peasants who brought about the green revolution
and promoted cooperative processing industries, particularly
the sugar cooperatives. The latter have triggered a rapid
process of development and growth in the rural
Maharashtra. Though a network of dams and canal systems,
partly available from the pre-independence days and partly

created after Maharashtra was formed, has facilitated this

growth, the hard-working determination of the peasants
coupled with imaginative political leadership has been a
significant factor. Besides the sugar mills, the region also
witnessed good growth in horticulture, dairy farming,
poultry, and floriculture and allied cottage industries. The
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purchasing power of the peasants of Kolhapur and Sangli
districts is among the highest in the rural areas of India.
Massive modern departmental stores do brisk business even
at taluka places in these districts.

In this context, it is interesting to note that this region
is considered to be the bastion of the dominant Maratha
caste of Maharashtra. While the average proportion of the
Marathas in Maharashtra is between 35 and 38 per cent of
the total population, in Western Maharashtra districts, it is
four to five per cent higher. Marathas have been swordsmen
as also rulers and chieftains controlling the rural economy
for centuries. Among the several former princely states of
the region, the rulers of Kolhapur and Satara were the direct
descendants of Shivaji respected by people all over
Maharashtra. Political awareness of the Marathas, whether
aristocrats, landowners or landless peasants, is far higher
than that of the other castes. In addition to Marathas,
Western Maharashtra has a fair population of Malis,
considered to be very skilled and progressive farmers and
Dhangars, another agricultural caste with a hard-working
temperament. The green revolution and the cooperative
miracle is supposed to have been engineered by these castes.

Formation of Maharashtra gave a boost to industrial
development of the Pune metropolitan region. The
Maharashtra Industrial Development Corporation’s schemes
are more effectively received by the people here and several
large industrial zones are working efficiently. Today the city
of Pune is a prominent industrial hub and among the leaders
of information technology in India. Automobile industry and
heavy engineering and tools industry has also transformed
the face of Pune which once was described as the city of
pensioners.

Besides Pune, the cities of Ahmednagar, Sangli,
Kolhapur and small townships developed around
cooperative ventures such as Pravaranagar, Karad and
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Gargoti are fast emerging as bustling educational centres.
In terms of surface communication too, Western
Maharashtra is well placed compared to other areas. As
mentioned earlier, Maharashtra as a whole generally lacks
the spirit of entrepreneurship. Among others, Tilak had
recognised this weakness a century ago and had encouraged
the local people to set up their own industries and business
houses. Some of the Maharashtrian industrial houses known
outside the state such as Kirloskars, Garwares, Ogales etc.
owe their inspiration to Tilak.

Naturally, people from this region are on the forefront
removing this sociological lacuna in Maharashtra’s
ambience. If Western Maharashtra appears more prosperous
today than other regions of the state, a combination of many
factors—economic, historical, political and sociological—is
responsible for this. But no less important is the energy, hard-
working nature, innovative acumen and creative spirit of
the people of the region.

The four districts of Khandesh in the North are a bit
different from the rest of Western Maharashtra. Nasik has
been an ancient holy town, a seat of learning and a place of
pilgrimage. In modern times too it has evolved into a centre
of education and a hub of industrial development. The rural
portions of the districts of Dhule, Nandurbar and Jalgaon
have a distinct dialect. The proportion of the scheduled tribes
in population is higher than in the other districts of the
region. '

Dhule and Jalgaon are watered by Tapi river while
Godavari, which has its origin at Tryambakeshwar, a few
kilometers North-West of Nasik city serves the Nasik district.
All the three districts have rich fertile soil. Jalgaon produces
cotton in abundance. The triangle is known for producing
banana, grapes and onions. Barring northern hilly belts of
Satpura, the three districts are served reasonably by rail and
road communications.
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Marathwada

Eight districts South-East of Western Maharashtra constitute
the Marathwada region—Aurangabad, Jalna, Parbhani,
Beed, Latur, Usmanabad, Hingoli and Nanded. These were
part of Nizam’s princely state of Hyderabad and were
physically cut off from Maharashtra for a long time till the
police action of 1948 when that state was incorporated in
the Indian Union. The region falls in the fertile valley of
Godavari where ancient dynasties flourished and Marathi
culture evolved. Many historians regard Marathwada as the
ancient core of Marathi culture even if the region remained
away from Maharashtra for centuries. As a consequence,
political and social reform movements in this region were
weak. Educational development was perfunctory and
industrial activities negligible.

The dominant political community in the Hyderabad
state are the Muslims although the Hindus were in
overwhelming majority just as they were in Marathwada.
The relations between the Hindus and the Muslims were
cordial till 1935 when the national freedom struggle in India
found echoes in the state. The Nizam who was determined
to remain independent when the national movement
intensified elsewhere banned the activities of the State

- Congress. The conflict soured the communal relations.

Tensions rose when a Muslim communal organisation
supported Nizam’s intention to carve out a sovereign state

of Hyderabad. A fanatic from Latur in Marathwada, Kasim

Rizvi, organised a semi-military organisation called
‘Razakar’ and engineered widespread communal violence
in Marathwada targeting Hindus with the support of the
state. In turn, after liberation, Razakars were targeted by
the local militant Hindu organisations. '

This brief chapter of recent history has a bearing on
Marathwada’s character. The communal relations have
returned to previous harmony, though. The movement for
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a separate linguistic state of Andhra, which triggered the
process of linguistic re-organisation of the states all over
India, made the Marathi speaking people of Marathwada
realise that their destiny lay with Maharashtra. The region
thus was joined with other Marathi speaking regions for
the first time after centuries in 1956 when the bilingual state
of Bombay was formed. But this was accomplished not
without a vibrant mass agitation led by Swami Ramanand
Tirth, a hero of freedom movement. The older generations
of Marathwada have had their education in Urdu medium.
Even today, there are many who boast of a sound knowledge
of Urdu and Urdu poetry.

Owing to lack of development there had been little
urbanisation in Marathwada till the late 60s. Large land-
holders and aristocratic ‘vatandars’ prevailed during the
Nizam's regime. The caste hierarchy was strong with ‘blue-
blooded’ Deshmukh Marathas ruthlessly wielding economic
and social power in the rural areas. It took some time for
the spread of education to make an impact. The whole of
Marathwada was declared ‘backward’ by the Maharashtra
government for offering incentives to industries. Although,
this policy has made some impact, industrialisation has been
slow and confined mostly to towns like Aurangabad,
Nanded and Latur. Marathwada is still struggling to come
out of its comparatively underdeveloped status.

The generous water resources of the region were not
harnessed during the Nizam’s period. Maharashtra
government has tried to remove this deficiency and
completion of Jayakwadi dam on river Godavari near
Paithan and several medium and minor irrigation schemes
have given a spurt to agriculture though much remains to
be done and there still is a large backlog to be overcome.
The major crop of the region is jowar and at one time
Marathwada was described as the grainery of jowar, the
finest varieties being traditionally produced here.
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Marathwada farmers have been quick to learn from
their western brethren. Several cooperative sugar factories
in Aurangabad, Jalana, Parbhani and Nanded districts have
begun to change the face of rural Marathwada. However,
western segments of Aurangabad, Beed, Latur and
Usmanabad districts fall in the rain-shadow belt and
continue to be drought prone. Recently, severity and
frequency of droughts has lessened to some extent. A large
number of marginal farmers in Aurangabad, Parbhani Beed
and Usmanabad districts continue to migrate to neighbour-
ing districts of Ahmednagar, Satara, Sangli and Kolhapur
as unskilled labour during the sugar-cutting season.

The harsh zamindari system and the orthodox caste
hierarchy of the past, communal violence before and after
liberation and caste violence against dalits following the
naming of Marathwada University of Aurangabad after Dr.
B.R. Ambedkar in 1978 have brought about substantial
demographic changes in the region. Many Muslims and
dalits migrated to cities and urban centres. Marathwada has
been a bastion of a powerful dalit movement. Incidentally,
during the last three decades, it has also witnessed a vibrant
literary upsurge with some commentators remarking that
the cultural-literary epicenter of Maharashtra has now
shifted from Pune to Aurangabad. '

Vidarbha

Vidarbha today comprises Nagpur and Warhad (Berar)
regions which historically have lived in separate political
dispensations for a long time, have different climatic and
geographical environments with subtle differences in socio-
cultural and linguistic nuances of the people. Nevertheless
there are broad common characteristics, physical and social,
which justify bunching them together in the common
denomination. Amravati, Akola, Buldhana, Yavatmal and
Washim districts make Warhad which lived under the rule
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of Nizam till 1860 when these were forked out to the Br.it'ish
by the former in lieu of mounting debts. The Bl'l'tlsh
incorporated these districts in the then Central Province
which already had Marathi-speaking districts of Egst
Vidarbha. These are Nagpur, Bhandara, Gondia,
Chandrapur, Gadchiroli and Wardha. The Central prov?nce
then was known as C.P. & Berar. Some observers believe
that the Vidarbha mentioned in the Mahabharata and
Puranas probably meant the Amravati region. A few
kilometers East of Amaravati is an ancient place named
Kaundinyapur from where Lord Krishna is supposed to have
spirited away Rukhmini, the beautiful daughter of King
Rukhmi of Vidarbha.

The land holding system here is different from that in
the west. There were Malguzars in the Nagpur region who
used to control the economy of the village and had the right
of the water reservoirs. Jahagirdars and zamindars in Warhad
owned thousands of hectares of land. After the Maharashtra
state was formed, land reforms began to be implemented
vigorously. The proportion of castes too is slightly different
in Vidarbha. The Marathas have power but they are not a
dominant group all over. The Maratha-kunbis account for
26 per cent of the population and form the largest segment.
But there are also other powerful castes such as Telis who
now fall in the OBC category whose total share in the
population is 36.75 per cent. On the other hand, the
Scheduled Castes component is nearly 20 per cent and the
Scheduled Tribes 14.89 per cent. Thus, dalits and tribals
together also form a big segment of over 34 per cent. ThlS
difference explains a totally different electoral arithmetic of
this region. .

The region is rich in natural resources and is blessed
with assured monsoon fall. It has a rich black cotton soil in
the Warhad segment and reddish one in Nagpur region.
The soil in the eastern region is good for sumptuous rice
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harvest and horticulture peculiar to the eastern belt.
Vidarbha is watered by rivers Purna, Wardha, Wainganga,
Painganga and Pranahita. Cotton, jowar, paddy, pulses such
as tur and a variety of oil seeds are easily grown. The soil is
so fertile and generous that it does not demand too hard
and taxing labour from the peasants.

Droughts are rare and never so harsh as in Marathwada
and Western Maharashtra. The kind nature thus has made
the Vidarbhite of relaxed and easy - going disposition. This
persists in modern times too. Vidarbhites scoff at competitive
aggressiveness. Consequently, they have lagged behind in
the race for development and political power. Despite the
massive crop of cotton and oranges, Vidarbha hardly ever
had a respectable processing industry, neither cooperative
nor private. It is not picking up on this count at a leisurely
pace.

