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Abstract: Until philosophers are kings, or the kings and princes of this world have the spirit and power of phi-
losophy and political greatness and wisdom meet in one, and those commoner natures who pursue either to 
the exclusion of the other, are compelled to stand aside, cities (states) will never have rest from their evils-no, 
nor the human race, as I believe and then only will this our state have a possibility of life and behold the light 
of day.           -Plato’s Republic 
 
Keywords: Socialization, Leadership 

 
Introduction: India has produced many kings and 
many of them ruled in great outlook. Among the gal-
axy of rulers Chatrapati Shahu Maharaj occupies un-
doubtedly the most important place. The Indian peo-
ple glorified him as the pillar of social democracy. 
Shahu strove throughout his life in different dimen-
sions in order to establish an egalitarian society in 
Kolhapur province in the 20

th
 century against prevail-

ing conditions. His bitter personal experiences, pro-
gressive and liberal views regarding a just society 
speak of the depth and dimension for understanding 
and analyzing and problem, be it social, economic, 
educational or religious. He worked and made neces-
sary policies regarding social, economic, educational, 
administrative and religious aspects in the cause of 
public good. It is not an exaggeration to say that no 
ruler in India worked for an egalitarian society as 
Shahu did. That is why Shahu was characterized as a 
social reformer rather than a ruler or an administra-
tor in the Indian history. 
Social and Demographic Structure of Kolhapur: 
Kolhapur’s population is predominantly Hindu and 
also includes Lingayat, Jain, Muslim and Christian 
communities. In 1881 the distribution of population 
among the various groups was as follows: Hindus 
constituted 7,19,164; Jain were 4,67,332, Muslims were 
3,322, Christans were 1,253 and others had their pro-
portion in the lowest in population as 181 only. The 
Lingayats from Dharwas, Bijapur and Kolhapur num-
bered 75,2122. Though the population was predomi-
nantly Hindu, the presence of Jain and Lingayat 
communities added a special dimension to the Brah-
min-non Brahmin confrontation in Kolhapur. The 
tenets of these religions not only reject Brahminical 
principles but the people themselves are also openly 
anti Brahmin. The demand of the Brahmin priests, 
especially in the early 19

th
 Century, to be recognized 

by Jains and Lingayats as their priests created bitter-
ness between these communities in Kolhapur and 
there were many complaints to the East India Com-
pany during this period, both from the Jains and the 
Lingayats against the Karbharis (State administrator) 
orders to them to employ Brahmin priests3. Because 
of this traditional hostility Jains and Lingayats played 
a significant role in the Brahmin-non-Brahmin 

movement in Kolhapur, both by influencing Shahu 
Maharaj when he attempted to established a separate 
Maratha Priesthood and by contributing leaders like 
A.B.Latthe, Keshav Rao Vichare and the others. 
Besides the presence of the above two communities 
certain institutions and practices of the Hindu social 
system were themselves an important reason for so-
cial conflict in Kolhapur. It was the regional variant of 
the Varna Scheme which triggered of the Brahmin-
non Brahmin conflict in Kolhapur. The regional vari-
ant, as elsewhere in Maharastra, it two tiered and its 
social structure from the point of view of socio-
religious practices and attitudes is three tiered. At the 
apex of the structure is a cluster of Brahmin castes, in 
the middle stands a cluster of non Brahmin castes 
and at the bottom are “untouchables”. The Brahmins 
are Dijas-twice-born-and the rest are Ekijas and 
therefore, Shudras are only admitted to the pura-
nicrites. No Brahmin was permitted to read Vedas to 
the Shudras who were only entitled to hear scriptures 
like the puranas and the pothis. Incantations and 
rites at religious functions were different from those 
of the Shudras. Socio-religious practices further wid-
ened the gap. For example, the touch of the de-
pressed castes polluted both Brahmins and the non-
Brahmin Shudras and thus in fact compartmentaliz-
ing the Hindu structure into Brahmins, Shudras and 
Ati-Shudras. 
The regional variant, besides giving a commanding 
position in the Hindus structure to the Brahmins, 
polarized the castes in South India into Brahmin and 
non-Brahmin. The down-grading of important castes 
such as Vellalas in Madras, Nairs in Kerala and the 
Prabhus and Marathas in Maharashtra began to be 
resented, especially from the 17th century onward. In 
Maharashtra it became an epitome of social conflict. 
It gave rise to the famous socio-religious controversy 
popularly known as the Vedokta controversy whose 
socio-political counterpart is the Brahmin-non-
Brahmin movement in South India. 
Brahmin Castes of Kolhapur: 
Brahmins: Brahmin castes in Kolhapur on the eve of 
the Brahmin-non-Brahmin confrontation there were 
thirteen Brahmin sub-castes in Kolhapur and they 
formed 3.84 per cent of the population

