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Abstract 

Education has always played a crucial role in changing society and that can be seen with the experience 

of the Depressed Classes of India. After being denied access to any form of education for centuries these 

groups were able to overcome that obstruction by becoming empowered once again through the use of 

modern-day education. This empowerment started with the introduction of English and scientific 

education by the British in the early 1800s and continued on through the various social reform programmes 

in Tamil Nadu after India became independent from Britain in 1947. The establishment of various 

departments specifically aimed at serving the needs of the Adi-Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Departments, 

along with the dedication and determination of many reformers like Periyar E.V. Ramasami, K. Kamaraj 

and C.N. Annadurai helped pave the way for the use of education as an avenue to reach equality and 

dignity for the Depressed Classes. This paper will examine how through various policies regarding 

education, procedures to access scholarships and financial assistance, and other welfare measures the 

Depressed Classes will evolve from an oppressive past into a more progressive social status that fosters 

self-respect. 
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Introduction 

Education is not just about literacy it is the light that dispels ignorance, breaks barriers, and opens doors 

to new opportunities. In the early nineteenth century, the British introduced modern education in India 

through the Charter Act of 1813, which aimed to promote knowledge and scientific understanding among 

Indians. However, this opportunity was limited to the upper castes, leaving the Depressed Classes on the 

margins of society. 

The tides began to turn with the formation of the Labour Department in 1920 and later the Adi-Dravidar 

and Tribal Welfare Department, both of which focused on improving the conditions of the downtrodden. 

Post-Independence Tamil Nadu witnessed a remarkable transformation. When C. Rajagopalachari 

introduced the “Kulakkalvi” or caste-based education system in the early 1950s, it was met with strong 

opposition from social reformers like Periyar E.V. Ramasami. His powerful voice and public protests led 

to the withdrawal of the scheme and the beginning of a new era under K. Kamaraj. 

Kamaraj’s government reopened thousands of closed schools, introduced the revolutionary mid-day meal 

scheme to prevent hunger from keeping children out of classrooms, and made education free up to the 

secondary level. Later, under C.N. Annadurai and the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) government, 
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the vision of social justice took firm root. The state prioritized education for Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes, introducing scholarships, free hostels, and reserved seats in schools and colleges. These 

steps not only improved literacy rates but also helped in breaking centuries-old barriers of caste 

discrimination. 

By the 1970s, reservation policies had expanded, ensuring 18% of seats for Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes in educational institutions. Government reports from the 1970s and 1980s show a steady 

rise in scholarship funds and the number of students benefitting from them. Initiatives like pre- and post-

matric scholarships, hostels for boys and girls, financial assistance for private schools, and skill-based 

training programs gave a new sense of hope to thousands of families. 

During M.G. Ramachandran’s tenure (1977–1987), the focus on social welfare grew even stronger. 

Numerous educational grants, merit awards, and training opportunities were introduced for the Adi-

Dravidar students. By the late 1990s, new projects like the “Kudumba Kalvi Thittam” (Family Education 

Scheme) ensured that at least one person from every Scheduled Caste or Tribe family received higher 

education. Education was no longer a dream; it became a reachable goal for all. 

 

EDUCATION AND DEPRESSED CLASSES 

The primary development of the present-day society is based on education. The modern education has 

been introduced in Modern India by the British in the early part of the 19th Century. There was a special 

grant of One lakh Rupees sanctioned annually by the government to be spent for the improvement of 

literary activities and for the encouragement of English education to the natives of India. The government 

also introduced measures to promote the knowledge of science among the inhabitants of British territories 

in India by the Charter Act of 18131. This amount was properly utilized by Lord William Bentinck, the 

Governor-General of India and by his Law Minister namely Lord Macaulay. 

