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body at a local level which would harness the enthusiasm of social Education; South India;
reformers to work alongside state and municipal educational autho- compulsory education
rities to increase educational provision for Tamil children. The DECs

gave new opportunities for philanthropists, teachers, parents and pol-

icy-makers to take responsibility for finance, taxation and school man-

agement and to influence the nature of the expansion of compulsory

education in local areas. This paper traces the twenty-year history of the

policy, considering its aims, the successes in pushing for greater educa-

tional provision, and the limitations of using local elites to administer

and encourage reforms which were usually assumed to be the respon-

sibility of the state. The DECs, as a devolved structure of educational

administration, were distinctive in British India, a uniqueness that was

consistently emphasised in the education reports of the period. While

generally forgotten by scholars, they raise interesting questions around

regional difference, the possibilities and constraints of innovation in the

provinces, the role of local elites in the education of children and the

complex intersections of transnational flows of information, local edu-

cational structures and Tamil identity politics.

This paper considers the role of the District Educational Councils (DECs) in expanding
educational provision in the Madras Presidency in the 1920s and 1930s. The DECs were set up
under the 1920 Madras Elementary Education Act and were intended to increase and
regularise elementary education across the presidency, expanding school provision, raising
local taxation and administering local education grants. This was a model of educational
administration unique to the Madras Presidency, and quite different from all other provinces
in India, and that uniqueness was consistently emphasised in all the education reports of the
period, whether at all-India or Madras level. The Delhi-based Bureau of Education, for
example, recognised in 1920 that the legislation was “far more comprehensive and significant
than the Acts passed in other provinces, enabling local bodies to make primary education

compulsory”.' There has been little scholarly interest in this policy, but it raises very
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interesting questions around regional difference and around the possibilities and
limitations of educational and social policy innovation in the provinces, under both
the British Raj and the Congress party. This paper traces the twenty-year history of
this innovation, considering the aims of this policy, the successes in pushing for
greater educational provision, and the limitations of using local elites to administer
and encourage reforms which were usually assumed to be the responsibility of the
state. In particular, the paper considers the role and nature of these councils and
how they functioned in practice.

The Madras Elementary Education Act, passed in 1920, was intended to facilitate the
reorganisation of educational provision and encourage the introduction of compulsory
education in local-authority areas throughout the Madras Presidency. The core principle
was “the extension of elementary education with a view to its ultimately becoming
universal”.”> The main emphasis was on the expansion of basic literacy and numeracy —
what the Auxiliary Committee of The Indian Statutory Commission (henceforth Hartog
Commission) of 1929 later called “3Rs and no nonsense” - but also with increased
attention to the village school as a community hub for public health and for teaching
the children social values such as thrift and self-reliance.” Teaching more children
required more funding, more schools and more teachers and so the DECs were set up
as ad hoc local bodies specifically focused on education who could coordinate resources
and ensure that these ambitious goals were met, without being distracted by other policy
priorities. The DECs were charged with doubling educational provision over ten years, an
ambitious project intended to highlight the enthusiasm of the local governing elite for
elementary education and to educate the population into new forms of citizenship, more
loyal to the state and more capable of fulfilling the demands of its institutions through
basic literacy, numeracy and time discipline. Elementary education was never intended as
education for ambition, instead the aim was to produce a populace who could be trusted
with democracy: “a popular electorate capable of exercising intelligently the primary
functions of citizenship; they should be able to choose their representatives with knowl-
edge and intelligence” and critically engage with the political promises of their leaders.*
Elementary education, as in many countries across the world, was intended as a pre-
emptive training for universal suffrage.

The Act was based on years of educational campaigning at local and national level, and
a widespread recognition that education funding was inadequate, that provision was
poorly organised and elitist, and that a more strategic, but also more decentralised,
approach was needed.” The post-war world saw an increase in the demand within the
presidency for good-quality schooling, particularly for girls, and a desire to regularise the
curriculum so that all boys were offered the same opportunities.® As the Indian Central
Committee Report reflected in 1930: “The old-time apathy of the masses towards
education is being rapidly broken down; there is a real desire for education and many
parents, however poor, are now prepared to make sacrifices in order that their children

?Ibid.

3Auxiliary Committee of the Indian Statutory Commission, Review of the Growth of Education in British India (Delhi:
Government of India, 1929), 78 (Hartog Commission).
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may be educated”.” There was also a growing desire to properly fund an education
system. This was evidenced most clearly in Gokhale’s failed Elementary Education Bill
of 1910, which set out the demand for free, compulsory education for all boys, funded
two-thirds by the state, one-third by local bodies with control by the Department of
Education and local Directors of Public Instruction, to ensure standards. This was an all-
India scheme and Parimala Rao has written extensively about the failure to implement
compulsory education at a national level, which she argues reflected the alarm of power-
ful Congressmen concerned by its equalising agenda, reflecting the bias of caste, class and
patriarchy framed as protection of religion and culture.® Certainly support for compul-
sion was split across different groups, both British and Indian, and was reflective of wider
tensions within the nationalist movement, particularly in the political centres of the
north.” By contrast there was limited opposition to compulsion in south India. In the
Select Committee and in all the debates in the Madras Legislative Assembly between 1918
and 1920, as well as in debates in the local municipal councils, there was very little vocal
opposition to mass education, or even compulsion, even as legislators differed on the
means by which it could be achieved.'® There was also a recognition that there had to be
changes in educational organisation for this to happen, and that those who knew the local
area might be best placed to do this. Broadly speaking, among the elite, by the 1920s
a commitment to compulsory education was part of the political culture in the south.
While the Madras Presidency was not the only, or even the first, area to introduce
compulsory education, the commitment to elementary education shown in the
Education Act reflected the particular politics of the South. Education was central
to the political platform of the Justice Party or South Indian Liberal Federation, set up
in 1916 as the key political voice of the non-Brahmin movement, which would go on
to dominate politics for the next twenty years. Education was used by the Justice
party as a means to contest the political and economic dominance of the Brahmin
elite, which was seen particularly in the Congress party and in the legal profession
based around Mylapore, Madras city.'" For the south Indian elite the expansion of
elementary education was “an essential accompaniment of all large measures of social,
political or economic reform”, a critical aspect of the functioning of a modern state,
a crucial investment in increased economic productivity and a way of contesting the
hierarchical social structure.'” It was also important in contesting the image of the
Dravidian people as backward and uneducated in comparison to the sophistication of
the political elites in the north. Education also helped to distinguish the south of
India - the Dravidian peoples — as politically, socially and culturally as well as
linguistically distinct from the northern provinces, the councillors proudly declared
that the Madras Presidency had “always been ahead of her sister provinces in the

