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11.0 OBJECTIVES 

After going through this unit, you should be able to: 
explain the nature of the anti-caste movements that arose in the aftermath of 
British Colonialism and 
discuss the genesis and evolution of Tribal movements in colonial India. 

11.1 INTRODUCTION 

As you have read in Unit 1 of this course, the advent of British Colonialism 
drastically and rapidly altered the social and economic structure of India - and of 
course, alongside, its politics! and administrative set up. In fact, the changes in 
the polity and administration, namely, the Constitution of India as a single 
politico-administrative entity, creation of a civil service, an army, a judiciary 
etc., were necessary to effect wide-spread changes in the socio-economic 
structure of the country. This was not an end in itself, since these changes were 
introduced for facilitating the appropriation of surplus from the colony and its 
repatriation to England. 

11.2 COLONIALISM AND ITS IMPACT IN THE 
CULTURAL AND SOCIAL EIELDS 

The integration of Indian economy with the world capitalist system was followed 
by changes in the social and cultural fields. Colonialism facilitated India's 
contact with the momentous changes that the western world was undergoing and 
introduced Indian intellectuals to the radical and liberal ideals of democracy, 
popular sovereignty and rationalism. The industrial revolution, the 
breath-taking advance of science and technology and the great ~volut ionary 
upheavals of the 18th and 19th centuries in the west were transhMing the whole I 

face of the dorld - it was never to be the same again.   he profou@lmpact that 
this along with the introduction of modern education had on the sec;tFns of '  
Indian middle classes led to intense questioning and critical qppraisal gf the 

.s 

backward and degrading socio-religious practices prevalent in Indian society. 
I 

- +  - 
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The mcio-cultural milieu of pre-colonial India was primarily shaped by the 
family and kinship institutions which conditioned the mind with a religious and 
caste identity. All the traditional practices were through these institutions; 
passed on from generation to generation. Initially, modem education did not 
touch more than the frills of Indian society. The lack of sufficient cultural 
resources and ideological apparatus at the command of the colonial state 
eventually led the British, in the person of Lord Macaulay, to direct their efforts 
at producing a class from among the Indians who would be carriers of colotlial 
culture and ideology - Indians by the colour af their skin but British in their tastes 
and thought. 

However, whatever be the case, under this influence of modern ideas there 
developed in India, a whole series of socio-religious reform movements. 

' Check Your Progress 1 
Note; i) Use the space given below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with that given at the end of the unit. 
I 

1) What was the impact of British Coloniali'sm in social and cultural fields? 

11.3 REFORMIST MOVEMENTS 

The$e movements took the form of a 'struggle against the backward elements of 
traditional culture', an important dimension of which was opposition to caste. , 

The movements like Brahmo Samaj and Prarthana Samaj advocated the 
removal of caste distinction. 

Following the reform movements of the early nineteenth century which were 
explicitly influenced by liberal ideas, there were religious reform movements 
like the Arya Samaj and Ramakrishna Mission. Though different in their 
reli$ious messages and concepts, these movements too, had an anti-caste edge. 
Arya Samaj drew its inspiration from Vedic Hinduism, rejected polytheism and 
idolatory, and sought to give greater role to individuality. 'Swami Dayananda 
Sarrswati, the architect of Arya Samaj accepted that all persons including 
S h d r a s  could read the Vedas. This was a remarkable innovation in traditional 
Hinduism, where something like Shudras having access to scriptures was 
considered blasphemous. Dayanand Saraswati considered caste as having had a 
useful function in the past. However, in his conception he introduced much . 
greater flexibility by asserting that birth should not be tlfe sole criterion. Guna 

1 (character), Karma (action) and Swabhav (nature), according to. him must be 
the criteria. He; therefore, denounced untouchability as being inhuman. The ' 
Ramakrishna mission, on the other hand, preached Vedantic Hinduism and ' 

advocated universal brotherhood. Initiated by a simple village Saint 
Ramakrishna, this powerful revivalist movement in Bengal was subsequently 
cartied forward by Swami Vivekananda. Vivekananda did not want to discard 
the caste system altogether, but attacked its ri&dity. H e  too wanted to transform 
it from a system based solely on birth to one based on merit. H e  vigorously 

. attacked the practice of untouchability. 

11.3.1 Anti-Caste Movements: Some Details 
One of the most important aspects of these reform movements was their 
opposition to caste and its accompanying rigidity. The 6utspokenly anti-caste 
mdvements led by Rarnaswami Naicker, Jyotiba Phule and Sri Narayana Guru 

. bear testimony to this. As you shall see later in this block, the chief inspiration 
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for Ambedkar's crusade came from the ideals of liberty, fraternity and equality - 
the slogans of the Western revolutions. The socially progressive stance of these 
movements on questions of sati, dowry, widow remarriage, etc. along with 
intense questioning of the rigidities of the caste system show that Western ideas 
of liberalism had a powerful impact. 

