
INTRODUCTION

Lala Lajpat Rai was one of the freedom fighters of India who realized that the political

freedom of the country was impossible without the social emancipation of the society and no

political freedom is possible without reforming the condition of depressed classes. He opined

that the real basis to uplift these classes is ‘Education’. Education only can awaken the

downtrodden to realization of true facts and only could lead them to purify their thought and

action.  It will raise their children to such level that society will welcome making relationships

with them and this will lead them to reach honored and renowned positions. This is the only

way which will enable them to eliminate many unnecessary unpleasant features from their

work and occupation, which today alienate brother Hindus from them1.

Lala Lajpat Rai believed that socially depressed classes are looked down upon,

educationally nowhere and further the modern economic conditions have hit them in a worst

manner. Their vocations are gone, they have been reduced to the position of unskilled day

workers. Their children and women also have been forced by the circumstances to take out

a living by working in the mills or in the canals2. He said that something must be done

immediately to give them some education for saving them and Hindu society as well3.  They

are Integral part of Hindu Society and Hindus cannot afford to lose them in any condition.

Lajpat Rai said, ‘in my eyes chief merit of this work lies in forcing or persuading Hindu

society to assimilate these classes and raise them to respectable positions in the social scale’.

From that point of view he appreciated the methods of Arya Samaj to provide education to

Dalits. It is Arya Samajists who opened and maintained Schools, Colleges, Vidyalyas and

Gurukulas for the education of their boys and girls and reclaiming those who would otherwise

be lost to the society4.

 In order to meet this objective he believed that no amount of “Shuddhi” ceremonies

will bring about any positive result unless education is provided to them. He made an humble

appeal to Punjab Hindus and Punjab Arya Samajists do not profess merely a lip service for

these classes. it is time that that you should  come forward and donate some money as a
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practical proofs of their genuineness to uplift them in giving education5.

 Lajpat Rai appears started taking interest in the condition of Dalits in the early years

of twentieth century. We do not find any reference to the condition of depressed classes in

his writings before 1907. Nor do we get any impression of his earlier engagement with this

issue in any of the scholarly works published so far. To raise the status of these classes he

devoted his special to provide them education. To fulfill his mission he made use of every

public or private platform and wrote extensively in newspapers, books and articles and

delivered several speeches for this great cause throughout his life6.

During the famine of 1908, Lajpat Rai visited affected areas of North India for the

relief work and desired to establish a mission for the relief, education and uplifting of the

depressed classes  with its ramifications in all parts of the country. In Oudh he desired if the

zeal for famine relief be continued in non-famine days and funds be collected and supplied

for precautionary measures I am sure we may be able to do something for these wretched

classes by providing centers for education and information as to labour market and wages

for these unfortunate sons and daughters of Oudh the land of Rama and Sita7.

In 1909, when Lajpat Rai arrived in India from England, first time he devoted special

attention to the matter of the education of the depressed classes and been quietly trying to

open a few schools for them in the different parts of the province. Two of these were

opened in Jullundher, two in Kangra and two in Lahore. Besides, Lajpat Rai communicated

with several other places and tried to influence local leaders to open similar schools with or

without their help8.

During this work Lajpat Rai experienced that orthodox Hindus everywhere are opposed

to the education of the untouchables. But, otherside educated and enlightened Hindus of all

are agreed on the necessity of giving education to them and do not want to see them leaving

the fold of Hinduism9. After a good deal of close and anxious thinking Lajpat Rai arrived at

the following conclusions and suggested the following measures to speed up the work:

a) There is dire need for Central Provincial organization for the protect the educational

interests of the dalits of the Punjab.

b) This organization should have a central fund at its disposal.

c) There should be full-time Secretary working for this noble cause.

d) The Organization should have a few dedicated and earnest missionary members of

high character to work whole-heartedly for this mission and they should be above party and

sectarian prejudices.

e) In every District, a local organization will work to co-operate with Central Provincial

Organization.

f) As far as possible, these organizations should encourage different Hindu Samajs

and Sabhas to open schools for these downtrodden for providing them much economic

help10.

Lajpat Rai believed that the most important and significant work of the well-wishers of

these classes is education. Zealous educational work among these classes will convince our

brothers more than anything else. Our real good wishes for them will impress upon them and

truth of our concern in the favour their interests and well-being11.

He made an appealed to the Hindu society, ‘let us open schools for untouchables, and
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let us send high class Hindu boys to these schools; let us start work for them where they may

come in easy contact with others. Walls of separation will then crumble down’. He gave

example of Ambala District, where caste distinctions prevail with great vigour in schools of

Chamars, the children of Mahajans, Brahmins, and other castes go for their education, and

the same is true about Lahore. According to him the Schools and Workshops are the most

efficient engines for destroying fake caste pretentions. Let us all, therefore, who wish to

raise the status of our downtrodden brothers, put our best endeavor, our utmost strength in

providing the means of their education12.

