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2.0 OBJECTIVES 

This unit is about the responses of Indian society to the arrival colonialism 
' 

in India. After reading this unit, you will be able to understand: 

The response of the peasantry to the colonial' policies; 

The reaction of the tribals to it; 

The reaction of the middle classes and intelligentsia to it; and 

The context of the rise of the social and cultural movements during the 
colonial period. 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Colonialism radically changed the face of Indian society. It also resulted in 
a churning within that society. The society responded to colonialism in multiple 
ways. The responses were, however, influenced by the context in which 
people lived, the way they perceived the colonial rule and their vision of 
a future society. In this unit we shall try and examine these various responses 
in their proper historical context. This will enable us to view properly the 
historical development of our society, and the manner in which this society 
responded to the range of forces it encountered over the past two hundred 
years or more. 

\ 

2.2 INDIA AND THE COLONIAL EXPERIENCE 

You have read in unit 1 that the trading companies from Europe, i.e, Great 
Britain, France, Spain, Portugal and Holland, entered India during the sixteenth Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU
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Company received the Dewani of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, when its armies 
defeated the combined forces of the Nawabs of Bengal and Oudh and the 
Mughal prince Shah Alam. By the first decades of the nineteenth century, 
a mere trading company established its authority over a vast tract of the 
Indian subcontinent. 

While on the one hand, colonialism impoverished the society and used political 
power to exploit it economically, it also unleashed the force of ideas to 
usher in an entirely new age. The British brought with them the message 
of the English (1688) and French (1789) revolutions. 

The notion of freedom, equality and a scientific world-view, derived from 
the scientific revolution and the enlightenment ideas of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries Europe, also travelled to India with the colonial powers. 
Colonialism, therefore, presented itself as the purveyor of ideas for a radical 
social reorganisation, even though it changed the economic, political and 
cultural mosaic of the subcontinent in a fundamental way. 

2.3 THE WORLD OF THE PEASANTRY 

In the areas occupied by the British new land revenue systems, such as 
the Permanent Settlement in Bengal and the Ryotwari system in other areas, 
were introduced. Both these were-alien to the subcontinent, and implied the 
superseding of the traditional rights of the village community over their land. 
Two forms of property now came into being. In Bengal where the Permanent 
Settlement was implemented, Zamindars became the intermediaries between 
the state and the peasants. In other are&, the peasants were directly 
burdened with very high taxes. 

The company began to extract revenue with a vengeance. In Bengal alone 
the total revenue collected doubled from Rs. 63.4 lakh in 1762-63 to Rs. 
147.0 lakh in 1765-66. R.C. Dutt, who studied the impact of colonialism 
on the Indian economy, estimated the extraction to have increased from Rs. 
2.26 crore in 1765-66, to 3.7 crore in 1769-70. Even the severe famine 
caused no decline in the taxat$n,,reflecting the unscrupulous greed of the 
new rulers. This created a s&er crisis for the old Zamindars, who were P now reduced to the status of revenue farmers. The new land revenue 

/ arrangements also affected the class of people dependant on State patronage, 
such as traditional scholars, fakirs, artists, etc. The revolts of the Zamindars 
and other dispossessed people formed the earliest responses to colonial power. 

The peasantry was the worst victim of the new system. The peasants reacted 
in the form of protest against the colonial oppression. The section provides 
some examples of the peasant's response. The peasant reaction came in many 
forms. Titu Mir's (1782) rebellion was one such early response to the British 
rule. Titu Mir led the poor peasants near Barasat in 24 Parganas (Bengal) 
against the Zamindars, both Hindus and Muslims. He instructed his followers 
to follow pure and simple Islamic practices. The movement began to spread 
into the adjoining districts of Nadia and Faridpur. Its popularity finally forced 
the colonial authorities to kill Titu Mir and suppress his movement. In 
November 1831 Titu Mir's headquarter at Narkulbaria in Barasat district 
was destroyed. He and fifty of his followers were killed, and several hundreds 
of his followers were arrested. 
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Historical Background The more widespread Farazi movement of Haji Shariatullah (1 78 1 - 1 840) in 
eastern Bengal followed this. Shariatullah asked his poor peasant followers 
to strictly observe the duties (far'iz, hence far'izi) enjoined by the Quran 
and Sunna (Islamic law), and to maintain God's unity. He stressed that so 
long as the British rule Bengal the congregational prayers on jumma and 
Id should not be performed, as according to tradition they must only be 
performed in a misr aljami (a town where an amir and a qazi, properly 
appointed by an independent Khalifa are stationed). This was one of the 
strongest indictments of British rule. Under his son Duda Mian (1 8 19-1 862), 
the impoverished and landless peasants, artisans and weavers joined the 
Farazi ranks. The Farazis attacked both the landlords in the area, who 
incidentally were Hindus, as well as the British Indigo factory owners. The 
colonial authorities tried very hard to suppress the Farazis and to rescind 
Shariatullah's indictment of British rule. It was finally in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century that the movement's new leaders asked the population 
to extend ioyalty to the British. The anti-British felling was so strong that 
people were not allowed to seek redressal of grievances in the British courts 
without permission from the Farazi leaders. 