4
. Most of the 
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Brahmin sub-castes entered Kolhapur after the 1780s 
and Chitpavans entered after 1820s, presumably after 
the fall of the Peshwas of the several sub-castes of the 
Brahmins, Deshasthas were the natives of Kolhapur 
and were a dominant caste, well integrated into the 
socio-religious power structure of the pre-19

th
 century 

Kolhapur. The Chitpavans became a powerful caste 
when they entered the administration sometime after 
1844. Among the Brahmins too there were gradations. 
The Deshasthas held the Golak and Devruks to be 
inferior Brahmins and believed inter-dining, especial-
ly with the later, brought evil days

5
. The Devruks 

were, alas, the most backward of the Brahmin castes.  
The main occupations of the Brahmins were priest-
craft, state service and money lending. Some were 
also engaged in trade. Priests in Kolhapur were all 
Deshasthas, though Gurav. A non-Brahmin caste also 
professed priesthood. The Rajopadhya, Royal Chap-
lain, and the Joshrao, Royal Astrologer, were Deshas-
thas. So was also the Jagadguru Shankaracharya. The 
Brahmanvrinda, the Brahmin caste council, consisted 
mainly of Deshasthas. 
Non-Brahmin Castes of Kolhapur: 
Prabus: The Prabhus were a small minority number-
ing 286 persons in Kolhapur in 1881

6
. They were the 

only caste which competed successfully with the 
Brahmins both in the administration and in educa-
tion. And therefore, they reacted more sharply to 
their downgrading in the Varna scheme. Maratha 
history provides several instances of protests on the 
part of Prabhus. The most significant protest was dur-
ing the reign of Raja Pratap Singh of Satara (1818-
1839). 
Marathas: Marathas along with the Rajaputs formed 
8.32 per cent of the population of Kolhapur. Until its 
fall in 1829, Marathas were an important caste in the 
social composition of Kolhapur, because the Mahara-
ja of Kolhapur belonged to the Maratha caste, as did 
nost of the “nobility”. As a result they enjoyed a cer-
tain prestige and influence who indeed constituted 
the Maratha caste. It is generally agreed that the Ma-
rathas belong to the Maratha-Kunbi caste-cluster of 
land-owing and land tilling castes7 and that they are 
one and the same caste. The term escapes a precise 
definition since the too castes appear indistinguisha-
ble one from the other. Today the majority of the Ma-
ratha-Kunbi caste cluster identity themselves as Ma-
rathas. During the early decades of the 20

th
 century 

political considerations turned Kunbis into Marathas. 
Today may rich Kunbis have become Marathas. How-
ever, at the turn of the century when Shahu Maharaj 
assured powers of administration, Marathas, and 
Kunbis identified themselves more definitely as two 
different castes

8
. 

All those who served in the army (and later in the 
police) were identified at Marathas and those who 
lived in the villages and engaged in agriculture called 

themselves Kunbis. Similarly those belonging to the 
aristrocratic families of rulers, chieftains or of former 
feudal orders such as Sardars, Dumaidars and Inam-
dars or administrators like the (Martha) Desha-
mukhs, Desains and Patils called themselves Mara-
thas. Among the Marathas there were several grada-
tions. The “blue blooded” of the “highest” order were 
the Punch Kuli Marathas such as Bhonsles, Ghatages 
and the others-were the rulers of the various Maratha 
principalities. Next in the hierarchy were the Sha-
hannava Kuli Marathas while the rest were on the 
Marathas  Kunbi border line. Both the Punch and 
Shahannava Kuli Marathas were the Assal Marathas 
and calimed Kshatriya status and those belonging to 
the royal families in particular observed religious 
practices befitting the Dwijas, such as the thread cer-
emony, the Sati etc. 
Till the turn of the 19