7Repor’t of the Indian Central Committee, 1928-29, Session June 15, 1929-August 1, 1930, 18.

8p.V. Rao, “’Promiscuous Crowd of English Smatterers’: The ‘Poor’ in the Colonial and Nationalist Discourse on Education in
India, 1835-1912", Contemporary Education Dialogue 10, no. 2 (2013): 223-48, here 241.

°P.V. Rao, “Compulsory Education and the Political Leadership in Colonial India, 1840-1947", in New Perspectives in the
History of Indian Education, ed. P.V. Rao (New Delhi: Orient Blackswan, 2014).
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matter of education”.'”> This was recognised in Delhi too, and the Bureau of
Education noted that the Madras Elementary Education Action was “far more com-
prehensive and significant than the Acts passed in other provinces” largely because it
introduced new structures which enabled local bodies to make primary education
compulsory.'*

While throughout India many looked to Gokhale’s plan for compulsory education and
then to Gandhi’s basic education for inspiration, in Madras city T. Varadarajulu Naidu
(1887-1957), the Justice Party chairman of the Education Committee, became known as
“the Gokhale of this presidency”, the local education hero, and any attempts to attribute
educational innovation to Gandhian ideas were staunchly resisted."” Educational reform
was thus important to the self-image of the Justice Party, a way of distinguishing
themselves from the upper castes, the Indo-Aryan peoples of the north of India and
the Congress party. The formation of the DECs suggest it may have been important to
their political strategy too, because these new councils gave opportunities for the non-
Brahmin elite who were usually supporters of the Justice Party to guide and influence
policy at a local level, even when the Justice party were not in power at the centre, and
they contained the potential for considerable local political influence.

Legislators in the Madras Presidency were able to formulate distinctive policies, not
only because of the different social context and priorities, but because of the changing
constitutional position. The Government of India Act 1919, which established dyarchy as
a form of government, devolved authority for education to the provinces and this gave
Madras legislators more opportunity to forge their own path in educational policy.
Education became one of the departments transferred by the British to Indian control,
and therefore one of the few spaces in which Indian legislators, bureaucrats and civil
society activists could make distinctive policy decisions. This was an opportunity which
Indians were keen to capitalise on, indeed the Report of the Indian Central Committee
suggested that:

The phenomenal expansion of education since its transfer to responsible ministers, the keen
interest displayed by all sections of the community in their own education and the sacrifices
made by them on that behalf are factors which we think more than fulfil the test which we
started to apply ... what is essential, in our opinion, is the fact that the sudden transfer of
responsibility from the bureaucracy to the people of the country led to no shrinking on the
part of the latter, but rather a keen determination to seize the opportunity and to turn it into
a splendid achievement.'

Dyarchy, and the introduction of new educational policies, was an opportunity for
Indians to demonstrate their ability to govern independently, and a key moment in
strengthening the power of the provinces to make meaningful policy decisions.
Education policy allowed the Justice Party to differentiate themselves both from the
colonial authorities, and from other presidencies, giving an opportunity for ideas to take
concrete shape. While most presidencies merely built on previous structures, expanding
education through district and municipality boards (Bombay, Bengal, Burma) or

3L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. Resolution re committee to examine the educational problems of the Presidency, November 21,
1919, IOR.

"Bureau of Education India, Indian Education 1920-21 (Calcutta: Government Press, 1922), 13.

>Madras Corporation Archives (MCA) Proceedings 31 May 1932, 10. Proceedings 1 December 1936, 36.
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educational committees made up of local bodies (UP, Punjab, Bihar and Orissa, Central
Provinces, Assam), the new DEC structure made educational provision in Madras
unique.'” Indeed the Hartog Commission recognised “the position in Madras is peculiar,
and one which has no parallel in any other province”.'® The new structures of educa-
tional governance were a further tool to embed the differences between provinces and to
highlight the regional distinctiveness of each area.

The decision to introduce DECs reveals the global networks of the south Indian
(largely Tamil speaking) elite. It was based very closely on the British Education Act of
1902, often known as the Balfour Act.!” The aim of this Act was to regularise educational
provision in England and Wales by reducing the power of local school boards and
bringing voluntary elementary education, largely run by the Church of England, under
the same system of control. The purpose was to establish Local Education Authorities
which would oversee the organisation of education in each local area, rationalising
provision and with the power to increase local taxes to provide for its expansion. In
part this was politically motivated and can be read as part of a wider struggle between the
Conservative and Liberal parties for local control and the attempt to shape political and
educational agendas. It was also a key moment in regularising the boundaries between
elementary and secondary schooling, and setting a more standardised curriculum - with
long-term impacts on the quality and prestige of technical instruction, and a focus on
encouraging working-class attendance at grammar schools to pursue a classical educa-
tion. Although bitterly controversial, and arguably a key factor in the Liberal party’s
triumph in the 1906 elections, it standardised the educational system, led to the rapid
expansion of secondary school provision, and significantly increased funding for educa-
tion. The LEAs remained a dominant structural force in education in England and Wales
until the 1944 Education Act.