# 

In 1859-60, the peasants in Nadia district of Bengal heard that the new 
Lt. Governor was sympathetic to their condition. They refused to accept 
the advance paid by the indigo planters coercing them to grow indigo. The 
movement spread through the delta region. Indigo planters were attacked 
and soon the entire system began to collapse. The active interest of the 
intelligentsia in Calcutta focussed the attention of the colonial authorities too 
on the oppression of the Indigo planters. As a result of this revolt, the 
indigo cultivation system came to an end in the area. In the 1870s, there 
were protests in Pabna (Bengal). The peasants organised themselves into 
agrarian leagues here. In 1873, a large-scale movement of the peasantry 
in Pabna and the adjoining areas was another strong indictment of colonial 
rule. 

In the Ryotwari areas, the peasantry came under increased pressure of 
revenue demanded in cash. The situation was aggravated with the introduction 
of commercial crops such as cotton. This W h e r  increased the monetary 
requirements of the peasant; at the same time it dimibished his self-sufficiency. 
The moneylenders in Bombay Presidency were mostly outsiders in the local 
peasant communities. They began approaching law courts for the settlement 
of debts. This. resulted a massive alienation of peasantry from their lands. 
Community bonds among the peasantry against the moneylenders strengthened, 
and they rose against the moneylenders in 1875 in the districts of Ahmednagar 
and Poona. 

2.4 THE TRIBAL RESPONSE 

A significant number of people in the subcontinent for centuries lived in socio- 
cultural and economic worlds different fiom other social formations based 
on caste or other principles of hierarchy. The word tribe, an import from 
the European language and knowledge systems, was used to describe these 
people. The relatianship between the two formations varied fiom contzxt 
to context. Colonialism created spaces and conditions for non-tribal outsiders 
to move in large numbers into the habitat of the tribal people. The colonial 
rule brought about other fundamental changes in the life of tribals. Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU
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1 Living in relative isolation, the tribal population had, over the centuries, 
evolved social, cultural and political patterns differently. The colonial state 

I 
L facilitated penetration of revenue farmers, forest contractors and Christian 
I 
L missionaries in a large number into the tribal habitat. The British with little 

knowledge of the communities living in forests and hilly terrain like Chhota 
Nagpur and Santhal Parganas acknowledged the outsiders who had established 
themselves in the area as the ruling potentates over the tribal lands too. 
They entered into revenue arrangements with them. The latter in tum transformed 
their customary gifts and tributary relationship with the tribals into a compulsory 
revenue relationship. The new legal system forced this relationship on the 

b tribal people, with the colonial masters as the supreme revenue lord. Thus, 
the tribal people were deprived of their traditional rights over the land, forest 
and all that they were familiar with for centuries. With little knowledge of 

p the new legal system, which had no notion of the rights of tribal people, 
the latter found no sympathy with the rapidly penetrating agricultural communities 
too. 

The central Indian tribes, particularly those living in the Choota Nagpur and 
Santhal Parganas area, were the worst sufferers in the new situation. When 
the British began penetrating the Jangal Mahals and Chhota Nagpur after 
1780, thikadars and other intermediaries also entered into the system. The 
heightening of certain internal differences within the tribes in the colonial 
perception precipitated these changes. The colonial system and the outsiders 
began treating individuals within tribes like the Pahan (priests) or the Munda 

