CHAPTE" w 1

MAHARASHTRA IN THE BEGINNING

OF NIKNETEENTH CENTURY




In the year 1818, the British defeate? the last
Peshwa ruler Bajirac II and thereby destroyed the Maratha
powver and susecuently they established their rule in
Msharashtra, Later they subjugated the remaining parts of
Intia and by the year 18%7, they virtually becsme the
masters of Indian Sub-continent, This advent of the British
power in India vas important not only from the politicel
voint of view, The most powerful and enduring effect of the
British rule in India {s the intallectual dsvelayment of
the people on an entirely new line, and the consemuent
chanjes in their political, social, religious and economic
outlock.l It may be said without much exaggeration, that

India passed from medieval to modern ace in the ninoteenth

century,?

In 1818, the Enilish took over the reins of the
overmmental machinery from Bajirao the zx.’ In the
baginning of the nineteenth century the volitical contition
of Maharsshtra was extremely propitious for its conmuest by
8 well orjanised, united econmomically and militarily more
advanced, forei’m power, Unfortunately, for the !larathas,
they lost nearly all of their wise and emerienced lenders
like Mahadaji Sindhia, Tukoji Holkar, and Nana ‘hadnis, the
man who had kept the Maratha confederacy tocether for the
30 years, towards the close of the 13th century, Particularly
after the death of Nana Phadnis in 1800, the  aratha



confederacy had become & Droken rsed, After him, there wes
no Maraths statesman worth the name who could save the
Maratha confederacy from the crafty desions of the powerful
English, What was worse, the Maratha chisfs were encaged in
bitter fratricidal strife, Dlind to the real danger from the
repidly advancin- foreigner, Yeshwant Reo Holkar on one side
and Daulat Rao Sindhis and eshwz Bajirso II on the other
side were locked in mortel m.‘ This misersdble and
chaotic condition still deteriorated in the regime of the
last “eshwa ruler Bajirao I1I (1796~1818),

The aje of Bajirao II, was sn aje of moral decline,

It was an ers of rank selfishness, narrow prejuxiices and
colossal cowardice, It is useless to expect patriotic or
moble conduct in the cause of their country from those
selfish poltroons,? Peshve Bajirao IT himself was a man of
vary mean character and had no hold over his sdninistration,
His loose Dehaviour invited anarchy in Mnhurahtm.‘» Most
of the historians expressed their firm oninion that he was
not at all a capable ruler and lacked totally in all those
abilities »s a ruler, During his regime selfishness began ¢o
reion supreme in the Maratha society, luxary began to sap
its vital ethical forces, selfish motives had siparseded all
other nobler instincts like national patriotism and unity,
the character and civil and military ability of the leaders
had been at its lowest ebd, every man in those decenarate
times acted onm the principle of "everyone for hingelf"



with the result that there was none of ocutstanding capacity
to lead the Marathas in the battle field or unite them in
a com:on endeavour against the foreign enamy,

This misersble and cheotic condition of Maharashtra
crested rather favourable situstion for the British, who had
by then c- nsiderably improved their position in India and
who were waiting for an ovportunity ¢ interfere in the

Maraths affairs and to overwhelm the Maratha confederacy,
and they secured it vhen a clash developed between Peshwa
Bajiran II and his Maratha nobles after the death of Nama
“hadnis .

Under such precarious condition alao Bajirao II
showed no wisdom. On the contrary by his vindictive policy
he not only lost aympathy of his sardars bwialso by his
systen of revenue farming made his subjects lon for a change
of Jovermment even if it could not be other than that of the
foreigners, Peace and stability and security were what the
Narrashed pesple now longed for, they had emourh of wars,
nlunders, tortures and famines, Maturally, wvhemn Bajireo 1IX
finally tried o throw off the British tutelace, the Maratha
sardars were not inclined to risk their all in & vain combat
with the Pnglish with such a2 vacillating man as Bafirso I
as their leader, "s a result, Bajirso II was defeated Dy
the Pritisher in the year 1818 and the English stepped into
his shoes as the sumerain of the confederacy anl the Maratha

Empire which his ancestors had done 80 much to0 create camoe o
sn inglorious au!."