11.4 COLONIALISM AND ITS IMPACT ON THE 
ECONOMY 

Here we shall deal primarily with the impact on the agrarian economy. Among 
the major changes introduced by the British in Indian economy, the far-reaching 
changes in agriculture were probably the most important. These changes 
introduced with a view to cornering the surplus in the form of land revenue and 
to make Indian agriculture an appendage of the British economy, greatly 
transformed the face of the countryside. It was precisely with this purpose that, 
as you have read earlier, the colonial authorities introduced two major tenurial 
and land revenue systems - the Zamindari and Ryotwari systems, whereby the 
position of peasant cultivators became quite precarious. They were forced to 
pay very high rents and were made to pay illegal dues and cesses and often had to 
perform forced labour. 

High rates of revenue forced these peasant cultivators to take recourse to 
borrowing money - at equally high rates of interest - often forcing the peasant to 
resort to distress sales. Floods and famines aggravated the situation and made 
them more and more susceptible to the money-lenders grip, who in any case were 
being helped by the Government. This increasing grip of the money-lenders over 
the agrarian economy eventually enabled them to acquire the land of the 
distressed peasants whose pauperization was becoming a growing feature of 
rural life. 

Side by side with the above, the British made conscious efforts to incorporate 
the Indian agricultural and tribal economy into the ever-expanding market of 
British colonialism. To this end, Indian agriculture was forced to cater to the 
needs of British Capital. Therefore, there was massive forced production of cash 
crops like cotton, indigo, sugar, tea and coffee. This spread of crops designed for 
export to Indian and foreign markets was one of the main forces which created a 
more homogeneous agrarian society in the early 19th century. Not only were 
tribal people and nomads being settled and subordinated to the discipline of 
producing an exportable surplus, but many of the gradations in status and 
function between people of the settled agricultural tracts which had obtained 
under indigenous rule were disappearing, giving way to simple distinctions of 
wealth and landholding. 

Among the changes that the whole gamut of British policies brought in the 
ag;arian set-up was a change in the social relationships too. 

Slow penetration of capital and of consumption into the forests (i.e. following 
integration of tribal economies into the market) was a very significant change. 
The partnership between the Company and the money-lender - trader which had 
facilitated the subjugation of India now proceeded in the conquest of India's 
internal frontiers. Monied 'settlers from the plains trickled into the central 
Indian tribal zone establishing landlordism and indebtedness alien to the 
domestic economy of the indigenous tribal systems. As late as the 18th century, 
there still existed an extensive pastoral and nomadic economy which had 
changed in a big way by mid-nineteenth century. Everywhere they (British) 
sought to settle and'discipline groups such as the Gujars, Bhathis, Ranjar, 
Rajputs and Mewatis who moved around, extracting protection rent. The 
assessment of waste land and creation of more rigid property rights enforceable 
by court order restricted the nomads' mobility. Many of the herdsmen carrier 
people of the Deccan for instance, had already become subordinate 
agricultural 'Castes' before 1870. The changes in the pastoral and agrarian 
economy though they were a cause for much discontent and rebellions, as you 
shall see later, however, affected changes in the caste structure too. 
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Check Your Progress 2 
Nate: i) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answers with that given at the end of the unit. 

1) Briefly discuss the impact of British rule on the Indian economy. 
f-\ 

..................................................................................... 

11.5 CASTE ORDER AND COLONIALISM 

You must have read about the caste-system in Indian society in the course on 
Indian Government and Politics. Also you must be aware of its main features, 
its hierarchical and closed structure as also of the trends and mechanisms of 
upward mobility between castes. 

In this unit we shall introduce you to the impact of colonialism on the caste 
order. 

However, before we go on to see what changes colonialism brought in its wake, 
let us briefly enumerate certain basic features of the caste system. 