From the perspective of the Madras legislators, who were not so interested in the
details of British domestic politics, the recognition of local control fitted with their
educational agendas and provided a good option to follow as a means of implementing
their ideas.”® It also reveals the wide networks of the south Indian elite - the 1920
Education Act was not based on an assumption of mimicking Gokhale or the British,
but was seen as an attempt to formulate a “working compromise” in their own context,
confidently drawing from the best of what others had done.*' For example during the
Education Act debate legislators such as the Telegu Congressman and one of the
founders of The Hindu newspaper, N. Subba Rao Pantulu, could confidently discuss
the role and impact of the 1902 Act on educational provision in England and Wales.”* In
the Select Committee stage, this also meant integrating elements of the Punjab Primary
Education Act 1919 or the Central Provinces Primary Education Bill, while in 1923 they
were happy to draw from the Japanese example.”> Other social policies, such as the 1920
Madras Children Act, which was based almost entirely on the British Children and

Hartog Commission, 33.

"Bbid., 313.

"For wider reading see Wendy Robinson, “Historiographical Reflections on the 1902 Education Act”, Oxford Review of
Education 28, no. 2-3 (2002): 159-72.

20G0644 Home (Education) Department May 31, 1920, April 16, 1919. Tamil Nadu State Archives (TNSA).
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2|0R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. N. Subba Rao July 26,1920.

BI0R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. Select Committee July 21, 1920, TNSAL: MLA Debates March 19, 1923, 2601.
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Young Persons Act 1908, can be seen in the same framing, as innovative not derivative.”*
This was a well networked elite, sufficiently confident in their expertise, understanding
and ability to govern that they were prepared to critically engage with the work of their
rivals and to integrate it.

One of the key aims of the Education Act 1920 was to regularise and simplify
educational provision. In 1918 around 44% of the 2.7 million boys in the presidency
attended recognised elementary schools for non-Europeans.”® The schools themselves
varied widely; while around one-third (34%) attended schools run by the government
and local boards, the vast majority (58%) studied in schools which received financial
support from the government through the Grant-in-Aid Scheme set up in 1906, meaning
that they followed Education Department rules but were privately managed.*® A further
8% or 100,763 pupils studied in local schools which failed to reach the threshold for
government funding; these comprised 12% of the schooling provision in the
presidency.”” A small proportion of girls studied in designated boys’ schools.”® The
vast majority of girls and over half the boys were not even enrolled in schools, and the
commitment to provide good-quality education for all seemed a distant dream. It was in
this context that the need for drastic reform of the funding and management structures
was widely accepted across the political spectrum.

The primary aim of the new legislation in Madras was to introduce a “central co-
ordinating authority” in the form of the District Educational Council (DEC), modelled
on the English Local Education Authorities. The formation of the DECs was widely
recognised as an educational innovation and as the most significant aspect of the Act.”
In the words of one legislator, the DECs were intended to combat the view that “we may
be driving fast without knowing whither we are driving”.’* The DEC was intended to
serve as an ad hoc regulatory body, facilitating the strategic expansion of elementary
education in each local area and providing a central coordinating hub, making educa-
tional policy more coherent.”’ Under chapter 2 of the Act, the DECs were charged with
doubling provision in ten years, having the power to decide local education grants and to
raise and manage additional local taxation. Taluk boards and municipalities were to
manage both the schools and new tax, supervised by the DECs, and funded by an
additional two lakhs a year from the provincial Government budget.”> The DECs were
also responsible for the introduction of compulsion in local areas, for the quality of
teaching, for the provision of suitable buildings and travel arrangements, and for
coordinating communication with both the Education Department of the Madras
Legislative Assembly and the Director for Public Instruction.’® These new provisions
came into force on 1 April 1921.

The provisions governing the DECs were broadly agreed at the Select Committee stage
of the Bill’s reading, with widespread support for a local coordinating body which could

*Ellis, Imagining Childhood, chapter 5.

*|0R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. Swamikannu Pillai December 19, 1918.

|0R: V/27/862/4 Educational Survey Madras Presidency 1924.
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formulate a coherent policy and could keep in “close touch with the needs and the local
industries of the areas under their control”.** Given the disparity in educational provi-
sion across the presidency, this meant both flexibility and coherence within individual
districts.”® With a wide variety of providers of education - local boards and municipal
councils, private bodies including mission, aided and non-aided schools, and govern-
ment schools, largely run by the Education Department but also by the Labour
Department, the Jail Department, the Fisheries Department, the Police Department,
the Salt Department, the Forest Department and under the Registrar General of
Panchayats - the DECs were intended to encourage a degree of standardisation at the
local level.’® While the Education Department retained the rights of inspection, it also
meant that educational policy was less vulnerable to political change and the short-
termism of electoral politics.”” However, there was some concern that they merely
increased “the bewildering array” of local government bodies, subverting “the average
citizen’s capacity” to interact with government and producing “mere managers” for
discharging government functions, rather than a clear responsibility for changing policy,
a tokenistic devolution of power to Indians.”® To some extent the Act created a system
whereby ultimate financial power remained with the provincial government, and thus
with the British Governor-in-Council, but difficult and potentially unpopular budgetary
and organisational decisions were to be made by Indians at a local level, blurring the lines
of responsibility and authority and making Indians responsible for the lack of progress,
without fully recognising the limitations they were working under.*