~ (leader) or the Munda tribe, whose status was that of one amongst equals, 
as landlords or political and social leaders. This attached the relatively 
egalitarian structure of communities such as that of the Mundas and the 
Oraons in Chhota Nagpur. The coming of the missionaries and the large 
scale conversions, particularly in the last decades of the nineteenth century, 
also created new inter and intra-tribal differentiation. The atrangements evolved 
over centuries between the tribal differentiation. The arrangements evolved 
over centuries between the tribal populqon and the neighbouring communities 
were also distributed. The Ghatwals in the Jangal Mahals were traditionally 
the police force of the local ruling potentates in Chhota Nagpur. The abolition 
of this arrangement resulted in the famous Chuar rebellion of the Chatwals 
in-the 1790s. Similarly, the reservation of forest land for colonial purposes 
altered the tribals relationship with the forest and his habitat. But the most 
radical change came in the shape of the large-scale intrusion of the outsiders. 

The most powerful expression against the outsiders, who mostly came as 
moneylenders, revenue contractors, lawyers and landlords, was the famous 
Hul rising of the Santhals in Darnni-1-koh (modem day Santhal Pargana 
district). In 1855 under the leadership of Sidho and Kanu, the Santhals 
attacked the colonial authorities as well as outsiders whom they called dikus. 
In 1832-33 the Bhumiji in the Jangal Mahals revolted against the colonial 
authorities, while in the 1850s the tribal leaders called Sardars in Ranchi 
district revolted against the rapid land alienation. 

The Christian missionaries in the Chhota Nagpur area provided a helping 
hand to the exploited tribal people. They not only opened hospitals and 
schools, but also enlightened the colonial authorities about the tribals and 
their problems, taking up their cause with the administration. On the question 
of land. however, neither the colonial authorities nor the missionaries had 
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Historical Background any intention of intervening. A large section of the tribal people in Chhota 
Nagpur, therefore, began to see the missionaries as no'different fiom the 
colonial matters. It is in this context that Birsa Munda and his Lngulan (the 
great tumult) emerged in Ranchi district in 1899-1 900. The followers of Birsa 
attacked all visible symbols of colonial authority like police stations. The 
entire tribe participated. When Gaya Munda and his men returned from an 
attack on the Khunti police station, the Munda women gave them a traditional 
welcome reserved for men returning from a hunting expedition. 

Assam came under British rule only in 1826, and the colonial penetration 
in the Naga hills ahd in the Manipur area was relatively late. In Assam, 
Vaisnavism had exerted a great influence on the local population over the 
centuries. Contact with Calcutta opened the area to new influences. One 
such influence was an alternative to the available mode of Hinduisation. 
Kalicharan Mech of Dhubri was inspired by a Hindu sanyasi of Calcutta 
and started a new faith, eschewing the expensive rituals attached to the 
prevailing hinduising modes in the area. The new converts, called Brahrnas, 
engaged themselves in the eradicating illiteracy of their tribes. There was 
also a move towards abstinence fiom rice, beer, meat, etc. 

The forces of change were too large and too rapid for the tribal people 
to adjust. For inspiration, therefore, they looked back to their past. All their 
revolts were characterised by a conscious invocation of a lost but golden 
past. Sidho, Kanu and Birsa Munda, all of them painted a glorious picture 
of their tribe in a bygone age, Satjug, vis-a-vis the tribe's present suffering 
Kalijug. Birsa blamed the white fathers, the black fathers (the converted 
tribals), and the colonial authorities for the miseries of his tribe, which had 
lost its land and religion and had become a victim of overall degeneration. 
This consciousness provided the ideological basis for solidarity behind all 
these movements. Attempts to revive community memories of the pre- 
Christian days by those who were disturbed by the growing divide between 
the Christian and non-Christian world-views. This was combined with an 
attack against the outsiders and British rule in the last decades of the 19th 
century. The Khasi tribe made such an attempt. 

The ongoing national movement influenced the tribal movements in the early 
decades of 20th century: The Tana Bhagat movement of Gumla in Ranchi 
district, and the Zeliangrong movement in the Naga hills were two such 
instances. Jadonang (1905-193 I), who set up the Haraka religious cult with 
three basic objectives started the complex Zeliangrong or Haomei movement 
in 1925. The first aimed at reformation of the tribes, particularly the Zemi, 
Liangrnei and Rangmei, to enable them to face the onslaught of Christianity. 
Secondly, the overthrow of the exploitative colonial laws by attacking British 
rule. And third, establishment of the Naga Raj. The movement was also 
aimed against the Kuki tribe, the "outsider". From 1927 onwards, influenced 
by Gandhi, Jadonang began a civil disobedience movement in the area. On 
13 June 1931, Jgdonang was arrested and sentenced to death, and finally 
hanged on 29 August 1931. Gaidinliu a teenaged girl, took over the 
leadership of the movement. In March 1932, the entire village of Bopugoanrni 
in the Naga hills was burnt down by the government forces, ?n retaliation 
to the attack on the Assam Rifles outpost by Gaidinliu's followers. Finally 
the seventeen year old leader, called Rani Gaidinliu by'Nehru, was arrested 
on 17 October 1932, and sentenced to life imprisonment. Thus, when she Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU
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was set free in 1947 on Nehru's personal insistence, she had already spent 
all her youth in jail. . 