G.S. Ghurye, in his authoritative work on Caste has enumerated six such 
features: 

a) Segmental division of society, i.e., the "quasi-sovereignty of caste" and its 
governing body, as a result of which members of a caste ceased to be 
members of a community as a whole, insofar as such caste 4as a group with 
a separate arrangement for meeting out justice to its members. Thus, it. 
implied a situation where citizens owned moral allegiance to their caste 
first, rather than to the community as a whole. 

b) Hierarchy or rigid ordering of society from top to bottom on the basis of 
ritual status and equally rigid definition of roles and functions that each 
group must perform. 

c) Restrictions in interdining and social intercourse according to the detailed 
rules which prescribe what sort of food or drink can be accepted by a person 
and from what castes. 

d) Civil and religious disabilities and privileges of different sections: mainly 
expressed through separated living and some castes not having access to 
certain areas, streets, temples, practices like untouchability and SO on. 

e) Lack of unrestricted choice of occupation 

f )  Endogamy or restriction of marriage 

Colonialism affected the caste system mainly in two different ways. Firstly, 
through the various judicial and administrative practices that the British 
introduced. Secondly, indirectly through the influence of liberal ideas on the 
sections of Indian society who, thereafter took up cudgels to fight for social 
reforms. 

11.5.1 Impact of British Judicial and Administrative Practkes 
The judicial and administrative practices introduced by the British based on the 
principle of equality before law, obviously made no distinction btPwegR castes. 
Further, introduction by the British of a uniform criminal law "removed from 
the purview of caste, many matters that used to be adjudicated by it earlier." No 
longer were caste-governing bodies to decide on matters of assault, adultery, 
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rape and so on. Gradually, even in certain matters of civil law, like marriage and 
divorce, the authority of caste started getting eroded. 

The second aspect was the enactment of certain laws which practically eroded 
the authority of castes in many respects though practically, often the impact was 
marginal. Despite this, legislations like the Widow Remarriage Act of 1856 or 
the Castes Disabilities Removal Act of 1850 did have considerable impact on the 
authority of caste. Regarding marriage, usually the British legal system tried to 
adhere to the practices laid down by local customs. 

British administration also took up the question of civil equality for lower castes. 
The Govt. in Bombay Presidency, for example, issued a resolution in 1923 
threatening to withhold grants to any .school/educational institution that refused 
to admit students from lower castes. Also the practice of segregating students 
from lower castes in classes was gradually abandoned and they were made to sit 
with co-pupils from among the caste Hindus. The Madras Govt. in 1923 
empowered Magistrates to punish offenders of lower castes and in 1925 through 
a special legislation threw open all public roads and streets giving access to any 
public office, well, tank or place of public resort to all classes of people including 
the depressed. The Govt. of Madras Presidency was in fact, the first to introduce 
protective discrimination in jobs for the lower castes, as early as in 1873. 

11.5.2 Impact of Economic Changes 
We have mentioned in the first section how the advent of British rule affected 
the economy of India. You have seen how this changing economic structure led 
to integration of certain nomadic people into the caste structure with the 
expansion of agricultural activities. It  also led to  a change in the status of certain 
caste groups within the caste hierarchy with land becoming a commodity that 
could be sold to  anyone who could pay for it, even a 'low caste' member, 
provided an opportunity to many to  acquire an economic status whereby they 
could gradually strive for upward mobility. Availability of new economic 
opportunities in port cities and capitals and access to new trading and 
employment opportunities for the lower castes resulted in relative prosperity for 
them. For instance, the improved communications brought about an 
enlargement of market for oil and pressed oilseeds, from which Telis (Oilmen) 
all over eastern India benefited. The Noniyas of eastern UP, Kolis of Surat 
coast and several other groups benefited from the new employment 
opportunities resulting from railway, road and canal construction. In such cases, 
according to M.N. Srinivas, the wealthier families or sections became possessed 
of a desire to move up in caste hierarchy by acquiring the symbols and rituals of 
higher castes, This upward mobility is known as 'Sanskritization'. The changes 
from an agricultural economy to an industrial economy also brought in its wake 
processes like westernization which involved a change in status based on 
adoption of western values. 

11.5.3 Anti-Caste Movements under the Influence of Liberal 
Philosophy 

The third major way in which the caste structure was affected was through 
powerful anti-caste and social reform movements under the Arya Samaj in 
Northern India, Raja Ram Mohan Roy in Bengal, Jyotiba Phule in 
Maharashtra, Sri Narayana Guru in Kerala, Ramaswami Naicker in Madras 
and so on. The major themes taken up by these movements were reform in 
regard to the position of women, equality for oppressed castes, general reform 
in religion and rituals. So, for instance, social reformers had exerted enough 
pressure for the enactment of the Special Marriage Act in 1872, that made 
inter-caste marriage possible. 

Questions of widow remarriage, Sati, women's education etc. were important 
issues of struggle waged by the social reformers, particularly in Bengal. 