th
 century, the Marathas were 

mainly employed in the army and administrations 
and served as Desais and Patils. Concerning occupa-
tion the Marathas had certain peculiar attitudes. The 
Military calling being traditionally associated with 
Maratha status, was more preferred by the caste as it 
more definitely classified them as Marathas. This as-
sociation had such a strong hold on the minds of the 
people that the maintenance of Maratha status and 
the prestige. This signified became more important 
than economic considerations. For the same reason 
the Marathas would preferred to take education. 
They would never take the jobs of a clerical nature 
since this would make them interior in terms of Ma-
rathas tradition. Even a poor Maratha preferred to 
carry a sword or join any rank in the army rather than 
to become a clerk or plough a field. Perhaps, it was 
for this reason that the Marathas did not join the 
mainstream of change when the jobs of a clerical na-
ture were plenty and educational facilities tolerable. 
Since then things have changed even for Assal Mara-
thas. 
Agricultural Castes: Kunbis, Malis, Khatri, Raddi, 
and the others. In 1881 the percentage of those en-
gaged in agriculture was 39.65 percent of the popula-
tion9. Of these Kunbis were the most numerous. 
There are Marathi speaking Kunbis and Kannada-
speaking Kunbis. The Kunbis followed the same reli-
gious customs as the Marathas did. Except that re-
marriage of widow was permissible among them un-
der Maratha rule. They joined the army as auxiliaries. 
There were many Artisan castes in this group and 
they formed 6.57 percent of the population

10
. Till the 

abolition of the Balute system, the members of the 
majority of these castes were well integrated into it. 
They professed either Hinduism or the Lingayat reli-
gion. 
Depressed Caste: These were the “lowest” on the 
hierarchical scale of the Hindu system and formed 
11.77 percent of the population in 188111. Among these 
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depressed groups the Mahars were a dominant caste 
and they constituted an important part of the Balute 
system. When Shahu Maharaj took over, most of the 
non Brahmin castes, except prabhus, were education-
ally backward and mostly poor. 
Shahu as a Ruler: Shahu Chatrapati was, in the true 
sense of the term, the kind of the commoners and a 
commoner among the kinds. It is difficult to conceive 
of a more rustic personality in the glittering array of 
royality in the hey-day of the British Empire of India. 
Shahu was not only aspired to be a commoner in his 
dress and speech but identified himself completely 
with the depressed and the downtrodden and strove 
his utmost to give them an honorable deal which was 
their birth right but which they has missed through 
the centuries. Shahu was thus a reformer royal in 
modern times. Shahu was indeed a man of boundless 
courage, phenomenal energy and strength. His very 
human and noble character was manifest in all his 
dealings. He felt more fellowship and brotherhood 
with the deserted and the downtrodden as well as 
with saints and with the privileged of society. A skill-
ful organizer, a devoted ruler, a fearless royal revolu-
tionary, Shahu was the prince among the social revo-
lutionaries of India. 
Social Policies: The untouchables in India stand in a 
position which has nothing parallel or analogous to it 
in the history of mankind. Slavery is the worst form of 
injustice which humanity all over the world has 
known. But the implications of untouchability to 
which we in India have condemned a large section of 
our own fellowmen are in some respects worse than 
the worst form of slavery. 
Untouchables are made to live outside the village in 
an out of the way corner, which is the dirtiest and 
filthiest part of the village. They are not to come 
within the limits of the temple of the gods which are 
the common gods of all the Hindu community. They 
are not to draw water from the public wells of the 
village. They are not enjoying the benefits of the pub-
lic rest houses. They may die of thirst but they cannot 
touch the tank or pond of the village. Even for service 
of the lowest kind, they are not to enter the Hindu 
household. Their very touch is a sin to be avoided at 
all costs, to be expiated by washing your body and the 
clothes covering it. 
It is Shahus concern for the untouchable down trod-
den that makes him out as the greatest Indian prince 
of the 20th century. Apart from the laws relating to 
their education, referred to above, he made laws to 
abolish the practice of untouchability in his state. 
Inspired by the life and work of Mahatma Phule he 
devoted himself to the uplift of the untouchables and 
the abolition of untouchability. Apart from providing 
schools, hostels, scholarships and other educational 
fecilities for the untouchable castes, as referred to 
above, he issued the following orders which show 

paths even to modern statesmen and administrators: 
1. On 6

th
 November 1909, he made it compulsory for 

the Municipal Borough to contribute and start 
provident Fund for all its untouchable employees 
and made this fund exempt from attachment by 
money lenders. 

