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Dedication

For the reader learning to separate a date, an explanation, and
an argument about the past.
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Preface

Modern Indian history is often taught as 2 parallel lists. One
records governors-general, battles, laws, and administrative
changes. The other records reformers, associations, move-
ments, and nationalist leaders. The separation makes revision
easier for a week and understanding harder for years.
This volume puts the lists back into one historical process.

Companyconquestchangedaccess to revenue. Revenuechanged
armies and administration. Colonial law, education, communi-
cations, trade, and classification created new capacities while
preserving hierarchy and extraction. Resistance, reform, and
nationalism developed inside those contradictions rather than
outside them.
The opening chapter matters because historical evidence is

not a transparent window. Official records reveal the colonial
state and also carry its categories. Nationalist, Marxist, Cam-
bridge, subaltern, feminist, and postcolonial approaches ask dif-
ferent questions of the same archive. The best explanation often
beginsbynoticingwhat 1 framework can showandwhat it leaves
in shadow.
Read the chapters in sequence once. Then return through the

companion sections and ask whether you can explain the mech-
anism without leaning on the date list.
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How to use this book

Read the main chapter before opening its companion. On the
first pass, follow causation, institutions, and changes in political
scale. On the second pass, close the narrative and rebuild the
chronology, comparison, or map from memory. Use the answer
key only after committing to an answer.
Names and dates are necessary, but they are not the book’s

organizing principle. Keep asking what changed, what caused it,
who carried it, and what survived.
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Part I

Conquest and the
eighteenth-century
transition



CHAPTER 1

Reading Evidence and
Historical Arguments

Primary evidence was produced during the activity or period
being studied; secondary interpretation reconstructs and ex-
plains that past later.
Official records reveal administrative priorities and decision-

making, but often see society throughcategories created for tax-
ation, policing, law and control.

What counts as historical evidence
Evidence becomes meaningful only after contextual criti-
cism. A revenue report, nationalist speech, peasant memory
and political cartoon may all concern the same conflict, but
each was produced for a different audience and purpose. A
useful classification is:

Category Typical exam-
ples

What it reveals Main limitation

Official and ad-
ministrative
records

Departmental
proceedings,
correspon-
dence, sur-
veys, censuses,
gazettes

Policy formation,
categories of
rule, official
priorities

Institutional
bias; governed
people appear
through official
classifications

2



READING EVIDENCE AND HISTORICAL ARGUMENTS 3

Category Typical exam-
ples

What it reveals Main limitation

Company and
commercial
records

Directors’ min-
utes, factory
records, ac-
counts, busi-
ness papers

Trade, invest-
ment, prices,
contracts, in-
stitutional deci-
sions

Commercial
interests dom-
inate; informal
and subsistence
activity is under-
recorded

Judicial records Petitions, de-
positions, wills,
probate, judg-
ments

Conflict, prop-
erty, family,
language and
social relations

Testimony is
shaped by le-
gal questions,
translation and
unequal access
to courts

Private papers Letters, diaries,
organizational
files, family col-
lections

Motive, net-
works, strategy
and personal
experience

Survival favours
literate and pow-
erful families

Newspapers
and journals

Editorials, re-
ports, advertise-
ments, letters

Public debate,
political vocabu-
lary, association
and everyday
life

Partisan selec-
tion, censorship,
uneven reader-
ship and urban
bias

Memoirs, bi-
ographies and
travel accounts

Autobiographies,
official rem-
iniscences,
missionary
and traveller
narratives

Observation,
self-
understanding
and contempo-
rary perception

Memory, self-
fashioning, ex-
oticism and
retrospective
justification

Oral testimony Interviews, com-
munity memory,
songs and remi-
niscence

Experiences of
people poorly
represented in
written records

Later events
reshape mem-
ory; individual
memory can-
not stand for a
whole group

Literature and
visual material

Novels, poetry,
paintings, car-
toons, pho-
tographs and
posters

Emotion, moral
worlds, stereo-
types, aspira-
tion and political
symbolism

Representation
is crafted; an im-
age or fictional
scene is not
direct reportage

Primary does not mean unbiased, and official does not mean
true. A document may reliably show what an official wanted,
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feared or classified even when its description of the governed
population is distorted. Likewise, a memoir may be factually im-
precise but valuable for studying how an actor later constructed
an identity.

The archival landscape
The National Archives of India preserves major Government of
India series organized by administrative branch, including public,
revenue, political, military, commercial, judicial and educational
departments. State repositories preserve provincial records,
absorbed princely-state papers and collections of earlier Indian
polities. The Peshwa Daftar in Pune is crucial for Maratha ad-
ministration; Khalsa Darbar papers illuminate Lahore before
annexation; Rajasthan, Jammu, Gwalior, Indore, Bhopal, Mysore,
Travancore and Cochin retain regionally specific state materials.
The three presidency record systems provide different spa-

tial windows. Bengal papers are especially continuous after
Plassey, Madras proceedings trace Fort St. George and south-
ern conflicts, and Bombay materials illuminate western India,
Sindh and Kannada-speaking districts once administered from
Mumbai (Bombay). Portuguese papers in Goa, Dutch records
connected with Kochi (Cochin) and Chinsurah, French material
relating to Chandannagar and Puducherry (Pondicherry), and
Danish records relating to Tharangambadi (Tranquebar) and
Serampore prevent British activity from becoming the only Euro-
pean perspective.
Foreign repositories preserve papers generated by imperial

networks. India Office records include Company and Board of
Control proceedings; French, Dutch, Danish and Portuguese
repositories preserve their respective imperial correspondence.
Collections in present-day Pakistan are indispensable for Pun-
jab, Sindh, the north-west and relations with Afghanistan and
Iran. Modern political borders must not determine the eviden-
tiary geography of a shared subcontinental past.
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How to evaluate a claim
A disciplined evaluation uses five tests:

1. Provenance: Who created the record, when, where and in
what institutional role?

2. Purpose:Was itmeant to tax, persuade, defend conduct,mo-
bilize, entertain, remember or adjudicate?

3. Position: What power, class, caste, gender, religious or re-
gional location shaped the observer?

4. Silence: Who could not speak, whowas translated, andwhat
activity left little paperwork?

5. Corroboration: Do independent records, material evidence,
statistics and testimony support or complicate the claim?

Quantification does not remove interpretation. Census
categories, production estimates and mortality totals depend
on definitions, coverage and administrative capacity. A precise
number can create false confidence if its collection process
was weak. Conversely, disagreement among records is often
historically revealing: it may expose conflict over classification,
authority or memory.

Colonial and imperialist interpretation
Colonialhistoriographywasconnected togovernance. James
Mill divided Indian history into Hindu, Muslim and British periods,
a scheme thatmade religion the defining principle of earlier eras
and positioned British rule as a new stage. Mountstuart Elphin-
stone andVincent Smith differed in detail, but colonial narratives
commonly shared several propositions:

• India lacked durable political unity before British rule.
• society was static, irrational or trapped by caste and custom;
• political conflict resulted from indigenous incapacity rather
than material interests and state formation;

• British rule provided order, law, unity and progress;
• successful conquerors and administrators were the principal
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historical actors.

These propositions helped normalize hierarchy through Orien-
talist classification, Social Darwinism, the “white man’s burden”
and Pax Britannica. Their administrative detail remains use-
ful, but their categories and moral conclusions require scrutiny.
Colonial knowledge did not merely describe India; surveys, cen-
suses and legal codes also helped reshape the society they
classified.

Nationalist interpretation
Nationalist analysis arose in confrontation with imperial claims.
Dadabhai Naoroji, R. C. Dutt, M. G. Ranade, G. V. Joshi, K. T.
Telang, G. K. Gokhale and D. E. Wacha used budgets, trade
statistics and administrative reports to expose drain, discrimina-
tory expenditure and economic subordination. Political actors
such as Jawaharlal Nehru and Pattabhi Sitaramayya produced
influential narratives, while R. C. Majumdar and Tara Chand be-
came prominent historians of modern India.
The approach established three durable insights: colonialism

formed a structured system rather than a collection of individ-
ual abuses; anti-imperialismcreated awidening political commu-
nity; and economic criticism educated people into nationalism.
Its danger is retrospective unity. If the nation-state is treated as
history’s inevitable destination, conflicts of caste, class, gender,
religion and region can appear secondary or illegitimate. Parti-
tion, Dalit politics, peasant autonomy and women’s unequal citi-
zenship then become deviations from a seamless national story
rather than constitutive problems.

Marxist interpretations and their
revisions
Marxist historymadeproduction, class, colonial exploitationand
social transformation central. R. Palme Dutt treated nationalist
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leadership as bourgeois and emphasized its tendency to contain
class struggle. A. R. Desai related successive phases of nation-
alism to the social groups that sustained them. This opened the
national movement to political-economic explanation but could
reduce ideology and culture to reflections of class.
Later Marxist work becamemore flexible. Sumit Sarkar dis-

tinguished elite and popular levels while examining their interac-
tion rather than treating either as sufficient. Bipan Chandra sep-
arated the primary contradiction between colonial rule and the
Indianpeople fromsecondarycontradictionswithin Indiansoci-
ety. In this view, nationalism built a multi-class hegemony by ne-
gotiating internal conflicts, yet it never resolved all of them. The
formulation explains both the breadth of the anti-colonial coali-
tion and the persistence of social inequality.

Cambridge School: locality, patronage
and collaboration
The Cambridge School shifted attention from ideology to local
political competition. Colonial government depended on Indian
collaborators; expanding councils and elections encouraged lo-
cal leaders to assemble client networks, bargain for patronage
and link local factions to provincial and all-India arenas. This
approach usefully warns against reading every local dispute as
pure ideological nationalism and demonstrates that institutions
create incentives.
Its strongest version makes ambition and patronage explain

nearly everything. Tapan Raychaudhuri criticized this reduction
of political life to “animal politics.” Material benefit and convic-
tion can coexist; collaborationmay be tactical, unstable or trans-
formedbymass pressure. Locality therefore qualifies an all-India
narrativebutdoesnotprove that anti-imperialist ideologywasun-
real.
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Subaltern and postcolonial interventions
Ranajit Guha argued that colonial, nationalist and much Marxist
history shared an elitist bias. Peasants and other subordinated
groupspossessedpolitical languagesandcapacitiesnotderived
wholly fromelite leaders. Elite and subaltern domains interacted,
but popular mobilization could exceed, reinterpret or reject the
programme imposed from above. Guha’s phrase “dominance
without hegemony” captured the failure of both colonial rulers
and nationalist elites to secure complete consent.
Subaltern Studies later moved from class and insurgency to-

ward community, culture, consciousness and colonial discourse.
Sumit Sarkar criticized this shift as a decline of the material sub-
altern, while Dipesh Chakrabarty argued that dominant groups
could also possess a subaltern past under colonial power. The
debate is a reminder that recovering language and subjectivity
must not erase land, labour and coercion.
Partha Chatterjee initially described colonial nationalism as

different yet derivative from Western political modernity. He
later distinguished an outer material domain, where colonial in-
stitutions constrained nationalist action, from an inner spiritual
domain in which a culturally distinct nation claimed sovereignty
before political independence. Gyan Prakash challenged a rigid
separation: the national community and nation-state were in-
terconnected forms of the same hegemonic project. Prasenjit
Duara’s critique of teleology adds a further warning: the even-
tual nation-state should not be projected backward as the only
possible outcome.

Feminist and gender history
Feminist work first recovered women missing from established
narratives, then moved toward gender as a relation of power.
It asks how inheritance, property, marriage, labour, education,
sexuality, law and political representation structured different
women’s lives. It also questions the nationalist division between
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a protected cultural “inside” and a modern political “outside.”
Pandita Ramabai’s The High-Caste Hindu Woman combined

critique of caste patriarchy with reform advocacy. Katherine
Mayo’sMother India also focused onwomen and social practice,
but used them to condemn Indian fitness for self-rule. Similar
subject matter thus carried opposed politics. Gender analysis
must also avoid treating “Indian women” as a single category:
caste, class, region, religion, age andmarital status altered both
constraint and agency.

Communal, liberal and plural
interpretations
Communal historiography treats Hindus and Muslims as inter-
nally unified, permanently hostile communities whose political
interests flow from religion. It inherits the colonial periodization
of Hindu, Muslim and British eras and converts contingent con-
flicts into an ancient antagonism. A sound analysis instead asks
when political institutions, representation, economic competi-
tion and organized propaganda hardened community bound-
aries.
Liberal and neo-liberal historians such as Patrick O’Brien, A. G.

Hopkins and Peter Cain question whether empire benefited the
British population uniformly. Overseas markets and capital ex-
ports could privilege particular financial and commercial inter-
ests while diverting domestic investment. This does not cancel
colonial exploitation in India; it disaggregates “Britain” and iden-
tifies who gained, who paid and through which mechanism.
Plural interpretation avoids both a seamless nation andwholly

separate political worlds. India contained competing identities
and visions of freedom that converged at particular moments
without disappearing. The analytical task is to explain intersec-
tion: when did caste reinforce class, when did religious solidarity
cross economic division, andwhen did local interests acquire an
all-India anti-colonial language?
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Interpretations and debates
Was the nation already present?

C. A. Bayly identifies precolonial territorial consciousness, eth-
ical government and regional patriotisms that formed a prehis-
tory of nationality. Partha Chatterjee instead emphasizes how
colonial modernity structured the political form and language
of nationalism. Prasenjit Duara warns that the final nation-state
must not be treated as the inevitable unfolding of an ancient
essence. A balanced view recognizes earlier solidarities without
equating themwith a modern sovereign nation.

Was nationalism an elite project or a popular
movement?

The Cambridge School emphasizes elite competition and pa-
tronage. Early Marxist interpretations identify bourgeois direc-
tion. Ranajit Guha separates elite nationalism from autonomous
subaltern politics. Bipan Chandra treats the movement as a
broad anti-imperialist coalition containing unresolved social con-
tradictions, while Sumit Sarkar focuses on interaction between
elite and popular levels. Evidence varies by campaign and local-
ity; one fixed answer cannot cover 1885-1947.

Can official evidence recover popular experience?

Official records often preserve the most detailed account of
rebellion because policing generated paperwork. Yet the cate-
gories of “criminal,” “tribe,” “mob” or “fanatic” embed official
judgment. Judicial testimony, local-language print, oral memory
and material context can recover different motives, but none is
automatically pure. Triangulation is themethod, not the assump-
tion that non-official evidence is inherently accurate.
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Does adding women correct male-centred history?