The mobility of a few low castes had in Srinivas' words, a 'demonstration effect' 
on all others in the region. The latter felt that they were no longer condemned to 
a life of poverty and oppression. Provided they matle the effort, they could also 
rise up the ladder. Perhaps this feeling significantly contributed to lending a 
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strength to the movement of lower and backward castes. What has come to be 
known as the 'Backward Classes Movement' acquired a widespread character 
and was particularly strong in Southern parts of India. These movements, 
passed through two stages: in the first, the lower castes tried to acquire the 
symbols and rituals of high status, while in the second aspirations moved 
towards acquisition of political power, education and share in the new economic 
opportunities. 

The emergence of caste sabhas or  associations gave organizational impetus to 
the movement of backward castes. Initial activity of these sabhas were directed 
at tryihg 'to reform caste customs and undertake welfare activities of the benefit 
of their caste brethren, in the form of building hostels, houses on a co-operative 
basis, setting up colleges and hospitals, and provide scholarships. 

An overview of the most important anti-caste movements mentioned above 
suggests that, despite widely differing approaches and methods they had a 
common stand, in that they were motivated by similar issues which became the 
total point of reform. While the social reformers of Bengal explicitly challenged 
the very basis of caste oppression by advocating nationalism, the Arya Samaj 
and or the Ramakrishna Mission sought to modify the caste system by efforts in 
the direc'ti~n of removal of untouchability. Phule and Naicker organized the 
'lower castes7 to lead an assault on the upper caste domination in all spheres of 
social life. However, it has been pointed out that such movements which 
organized the lower castes against upper caste domination, in due course got 
transformed into a movement of caste solidarity themselves. 

Check Your Progress 3 
Note: i) Use the space given below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with that given at the end of the unit. 

1) What were the two chief ways in which colonialism affected the caste system? 

- 
11.6 TRIBAL MOVEMENTS 

The tribal movements in colonial India, i t  must be understood, were born out of 
deep dissatisfaction and often discontent against socio-economic policies of the 
British Government, which adversely affected their lives. Whether it be the 
question of encroachment of tribal lands by money-lenders backed by the Govt., 
the acquisition of tribal forest, high taxation or enhancement of rent, everyone 
of these policies created among the tribes and nomadic communities extreme 
distrust of the authorities and turned them against the rulers - often against 
outsiders (Sudsldikus) in general, since that was how the tribal mind perceived 
the situation to be. 

The situation was further worsened by the fact that famines in the latter half of 
the 19th century forced the tribals into destitution. Dr. Verrier Elwin remarks 
that the chief cause of the decline of tribal communities' '....was the loss of land 
and forests" which according to him, "had the effect of enervating tribal 
organism that it had no interior resistance against infection by a score of other 
evils ..." If we look back over the long series of tribal rebellions against authority 

.in other parts of tribal India, we see that the majority of them arose over this one 
point. Thus, the Kol insurrection of 1833 was caused by encroachment on tribal 
land. The Tamar rebellions repeated seven times between 1789 and 1832 were 
primarily due to the illegal deprivation of their rights in land, which the Hos, 
Mundas and Oraons suffered. The Santhal Rebellion (1855) was primarily a 
revolt against oppression of landlords, village money-lenders etc. The Birsa 
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Munda Revolt (1895-1901) too was directed against the 'outsider7-namely 
landlords, traders and government officers. As evident, the movements were 
spread over large part of the country. 

A noteworthy feature of these tribal movements, separated in space and time 
from one another, was that they occurred not in one or two pockets but were 
spread out across the country and had at the root, common or similar issues. 
Significant tribal movements took place in the beginning of the twentieth 
century. Most important among these was in the present Andhra Pradesh, 

I where the tribals' forest agitation merged with Gandhi's non-cooperation 
I movement and subsequent to its withdrawal was carried further under the 
1 leadership of Sitarama Raju. According to Prof. Summit Sarkar the spread of 
I 

1 
the movement was far beyond Andhra. "On 10 July 1921, Reading reported to 

I the Secy. of State that 2,50,000 out of 4,00,000 acres of forest in Kumaon 
Division of U.P. had been burnt down. Cavalry had to be sent to Muzaffarpur in 

i North Bihar in Dec. 1921 to tackle an agitation over grazing rights. From 

t Bengal, too, came reports of Santhals reasserting their lost forest rights in the 
Jhargram region of Midnapur and widespread looting of woodlands in 

I Banskhali land Cox's Bazar areas of Chittagong." 

A study of these innumerable tribal movements reveals interesting 
characteristics which have parallels in similar agrarian movements elsewhere in 
the world. Most of these have been characterized by what has been called a 
negative consciousness by Ranajit Guha wherein, more than their own 
consciousness as a class or social group, a consciousness based on an 

t identification of the enemy has played a vital role. 