Later a separate department was opened for the development of the downtrodden people and this 

department was the Labour Department which came to function in 1920. Further, Labour Schools also 

came into existence. These Schools gave more concessions to the Depressed Classes and offered more 

amelioration measures and strengthened the number of pupils in schools. All these were done to uplift the 

Depressed Classes which were for centuries suppressed by the high caste Hindus. It was only after 1947; 

the Depressed Classes received more education and were better after 1967. The period from 1967 to 2001 

was regarded as a mile-stone in the sphere of education, appointments etc. for the Depressed Classes. The 

Adi-Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Department had taken utmost care to remove the danger of casteism 

from the society through education. The authorities of the Government of that period also worked greatly 

for the upliftment of the depressed communities 

Earlier in the post-Independence period the Congress Government prior to 1954 under, C. Rajagopalachan 

who was the Chief Minister of Madras introduced a scheme called “Kulakkalvi” or “Varnashrama Kalvi”. 

According to this scheme children of the members of each caste had to learn the aspects of their profession 

and achieve mastery in their profession than to pursue regular education. The Government then closed 

3000 schools in the State which affected 2 lakhs students. This particular scheme was opposed by Periyar 

E.V.Ramasami, the social reformer and Dravida Kazhagam leader which made Rajagopalachari to resign 

his Chief Ministership in 1954. Then by 13.4.1954, K.Kamaraj became the Chief Minister. He re-opened 

3000 schools which were earlier closed by Rajagopalachari and he further opened 1000 more schools. He 

introduced mid- day meals scheme in the schools for the benefit of the poor students2. He also introduced 

free education upto 8 Standard and also extended it later up to 10 Standard3. The period of Kamaraj was 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250662400 Volume 7, Issue 6, November-December 2025 3 

 

considered as a Golden period in the annals of educational development in Tamil Nadu. All the children 

from primary to higher studies got the benefit of the policy introduced by the Government. In the Fourth 

General Elections in 1967, Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam won with great majority and formed the 

Government in Tamil Nadu and C.N. Annadurai became the Chief Minister4. The formation of the 

Government by the Dravidian party marked a new era in the History of Tamil Nadu and particularly in the 

field of education for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Social Reformer Periyar E.V. Ramasami 

fought for the cause of social justice and protested against the dominance of the Brahmins and the other 

high caste Hindus. His principles and policies were advocated by D.M.K. Government since 1967 and 

efforts were taken to implement many of his programmes. 

Further, the elevation of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes was given more preference through 

Adi- Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Department by this government. This department had carried on a good 

work in the socio-economic field and improved the condition of the Depressed Classes. It further decided 

to implement the following tasks in the field of education. They were: - 

• Maintenance of schools, 

• Provision of scholarships, boarding grants and grants for purchase 

• Maintenance of free hostels at important centres and 

• Grant of financial assistance to private bodies in the maintenance of hostels, schools etc., for the benefit 

of the eligible and deserving communities5. 

In the Board of Education, all the schools, Government Arts Colleges, Training Colleges and Law College 

gave representation to the Harijans. 10% of seats were reserved for them from 1947. The Director of Public 

Instruction made necessary arrangement with the support of the management of aided colleges for 

reservation of adequate seats for Harijan students6. In addition to Arts and Science colleges, reservation 

was made in professional colleges also. It was decided that one out of twelve seats should be reserved for 

Harijans7. But this reservation was not sufficient and hence many recommendations, resolutions and 

survey reports were submitted to the Government to increase the seats for the Depressed Classes. The 

State Government understood completely the problems of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes 

only after two decades (1947-1967) and came to a conclusion during 1971-1972 and subsequently 18% of 

seats were reserved for them at school and college level. This reservation of seats paved the way for the 

increase of Grant-in-aid funds and for their distribution to Government Colleges, Aided Colleges, 

Universities, Training Institutes and to professional colleges where Scheduled Caste and Schedule Tribe 

students were selected through the reservation policies8. The following tables show the benefits offered to 

Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes year wise from 1970-1971 to 1985-1986, by the State and Central 

Governments. 

 

Table-1 

Year Pre-Matric 

Scholarship 

Amount 

Rs. 

Post-Matric 

Scholarship 

Amount 

Rs. 