Recovery is necessarybut insufficient. Feminist history shows
that gender shaped institutions themselves: property law, edu-
cation, labour, household authority, reform and citizenship. The
question changes from “Which women participated?” to “How
did a gendered political and social order distribute power?”

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1767 James Rennell be-
came the first Sur-
veyor General of Ben-
gal

Colonial mapping
joined geographical
knowledge to tax-
ation, warfare and
territorial control.

1780 James Augustus
Hicky began the Ben-
gal Gazette

Early print created
a new evidentiary
record of criticism
and public contro-
versy.

Nineteenth century James Mill, Mountstu-
art Elphinstone and
Vincent Smith shaped
colonial historiogra-
phy

Their narratives often
linked British author-
ity to unity, order and
progress.

1870s-1900s Dadabhai Naoroji, M.
G. Ranade, R. C. Dutt
and others developed
an economic critique
of colonialism

Nationalist analysis
converted fiscal and
trade data into an
argument about ex-
ploitation.
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Date Event Why it matters

1887 Pandita Ramabai
published The High-
Caste HinduWoman

Gender, caste and pa-
triarchy became sub-
jects of transnational
political argument.

1907 The Home Political
record series began

The colonial state in-
creasingly classified
nationalist and com-
munal politics as a
distinct security field.

1940 R. Palme Dutt’s India
Today appeared

It became a major
Marxist interpretation
of colonialism and
nationalism.

1948 A. R. Desai published
Social Background of
Indian Nationalism

It linked phases of
nationalism to social
classes and changing
material conditions.

1970s Women’s studies ex-
panded in India

Research moved
from adding notable
women to analysing
gendered structures
and experience.

1982 Ranajit Guha edited
the first Subaltern
Studies volume

It challenged elite-
centred colonial and
nationalist narratives.

1983 Sumit Sarkar pub-
lishedModern India,
1885-1947

It combined material
analysis with atten-
tion to ideology, popu-
lar action and internal
tension.

1989 Bipan Chandra and
colleagues published
India’s Struggle for
Independence

It framed national-
ism as a broad pop-
ular movement con-
taining primary and
secondary contradic-
tions.

1993 Partha Chatterjee
published The Nation
and Its Fragments

It reworked the re-
lationship between
colonial modernity,
elite nationalism and
cultural sovereignty.
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Date Event Why it matters

1998 C. A. Bayly published
Origins of Nationality
in South Asia

It traced precolonial
traditions of terri-
toriality and public
morality without as-
suming a ready-made
nation-state.

High-confusion comparisons

Approach Main unit of
analysis

Strongest contri-
bution

Typical blind
spot

Colonial/imperialistState, ruler, ad-
ministrator

Administrative
detail and insti-
tutional chronol-
ogy

Justification of
hierarchy; Indian
stagnation and
British progress
assumed

Nationalist Nation and
anti-imperialist
movement

Colonial ex-
ploitation, po-
litical unity and
agency

Internal con-
flicts may be
subordinated to
unity

Marxist Class, produc-
tion and colonial
political econ-
omy

Material struc-
tures and social
interests

Culture, iden-
tity and politi-
cal ethics may
become sec-
ondary

Cambridge
School

Local faction,
patronage and
collaboration

Institutional
incentives and
local networks

Ideology and
mass commit-
ment can be
reduced to am-
bition

Subaltern Subordinated
groups and
autonomous
popular politics

Recovers
agency outside
elite direction

Separation of
elite and popu-
lar domains can
be overstated

Feminist/gender Gendered
power inter-
secting with
caste, class and
community

Transforms
analysis of law,
work, household
and politics

An additive “no-
table women”
approach
misses struc-
tures
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Approach Main unit of
analysis

Strongest contri-
bution

Typical blind
spot

Postcolonial Discourse,
knowledge, cul-
ture and subjec-
tivity

Shows how colo-
nial categories
shaped modern
politics

Material extrac-
tion and class
can recede from
view

Communal Religious com-
munity

Identifies orga-
nized religious
politics

Treats communi-
ties as timeless,
uniform and nec-
essarily hostile

Self-test

1. What is the difference between primary evidence and sec-
ondary interpretation?

2. Why can an inaccurate official description still possess histor-
ical value?

3. Name four tests used to evaluate a historical claim.
4. What did James Rennell’s appointment in 1767 symbolize?
5. What core claims characterized colonial historiography?
6. Howdid nationalist economic critics use colonial data against

colonial rule?
7. DistinguishR.PalmeDutt’s earlyMarxist emphasis fromBipan

Chandra’s formulation.
8. What does theCambridgeSchool explainwell, andwhat does

it tend to understate?
9. What did Ranajit Guha mean by autonomous subaltern poli-

tics?
10. Howdid feminist historymove beyond the recovery of notable

women?
11. Why is communal historiography methodologically weak?
12. Compare Bayly, Chatterjee and Duara on the making of the

nation.



READING EVIDENCE AND HISTORICAL ARGUMENTS 15

Answer key

1. Primary evidence was created during the activity or period
examined; secondary interpretation later selects, contextual-
izes and explains such evidence.

2. It may reliably reveal official categories, aims and fears even
when its account of the governed population is prejudiced or
factually wrong.

3. Provenance, purpose, positionality, silence and corrobora-
tion; any four with explanation are sufficient.

4. It symbolized the union ofmapping, territorial knowledge, rev-
enue administration and military control.

5. Indian disunity and stagnation, Western superiority, British-
created unity, the civilizing mission and Pax Britannica.

6. Naoroji, R. C. Dutt and others converted budgets, trade fig-
ures andexpenditure records into evidenceof drain and struc-
tural exploitation.

7. Dutt stressed bourgeois leadership containing class struggle;
Chandra emphasized a primary anti-colonial contradiction
within amulti-classmovement that also contained unresolved
internal contradictions.

8. It explains locality, institutions, patronage and collaboration
well but tends to understate ideology, ethics and genuine
mass commitment.

9. Subordinated people could organize through political lan-
guages and objectives not simply transmitted by nationalist
elites.

10. It began analysing gender as a structure shaping property,
law, labour, household power, reform and citizenship.

11. It treats internally diverse religious communities as timeless,
uniform and inevitably hostile, neglecting institutions and
changing material interests.

12. Bayly traces precolonial territorial and ethical traditions; Chat-
terjee emphasizes nationalism’s formation within colonial
modernity; Duarawarnsagainstprojecting theeventual nation-
state backward as inevitable.
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Closing perspective
Historical evidence is produced within relations of power; criti-
cism begins with provenance and purpose. Official records are
indispensable for the colonial state but cannot alone represent
the people governed by it.



CHAPTER 2

Mughal Fragmentation
and Regional States

Aurangzeb died in 1707; Mughal decline accelerated afterward
but was neither immediate nor caused by one ruler alone.
Repeated succession struggles made emperors dependent

on competing nobles, while factional conflict weakened appoint-
ments, revenue collection and military coordination.

Decline was a process, not a date
Aurangzeb’s reign left the empire territorially extensive and ad-
ministratively functional, but several stresses had intensified:
prolonged Deccan warfare, competition for jagirs, difficulty con-
trolling powerful zamindars and regional chiefs, and conflict
within an enlarged nobility. His death did not cause collapse
by itself. It removed a commanding emperor when institutional
strains required coordinated reform.
Bahadur Shah I attempted conciliationwith Rajputs,Marathas,

Bundelas and Sikhs but lacked time, resources and a consistent
settlement. After his death in 1712, noble factions ceasedmerely
supporting rival princes and increasingly used emperors as in-
struments. Zulfiqar Khan dominated Jahandar Shah; the Sayyid
brothers, Abdullah Khan and Husain Ali Khan, helped Farrukhsi-
yar gain the throne, then deposed and killed him in 1719. Muham-
mad Shah eventually escaped their control, but continuing fac-
tionalism prevented sustained reform.

17
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The key distinction is between dynastic weakness and struc-
tural weakness. Weak emperors mattered because appoint-
ment, command and arbitration were concentrated at court. Yet
even a capable emperor would have faced a fiscal-military sys-
tem in which offices, land revenue assignments and local power
had become increasingly difficult to balance.

Causes: an interacting chain
Political and dynastic instability

There was no fixed law of succession. Each imperial death
could produce civil war, casualties amongexperienced comman-
ders andexpensivegrants to supporters. Rapidchangesat court
weakened trust and encouraged provincial officials to secure lo-
cal bases. The emperor’s inability to protect office-holdersmade
office increasingly personal and hereditary.

Noble faction and the mansab-jagir problem

The mansabdari system assigned rank and military obligation;
many mansabdars received a jagir, an assignment of land rev-
enue rather than ownership of the soil. The number and claimed
rank of nobles increased faster than the availability of productive
assignments. Some jagirs were over-assessed on paper, trans-
ferred frequently or contested locally. A jagirdar with insecure
tenure had an incentive tomaximize short-term collection rather
than invest in long-term cultivation.
This “jagirdari crisis” connected court politics to rural pres-

sure:

• insufficient desirable jagirs intensified factional competition;
• revenue claims exceeded realizable income;
• jagirdars pressed zamindars and cultivators;
• zamindars withheld revenue, fortified positions or aligned
with regional powers;

• declining remittances weakened central military capacity.
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Agrarian and zamindar resistance

Zamindars were not simply tax collectors. Many possessed
hereditary claims, armed retainers, caste or clan authority and
local legitimacy. Jat, Sikh, Maratha and othermobilizations drew
strength from rural society, although their aimsandclass compo-
sition differed. Increased extraction could turn a local intermedi-
ary into a rebel; successful rebels could become state-builders.

Deccan wars andmilitary limits

Aurangzeb’s long campaigns against the Deccan sultanates and
Marathas consumedmoney, men and attention. Mughal artillery
remained formidable, but the state struggled to adapt its mili-
tary organization, logistics and naval capacity to mobile regional
warfare and expanding European fiscal-military power. Techno-
logical difference alone did not produce decline: coordination,
finance, discipline, credit and command were equally decisive.

External invasions

Nadir Shah exploited a neglected frontier and a divided com-
mand. At Karnal in February 1739, factional Mughal leadership
failed to coordinate a numerically substantial army. The sack
of Delhi removed treasure, the Peacock Throne and the Koh-i-
Noor, damaged commerce and transferred territories west of
the Indus. The greater loss was political: provincial and foreign
powers now saw the imperial centre’s vulnerability.
Ahmad Shah Abdali invaded repeatedly between 1748 and

1767. He extracted tribute, intervened in Punjab and Delhi, and
defeated the Marathas at the Third Battle of Panipat on 14 Jan-
uary 1761. Abdali did not create adurable Indianempire. His cam-
paigns further fragmented north Indian authority and opened
space later used by Sikh, Maratha and Company power.
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What survivedMughal decline
Decline of centralized control did not erase the Mughal political
world. Successor rulers sought imperial titles and sanads; Per-
sian remained an administrative language; revenue offices and
territorial units continued; and the emperor retained symbolic
value. Marathas used the right to collect chauth and sardesh-
mukhi through negotiations framed within Mughal sovereignty.
The Company itself sought farmans and later presented its ac-
quisitions as legally authorized rights.
Regional state formation therefore combined three processes:

1. appropriation: provincial governors redirected revenue and
appointments locally;

2. adaptation: rulers combined Mughal institutions with re-
gional military, landed and commercial networks;

3. innovation: some states reorganized armies, taxation, credit
and court culture for new conditions.

Successor states
Hyderabad

Nizam-ul-Mulk, also known as Chin Qilich Khan and Asaf Jah I,
wasa leadingMughal noble andbrieflywazir. Frustratedbycourt
politics, he returned to the Deccan and defeated the imperial
nominee Mubariz Khan at Shakar Kheda in 1724. Hyderabad re-
mained nominally within the empire, but appointments, war and
revenue became effectively autonomous.
The Nizam balanced Mughal-derived offices with Deccani in-

terests, local zamindarsandpowerfulHindu financial-administrative
groups. The state was not fully centralized: the Carnatic deputy
became increasingly autonomous, while Maratha claims and
European competition exerted pressure. Hyderabad illustrates
continuity of formwith relocation of sovereignty.
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Bengal

MurshidQuli Khanbuilt anautonomous fiscal regimewhile retain-
ing formalMughal loyalty. He shifted the administrative centre to
Murshidabad, tightened revenue collection, expanded revenue
farming and relied on powerful zamindars and bankers. Large
landed estates andmercantile houses, especially the Jagat Seth
network, acquired major political influence.
After his death in 1727, Shuja-ud-din Khan and Sarfaraz Khan

succeeded within the regional dynasty; Alivardi Khan defeated
Sarfaraz at Giria in 1740. Bengal’s productive agriculture, tex-
tiles, river system and overseas trade financed a wealthy court.
Maratha incursions in the 1740s caused serious disruption, but
commercial prosperity and banking capacity persisted. Ben-
gal shows why a region rich in resources attracted Company
intervention rather than awaiting conquest as a passive political
vacuum.

Awadh

SaadatKhanBurhan-ul-Mulk, appointedgovernor in 1722, founded
an autonomous state while maintaining imperial forms. Safdar
Jang and Shuja-ud-daula consolidated it. Awadh drew strength
from fertile agriculture, control of the middle Gangetic plain,
military recruitment, revenue farmers, bankers and landed mag-
nates known as taluqdars.
The nawabs attempted to control rebellious zamindars but

also depended on them. Lucknow and Faizabad became admin-
istrative, commercial and cultural centres. Awadh’s strategic
location between Delhi, Bengal, Rohilkhand and the Maratha
sphere made it both powerful and exposed.
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States created through resistance and
confederation
Maratha power

Maratha expansion cannot be reduced either to Hindu revival or
simple plunder. It developed through the legacy of Shivaji’s state,
rivalry between Shahu and the Kolhapur branch, Peshwa lead-
ership, claims to chauth and sardeshmukhi, mobile cavalry, rev-
enue collection and negotiation with local elites.
Balaji Vishwanath, Peshwa from 1713, stabilized Shahu’s posi-

tion and secured Mughal recognition of Maratha fiscal claims in
the Deccan. Baji Rao I, Peshwa from 1720 to 1740, carried ex-
pansion intoMalwa,Gujarat andBundelkhandanddemonstrated
Mughal weakness near Delhi in 1737. Under Balaji Baji Rao, a con-
federacy of powerful houses emerged: Scindia inGwalior, Holkar
in Indore, Gaekwad in Baroda and Bhonsle in Nagpur, alongside
the Peshwa at Pune.
Confederation enabled rapid expansion but limited central

discipline. The defeat at Panipat in 1761 followed overextended
supply lines, weak local alliances and Abdali’s stronger coali-
tion. Maratha power recovered underMadhav Rao I andMahadji
Scindia; Panipat was a severe check, not final destruction. Ri-
valry among confederate chiefs later made united resistance to
the Company difficult.