Sizable deposits of Coal, limestone, iron ore, manga-
nese, bauxite are found in Chandrapur, Nagpur, Bhandara,
Wardha and Yavatmal districts the mining activity attracting
workers from all over India. Industrial development was
sparse till 1956. Apart from mining, there were a few textile
mills in Nagpur and Amravati districts and some ginning,
pressing and processing factories. Of late, Nagpur,
Chandrapur and Bhandara districts have been attracting
several major industrial units.

Although modern education had a late start, formation
of linguistic Maharashtra witnessed a rapid spread of
educational activities. Political awareness increased in these
parts with the formation of the Congress. Tilak had many
ardent followers in these parts prominent among them being
M.S.Aney and B.G. Khaparde. By the time Gandhi emerged,
the region had plunged into the struggle. Many educated
youths set up ‘akhadas’ (gymnasia) to supply able-bodied
men to the struggle. They were also attracted to the radical
revolutionary culture of the Bengal. One such Congress
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youth was Keshav Baliram Hedgewar who in 19?5,
" established the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) which
soon spread its network all over India. The RSS headquarters
in Nagpur.

e mNagf)Er was the capital of Central Province & Berar
and later of Madhya Pradesh before Vidarbha was qlerged
with the bilingual Mumbai State. On formation of
. Maharashtra it was accorded the status of ‘second capital’
in accordance with an agreement known as the Nagpur Pact
between the leaders of Western Maharashtra and Vidarbha
in 1953 to facilitate formation of Maharashtra. The aim was
to neutralise reservations of political leaders from Vidarbha
and Marathwada by providing special measures to remove
development imbalance in these two regions. The state
assembly now holds its winter session in Nagpur when most
of the government camps there for about a month.

ANTIQUITY

Nearly three lakh years ago, the climate in the region which
constitutes Maharashtra today was much arid and the land
was quite barren. Rainfall was frugal and rivers shallow.
Archaeologists wondered whether the pre-historic man had
any presence in the region. However, recent excavations have
yielded evidence that the stone age man indeed roamed over
most river valleys of the plateau such as Godavarij,
Vainganga, Krishna, Tapi, Purna, Painganga, Wardha,
Pravara, Bhima and Mula-Mutha. A wide range of Stone
Age tools is found in these valleys indicating that the region
was teeming with pre-historic man wandering from place
to place in search of game and food. Archaeological evidence
also suggests that these people had cultural contacts with
the people of South and Central India. Some of the Neolithic
traits of the people of this region came from the North and
some from the South. That Maharashtra has been a cultural
meeting ground of the North and the South from the hoary
past is born by evidence. ,

Eventually, the rainfall increased giving rise to
abundant vegetation. Persistent whipping of rains over
many millennia rendered the lava rocks into a fertile black
soil. The rivers deepened and games for hunting increased.
Subsistence becoming easier with availability of food, the
population increased. Wandering groups of men and
women, living mainly on hunting, began to settle in the
fertile valleys some 15 to 20,000 years ago. By 2000 to 1700



44 MAHARASHTRA

B.C. farming communities had emerged in Tapi, Godavari,
Pravara and Bhima valleys. Small settlements of villages
began to surface. Some of the settlements were large with a
population of around 1000. Evidence of these “towns” is
found near Prakash in Dhule district, Daimabad in
Ahmednagar and Inamgaon in Pune.

Jorwe Culture
Then came the first civilization or culture of the region,
around 1500 BC. An excavation at Jorwe in Ahmednagar
district has yielded large collection of painted pottery of a
distinct variety, tools and ornaments of copper and a blade-
flake industry of chalcedony. The Jorwe culture, as it is now
named, had its distinct identity. The Jorwe people are said
to have colonised most of the Maharashtra region except
Konkan. They had thatched roof rectangular houses and
had bins and pit silos to store grains. They practiced crop
rotation.
The period between 8th Century B.C. and 3rd century
B.C. is a mystery for archaeologists for lack of evidence. A
settlement of Megalithic period is found near Nagpur. But
this was an extension of a people from South India who
rode horses and wielded superior iron weapons. No
evidence of this culture is found elsewhere in Maharashtra.
This was an important period in the North, when the
powerful Maurya and Sung dynasties were at the zenith of
glory. Samrat Asoka did make an impact on Maharashtra
as monuments of Asokan edicts found at the two extreme
ends of Maharashtra reveal—Deotek (now Ramtek) near
Nagpur and Sopara on the sea shore in Thane. Asoka is
said to have taken a direct interest in propagation of
Buddhism in these areas. The history of the region between
Asokan period and the emergence of the Satavahana dynasty
is again wrapped in mystery. The Sunga rule in the North
did not have much presence in the region except on the
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Eastern fringe of Bhanara where a few sculptures of the
Sunga era are found.

Satavahanas

The Satavahana dynasty, which moulded Maharashtra
cuture, emerged around second century B.C. Satavahanas
were the first rulers whose kingdom occupied the entire
peninsular India including Maharashtra, parts of Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgadh and most of Andhra country. Places
like Paithan, Nasik, Nevasa, Kaudinyapur which are still
found on Maharashtra’s map, came into prominence. The
Satavahanas ruled from Paithan (Pratishthan) on the banks
of Godavari, a place of pilgrimage today.

Though many aspects of the Satavahana era are yet to
be investigated, it is fairly certain that they originated in
Maharashtra and ruled between 2nd Century B.C. and 3rd
Century A.D. About 30 kings from this Brahmin dynasty
are said to have ruled. Theirs was a mighty peninsular power
spread on vast tracts from the Arabian Sea to the Bay of
Bengal. Many foreign travellers have left glorious accounts
of the Satavahana kingdom. During their rule, a steady traffic
of goods emerged between the kingdom and ¢ountries across
the Arabian sea and beyond including Rome through the
ports of Kalyan and Chaul.

Avariéty of artifacts including beautiful Roman pottery,
wine glasses and Roman coins found at many places in
Maharashtra belong to this period. Art, architecture and
literature flourished. Typical of the era are terracotta and
beautiful kaolin figurines which have a distinct style known
as Satavahana style. During the same era, the Buddhist caves
at Bhaja, Karla, Kanheri and Nasik were carved. The
Satavahana coins display Buddhist symbols. A notable relic
of the era is a stupendous compendium of seven hundred
verses called Gathasaptashati in Prakrit, an earlier form of
Marathi, compiled by King Hala of the 1st Century B.C.
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Not much is known about what caused Satavahanas
decline. With a brief intervention of Kardamaka and Abhir
dynasties, there followed the rule of Vakatakas, a dynasty
founded by a feudatory lord of the Satavahanas,
Vindhyashakti, around the 3rd century AD. Vakatakas, who
ruled till the 6th century, are known for their matrimonial
connection with the Gupta dynasty of the North.
Chandragupta II gave his daughter Prabhavati in mamage
to Rudrasen, grandson of Vindhyashakti.

The famous paintings of Ajanta caves no. 16 and 17,
executed during the Vakataka period, mostly depict the rich
and varied life of the people during the Vakataka era.
Scholars believe that the famous poet Kalidasa wrote his
classic Meghadoota when he lived at Ramtek in the same era.
Vakatakas held sway over Vidarbha, parts of Chhattisgadh
- then called Kosala and some parts of Krishna valley in South
Maharashtra. The seat of the dynasty probably was
Vatsagulma in Vidarbha where most of the copper plates of
the era are found.

Ma-ha-la-chha

By the end of the 6th century, there follows again a hazy
period when the history of the region is not very clear till
we encounter the Chalukyas of Badami (from Mysore,
Karnataka) who claimed to have conquered the three
“Maharashtrakas” the first reference to particular
nomenclature. The Maharashtrakas referred are Vidarbha,
Western Maharashtra and Konkan. Though originally from
Karnataka, the Chalukya conqueror Pulakeshin II is
described by the Chinese traveller Huen Tsang as the ruler
of “Maharashtra”—Ma-ha-la-chha, as he calls it. Huen Tsang,
who travelled around in Maharashtra by 641 AD when
Pulakeshin II ruled, makes interesting observations in his
travel account. Says the traveller, “...the soil is rich and
fertile. It is regularly cultivated and very productive.
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The climate is hot and disposition of the people honest and
simple. They are tall of stature and of a stern vindictive
character. To their benefactor, they are grateful, to the
enemies, relentless. If insulted, they rick their lives to avenge
themselves. If asked to help one in distress, they forget
themselves in their haste to render assistance. They give
warning if they are going to attack the enemy....."”

Huen Tsang indicates that Pulakeshin, a powerful
Kshtriya, was tolerant of other faiths. Buddhist sects
Hinayana and Mahayana flourished during his reign. The
Chalukyas had two spells of rule between A.D. 550-760 and
from A.D. 973 to 1180. The first phase declined when a new
Rashtrakuta dynasty emerged. Several Rashtrakuta houses
ruled from different places such as Achalpur, Vatsagulma
(Vidarbha), Nasik and Man in Satara. The intervening period
witnessed frequent confrontations between the Chalukyas
and the Rashtrakutas. Even so arts, culture and literature
flourished during their period. The famous Kailash cave-
temple of Ellora was sculpted during the reign of
Rashtrakuta king, Krishna I. This period is considered a
brilliant phase in the history of Maharashtra. Several
inscriptions and copper plates underscore the glorious career
of Rashtrakuta rulers notable among them Dantidurga
whose exploits are depicted in the Dasavatara caves of Ellora.

Dantidurga had established his rule over large parts of
Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Vidarbha. Krishna I extended
it to Southern Maharashtra. King Dhruva further extended
the Rashtrauta Empire with conquests in the North and the
South and practically covered all parts that constitute
Maharashtra today. Amoghavarsha, towards the end of the -
9th century, patronised Hinduism and Jainism and
encouraged compositions in Kannada. Indeed, that was the -
period when the linguistic boundaries were not sharply
defined and different versions of Prakrit were in vogue.
Apparently, people encountered little linguistic problems
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while crossing over from Malwa in Madhya Pradesh to
Vidarbha, Mahakosal, parts of Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh.

Historians assert that after the Satavahanas,
Rashtrakutas were the only power to hold sway over the
entire Maharashtra region again. Not even the Mighty
Yadavas of the later period could achieve this feat.
Rashtrakutas patronised art, architecture and literature and
distributed sumptuous grants for many causes. Arab writers
who visited the Western shore for trade, pay high
compliments to Rashtrakuta kings for their prosperity,
sagacity and culture of tolerance. One of them, Masudji, says
“... the troops and elephants of the Rashtrakutas were
innumerable... The troops are mostly infantry because the
seat of the government is among the mountains... here is
none among the rulers of the Hind who in his territory
respects the Muslims like Raja Ballahana. In his kingdom,
Islam is honoured and protected...”