He was fully aware that for all this we need men and money. He was sure that if we

are able to convince men to come together then after that money will flow automatically. He

said, we need workers who carry in their hearts the love of faith and who possess the

courage of their convictions. He was keen that the men, who are inspired by the love of

humanity; who cherished the sweet trust of their motherland; and who carry in their bosom

a belief of high destiny of their race should come forward to educate the children of Dalits13.

Lala Lajpat Rai encouraged the youth by appealing them to grab the opportunity and take up

this divine work in your lives; It will enrich your community and your country14.

Lala Lajpat Rai expressed his disappointment, when at the first Hindu Educational

Conference at Lahore in 1912, during Easter Holidays; the subject of the depressed classes

could not be adequately discussed for want of time.  He was of the opinion that importance

of the subject admits of no delay and cannot afford to postpone its consideration for another

year15.

In December, 1913, in his Presidential Speech at a Hindu Conference in Karachi, Lajpat

Rai said, the Arya Samaj reclaims depressed classes by admitting them to the privilege of

Dwija. A special organization was formed to look after the education of these classes, called

the Megh Udhar Sabha. This organization maintained a central school and several primary

schools in the province16. In Gurdaspur, Hoshiarpur, and Lahore Districts of Punjab thousands

of depressed class people were reclaimed and this organization regularly looking after their

educational and other needs.

In July 1913, Lajpat Rai himself purchased a large plot of land at Lahore on the other

side of the Ravi at a cost of Rs. 21,000 to build a central home and central school for the

depressed class mission17. He used a portion of the balance of the famine relief fund raised

by him in 1908, towards the uplift of depressed classes, and maintained some primary schools

scattered over the province for the benefit of these classes. Some of these schools started

receiving government grants too18.

In February 20, 1914 again in an article published in The Tribune, Lajpat Rai appealed

to the people for the financial help to establish schools for untouchables. He said, ‘educationally

these classes are the most backward in the province, and education is, after all, by far the

greatest and most potent uplifter of human beings’. This is the sacred duty of every Hindu to

bring knowledge to the doors of our depressed class brethren. Every Hindu must be prepared

to make some sacrifice of his time, attention, and money for these untouchables 19. In the

matter of Hindu ‘untouchables’ it is a call, which should appeal to the Hindu religious and

social sense of duty as well, because the case of the ‘untouchables’ is essentially the cause

of Hinduism. Over and above, it is being cause of humanity and cause, which should appeal
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to the best interest of Indian patriotism. He wanted to establish schools for the spread of

elementary education among  Hindu ‘untouchables’ and made an appeal to all classes of

Hindus to help him in this work in the hope that his appeal will find a positive response20.

Lala Lajpat Rai expressed that there are people who fear that if the untouchables

acquired education, there would be no one to do their jobs.  He openly asked such Hindus

that can you really prevent them from getting educated? The central issue is whether our

untouchable brethren receive education for its own sake or whether they want to serve the

society by their education. He was very clear that the untouchables form the very foundation

of Indian society, if they leave us, our condition would become worse. We should try to raise

their status, it’s the only way. If they leave us, the work they have been doing for you till now,

will have to be done by yourself. If you consider it improper to do it yourself, then you have

to make use of gadgets and machines21.

In 1916, when Lala Lajpat Rai went to United States of America second time, he

studied the condition of Negroes in that country and compared that problem with the depressed

classes of India. One of the things that prompted Lala Lajpat Rai to pay this visit to United

States of America was his desire to study the Negro problem and to acquaint himself with

the methods that were being adopted for the education and uplift of the Negro population of

The United States of America. After studying the condition of Negroes, he also authored a

book “The United States of America: A Study of Hindu Impression” and a special chapter

was written by him in that book on the education of the Negroes in that country. He did not

find much difference between the pitiful condition of Indian depressed classes and the Negroes

of America22.  He wrote that the Negro is the PARIAH of America23. We witness Lala

Lajpat Rai’s untiring efforts for this cause, so, it is evident that how much he was concerned

and worried about the degrading condition of the depressed classes.

He advocated that from  every point of view, whether that of humanity, justice or fair

play, or that of self-interest,  it is the bounden duty of so called Hindus to give a helping hand

to their brothers of the ‘ low castes ‘ and raise them socially as well as intellectually24. He

warned the countrymen that if they did not treat untouchables well, the British will use them

as a weapon against the Indian aspiration of Swaraj and this apprehension of Lala Lajpat Rai

proved true later on. He advocated the use of active propaganda against the rigidity of caste

system and organization of common workshop and educational and economic facilities for

the untouchables25.