It is important to consider not only what these organisations did, but how they
functioned. The aim of the DECs was to move decision-making from the legislators in
Madras city to the provinces/mufassil where local experts could take “the principal
responsibility for ascertaining the educational needs of an area” and for “stimulating
such expansion as may be necessary”.** Twenty-three DECs were set up across the
Presidency. Headed by the District Collector, they were composed of people who under-
stood the local educational context, including heads of private institutions such as
mission or non-mission aided schools, members of the municipal authorities, district
boards, and local social reformers.*" A small group of members were appointed by the
Governor-in-Council, the rest were elected by their peers on local bodies or school
management committees.*> In other words, they were “broad-minded men who have
really the interests of the young people at heart”, avuncular figures from the local
community rather than ambitious politicians, who would work with the family for the
sake of the children.*’ A sample of members included Mr V. Ch. John, a member of the
Guntur DEC and lecturer, later Principal, of Andhra Christian College.** Similarly, K.
Ramiah Chetty, a member of the Madras DEC, was also manager of a private aided

3410R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. September 28, 1920, 20.

35|0R: V/27/862/4 Educational Survey Madras Presidency 1924.

35NLS: IP/25/PJ.3 DPI Report 1926-27, Quinquennium 1921-22 to 1926-27, 77.
3"Hartog Commission, 289.

*310R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. Select Committee Evidence, 8-9.
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“Madras Legislative Assembly Debate March 29, 1920 p. 688. TNSA.

*1IOR: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. Madras Local Board and EE (Amendment) Act 1935.
“2Bureau of Education, India. Indian Education 1920-21 (Calcutta: Government Press, 1922), 13.
“I0R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. September 28, 1920, 21.

“*Hartog Commission, 384-5.
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elementary school and Secretary to Madras District Teacher-Managers Association.*’
Mrs Ammu Swaminathan, also a member of the Madras DEC, was a social worker and
a well-known political activist, who was already Chair of the Education Committee.*®
While most of the appointments appear to have had vested interests in education policy,
in 1932 the former Justice Mayor of Madras, Ramaswami Mudaliar, became President of
the Madras District DEC, perhaps a more overtly political appointment.*” These were
“self-respecting” or “high-souled men” who were “persons of local knowledge and
experience” committed to “a healthy civic life” outside the provincial capital of
Madras.*® They were not to be activists or “impatient idealists” but rather people who
recognised that educational provision should be expanded “carefully and systematically
with sincerity and patriotism”, trustworthy, non-radical, well-educated individuals, often
already involved in politics.*” The DECs therefore became one aspect of the late colonial
state characterised by civic activism in which local activists and local Indian officials
could be responsible for the education and social uplift of the children in their area and
hold significant influence over local educational organisations.”® And crucially, the
personnel were almost exclusively Indian, they were embedded in the culture of the
local community, they derived authority and authenticity from this.

The members of the local DECs were individuals “who by their training and character
are fitted to fulfil their functions with intelligence, judgment and rectitude”.”" While
a good local reputation was important, the men and women participating in the DECs
also claimed authority based on their own modern education and expertise. They were
highly trained - lawyers, politicians, teachers — who approached welfare problems as
modern experts in law, pedagogy, health and child protection. They were specialists,
trained in the apolitical application of universal principles established through scientific
methodologies of observation, experimentation and quantification, often modified to
integrate indigenous concepts and contexts.”> Their training gave them the confidence
and networks to be able to critically evaluate educational policy in Delhi, London and at
the League of Nations in Geneva. As such, and like the men and women who participated
as honorary judges, jail visiting committees, members of the Madras Children’s Aid
Society and other groups, they used their involvement in children’s rights or educational
policy as a way of establishing their own position, ultimately demonstrating their ability
to govern, and their right to legislate for Indian children.”> Claiming modernity and
expertise was a way of undermining the inherent racism of late colonial rule.”* This
modern authority was also a way of excluding other elites less adept at negotiating the
structures of the late colonial state.

4SBL MssEur E221/44, Hartog Evidence.

“MCA: Proceedings September 7, 1937, 47.

“’MCA: Proceedings April 12, 1932.

“8AP Patro, Studies in Local Self-Government, Education and Sanitatio (Madras, 1910), 5, 138-40, IOR: L/PJ/6/1592, File
2941. MLA Debates March 19, 1920, 695.

“9TNSAL: MLA Debates March 19, 1923, 2605.

Oprashant Kidami, The Making of an Indian Metropolis: Colonial governance and Public Culture in Bombay, 1890-1920
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2007).

*"Hartog Commission, 3.

52David Arnold, Science, Technology and Medicine in Colonial India, Vol. 5 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

53Ellis, Imagining Childhood, Improving Children.