No. of Applications 

sanctioned 

No. of 

Applications 

Sanctioned 

1970-1971 - - 8136 2032870 

1971-1972 417639 7317997 5702 209805 

1972-1973 474308 7363664 7604 2514846 
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1973-1974 452957 7373817 5980 2595054 

1974-1975 464543 8023890 5369 2269512 

1975-1976 501015 7902327 4629 185837 

1977-1978 (allotment and 

expenditure not 

available) 

   

Source: Tamil Nadu State Administration Report, 1970-1971 to 1977-1978. 

 

Table-2 

Year Government of India 

Scholarship 

Govt. of Tamil Nadu 

No. of 

Applications 

sanctioned 

Amount 

Rs.P. 

Total No. of 

Applications 

sanctioned 

Total Amount 

sanctioned Rs.P. 

1970-1971 13138 6403498.57 21274 8436368.57 

1971-1972 15408 7280143.00 438749 14807945.00 

1972-1973 17585 7915773.00 499497 17794283.00 

1973-1974 16236 7510247.00 N.A. N.A. 

1974-1975 17259 12370759.00 N.A. N.A. 

1975-1976 15038 12096439.00 N.A. N.A. 

1977-1978   15422550 15281143.00 

Source: Tamil Nadu State Administration Report, 1970-1971 to 1977-1978. 

N.A - Not Available 

 

Table-3 

Year Government of 

India 

Scholarship 

Amount 

Sanctioned 

State Pre 

and Post-

Matric 

Scholarship 

Amount 

Sanctioned 

Total 

Number of 

Applications 

sanctioned 

Total 

amount 

Sanctioned 

No. of Students No. of 

Students 

1977-

1978 

- 15281143 N.A. 2626360 N.A. 17907503 

1978-

1979 

22291 17281000 - N.A. 22291 17281000 

1979-

1980 

28867 2263700 - - 28867 22637000 

1980-

1981 

47698 36171000 - - 47698 36171000 

1981-

1982 

52562 44058000 788820 12481000 50791 4908300 
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1982-

1983 

50791 49083000 N.A. N.A. - - 

1983-

1984 

55000 52319000 41947 628000 96947 52947000 

1984-

1985 

61661 55383000 94000 21791000 155661 77174000 

1985-

1986 

68408 57888000 7080 3029000 75488 898178000 

Source: Tamil Nadu State Administration Report, 1977-1978 to 1985-1986. 

 

Table- 4 

Year Elementary 

schools 

Higher 

Secondary 

schools 

High 

schools 

Higher 

secondary 

schools 

(Aided) 

Total No. 

of Schools 

Total 

strength 

1968-1969 750 77 5 - 832 1,17,834 

1970-1971 745 81 7 - 833 1,17,834 

1971-1972 739 88 11 - 838 1,33,160 

1972-1973 740 88 11 - 839 1,22,147 

1973-1974 - - - - - 1,44,362 

1974-1975 742 81 19 - 842 1,22,600 

1975-1976 842 81 19 - *942 - 

1976-1977 - - - - - - 

1977-1978 841 80 21 - *942 1,65,822 

1978-1979 841 80 18 3 *942 1,66,213 

1979-1980 840 79 19 4 *942 1,62,428 

1980-1981 840 79 19 4 942 1,65,776 

1981-1982 839 78 21 4 - 1,65,776 

1982-1983 842 71 26 8 947 1,77,993 

1983-1984 842 71 31 8 952 2,04,927 

1984-1985 842 71 31 8 952 2,08,607 

1985-1986 849 53 46 13 961 2,58,521 

Source: Tamil Nadu State Administration Report, 1977-1978 to 1985-1986. 

*Among the Primary schools, 100 schools were the single teacher schools. 

 

In 1954, the Union Ministry of Education made several provisions the reservation of Scheduled Caste and 

Scheduled Tribe students. These provisions benefited the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe students 

from primary level to Higher education level. Further the Government Order stated that while admitting a 

student the concession has to be followed by Central and State Governments and educational institutions. 