Lajpat Rai suggested that the spread of education among the depressed classes is a

concrete and a practical solution for the eradication of the untouchability. That would make

them self-conscious and will also enhance their social status. What is most urgently needed

for them is the education, which will produce leaders and reformers amongst themselves

and which will give them a status and position in the social organism. He opined that it is in

the best interest of the nation that the education of our depressed classes should be taken in

hand at the earliest with great zeal and courage. The education of these classes will also help

in improving our economic problem. He said, here is the valuable material going to waste and

rotting without giving full value to the country. He saluted to those, who cared for devoting

their time, energy and money to the cause of these untouchables, whom the country and its

leaders have neglected so long and so much26.
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Lajpat Rai made British government responsible for this deteriorated condition of the

depressed classes for not doing enough to eradicate it and not doing enough to provide

education to them. According to him it was the responsibility of the government to see that

no citizen remains untrained, uneducated, unprivileged and deprived of his rights27.

Lala Lajpat Rai wrote in an another article in The Tribune on 17 March, 1924 that all

were entitled to read the Vedas. Even a sweeper has as much right to study religious scriptures

as a high caste Hindu. He appreciated that Hindu Sabha had passed resolution to opening

schools and temples for untouchables28. He believed that the ignorance of these classes is

the greatest hindrance in the way of the progress of the Indian society. A great deal of what

negative exists in the minds of upper caste Hindus against social intercourse with these

classes will disappear itself, if these people were educated. At present they are hopelessly in

a bad condition and need our attention29.

On 17 November, 1927, Lajpat Rai wrote an article in The People against the British

Government in Punjab and criticized it for not giving any attention to the education of depressed

classes.  He said that good deal was done in Bombay and Madras by the government of

those Presidencies to educate and uplift these classes. The Government of Punjab and its

education department have done nothing for depressed classes. Lala Lajpat Rai raised the

question before the authority that are not the depressed classes, Chamars, the Valmikis, the

Domes, the Meghs, the Vashishtas, the Rohtias, the Ramdasias and the Mahjabis, etc.

backward classes? If they are, why not the education department of Punjab gives them

same facilities which it has been giving to other ‘backward’ classes for a number of years?

Why does the government shirk its duties towards these classes? Is it because they are not

vocal and cannot make things unpleasant? Will not some members of Legislative Council

ask the Education Minister on the subject?30  He also questioned that why are the members

of these classes refused admission into the Police? Are they not subject of His Majesty?

Why is the differential treatment accorded to them? Lajpat Rai pointed that Miss Mayo has

stated in her book Mother India that the Hindu members of the Punjab Legislative Council

have been opposing educational facilities for the depressed classes. He responded that this

of course a lie. It is really the government that is in the way. Will the members see that the

government is made to do its duties towards these classes31?  The government is forgetting

the contribution of noble Hindus and Hindu organizations who are working tirelessly for their

unfortunate brethren from last three decades. Lajpat Rai explained that only the people of

Punjab have done much more than the government, for the education of the depressed

classes. He further, explained that we have provided special schools; we have given

scholarships; we Hindus have opened the wells for them, which the government never

provided for them, considering that there were the classes who were so much oppressed by

tyrannical Hindus. But, we Hindus are more interested to uplift them than the government

itself32.

In, February 1928, in Legislative Council, Lajpat Rai, criticized the British Government

openly for not doing substantial, for the education of these classes. He exposed the government

by saying that the depressed classes have come to existence for the government since 1917,

for fulfilling its political goal. Before that these classes did not exist at all for the English

government33. He challenged the British government that what the authority has done for the
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education of these classes for last 25 years?  Whatever government did was all eye-wash.

It was Arya Samaj which started this move out of humanitarian and unselfish motives by

opening several schools and organizations and still doing great for the education of these

classes and their uplift34.

On, 28 February 1928, Lajpat Rai delivered a speech in Legislative Assembly and

requested to the assembly to make the amendment in the resolution on the question of

education of the depressed classes by requesting Governor-General in Council to sanction

One Crore rupees for the education of the these classes. The government should issue

orders that all wells that are not private, all public streets and roads, and all institutions which

are financed or managed partly or wholly from public funds be opened to the depressed

classes35. Lajpat Rai spoke in the House that there are only three provinces out of nine in

which special steps are alleged to have been taken to provide facilities for the depressed

classes and one of them is United Provinces, where great credit is due to the minister of this

province. Another two provinces Bombay and Madras are doing little for the same purpose

on line of United Provinces. If the government is sincere and claiming that it is not playing a

political game and really interested in the education of the depressed classes then it should

spend one crore rupees for their education36.

Hence it can be easily understood that Lajpat Rai like Mahatama Gandhi and B.R.

Ambedkar worked tirelessly for the betterment of depressed classes of India in a practical

manner to raise their social, economic and intellectual status. In fact, he was pioneer of both

of them in this noble cause.   He knew the importance of these classes for Hindu society and

for the whole life he worked for them. He not only criticized Hindu upper classes for doing

this discrimination to them but attacked the British government for neglecting these classes

and not giving any importance to them. He went to every extent to uplift these classes. He

realized that only education can raise their status in the society and he did not even hesitate

to provide financial help for this noble cause from his own pocket, whenever needed. He

contributed a great deal to uplift this depresses section of Hindu society.
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