Sikh power

Guru Gobind Singh founded the Khalsa in 1699; after his death
in 1708, Banda Bahadur led a militant and agrarian challenge in
Punjab. His forces attackedMughal officials and large landlords
and briefly redistributed land in some areas before his capture
and execution in 1716.
Under continuing persecution and Afghan invasion, Sikh war-

rior bands organized intomisls. The Dal Khalsa, formed in 1748,
coordinated the confederacies without eliminating their auton-
omy. Ranjit Singh of the Sukerchakia misl captured Lahore in
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1799 and became Maharaja in 1801. Sikh state formation thus
moved from religious-military resistance to confederation and
then monarchical consolidation.

Jat state

JatuprisingsaroundMathuraandAgrabeganbeforeAurangzeb’s
death. Churaman and Badan Singh consolidated a kingdom cen-
tred on Bharatpur; Suraj Mal expanded it across parts of the
Delhi-Agra region and built an effective revenue and military
system. Jat power declined after his death in 1763, but it had
already demonstrated how agriculturist-zamindar mobilization
could produce a regional state.

Independent and reconstituted regional
kingdoms
Mysore

Mysore’s Wodeyar monarchy survived while military comman-
ders accumulatedpower. HaidarAli became theeffective ruler in
1761 and created a disciplined army, used European techniques
selectively, strengthened arsenals and sought tighter revenue
control. Tipu Sultan succeeded him in 1782 and pursued further
military, commercial and administrative innovation. Mysore was
less dependent on Mughal legitimacy than the successor states
and more willing to centralize against local chiefs.

Travancore and Kerala

Martanda Varma, ruler of Travancore from 1729 to 1758, con-
quered neighbouring territories, reduced the power of local no-
bles, reorganized the army and defeated the Dutch East India
Company at Colachel in 1741. The state supported commerce
and used coastal connections while maintaining a distinctive
court and temple-centred political order. Cochin, Calicut and
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other Kerala polities followed different trajectories; “Kerala” was
not one unified state.

Rajputs, Rohillas and Bangash Pathans

Rajput rulersnegotiatedautonomywithinMughal sovereignty.
Sawai Jai Singh II of Amber founded Jaipur, patronized astron-
omy and served as an imperial governor while building a regional
court. Clan rivalry and competition among Rajput houses pre-
vented a unified Rajput state.
Afghan migration and Mughal weakening aided Ali Muham-

mad Khan’s Rohilkhand in the Himalayan foothills and Muham-
mad Khan Bangash’s principality around Farrukhabad. Their
location exposed them to Awadh, Maratha and later Company
pressure.

Economy: disruption and resilience
Agriculture generated most state income. Cultivators faced
claims from the state, jagirdars, zamindars and revenue farmers,
with severity varying by crop, region and political stability. War-
fare damaged cultivation where armies requisitioned grain, de-
stroyed irrigation or displacedpeople. Yet landwasnot uniformly
scarce, and productive zones continued to support large cities
and export industries.
India remained a major manufacturer and trading region.

Cotton textiles, silk, saltpetre, indigo, sugar, rice, metalware and
opium moved through internal and overseas markets. Textile
centres included Dhaka (Dacca), Murshidabad, Patna, Varanasi,
Lucknow, Surat, Ahmedabad, Burhanpur, Lahore, Masulipatnam
and Madurai. Shipbuilding flourished in Bengal, western India
and the Andhra coast. A favourable trade balance brought silver
into the subcontinent.
Political fragmentation affected commerce unevenly:

• warfare and additional customs posts obstructed some long-
distance routes;
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• the decline of Delhi and Agra harmed luxury crafts tied to the
imperial court;

• new courts at Lucknow, Faizabad, Murshidabad, Hyderabad,
Pune, Patna and Jaipur created demand;

• European sea trade expanded even when overland routes
through Afghanistan and Iran became insecure;

• merchants and bankers used hundis, kinship networks and
“portfolio” investments across revenue, trade and credit.

Economic power and political power converged. The Ja-
gat Seths in Bengal, for example, could finance rulers and influ-
ence succession. Revenue farmers combined fiscal knowledge,
cash and armed support. This commercial vitality complicates
a general-collapse thesis, but it does not prove modern indus-
trial transformation. Productivity, scientific institutions and state
support for technological change remained uneven.

Society, education and culture
Social hierarchy was structured through caste, status, occupa-
tion, gender, household and region. Hindu society contained
thousands of jatis rather than four functioning varnas alone.
Caste councils enforced marriage, dining and occupational
norms, yet wealth, office, migration and military service some-
times enabled mobility. Muslim society also contained distinc-
tions among ashraf elites and lower-status groups, as well as
Irani, Turani, Afghan, Hindustani, Shia and Sunni affiliations. Po-
litical alliances did not consistently follow religious identity.
Patriarchy limited women’s property, education, movement

andmarital choice, especially amongmany elite groups. Purdah
was regionally and socially uneven; peasant and artisan women
worked outside the household. Child marriage, restrictions on
widow remarriage, dowry and widow immolation existed in par-
ticular communities and regions, not as uniform “Indian” cus-
toms. Nair and some other Kerala groups followed matrilineal
inheritance. Women such as Ahilyabai Holkar also exercised
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sovereign authority, but exceptional rulers did not remove struc-
tural inequality.
Elementary teaching occurred in pathshalas and maktabs;

Sanskrit tols and Persian-Arabic madrasas supported advanced
learning. Access varied by caste, class, gender and locality,
with girls especially disadvantaged. The curriculum emphasized
language, literature, law, religion, philosophy, logic and practi-
cal arithmetic more than experimental science. It should not
be described as absent, but its institutions did not match the
accelerating scientific and industrial transformation of western
Europe.
As imperial patronage weakened, artists and intellectuals

moved to regional courts. Mughal painters found support in
Lucknow, Hyderabad, Murshidabad, Patna and other centres;
Rajput and Kangra painting flourished; Jaipur developed archi-
tecture and astronomical observatories; Urdu poetry expanded
through Mir, Sauda and Nazir; Punjabi, Sindhi, Malayalam, Tamil,
Assamese and other literary cultures grew. Composite practices
remained strong: political alliances crossed religion, shared
shrines attracted multiple communities, and Persian and re-
gional languages circulated across confessional lines.

Consequences of the transition
The eighteenth-century transition produced four long-term out-
comes:

1. Sovereignty became layered. TheMughal emperor retained
symbolic authority while effective power moved to provinces,
confederacies and local magnates.

2. Regional economies became political bases. Revenue,
banking and merchant credit sustained new states and at-
tracted European companies.

3. Military competition intensified. Mobile armies, fortified
centres, artillery and European-trained infantry raised fiscal
demands.
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4. No single Indian power replaced the empire. Regional rival-
ries and uneven centralization created opportunities for the
English Company, but Company conquest still required diplo-
macy, Indian finance, allied armies and repeated wars.

Interpretations and debates
Personality failure or structural crisis?

J. N. Sarkar emphasized weak emperors and incompetent com-
manders after Aurangzeb. This explains why coordination wors-
ened but cannot explain why able nobles were unable to restore
the system. Satish Chandra and Irfan Habib foreground jagirdari
and agrarian crisis: competition for assignments, excessive rev-
enue demand and zamindar resistance eroded the fiscal base.
M. Athar Ali’s work on the nobility reinforces the structural im-
portance of faction and intermediary power. A balanced answer
treats individual weakness as an accelerator operating within in-
stitutional and fiscal strain.

Decline or regional transformation?

Older imperial-centred narratives saw fragmentation, disorder
and economic decay. Revisionist historians such as C. A. Bayly,
Muzaffar Alam, AndreWink andRajat Kanta Ray shift attention to
provincial commercialization, merchant-bankers, zamindars and
new regional elites. Alam describes “upstarts” who captured
resources previously monopolized by hereditary nobility; Bayly
emphasizes commercial and “portfolio” capital; Wink interprets
Mughal sovereignty as a flexible balance that had long accom-
modated fitna, negotiation and multiple rights.
This revision does not prove that central collapse was harm-

less. Nadir Shah’s sack, warfare, agrarian extraction and unsafe
routes caused real damage. It does show that power andwealth
were redistributed rather than simply disappearing. The most
defensible formulation is imperial decline alongside uneven re-
gional growth and institutional continuity.
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Was the eighteenth-century economy stagnant?

Bipan Chandra emphasizes technological backwardness, agrar-
ian extraction andanabsenceof structural transformation,while
acknowledging manufacturing, trade and resilience. Regional
studies demonstrate expanding sea trade, banking networks,
new urban centres and artisanal vitality. The disagreement
partly reflects scale: a growing textile district or merchant net-
work can coexist with low average productivity and peasant
insecurity. Avoid both claims that the entire economy collapsed
and that commercial growth amounted to industrialization.

Did religion drive political conflict?

Religious identities mattered, but alliances regularly crossed
them. Rajputs, Marathas, Mughal factions, Sikhs, Jats and
Afghan chiefs pursued sovereignty, revenue, office and local
rights as well as religious aims. Aurangzeb’s policies affected
trust, yet a communal two-bloc explanation cannot account for
shifting coalitions, Hindu officials inMuslim-ruled states, Muslim
officers under non-Muslim rulers, or shared cultural institutions.
Religious idiom must be connected to political economy and
regional context.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology
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Date Event Why it matters

1707 Death of Aurangzeb;
Bahadur Shah I suc-
ceeded after a war

Opened a period in
which succession
conflict and noble
competition increas-
ingly shaped imperial
politics.

1708-16 Banda Bahadur led a
major Sikh challenge;
he was executed in
1716

Combined religious
leadership, agrar-
ian grievances and a
challenge to Mughal
authority in Punjab.

1712-20 Rapid succession,
Farrukhsiyar’s depo-
sition and the Sayyid
brothers’ dominance

Emperors became
dependent on “king-
maker” nobles; court
factionalism dis-
rupted administra-
tion.

1713 Balaji Vishwanath
became Peshwa

Began the rise of
Peshwa leadership
and the expansion
of Maratha influence
beyond Maharashtra.

1717 Farrukhsiyar issued
an important trading
farman to the English
Company; Murshid
Quli Khan became
governor of Bengal

Shows simultaneous
imperial concession
and provincial consoli-
dation.

1720-40 Baji Rao I served as
Peshwa

Maratha power ex-
panded into Malwa,
Gujarat and Bundelk-
hand.

1722 Saadat Khan was
appointed governor
of Awadh

Beginning of an ef-
fectively hereditary
successor state cen-
tred on Lucknow and
Faizabad.

1724 Nizam-ul-Mulk de-
feated Mubariz Khan
at Shakar Kheda

Effective establish-
ment of autonomous
Hyderabad under the
Asaf Jahi dynasty.
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Date Event Why it matters

1727 Sawai Jai Singh II
founded Jaipur; Mur-
shid Quli Khan died

Regional courts be-
came new political
and cultural centres.

1731 Treaty of Warna Settled the Shahu-
Kolhapur dispute and
recognized a terri-
torial division within
Maratha politics.

1737 Baji Rao I’s force
reached the vicinity
of Delhi

Demonstrated the
changed balance
between the Mughal
centre and Maratha
power.

1739 Nadir Shah defeated
the Mughals at Karnal
and sacked Delhi

Destroyed prestige,
depleted resources
and exposed the
north-west frontier.

1740 Alivardi Khan de-
feated Sarfaraz Khan
at Giria and took Ben-
gal

Provincial succession
was decided within
the regional political
arena.

1741 Travancore defeated
the Dutch at Colachel

A regional Indian
state checked a Eu-
ropean company mili-
tarily.

1748 Ahmad Shah Abdali’s
invasions began; Dal
Khalsa was organized
at Amritsar

Afghan pressure and
Sikh confederation
reshaped Punjab poli-
tics.

1761 Third Battle of Pani-
pat; Haidar Ali be-
came the effective
ruler of Mysore

Panipat checked
Maratha northward
expansion; Mysore
emerged as a major
military-fiscal state.

1763 Death of Suraj Mal Marked the end of the
strongest phase of
the Jat kingdom of
Bharatpur.

1767 Last invasion of Ah-
mad Shah Abdali

Closed a major cycle
of Afghan interven-
tion without restoring
Mughal power.
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Date Event Why it matters

1799-1801 Ranjit Singh captured
Lahore and assumed
the title Maharaja

The Sikh misls were
consolidated into
a powerful Punjab
kingdom.

High-confusion comparisons
Types of regional state

Type Defining route
to power

Main examples Mughal relation-
ship

Successor state Provincial gov-
ernor made
authority au-
tonomous and
hereditary

Hyderabad, Ben-
gal, Awadh

Retained titles,
offices and nom-
inal allegiance

Resistance/confederate
state

Warrior, agrar-
ian or religious
mobilization
expanded terri-
torially

Marathas, Sikhs,
Jats

Challenged au-
thority but often
sought imperial
recognition or
used Mughal
forms

Independent/reconstituted
kingdom

Older regional
polity central-
ized under new
military leader-
ship

Mysore, Travan-
core, Rajput
states

Less dependent
on provincial
succession;
relationship
varied

Frequently confused fiscal-political terms

Term Meaning Do not confuse with

Mansab Personal rank carry-
ing status and military
obligation

A landed estate

Jagir Assignment of rev-
enue from specified
land

Full private ownership
of that land
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Term Meaning Do not confuse with

Khalisa Land whose revenue
went directly to the
imperial treasury

Khalsa, the Sikh col-
lective founded in
1699

Zamindar Hereditary/local
claimant and revenue
intermediary, often
with armed authority

A uniform class of
modern private land-
lords

Chauth Maratha claim gener-
ally amounting to one-
fourth of assessed
revenue

Sardeshmukhi, an
additional ten per
cent claim

Farman Imperial order or
grant

A bilateral treaty
between equal
sovereign states

Misl Sikh warrior confeder-
acy

Dal Khalsa, the coor-
dinating collective of
misls

Self-test

1. Why is 1707 a turning point but not a complete explanation of
Mughal decline?

2. How did succession wars strengthen noble factions?
3. Explain the jagirdari crisis as a causal chain from court to

countryside.
4. Distinguish a successor state from a resistance/confederate

state, with two examples of each.
5. Why was Nadir Shah’s invasion of 1739 more than a raid for

treasure?
6. What did the Third Battle of Panipat change, and what did it

not change?
7. How did Bengal’s bankers and zamindars contribute to re-

gional autonomy?
8. Compare the political structures of Hyderabad and Mysore.
9. What sequence connected Sikh resistance under Banda Ba-

hadur to Ranjit Singh’s kingdom?
10. Give two examples each of economic disruption and eco-



MUGHAL FRAGMENTATION AND REGIONAL STATES 33

nomic resilience in the eighteenth century.
11. Why is a communal two-bloc explanation inadequate for

eighteenth-century politics?
12. Compare the imperial-decline and regional-revisionist inter-

pretations.