', 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

Note: 9 Use the space given below for your answers. 
n Check your answers with the model answers given at the 

end of the unit. 

1) How did the peasant respond to the colonial rule? 

2) What were the symbols of tribal reaction against the colonial rule? 

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

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

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

2.5 MIDDLE CLASS, INTELLIGENTSIA AND SOCIAL 
REFORM 

.- 
The colonial rule saw the emergence of g'8ew class whose members came 
mostly from the newly educated sectiajs and the professionals created by 
the colonial establishment. This class &is not attached to any royal court 
or religious establishment and was entirely on its own, except that it depended 
on the new colonial economy for its sustenance. Well versed; in their own 
traditions, this class encountered the full blast of the new ideas shaping the 
west, equipping them to view their own society and its institutions on their 
own merit. They found that-infanticidey polygamy, sati, practice of untouchability, 
prohibition of female education and widow remarriage, and absence of any 
critical knowledgd system characterised their society. Further, reli6ous and 
social practices were inseparable, tt+usy legitimising all inhuman practices 
through recourse to religion. Education in the classical mode imparted in 
Sanskrit, Arabic or Persian was devoid of any critical component. It was 
also based on caste and gender discriminations-non-Brahmins and women 
were not allowed Sanskrit education. The first generation of intellectuals and 
refomm, particularly the father of the Indian refom movement Raja Rammohun 
Roy (1 772- 1833), realised their unusual predicament very early in their 
careers.,While they had to defend the societies, religions and traditions of 
India against the evangelical and utilitarian attacks, they also had to eradicate 
the evil and inhuman practices that prevailed in the society. The evangelists 
had been criticising Hindu and Muslims practices and institutions as  inhuman, 
and had presented Christianity as the means of deliverance. The educated 
class was the first to face this onslaught on their religion and society. A 
large section of the educated was converted to Christianity. Those like Raja 
Rammohun Roy who did not think conversation was the answer, worked 
towards reforming their own society. Their vision of a new society was 
i n f m d b y  the ideas of freedom, equality and fraternity; and a religious 
universalism, which advocated a common core among the world's religions. 
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Historical Background 2.5.1 The Ideas and Vision of New Class 

The ideas and vision of this new class was articulated best in the work, 
of Raja Ramrnohun Roy. With sound knowledge of Persian Arabic, Sanskrit, 
Hebrew and several Ewpean and Asian Languages, Rammohun Roy a c q W  
a deep insight into different religious traditions. He was well versed with 
the movement of ideas taking place in Europe. He realised that a critique 
of tradition was necessary for removing wide spread illiteracy, ignorance and 
practice of inhuman and cruel practices like widow burning, infanticide, 
excessive ritualism, polygamy, and prohibition on rernaniage of Hindu windows. 
These practices were legitimised by invoking religious texts and traditions. 
Ram Mohun Roy and later Vidyasagar in Bengal, Veershalingam in Andhra 
and Krishna S h a h  Chiplunkar in Maharashtra studied the shastras themselves 
to prove that the Hindu religion never sanctioned such practices, which were 
based on the wrong and often false interpretations of the Brahmins. They 
were also clear that tradition had to face the test of reason and social 
good. And that social good was to be based on notions of equality, liberty 
and fraternity. Rammohun Roy was the forerunn~r in this. 