2. On 30
th

 August 1918, perhaps for the first time in 
the history of India, Shahu made a Vanthukum di-
recting preference to be given to untouchable 
castes in the appointment of Talathis (Village Of-
ficer). 

3. On 11
th

 October 1919 Shahu issued an order pro-
hibiting religions apartheid in the range of the 
Hindu religion by closing down the separate state 
schools for untouchables and declaring all state 
schools open to all castes including untouchables 
without any discrimination. 

4. On 8
th

 October 1919, Shahu issued an order pro-
hibiting discrimination against untouchables. 

5. On 22
nd

 August, 1919, Shahu Revenue, Judicial or 
General Department must treat the untouchables 
who have entered the state service with kindness 
and equality.

12
 

Economic Policies: Shahu, unlike his contemporary 
rulers in India and foreign countries, meticulously 
framed interventionist economic and administrative 
policies for the all round advancement of the econo-
my and backward classes. For example, removal of 
communal barriers on admissions to institutes of 
higher education (1896), reservation of 50 percent 
posts in the public-sector to the backward classes 
(1902), abolition of most of the “Watans” and the sys-
tem of “Balute”, (1917-18), introduction of free and 
compulsory education, promotion of community wise 
hostels (1901 to 1915) and the others. He also paid 
equally great attention to the implementation of the-
se measures. 
Chatrapati Shahu attempted to fulfill following objec-
tives through his economic policies.

13 

1. Expansion and reconstruction of public admin-
istration with the objects of rendering it broad-
based, responsible and capable of implementing 
his policies. 

2. Removal of economic drudgery and social retarda-
tion to which masses were subjected by providing 
employment opportunities, free or subsidized so-
cial services. 

3. Leveling up of the income of the poor agricultur-
ists, artisans, industrialists and traders and pa-
ripassu effect development of the economy by 
providing infra-structure facilities (primary, high-
er and technical education, roads, water works, in-
terests-free and cheap loans, etc.) 

4. Obviating the pitfalls of stateism or private mo-
nopoly in industry, finance and commerce by en-
couraging “Joint-sector” industries and coopera-
tives and encouraging small-scale private firms by 
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giving fiscal, monetary and real incentives, and  
5. Trying to attain both the objectives of equity and 

revenue needs by adopting progressive tax and 
non-tax policies and relying considerably on unor-
thodox methods of finance like borrowings. 

Educational policies: The Maharaja had a desire to 
make primary education compulsory. For that pur-
pose he formulated a scheme in 1912 to start village 
schools on a watandari system by granting rent-free 
lands to school master14. It should be remembered 
that primary education had not been at all neglected 
since Maharaja took over the administration in 1894. 
The number of primary schools in 1913-14 was 214, 
while number of pupils in them was 13.812. that was 
satisfactory progress by itself

15
.  Parajirao Jadhav was 

made in charge of the scheme. It was the Maharaja’s 
ambition that every village should have a school and 
the selection of the school teacher should be made by 
the members of the school committee

16
.   