Answer key

1. Aurangzeb’s death triggered succession conflict and removed
strongcoordination, but fiscal, jagirdari, agrarian,military and
regional strains had developed earlier.

2. Nobles furnishedarmiesandmoney to rival princes, thenused
dependent emperors to control appointments, revenue and
policy, as the Sayyid brothers did.

3. Toomanymansabdars competed for limited or over-assessed
jagirs; insecure jagirdars intensified collection, zamindars and
peasants resisted, remittances fell, and centralmilitary power
weakened.

4. Successor states grew from autonomous Mughal provinces,
suchasHyderabadandBengal; resistance/confederatestates
grew through mobilization and territorial expansion, such as
the Marathas and Sikhs.

5. It destroyed imperial prestige, exposed command failure,
depleted finances, damaged Delhi and removed the north-
western defensive belt west of the Indus.

6. It checked Maratha expansion in north India and inflicted
heavy losses, but Maratha power recovered and remained a
major force.

7. Zamindars delivered revenue and local force, while bankers
provided credit and transfers; together they reduced depen-
dence on Delhi and influenced succession.

8. Hyderabad preserved Mughal provincial forms and nominal
allegiance; Mysore centralized under military leaders with
weaker dependence on Mughal legitimacy and stronger di-
rect innovation.

9. Banda’s agrarian-military challenge was suppressed; Sikh
bands reorganized into misls; the Dal Khalsa coordinated
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them; Ranjit Singh later consolidated key misls around La-
hore.

10. Disruption includedsackedcitiesandunsafe/custom-burdened
routes; resilience included expanding sea trade, textile pro-
duction, banking networks and new regional capitals.

11. Alliances crossed religious identities, internal divisions frac-
tured every community, and struggles involved revenue, of-
fice, land and regional sovereignty as well as religious lan-
guage.

12. Imperial-decline history emphasizes court failure, fiscal crisis
and disorder; revisionists emphasize decentralization, com-
mercial elites and regional growth. Abalancedviewcombines
central decline with uneven regional transformation.

Closing perspective
Mughal decline was gradual, multi-causal and accelerated after
1707; itwasnot an instantaneouscollapse. Weak rulersmattered
because institutions required imperial coordination, but dynastic
failure operated within fiscal and military strain.



CHAPTER 3

Rival European
Companies

Vasco da Gama reached Calicut in 1498, opening a direct Cape
route between western Europe and India; he did not “discover”
India or Indian Ocean trade.
ThePortugueseEstadoda Índia joined fortifiedports, naval pa-

trols, and the cartaz pass system to control maritime commerce.

Armed commerce entered an
established trading world
India was connected to the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, East Africa,
Southeast Asia, and the Mediterranean long before Portuguese
arrival. Arab, Persian, Gujarati, Tamil, Malay, Armenian, and
other merchants moved textiles, spices, horses, metals, pre-
cious goods, and foodgrains through overlapping networks. Eu-
ropeancompaniesdid not create this commerce. Theyentered it
with state charters, ocean-going armed ships, and amercantilist
determination to secure monopolies.
The Ottoman capture of Constantinople in 1453 did not close

all older routes, but it strengthenedwestern European incentives
to bypassMediterranean intermediaries. Portuguese navigators
combined Atlantic experience, royal finance, cartography, and
naval artillery. The Cape route lowered dependence on Venetian
and West Asian intermediaries and enabled Portugal to attack
shipping far from Europe.

35
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The early companies depended on Indian production and col-
laboration. They required merchants to assemble goods, bro-
kers to negotiate, bankers to advance credit, rulers to grant land,
artisans to manufacture textiles, and soldiers to defend settle-
ments. Their coercive capacity was real but geographically un-
even: strong at sea and around fortified ports, weak against ma-
jor inland states until the eighteenth century.

Portuguese: forts, fleets, and the cartaz
Portuguese power took the form of the Estado da Índia, a crown-
directed network rather than a compact territorial empire. Fran-
ciscodeAlmeidaemphasizedcommandof the sea. AfonsodeAl-
buquerque added strategic bases: Goa in 1510, Malacca in 1511,
and Hormuz in 1515. These positions linked the western Indian
Ocean to Southeast Asia and supported attempts tomonopolize
high-value trade.
The cartazwas a naval pass imposed onAsian shipping. Ships

without it risked seizure. Fortified factories, convoy protection,
customs duties, and violent punishment turned commerce into
a system of maritime coercion. Goa became the capital, while
Diu and Daman guarded the Gujarat coast. Cochin was an early
Malabar base.
Portuguese influence included new maritime connections,

missionary institutions, and printing at Goa in 1556. Religious
intolerance, including the Goa Inquisition, damaged relations.
Aggressive proselytization was not the sole reason for decline,
but it compounded political and commercial hostility.
Decline had several causes:

• Portugal possessed limited manpower and fiscal capacity for
a vast oceanic network.

• Crown officials often mixed public authority with private
profit.

• The union of the Portuguese and Spanish crowns from 1580
exposed Portuguese possessions to Spain’s enemies.
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• DutchandEnglishcompaniesmobilized largerpools of capital
and better long-distance shipping.

• Mughal and regional rulers resisted Portuguese coercion;
Shah Jahan’s forces expelled them from Hooghly in 1632.

• The Dutch displaced Portugal from important Southeast
Asian and Sri Lankan positions.

Portugal nevertheless retained Goa, Daman, and Diu long af-
ter losing commercial primacy. Its decline was relative, not in-
stantaneous.

Dutch: commercial strength without an
Indian territorial project
The Dutch VOC received extensive sovereign powers in 1602.
It could fortify settlements, maintain forces, make treaties, and
administer territories. Its Indian establishments included Ma-
sulipatnam, Pulicat, Nagapattinam, Cochin, Surat, Chinsurah,
Kasimbazar, Patna, and Balasore. Indian cotton textiles were es-
sential because they could be exchanged for spices in Southeast
Asia.
The VOC’s main strategic objective remained the Indonesian

spice monopoly. India provided textiles and other commodities,
but it was not the centre of Dutch territorial ambition. Anglo-
Dutch rivalry therefore operated within a wider Asian contest.
The Amboyna episode of 1623 contributed to Englishwithdrawal
from the Moluccas and stronger concentration on India.
Two defeats capture the limit of Dutch power in India. Travan-

core under Marthanda Varma defeated the Dutch at Colachel in
1741, showing that a regional Indian state could overcome a Eu-
ropean company on land. In Bengal, an English force defeated
a Dutch expedition near Biderra in 1759. Dutch trade continued,
but the VOC no longer posed a major political challenge to the
English in India.
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English: from petitioners to presidency
power
The EnglishCompany’s charter created a joint-stock corporation
under royal protection. Its early progress depended on negoti-
ated permission:

• Captain William Hawkins reached Jahangir’s court after arriv-
ing at Surat in 1608, but secured no stable monopoly.

• English success against a Portuguese fleet near Suvali in 1612
improved its standing.

• Sir Thomas Roe’s embassy from 1615 to 1618 secured protec-
tion and trading concessions without granting the Company
political independence.

• Masulipatnambecame an early Coromandel factory; Chennai
followed in 1639, with Fort St George as its fortified centre.

• Mumbai, transferred to the Company in 1668, offered a natu-
ral harbour and replaced Surat as the western headquarters.

• InBengal, theCompany tradedatHooghly, Kasimbazar, Patna,
Balasore, and Dhaka before consolidating the three villages
around Kolkata and Fort William.

The word “factory” meant a trading station headed by fac-
tors, not a manufacturing plant. These stations contained ware-
houses, residences, offices, and sometimes fortifications.
The Company repeatedly attempted to expand privilege into

jurisdiction. Child’s War exposed the limit. English attacks on
Mughal shipping and ports in 1686 brought imperial retaliation;
factories were seized and Mumbai was blockaded. The Com-
pany apologized and paid compensation. Aurangzeb restored
trade because overseas commerce produced customs revenue
and because English sea power could disrupt shipping. The
settlement proved that European ascent was not linear.
Farrukhsiyar’s 1717 farman became a later point of conflict. It

expanded commercial privileges, but Company servants treated
corporate concessions as permission for duty-free private trade
and transferred dastaks to Indian associates. What looked like a
customsdisputewasalsoastruggleover sovereignty: whocould



RIVAL EUROPEAN COMPANIES 39

tax trade within an Indian province?

French: rapid political ascent and
strategic overreach
TheFrenchEast IndiaCompanywas foundedunderJean-Baptiste
Colbert in 1664. Surat and Masulipatnam were early factories;
Chandernagore became the Bengal centre; Pondicherry be-
came the principal headquarters. Mahé, Yanam, and Karaikal
extended its coastal network. French activity benefited from
Mauritius and Réunion in the Indian Ocean.
Joseph François Dupleix recognized that a small, drilled force

could decide succession disputes and obtain territory, revenue,
and clients. This was not uniquely French. It became the com-
mon method of both French and English companies: support
a claimant, deploy European-trained troops and sepoys, de-
mand concessions, and station forces that made the victorious
claimant dependent.

First CarnaticWar: naval war and the
Adyar lesson
The War of the Austrian Succession brought Britain and France
into conflict. A French fleet under La Bourdonnais captured
Madras in 1746. Dupleix tried to retain it, despite an earlier
understanding that it would be restored for ransom. Nawab
Anwaruddin of the Carnatic demanded its return.
A small French force defeated the Nawab’s much larger army

at St Thomé near the Adyar River. The importance was organiza-
tional, not racial: concentrated artillery, disciplined volleys, drill,
and unitary command could defeat a larger force assembled un-
der a different military system. Indian states rapidly learned this
lesson and developed drilled infantry of their own.
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The Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748 restored Madras to the
English in exchange for territorial adjustments elsewhere. No In-
dian settlement resolved the underlying rivalry.

Second CarnaticWar: succession
politics became company politics
The death of Nizam-ul-Mulk Asaf Jah in 1748 triggered a Hyder-
abad succession struggle. Muzaffar Jang opposed Nasir Jang.
In the Carnatic, Chanda Sahib challenged Anwaruddin and later
Muhammad Ali. Dupleix supported Muzaffar Jang and Chanda
Sahib; the English backed their rivals.
The French alliance won at Ambur in 1749, where Anwaruddin

was killed. French influence rose dramatically. Bussymaintained
a force at Hyderabad and obtained the Northern Circars for its
support. Yet French expansion required continuous military ex-
penditure, and clients could change allegiance.
The English recovery centred on Arcot. In 1751 Robert

Clive seized the Carnatic capital with a small force, compelling
Chanda Sahib to divert troops from Trichinopoly. The defence
of Arcot enhanced English prestige; support from Maratha,
Mysore, and Tanjore forces also mattered. Chanda Sahib was
captured and killed in 1752. French directors, alarmed by ex-
pense and global risk, recalled Dupleix in 1754. The settlement
at Pondicherry temporarily limited intervention.

Third CarnaticWar: global war decided
the regional contest
The Seven Years’ War made the third conflict part of a global
struggle. Count de Lally captured Fort St David in 1758 but faced
weak naval support, strained finances, conflict with French offi-
cials, and difficulty coordinating with Bussy. The English could
draw on the Royal Navy, three presidency bases, and Bengal’s
financial capacity after Plassey.
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At Wandiwash in January 1760, Eyre Coote defeated Lally
and captured Bussy. Pondicherry surrendered in January 1761.
The Treaty of Paris restored French factories in 1763, but they
could not sustain a fortified territorial challenge. French peo-
ple and settlements remained in India; French political-military
supremacy did not.

Why English predominance emerged
The result came from interactingadvantages rather thannational
character:

1. Maritime logistics: the Royal Navy could isolate French set-
tlements and protect reinforcement routes.

2. Financial capacity: the English state’s funded debt and the
Company’s credit networks sustained long wars.

3. Three presidency bases: Mumbai, Chennai, and Kolkata pro-
vided geographic redundancy; loss in one theatre did not de-
stroy the system.

4. Commercial continuity: English officials did not abandon
revenue-producing commerce while pursuing political influ-
ence.

5. Bengal after 1757: access to Bengal’s payments, credit, and
revenues strengthened the English in the final Anglo-French
contest.

6. Company-state partnership: the English corporation was
private, but royal charters, naval force, legislation, andmetropoli-
tan finance supported it.

7. Sepoy forces: locally recruited and European-drilled soldiers
made sustained expansion possible at lower cost.

8. Indian alliances: bankers, merchants, rulers, commanders,
and claimants providedmoney, intelligence, troops, and legit-
imacy.

9. Frenchconstraints: dependenceonanunstable state-backed
structure, recall of Dupleix, naval weakness, and Lally’s con-
flicts reduced strategic continuity.



42 MODERN INDIA I

10. Contingency: English forces suffered serious failures; a dif-
ferent combination of European war, Indian alliances, and fi-
nance could have produced another outcome.

Industrialization strengthenedBritain later, but it should not be
projected backward as the master explanation for seventeenth-
century trade or the first two Carnatic Wars. Likewise, “less reli-
gious zeal” does not explain English victory: the Company could
be coercive, and later British rule supported missionary access
and cultural intervention.

Interpretations and debates
P.J. Marshall emphasizes that early territorial expansion was not
directed by one consistent plan in London; officials in Asia ex-
ploited regional opportunities. This explains improvisation, but
not the absence of aggressive commercial aims.
Philip Lawson stresses the close relationship between com-

pany and state, describing expansion as state imperialism by
proxy. Royal charters, naval force, metropolitan credit, and po-
litical protection made the idea of a purely private conquest
misleading.
C.A. Bayly highlights fiscal-military needs and Indian commer-

cial networks. English power grew through access to revenue,
credit, information, and collaboration, not simply through supe-
rior weapons.
Gallagher andRobinson’s formula, “tradewith informal control

if possible; trade with rule when necessary,” clarifies the move-
ment from concessions to political interference. Yet informal
control often generated the crises used to justify deeper rule.
The balanced judgement is that English predominance was

contingent but structured. It depended on Indian political com-
petition and collaboration, while the Company-state’s finance,
navy, organizational continuity, and presidency network allowed
it to exploit those openings more successfully than its European
rivals.
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Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1498 Vasco da Gama
reaches Calicut

Establishes a direct
Cape route from Eu-
rope into the Indian
Ocean trading sys-
tem.