Golden Age of the Yadavas
By the end of the second spell of the Chalukya dynasty,
there emerged several small principalities in different parts
of Maharashtra. Notable among them were the Kalachuris
of Marathwada and South Maharashtra and the Silahars of
Karad in Satara who also ruled South Maharashtra and parts
of coastal Konkan. It was not until the emergence of the
Yadavas of Devagiri in the mid 12th century that the parts
of Maharashtra again came under a single rule. More than
any other regime, Maharashtra remembers the Yadavas as
the harbingers of a golden age and forerunners of the
Marathas who gave a distinct identity to the geographical
entity that is Maharashtra.

Yadavas, the feudatories of the Rashtrakutas and the
Chalukyas, ruled over a northern belt from Nasik and
Khandesh to Devagiri near Aurangabad in the 10th century.
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Of them King Bhillana threw away the shackles of the former
kingdoms, conquered territory North and South, East and
West and established his independent empire between 1185
and 1193. It is he who founded the capital at Devagiri, a city
of such enormous riches that it soon lured the foreign rulers
of Delhi. The Yadava dynasty, which lasted till 1317,
produced several distinguished rulers such as Sanghana,
Krishna, Mahadeva and Ramachandra. They defeated the
Kandambas of Goa, vanquished the Silaharas in a naval
battle, and dealt severe blows to the Paramaras of Madhya
Pradesh, Vaghelas of Gujarat and Kakatiyas of Andhra. By
the early 14th century, the Yadava rule extended deep into
Mahakosala to the East, Balaghat and Malwa as also parts
of Gujarat to the North and North-East, and substantial parts
of Telugu and Kannada regions to the south.

For over a century, Maharashtra flourished under the
Yadavas who practiced religious tolerance and gave
patronage to Marathi language. Marathi was the court
language of the Kingdom and it was under the Yadava
regime that the great Marathi poet, saint Jnaneshwara wrote
his epic commentary in Marathi now called Jnaneshwari.
Jnaneshwar also consolidated the Warkari practice and the
Bhakti cult focused on Lord Vothoba of Pandharpur. The
Mahanubhava sect, which originated near Bhandara in the
east under Chakradhar Swami, produced all its literature in
Marathi during this period. King Singhana was known for
his keen interest in astronomy and his love for music.
Hemadri, prime minister to King Mahadeva and later to
Ramadeva Raya (Ramchandra) was an erudite scholar and
wrote treatise both in Sanskrit and Marathi. Himself an
architect, Hemadri is credited with encouraging a distinctive
style of temple architecture, described as Hemadpanti style.
A large number of temples in Maharashtra belong to this
style.
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Northern Storm

New winds were blowing in the north. Tumultuous
happenings were radically transforming the political cultural
map of Northern India. The sturdy warriors of West Asia,
riding on tall horses and carrying religious flags along with
long swords made of superior steel had swept through the
North to establish a completely new rule. It was just after
the legendary Ramachandra Yadava had extended his
domain beyond Chandrapur and Balaghat districts in the
East that the first Muslim foray from the North hit the
Yadava kingdom. Allauddin Khalji descended South like a
storm and sacked the Yadava capital Devagiri in 1294.
Ramachandra had to pay a large booty in gold to save his
throne. But only for a brief spell.

There followed another wave of Muslim forces led by
the slave general of Allauddin, Malik Kafur in 1307. This
time, as a vanquished vassal, Ramachandra had to help
Kafur defeat Southern Hoyasalas. During the next foray,
Kafur had a different agenda. He killed the Yadava king,
Sankaradeva, in 1313. Allauddin’s son Mubarak, who
extended the Muslim rule deep into the South, killed the
last Yadava ruler, Harapaladeva, in 1317. The Yadava era
came to an end. Muslim governors appointed from Delhi
administered the region. Devagiri became a part of the Delhi
sultanate.

The Muslim invaders brought with them not only .

superior arms made of superior steel but also a different
ruling culture so far unknown to the easy-going and tolerant
life style of the sub-continent. They brought with them their
architecture and their oppressive and stricter system of
revenue collection. More importantly, they brought a new
faith to which they were passionately committed. They did
loot and raid and even killed the people in their initial forays
to the south. But they were not mere marauders. They had
come to settle down in this land.
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Allauddin’s successive waves of invasion shattered the
economic and political strength of Maharashtra. The raiders
killed people at will, devastated lands, sacked villages and
towns and amassed fortunes in loot leaving behind a
countryside completely stripped. Allauddin’s successor in
Delhi Ghiyasuddin Tughluq also trampled through the
South. Muhammad Tughluq carried out further expansion
and pushed the Muslim rule to the Southern tip of India.
That gave him the idea of shifting his capital from Delhi to
Deogiri which he did implement in 1329 causing great
turmoil, bloodshed and administrative chaos. Within a year,
the sultan gave up and abandoned Devagiri.

The Deccan Bahamanis
There followed an interlude of two centuries when parts of
Maharashtra were ruled by five segments of the Bahamani
dynasty. The slave governor Zafarkhan, known as Hasan
Gangu, took advantage of the chaos in Delhi caused by
Muhammad Tughluq’s tantrums and consecrated himself
on the throne of Devagiri in 1347. A Deccani Musalman, he
called himself Bahaman—Allauddin Bahaman Shah—who
resented invaders of the North. He vanquished the
remaining forces of Tughluq in the South and shifted his
capital to Gulbarga. Though Bahamans established their
unquestioned rule over the Deccan vanquishing all and
sundry rulers, their regime was thick with political intrigues,
palace murders, bloody feuds and senseless family strife
On occasions, the conflicts between the Deccani and
non-Deccani Muslims took serious turns leading to large
scale massacres. Non-Deccani Muslims were called paradesis,
as they were mostly of Persian, Afghani and Turkey descent.
By the time the Moguls established power in Delhi, the
Deccan sultanate of the Bahamanis had become completely
alienated from the north. By early 16th century, the sultanate
split into five segments—Adil Shahi of Bijapur, Kutub Shahi
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of Golconda, Nizam Shahi of Ahmednagar, Barid Shahi of
Bidar and Imad Shahi of Achalpur.

During this chaotic period local Maratha chieftains
came to fore and gained importance in political and military
sphere. Though the Bahamanis were passionate adherents
of Islam, they had to fend off the looting forays of Delhi
sultans and in that endeavour the local Hindu Marathas
became useful allies. Also, Bahamanis were essentially of
Deccani origin and their culture was not different from those
of the ruled. As rulers, they were undoubtedly oppressive
and on occasions driven with religious fanaticism. But by
and large, they were not regarded as ‘foreigners’. Maratha
chieftains had little difficulty in having alliances with them
either as military generals or administrative governors. Thus
there emerged powerful Maratha families of the new political
class—Bhosale, More, Shirke, Mohite, Mane, Surve, Dafalay,
Ghorpade and so on.

Shahaji Bhosale, son of a ‘watandar’ with a modest
armed force at his command, belonged to this category, at
times serving the Ahmednagar Nizam Shahi and at other
the Adil Shahi of Bijapur, depending on the fortunes and
demands of the Shahs. The great kingdom of Vijayanagar,
the last bastion of the local resistence, had fallen in the 16th
century. Some Maratha chieftains had served the
Vijayanagar. They easily switched loyalties to protect their
‘watans’. Shahaji, one of them, was different in many
respects. He kept his wife, Jijabai, away from campaigns.
And when she gave birth to a son, he bequeathed on him a
small jhagir of Pune and appointed for him a stern Brahmin
teacher, Dadoji Kondev, who was equally well-versed in
military and political affairs as in the religious shastras. Jijabai
was a proud woman fully aware of social and political
turbulence in the land. It is she who is supposed to have
ignited the spark of freedom in her young son, Shivaji.

SHIVAJI—THE SPARK OF FREEDOM

It is but rarely in human history that the genius of one man
can transform an insipid mass of society, long used to
languishing in slavery, into a powerful force of a spirited
people who would fight fiercely for freedom from bondage
and for their dignity and honour. Shivaji, the son of Shahaji
Bhosale, an influential mansabdar in the courts of the
Bahamanis, accomplished this metamorphosis when
Maharashtra was passing through its darkest age in recent
history. He breathed among the common people, oppressed
for centuries by despotic rulers, the spirit of freedom and a
consciousness of their identity, leaving a lasting impact on
the history of the Indian sub-continent. Indeed, many
historians believe that Shivaji was a surprise of history who
ushered in a social and political revolution that almost
transformed the temperament of the people as a whole.
Having won the love and loyalty of the people, Shivaji
could successfully confront at a very young age the mighty
Moguls at the zenith of their power, the Bahamani kingdoms
of the south, the Portuguese in Goa and many local chieftains
simultaneously to carve out a kingdom of his own. It was
not a kingdom sought for mere power and riches. His people
and contemporary chroniclers, including those in the courts
of his adversaries, describe him as a ‘people’s king'—lokarncha
Raja. Shivaji himself describes his kingdom as swarajya (self-
rule), a term which became much popular three centuries
later during India’s freedom struggle under
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Mahatma Gandhi. People, the ordinary farmers and
commoners were the focus of his administration. And
looking far ahead of his times, Shivaji thought of the concept
of a ‘welfare state’ (kalyanakaari Rajya) and tried to implement
it in his own way.