**Satadru Sen, Colonial Childhoods: The Juvenile Periphery of India 1850-1945 (Delhi: Anthem Press, 2005), 10, 137.
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The participation of local elites in the DECs embedded another claim to authority as
“avuncular”, reflecting a wider shift in the nature of the late colonial state, partly as
aresult of dyarchy. During a dispute in the Madras Corporation over the safe transport of
children to school, Justice Party member M. Sundaram Naidu suggested that there were
limitations on state responsibility, and it was “the duty of the parents” to send their
children to school and ensure their safe arrival. This was challenged by fellow Justice
Party member K. Sreeramulu Naidu, who countered “Have they not any Godfathers in
this Council?” to care for them.”” The councillors sought to justify their educational and
public health policies on the basis of a semi-familial concern - as godfathers or uncles or
aunts — which demonstrated concern for the city’s children but coexisted with, rather
than challenged, familial authority. Using the formulation “avuncular” in my book
Imagining Childhood, 1 have previously argued that this meant that elite men and
women engaged in social policy sought to influence the nation’s children through an
extension of their roles as “uncles” and “aunts”.”® These individuals implicitly saw
themselves in kinship terms, characterising themselves as part of the extended national
family, rather than as an interventionist Indian state. It allowed them to formulate policy
and implement modern educational policies such as compulsion, but in terms which did
not directly threaten or contest the authority of the family, and the father in particular.
This understanding of their role appears to have been widely accepted, if not directly
theorised, by pedagogical experts in government and in teacher training colleges, by
those in paid employment by the state such as teachers and by those acting in a voluntary
or philanthropic capacity, such as members of the Madras Society for the Protection of
Children, and certainly by individuals who volunteered for the DECs.

The idea of an avuncular relationship between Indians in authority and the nation’s
children can be seen most distinctively in Prime Minister Nehru’s own self-formulation
as “chacha” or uncle of the nation’s children after independence. Vijayalakshmi
Balakrishnan has argued that the idea of the uncle embodied Nehru’s authority to
make decisions, but also the familiar and the familial, in conscious opposition to the
detachment of the colonial state.”” The identification gave legitimacy to intervention, yet
honoured the cultural allegiances of both nuclear and extended families, without challen-
ging the position of the family patriarch. The idea of the uncle complicates the assump-
tion that state intervention should be seen as state paternalism or the state acting as
“surrogate parent”.”® The avuncular state was made up of disparate individuals, each with
his or her own agenda, which claimed authority to act in the best interests of the child but
also pragmatically recognised the limits of using that authority. This contrasts with the
more aggressive paternalism of the colonial state, which prioritised detached legality and
justice rather than relationships and negotiation.”® To some extent this is mirrored in
autobiographical memories of childhood, which reveal the role of uncles and aunts in the

3SMCA: Proceedings April 1, 1931, 39.

%SEllis, Imagining Childhood, Improving Children.

*Vijayalakshmi Balakrishnan, Growing Up and Away: Narratives of Indian Childhoods, Memory, History and Identity (Delhi:
OUP, 2011).

58Ritu Menon, “Parens Patriae: Exercising Patriarchal Prerogative in Post-Partition India”, in Challenging the Rule(s) of Law:
Colonialism, Criminology and Human Rights in India, ed. Kalpana Kannabiran and Ranbir Singh (London: Sage, 2008),
286.

59Ranabir Samaddar, “Crimes, Passion and Detachment: Colonial Foundations of the Rule of Law”, in Challenging the
Rule(s) of Law: Colonialism, Criminology and Human Rights in India, ed. Kalpana Kannabiran and Ranbir Singh (London:
Sage, 2008), 451-62.
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lives of children: they provided another source of authority; they were involved in
financial and educational decisions regarding the child; they accepted responsibility for
the growth of the child but worked with, rather than challenged, the authority of the
father.®® The members of the DECs were Nehru’s contemporaries and were deeply aware
of their own cultural context of the extended family, but also of their need to distance
themselves from the assumptions and structures of the British colonial state. Seeing the
DEC:s as part of this wider process of change in the relationship between the state and the
family gives a clear example of the many ways in which a distinctively Indian welfare state
developed after independence based on these principles.

The idea of the state as both modern and familial did not make it more inclusive. Those
who had the power to be uncles and aunts were disproportionately from the upper castes and
classes, reflecting their own educational opportunities, their career prospects and their time
capacity for work in the community.®’ The DEC did provide some limited opportunities for
groups usually marginalised in the political process to participate in government by including
both representatives of the Dalit community and educated women.%? This was facilitated, in
part, by the introduction of a travelling allowance for DEC members.”> However, the majority
of members were wealthy upper-caste men. These may not have always been Brahmins,
reflecting the social context of the Madras Presidency, but were still disproportionately from
high-caste groups. As Latika Chaudhury has noted throughout British India, the continued
dominance of the wealthy castes over local policy resulted in localised choices over educa-
tional funding which continued to benefit wealthy and upper-caste communities.”* And
while the upper classes might have intellectually supported the concept of mass education for
the poor, there is even less evidence that they would send their own sons and heirs to the
schools they were managing and promoting, and they were among the fiercest opponents of
the abolition of school fees.®”

In their nearly twenty years of operation, the twenty-three DECs in the presidency
were tasked with coordinating local initiatives to increase educational provision on
a robust financial basis and to ensure good-quality teaching. Their duties were many
and varied, but essentially involved a strategic overview of educational provision and
educational spending in the local areas. The DECs cooperated with both private and
public bodies to open new schools or expand existing ones and to distribute funding, in
the form of Grants-in-Aid, to private elementary schools, significant financial
responsibility.® While inspections were left to the inspector of schools, they could feed
in concerns about inefficient schools, and “open, close, or transfer elementary schools at
their discretion”.®” A key aspect of this was to ensure that “bogus” schools were not
receiving state funding, and to enforce equality of access so that all children were
admitted, even those from the Scheduled Castes.® The DECs were expected to regulate

%Catriona Ellis, “Remembering Pre-Independence Childhoods in South India: Interrogating Autobiographies and
Identities”, Social History 44, no. 2 (2019): 202-28.