1505 Francisco de Almeida
becomes the first
Portuguese viceroy in
India

Gives priority to
naval command, of-
ten called the “blue-
water” strategy.

1509 Portuguese victory at
Diu

Secures a major pe-
riod of Portuguese
naval predominance
in the western Indian
Ocean.

1510 Afonso de Albu-
querque captures
Goa

Creates the chief
Portuguese political
and administrative
centre in India.

1600 English East India
Company chartered

Establishes an En-
glish joint-stock
monopoly for trade
east of the Cape of
Good Hope.

1602 Dutch VOC chartered Creates a well-
capitalized com-
pany with powers
to make war, con-
clude treaties, and
hold territory.
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Date Event Why it matters

1612–13 English victory off
Suvali and establish-
ment at Surat

Improves the English
position against Por-
tugal and secures a
durable Mughal-port
foothold.

1615–18 Sir Thomas Roe at
Jahangir’s court

Obtains imperial
protection for En-
glish trade, though
not unrestricted
sovereignty.

1639–40 Chennai acquired;
Fort St George devel-
oped

Anchors English ac-
tivity on the Coroman-
del Coast.

1661–68 Mumbai passes from
Portugal to the En-
glish Crown and then
to the Company

Gives the Company
a defensible harbour
and future western
presidency base.

1664 French East India
Company founded

Introduces the last
major European cor-
porate rival in India.

1674 Pondicherry estab-
lished under François
Martin

Becomes the central
French settlement in
India.

1686–90 Child’s War against
the Mughal Empire

Demonstrates that
English naval strength
could not yet over-
comeMughal land
power.

1698 Company secures
zamindari rights over
Sutanuti, Kalikata,
and Govindpur

Consolidates the set-
tlement that devel-
oped into Kolkata and
Fort William.

1717 Farrukhsiyar’s farman Confirms and ex-
pands English com-
mercial privileges,
later disputed over
private trade and cus-
toms.
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Date Event Why it matters

1746–48 First Carnatic War Carries theWar of the
Austrian Succession
into India; Madras
is captured and re-
stored.

1749–54 Second Carnatic War European companies
intervene in Hyder-
abad and Carnatic
succession struggles.

1751 Clive captures and
defends Arcot

Weakens Chanda
Sahib’s position and
shifts momentum
toward the English.

1756–63 Third Carnatic War Indian theatre of the
Seven Years’ War;
English maritime and
financial advantages
become decisive.

22 Jan 1760 Battle of Wandiwash Eyre Coote defeats
Lally; Bussy is cap-
tured and French field
power collapses.

1761 Pondicherry surren-
ders

Ends the French ca-
pacity to wage a ma-
jor territorial war in
India.

1763 Treaty of Paris Restores French fac-
tories under restric-
tions while confirm-
ing English European
predominance in In-
dia.

High-confusion comparisons
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Power Corporate form Main Indian bases Primary strength Major limitation Political result by
1763

Portuguese Crown-directed
Estado

Goa, Diu, Daman,
Cochin

Early naval artillery
and fortified choke
points

Small demographic-
fiscal base; Dutch-
English competition

Retained enclaves
but lost commercial
primacy.

Dutch Chartered VOC Pulicat, Nagap-
attinam, Cochin,
Chinsurah

Capital, shipping,
intra-Asian trade

Strategic focus on
Indonesia

Continued com-
merce; no major
Indian territorial
bid.

English Joint-stock com-
pany with state
support

Mumbai, Chennai,
Kolkata

Navy, credit, three
bases, sepoys,
Indian alliances

Initially weak on
land; dependent
on negotiated privi-
leges

Became the leading
European political-
military power.

French State-supported
company

Pondicherry, Chan-
dernagore, Mahé,
Karaikal

Dupleix’s diplo-
macy and trained
forces

Naval weakness,
finance, recall and
command conflict

Factories restored,
territorial challenge
broken.
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Carnatic War Wider trigger Indian political setting Turning point Settlement

First, 1746–48 War of Austrian Succes-
sion

Nawab challenges
French seizure of
Madras

French victory at Adyar
demonstrates disci-
plined infantry

Aix-la-Chapelle re-
stores Madras.

Second, 1749–54 Regional succession
disputes

Hyderabad and Car-
natic rival claimants

Arcot and relief of
Trichinopoly reverse
French gains

Dupleix recalled; tem-
porary Pondicherry
agreement.

Third, 1756–63 Seven Years’ War Global Anglo-French
contest

Wandiwash and fall of
Pondicherry

Paris restores factories
under English predomi-
nance.
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Self-test

1. What changed in 1498, and what did not?
2. How did the Portuguese cartaz system operate?
3. Why did theDutch fail to build a large territorial empire in India

despite commercial strength?
4. What did Child’s War reveal about the English position in the

late seventeenth century?
5. Why were Chennai, Mumbai, and Kolkata collectively impor-

tant?
6. What was the military lesson of the Battle of Adyar?
7. Which succession disputes drove the Second Carnatic War?
8. Why was the capture of Arcot strategically important?
9. What madeWandiwash decisive?
10. Distinguish the roles of Wandiwash and Plassey in English as-

cendancy.
11. Give four structural reasons for English success over the

French.
12. How do Marshall and Lawson differ on the relationship be-

tween metropolitan policy and company expansion?

Answer key

1. A direct Cape sea route from western Europe reached Cali-
cut; India and itsmaritime trading system already existed and
were not “discovered.”

2. Portuguese naval patrols required Asian ships to carry paid
passes and threatened seizure of vessels sailing without au-
thorization.

3. The VOC prioritized the Indonesian spice trade; Indian facto-
ries mainly provided textiles and other goods for intra-Asian
exchange.

4. Mughal forces could punish Company aggression on land,
compelling the English to apologize, pay compensation, and
resume trade under imperial authority.

5. The three presidency bases created secure harbours, rev-
enuecentres, recruitment zones, andgeographic redundancy
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across western, southern, and eastern India.
6. A small drilled infantry-artillery force under unitary command

could defeat a much larger army organized for another style
of warfare.

7. Muzaffar Jang versus Nasir Jang in Hyderabad, and Chanda
Sahib versus Anwaruddin and Muhammad Ali in the Carnatic.

8. It forced Chanda Sahib to divert forces from Trichinopoly,
sustained Muhammad Ali, increased English prestige, and
attracted allies.

9. Eyre Coote defeated Lally and captured Bussy, breaking the
French field army before Pondicherry’s fall.

10. Wandiwash removed the principal European military rival;
Plassey gave the English access to Bengal’s wealth and politi-
cal leverage.

11. Naval superiority,metropolitancredit, threepresidencybases,
commercial revenue, Bengal’s wealth, sepoy forces, Indian al-
liances, and French strategic discontinuity are valid factors.

12. Marshall stresses improvisation by officials in Asia and the ab-
sence of a consistent early London plan; Lawson emphasizes
the Crown-company partnership and state-backed imperial
aggression.

Closing perspective
European expansion was an insertion into a dense Indian Ocean
economy, not the beginning of Indian overseas trade. Por-
tuguese power was strongest at sea and at strategic ports; it
never meant uniform control of the Indian interior.



CHAPTER 4

From Plassey to the
Diwani

Early eighteenth-century Bengal waswealthy, commercially con-
nected, and increasingly autonomous under Murshid Quli Khan
and his successors.
Farrukhsiyar’s 1717 farman granted important Company privi-

leges, but it did not authorize unlimited duty-free private trade by
Company servants.

Why Bengal attracted the Company
Bengal includedmostofpresent-dayWestBengal andBangladesh,
with Bihar and Orissa under the nawab’s authority. It exported
cotton and silk textiles, silk, saltpetre, sugar, rice, indigo, and
other commodities. Indian, Armenian, and European merchants
operated through networks of brokers, artisans, bankers, and
river ports. Bengal goods formed a large share of English im-
ports from Asia.
Political autonomy did not mean economic collapse. Mur-

shid Quli Khan shifted the administrative centre toMurshidabad,
disciplined revenue collection, and cultivated powerful zamin-
dars and financiers. The Jagat Seth banking house acquired
exceptional influence through revenue remittance, minting, and
credit. Shuja-ud-Din, Sarfaraz Khan, and Alivardi Khan inherited
an increasingly autonomous provincial order that retained the
symbolic legitimacy of the Mughal emperor.

50
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Alivardi Khan faced Maratha incursions and Afghan rebellion
but kept European companies subordinate. Their trade brought
bullion and customs income; their armed rivalry threatened
provincial authority. Bengal’s prosperity therefore created both
attraction and capacity: it drew European commercial competi-
tion and later financed the Company’s military expansion.

The 1717 privilege problem
Farrukhsiyar’s farman confirmed valuable concessions, includ-
ing favorable customs treatment for Company trade. The cru-
cial distinction was between the Company’s export-import com-
merce and the private inland trade of its servants. Company offi-
cials useddastaks, or passes, to shieldprivategoods fromduties
and sometimes sold protection to Indian merchants.
The consequences were political as well as fiscal:

• the nawab lost internal customs revenue;
• Indian traders faced competitors claiming tax immunity;
• Company servants could use corporate military power to de-
fend private profit;

• provincial officers who enforced customs risked confronta-
tion with armed foreigners;

• a commercial concession was stretched into a claim to juris-
diction.

Murshid Quli Khan and Alivardi Khan tried to contain these
abuses. Under Siraj-ud-Daulah the conflict became acute be-
cause English confidence had risen after victories in the Car-
natic.

Siraj-ud-Daulah and the sovereignty
crisis of 1756
Siraj inherited a divided court. Ghaseti Begum controlled
wealth and patronage; Shaukat Jang claimed the succession;
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Mir Jafar had military standing; Rai Durlabh, Jagat Seth, Omic-
hand, and other elite figures pursued their own interests. Court
factionalism made resistance to an external corporate power
harder, but it did not make Siraj’s authority illegitimate.
Four immediate disputes drove the confrontation:

1. Customs abuse: Company servants expanded duty-free
claims and private trade.

2. Fortification: the English strengthened Fort William without
permission while anticipating renewed war with France.

3. Asylum: the settlement sheltered Krishna Das, son of Raj Bal-
labh, who was wanted by the nawab’s government.

4. Independent warfare: European companies expected to
fight one another inside Bengal despite the nawab’s prohibi-
tion.

Siraj seized the Kasimbazar factory and then Kolkata. Fort
William fell on 20 June 1756, while many English officials es-
caped to Fulta under naval protection.
The “Black Hole of Calcutta” narrative came largely through

John Zephaniah Holwell, who claimed that 146 prisoners were
confined overnight and only 23 survived. The physical capacity
of the room, the numbers, contemporary silence, and the ques-
tion of deliberate intent have all been challenged. A confinement
incident may have occurred, but the later imperial story greatly
magnified it and used it to moralize conquest. Exam answers
should identify the controversy rather than repeat the traditional
numbers as settled fact.

From Alinagar to conspiracy
Forces under Robert Clive and Admiral Charles Watson arrived
fromChennai (Madras), recaptured Kolkata, and compelled Siraj
to sign the Treaty of Alinagar in February 1757. It restored En-
glish privileges and allowed fortification. InMarch, the English at-
tacked Chandernagore, weakening the French position despite
the nawab’s concern.
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Clive then joined a conspiracy to replace Siraj with Mir Jafar.
The coalition included Company officials and disaffected mem-
bers of Bengal’s military, court, banking, and mercantile elite.
The Jagat Seth bankers were essential because regime change
required credit and political coordination. Rai Durlabh and Mir
Jafar controlled important forces. Omichand attempted to se-
cure a large personal reward; Clive’s group deceived him through
different versions of the agreement.
The exact origin of the conspiracy is less important than the

collusion that made the result possible. Company intervention
did not simply exploit a ready-made Indian plot, and Indian col-
laborators were not passive instruments. Their goals differed:
some sought protection of wealth, some office, some trade,
and some revenge. The Company alone possessed an orga-
nized corporate-military structure able to convert the coup into
durable external control.

Plassey: limited battle, profound
political turn
Clive’s force met Siraj’s much larger army at Palashi (Plassey),
about 30 kilometres fromMurshidabad, on 23 June 1757. Mir Ja-
far and Rai Durlabh withheld their main contingents. Mir Madan
fought and was killed; Mohan Lal continued resistance but could
not reverse the collapse. Rain affected the battlefield, but con-
spiracy and command paralysis were decisive. Siraj fled, was
captured, and was killed on the orders of Miran, Mir Jafar’s son.
Plassey mattered because it changed control over appoint-

ments, payments, and military access, not because it displayed
overwhelming English battlefield superiority. Its immediate ef-
fects included:

• Mir Jafar became nawab under Company protection.
• The Company received the zamindari of the Twenty-Four Par-
ganas.

• The Company, its army and navy, Kolkata claimants, and indi-
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vidual officials received enormous payments and presents.
• Company servants expanded private trade and political inter-
vention.

• Bengal money helped finance the struggle against the French
and wider military commitments.

• Corporate trade increasingly relied on local revenue and polit-
ical exactions instead of imported bullion.

The phrase “Plassey plunder” captures the extraordinary
transferofwealthafter thecoup. It shouldnot imply thatBengal’s
entire economy collapsed overnight. Political extraction, trade
coercion, and institutional weakening unfolded over subsequent
years.

Mir Jafar's failure was built into the
settlement
Mir Jafar had to reward those who installed him, maintain the
court and army, and satisfy repeatedCompany demands. These
commitments exceeded ordinary fiscal capacity. Company ser-
vants treated regime change as a route to gifts and private for-
tunes; the corporation expected Bengal to help fund its other
presidencies and purchase exports.
WhenMir Jafar couldnotmeet escalatingdemands,Company

leaders interpreted dependence they had created as administra-
tive incapacity. His effort to seek Dutch support ended when En-
glish forcesdefeated theDutchnear Biderra in 1759. In 1760Gov-
ernor Henry Vansittart supported Mir Qasim, Mir Jafar’s son-in-
law, in return for Burdwan,Midnapore, andChittagong and other
commitments. Mir Jafar was pensioned off.