Maharashtra Dharma :
A man of vision, extraordinary statesman, brilliant military
strategist, astute organiser of men and sagacious administra-
tor, Shivaji was among the first to articulate Maratha
nationalism, ‘Maharashtra Dharma’, not in its narrow sense
but as a first step to give a distinct political identity to the
people of the entire sub-continent. ‘Dharma’ in this usage
certainly does not mean religion. It refers to the way of life
of the people of Maharashtra. What lends an extraordinary
significance to Shivaji’s meteoric rise is the fact that he
accomplished these feats when everywhere in the Indian
sub-continent and without exception, the local kingdoms
and principalities were crumbling like nine pins before the
superior arms of the mighty alien rulers. Like scores of other
Maratha chieftains, Shivaji could have continued to serve
the Moguls or the Bahamanis and amass massive wealth as
many did. But Shivaji chose a different course. He fought to
. throw these rulers out and coronated himself as a king. Such
was his sense of history that he was the first Maratha king
to issue a gold coin shivarai hon in his name and to establish
a new calendar—Raj Shaka—to usher in a new royal era.
There is another facet to the character of this great man
which the historians and contemporary chroniclers
rePeatedly emphasise. Shivaji was undoubtedly a proud
Hlnfiu and his coronation ceremony strictly adhered to the
Vedic rituals. But his politics was essentially secular, if a
mc?dfzm term were to be used. Completely bereft of a
rghglous fanatic streak, Shivaji respected other religions like
his own, venerated Muslim saints and peers—as indeed has
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been the great tradition in rural Maharashtra which
continues till this day—employed Mussalmans in his
administration as in army and navy. A number of his
bodyguards were Muslims. Setu Mahavrao Pagadi, the
noted historian, asserts “...It is no surprise to students of
Maratha documents that in Shivaji’s papers there is
practically no reference to the religion of his adversaries.
The word Mussalman does not occur in his letters. It is
always the Moguls, Turks, Pathans, Abyssynians but never
Muslims.” As Pagadi points out the significance of this
emphasis on ethnic aspects as against religious aspects of
the problem (that Shivaji confronted) should not be lost sight
of. Three hundred years after his death, people of
Maharashtra and India continue to draw inspiration from
the many-splendored genius of this great hero because in
an age of darkness, he restored in them the dignity, honour
and the spirit of freedom with a will to fight for it.
Born on February 19th of 1630, Shivaji was bequeathed
by his father Shahaji a small fiefdom of Pune and Supe at a
very early age. Most of the time Shahaji was away on military
campaigns for either the Adil Shah or the Nizam Shah and
it was Shivaji’s mother, Jijabai, who looked after his
upbringing ably assisted by his teacher, Dadoji Konddeo.
Jijabai was a woman of great will power and deeply troubled
and restless on account of the conditions prevailing in the -
country at that time. Historians believe that it was Jijabai
who inspired her son to strive to change the depressing
reality. Shivaji’s first exploit at the age of 16 was to capture
the fort of Torna, a strategic point for the defense of his jhagir.
It soon became clear that the young man had a method, a
blue-print and a definite objective in his dare-devilry. He
was out to make the perimeter of his fiefdom secure from
any intervention from outside, a bold and rebellious venture
which would invite the wrath of both the Bahamanis and
the Moguls.
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Guerilla Strategist
It is not possible to recount the story of Shivaji's amazing
life in this book. We can only touch the important milestones
in his journey towards independence, to secure a sovereign
kingdom, ‘swarajya’ for his people. Shivaji captured old forts
and built new ones in his father’s ‘jagir.” He displayed very
early the understanding of the statecraft by demonstrating
that not mere revenue collection but judicious administration
was the principal activity of a ruler. Soon the fame of this
different king spread in the length and breadth of
Maharashtra and beyond. The Maratha chieftains, who
refused to follow these policies and opposed Shivaji were
vanquished. First the Bijapur and later the Moguls sent their
legendary military generals to nip this rebellion in the bud.
But such was Shivaji’s remarkable military genius, that he
vanquished them one by one... Afzal Khan, Shahiste Khan,
Mahabat Khan, Diler Khan....
' By that time, Shivaji had made his reputation as a leader
‘of the people, a skilled guerilla fighter and a formidable
military strategist. He rarey fought pitched battles with the
standing armies of the adversaries. To begin with, his troops
- comprised mostly of the hardy peasants of the Mauval valley,
a tough mountainous region which no alien invader had
succeeded in subduing. They were simple farmers who
knew how to ride a horse. By temperament they were fiercely
independent. For the love of Shivaji and for the cause he
espoused, they put away their ploughs and took to swords.
Within no time, Shivaji had won their admiration and loyalty

and made them fight the mighty Moguls whose battle-

hardened troops were armed to the teeth. But the Mavala
soldiers were supreme in the hills and rugged valleys of the
region as they instinctively knew the techniques of guerilla
warfare. It was as if Shivaji had created an army out of
nowhere.
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But Shivaji also understood his own limitations. When
Aurangzeb enraged by Shivaji’s ‘nuisance’ sent a large force
under Mirza Raja Jai Singh to discipline ‘that mountain rat’,
Shivaji was realistic enough to understand his own weakness
and struck a compromise. A humiliating treaty was imposed
under which Shivaji had to surrender major forts to Moguls.
There followed a forced visit to Aurangzeb’s court in Agra
where he was offered a potentate far away from
Maharashtra. Shivaji, knowing that it was a scheme to cut
him off his people, refused. While in Aurangzeb’s court, he
demanded to be treated with due respect. When that was
not forthcoming, he withdrew to save his dignity. He was
promptly put under house arrest. And when intrigues
against him thickened and Agra became too hot for him,
Shivaji escaped from detention, a miraculous escape
whereby hangs a great legend. '

On return to Maharashtra, Shivaji recaptured his forts

and territory and on June 6th, 1674, got himself coronated
at fort Raigad, declaring his sovereignity, independence from
both the Moguls and the Bijapur. He was the first Maratha

.sovereign leader subservient neither to the Moguls of Delhi

nor the sultans of the Deccan. Thereafter, he was called the
Chhatrapati, the ruler. Later, he turned his attention to
Karnataka and made several regions of south India a part
of his sovereign kingdom. He died at the young age of 50 in
1680. The goal of ‘swarajya’ was not only realised, it was
placed on a stable and solid foundations.

People’s King

It is not merely his valor, his daring feats and his amazing,
military conquests that make Shivaji a legend and a
venerable icon that he is. As said earlier, Shivaji symbolised
the spirit of manly independence which Maharashtra, and
indeed the whole sub-continent, had lost during the previous
several centuries. He was truly a people’s king and the
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people regarded him as such. Shivaji’s greatness lies in the
humanistic ideals he stood for and judicious principles of
governance he espoused. Historian J.V.Naik captures in a
capsule the cardinal principles of Shivaji’s administration
written down by his prime minister, Ramchandrapant
Amatya: i. to promote the well-being of his people and
general welfare of the state; ii. to maintain an efficient
military force to defend Swarajya and iii. to provide
adequately for the economic needs of the people by
encouraging agriculture and industry.

Undoubtedly, Shivaji was a far-sighted leader and yet
he had to work within the constraints of his time. He could
understand the evils of caste system and yet could not even
think of abolishing it as a sovereign Hindu king. But he had
his own way of diluting its poisonous impact. The saint poets
had fiercely attacked the evils of caste system; but that
criticism was not expected to bring about a social revolution

on the ground. At the most, it promoted a spiritual and

intellectual unity. Shivaji took a step forward. He

conscientiously recruited people of all castes in various levels -

of administration giving each caste much needed importance
and status as also a specific responsibility in the swarajya.
The Mahars and Mangs, the “‘untouchables’ lowest in the
caste structure, were entrusted the responsibility of holding
the hill forts. They, along with Ramoshis and Kolis, always
accompanied Shivaji either as bodyguards or vanguards in
his daring raids and hazardous missions. Marathas and
Dhangars formed the bulk of his armed force.

Shivaji was the first Indian ruler of his era to realise the
importance of the sea routes and formed his own Naval
force with the help of the Agris and Bhandaris, coastal
martial communities. Marathas, Prabhus and Brahmins were
made civil and military officials. Perhaps, for the first time
in centuries, the people grasped the idea that they may
belong to different castes but they had a common nationality.
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Another radical departure from the past was Shivaji’s policy
of giving land to the tiller. He did not so much as abolish
the zamindari system as a whole. But he did put an end to
the watan, the system of passing on the royal endowments
of land or administrative posts from father to son. Hereditary
posts and positions were abolished. No assignments of
revenue or land were allowed for the army service. He
discontinued the hereditary jagir system and converted these
assignments in paid jobs. Peasants’ fields were carefully
measured and recorded. The revenue fixed was not only
not excessive but also provided a relative relief for the
peasants. He also appointed a cabinet of eight ministers—
Ashta Pradhan Mandal—to advise him on affairs of state.

Such was the breadth of Shivaji’s vision that while on
the one hand he paid close attention to military campaigns
and welfare-oriented administration, on the other he initiated
a project to purify and reform the Marathi language of the
court which, during the previous few centuries, was heavily
infested with Persian and Turkey and had almost become
unrecognizable, far removed from the language of the
peasants and of Jnaneshwar, Tukaram and Ramdas. It had
also become incomprehensible to the common folk. The
project culminated into the Rajya-Vyavahara Kosh, an
encyclopedia of words/jargon used in administration and
correspondence. Thus, among many things, modern
Maharashtra owes its rich and sophisticated language not
to a small extent to the vision of Shivaji the great.

Shivaji began with a tiny ‘jagir’ of Pune provided by
his father. Before he reached the age of fifty, he had extended
his swarajya from the Arabian Sea to the river Bhima and
beyond to the east, from river Godavari in the north to
Kaveri in the south. The impact of Shivaji and the spirit he
breathed in the people could be gauged by a 27-year long
battle that the masses waged against the full might of the
Mogul forces after Shivaji’s death. Emperor Aurangzeb,
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distressed with the continued turmoil in the South even after
Shivaji’'s death, himself had descended into the Deccan in
1689 to put out the Maratha rebellion once and for all. That
was nine years after the death of Shivaji. The Maratha
people, first under Chhatrapati Sambhaji, Shivaji’s first son,
and then under Rajaram, the second son, waged a life and
death war against the emperor.

Unique Place in History

After Rajaram’s death, his wife took up the standard and
carried on the war. By all accounts, it was a people’s war of
independence against a tyrant emperor, a truly glorious
chapter in the history of Maharashtra. Aurangzeb stayed in
the Deccan for 18 years determined to vanquish the
Marathas. But he died a frustrated man in 1707 near
Aurangabad, his campaign unfulfilled, his mighty army
humiliated and in disarray. The free spirit of the Marathas
remained unvanquished and victorious.

Thus Shivaji has a unique place in the history of India
because of his multi-faceted contribution, the depth and
meaning of his swarajya, his people-oriented administration,
his rebellion against degenerate traditions, his daring
political aspirations, and, above all, the spirit of freedom
and nationalism that he imparted to the people.
Contemporary foreign observers, chroniclers and latter day
historians have all acknowledged the greatness of this fine
human being in no uncertain terms. Justice Mahadeo Govind
Ranade, who ushered in a kind of renaissance in the last
decades of the 19th century Maharashtra, musing over the
forces and the contemporary ambience of Maharashtra
which produced a personality like Shivaji, observes, “.. .like
the Protestant Reformation in Europe in the sixteenth
century, there was a religious, social and literary revival and
reformation in India, but notably in the Deccan in the
fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries. This religious revival
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was not Brahmanical in its orthodoxy; it was heterodox in
spirit of protest against forms and ceremonies and class
distinctions based on birth, and ethical in its preference of a
pure heart, and of the law of love to all other acquired merits
and good works...”

Sri Jadunath Sarkar writes, “...... He (Shivaji) was truly
an original explorer, the maker of a new road in medieval
Indian history, with no example or guide before him. When
he chose to declare his independence, the Mogul empire
seemed to be at the zenith of its glory. Every local chief who
had, anywhere in India, revolted against it had been crushed.
For a small jagirdar’s son to defy its power appeared as an
act of madness, a courting of sure ruin. Shivaji, however,
chose this path and succeeded................ His success can
be explained only by an analysis of his political genius....... ”

The contemporary foreign observers of the scene,
English, French, Dutch, Portuguese, Italian and even the
chroniclers of the Mogul and Bijapur courts, have nothing
but words of admiration and awe for Shivaji. Some of them,
for example, Aungier, compare him to Julius Caesar,
Alexander the Great, King Hannibal and so on. Their
accounts bear testimony to Shivaji's magnetic personality
and his versatile and creative genius as a war strategist, far-
sighted statesman and able and benevolent ruler. The
latter-day historians compare him to Napolean.