Often enemies of the people have been identified as enemies of the faithful, 
oppressed and disenfranchised and have been mingled with religious calls for 
struggle against such enemies. 

Teachings of Judaism, Christianity and Shia'ite Islam often had, as integral part of 
their teachings the promise of a paradise on earth for a thousand years through 
divine intervention. This has been variously described as Messianism, 
Millenarianism or Mahdism. Such millenarian elements can be seen in the 
different Mahdist movements in the Babism of mid 19th century Iran or in the 
vision of a Heavenly Kingdom in the Taiping Rebellion in China or in the many 
variants of Brasilian Cultic protest movements. 

Kathleen Gough, on the basis of a study of 77 agrarian revolts has roughly 

1 classified them into five types in terms of their goals, ideology and methods of 
I organization: 1) Restorative rebellions to drive out the British and to restore 

earlier rulers and social relations, 2) religious movements for the liberation of a 
region or an ethnic group under a new form of govt., 3) what had been referred 
to as 'Social banditry' by E. J. Hobsbawm, 4) Terrorist vengeance, with ideas of 
meeting out collective justice and 5) Mass insurrections for the redress of 
particular grievances. 

Though Eric Hobsbawm, Norman Cohn and Peter Worsely have suggested that 
millenarian movements were rare or absent in India, as the widespread opinion 
is that they stem from Indacocuristian influences, Gough holds a different 
opinion. According to her, it is probably true in the 'strict sense of a belief in a 
thousand year period in which the evil one will be chained, in a wider sense it is 
not true. The belief and expectation that the present evil world will be 
transformed by divine intervention and bliss shall reign on earth, has permeated 
many a tribal movement in India. "Birsa Munda received teaching both from 
Lutheran missionaries and Hindu ascetics but then reverted to his Munda 
religion, bringing with him beliefs and images from both majdr faiths. He taught 
the Mundas first that he was divinity - appointed messenger come to deliver them 
from foreign rule, and later that he was an incarnation of God himself. His 

i mission was to save the faithful from destruction in imminent flood, fire and 
brimstone, by leading them to the top of a mountain. Beneath them, "all the 

1 British, Hindus and Muslims would perish, after which a Munda Kingdom 
would be ushered in." 

Some of the;< movements subsequently got integrated with the natiqnal . 
movement. Particularly during the non:cooperation movement the 'forest 
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Satyagrahas' played an important role. Gradually, they also got imbued with 
anti-imperialist ideology. Sumit Sarkar notes in the case of Sitarama Raju's 
movement that certain striking new features were visible. Sitarama Raju was not 
a local village muttadar unlike previous leaders but "a man without family or 
interest, an outsider coming from a group which claimed KShatriya status and 
often some proficiency in Telugu and Sanskrit scholarship.. . ." 
Anti-imperialist ideology was still rudimentary. Raju's anti-imperialist feeling 
were reflected, for instance i n  his statement that he was unable to shoot 
Europeans as they were always surrounded by Indians whom he did not want to 
kill. This ideology was accompanied by primitive messianic elements. He  had 
been wandering among the tribals since 1915 as a Sanyasi claiming astrological 
and qnedicinal powers and coming under Non-Cooperation influence in 1921. 
"Raju hints he is bullet-proof" reported the Malkangiri Deputy Tehsildar, while 
a rebel proclamation in April 1924 claimed that "God Sri Jagannadhaswami 
would incarnate very shortly as kalkiavatar and appear before us." 

Essentially all these tribal movements were the outcome of deep resentment and 
discontent against the policies of British imperialists that affected them 
adversely, as you have seen in the beginning of this unit. 

- 

Check Your Progress 4 
Note: i) Use the space given below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with that given at the end of the unit. 

1) Discuss the Tribal Movements that arose in Colonial India. 

.................................................................................................. 

................................................................................................. 

11.7 LET US SUM UP 

In this unit, you mainly studied about the impact of British Colonialism in India 
with particular reference to the Caste system and the varipus Tribal movements. 
You were told how in the wake of colonial rule, certain forces and movements 
were generated that helped loosen the rigidity of caste in our country. You also 
read Ldbout the genesis and evolution of the several anti-colonial tribal 
movements that arose during the period. It is hoped that this'unit shall provide 
you with a useful insight into the various efforts being made for the 
transformation of present day Indian society. 

11.8 SOME USEFUL BOOKS 
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11.9 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
EXERCISES 

Check Yout Progress 1 
See Section 11.2 

Check Your Progress 2 
See Section 11.4 

Check Your Progress 3 
See Section 11.5 

Check Your Progress 4 
See Section 11.6 
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