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As many developing countries aim to achieve the SDG of universal basic education, the 

experience of an early ‘high achiever’, the Indian state of Kerala and one of its precursors, the 

princely state of Travancore, is noteworthy. We investigate a hitherto relatively unexplored 

aspect – the difficult trajectory of education amongst Travancore Muslims, a social group which, 

like the Dalits, although for different reasons, were excluded from public education.  We 

examine the strategy used by a prominent social reformer Vakkom Moulavi Abdul Khader 

(1873-1932) to make education accessible to Muslims and other social groups in the early 20th 

century. 

Data are drawn from census and administrative reports, archival sources and an original analysis 

of the newspaper Swadeshabhimani (1906-1910), of which Vakkom Moulavi was the owner, 

publisher and first editor. The first newspaper in Travancore that took up accountability of 

government as its primary mission, it was banned in 1910 by the government, which confiscated 

the press and exiled the editor.   

Key elements of the strategy included challenging the state’s inequitable policy on education and 

demanding accountability of public officials, as well as contesting the traditional Muslim 

religious leadership in their opposition to modern education, especially for girls. We highlight 

the use of print to reach the broader population and a vernacular (Arabic-Malayalam, or the libi) 

to reach the Muslim population.  The influx of ideas from reform movements in West Asia, in 

particular Egypt, influenced both the form and content of civic engagement.  

These results challenge the view that the higher administrative capacity of Travancore, a state 

that engaged in “defensive modernization”, was primarily responsible for progress in education. 

Another closely aligned argument emphasizes the “benevolent princely state” and/or the role of 

missionaries. 

Our findings highlight the variations in the trajectories for achieving universal education, even 

within a relatively small political entity.  Political contestation by the excluded stimulates the 

demand for education and also helps to develop both policy and state implementation capacity, 

especially when it is linked to state accountability and representative government. Instead of a 

global template for achieving universal education, regional pathways are important to recognize 

and accommodate.