During the people’s war of independence against
Mogul forces led personally by Aurangzeb, Marathas lost
Sambhaji and Rajaram, the two sons of Shivaji. Maratha
power split into two segments, Tarabai, Rajaram’s wife
established a separate throne at Kolhapur and Shahu,
Sambhaji’s son, after his release from Mogul captivity,
established himself at Satara. Soon Shahu bequeathed the
prime ministership (1713) on Balaji Vishwanath, a brave
Brahmin from Konkan who had supported Shahu against
the Kolhapur throne set up by Tarabai for her minor son.
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That was a tuning point in Maratha history for Shahu had
made the position of Peshwa (prime minister) a hereditary
one. Within no time, the Peshwas concentrated all power in
their hands rendering the Chhatrapati a mere titular head.
Peshwas shifted their capital to Pune which soon became
the focus of all political activity.

Aurangzeb’s Deccan campaign proved very costly for
the Mogul empire which, though at the zenith of its power
and glory, had been showing signs of decay. The empire
was too wide spread—from Kabul and Kandahar to Jinji in
Tamilnadu and from Bengal to Gujarat across the sub-
continent. It was Aurangzeb’s superb administrative genius,
his terror and discipline that kept the empire together. The
court, however, was thick with intrigues. Aurangzeb was
proud of his Turk lineage and looked down with contempt
upon the Muslims of local origin. That was why his
campaigns against the Deccani Muslims were more ferocious
than against the ‘rats like Shivaji’. All the prize posts in his
court and military went to Turks, Persians, Abyssinians and
Afghans. There was a great deal of back-stabbing between
the Muslims officers of foreign and the local origin.

The tradition set by Akbar the Great of employing the
local Hindu chieftains to high military and administrative
posts in the court was abandoned by Aurangzeb. Raja Mirza
Jai Singh’s was the last family which had retained its position
from the time of Shahjahan. Aurangzeb’s discriminatory
treatment of Hindus, imposition of specal jaziya tax on them
had caused a great deal of resentment and discontent among
the masses. The Hindu noblemen in his court like the Mirza
could not remain free from this turmoil. This, it was not
surprising that Aurangzeb’s death triggered a chaotic
crumbling of the mighty Mogul empire creating a yawning
political vacuum in the sub-continent.

Only the Marathas were capable of filling that void.
And they did it with zest. For the next hundred years, the
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Peshwas of Pune remained the major power of India who
even controlled the weakened Mogul throne in Delhi for a
while. History had thrown a golden opportunity before the
Peshwas. But sadly, the Peshwas displayed an utter lack of
a broader perspective, little sense of history and practically
no understanding of the political turmoil in the sub-
continent. The ideals of Shivaji’s ‘swarajya’ and
welfare-orientation of his administration were squandered
away by them in a short time.

Peshwa’s Rule

The second Peshwa, Bajirao I, a daring military adventurer,
expanded the frontiers of Maratha Raj in the north and went
up to Attock. Within a few decades, powerful Maratha
commders set up their near sovereign potentates in the
territories they captured—Scindias (Shindes) of Gwalior,
Gaikwads of Baroda, Holkars of Indore, Bhosale’s of Nagpur.
But beyond that, wherever Maratha soldiers went, they did
flot go as conquerors seeking to spread the ideals of

s.wa'ra)ya', revamping the administration and ensuring
discipline; they went just as marauders and looters striking
terror and resentment in the hearts of the local people.

The revolutionary reforms introduced by Shivaji, such
as scrapping of large-scale land-holding and abolition of the
system of hereditary positions in the administration and the
military, were all undone by the Peshwas. Most castes other
than Brahmins were treated by the Peshwas with contempt.
Even the Marathas were unhappy with their Brahmin
masters. The ‘untouchables” were the worst sufferers.
Historians sadly observe that Peshwas totally lacked the
administrative acumen. And worse, they were no institution
builders.
The third Peshwa, Balaji Bajirao, saw the Maratha

power at its zenith. However, historians conclude that ‘he
was not capable of taking any steps for rendering this widely
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extended dominion advantageous to the people’. Another
historian from Pune observes,

“...Peshwa had no other principle of politics than the
monetary or territorian gains of the principality of Pune
which was regarded by him as nothing less or nothing more
than his private estate.” The Maratha chiefs of the distant
principalities started treating the Peshwa just as the latter
did to his master, the Chhatrapati. There was no central
authority.

V.K. Rajwade, a veteran historian who is highly
respected in Maharashtra, has very harsh words for the
Peshwa rule. He writes, “The Marathas failed to effect
adequate measures to consolidate the territories conquered
between A.D. 1720 and 1760. The Peshwa did not evolve
any institution to maintain an understanding and unity
among the sardars..... The Maratha power was retained by
force and cunning. The non-Maratha Hindus classed the
Peshwas with Muslim raiders... (at the time of the battle of
panipat—1761) the whole of India looked daggers at
Marathas.”

While the degenerate Maratha power refused to grasp
the historic opportunity of dominating and ruling over the
entire sub-continent, another player lurking in the wings
knew better. Winds of change were sweeping the world.
Following the renaissance and the beginnings of the
industrial revolution, European sea-faring nations had
acquired new technologies, new means of communication
and newer, deadlier arms. Indian rulers, least of all the
Peshwas, had neither the inkling of nor any curiosity about
what was happening around the world. The Portuguese,
Dutch, French and English, they all came to the sub-
continent in search of spices, to expand their trade and make
money.

It is said that the English came to India as mere traders
and sturnbled upon an empire inadvertently in a fit of
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forgetfulness. There is no doubt that the East India Company
had far better organisational skills, superior arms and a
remarkable historic perspective. Equally important was the
genius of the English to exploit to the hilt the personal
ambitions, greed, intrigues, rivalries and animosities not only
among the Maratha chieftains but also between different
local rulers of the sub-continent. And thus with little
difficulty the English succeeded by 1818 to depose the
weakened Peshwa and unfurl the Union Jack over their
palace in Pune, the Shaniwar Wada. The mighty Maratha rule
vanished in thin air. By then Shivaji's ideal of “swarajya”
had long been a history.



RENAISSANCE AND THE SOCIAL REFORM
MOVEMENT

Marathas were the last to go under the British dominion in
the sub-continent. Their downfall was regretted by some as
the ‘sunset over Maharashtra/India’. Others like historian
Jadunath Sarkar described it as the ‘advent of the new era’.
These two shades of opinion adequately reflected the
prevailing sentiments in Maharashtra. The Peshwa regime
had become unbearable for the commoners when it fell. They
appreciated the enlightened approach of Mount Stuart
Elphinstone, the Governor of the Deccan, to the
administration. However, Maharashtra had tasted the nectar
of freedom for over 150 years and many resented its loss.
Some people, upset by the collapse of the Indian rulers saw
a welcome opportunity of acquiring knowledge of sciences
from the new rulers that made them so formidable and that
may also help the Indian society to reform and come out of
the rut it had fallen into.

The British rule was fundamentally different from what
the Indians had experienced hitherto. Barring the religious
practices, the company’s administration touched almost all
other aspects of the people’s life. Revenue collection was
direct, more comprehensive and oppressive than before. The
hereditary positions and benefits of all classes were
threatened as the British had their hand from policing to
justice and made the people adhere to the rule of a written
law, a new concept. Princely satraps, traders and
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moneylenders as also more powerful watandars and
Jahagirdars were the principal allies of the company. Soon
the peasants found the taxes increasingly unbearable. Britain
was going through a great political upsurge and new
humanitarian values of liberalism and democracy were
taking shape. But not all company administrators were as
liberal and enlightened as Elphionstone.

As the British settled down to rule the new territories,
they faced sporadic uprisings of fiercely independent
groups—the adivasis, Mahadeo Kolis, Bhills, Ramoshis... Umaji
Naik, leader of the Ramoshis, challenged the British by
releasing a manifesto appealing to the people to fight the
English in every nook and corner. It took the British might
11 years to curb Umaji’s rebellion. Umaji and his two
associates were hanged in 1832. The rebellion of the
hereditary keepers of forts in Kothapur district was also
ruthlessly put down in 1844. A few years later, another rebel,
Vasudev Balwant Phadke, who organised the Ramoshis to
challenge the British rule, was sentenced to life
imprisonment and sent to Aden. Phadke, by his exploits,
had aroused much popular interest even among the ruling
classes. He is regarded in Maharashtra as the first armed
revolutionary to challenge the British rule.

Even as these uprisings made the British more
oppressive, there arose a class of Indians, which, having
benefitted from English education was curious to know the
secrets of the British power and the reasons of India’s
downfall. By enslaving this vast sub-continent, the British
had triggered a dialectical process. On the one hand, they
sapped India’s economic strength thoroughly by efficiently
exploiting and pauperising the people. On the other, by
bringing in the new technologies and administrative
methods, they functioned as a catalytic agent to release the
hidden energies of the people and gave birth to a new middle
class who would soon challenge their power.
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The Marathi Renaissance

Emergence of the middle class in India was a curious process
which manifested all over India but particularly so in Bengal,
the Bombay Presidency and the southern province of
Madras. In Maharashtra, as elsewhere in India, class
divisions hardly existed in classic sense before the advent
of the British rulers. There were princely rulers, their wealthy
satraps, sardars, feudal watandars, big landlords, the
merchants and money-lenders. Rest of the people, including
an overwhelming number of Brahmins, peasants and
artisans, were simply poor. The classic middle class did not
exist. The new middle class that emerged during early
English period was not a self-employed class like the classical
bourgeoisie in the French meaning. It consisted mainly of
the higher castes, who had a tradition of learning and so
were quick to grasp the importance of English education.
They were the first to be recruited by the English to assist in
administration.

It was mainly this class in the pay of the British
establishment which constituted the Indian middle class.
From this class emerged the intellectuals who would later
challenge the British. This middle class gave rise to what
some modern Maharashtrian intellectuals like to describe
as the age of probodhan or renaissance. In this, Maharashtra
followed in the footsteps of Bengal. Robert Clive’s clever

moves had ensured annexation of the entire Bengal province-

in 1757 and the company rule had nearly stabilised by the
time the Union Jack was raised at Pune’s Shaniwarwada in
1818. In Nagpur, Raghoji Bhosale’s territories were annexed
35 years later. Thus the impact of the British rule, their new
system of capitalist bourgeois economy was first felt in
Bengal and produced an awakening known usually as the
Bengal renaissance. :

For about a hundred years, Bengal’s conscious
awareness of the changing modern world was more
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developed than and ahead of the other regions in the sub-
continent. Maharashtra was not far behind. Beginning of
Bengal renaissance is considered to be the year 1815 when
Raja Rammohan Roy plunged into social activities.
Maharashtra’s awakening could be said to have followed
17 years later. Balshastri Jambhekar, by publishing the first
journal in Marathi-English in 1832 in Mumbai, heralded a
new age of the spirit of enquiry in Maharashtra.