The Instructions of the Union Ministry are stated below: - 

• 20% of the seats in all technical institutions should be reserved for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled 

Tribe Candidates as 15% for Scheduled Castes and 5% for Scheduled Tribes. 
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• A minimum qualifying standard could be prescribed for admission for any technical institution. They 

are eligible for admission to the reserved seats if they attain the minimum standard without any 

reference to the gap between their marks and marks of the last person admitted to the open seats. 

• Admissions were restricted to candidates who obtained a certain minimum percentage of marks and 

not merely a passing of examination. There may be 5% reduction for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 

Tribes provided the lower percentage did not fall below the minimum required pass for the qualifying 

examination. 

• If there was maximum age limit it might be raised by three years in case of such candidates9. 

According to article 335 of Indian Constitution, consideration is in the appointment of Depressed Classes 

in the Government Services. Thus, Article 335 read with Article 46,38 and 16 show that the socio-

economic empowerment is given to the Dalits and Tribes in the matter of appointment in various services 

of the government10. In fact, it was also decided that the objectives of the provisions specified to be 

followed meticulously by a high-power committee under the chairmanship of the Prime Minister at the 

centre and similar committee the state level should also watch the working of the provisions regarding 

reservation in the services11. 

The Government under M.G.Ramachandran who was the Chief Minister from 1977 to 1987 introduced 

many measures to improve the condition of the Depressed Classes. During that period many welfare 

measures were successfully implemented for the improvement of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes 

and particularly during April 1986 to March 1987 a sum of Rs.663.07 lakhs was sanctioned for 89,355 

Post-Matric Scholarships. Likewise, a sum of Rs.64.52 lakhs was sanctioned for 4,01,618 pre-matric 

scholarships12. Apart from these scholarships there were also yearly scholarships and awards for 

Depressed class pupils, such as Gandhi memorial award, Merit scholarships and Bright student’s awards. 

These scholarships and awards were given through Adi-Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Department. This 

Scheme of Scholarships and awards had been regularly followed by the successive Governments in Tamil 

Nadu. 

 

Welfare Activities carried on by Adi-Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Department: 

1. During 1996-1997, the Action Plan for the construction of Girls hostel building was started. During 

1999-2000 a sum of Rs.13.86 crores was allotted for the construction of 32 Girls and Boys hostels in 

several parts of Tamil Nadu13. 

2. A sum of Rs. 145 lakhs were sanctioned for capital work for construction of class rooms to 10 schools 

and provision of laboratories to 5 schools. A sum of Rs.85.60 Lakhs had been further released during 

1999-2000 for the above purpose. 

3. The Food charges in the colleges and I.T.I. hostels were increased from Rs.300 to Rs.400 per month 

from 1998-1999. About 8475 students were benefited through the contribution of a sum of Rs.84.75 

Lakhs towards this cause14. For the Government Schools and hostels the food charges have been 

increased from Rs.180 to Rs.225 per month. 

4. In order to enrol a greater number of Secondary Grade Teachers among Adi-Dravidar and Scheduled 

Tribes, 850 candidates belonging to Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes were trained as Secondary 

Grade Teachers in 17 Teacher Training Institutions in the Tamil Nadu State. 

5. The furniture at a cost of Rs.17.50 Lakhs had also been supplied to 7 college hostels in the state where 

Depressed Class students were accommodated. 
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6. The Government sanctioned during the last years of the 20th century, Rs.75 Lakhs for the supply of 

dual desks to some of the High Schools and Higher Secondary Schools in the state where the Adi-

Dravida students pursued education. 

7. In addition to the existing programmes coaching classes were conducted for those who wanted to 

appear for examinations in IAS. professional colleges entrance level, Advocates training. typewriting 

and shorthand courses. Opportunities were also provided to them to qualify themselves more for 

occupying higher positions in many top-level administrative organizations. 

Further, Training had also been offered during the year 1999-2000, for the following courses. 

• Course for Executive Secretary, pattern making and Industrial sewing machine operator. 

• Garment production technology, special coaching for entrance examination for various 

administrative services and foot wear manufacturing. 

• Basic training in machine operations practice, pattern cutting masters course, production 

supervisor and control course. 

• Security machines operations course, Dress making and machine embroidery, Bakery and 

confectionary and juice making. 