2.5.2 Social Reformers and Public Debate 

The reformers never rejected traditions but rather put them to critical 
evaluation. Such a critique required engagement of an informed and critical 
mass of people. Thus, the reformers made it a point to engage in public 
debate through newspapers and journals, as Ram Mohun Roy did through 
Mirat-ul-Akhbar, Keshub Chandra Sen through Indian Mirror and Sulabh 
Sarnachar, Bal Shastri Jarnbhekar through Darpan (1832), Lpkhitadi through 
Prabhakar. Almost d l  issues related to social reforms were debated publicly, 
reflecting a core democratic principle, which came to fruition during the 
national movement, gaining ground during this time. A significant result of 
these literary outpourings was that the vernacular languages were enriched. 
Bengali, Assamese, Marathi, Gujarati, Tamil, Telgu and other major languages 
were enriched by this. The reformers indirectly contributed to the growth 
of linguistic communities, which was recognised clearly in the 1890s and 
in the long run contributed to the demand for a separate Orissa, Andhra, etc. 

The reformers also realised that to defend their society against missionary 
and colonial criticism and also for permanent reform, it was important that 
education be imparted not only to all sections of men, but to women too. 
They campaigned for a critical and scientific education system. What India 
required was "not the revival of Sanskrit learning", Rammohun Roy argued, 
"but promotion of a more liberal and enlightened system of instruction, 
embracing Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, Chemistry and Anatomy with 
other useful subjects." It was Lord Macaulay, the Law Member in the 
Viceroy Council, whose decisive intervention was crucial in winning the case 
for English education. Though Lord Macaulay's intention was to produce 
a class of Indian in colour but British in taste, yet Rammohun Roy and 
others wished to bring the fruits of new knowledge into India and infuse 
Indians with these new ideas and spirit. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

Note: 3 Use the space given below for your answers. 
n Check your answers with the model answers given at the 
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1 1) In which way the middle class/intelligentsia was different from the 
peasantry and tribals? 

I 2) In which way did they respond to colonialism? 

................................................................................................................. ! 

F ................................................................................................................. 

i 3) How did the intelligentsia generate public debate? 

2.6 REFORM MOVEMENTS 

The ideas and their propagation soon produced the desired result. There 
were efforts to bring changes in the caste system, position of women and 
the system of education. The reforms for which Rarnrnohun Roy stood were 
eradication of the kulin system (marriage of young girls to higher subcaste 
Brahmins, often much older, resulting in the practice of polygamy), stopping 
the sale of young girls in marriage, abolition of cas: system, introduction 
of widow remarriage and abolition of sati. Sati was a prevailing practice 
among the high caste Hindus where the widow had to die, at times forcibly, 
,along with the dead husband on the latter's funeral pyre. Rammohun Roy 
considered this cruel practice to have no sanction in the shastras. He and 
his friends led an agitation, which finally resulted in Sati being banned by 
Legislative Council Act of 1928. 

Rarnrnohun Roy also engaged the Christian missionaries in public debates 
over their attacks on oriental religions. He criticised the missionaries for 
presenting a caricatured version of Christianity and distorting its essence. l h s  
attack was from the standpoint of religious universalism. He established the 
Brahrno Samaj in 1828 to provide space for all those who believed in 
nonsectarian religion. He did in 1833 in Bristol, England. The Brahrno Samaj 
became the nucleus of reform activities in Bengal and throughout India. 

I Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who became the principal of ~&skrit College, 
I 

opened the gates of Sanskrit learning to non-Brahmin students. He worked 
t tirelessly for widow remarriages and education for the girls. It was through 

1 I 
his efforts that in 1856 widpw remarriage was made legal. Keehub Chandra 
Sen, one of the most gifted successors of Rammohun Roy, took the latter's 

I message across the country. His visit to Bombay and Madras in 1864 and 
I 
1 N.W.F.P in 1868 resulted in the formation of Prarthana Samaj in Bombay 
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Historleal Background Maharashtra, with a strong tradition of reforms dating back to the days 
of the B e i  saints in the medieval period, produced Bal Shastri Jambhekar 
and Gopal Hari Deshrnukh who assumed the name Lokahitawadi. They 
criticised the privileges of the Brahmins, and the devaluation of women and 
lower castes fiom a rationalist viewpoint. Gopal Ganesh Agarkar and Krishna 
Shastri Chiplunkar, a Sanskrit pandit with an extremely critical perspective 
on the challenges facing Hindu religion and society, joined them. The Scientific 
and Literary Society formed in Bombay in 1848 and the ~ r a r t h h a  Samaj 
(1864) became the centers of the reform movement. 