STFor a discussion on voluntary work in the Madras Presidency see Sarah Hodges, Contraception, Colonialism and
Commerce: Birth Control in South India 1920-1940 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), esp. chapters 2 and 3.

210R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941, 701-702, see for example TNSA: GO1312 LE June 29, 1927 or GO.

3TNSA: GO1634 LE November 9, 1932 or GO1984 LE September 29, 1930.

64 atika Chaudhary, “Determinants of Primary Schooling in British India”, Journal of Economic History 69, no. 1 (2009): 294.

®Ellis, Imagining Childhood, Improving Children, chapter 1.

%6Bureau of Education India, Indian Education 1920-21 (Calcutta: Government Press, 1922), 12.

5"MCA: Proceedings September 7, 1937, 44.
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the standard of education provided, providing feedback and revisions to the Madras
Educational Rules and ensuring that these were updated as circumstances changed.®
They oversaw the pay, recruitment and promotion of teachers and school managers, with
power to dismiss those they deemed insufficiently qualified.”” Additionally, in Clause 53
of the Act, the DECs had the power to exempt children from religious instruction, unless
there was an alternative school in the area, or to encourage the establishment of alter-
native educational provision. The DECs also had authority to set the strategic direction
for a local area, choosing whether to focus on textbooks, on methods of teaching and new
pedagogies, or on changing school timetabling to make it more appropriate to the local
area and to attract more students.”' All these activities gave them considerable local
influence, and the capacity to push a modernising agenda for education. In practice, the
limited amounts of money involved meant it was always easier for the DEC to give grants
to existing schools rather than build new ones.”” And while saving funds over the course
of a couple of years to invest in new school buildings might have been a strategically
sound idea for the long term, it was not possible given the short-termism of local
politics.”

A key aspect of the DECs responsibilities was to alleviate the widely acknowledged
funding crisis in elementary education and provide additional educational facilities
because of their detailed knowledge of the local area.”* Under Chapter Three of the Act
local areas could levy tax that would contribute to an Elementary Education Fund
(EEF) solely for the purpose of primary-level education. This tax was to be no more that
25% of local tax revenues (Section 34), match-funded by the provincial government.
The provincial government argued that until 1920 funds had been “spasmodic and
precarious” but that the new system was to be uniquely progressive in India.”” The Act
was intended to demonstrate the Government’s commitment to decentralisation “giv-
ing to the local residents the principal voice in determining to what extent and in what
direction they wish their elementary education to be extended” although with the
corresponding pledge that the provincial government “had no desire to divest them-
selves of their financial and general responsibility”. In practice municipalities such as
Negapatam were pressured to introduce an education tax and the commitment to
match local funding meant that while educational spending increased, the provincial
government retained control over local budgets.”® The local DEC became liable for
a failure to expand educational provision, but subsequent protests that it was “the
essential duty of the State to provide adequate funds” were ignored.”” The decentralisa-
tion of education control and finance not only blurred accountability for educational
provision, but enabled provincial and district bodies to espouse educational expansion

%9I0R/V/27/860/97: Education Department, Madras educational rules. 12th edition, corrected up to 31 December 1939.

7OMCA: Proceedings March 28, 1933, March 29, 1933, December 9, 1936, March 17, 1938 p.11, 15, July 29, 1941, 23-33.
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72TNSAL: MLA Debates March 19, 1923, 2593.
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the year 1921-22, 5, 21.
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as a political platform but to avoid the duty of paying for it.”® The DECs became
a convenient scapegoat.”’

One of the most important innovations of the Education Act was the possibility of
compulsory education, dealt with in Chapter Five, Clauses 44-52. Compulsion was
intended to encourage literacy both through ensuring that more children enrolled in
school, and through retaining them until basic literacy was achieved, with average
duration of school attendance at only two years in 1920.*” Compulsory education
schemes could be introduced at a meeting of the Local Authority convened for the
purpose under Clause 44. The scheme had to set out exactly which part of the local
area was covered, and whether it was limited by sex or by religion. In Madras city, for
example, compulsory education was introduced to three divisions of the city and was
enforced for boys aged between six and eleven years, Muslim boys aged between eight
and thirteen years and girls aged between five and ten years, with Muslim girls
exempted.®' To gain government consent, the local authority had to submit to the local
DEC a guarantee that they were ready to raise sufficient tax to cover the costs and to
provide sufficient school places for all children.®” It was the DECs responsibility to ensure
that any expansion of compulsion was organised, funded and egalitarian in access.

A particularly distinctive element of the political discourse in the Madras Presidency
was the commitment that compulsory education should be free and equally accessible to
all.*’ This meant that all school fees in a compulsory area were to be abolished so that all
institutions received equal funding (Clause 47 of the Act).®* This was a radical move,
given that 59% of educational provision was provided by private aided institutions,
whose fees were abolished and thus had to be compensated.*> While the Madras
Educational Rules set out a basic rate of compensation, this was to be applied at the
discretion of the DECs - explicitly “the loss sustained by institutions under private
management must be made good by the DEC”.*® It was a significant financial responsi-
bility. The case of Madras city reveals both the limitations of this policy and the
limitations of the authority of the DEC. Compulsory education was introduced gradually
in Madras from 1925 until the whole city was covered by 1932.%” It was financed through
a separate Elementary Education Fund (EEF) based on a new Education Tax of 0.25% on
the annual value of property, introduced from April 1925 and applied across the
municipality.*® The Madras Municipal Corporation committed to contribute a sum of
Rs 2.4 million from the General Revenues, with the Legislative Council funding an
equivalent amount under the Education Act 1920, Section 48. This was negotiated by
the DEC alongside its partners at local and central government levels. However, the
Corporation were entirely dependent on aided schools to provide the required
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79TNSA: GO779 LE April 17, 1935, Question & response February 27, 1935.