• Salesmanship in fashion apparel designing, diploma Certificate course in interior design and 

decoration, Beautician course and carpentry work for women. 

8. Rs.5 Lakhs had been sanctioned for the celebration of "Manitha Neva Vara Vizha" during 24th to 30th 

January 2000 and the amount was spent for the propagation of principles of humanism. The message 

of Humanitarianism and Removal of untouchability has been the theme in the celebration activities. 

9. During 1999- 2000 a sum of Rs.3.62 Crores had been spent for the release and rehabilitation of Bonded 

Labourers. 

10. A record has also been made in the scheme of Chief Ministers Prize Money, where a sum of Rs.1500 

per student per annum was given as award to 1000 Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe boys and 

1000 Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe girls who secure first 100 ranks in the State in the Plus 

Two Higher Secondary examinations for which a sum of Rs.58.31 Lakhs was sanctioned for the year 

1999-2000. Similarly, 550 Scheduled Caste and Schedule Tribe students who secure 60% and above 

marks in their college examinations had been awarded prizes under this scheme. For this also a sum 

of Rs.18.57 lakhs had been sanctioned during 1999-2000, 

11. During 1999-2000 nearly 102 B.T. (Bachelor of Teaching) teachers and 26 P.G. Assistants were 

appointed in Adi-Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Schools. 

12. From the year 1998-1999 a new scheme called "Kudumba Kalvi Thittam" was introduced for the 

upliftment of Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe members under this scheme and assistance of 

Rs.15000 to Rs.50,000 were allotted for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe pupils who finished 

Diploma or Degree Courses for their self-employment. The main motive of this scheme is that at least 

one person from a family of many is to be educated. 

13. Further, a sum of Rs.1 crore has been provided for acquisition of lands for construction of hostels. The 

norms for this are that a minimum of 50 cents for each hostel is to be acquired. 

14. To maintain better quality of food in the hostels, contract system was introduced. Nearby 25 colleges 

in the State were benefited by this system. Similarly, in Dindugal District a Government Tribal School 

Hostel was handed over to non-Governmental organization for experimental basis. 
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15. Financial Assistance Centre offered special measures for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe Law 

graduates and Rs.3000 to Rs.5000 was sanctioned to each candidate as scholarship to them for taking 

up their legal prefession15. 

The above welfare measures of Adi-Dravidar and Tribal Welfare Department highlight the amelioration 

works of the government through education and they played a tremendous role for the upliftment of the 

Depressed Classes. After the formation of the Labour Department there was a slow move by the 

Government for these communities for their sducation which was done through a separate school namely 

Labour schools. Later, after 1949 Harijan Welfare Department took up the task for uplifting this 

downtrodden people by various measures like providing scholarship. Mid-day Meals, Hostel facilities etc., 

It was only om 1967 these people after many decades of struggle had equal footing to a considerable extent 

in the society and were treated as human beings. It was possible only because of education. The high caste 

Hindus also started moving friendly with these communities and the former had developed a brotherly 

feeling towards the latter which was not seen before Independence. Further, the Government policies and 

measures also encouraged the depressed communities in getting education and government appointments. 

After the Reservation Policy of the government which played a mighty role in their life, took the depressed 

communities to a high pedestal which finally gave a good upliftment to these communities both socially 

and economically. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The evolution of the socio-economic condition of the Depressed Classes in South India during the 

twentieth century represents a defining chapter in the region’s social reform history. The establishment of 

the Depressed Classes Mission Society (1908) under the leadership of Sir Israel Nallappah marked a 

decisive step toward institutionalizing efforts for the emancipation of marginalized communities. Through 

initiatives in education, employment, and social welfare, the movement facilitated a gradual yet significant 

transformation in societal attitudes and opportunities for the oppressed. While substantial progress has 

been achieved, persistent disparities continue to challenge the ideals of equality and social justice. Hence, 

the legacy of these reform movements remains vital, reminding contemporary society of the enduring need 

for inclusive development and the continuous reinforcement of social equity within India’s democratic 

framework. 
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