The new ideas soon swept the Parsi community of Bombay Presidency. 
Cursetjee Nusserwanjee Cama, Nowrojee Furdonjee and Sorabjee Shapoorjee 
Bengalee took the lead in this. The emphasis was on the status and education 
of women. CursdJee Cama started regular schools for girls and Sir Jamshetjee 
Jeejibhai opened four schools for Parsi girls, which were taken over by 
the Parsi Girls Association in 1856. Furdonjee's Gujarati periodical Vidyasagar 
and Bengalee's Jagatmitra and the Dyan Prakashak Mandali disseminated 
new social and literary ideas. Dadabhai Naoroji's journal Rast Goftar 
(1 85 I), best reflected the- reforming trends within the community. 

Engulu Veerswamiah in Andhra wrote in 1857 that there was no recognition 
of untouchability in the shastras, and conversions to Christianity were taking 
place due to this practice. Samineni Murthoonarsimiah Naidoo of Rajamundry 
wrote Hitasoochanee in which he focussed on the social inequities related 
to marriage and female education. It was however, kandakri Veereshalinan 
(1848-1919) who gave the reform process in Andhra an organised and 
dynamic form. His journal Vivekardhini, (1 974) criticised the orthodoxy by 
taking fairly rationlist stance, and also attacked caste inequities .and the 
disabilities of women in society. He started a number of schools for women, 
in addition to those of the Christian missionaries. From 1883 he began to 
publish Satihitabodhini, which addressed issues concerning women, inaugurating 
an era of women's journals in Andhra. Meanwhile, Keshub .Chandra Sen's 
Visit in 1864 and establishment of the Brahmo Samaj boosted the efforts 
of the reformers. Chembeti Sridharalu Naidu of Cuddalore became the first 
Anusthanic Brahmo (1 869) in south India when he began officiating Brahmo 
ceremonies in Kakinada. The raja of Pitharpur set up schools for girls. ' 

In Assam, attacks were directed against kulinism and the practice of sati. 
Jadrum Barua prolagated widow remarriage, himself marrying a widow. 
Gunaviram Barua and Hem Chandra Barua later attacked these practices 
with renewed vigour. In Bibhaha Paddhati and Tin Ghaini, Hem Chandra 
Barua attacked poIygamy and its associated evils, while his Bahire Rang 
chang Bhitare Koa Bhaturi exposed the irreligious acts of the priestly class. 

Assumption of power by the British effected the Muslim aristocracy in 
northern India the most. The aforementioned British land revenue system 
impoverished the Peasantry in Bengal, who were pred~rninantly Muslims. The 
responses in different regions, therefore, were varied. The earliest response 
was one of extreme antagonism towards the British rule. The lack of an 
anti-coloqial critique led to its expression on religious terms as exemplified 
by the Jdahabi mhement of Syed Ahmed of Rai Bareilly (1786-1831) and 
Farazi movement of Shariatullah. 
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The mutiny and the retribution meted out to sections of the.Muslim aristocracy 
in northem India brought a change in attitude. Reconciliation to British rule 
rather than antagonism was thought to be prudent to bring reforms to Muslim 
societies. In Bengal, Syed Abdul Lateef (1828-1893) and Ameer Ali (1849- 
1928) made efforts to impart English education to the Muslims. It was Syed 
Ahrned (1817-1898) who realised that any reform within the northern Indian 
Muslim communities required addressing the changed circumstances of the 

i Muslim aristocracy. He felt that the aristocracy needed to be equipped with 

1 a modem education to regain their sense of confidence and leadership. In 
i 1875, he started the Mohammedan Anglo-Oriental College in Aligarh, as 
I the harbinger of reforms of the Muslims in India. -The women in Muslim 
b 

communities were better placed because they were never denied literacy like 
their Hindu or Parsi counterparts. The recitation of Quran provided them 

t with elementary literacy, but it was only in the first decades of the 20th 
century that efforts were made to bring Muslim women into schools outside 
the home. Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hussain (1880.1932) of Bengal established 
a Girls school in Calcutta in 191 1. The effort of the families of Badruddin 
Tyabji and H.S. Bilgrarni, and the royal family of Hyderabad is worth 
mentioning in thls regard. 