The phenomenon of renaissance in Maharashtra was
in many ways different from what occurred in Europe of
17th and 18th century. The Bengal awakening too lacked
the massive sweep and explosion of material and intellectual
energy in the multi-dimensional upsurge that characterised
the European renaissance. For one, India was a defeated
country in the grip of an alien ruler. In Maharashtra, the
memories of freedom during the Maratha rule were too fresh
in the minds of this class to be easily forgotten. The Brahmins
of Pune, the capital of Peshwas, were particularly bitter and
restless. So were the other castes though their passions may
not have been as intense.

Whether in Benal or in Maharashtra, the new fountain
of awakening did not spring originally from this soil and
re-discovery of the old culture. It drew heavily from the alien
conquerors’ culture and knowledge. Thus, on the whole, a
powerful wave of social self-introspection, self-criticism and
examination swept through the western educated elites who
began challenging the traditional hierarchies and authorities,
questioning the scriptures and the prevailing value system
and wondering about the cold, uninspiring attitude of the
society towards acquisition of true knowledge. They
believed, knowledge and new science as also reformed social
systems would help enhance the quality of life of the general
masses.

Paradoxically, this was also accompanied by a
resurgence of pride in India’s history, culture and religion.
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The memories of Shivaji and his swarajya were revived. As
described earlier, Shivaji’s call for Maharasht.ra Dharm was
not a restrictive appeal to parochial or sectarian senpments.
Dharma did not mean religion in its European meaning. The
call was an attempt to define a distinctive identlty ofa people
and their culture. Some historians see in 1.t the faint
awakening of the spirit of nationalism. Soon, the intellectuals
and political leaders like Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak
found in Shivaji a useful icon to awaken the pgople and
infuse in them the spirit of nationalism and patriotism.

Indian Perspective

It must be emphasised at this juncture that the 19th century
thinkers and intellectuals of Maharashtra had not restricted
their area of introspection to the Marathi speaking regiqn (?f
Maharashtra alone. In fact, the concept of amodern linguistic
state of Maharashtra where all the Marathi speaking regions
are brought under one administrative dispensation was not
even imagined by the people at that time. Tl}e'Mara.tm
regions were spread out in different administrative
presidencies. This new class of intellectuals had a broader
perspective, its concern encompassing the whole sub-
continent—an entity politically brought together by th-e
British rule. Difficulties in communication did limit their
physical movements. That did not (_ie.ter them from
considering the sub-continental India as their homeland and
Maharashtra art of this entity.

Tilak, who later so daringly popularised Shivaji’s term
swarajya, instinctively understood that when Shiv;?ji referred
to Hindavi swarajya it was not a sectarian exclusnve.usage.
Hind was a word in popular usage in Urdu denoting the
entire Indian sub-continent. This is evident in the bakhars
written by the chroniclers of the Mogul courts as well as
those penned by the Deccan courtiers. Historians are amazed
at the fact that the nationalistic sentiments of the early
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intellectuals of Maharashtra, though abstract and
amorphous, encompassed the whole of India under the
British rule.

True, only a handful of the English officers coming to
India for the company’s service carried with them liberal,
humanitarian and progressive thought generated in Britain
during the Cromwellian era of democratic revolution. Mount
Stuart Elphinstone, governor of the Deccan during this
crucial period, must be counted among those few. British
officers and teachers of this kind made a great impact on
the eager minds of the young, western educated
Maharashtrians awakening in them the spirit of enquiry.
Some common characteristics of the new elite must be
mentioned. First, they were keenly conscious of the stagnant,
degraded and corrupt state into which the Indian society
had fallen. They had a deep love for the people and the
country and they wanted an all-round regeneration of the
society. Second, they had the critical appreciation of the
values of modern western culture and the ancient Indian
wisdom alike.

The urge for social regeneration emboldened them to
critically examine their social system, question their own
value system and put to closer scrutiny their religious beliefs.
The few progressive measures taken by officers like Bentinck,
Dalhousie, El'phinston, such as abolition of ‘sati’ tradition,
abolition of slavery, liberal educational policies and freedom
of press impressed them greatly. Others were moved and
awed by the books they read. On the other hand, not all
Christian missionaries were out to convert all and sundry
they found on the nearest street. Many among them were
genuinely committed to the Chris’s ethos of service of the
poor. The American Mission, the Scottish Mission, London
Missionary Society were active in Maharashtra at that time.
The spirit of selfless service and piety of the protestant priests

won admiration from mnany sensitive Marathi souls.
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To the Good People of America

Jatirao Phule, a social rebel and revolutionary of outstanding
character, was one such soul who drew inspiration from the
spirit of selfless dedication of the Christian missionaries.
He was also greatly impressed by the spiritual writings of
Thomas Paine, by the French Revolution and the American
war of Independence. American declaration of Independence
was his great source of inspiration. He dedicated his book
on slavery, Gulamgiri, to the “good people of the United
States who showed generosity, selflessness and. piety in
liberating the slaves from bondage”. Another sensitive soul,
a Brahmin poet of great reputation, Narayana Waman Tilak,
converted to Christianity causing turmoil among Pune
Brahmins. Already, proselytising activities of many Christian
missionaries had caused bitter resentment among the
masses.

Thus, in the early 19th century, diverse forces were
working in Maharashtra to encourage a spirit of
introspection among the newly educated. There were two
ways in which the new Marathi elite reacted to this
turbulence. One section, awed by the achievements of the
new rulers and their overall superiority, came to believe that
the English rule was largely benevolent and a blessing in
disguise under which the Indians could learn from the
Western culture to reform and restructure their society on
the English model. Some among them were of the view that
whatever is good in the Western civilization should be
accepted and blended with the Indian mileu. The rest should
be discarded. They had already accepted the Western values
of individual freedom and a sense of human dignity. The
social reformers should evolve a system based on reason
and justice, they felt.

Another section, refusing to discard its orthodoxy,
believed in the glory of ancient Indian civilization and
engaged itself in heated debates with Christian missionaries
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who tried to run down the Hindu religious beliefs. Even so,
this section too was in favour of a change, not so much in
the religious domain as in the field of material development.
Later in the last decades of the 19th century, when the ideas
of social reform had begun to crystallise, Justice M.G.
Ranade, a social reformer and economist who is considered
among the builders of modern India, put the idea of change
more succinctly. “The change which we should all seek is
thus a change from constraint to freedom, from credulity to
faith, from status to contract, from authority to reason, from
unorganised to organised life, from bigotry to toleration,
from blind fatalism to a sense of human dignity.”

The prabodhan era thus produced a great intellectual
ferment in Maharashtra triggering fierce debates on social,
political and economic conditions of the country, as also on
religious and social values. The rapid strides the East India
Company took to consolidate its rule lent, as it were, a tinge
or urgency to these debates. The English made thorough
surveys of the countryside, discovered and began exploiting
the mineral wealth. New machines driven by the force of
steam came into use in Mumbai.

New Education

Elphinstone, the enlightened Governor of the Deccan, was
a liberal idealist. Within three years of the downfall of the
Peshwas, Elphinstone opened in 1821 the ‘Poona Sanskrit
College’ in Pune which later became famous as the Deccan
College. He encouraged the establishment of the ‘Bombay
Native Education Society’ in 1822 which later set up the
Elphinstone College of Bombay in his memory. Endowments
were given to Sanskrit scholars and Marathi writers to write
books on useful subjects and translate works from English
into Marathi. The Grant Medical College, the first institution
rendering medical education, opened in Mumbai in 1845. It
also had a section teaching engineering.
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Elphinstone thus had laid the foundation of the
education system in Bombay Presidency and India. In the
meantime, the government had introduced major policy
changes mainly in response to the awakening of the public
opinion. In 1835, the long controversy over the educational
policy to be adopted in colonial India was put to an end.
Lord Macaulay’s famous note on education was adopted
by Governor Bentinck. The Indian people, it was decided,
would be given western education through English medium.
This policy had far reaching consequences for India.

Communication

The Post and Telegraph system was put in place by 1848, a
virtual communication revolution for those days when it
was next to impossible for a common man to communicate

with kith and kin living not very far away. A uniform

currency based on the Indian rupee was introduced. Courts
were established and justice rendered through the rule of
law. By 1852, the people of Bombay saw the first steam
locomotive pulling several carriages on the steel rails from
‘Byculla’ to ‘Thana’. Soon, Pune, Sholapur, Nasik, Nagpur
were linked to Bombay with the railroads. Jagannath
Shankarsheth, an enlightened wealthy aristocrat of Bombay,
took great initiative in ushering in the age of railways in
India.

In fact, the first office of the Great Peninsular Railway
company was opened at Shankarsheth’s residence. Between
1830 and 1840, Shankarsheth’s initiative was also helpful in
establishing the Bombay branch of The Royal Asiatic Society
and later another institution also dedicated to spread of
knowledge, Dnyan Prasarak Sabha. He had his hand in setting
up a secret body wedded to eradication of the evil of caste
system, the Paramhans Mandali. In 1857, the first universities
were opened in Mumbai, Madras and in Calcutta. There
was a boom in trade and commerce in Bombay.
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The pace of developments was so rapid and changes
so far reaching that the new intellectuals of Maharashtra,
like Raja Ram Mohan Roy of Bengal, soon realised that
unless the social ills and inequities that afflicted Maharashtra
and India were removed, religious practices reformed and
people given modern education, Indian society had no
future. It will continue to languish in the ignominy of slavery.
This thinking gave rise to a powerful social reform
movement in Maharashtra. A galaxy of social reformers
during the early English period laid down the agenda of
social reforms and education. Notable among the early
reformers were Balkrishna Jambhekar, Lokahitawadi
Deshmukh, Mahatma Jotiba Phule, Justice M.G. Ranade and
G.G. Agarkar. Shahu Maharaj, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, Bhaurao
Patil and Vitthal Ramji Shinde were the standard bearers of
reform in the early 20th century.