This transfer of power is marked by social
awekenin; smon; the Maratha people, “fter this, a generation
of thinkers pondered ovar the plight of their people amd
tried to juide them in several walks of 1ife.? The Britisn
rulers and aduinistrators introduced and broucht about a
series of reforms in Maharashtra, A soclety which was
drowned head-long in medieval ideas sbout the world wes
pulled out by the British, In other words, this neriod
wiinessed the transition fro: medieval to the mlern ave,

In fact, in Mshareshtra this was not the first
political change, Before the emergence of British power,
Maharsshtrs wvas ruled by the Mughals mnd manv other foreign
aggreasive rulers, Fspecially the Mughals ruled this reqgion
for nearly three hundred years, Murinc this period, the
Msharashtrian people suffered to a great extent, They
epperionced 8 vary niserable 1ife at that time, In spite of
this, it is interestin; to note that apart from & fow
fanilies or individuals who were directly affected, the
middle class or the masses took any serious views of these
politicsl wheavals, Their social life remained unchanged,
Their sccial mind was never disturbed, "here is no indication
that there was any general outery against the slien rulers
ap such, far less any idea of organiged resistonce against
them, In brief prior to the establismoent of Pritish regime
in Msharsshtra, nearly for seven hundred yenrrs s-cial setewp
of Msherashtra remained static and stadble, lMoreove:r, seven
hudyred years of foreim rule had gsanped tha political



vitality of the Hindus and uwprooted yhatever national
comsciousness they ever posauaod.’

But wvhen the Bricish rule was established in
Maharashtra, due to English education and the flow of Wastern
ideas, there emarged many waves of transformation at all
levels . in the social life of Maharashtra, Before this a
geest and wondrous country of ours, was lying prostrate in
chains, with a soclety that had become degenarate and stage
nant and her economic wealth impoverished and exploited, ™
it fall the impact of the west, throuch the conduit of
English eduecation, The result was what has usually been
tarmed as the Indian Renaissance, “erhaps its createst qife
wes the growth of retionalism, which ia to be equated with

a spirit of inquiry and protest against relicious »nA
social evils, s-ainst blind faith in traditional authorities,
dognas, traditions, beliefs and customs, This tended to
secura freedam of thought and mind and hence reform and
projress in religious, social and political uzo.""

In this way, after the establishment of British
rule in Maherashtrs, due to its contact with wegstern culture
there 'mrqed the first generation of reformers imbued in
western thoughts and ideas. They cherished liberal views amd
swported the csuse of sensible and practical reforms, New

literary types, reform of the lanquage, social reconstruction,
political aspirations, relicsious movements and oven changes
in manners that originated in Maharashtra, srecded w the



the process of transformation, with the estsblishment of
British rule and introduction of western education, a new
age in the life of Maharashtrs begsn, This new ace is the
age of remaissance in Mgharashtra, In order t» understand
the nature and magnitude of the great transformation, it is
esmential to know the general condition of lsharashtra on
the eve of the establishment of British rule,

Lack of Unity ’mong The Marethas i

A mmber of new roble Maratha families and chiefs
energed in Peshwe regime but there was no cshasion among them,
especially in the latter half of the Peshwe rogime, They were
not loyal and faithful to their central sutho-ity, even ¢
their state and society, On the contrary they remained busy
in fighting against each other, plundering the territories,
asccumelating their own wealth and in gaining own prestice
and power, Pven at the very end of the eighteenth cemtury,
when the danger of "ritish domination over India should have
beon patent t» all, there was o cdthesion among the “aratha
‘chiefs, who fouht with one another and could ot take any
concerted action agaimst the British, even in the war, waged
by them at the begimning of the 19th century, which sealed
their fate, ot only this, but even the miputs, the Jats,
the Shikhs and the Bengalis also maintained suprome indiff.-
erence towards them, Especislly the Benjalis »nd the Zajputs
ranenbered the horrors of the raids by the Marathas and
cherished intense hatred against them, Though the iMarathas



in the later part of Feshws regime, sxtended the boundaries
of their state, still because of lack of unity and feeling
of nationality, vesulted in weskening the very foundstion

of Maratha state, % fer as the coomon poople ware concerned,
their vision seldom extended beyond the narrow horizon of

n Moreover, at this eritical period,
Peshwe rulers were also mot cmpable enouch ¢y ontml the
situation,

their own petty state,

It would be hardly any exajgeration t» gtate that
at the begiming of the 19th century mafority of liaratha
chiefs and even the “eshwa ruler made rmo effarts of uniting
together the Maratha people for the protection of their state,
when the danger of British dmmination over the “aratha state
and over India should have been patent to all, s they 314
not possess a comron goal and s sense of unity for achieving
that joal, they lost their freedom,

Soeug snd Social Life

The social strugture of Maharashtra in the begimning
of the 19th century was the same es it was prevalent in