Mir Qasim's reform and the customs
confrontation
Mir Qasim was not willing to remain a ceremonial client. He
shifted the capital from Murshidabad to Munger, farther from
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Kolkata; reorganized revenue administration; reduced court ri-
vals; and trained a modern army. These measures restored the
capacity necessary for sovereignty.
Conflict centred again on private trade. Company servants

claimed customs immunity, transferred dastaks, and compelled
favorable transactions. Indian merchants paid duties and faced
unequal competition. Mir Qasim’s solution was to abolish inter-
nal duties for everyone. Formally, this created equality. Com-
pany officials opposed it because their privilege was valuable
only while others remained taxable.
War followed in 1763. Company forces won at Katwa, Mur-

shidabad, Giria, Udhwa Nala, and Munger. Mir Qasim fled to
Awadh. Mir Jafar returned to the Bengal throne, but the conflict
had expanded beyond Bengal.

Buxar: military victory and north Indian
leverage
Mir Qasim allied with Shuja-ud-Daula, Nawab of Awadh, and
Shah Alam II, the Mughal emperor. Their interests were not iden-
tical. Mir Qasim wanted restoration; Shuja sought territorial and
political advantage; Shah Alam wanted an effective territorial
base for imperial authority.
At Buxar on 22 October 1764, a Company army under Major

Hector Munro defeated the alliance. Unlike Plassey, this was a
sustained battle against the combined forces of major political
authorities. Buxar demonstrated Company military organization
and opened the way to influence in the middle Ganga plain.
The distinction is vital:

• Plassey created political access to Bengal through con-
spiracy.

• Buxar confirmed military supremacy over Bengal’s dis-
placed nawab, Awadh, and the Mughal emperor.

• Allahabadconverted the victory into recognized fiscal and
strategic arrangements.
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The Allahabad settlement
Robert Clive returned to Bengal in 1765. He chose not to an-
nexAwadh. Direct annexationwould have created a long frontier
exposed to Afghan and Maratha pressures. Restoring Shuja-ud-
Daula created a buffer whose ruler would pay an indemnity and
depend on Company support.
The August 1765 arrangements had connected components:

• Shuja-ud-Daula recovered most of Awadh, paid an indemnity
of 50 lakh rupees, and accepted an alliance.

• Kora and Allahabad were transferred to Shah Alam II.
• Balwant Singh retained his position in Banaras under the set-
tlement.

• ShahAlam II granted theCompany thediwani of Bengal, Bihar,
and Orissa.

• The Company agreed to pay the emperor an annual tribute of
26 lakh rupees.

• An annual amountwas assigned to the nawab’s establishment
for nizamat expenses.

The emperor’s grant mattered because Mughal sovereignty
still carried legal and symbolic authority. Company officials did
not discard the Mughal framework; they used it to legitimize a
new fiscal power.

What Dual Government actually divided
The term “Dual Government” can mislead if treated as equal
power-sharing. The Company held the decisive instruments:

• as diwan, it controlled revenue;
• through its army, it controlled external defence and coercive
power;

• through its influence over the deputy subahdar, it controlled
the nizamat indirectly;

• through the resident and council, it determined high politics.

The nawab retained the visible responsibility for police, crim-
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inal justice, and administration but lacked independent money
andmilitary force. Indiandeputiesperformeddailywork. Muham-
mad Reza Khan served as deputy naib nazim and deputy diwan
in Bengal; Raja Shitab Rai performed revenue functions in Bihar.
Company officials avoided building a full administrative appara-
tus while extracting the fiscal return.
This was “power without responsibility” in a precise institu-

tional sense. If order failed, thenawab’sofficers couldbeblamed.
If revenue arrived, the Company financed trade, dividends, mili-
tary establishments, and remittances.

Economic and human consequences
Before Plassey, the Company imported bullion to buy Indian
goods. After gaining political payments and revenue, it increas-
ingly used Bengal income to finance its “investment,” meaning
goods purchased for export. This altered the trade relation: Ben-
gal’s own revenue bought goods exported for Company profit.
Private fortunes, presents, customs abuse, coercive purchas-

ing, and revenue pressure disrupted established relationships
among rulers, zamindars, merchants, bankers, artisans, and
peasants. Yet the effects varied by locality and occupation; “in-
stant deindustrialization in 1757” is too simple.
The famine of 1769–70 followed severe rainfall failure and crop

loss. Its catastrophic mortality cannot be explained by climate
alone. Revenue demands remained high, administrative respon-
sibility was fragmented, grain markets were vulnerable to spec-
ulation and hoarding, and relief capacity was weak. Exact death
totals are uncertain, but the demographic and fiscal shock was
immense. The Company’s revenue did not fall in proportion to
human suffering because assessments and collection pressures
were adjusted slowly and unevenly.
By 1772 the arrangement was fiscally and politically discred-

ited. Warren Hastings ended Dual Government, displaced the
deputy structure, andmoved revenue administration undermore
direct Company supervision. This did not create accountable



58 MODERN INDIA I

rule; it made colonial responsibility harder to conceal.

Interpretations and debates
P.J.Marshall emphasizes thatCompany empire grew throughde-
cisions by officials in India amid regional political openings, not
through a single early blueprint imposed from London. Bengal
supports this view: private trade, local rivalry, and a crisis over
fortification accelerated intervention.
C.A. Bayly’s fiscal-military emphasis explains why the 1765

diwani was more consequential than a simple territorial trophy.
Revenue sustained troops, credit, commerce, and further con-
quest. Indian bankers and administrators were central to this
mechanism.
Nationalist historians, including Bipan Chandra, emphasize

plunder, unequal trade, and the transformation of Bengal rev-
enue into the finance of Company commerce and expansion.
This correctly identifies the colonial direction of transfer, though
regional economic change should not be reduced to one date.
The nature of Plassey remains a useful debate. Calling it

merely a battle exaggerates combat; calling it only an Indian be-
trayal hides Company planning and coercion. It was a corporate-
backed coup made possible by a coalition of Company officials
and Bengal elites.
Buxar has a stronger claim than Plassey to being the decisive

military turning point. Plassey opened Bengal’s court and trea-
sury; Buxar defeated awider alliance; Allahabad institutionalized
the result. The turning point is therefore best understood as the
chain 1757–65, not one isolated event.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.
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Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1717 Farrukhsiyar’s farman
confirms Company
privileges

Later misuse of duty
exemptions and das-
taks turns commerce
into a sovereignty
dispute.

1727 Murshid Quli Khan
dies

Bengal’s autonomous
provincial structure
continues under suc-
cessor nawabs.

1740–56 Alivardi Khan rules
Bengal

Maintains autonomy,
withstands Maratha
incursions, and re-
strains European
companies.

April 1756 Siraj-ud-Daulah suc-
ceeds Alivardi Khan

Court factionalism
and Company defi-
ance converge under
a young nawab.

20 June 1756 Siraj captures Fort
William and Kolkata

Forces the English to
retreat to Fulta and
seek military rein-
forcement.

Jan–Feb 1757 English recapture
Kolkata; Treaty of
Alinagar

Restores privileges
but fails to settle the
struggle over power.

March 1757 English capture
French Chander-
nagore

Removes a possible
French counterweight
in Bengal.

23 June 1757 Battle of Plassey Mir Jafar’s contingent
remains inactive; Siraj
is defeated and killed.

1757–60 Mir Jafar’s first
nawabship

Company and private
demands drain the
treasury and deepen
political dependence.

1759 English defeat
a Dutch ex-
pedition near
Biderra/Chinsurah

Removes another
European challenge
in Bengal.
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Date Event Why it matters

1760 Mir Qasim replaces
Mir Jafar

Gains the throne
through an agree-
ment involving terri-
tory and payments.

1762–63 Mir Qasim reforms
administration and
challenges trade privi-
leges

Customs equality be-
comes the immediate
issue in a wider strug-
gle for sovereignty.

1763 Company defeats
Mir Qasim; Mir Jafar
restored

Mir Qasim retreats
west and builds a
wider alliance.

22 Oct 1764 Battle of Buxar Hector Munro defeats
Mir Qasim, Shuja-ud-
Daula, and Shah Alam
II.

Feb 1765 Najm-ud-Daula be-
comes nawab under
Company terms

Company secures
control over the
deputy who conducts
the nizamat.

Aug 1765 Treaties of Allahabad
and imperial diwani
grant

Converts military vic-
tory into revenue au-
thority and a strategic
Awadh settlement.

1765–72 Dual Government Company controls
revenue and decisive
power while Indian
deputies conduct
administration.

1770 Bengal famine Climatic shock com-
bines with institu-
tional failure, high
revenue pressure,
and weak relief.

1772 Warren Hastings abol-
ishes Dual Govern-
ment

Ends the formal divi-
sion and begins more
direct Company rev-
enue administration.

High-confusion comparisons
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Feature Plassey Buxar

Date 23 June 1757 22 October 1764
Opponents Company versus Siraj-

ud-Daulah, with major
defections

Company versus
Mir Qasim, Shuja-
ud-Daula, and Shah
Alam II

Character Conspiracy-backed
coup and limited bat-
tle

Sustained military
contest

Company comman-
der

Robert Clive Hector Munro

Immediate result Mir Jafar installed;
payments and territo-
rial concessions

Alliance defeated;
Awadh and emperor
exposed to Company
terms

Long-term role Political entry and
access to Bengal
wealth

Military supremacy
leading to Allahabad
and diwani

Term Holder in theory Effective posi-
tion, 1765–72

Main function

Diwani Company under
Mughal grant

Company su-
pervised Indian
deputies and
controlled rev-
enue

Revenue collec-
tion and civil
justice.

Nizamat Nawab Company con-
trolled funds,
army, and ap-
pointment of
deputy

Defence, police,
and criminal
justice.

Dual Govern-
ment

Company and
nawab ap-
peared to divide
functions

Company held
decisive power;
nawab bore
visible responsi-
bility

Extraction with-
out a full Com-
pany administra-
tive apparatus.
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Self-test

1. Why was Bengal commercially important to the English Com-
pany before 1757?

2. What was the difference between legitimate Company privi-
lege and abuse of dastaks?

3. Name the four immediate issues in Siraj-ud-Daulah’s conflict
with the English.

4. Why is the traditional “Black Hole” narrative disputed?
5. Which groups and individuals formed the anti-Siraj coalition

before Plassey?
6. Why was Plassey more a coup than a conventional battle?
7. What made Mir Jafar’s position fiscally unsustainable?
8. Why did Mir Qasim abolish internal duties, and why did the

Company object?
9. How did Buxar differ from Plassey?
10. What were the principal terms and strategic logic of the Alla-

habad settlement?
11. Distinguish diwani from nizamat under Dual Government.
12. Why is 1757–65 a better turning-point frame than either 1757

or 1764 alone?

Answer key

1. Bengal exported valuable textiles, silk, saltpetre, foodgrains,
sugar, and indigo and provided amajor share of English Asian
imports through rich banking and trading networks.

2. The privilege covered specified corporate trade; servants
extended passes to private inland goods and associates,
depriving the nawab of customs and disadvantaging taxed
merchants.

3. Customs abuse, unauthorized fortification, asylum to Krishna
Das, and the companies’ claim to wage independent war in
Bengal.

4. Holwell’s numbers, the room’s capacity, contemporary cor-
roboration, and evidence of deliberate orders are all doubtful;
later imperial retellings magnified the incident.
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5. Mir Jafar, Rai Durlabh, the Jagat Seth bankers, Omichand and
other disaffected court, military, banking, and mercantile fig-
ures coordinated with Company officials led by Clive.

6. Majornawabi contingents remained inactiveunderprior agree-
ment; only part of Siraj’s army fought, and the planned defec-
tion determined the political result.

7. He had to fund the court and army while meeting enormous
initial and continuing demands from the Company and its ser-
vants.

8. Abolition gave Indian and Company traders equal tax treat-
ment; Company servants objected because their exemption
lost its competitive value.

9. Plassey depended on conspiracy and limited combat; Buxar
was a sustained victory over a three-power alliance including
Awadh and the Mughal emperor.

10. Awadhwas restoredas adependent buffer, Shuja paid50 lakh
rupees, ShahAlamreceivedKoraandAllahabad, and theCom-
pany received diwani while paying annual tribute.

11. Diwani covered revenue and civil justice; nizamat covered de-
fence, police, and criminal justice. The Company controlled
the money, army, and deputy appointments behind both.

12. Plassey opened political and fiscal access, Buxar established
wider military supremacy, and Allahabad converted both into
recognized revenue authority.

Closing perspective
Bengal’s wealth and institutional resilience attracted conquest;
British rule did not arise because the province was economically
empty or politically nonexistent. The 1717 farman became ex-
plosive when corporate privilege was stretched to cover private
inland commerce.



CHAPTER 5

Mysore, the Marathas,
the Sikhs, and Company
Expansion

Haidar Ali becameMysore’s de facto ruler in 1761 and built a cen-
tralised military-fiscal state with French-trained infantry and ar-
tillery.
The First Anglo-Mysore War ended with the Treaty of Madras

(1769), after Haidar appeared near Madras and forced mutual
restitution.

A competitive military world, not a
one-sided advance
The Company succeeded because it could combine Bengal’s
revenue, European credit, a regularly paid sepoy army, mobile ar-
tillery, fortified coastal bases, diplomacy and forces transferred
between presidencies. Indian powers also innovated. Mysore
manufactured weapons and disciplined infantry, Maratha com-
manders mastered mobile warfare and scorched-earth tactics,
and Ranjit Singh created a powerful infantry-artillery system
trained by European officers.
The decisive asymmetry was institutional endurance. The

Company could survive a lost battle, replace commanders, raise
loans and draw on several territorial bases. Its opponents often
depended on a ruler, a court coalition or a confederate agree-
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ment that did not survive succession disputes. The Company
then turned one Indian power against another: Hyderabad and
the Marathas against Mysore, rival Maratha houses against the
Peshwa, and Dogra or Sikh court factions against Lahore.

Mysore: centralisation, commerce, and
four wars
State-building under Haidar Ali and Tipu Sultan

Haidar Ali rose through the Mysore army and displaced the min-
ister Nanjaraj while retaining the Wodeyar ruler as a nominal
sovereign. He:

• trained infantry and artillery with French assistance;
• established an arms facility at Dindigul;
• reduced the autonomy of poligars and other local military
chiefs;

• expanded towards Bednur, Kanara and Malabar;
• strengthened direct revenue collection to finance a perma-
nent army.

TipuSultancontinued thismilitary-fiscal centralisation. He
reorganised administration, encouraged sericulture and state
trading, sought control of pepper, sandalwood and cardamom,
and maintained diplomatic contacts with France, the Ottoman
Empire, Afghanistan and Mauritius. His restriction of Company
merchants and control of Malabar commerce made Mysore a
commercial as well as military rival.