A Galaxy of Reformers
Mention must be made of Gadge Maharaj who was
consecrated a ‘saint’ by the people. He had millions of
admirers and his discourses were attended by hundreds of
thousands both in rural and urban areas. He ruthlessly
attacked blind superstition, senseless religious rituals, social
inequalities sanctioned by the religion, the caste system and
lack of cleanliness and discipline in personal and social life.
One cannot ignore Gadge’s contribution because unlike the
saints of the previous centuries whose concepts of equality
and universal brotherhood were confined to spiritual
domain, Gadge was a teacher of the masses, a hard task
master who insisted by laying an example himself to
demonstrate that these ideals could easily be brought into
practice. He died in 1956. Maharashtra is proud of this great
phalanx of social reformers who have given a distinct
character, liberal and tolerant, to the social life of the people.
Of the early reformers, Jambhekar, an erudite scholar
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of merit greatly respected by the contemporary British as
well as the local elites for his fine intellectual prowess and
his social commitments, is also considered the father of
Marathi journalism who began publishing his Marathi-
English journal Darpan from January 1832 in Mumbai. The
objective was to make people wiser and aware of the world
around, give them a glimpse of new sciences and
technologies of Europe and infuse among them the urge to
learn. Many contemporary reformers and intellectuals found
journalism as an effective tool to educate the people and
carry on the crucial debates publicly. A plethora of
newspapers, journals and periodicals in Marathi soon began
to be published from Bombay, Ahmednagar, Thane, Pune,
Nagpur and so on.

Jambhekar’s contemporary, Govind Vitthal alias Bhau
Mahajan, launched his journal, Prabhakar, also from Mumbai,
to ‘acquaint the people with important political events in
the world’. He analyzed the working of the English
administration to pinpoint the blame of India’s poverty on
the British. He was fiercely proud of the Indian culture and
hammered those who blindly imitated the British. He
demanded representation to Indians in the British
parliament, attacked the exploitative administrative practices
of the government and pleaded for social and economic
equality. But Lokahitavadi is more remembered for his
ruthless criticism of India’s social ills, caste discrimination
and senseless religious rituals. Later, Lokmanya Tilak was
to exploit the power of journalism to the hilt to awaken the
political consciousness of the common people.

In Search of Knowledge

The main objective of the Dnyan Prasarak Sabha of Mumbai
was to spread knowledge by writing on scientific and
practical subjects in the mother tongue in its pure form.
Soon the city of Poona too had its own body of the same
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name. ‘Dnyan’, knowledge was the key word with the
young literate generation. The names of the new Marathi

- journals exphasised this obsession with acquisition of

knowledge—Dnyanoday, Dnyanprakash, Dnyandarpan and
Dnyandarshan, etc.

" Drawing substantially from the English books, young
people wrote with zeal in Marathi acquainting the readers
with the new sciences—physics, chemistry, zoology, botany,
geology, geography, biology, economics, history, astronomy.
Dadabhai Nauroji and Jagannath Shankarsheth were among
the chief promoters of Dnyan Prasarak Sabha. Dadoba
Pabdurang Tarkhadkar was its first president. The debates
on crucial issues conducted by the Sabha inspired many
young people to dedicate their energies for the service of
the people and the country. M.G. Ranade was among such
youths. ‘

~ In Bombay, a new body came into being in March 1867,
Prarthana Samaj, dedicated to religious reforms. The earlier
attempts in this direction through the Paramhans Sabha, a
cosmopolitan venture true to Bombay’s character, had failed.
Most of the people associated with the Paramhans sabha,
chiefly Tarkhadkar brothers, took lead in establishing this
new Samaj whose objective was to simplify the tenets of
Hindu religion, make it more unitary and humanitarian and
completely do away with the caste system. In a way, the
Prarthana Samaj sought to find a middle ground between
the two extreme thoughts, one almost rejecting the entire
Hindu heritage short of embracing Christianity and the other
stubbornly clinging to the ancient heritage, its norms,
traditions and rituals.

The samaj propounded the concept of one formless God,
omniscient, omnipotent, encompassing and controlling the
entire universe. Peace lay in praying to this God, it believed.
In the end, the ideas of the Samaj proved to be too esoteric
and rather opposed to the celebration of plurality, so much.
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an integral part of Indian thinking. The Prarthana Samaj did
survive for a long time but unlike the Arya Samaj of the
north and Brahmo Samaj of Bengal, could attract following
only from among the western educated elite of Bombay. The
masses kept away from it. However, in the meantime, it did
inspire great souls like Justice Ranade and R.G. Bhandarkar.

The Great Debate

The emphasis of the western educated youths of the early
British period, who wanted to do something for the society,
was naturally on social reform rather than on political re
form. The contrast between the European culture and values

on the one hand—as they perceived through reading of

English books and through interaction with enlightened
English officers and missionaries—and the state of Indian
culture and society on the other at that time was so glaring
that their priorities were decided by the prevailing reality
as it were. Later, there developed a schism on the question
of priorities. The school of thought represented by Gopal
Krishna Gokhale and Gopal Ganesh Agarkar believed that
to make Indians capable of self rule, social and religious
reforms through education must be undertaken with priority.

On the other hand the school represented by Tilak was
of the firm view that political independence must be
achieved first. Social and religious reforms would follow
later and it would be easier to carry them out under self
rule rather than under the bondage of the aliens. Tilak was
convinced that insistence on social and religious reforms at
that juncture might divide the society and create obstacles
in the struggle for political independence. His focus was on
speedy political reforms. It was because of this passionate
pursuit of the goal of political liberation that Tilak on many
occasions vehemently opposed sensible social reforms
although he acknowledged that such reforms were essential
for the material and moral upliftment of the Indian society.
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Reforms would come in due course and should not be
pursued in haste, he felt.

Echoes of this great debate between the two titans, Tilak
and Agarkar, still reverberate in Maharashtra and are broadly
heard, although in a different tune and pitch, in the present
ideological divide in the academic, intellectual and political
spheres. We shall briefly relate the lives and contribution of
prominent social reformers along with those of the makers
of modern Maharashtra in a separate chapter. However,
reference must be made here of the conflicts between the
social reformers and the traditional orthodoxy as also certain
shortcomings of the social reform movement in the early
decade of the 19th century. Most of the early social reformers
were Brahmins, a natural consequence of historic social

reality. They were the first to acquire English education,
being the traditional keepers of knowledge and learning of
which they had unquestioned monopoly.

Grip of the Orthodoxy

Though one cannot question the integrity and intellectual
honesty of the Brahmin social reformers, the fact is that they
were more focused on the issues concerning their caste such

‘as child marriage, inhuman treatment meted out to the

Brahmin widows, widow remarriage, senseless rituals that
tied a Brahmin to his family and so on. Not that they were
unaware of the larger basic maladies that afflicted the Hindu
society like the caste system and untouchability. Many made
scathing attacks in their writings on the caste system, on
the perversities of untouchability and on the hegemony of
Brahmins. They vehemently criticised the current
perversions of the ancient Hindu religion. But few of them
had the courage and guts to raise a public campaign and
actively fight the system.

As historian and veteran observer of the 19th century
Maharashtra, Dr. Y.D. Phadke observes, barring Phule, social
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reformers of Maharashtra in the nineteenth century
concentrated their attention more on the need to improve
the lot of women than on the campaign against the inequities
of the caste system. “But for the valiant efforts made by
Jotiarao to campaign against the practice of untouchability,
the problems of the untouchables seemed to have been given
a low priority,” observes Dr. Phadke. Many of the reforms
advocated by the Brahmin reformers with great gusto were
thus relevant to the upper castes alone and meaningful only
to those who belonged to these castes. Even so the reformers’
offensive, howsoever moderate, met stubborn orthodox
resistance. The shocked conservative sentiment was roused
to anger by the reformers’ encroachment upon the cherished
customs of the ancient society.

Such was the power and grip of the Brahmin orthodoxy,
particularly in Pune, that many Brahmins who advocated
minor reforms like widow re-marriage had to face the wrath
of the priests. Some who practiced what they preached had
to suffer social ostracism, the dreaded ultimate weapon in
the caste system as all Indians know. The social and religious
boycott was not confined to an ‘erring’ individual. His whole
extended family had to suffer the cruelty and indignity of
social and religious boycott. Many veteran leaders of the
social reform movement had to suffer ridicule and
humiliation of their progressive colleagues for having
buckled under the pressure of the orthodoxy at crucial
movements when they could demonstrate by example. They
were afraid not of their own sufferings. But they feared for
their family, for their married and unmarried daughters, for
their progeny.

That does not, however, diminish the significance of
the contribution made by the social reformers of the 19th
century to the social life of Maharashtra. Many continue to
draw inspiration even today from the life and works of
Phule, Ranade, Agarkar, Bhandarkar, Dhondo Keshav Karve
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and such other reformers who have acquired legendary
status in Maharashtra’s history. Modern Maharashtra owes

 much of the socially progressive policies of the state and

liberal political and social ambience to these leaders.

Practical Reforms

Later with the advent of Tilak at the centre-stage of politics,
the social reform movement did not attract as much attention
of the Brahmin youths as before. There were individual
crusaders who kept the flag of social reforms flying. But the
focus of the public discourse was on political freedom. Social
issues could wait till the attainment of freedom, Tilak
believed. However, the spark that was ignited by the early
reformers like Phule endured. Later in the 20th century,
Shahu Maharaj and Dr. Ambedkar picked up the gauntlet
and vehemently attacked the evils of caste system and
untouchability.

These were action-oriented reformers whose efforts
were responsible in loosening the grip of the caste system
on the Hindu society to some extent. Dr. Ambedkar
awakened the untouchables to their human rights and
carried out a sustained agitation to earn for them social and
political equality. Both Ambedkar and Shahu worked not
only for eradicating the evil of untouchability but also for

the larger goal of doing away with the pernicious caste
system.

An unusual contribution of a maverick social reformer
in a comparatively recent period needs mention. He was
Raghunatha Dhondo Karve who set up the first birth control
clinic of India in Mumbai in 1921. Son of the legendary
Dhondo Keshav Karve of Pune who founded the first
women’s university in India, Raghunath undertook the
cause of educating people in birth control by use of
contraceptives as a means to ensure welfare of women and
children. His endeavour shocked even the urban elites and
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Karve had to suffer ridicule and insults. Karve continued
undeterred. He is regarded a pioneer of this particular field
in India. He dealt with the sexually transmitted diseases as
well. Karve died unsung and unwept but the issue he
pioneered is now the accepted policy of the Indian state.

Political Voices

Coming back to early English period, awakening of political
aspirations in modern sense was becoming faintly
discernible in the city of Mumbai before mid-nineteenth
century. Perhaps, closer intellectual interaction with the
British, the growing influence of traders and entrepreneurs
and comparatively relaxed cosmopolitan ambience of the
urban life may have made it possible. The establishment of
the ‘Bombay Association” in May 1852, therefore, was an
outcome not only of the intense intellectual discourse on
the ills and shortcomings of the Indian society carried out
at various levels in the Bombay Presidency. It also stemmed
from the growing realisation by the elites of the basic
exploitative nature of the British rule and injustices of the
Company. '

There was also the realisation that although on the face
of it, the British rule looked comparatively benevolent, profit
of the company and not welfare of the people was its main
objective. The promoters of this association took clue from
the British Indian Association, established in Calcutta in 1851
in which all groups joined in—radical, moderates and
conservative. In Bombay, Shankarsheth and Nauroji took
lead in setting up the Association.