India a8 a wivle, The general framework of the Hindu society
and religion which existed in A.D 1200 414 not undergs any
radical chanje during the six hWundred years that followed,
he Hindus at the begimning of the 19th century exhibited
the same fundamental characteristics as in the 13th, A deep-
rooted belief in a number of gods and goddesses, universsl



practice of image worship, rigid casteaysten with its
sttendant restrictions sbout touch, food and marriage, child
marriage and the strict prohidbition of remarriace of widows
etc . indicate the rigidity of the society, % far as the
comnon massas were concernsd, religion meant only sn
unending series of rituals and ceremonies, performed in
strict accordance with scriptursl rules, Telicion as a
source of moral purity and spiritual force, excrcised little

influence over a large section of the commnon pmplc.n

In general people used ¢o believe that .04 has
created gociety and it is unchangadle, man cannot introduce
any change in the structure of society at any lovel and if
he makes such sttenpts, it will prove harmful for him,
Knowledge although a powerful weapon useful for hunan
progress, was unfortunately neglected totally by the peonle,
On the contrary they developed tendency % adfust with the
chan :ing circunstances without any sion of protest or
resistance, In the 16¢th and 17th centuries, the saints anA
prophaets of ¥sharashtra also presched in the smme manner,
They balieved in the doctrine of noneresistance and cuiet
resignation to the will of 0d.}% merefore, ‘he soirit of
resistance was not at all murtured in the society, On the
contrary fatalism becmme the characteristic of the society,
Thoush durin; the Maraths period, Chhatrapati Shivaii and
other Maratha rulers proved succassful in resisting the then
Muzhal rulers, still our basic social structure ranained in

fact, So far ss the common masses were ocncerned, upto the
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emargence of British regime, they remained under profound
influence of blind beliefs, age-old traditions, wvalues,
rituals and superstitions vhich resulted in overall deteri-
oration of the society, Long sudbjection to alien rule, lack
of eoontact with the prograssive f£irces of the vorld and a
stereotyped system of education leading to knowledge which
was based upon blind faith impervious to reason- all these
told upon the mental and moral outlook of men an? s~ciety,ld

Morsover, the Hindu society lacked intornal cbhesion

on account of the numerous castas, which subdivided it, Prom
the sascial point of view, this division resultoed in geners-
ting a narrowy e:clusive spirit vhich proved fatal t» patrie-
otism or nationalism, Unfortunately, attemta were not made
to brin; all these groups and subegroups together, and
infuse anong then sense of oneness, Fowever, in the process
of sociel integration of lower castes with the upper castes,
the earliest efforts were made by Mukundraj end Dnyaneshwar
who lived in the 12th and 13th centuries, Mukundrai, the
oldest Marathi poet and was 2 Bratmin by caste, throush his
philosophical writings initiated a movemamt which aimed at
influencin-; the lower and the midile castes oF 'indu socliety,
Then the most sionificant figure was mysnes’nnr, a Brahmin
1ike Mukundraj 2nd vho wrote s comnentary on the Bhagwatqgita
in Marathi which i3 Xmown as the Dnyaneshyari. In empmounding
the Gita for the common man, he took as his princioal theme
bhakti or devotion to B4 an! he is therefore, rejarded as
the founder of the Bhakti-cult, Then this "hakti movement
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which wes initiated Dy the hich caste Bralmins, soon passsed
into the hands of the plabeians like Nmuadeva the Shimpi,

or Tukarsm the Vani, who expressed relicious and philoso~
phical ideas throuch poetry which appealed t» the emotioms
rather than the intellect, and wvhich exercised great influence
over the comon peocple of Maharsshtra, The Bhaktl Saines
tried to undenmnine the obstacles which stood betyeen high and
low castes and pravented the latter from gainin: access
spiritual salvation, 2ut although they adwocatoad the novel
doctrine of the spiritual ecquality of different castas, the
Bhaktl saints desisted from ettacking secular “istinetions

of caste, partly in the interests of social hamony am
partly out of indifference to the material wrld, In shore
by proclaming the spiritual equality of hi-h ~n3 low castes,
the saints of lMaharsshtra were #ble to svres? the values of
Hinduism snong the plebeian castes, "nd as a rrsuvlt of their
proselytisation, different castes and classes wera drawn
close together in the pursuit of common spiritusl ant secular
objectives .33

In this way, all those saints preached tha principle
of acuality in the field of bhakti, They taucht that God does
mt cynsider a8 man's easte and all worshippers 3re equally
dear to him and yet they did practically nothing t>» enforce
l1ike the Protestants, this far-reachin; princinle, They were
of a pecific turn of mind and did mot lov- eontroversy or
contest with anybody, In personal fnwerd relicgion these saints
were denocratic enough but they were €50 much of the "mild
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Hindu' to ficht the dattles of religious richts and
privileges, They only preached good principles, pleaded
pathetically for the outcastes Mut never "protaested” like
the Suropean Peformers, They 4id mot condemn sati, they
shared the feeling of their countrymen about cows, Vedas,
Puranas and personally they revered Bratmins, Thoy accepted
caste as an inatitution of the Hindu world =nl looked won
it as 2n inevitable part of the Hindu social or :anization,
This movement wos inecapable, in its very nature, of raising
man's capacity to think or ¢ act in a real sonno, Their
aodle protast siainst caste ramained forever acndemic,
Therefore, on has 3@ bde aware of the fact that thoush in
17th century Maratha Syarajys was sstablished under the
spirited leadership of the Cresnt Shivaii, still there wes
no basic chanje in the social structure of the soc!.ety.”