First Anglo-MysoreWar, 1767--69

The Company, Hyderabad and the Marathas initially combined
against Haidar. He neutralised the Marathas with payment, won
over the Nizam, and shifted the war towards the Carnatic. His
rapidmarchnearMadras forced the Treaty ofMadras. Itsmutual-
defence promise soon became the next grievance: when the
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Marathas attacked Mysore in 1771, the Company did not assist
Haidar.

Second Anglo-MysoreWar, 1780--84

The immediate crisis was the British seizure of Mahé, a French
port under Haidar’s protection and a route for military supplies.
Haidar entered the Carnatic, defeated Colonel Baillie’s force at
Pollilur, and captured Arcot. Eyre Coote checked Mysore at
Porto Novo in 1781, while Company diplomacy detached Hyder-
abad and the Marathas. Haidar died in 1782, but Tipu continued
the war. The Treaty of Mangalore restored territories and prison-
ers on both sides.

Third Anglo-MysoreWar, 1790--92

Tipu’s attack on Travancore, whose lines and purchases he re-
garded as violations of his rights over Cochin, provided the im-
mediate cause. Cornwallis built a coalition with the Nizam and
Marathas, captured Bengaluru, and besieged Srirangapatna.
The 1792 settlement:

• divided roughly half of Mysore among the Company, Hyder-
abad and the Marathas;

• transferredMalabar, Dindigul andBaramahal to theCompany;
• imposed an indemnity of three crore rupees;
• held two of Tipu’s sons as hostages until payment.

Fourth Anglo-MysoreWar, 1799

Wellesley used Tipu’s French contacts to demand submis-
sion. TheCompanyhadHyderabad’s support,while theMarathas
remained outside the fighting but had been offered territorial
reward. Company armies converged on Srirangapatna; Tipu
died during the assault. A child of the Wodeyar house became
ruler of a reduced Mysore, accepted a subsidiary alliance, and
ceded strategic territory. The Company directly occupied Ka-
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nara, Wayanad, Coimbatore and Srirangapatna; Hyderabad re-
ceived other districts.
Mysore was not annexed entirely because indirect rule re-

duced administrative cost while preserving strategic control.
The Company assumed direct administration in 1831 on grounds
of misgovernment and restored power to the Wodeyar ruler in
1881.

TheMaratha confederacy: strength
without durable unity
The Maratha political order combined the Peshwa at Pune with
powerful houses: Sindhia at Gwalior, Holkar at Indore, Bhonsle
at Nagpur and Gaekwad at Baroda. This structure allowed rapid
expansion but complicated unified strategy. Chiefs possessed
distinct armies, fiscal bases and diplomatic interests.

First Anglo-MarathaWar, 1775--82

After Peshwa Madhavrao I died and Narayanrao was murdered,
Raghunathrao claimed the office against the infant Madhavrao
II and the Barabhai regency led by Nana Fadnavis. The Bombay
government signed the Treaty of Surat (1775)with Raghunathrao
for Salsette and Bassein. The Calcutta authorities replaced it
with the Treaty of Purandhar (1776), but conflict resumed.
Mahadji Sindhia trapped the Bombay force at Wadgaon in

1779, severing supplies and exploiting the terrain. Warren Hast-
ings rejected the surrender terms and sent reinforcements
across India. After further fighting, the Treaty of Salbai:

• recognised Madhavrao II as Peshwa;
• ended British support for Raghunathrao;
• left Salsette with the Company;
• restored most other conquests;
• made Mahadji Sindhia guarantor of peace.
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The result was not a clear Company victory. It bought the
Company a longwestern peacewhile it concentrated onMysore.

Second Anglo-MarathaWar, 1803--05

After Nana Fadnavis died, conflict among Baji Rao II, Sindhia and
YashwantraoHolkar intensified. Holkar defeated thePeshwaand
Sindhia near Pune in 1802. Baji Rao fled and accepted the Treaty
of Bassein. OtherMaratha chiefs regarded the treaty as a surren-
der of collective independence.
Arthur Wellesley defeated Sindhia and Bhonsle at Assaye and

Argaon in the Deccan; Gerard Lake won at Delhi and Laswari in
the north. The Treaties of Deogaon and Surji-Anjangaon com-
pelled territorial cessions and British influence. Holkar resisted
separately before settling in 1805–06. Bassein was decisive
because it gave the Company strategic entry into the centre of
Maratha politics.

Third Anglo-MarathaWar, 1817--18

Lord Hastings first targeted the Pindaris, mobile raiding bands
linked in varying degrees to Maratha patrons. The military en-
circlement of central India also placed every Maratha court un-
der pressure. Baji Rao II attacked the British Residency at Pune;
Bhonsle forces fought at Sitabuldi and Holkar’s at Mahidpur. The
Company defeated each centre separately.
Consequences:

• Peshwaship abolished; Baji Rao II pensioned at Bithur.
• Most Peshwa territory annexed to the Bombay Presidency.
• A reduced Satara kingdom created under a descendant of
Shivaji.

• Nagpur and Indore lost territory and accepted tighter subordi-
nation.

• Company paramountcy became dominant across central and
western India.
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Why theMarathas lost

• Confederates lacked a binding command structure and pur-
sued rival territorial interests.

• Succession conflicts repeatedly invited Company interven-
tion.

• Chiefs negotiated separately after reverses, allowing defeat
in detail.

• Military modernisation was uneven; artillery and disciplined
infantry existed but were not integrated across the confeder-
acy.

• Revenue collection depended heavily on tribute and military
expansion, making prolonged coordinated war difficult.

• TheCompany possessed larger pooled finances and could re-
deploy forces from Bengal, Madras and Bombay.

• The problem was not “national character.” Both sides em-
ployed Indians and Europeans, and Maratha forces demon-
strated high tactical ability at Wadgaon, Assaye and else-
where.

The Sikh kingdom and the conquest of
Punjab
Ranjit Singh's state

Ranjit Singh, chief of the Sukerchakia misl, took Lahore in 1799
and united much of Punjab. The Treaty of Amritsar fixed the
Sutlej as the boundary between his dominions and Company-
protected cis-Sutlej states. Prevented from expanding east, he
moved west to Multan (1818), Kashmir (1819) and Peshawar
(effective control consolidated in the 1830s).
His kingdom combined Mughal administrative continuities, lo-

cal clan authority and a centralised court. The army included
theFauj-i-Khas, trainedbyofficers suchasJean-BaptisteVentura
and Jean-François Allard, with strong artillery under figures in-
cludingClaudeAugusteCourt. Ranjit SinghbalancedSikh chiefs,
Dogra nobles, Muslim officials and newer military commanders.
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This balance, more than religious uniformity, held the kingdom
together.

Crisis after 1839

Rapid deaths, assassinations and factional conflict followed Ran-
jit Singh. TheKhalsa armydeveloped regimental panchayats and
became an autonomous political actor. Court leaders sought to
control it while fearing its power. TheCompany increased troops
near theSutlej andprepared for conflict. TheSikh crossing of the
river in December 1845 triggeredwar, but responsibility remains
disputed because British forward preparations and Lahore’s in-
ternal struggle preceded it.

First Anglo-SikhWar, 1845--46

Major battles occurred at Mudki, Ferozeshah, Aliwal and So-
braon. The Khalsa fought effectively, but commanders Lal Singh
and Tej Singh were accused of treachery or deliberate inaction.
The Treaty of Lahore:

• ceded the Jalandhar Doab;
• reduced the Khalsa army;
• imposed an indemnity;
• placed a British Resident at Lahore;
• recognised the minor Duleep Singh.

Because Lahore could not pay the full indemnity, Kashmir
was transferred to Gulab Singh under the Treaty of Amritsar (16
March 1846) for 75 lakh rupees. The Treaty of Bhairowal later
in 1846 removed Maharani Jind Kaur as regent and gave the
Resident decisive authority over a council of regency.

Second Anglo-SikhWar, 1848--49

The Multan revolt began when Diwan Mulraj resisted replace-
ment and two British officers were killed. Sher Singh Attariwala,
sent to suppress the revolt, joined it; Chattar Singh also rebelled.
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Battles at Ramnagar and Chillianwala were costly and inconclu-
sive, but the Company victory at Gujarat on 21 February 1849
broke organised resistance. Duleep Singh signed the annexa-
tion instrument on 29 March 1849. Punjab was first governed
by a Board of Administration and from 1853 by a Chief Commis-
sioner under John Lawrence.

Sindh: treaty pressure becomes
annexation
The Talpur Amirs ruled Sindh after displacing the Kalhoras. Com-
pany interest combined Indus commerce, fear of French and
later Russian influence, and the strategic requirements of the
Afghan frontier. A commercial treaty opened the Indus and
roads in 1832. During the First AfghanWar, the Amirs were com-
pelled to permit troop movement, accept a British Resident, pay
money and surrender foreign-policy freedom.
After the Afghan disaster, Governor-General Ellenborough

and Charles Napier demanded a new treaty and territorial con-
cessions. Resistance produced the battles ofMiani (17 February
1843) and Dabo/Dubba (24 March). Sindh was annexed. The
conquest was controversial even among British observers be-
cause earlier agreements had promised territorial integrity and
the alleged threat was weak.

Interpretations and debates
• Burton Stein characterises Tipu Sultan’s system as “military
fiscalism”: wider direct taxation financed a centralised army
and reduced intermediaries. This explains both Mysore’s
strength and the burdens created by constant war.

• KateBrittlebankstresses that Tipu’s kingshipdrewon regional
traditions and selective Islamic symbols rather than fitting a
simple “foreign” or purely religious model. His patronage of
Hindu institutions also resists communal caricature.
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• Expansion was neither wholly accidental nor produced by a
single master plan. Commercial disputes, local alliances and
frontier crises created opportunities, but governors such as
Wellesley deliberatelymanufactured conditions forwider con-
trol.

• Maratha defeat should not be explained through moral de-
cline. The confederacy’s distributed sovereignty could gen-
erate resilience, but it made unified command and common
diplomacy difficult during simultaneous crises.

• The First Sikh War has a disputed responsibility. A narrow ac-
count treats the Khalsa crossing of the Sutlej as aggression;
a wider account includes Company troop concentration, La-
hore instability and officials’ expectation of annexation.

• Punjab’s fall did not showmilitary inferiority alone. Leadership
betrayal, factional conflict, disrupted finance and the depen-
dent settlement of 1846 were crucial.

• Sindh’s annexation is widely treated as an example of aggres-
sive imperialism: strategic anxieties were converted into es-
calating treaty demands until resistance provided a pretext
for conquest.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1761 Haidar Ali becomes
de facto ruler of
Mysore

Mysore emerges as
a centralised military
competitor to the
Company.
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Date Event Why it matters

1767–69 First Anglo-Mysore
War

Haidar breaks the
hostile coalition and
carries war to the
gates of Madras.

4 Apr 1769 Treaty of Madras Conquests are re-
stored and mutual
assistance promised.

1775–82 First Anglo-Maratha
War

Company interven-
tion in a Peshwa
succession dispute
meets coordinated
Maratha resistance.

Jan 1779 Convention of
Wadgaon

Bombay’s force is
surrounded and com-
pelled to surrender its
gains.

1780–84 Second Anglo-
MysoreWar

Mysore exploits
British breach of the
1769 alliance and the
wider Anglo-French
war.

17 May 1782 Treaty of Salbai
signed; ratification
completed by 1783

Ends the First Anglo-
MarathaWar and
stabilises Company-
Maratha relations.

7 Dec 1782 Death of Haidar Ali Tipu Sultan continues
the war without a
political collapse.

11 Mar 1784 Treaty of Mangalore Restores con-
quests and prison-
ers; demonstrates
Mysore’s continuing
strength.

1790–92 Third Anglo-Mysore
War

Company combines
with Hyderabad and
the Marathas against
Tipu.

Mar 1792 Treaty of Seringap-
atam

Mysore loses about
half its territory, pays
an indemnity, and
gives hostages.
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Date Event Why it matters

4 May 1799 Fall of Srirangapatna
and death of Tipu

Independent
Mysorean resistance
ends; Wodeyars re-
stored under British
control.

31 Dec 1802 Treaty of Bassein Baji Rao II accepts
British troops and
control over external
relations.

1803–05 Second Anglo-
MarathaWar

Sindhia and Bhon-
sle are defeated;
Maratha powers are
separated and subor-
dinated.

25 Apr 1809 Treaty of Amritsar Sutlej becomes the
limit of Ranjit Singh’s
eastward expansion.

1817–18 Third Anglo-Maratha
War

Peshwa, Bhonsle and
Holkar are defeated;
Peshwaship is abol-
ished.

1839 Death of Ranjit Singh Court conflict and the
politicisation of the
Khalsa army desta-
bilise Lahore.

1843 Battles of Miani and
Dabo; Sindh annexed

Company frontier
advances to the lower
Indus.

1845–46 First Anglo-Sikh War Lahore loses the Ja-
landhar Doab and
effective control over
its government.

1848–49 Second Anglo-Sikh
War

Punjab is annexed
after Multan, Chillian-
wala and Gujarat.

High-confusion comparisons
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Conflict Immediate trigger Decisive Company
advantage

Settlement/outcome Common trap

First MysoreWar Company-led coalition Haidar neutralised
allies; no decisive Com-
pany advantage

Madras, 1769 It ended in Com-
pany humiliation, not
Mysore’s defeat.

Second MysoreWar Mahé seizure and
treaty breach

Detaching Hyder-
abad/Marathas; Eyre
Coote

Mangalore, 1784 Haidar died before
peace; Tipu signed it.

Third MysoreWar Tipu–Travancore dis-
pute

Coalition under Corn-
wallis

Seringapatam, 1792 Tipu survived and re-
mained ruler.

Fourth MysoreWar Wellesley’s demands
and French-contact
charge

Hyderabad alliance and
converging armies

Tipu killed; reduced
client Mysore

Mysore was not wholly
annexed.

First MarathaWar Peshwa succession Company recovered
after Wadgaon with
Bengal forces

Salbai, 1782 Not a decisive British
conquest.

Second MarathaWar Treaty of Bassein Separate campaigns
and treaties

1803–05 settlements Holkar fought sepa-
rately.

Third MarathaWar Pindari campaign and
Peshwa attack

Encirclement and de-
feat in detail

Peshwaship abolished Date often compressed
to 1817–18; some set-
tlement continued into
1819.