“The birth of the Bombay Association is regarded as the
beginning of the political movement, a prelude to
politicisation of dissent in its modern sense in India. Indeed,
many observers believe that the activities of the Association,
its representative character and its boldness in airing the
grievances of the people—including, of course, those of the
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traders, merchants and businessmen—finally culminated in
the birth of the Indian National Congress in Mumbai 33
years later.

Although the Association’s members were mostly the
western educated elites, it truly represented the plural
character of Bombay and India. Among its members were
Hindus (both Maratha and Gujarati), Parsis, Jews, Christians
and Muslims—truly a representative character, a ‘hold-all’
nature which the Congress Party was to adopt eventually.
The Association believed in constitutional means in airing
the grievances of the Indian people. Its first major
achievement was to send a most comprehensive
memorandum to parliament of England listing the
complaints against the administration of the East India
Company and seeking redressal of the injustices perpetrated
on the people of India. And though the Association members
belonged to the elite enamored by the superior culture of
the British, it was not blind to the rising discontent and
unrest among the common people and peasants.

This unrest was soon to culminate in 1857 in an armed
rebellion against the alien rule which threw into turmoil the
entire sub-continent. It was the first wide-spread armed
uprising against the colonial rule in which the Indian soldiers
of the English army had taken the initiative. The empire
shook. The.company ruthlessly put down the revolt with
unusual vengeance and appalling bloodshed. The rebellion,
described by Veer V.D. Savarkar, a super nationalist who
believed in terrorism as a means to achieve liberation, as
the ‘first war of independence’, was as much a turning point
for the colonial rulers as for the Indians themselves.
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For many reasons, the 1857 uprising, which caused so much
turmoil in India and in England when the British empire
appeared to be tottering on the brink of a disaster, had little
impact on Maharashtra. Most of the south India and Bengal
too seemed to have kept aloof. There was unease in
Maharashtra. Most British officers were nervous and extra
vigilant. In Nagpur, Bhandara, Kolhapur, Satara and
Khandesh, there were attempts to organise armed men to
join the rebels in the north. But these efforts were nipped in
the bud, thanks to the intelligence available to the British.
So was a conspiracy of a local group to cause trouble in
Bombay. But by and large, the cities of Mumbai and Pune
as the rest of Maharashtra remained calm though uneasy
throughout the turbulent year. Curiously enough, this
happened despite the fact that many prominent leaders of
the uprising were of Maratha origin—Tatya Tope,
Nanasaheb, the adopted son of the last Peshwa banished
far away, Rani Laxmibai of Jhansi, the Scindias of Gwalior.

The Bhosala principality of Nagpur was annexed by
the British as recently as in 1853. The people were restless.
Indian soldiers of the British army placed in and around
Nagpur were planning tojoin the uprisings when they were
betrayed. Several hundred men were arrested and two
soldiers, Vilayat Ali and Kadir Khan, leaders of the group,
were hanged without any trial. A nationalist landlord of
Chandrapur district, Baburao Puleshwar Rajgond was also
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hanged. Another landlord, Venkatrao Rajgond, was
sentenced to life imprisonment.

The nearby Bhandara district went up in flames under
the leadership of Chimanaji. The uprising was put down
but it ignited a spark in the neighbouring Gondwana where
the people were extremely unhappy with the British because
of annexation of the entire adivasi principality of
Gadhmandhla by intrigues and cheating. Shankarshah of
the deposed princely family of Gadhmandala, his son
Raghunath Shah, and the leader of the Satpura revolt,
Seetaram Shah, were in touch with Tatya Tope. Most adivasis
of Gondwana were up in arms. Treachery did its trick and
soon Shankarshah was arrested and blown up into pieces
by tying him to the mouth of a field gun.

Rango Bapuji
Rango Bapuji, was the advisor to Chhatrapati Pratapsinh,
who was on the Maratha throne of Satara. When Pratapsinh
was deposed unjustly by the British, Rango Bapuji went to
England to plead his case. He stayed there for 13 years,
knocking on the doors of the courts, Parliament, influential
political leaders. He also addressed public meetings to
explain the case of Pratapsinh To no avail. Rango Bapuji
returned home in 1853 a frustrated man seething with anger
against the monumental injustice of the British system. He
began organising a network among the Mawala and
Ramoshi recruits of the British army in the neighbouring
units. He secretly travelled to North India, held
confabulations with Tatya Tope and other leaders of the
insurgency. |

But the British intelligence had been keeping an eye
on his activities since his days in England. When the unrest
erupted into violence in the north, Rango Bapuji was
supposed to open a front in the south. Unfortunately, the
treacherous eyes of the British spies betrayed him. Most of
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these spies in India were obviously Indians. British busted
the whole network and arrested several people. Many were
hanged, others blown by guns, a favourite method of the
British. “It has an excellent demonstrative effect putting
terror in the hearts of the native. Besides, it caused no pain
to the culprit”, recorded a humanitarian British officer for
the posterity. |

In Kolhapur, the seat of the other Maratha throne, the
king’s brother Chimasaheb was in secret communication
with Nanasaheb Peshwa and the mutinous army units of
Gwalior. Chimasaheb had his network spread deep into
South Maharashtra and parts of Karnataka. However, the
Chhatrapati himself was pro-British. About a hundred
conspirators fell in the hands of the British. Over 50 of them
were killed without any trial by the panicky British officers.

In Marathwada areas too, nearly a hundred insurgents
were killed mercilessly. “Some were hanged, some were put
to the bullet and one was blown up by a gun. Four mutineers
were literally cut to pieces and nearly sixty were lashed till
they died”. Such was the cruelty of the nervous British
officers panicked by the news of the holocaust in tHe north.
Karjasingh and Bhima Naik, leaders of the Bhills in
Khandesh, had raised an army of about 1500 armed Bhills
who constantly harassed the British patrols by using guerilla
tactics. A large number of them were women. As it
happened, the British soon caught nearly 60 of them. It need
not be said that most of them were killed immediately
without trial.

Bombay* Whisperings

British never expected any trouble in Bombay. It was a
wealthy cosmopolitan city of merchants, traders and
entrepreneurs as also the western educated elites. The British

* Now rechristened Mumbai.

1857 AND MAHARASHTRA 87

officers had close relations with them. However, the news
from' the north had made the British restless. Particularly
after the insurgents captured Delhi and declared the heir to
the Mogul throne, Bahadurshah Jafar, as their King emperor,
the British feared that the Muslims of Bombay might play a
mischief. Bombay was an important city, the first port of
call in India after a tedious journey round the Cape of Good
Hope in South Africa. The Suez canal was to open 12 years
later in 1869. The British were determined to keep it free of
any rebellious tendencies.

The police chief kept a stringent vigil and spread a thick
network of his spies all over. Forget, a legendary officer,
was himself adept at changing his appearance to take nightly
rounds of the city. Spies soon found out that a group of
Indian soldiers clandestinely held nightly meetings in the
city at the residence of one Gangaprasad The conspirators,
it was discovered, had decided to rise in arms on the first
Diwali day and sack the city. The whole group was arrested
before the plan was put to action. Two army men were
publicly blown up by a gun at the Esplanade and
Gangaprasad with seven others was sentenced to life.

Wall posters appeared in Pune declaring that
Nanasaheb Peshwa would soon return to the city, kill all
the Europeans and re-establish the Peshwa rule. Nanasaheb
was undoubtedly one of the most prominent leaders of the
1857 uprising. The orthodox Poona Brahmins, in whose
minds the memories of the Peshwa rule were fresh, had
great expectations from Nanasaheb. But he never turned
up in Pune. Instead, he escaped to Nepal. The British
increased the award on his head from Rs: 50,000 to Rs. -
1 lakh.

Rani Laxmibai escaped from her besieged fort of
Jhansi on a horseback with her adopted son tied to her back.
Soon the pursuing British army units caught up with her
and she was killed in the ensuing battle. Tatya Tope who
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was moving from place to place with lightening speed in
the north India to coordinate the insurgency, was determined
to cross the Narmada river and enter Maharashtra. There,
he hoped, he could garner massive support to turn the tide
against the English. He did cross the Narmada but was
arrested soon after. Tatya was hanged to death in April 1859.
The insurgency had finally come to an end. '

The Lukewarm Response
All said and done, the response of Maharashtra to the
northern uprising was less than zestful. As we have seen,
there were some sporadic, fitful attempts by small groups,
without proper planning or coordination. But these were
effectively put down by the British. Bombay, Pune and most
of the Deccan remained largely trouble free. A high state of
alert of the panicky but angry English establisbment,
meticulous planning, effective intelligence network and
ruthlessness in dealing with suspects was in no small
measure responsible for this lukewarm response to the revolt
described later by a respected son of Maharashtra, Savarkar,
as India’s first war of independence. But there are many
~other factors equally to be weighed while considering
Mabharashtra’s failure to respond. This is no place to recount
the whole story, even if briefly, of the 1857 episode in relation
to Maharashtra. But a brief scrutiny of the reasons that
ignited the spark of rebellion and of the factors that led to
its failure may help us to understand the reasons behind
Maharashtra’s peculiar response.

- First, the positive aspects of the insurgency which
moved Sawarkar to elevate it to a glorious freedom struggle.
It was undoubtedly the first armed insurgency, particularly
of the trained Indian troops in the British army on such a
large scale as to threaten the very presence of the British in
India. Barring Punjab, it swept most of the north India, at
places awakening a nationalist feeling among the people.
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The discontented princes and feudatories poured oil in the
fire and conflagration rapidly spread.

Those Satanic Cartridges
The uprising was also a great demonstration of Hindu-
Muslim unity, a certain indication of their realisation that
their destinies were unalterably linked. Many historians have
remarked on this fact. Even Savarkar, the father of the Hindu
Sabha, acknowledges this phenomenon albeit without
specifically mentioning it. Though the major brains behind
the upheaval turned out to be Hindus, they had no hesitation
in declaring a Mogul heir as the new emperor of Delhi. Even
the British officers in their correspondence have regretted
their failure to drive a schism between the Hindus and the
Muslims. A contemporary British officer, Sir Charles
Aitchison, candidly but regretfully writes later, “In this
instance, we could not play off the Muhamadan against the
Hindu. Those fatal cartridges seemed to have been
compounded with a satanic ingenuity to provide a common
ground...” The British had learnt a lesson and would follow
it up with extra-ordinary vehemence for the next 90 years.
The British had first arrived in India in August 1608
when a ship belonging to the East India Company carrying
merchandise, anchored at Surat. The Mogul empire under
emperor Shahjahan was at the zenith of its glory, being the
mightiest and the wealthiest empire in the world. At that
time, Britain was a small island nation struggling with other
European powers to discover new sea routes and find new
markets for commerce. By sheer tenacity, diligence better
organisational acumen, superior arms, a broader perspective
and diplomatic skills backed by the might of the sea-faring
empire—which it had become by that time—and the new
capitalist economy fueled by technological innovations,
Britain had emerged as a major player in the chaotic situation
in the sub-continent by the middle of the 18th century.






