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The Oriya Movement

THE President of the Utkal Sam.

mllani (Utkal Union Confer-
ence), addressing its fifty-first
session at Berhampur on March

16th 1959, said,

'We are the first people in the
country to observe the feeling of
unity in the Indian Nation but
we cannot sacrifice our own in-
terest.’'

Earlier in the year, in the middle
of February, the Budget session of
the Orissa Legislative Assembly
opened with an address from the
Governor of Orissa. The speech was
received with a motion of thanks
from the House, to which Opposi-
tion members tabled amendments.
Amon'g these amendments were two,
which | have selected from several
having different word's but the same
substance. These are:

'‘But regret to find that: (a)
there is no mention of the Gov-
ernment's failure to safeguard
the interests of the people of
Orissa and particularly the Adi-
basls in Rourkella and in the
Dandakaranya scheme; (b) there
is no mention of the failure of
Government to take sincere and
effective steps for the restoration
of outlying Oriya tracts.'

The Utkal Sammilani is an orga-
nization founded to look after the
interests of Oriyas. It is the busi-
ness of the Opposition to pick holes
where it can, and one might be
tempted to regard these amend-
ments as just another propaganda
point to be made on the floor of the
House. But those quotations mean
more than this: time and again
Oriya 'nationalism' comes up as a
cause for political action or an
explanation for political behaviour.
It is a rallying cry, a moral impe-
rative, in the name of which sacri-
fices are made and narrower per-
sonal or party or regional interests
are forgotten. It is, since 1947 and
the coming of Independence, the
most widespread and the strongest
‘cause’ in Orissa politics,

Whether such feelings are good or
bad is beside the point: they exist,
and there is no understanding of
contemporary politics without tak-
ing provincial patriotism into ac-
count.

F G Bailey

Orissa—then the present districts
of Cuttack, Puri, and Balasore—
was taken from the Marathas in
1803 and governed from Calcutta.
The southern part—the present dis-
tricts of Ganjam and Koraput—
was governed from Madras.

Alien Administration

Bengalis had already a long ex-
perience of British rule, and most
of the officials who came to the
newly-annexed areas were Bengalis.
They were the administrators and
they became, as the leaders of the
Utkal Sammilani later called them
'an intermediary ruling race.'
Bengali was the language of the
courts. The lawyers were Bengalis.
The teachers were Bengalis. If an
Oriya wanted responsible employ-
ment in the Administration, he had
virtually to turn himself into a
Bengali. There were no educational
institutions in Orissa, using the
Oriya language, which could give
him the necessary qualifications.

It is ironical that the founder of
the Utkal Sammilani, Madhusudan
Das, went to Calcutta for higher
education, and to the end of his life,
so one person told me, spoke on
informal occasions not 'chaste and
elegant’ Oriya, but Oriya with many
Bengali corruptions and admixtures.
There is a fragment of autobio-
graphy by Madhusudan Das which
illustrates the feelings of ambitious
Oriyas (Das was born into a zemln-
dari family) in the last two decades
of the nineteenth century:

"All the surroundings of my life
in my village were calculated to
develop pride.'

Then he was sent to the Govern-

ment Zilla School at Cuttack to

obtain an English education.
'My admission into the English
School brought me into contact
with Bengali boys and Bengali
teachers ... | was the target. All
my Bengali class comrades ever-
lastingly fired their volley of sar-
casm and ridicule at me ... | had
long hair which was tied at the
back. This my Bengali friends
considered a sign of my being a
girl not a boy, for in Bengal by
that time short-cropped hair was
in fashion. One day one of my

1331

friends cut it off with a
pair of sharp scissors . ... During
the years of Bengali persecution
at school | looked back with a
sigh, a regret sometimes with
tears, on the days | spent in my
village before | was transported
to Cuttack for English education,
I thought of the days when | was
loved, respected, and blessed as
the scion of an old family of
Zemindars, | was reconciled to a
life where contempt and insult
would be my share ..." Madhu-
Sudan's Immortal Words.—Edited
by N Das. Kala Vigyan Parishad,
Cuttack. 1958. P3.)

'Downright Robbery!

That was the position of Oriyas
in the heartland of Orissa. The
Administration was manned by
aliens. Oriya culture was despised.
There were several attempts to have
Bengali pronounced the language
of instruction in schools. There was
even an attempt to prove that
Oriya was merely a dialect of Ben-
gali, whereas, as Oriyas pointed
out, just as good a case could be

Bengali

made out that Bengali was a cor-
rupted dialect of Oriya.
There were also more practical

and immediate reasons why Oriyas
disliked and feared the immigrant
Bengalis. Many Oriyas lost their
estates to Bengalis. The estates
were sold to meet arrears of tax,
and the sale took place in Calcutta
often without the knowledge of the
Oriya owners.

'In the second and third years
after the extension of the Bengal
Regulations to Cuttack, estates
paying a jumma of 4% lakhs of
rupees out of a jumma of Rs
1,200,000 were sold at public auc-

tion for arrears of revenue ....
The inadequate value at which
these lands were sold also im-

mensely aggravated the hardship
of the measure, and has been

termed by the Collector (in his
report) little better than down-
right robbery." (quoted in The

Oriya Movement by 'Two Bache-

lors of Arts' Oriya Samaj. Gan-
jam. 1919. P7.)
If this was happening in the

heartland of Orissa, in the adminis-
trative division in which Oriyas
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were in the great majority, the same
and worse was happening in those
tracts where Oriyas were a mino-
rity in a larger linguistic group.
This was the case on all the land
borders of Orissa. To the south
the Ganjam Oriyas were adminis-
tered from Madras, and the officials
who governed them were Telugu-
speakers: to the west and north-

west Oriyas had to deal with Hindi-

there were large groups of
speakers in the districts of what is
now West Bengal.

In these areas the language and
the Oriyas were
tained with difficulty.
dren were educated
of Bengali or

Oriya chil-
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Hindi. A process, which is illus-
trated by the Census returns for
Midnapore district in Bengal, must
have been going on in all the out-
lying Oriya tracts. The total of
Oriya-speakers in Midnapore were
returned thus:

1891 ....... veee... 572,789
1901 .......0000... 270,495
1911 .............. 181,801