80|0R: L/PJ/6/1592, File 2941. Minute of Dissent May 28, 1920.
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accommodation for schoolchildren. Rather than taking these institutions under direct
government control, the corporation left the original management in place but, with fees
abolished, it became liable to compensate these schools for the income they had pre-
viously received.® While the Educational Rules set out a basic rate, the DEC and local
councillors decided to compensate schools in line with their existing school fees, at
around four or five times the cost.”® This very quickly caused a funding crisis, with
almost all the money raised in taxes for compulsory education being used in fee
compensation.”’ After a couple of years of stalemate, the Corporation brokered a deal
with the Education Department which forced a change in the law, allowing private school
managers to charge fees within the compulsory area.”” Within these negotiations, the
DEC was a minor partner, with little influence over the decisions but a responsibility for
providing schools.

Conjeeveram was the first municipality to introduce compulsion. The Municipal
Council passed a resolution in April 1922 to introduce additional taxation to fund the
introduction of free and compulsory education to all boys of school-going age within
municipal areas from 1 July 1922.” It appears that this fell within the jurisdiction of the
Chingleput DEC, and the decision was passed to the Council for comment. The plans
included both the aimed tax increases and the likely expenditure (Rs 31,000 including
salaries and additional building costs to accommodate an estimated additional 1,807
boys). This led to extensive correspondence, including the Finance and Education
ministers, the sub-inspector of schools and the office of the inspector of Municipal
Council.”* The Minutes of the Chingleput DEC meeting of 15 May 1922 set out their
proposition; this included current attendance in the 17 municipal and 16 aided schools,
the need for an additional nine schools, with the potential for seven evening schools for
boys who had to work, particularly those from the Depressed Classes. It included details
of the timetable for the gradual and sustainable introduction of compulsion, maps which
demonstrated the position of new schools so that no boys would walk more than half
a mile, and a proposal for encouraging attendance. In other words the DEC had a good
grasp of the local social context, understood the local politics and was able to participate
meaningfully in these debates and act as an advocate for their area. Ultimately the
proposal went ahead. Yet as one of many bodies involved, at municipal, district and
provincial level, the lines of financial and political accountability were almost impossible
to trace. Within these networks of correspondence, there was a shared assumption that
the state was responsible for the educational progress of children but what precisely
constituted “the state” and the division of responsibility between local agencies and
provincial government departments was changing, contested and difficult to ascertain
and it was unclear what the DECs added to this process.

A further responsibility of the DEC was to ensure attendance. One aspect of this was to
educate the public about the benefits of elementary education, and they were explicitly
tasked to create the “thirst” for education among the lower classes and in the face of

89MCA: Proceedings May 14, 1925, 183-7.
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“comparative apathy on the part of the people”.”> They were intended to prioritise
“educating public opinion” about the value of formal schooling and to persuade parents
that the temporary loss of wages was justified, although doing this with “the minimum of
inconvenience to their parents”.”® In areas where compulsory education was established,
the DEC was responsible for ensuring that the new measures were implemented.
Attendance was to be monitored by Attendance Committees and enforced by magistrates
in liaison with the DECs, with the possibility of a Rs 5 fine rising to Rs 50 after more than
two offences.”” Like the DECs, the Attendance Committees were composed of fifteen
“local men and women of light and leading ... public-spirited persons to shoulder the
responsibility” who had the power to prosecute “defaulting parents” whose children were
enrolled but consistently failed to attend.”® Again this meant another avuncular institu-
tion, a civil society body which had the power to intervene in the family, although there
were firm regulations for the conduct of meetings and 75% of members had to be present
before a decision for prosecution.”” There was a broad consensus that “a good deal of
coaxing should proceed” any penal action and a manifest reluctance to intervene in
opposition to parental authority.'” The DECs also had the power to give exemptions
under the Education Act, which were permitted for children with no school within one
mile of their residence, children suffering from infirmity, children receiving instruction
at home “declared to be satisfactory to the prescribed officer”, and children contributing
to the household income.""!

Perhaps it is unsurprising that the DECs appeared to make limited progress within
their remit. The structural failings and the lack of accountability made their positions
increasingly precarious, while their members were often busy people with a wide variety
of commitments.'” The very composition of the DEC was both a strength and
a weakness. Most participants were intended to be educational stakeholders, whether
teachers, administrators, politicians or managers of aided schools.!?® But this meant that
they had pre-existing ideas about the form which elementary education should take, and
the priorities for expansion. It was perhaps predictable, for example, that the DEC
members in Madras city were very defensive of the funding and status of aided institu-
tions, when some were managers of aided schools themselves (like K. Ramiah Chetty
mentioned earlier).'”* The focus on being financially responsible meant there were
tensions with other educational bodies, such as the Director of Public Instruction, and
their recommendations were often disregarded. For example their concerns that com-
pulsory education in Madras district was merely “pious resolution” without “practical
shape” were largely ignored, despite submitting extensive suggestions of their own.'*”
With many members of the DECs being practitioners themselves, they had vested
interests in the pedagogical and educational debates of the period, expert knowledge
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being both a significant benefit and a potential limitation, while their roots in the local
areas could mean both wise advice and vested interests alongside limited accountability.