In 1914 it was found that the report of the committee 
appointed by his highness last year for giving free 
primary education in Kolhapur state was not yet out. 
In the meanwhile, his highness ordered, the school 
masters selected under the scheme should a monthly 
salary of Rs.7 exclusive of one rupee for contingency 
allowance during the interim period that would 
elapse between the date of his joining his duties and 
that of the Inamland to him

17
. The degree educational 

inspector was made in charge of this scheme. A 
committee of three non-Brahmin gentlemen was ap-
pointed to frame a scheme for introducing compulso-
ry primary education in the state. Maharaja intro-
duced Marathi in Balbodh script as the state medium 
of correspondence from January 1914. All correspond-
ence was to help common man to do his work inde-
pendently with the state and the public department. 
In July 1917 a sum of Rs.8,000 out of state Revenues 
and Rs.20,000 out of the new deosthen (Charitable 
gifts) department was sanctioned for the purpose of 
making primary education free and compulsory. The 
post of inspector of free and compulsory educational 
department was created. The compulsory education 
committee’s rules were approved by the Huzoor on 
11

th
 September 1917

18
. This officer opened twenty-

seven schools in 1917 and ninety-five schools at differ-
ent villages in 1918. Of these the first school was 
opened by his highness the Chatrapati Maharaja at 
Chikhali, Peta Karveer, on 4th March, 191819.  
These schools provided means of education for the 
boys of a hundred villages, the population of which 
was estimated at 75,854. The total number of boys 
attending these schools was 4,631 and the expendi-
ture incurred in connection there with amounted to 
Rs.5,986. Thereafter, the two education departments 
were merged in one and given under the charge of 
educational inspector in 1919-20 with three assistants 
to help him

20
. He also encouraged various organiza-

tions to set up school boarding for the poor boys and 
gave them sufficient grant for their expenses with a 
motive that the students in the boarding would be-
come good and responsible citizens of India

21
. 

The Maharaja sent many scholars to foreign countries 
who came back with flying colours, to serve the na-
tive state. The Maharaja had paid more attention to 
the education of the depressed classes. He abolished 
the separate schools for them in 1919, and issued or-
ders for admitting them in common schools making 
them to sit together, and asking all students to mix 
with each other without any restriction of caste and 
creed. Women’s education was also made free by 
providing free lodging and boarding to the women 
belonging to Backward Classes

22
. Thus it can be seen 

that the Maharaja strove his best to spread education 
among his ryots. In 1894 when the Maharaja took 
over the administration the non-Brahmin students 
were 8,088. This figure shot-up to 21,027 in the year 
1921-22. The Scheduled Castes students were 234 in 
1894 but due to Maharajas efforts and encouragement 
2,169 students were found taking advantage of free 
and compulsory education in 1921-22. At the begin-
ning the state was spending one lakh rupees this 
augmented to three lakhs in 1922. 
Reservation Policies: Shahu thought it wise and 
right to try to silence the voices from the grave, be-
ginning from Manusmriti which was, as it were, the 
Magna Carta of the Brahmin castes in this country. 
These shastras declare Brahmins sovereign over all 
other Varnas while denying their right and punishing 
them with death or with punishments similar to that. 
Brahmins were also vested with fundamental rights 
obnoxious to reason and humanity while oppressing 
and suppressing all workers and peasants as inferior 
to them. These repeaters of Vedic and the other man-
tras in Sanskrit also prohibited the tongue for the 
downtrodden and imposed religious slavery, includ-
ing the most shameful and shocking practices of un-
touchability-an undying shame to Hindu philosophy, 
culture and religions. 
For the first time, in the entire history of India, Hin-
dus, belonging to castes other than Brahmin caste, 
were considered worthy of being educated and re-
cruited to high non-fighting or non-dusty or dirty 
posts in the state service by an Indian ruler, when 
Shahu Maharaj issued on July 26, 1902 an order from 
England reserving 50 percent of the posts in the ser-
vices of the state for the backward classes. This was 
the first real attempt to dethrone the blind Brahmin 
Dharitarashtras (Bureaucrats) who maintained their 
posts for centuries through the rise and fall of all em-
pires (Hindu, Muslim, foreign or mixed) to the exclu-
sion of the castes described by them as Shudras

23
. 

