
 
Rajarshi Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj 

What makes a ruler truly great—power, conquest, or the courage to challenge injustice? 
Rajarshi Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj of Kolhapur chose the last path, redefining kingship as 
a moral calling rather than a privilege. While others-built empires, he built institutions of 
justice. As Dhananjay Keer rightly said, “Shahu was not merely a king; he was a social 
revolutionary in royal robes.” His rule remains one of India’s earliest and boldest experiments 
in equality. 

At a time when Indian society was tightly bound by the chains of caste, where varna and jati 
dictated every aspect of a person’s life—from birth to death—Shahu Maharaj dared to ask a 
question that challenged the moral foundations of that society: Is a man's worth determined 
by his birth or by his humanity? 

 

His entire life as a ruler was guided by this question. On 26th July 1902, he introduced a 
landmark policy: 50% reservation in state services for backward classes. This was the first 
such policy in Indian history—decades before independence, decades before affirmative 
action became a constitutional right. This was not just a policy decision; it was an ethical 
declaration. As Gail Omvedt rightly noted, “Shahu was the first major ruler to implement 
affirmative action in India,” laying the groundwork for what Dr Ambedkar and modern India 
would later institutionalize. 

But Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj’s reforms did not stop at reservation. He made education free 
and compulsory for all children, especially for girls and those from oppressed castes. He built 
hostels, provided scholarships, and actively encouraged the spread of scientific and rational 
thinking. 



There was a time when the British regime had branded the nomadic tribes as “criminals.” 

Entire communities were ostracized from society, denied education, employment, and 

dignity. But Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj could not tolerate this injustice. Near Kolhapur, he 
established the Sonatali Camp, offering these marginalized people an opportunity for 
rehabilitation. Here, they were not met with chains or humiliation instead, they were given 
tools to rebuild their lives: looms, ploughs, carpentry tools and, above all, self-respect. It is 
said that when these frightened people arrived, expecting punishment, Rajarshi Shahu 
Maharaj himself stood before them and declared: "You are not criminals. This label has been 
unjustly forced upon you. To me, you are my brothers. From this day forward, you will 
receive education, work — and the right to live with dignity in society."  

Once, a so-called upper-class clerk named Ganpat Abhyankar from Sangli challenged 
Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj’s policy of reservation. He argued that jobs should go only to the 
most “deserving,” not based on caste. Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj did not argue back. Instead, 
he took the clerk to the royal stables. The horses stood quietly, each with a food pouch tied 
to its mouth. The king gave an order to remove the pouches and pour all the food in one 
place. As the horses were released, the stronger ones rushed ahead, kicking and pushing. The 
weaker ones stayed behind, afraid, and got nothing. Some stronger ones fought and didn’t 
get food either. After a moment of silence, Rajarshi Shahu turned to the clerk and asked, 
“Should I shoot the weak horses now? Is this your idea of justice?” The clerk stood silent. 
The king said calmly, “That is why I give each one its fair share. Not out of pity, but out of 
fairness. That is what reservation means.” Then, in words that would echo far beyond the 
stable, he said, “You say castes don’t exist? You’re right—they don’t among humans. But 
when you bring the jungle’s law into society, I am forced to bring humanity into the stable.” 
That simple yet powerful story dismantled every argument without raising a voice. 

But the true greatness of Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj was not only in how he treated his 
subjects—it was how he recognized leaders among them. One day, while reading a 
newspaper, Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj came across a small article: a young boy from the Mahar 
community had returned from America with an M.A. and Ph.D. The Maharaj’s heart swelled 
with hope. He saw in this young scholar the promise of a new dawn for India’s oppressed. 
When no one could locate him, the king himself went with his officers to Parel in Bombay to 
find him. When they finally met, the king stepped out of his car, broke royal protocol, and 
embraced the young man. “Now the time of slavery is over,” he said. “The Dalits have found 
their leader.” That young man was Dr B.R. Ambedkar. 

This moment was more than a meeting. It was a symbolic transfer of mission—from one 
visionary to another. Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj saw in Dr Ambedkar not just talent, but a 
torchbearer. He invited him to Kolhapur, where Dr Ambedkar found strength, support, and 
moral encouragement. Later, Dr Ambedkar would say that Kolhapur had given him energy 
for the long, hard struggle ahead. The king had offered not just royal hospitality, but genuine 
friendship. 

Thus, Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj emerges not merely as a regional Maratha ruler but as a true 
philosopher-king—one who ruled not to preserve tradition, but to challenge it in the service 
of truth. He fits the classical vision of Plato’s ideal ruler: a man of power guided by wisdom. 
As historian Rosalind O’Hanlon notes, “Shahu’s reign represents an early experiment in 
state-sponsored social justice—unique in the Indian princely states of his time.” 



Even today, his legacy breathes through the policies of reservation, in the rising educational 
levels among backward communities, and in the growing demand for dignity and equality 
across the country. He passed away in 1922, but his ideals continue to shape India’s journey 
toward social justice. In a land where kings often built forts and palaces, Rajarshi Shahu 
Maharaj built something greater: a foundation for a more just society.  

His story reminds us of a question we must never stop asking: Can power and morality walk 
together? In Kolhapur, under Rajarshi Shahu Maharaj—they did. 

Chandrashekhar Kishan Jadhav (chandrashekharj0099@gmail.com ) 
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