Concerns about the role and position of the DECs surfaced in submissions to the
Hartog Commission of 1929, which was designed to review educational provision on the
subcontinent as part of a wider constitutional review. There were concerns that the DECs
lacked the authority to prevent the “overlapping of schools”, meaning that aided and
government schools were often in competition.'"” Particularly concerning was the
“dangerous tendency” to start new schools without strategic overview, and the rapid
expansion of unsustainable single-teacher schools.'”” The report highlighted the confu-
sion caused by a system in which the DEC had powers to increase provision, but limited
ability to raise finance through taxation. It quoted the Report on the Development of
Elementary Education in the Madras Presidency which stated “it is not natural that there
should, in effect, be 2 agencies in process of development (1) a DEC granting recognition
to all schools but only aiding ‘aided’ schools and (2) local bodies managing and financing
public schools”.'®® The report implied that this “unsatisfactory dualism in the control
over primary education” was hampering progress. Evidence from expert witnesses
revealed concerns about the lack of authority to adjudicate between different applications
for schools, the lack of funds to administer and lack of authority over the recruitment and
promotion of teachers, leading to inequalities across the presidency and accusations of
susceptibility to political and personal pressure.'® Yet while the Hartog Commission
suggested that proposals to abolish the DECs were under consideration, it also showed
that the Madras Presidency had the most institutions for the elementary education for
boys, albeit in single-teacher schools, and had also invested heavily in girls’ education, an
achievement to celebrate.'"

The tensions inherent within the relationship between the DECs, Education
Department and local government were never satisfactorily resolved. While the possibi-
lity of reform through making the DECs wholly elected was raised in 1935, there were
also counter suggestions that their powers to disburse grants should be curtailed."'’ They
were abolished in 1939, apparently due to financial mismanagement, alleged repeated
conflict with the Education Department and the lack of clear results in quality or
expansion despite a recognition that they had in fact “served some good purpose”.''?
While the DECs’ activities appear to have been hampered by structural limitations, there
remained concerns that they were unelected and therefore vulnerable to political
patronage.''” At the time of the Hartog Commission it was suggested that the DECs
had “gravely abused their powers for political and other purposes, and that teachers are
being used as election agents, and are transferred at election times for the purpose of
influencing elections”.''* The participation of teachers in politics led to “many com-
plaints regarding the recruitment, promotion and transfer of teachers on personal and
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political grounds”.'"® The allegations of political corruption continued, and in 1939 C.].
Varkey, Minister for Education in the Congress Party, rather flamboyantly alleged that
“the present Government have taken courage in both hands, and are prepared to kill the
wild animals. These councils are like tigers; they had been devouring cows and goats in
the villages and we want to put a stop to it” based on allegations of incompetence,
financial mismanagement and personal corruption.''® In fact their budgets were
approved and audited by the Education Department each year and in the twenty years
of their existence there is very limited evidence across all twenty-three DECs of members
being removed for misconduct.''” However, Varkey also argued that this was a structural
problem, and that the DECs dealt with areas which were too large and too disparate to
make any meaningful change. Rather, he argued that smaller-scale, more representative
village institutions would be “more suitable to our conditions of life”, perhaps reflecting
the Gandhian commitment to village control over education and self-sufficiency in
funding provision which was so central to the Gandhian Wardha Scheme. It was also
part of a wider centralising of power and planning to the central government in Madras
which followed the Congress Party assumption of power in Madras following the 1937
elections. This saw the reversal of many attempts to introduce meaningful decision-
making power at a local level, whether through temple committees, co-operatives or local
boards.''® And it is perhaps not insignificant that the DECs were abolished during the
anti-Hindi agitations of 1937-40, which protested against the introduction of compul-
sory teaching of Hindi in the schools of the Madras Presidency. These protests were led
by the Self-Respect movement and the Justice Party, and contributed to the strengthening
of the Dravidian movement, a further reaffirmation of the cultural distinctiveness of the
south that the Congress party was keen to suppress. The abolition of the DECs helped the
Congress party undermine the local power bases for this movement, reduce opportu-
nities for patronage for rival parties, challenge continuing dominance of the Justice party
over local funding decisions and thereby cement their own dominance in the educational
institutions of the presidency.

The District Educational Councils were an innovative, albeit failed, attempt to
restructure educational provision in the Madras Presidency and to introduce
another level of local control which would encourage an increase in educational
provision and quality across the presidency, funded by committed local stake-
holders. The reasons for failure are manifold - the structure itself, the lack of
accountability and the lack of authority to drive through change or to respond to
changes being made by other educational authorities. The DECs were also vulner-
able to wider political changes, particularly the Congress party desire for centra-
lised control. What it does highlight, however, is another example of an avuncular
state whereby the members of the DEC could actively carve out a space to
demonstrate their own authority and expertise, while honouring the wider cultural
allegiances of the family and the local community. The indigenisation of educa-
tional policy structures is important; the DECs became an almost exclusively
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Indian space, where local elites could implement policy in tune with local condi-
tions, and with a claim to authority which was more acceptable than that of the
colonial state. A close study of the DECs reveals the tensions inherent in this
emergent avuncular state, between local and traditional authority structures which
had resonance in the local community, but which meant that more modern forms
of political and electoral accountability were lost. It also highlights the commit-
ment of many in the south of India to decentralised government, and to proving
their distinctiveness from the north. Although they were eventually abolished, as
in so many other areas of social policy, the DECs encouraged patterns of beha-
viour, institution and expectation which continued long after Indians gained full
political independence and really set the tone for a distinctively south Indian
welfare state. It seems that it was educational administration - as well as the
content of the curriculum - that was central to the distinctive identity politics of
the south.
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