In all the attempts to reform societies, efforts were made to engage critically 
with tradition. But there also existed a stream of thought, which attacked 
existing traditions in toto and presented alternative traditions. In Poona, a 
gardener's son Jyotiba Phule (1827-90) having personally experienced caste 
oppression, presented in alternative history of the community he termed the 
Bahujan Sarnaj. He saw the Brahmins as the outsiders who captured the 
land of the Bahujan and reduced them to the status of untouchables and 
lower castes. He criticised all traditions, including Bhakti saints like Rarndas 
as legitimising these inequities. Ambedkar later developed this pow& stream 
of thought. Pandita Ramabai's (1858-1922) 'The High Caste Hindu Woman' 
focussed on the strong patriarchal character of ~rahrnanical orthodoxy, and 
engaged with larger question of the sanctity of tradition and perpetuation 
of caste and gender inequalities. In Madras, Ramaliagnaswami represented 
a very powerful rationalist line. 

2.7 REFORM OR REVIVAL ? 

There were perceptible changes in the intellectual life of the subcontinent 
during the second half of the nineteenth century. The writings of Bankim 
Chandra Chatterjee, Akshay Kumar Sarkar, Rajendra La1 Mitra, Bhudev 
Mukherjee in Bengal, and Vishnu Shastri Chiplunkar, Balgangadhar Tilak and . 

Bhandarkar in Maharashtra displayed a new sense of confidence, culminating 
in Vivekananda's championing of Vedanta. It was the confidence of a society 
over the rediscovery of its glorious past. It was also a reaction to the racial 
arrogance displayed by the British after the mutiny. The revivalist reaction 
was aimed at reforming society on the basis of the glorious Hindu past, 
and hence critical of reforms inspired by western ideas. Vishnu Shastri 
Chiplunkar, whose father Krishna Shastri Chiplunkar was one of the early 
reformers, espoused such revivalism. Another stream opposed any state or 
legislative involvement in the matter of social reform. Rammohun Roy had 
to face opposition from Radhakanta Deve, one of the early proponents of 
this stream. 
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' Revivalists were not necessarily against reforms. While the early intellectuals 
/ 
,' 

, /' , retained a critical relationship with the ancient past, it was replaced now 
by the revivalists' sense of assertion of the past. Dayananda Saraswati, born 
as Moolshankar in Kathiawar, made the social arrangements in the Vedas 
as the basis for reform. He tried to counter western criticism against the 
iniquitous Hindu society, and do away with a lost of unnecessary and cruel 
practices in Hinduism itself. To propagate reform based on these ideas, he 
established the Arya Samaj in Bombay in 1875. The Theosophical Society 
also espoused the greatness of the religious traditions of India, and posited 
these against western traditions. Vivekananda emphatically proclaimed the 
superiority of the Vedantic religion. 

2.8 SOCIAL OR POLITICAL REFORM ? 

Nationalism had taken an organised and assertive tone in the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century. A debate over the priority of social or political 
reform began to take centre-stage. Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920) prioritised 
political over social reform, and caused the Indian Social Conference to be 
held outside the Congress session in 1893. Gopal '&ishna Gokhale (1866- 
1915), however, thought that both social and political reform must go 
together. The ascendancy of extremists in politics, and of those who resisted 
any state or legislative intervention in social matters, gradually brought a 
separation between social and political reform. The massive opposition to 
the Age of Consent bill (1893) and the removal of the Social Conference 
fiom the Congress sessions indicated that social change and reform had 
become secondary to the nationalist cause. The emergence of Mahatma 
Gandhi brought together the social and political question 0nc.e again. 

2.9 THE INTELLIGENTSIA, REFORMS AND THE 
COLONIAL STATE 

The vision that moved the early reformers was that of equality, freedom 
and an enlightened society, and the British were seen as the harbinger of 
these principles. This shaped the reformers' perception of colonial rule,-The 
pre-Mutiny British administrators also showed their keenness to assist the 
reformers. According to Jyotiba Phule, "the British Government made it 
possible for me to speak out and express my thoughts." It is significant 
that when the intelligentsia emerged among the lower castes or in the Muslims 
communities, they too looked towards the colonial state for help in bringing 
reforms. Between 1820 and 1870, however, changes in the nature of colonial 
rule and the colonial state occurred. Its reformative role was exhausted, and 
the reformers were dealing with a state run along racial lines, which began 
to resist any organised efforts against its existence. But there were significant 
differences. Aware of the strong reactions of the Muslim society in North 
India as seen in Syed Ahmed Bareilly's movement and other anti-British 
and anti-modem trends, the process of reform started by Syed Ahmed had 
an upper class perspective. Reformers like Rammohun Roy had to face 
opposition fiom his own class or the aristocracy. Thus, the assistance sought 
by each fkom the colonial state was directionally different. Syed Ahmed had 
to face opposition fkom those sections of the society opposed to the British- 
the ulama. Thus, in the 1880s when Syed Ahmed and others assumed a 
progressive mantle, they stood against the h a  who-retained their anti- 
British character. Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU

Downloaded From http://economicsdiet.com

Downloaded From http://economicsdiet.com



! 2.10 CRITIQUE OF COLONIALISM 

I Rammohun Roy and the early reformers were conscious of the colonial 
exploitation of the country. However, the positive role of the colonial rule I overwhelmed this knowledge. A section of the intelligentsia in the second 

1 half of the nineteenth century realised that colonialism, morethan containing 
t the seeds of societal regeneration, was fimdamentally harming Indian soceity. 

"Dadabhai Naoroji (1825-1917) - the grand old man of India, Justice 
Mahadev Govinda Ranade (1 842- 1901), Romesh Chander Dutt (1 848- 
1909), G.V. Joshi (1851-191 1) and others began to question the colonial 
assertion of developing and modemising India. They asked if the colonial 
rule made a positive contribution, how was it that Indians were becoming 
poorer day by day, and famine struck villages, while manufacturing industry 
and artisans were being ruined year after year. Dadabhai Naoroji propounded 
the 'drain theory', explaining how large amount of resources drained from 
India found their way to England. This was in the form of salaries and 
pensions of civil and military officials of the colonial state, interest on the 
loans taken by the Indian government, and huge profits of the British capital 
employed in India. The latter meant 5% guaranteed profit on investment in 
railways, and the cost of administration in England. This drain not only 
deprived India of her present resources but also of the surplus for future 
investment. To the contention that the railways signified the commencement 
of the industrial revolution in India, Naoroji responded that the railways 
merely enabled the colonial rule to penetrate the Indian interior for getting 
cheap raw material for British industries and for bringing back the finished 
goods of the British industry. Thus, it helped the industrial revolution in Britain 
by providing all benefits to the British manufacture. This diagnosis was 
propagated through public debate, "publications, etc., and helped shatter the 
myth of British benevolence. Naoroji and others advocated modernisation 
of India in real terms, and industrialisation with the help of Indian capital. - - 
Check Your Progress Exercise 3 

Note: i) Use the space given below for your answers. 
ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end 

of the unit. 

1) What were the problems which social movements sought to eradicate? 

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

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

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

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

2) What was main point in the debate about social and political issues? 

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

................................................................................................... i ............. 

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

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

3) What do you mean by 'drain theory'? 

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

................................................................................................................. 
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Historical Background 

2.11 LET US SUM UP 

Different sections of the society responded to colonialism in India. Their 
responses depended on the nature of issues relating to them and the impact 
of colonialism on them. The peasantry reacted by protest against colonial 
policies about the land and revenue system. The tribals protested against 
the British and their Indian allies. The middle classes and intelligentsia 
appealed to Indian tradition in countering the British. A large number of 
them were influenced by the ideas of equality, liberty and fraternity. The 
British policies towards India were guid.ed by the colonial interest rather than 
by benevolence. 
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2.13 ANSWERS .TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
EXERCISES 

Check Your Pragress Exercise 1 , 

1) The protested against the colonial rule. They attacked both the 
landlords and indigo planters. 

2)  he; revolted against the colonial rule by invoking their traditional 
symbols. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

1) It was different 'in the sense that while the peasantry and tribals were 
directly related to the land and soda1 structures, it was more entrenched 
in non-land economic structures. Besides, it revolted against the British 
because it was more enlightened than the peasantry and the tribals; 

2) They responded to the colonial rule by invoking Indian traditions, and 
calling for reforming the Indian society. 

3) They generated public debate through the newspapers, magazines and 
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Check Your Progress Exercise 3 Rpsponses of Indian 
Society 

1) They sought to eradicate caste discrhiqation, ban on widow remarriage, 
tradition of sati, sale of young girls, Ztc. 

2) Debate was about the question whether the social refoms should be 
given the priority over the political or vice-versa. Balgangadhar Tilak gave 
the priority to the political issues but Gopal Krishna Gokhale wanted 
both issues to be taken up together. 

3) Propounded by Dadabhai Naoroji the 'drain theory' explains how large 
amount of resources drained fiom India found their way to England. 
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