Religious Policies: Swami Vivekananda once said 
that 80 percent of people professing faith and practic-
ing rituals of religious cheat themselves and others; 15 
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percent go mad; and 5 percent come to know a little, 
Shahu Maharaja was one among the 5 percent. He 
was greatly influenced by Dayananda Saraswathi’s 
Arya Samaj movement and Mahatma Phule’s Satya 
Sodhak movement. He appears to have been keenly 
thinking of modern scientific rationalism on social, 
religious and economic matters. He deprecated ex-
ploitation of masses in the name of religion. He was 
always secular in his outlook and his faith was in one 
god, one brotherhood. But he did not discourage 
many ways of worship; he condemned the caste sys-
tem with all the free he could command. Having re-
gard to these attitudes of his, he made laws: 
1. To subject to the rule of law and reason, the secu-

lar management of temples. Maths and other 
places of religious worship without unnecessary 
interference with religious beliefs and practices; 

2. To absorb in the state service after education as 
many people as possible from all religious and 
communities. 

3. To put down untouchability practiced by Hindus; 
4. To spread education among the masses and re-

lieve them from the religious stigma of slavery 
called “Shudra” status under the die-hard Chatur-
varna system. 

He considered Marathas as Kshatriyas and when this 
was challenged there was a bitter controversy be-
tween him and the orthodox Brahmins in 1900. The 
said Brahmins continued to malign him during his 
life with the aid of some Brahmin leaders of Poona. 
This switched on the spirit of Martin Luthear, Henry 
VIII and Mahatma Phule and Mahatma Gandhi which 
dwelt in the discerning and humanitarian soul of the 
Maharaja. He must have felt like every honest, sincere 
truth lover in India: 
“My Caste” knowest thou that there is a caste 
Above my caste or thine; 
Brahmin and Rajput are but dust 
To that immortal line. 
Wide as the world, free as the air 
Pure as the pool of death 
The caste of all Earth’s noble hearts 
Is the right soldier’s faith. 
With such a “right soldier’s faith” he was confronted 
with three alternatives: 
1. To surrender shamelessly to the caste system with 

graded inequalities and the practice of untoucha-
bility, as interpreted for a thousand and more 
years by the tyranny of the priestly and other so-
called twice born castes, with a view to maintain-

ing their own selfish prerogatives and privileges in 
the religious, social, economic and political life of 
our people; 

2. To replace the priests in his place and religious 
institutions in his state by priests who would rec-
ognize the secular authority of the Maharaja as 
superior and his status as Kshatriya; 

3. To abolish the chaturvarna system by rooting it 
out lock, stock and barrel, 

But Shahu found (i) and (iii) impossible and resorted 
to (ii). He made laws to prohibit the practice of un-
touchability in the public as this was to be the dyna-
mite to the rack-bottom, sheet-anchor of the caste 
system. He also made laws to permit inter-caste mar-
riages. The most spectacular exercise of the legal au-
thority in this respect was his action relating to the 
Shankara Charya Maths. He attached the properties 
and appointed a new Swami. Dr. Kurtkoti abolished 
the watans of Kulkarnis, which gave opportunities to 
Brahmin Kulkarinis for misusing their economic, ad-
ministrative and political power over the masses. 
When this was done, Dr.Kurtkobi absconded from 
Kolhapur. Shahu was then appointed Kshatriya Jagat-
guru. He created Shivaji Maratha Vedic School and 
appointed a Maratha (Babasaheb Khanvilker) as its 
head. Shahu Maharaj boldly implemented the re-
forms even by his own personal conduct in the pub-
lic. His funeral ceremonies were done by his own per-
sonal conduct in the public. His funeral ceremonies 
were done by Maratha students of Shivaji Maratha 
Vedic School at the instance of his queen. He lived 
worked and did in “the right soldier’s faith”

24
. 

It is intense humanism that actuates on to take great 
steps towards social equality. Indeed, the great inter-
est Shahu created in the others for his rule was the 
result of the human touch and warmth with which he 
conducted his work, not only by giving amenities to 
the indigent Brahmins, non-Brahmins, women, poor, 
farmers and untouchables irrespective of caste and 
creed, but by being the real protector and benefactor 
of his people. Shahu played his historic role magnifi-
cent by in the construction of a new society and a 
better world. It was a noble drama in which the con-
quest of dehumanizing evils was made of shining 
principles of humanism, replacing darkness with 
light. Plato visualized a time when philosophers 
would be kings. He did not forsee the day when 
princes would be social revolutionaries. Shahu was 
indeed a man of great soul, a man of simple greatness 
and a people’s social philosopher.  
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