Turin; the Peshwa regime also there wes no sign of
soclial chanje in the age-0ld structure of the s ciety. On
the contrary ajo-01d traditions, prohidbition of foreign
travel, blind faith in traditionel suthorities, values,
beliefs and customs etc, ranained in fact, ™hou h in the
latter half of the Peshwa regime, the bounda: ics of the
Maratha state were aextended, enemies were demolished still
the age-0ld traditional way of life remained unlisturbed,
Becruse of the influence of caste system and the varna model
of Hindu structure, the Hindlu society remnined stotie, For
centuries tnrether society remained {in the dark ase, Thare

was o nrogress or developmsent, s a result upto the
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emergence of British power, though the people of Mahava-
shtra, had experienced a number of politiecal changes, still
those political changes could not dbring about sny radical
changes in the society,

In this way, the institutions smd values of
Maharashtra had ornjured into existence a society whose
stability was related to its overesll structurey rather than
to the position of a particular individual or a snecific
cagte within 4it, A a result of such stability, the rise of
a neyw ruling group 4id not bring about sny radical changes
in society, except possibly for the introduction of a
tens ion between the new rulers and the wider camunity, The
stability of Magharashtra was in fact reinforcod by the clash
of interssts between caste and caste, and class and class
and the conse~uent jockeying for positions of nower and
influence, contributed to, instead of underminin- the overall
condition of equipoise,}’

In brief, upto the beginning of the 19th century,
the Hindus exhidbited the same fundamental cheracteristics as
in the 13th century, A society, dewid of sny elanent of
change in it, has continued {n 13 main structursa, the same
as it was ages agy, As a result, principle of ste'mation was
introduced in it, Becruse of the lack of contact with the
progressive forces of the world, lack of rational outlook and
scientific knowledge, the goneral framework of the Hindu
society and religion 2id mot undergo any radical chanjes,
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Their medieval outlook and highly unsatisfactory social
condition hampered their progress,

Influence of Metaphysical Thinking

Before the smergence of British power in Msharashtra
thouch people were enjoying political freedom, still they
wers mot free from the influence of metaphysical thinking,
During this period exponents of orthodox Hinduism preached
the people that the present life on the earth i3 just like a
stop of our eternal journey towards Hokshe,l? loksha means
complete spirituanl realisation, snd which libaerotos the
individual from trials and tribulations of the secular world,
So to attain moksha, pesple instead of achievin: materialise
tic progress ~nl development, rem?ined busy with mmber of
mesningless rituals and empty forms of orthodost '‘infuism,
Pyent 1iterature of this perio? represented the smme attitude,
The scholars of this period, in their writinm save more
enphasis to metaphysical values than the materiaiistic values,
They were always moral and dewout, not hevin: any s»ciasl
ideals, They were not thinking about actual life, hmmon
experiences "nd sufferings etec, for example in the middle of
the 13th century, when the younger generation of the then
Msharashtrs, was totally massacred &{n the hattle of Panipat
(1761), that national calamity mn:}rtakm into account by any
of the contamporary writers or poets, "ven the areat poet
like Moropant also> kept himself busy with Remayan and
Mahabharat, "hus, upto 19th century ocur sonciety remsined under
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the influence of metaphysical thinking, This thinking
continued from Kalhan upto the Marstha saints, prophets and
writers, As a result, upto the mmergence of Sritish regime,
mataerialistic thinkin; wes not at all developed in Mahara-
shtra, Therefore, progress and development of socliety at all
levels was hamered, During the latter half of the "eshwa
regime also, the prisstly hold on the pesple was fimm, On

the one hand thers wes axcessive rituvalism an? on the other
hand there was the yoke of theologieal amd scholastie
learning which resulted in the overall deterioration of the
soclety,

™is was the general condition of the !‘sharashtrisn
society, prior to the estadlistment of Pritish rule in
Maharashtra, Due to their medieval outlook and backward social
o:s;anuteion, their progress and development was hampered to
great extent, "here was no separation of reliion and secular
matters, The structure of s>ciety, social institutions and
their envirormment in the 19th century Msharashtra were not
favoursble to the growth of eritical faculty or thinking
processes as a reagson had no place in the medioval 11!.'0.”
They had not the social meams, social organs or institutions
which could have diffused knowledge in the mmases, even if
they had the desire to 4o so, Because of this modieval
character of our society, even after the downfall of the
Maratha rule and its replacement dy the British nower, our
religious, sociasl and other prejudices prevented many of our

intellectual wglasses from receiving western education and
bringing about any changes in our age old structure of the soeciety,
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