First Sikh War Sutlej crossing amid
mutual preparation

Leadership failures and
resources

Lahore/Bhairowal, 1846 Punjab was not an-
nexed yet.

Second SikhWar Multan revolt broadens Reinforcement after
costly battles

Punjab annexed, 1849 Gujarat is a town in
Punjab, not western
India’s Gujarat.
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Self-test

1. WhywasMysore a commercial aswell asmilitary threat to the
Company?

2. What did the Treaty of Madras require, and how did its failure
contribute to renewed war?

3. Distinguish the outcomes of the Treaties of Mangalore and
Seringapatam.

4. Why was the Treaty of Bassein a turning point in Maratha his-
tory?

5. What happened to the Peshwaship after the Third Anglo-
MarathaWar?

6. Give four structural reasons for Maratha defeat.
7. How did the Treaty of Amritsar (1809) redirect Ranjit Singh’s

expansion?
8. Whydid theKhalsa armybecomeapolitical power after 1839?
9. Distinguish the settlements after the First and Second Anglo-

Sikh Wars.
10. Which events converted British commercial access in Sindh

into annexation?
11. Locate Srirangapatna, Wadgaon, Chillianwala and Miani by

present-day region.
12. Was Company conquest accidental or planned? Give a bal-

anced answer.

Answer key

1. Mysore controlled Malabar pepper, sandalwood and car-
damom routes, restricted Company trade, cultivated French
links, and financed a modern army through a centralised rev-
enue system.

2. It required restitution and mutual defence; the Company re-
fused aid when Marathas attacked Haidar in 1771, deepening
mistrust before the SecondWar.

3. Mangalore (1784) broadly restored conquests and parity;
Seringapatam (1792) took about half Mysore, imposed three
crore rupees and hostages.
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4. Baji Rao II accepted a permanent British force and surren-
dered independentdiplomacy, provokingotherMarathachiefs
and enabling Company intervention at the confederacy’s cen-
tre.

5. It was abolished; Baji Rao II was pensioned at Bithur andmost
of his territory was annexed.

6. Rival confederate interests, separate diplomacy, uneven mil-
itary integration, succession crises, dependence on tribute,
and weaker pooled finance; any four.

7. It fixed the Sutlej as his eastern boundary, so he expanded
west towards Multan, Kashmir and Peshawar.

8. Succession conflict weakened the court, while regimental
panchayats controlled a large, armed and politically con-
scious force that rulers could not reliably command.

9. In 1846 Lahore lost territory, reduced its army and accepted
Residency control; in 1849 Punjab was annexed outright.

10. The 1832 commercial opening, coercive Afghan-war treaties,
Residencyandpaymentdemands, further territorial demands,
resistance, and Napier’s victories at Miani and Dabo.

11. Srirangapatna: Karnataka; Wadgaon: Maharashtra; Chillian-
wala: Punjab in Pakistan; Miani: Sindh in Pakistan.

12. Local wars and alliances produced contingencies, but re-
peated strategic choices, manufactured threats and policies
under expansionist governors created an increasingly delib-
erate imperial direction.

Closing perspective
Company conquest depended on pooled finance, disciplined
forces, alliance politics and the ability to recover after setbacks.
Mysore, the Marathas and Punjab each developed serious mili-
tary capacity; none was defeated because Indians lacked tech-
nology or courage.



CHAPTER 6

Paramountcy,
Annexation, and the
Frontier

The ring-fence policy treated neighbouring states, especially
Awadh, as buffers whose rulers paid for Company-organised
defence.
Subsidiary Alliance reached its aggressive form under Lord

Wellesley (1798–1805): British troops, subsidy or territory, a
Resident, and loss of independent diplomacy.

Paramountcy was control without a
single constitutional definition
Paramountcy meant that the Company, and later the Crown,
claimed superiority over Indian rulers. Its practical content ex-
panded over time:

1. military assistance and buffer defence;
2. payment for Company troops;
3. permanent British force and Resident;
4. restrictions on war, treaties and employment of Europeans;
5. control of ministers, succession and territorial disputes;
6. intervention for alleged disorder or misgovernment;
7. annexation or dependent survival at British discretion.

Treaties appeared bilateral, but the Company increasingly in-
terpreted them unilaterally. Indian rulers retained courts, titles

78
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and varying internal powers, yet could not conduct independent
foreign policy. A Resident’s advice could become an order with-
out formally abolishing the state.

Ring fence: buffers financed by their
rulers
The ring-fence approach is associated especially with Warren
Hastings. Bengal was the Company’s main revenue base, while
Maratha power and possible Afghan invasion created insecurity
beyond it. Awadh therefore served as a buffer. The Company
undertook to organise defence, but the Nawab paid for the force.
The arrangement produced a self-expanding logic:

• higher military costs increased the ruler’s fiscal dependence;
• arrears justified further pressure;
• Company officers acquired influence at court;
• the buffer’s frontier became a Company security concern;
• territory could be demanded when cash payment failed.

Ring fence was not yet a universal blueprint for domination. It
was a defensive language that made intervention and military fi-
nancing appear compatible with the ally’s sovereignty.

Subsidiary Alliance: the architecture of
dependent sovereignty
Wellesley systematised earlier practices during the global war
with France. The alliance usually required an Indian ruler to:

• accept a permanent Company force within or near the state;
• pay a subsidy or cede territory for its maintenance;
• accept a British Resident at court;
• avoid war or negotiation without Company approval;
• dismiss or exclude non-British Europeans;
• submit disputes with other states to Company arbitration.
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The Company promised defence against external and internal
enemies and formally promised non-interference in domestic af-
fairs. The promise was structurally weak: a Resident, an unpaid
subsidy or a disputed succession always provided grounds to in-
tervene.

Four-stage memory model

1. Troops for a specific war: Company soldiers assist an ally.
2. Joint campaign: Company and allied forces fight together.
3. Permanent contingent for money: Company recruits and

commands troops paid by the ruler.
4. Territory instead of cash: districts are ceded when the as-

sessed subsidy cannot be paid.

Major acceptances

State/power Date Strategic result

Hyderabad 1798; revised 1800 French-trained corps
removed; large territo-
rial cession finances
force.

Mysore 1799 ReducedWodeyar
state survives under
British military con-
trol.

Tanjore 1799 Ruler retains title
while administration
and revenue pass
largely to Company.

Awadh 1801 Major territorial ces-
sion; military depen-
dence deepens.

Peshwa 1802 Bassein subordinates
the confederacy’s
nominal head.



PARAMOUNTCY, ANNEXATION, AND THE FRONTIER 81

State/power Date Strategic result

Bhonsle 1803 Settlement after de-
feat restricts diplo-
macy and cedes terri-
tory.

Sindhia 1804 British influence fol-
lows the Second
MarathaWar.

Rajput states 1817–18 Protection treaties
extend paramountcy
across Rajasthan.

Holkar 1818 Last major Maratha
house enters the sub-
ordinate framework.

Acommonchronology error dates Bassein toDecember 1801;
the treaty was signed on 31 December 1802.

Political and economic effects

• Indian states lost external sovereigntywithout necessarily be-
ing annexed.

• The ruler’s army was reduced while a foreign-controlled force
occupied strategic positions.

• Subsidy payments diverted revenue from administration and
could lead to territorial cession.

• Protected rulers became less accountable to subjects be-
cause Company force insulated them from internal opposi-
tion.

• Residents fostered court factions, influenced appointments
and sometimes made administration less stable.

• Company troops could be stationed throughout India without
the Company paying their full cost.

• French and other European influence was excluded.
• Separate alliances isolated Indian powers and prevented
coalitions.
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Residency and subordinate isolation,
1813--57
After 1813 the Company increasingly treated states as subor-
dinate components of an imperial system. Residents changed
from diplomatic agents into supervising officials. The ruler re-
tained internal administration in theory, but succession, exter-
nal contacts, military organisation and sometimes ministerial
appointment required approval.
Michael Fisher identifies a useful three-phase pattern of indi-

rect rule:

• 1764–97: cautious, limited Residencies at Murshidabad,
Awadh and Hyderabad.

• 1798–1840: aggressive expansion under Wellesley and his
successors; Residents become instruments of control.

• 1841–57: after the Afghan failure, consolidation and direct
annexation become more prominent, culminating under Dal-
housie.

This period is often called subordinate isolation because the
states were separated from one another diplomatically and con-
nected vertically to the Company.

Annexation: conquest, lapse, cession,
andmisgovernment
British expansion did not rest on one doctrine.

Conquest

Mysore’s core territories, Maratha dominions, Sindh, Punjab and
Burmese provinceswere acquired throughwar and imposed set-
tlements.
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Cession for debt or subsidy

Awadh’s 1801 cession and Hyderabad’s assignment of Berar in
1853 translated military charges into territorial control.

Doctrine of Lapse

The paramount power claimed that an adopted heir could inherit
private property but not rulership unless British authority recog-
nised the succession. Adoptionwas valid in Hindu law, and there
was no consistent indigenous rule that a state without a natural
male heir automatically passed to an overlord. Dalhousie did not
originate the claim, but he applied it with exceptional zeal.
Major absorptions associated with lapse included:

• Satara, 1848;
• Jaitpur and Sambalpur, 1849;
• Udaipur in the Central Provinces, 1852;
• Nagpur, 1853–54;
• Jhansi, 1854.

Baghat was briefly taken over but later restored, so it should
not be memorised as a simple permanent lapse annexation.
Dates can differ between the ruler’s death, the annexation deci-
sion and administrative incorporation; exam answers should use
the standard notification year where known.

Misgovernment

Awadh was annexed in 1856 after Wajid Ali Shah refused to
hand administration to the Companywhile retaining only his title.
This was not a lapse case. British officials had long controlled
Awadh’s military and external environment, making the claim
that misrule was entirely autonomous deeply contradictory.
The annexation displaced the court, officials, soldiers and de-

pendants; threatened taluqdars; and angered Bengal Army se-
poys whose homes lay in Awadh. It became amajor background
to the Revolt of 1857.
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The frontier system: commerce, buffers,
and the Great Game
Frontier policy served three connected objectives:

• protect the Indian empire from rival European powers, espe-
cially Russia and France;

• open markets and obtain strategic commodities, routes and
river access;

• push instability away from directly ruled territory by creating
buffers or controlling mountain passes.

The idea of a “scientific frontier” suggested that defensible ge-
ography could solve political insecurity. In practice, every for-
ward move created a new border, new local resistance and an-
otherdemand for intervention. The interestswere imperial, while
Indian soldiers and Indian revenues bore much of the cost.

Nepal and the Himalayan foothills
Gorkha expansion brought Nepal into conflict with the Company
over Butwal and Sheoraj after the annexation of Gorakhpur. The
Anglo-Nepalese War (1814–16) exposed the difficulty of moun-
tain campaigning. The Treaty of Sugauli was signed inDecember
1815 and ratified in 1816. Nepal:

• accepted a British Resident;
• ceded Kumaon and Garhwal;
• abandoned claims to much of the Terai, parts of which were
later restored;

• withdrew from Sikkim.

The Company gained Himalayan access and hill-station
sites. Gorkha recruitment into the Company’s forces developed
after the war. Nepal remained independent rather than becom-
ing a princely state.
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Burma: three wars and complete
annexation
First Anglo-BurmeseWar, 1824--26

Burmese expansion into Arakan, Assam, Manipur, Cachar and
Jaintia created a fluid frontier with Bengal. Company troops cap-
tured Rangoon but suffered severe losses from disease and lo-
gistics. The Treaty of Yandabo required Burma to:

• cede Arakan and Tenasserim;
• abandon claims to Assam, Cachar and Jaintia;
• recognise Manipur;
• pay an indemnity;
• accept diplomatic and commercial relations.

Second Anglo-BurmeseWar, 1852

Commercial disputes at Rangoon and Dalhousie’s expansionism
led to war. The Company annexed Pegu, completing its control
of Lower Burma’s coastline. Guerrilla resistance continued after
formal conquest.

Third Anglo-BurmeseWar, 1885

King Thibaw’s commercial contacts with France and a dispute
involving the Bombay Burmah Trading Corporation provided the
immediate pretexts. Mandalay fell quickly andUpper Burmawas
annexed from1January 1886, but rural resistance requiredyears
of military suppression. Burma was separated administratively
from India on 1 April 1937 under arrangements made by the Gov-
ernment of India Act 1935, not in 1935 itself.
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Afghanistan and the north-west: forward
policy versus restraint
First Anglo-AfghanWar, 1839--42

Governor-General Auckland feared Russian and Persian influ-
ence and rejected Dost Mohammad’s request for help recover-
ing Peshawar. The Tripartite Treaty with Ranjit Singh and the
exiled Shah Shuja aimed to install a friendly Afghan ruler. British
forces occupied Kabul, but Shah Shuja lacked legitimacy. The
1841 uprising destroyed the retreating Kabul garrison. A puni-
tive expedition reoccupied Kabul in 1842 and withdrew; Dost
Mohammad returned.
The war showed the limits of client rule beyond India. It cost

Indian revenueheavily andcausedenormousmilitary losseswith-
out creating a stable buffer.

Masterly inactivity

John Lawrence’s policy in the 1860s avoided intervention in
Afghan succession so long as frontier peace held and no con-
tender obtained decisive foreign military support. It was re-
straint grounded in the experience of 1839–42, not indifference
to Afghanistan.

Second Anglo-AfghanWar, 1878--80

Viceroy Lytton’s “proud reserve” or forward policy demanded a
British mission after a Russian mission reached Kabul. Sher Ali
refused, and war followed. The Treaty of Gandamak (May 1879)
with Yaqub Khan ceded frontier districts, accepted British influ-
ence over foreign relations and admitted a Resident. The Resi-
dent, Louis Cavagnari, was killed in Kabul, causing renewed war.
Abdur Rahman was eventually recognised as Amir; Britain con-
trolled external relations while avoiding permanent occupation
of Kabul.
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Durand Line and North-West Frontier Province

The Durand Agreement of 1893 marked a boundary between
Afghan and British spheres. It divided Pashtun communities and
did not end frontier resistance. Curzon later withdrew regular
troops from some advanced posts, relied on tribal levies and
concentrated forces. In 1901 he created the North-West Frontier
Province from Punjab frontier districts.

Bhutan and Tibet
The Anglo-Bhutan War of 1864–65 ended with the Treaty of
Sinchula. Bhutan ceded the Bengal and Assam Duars and re-
ceived an annual subsidy. The ceded foothills later became
important tea-growing zones.
Curzon interpreted limited Chinese authority in Tibet and re-

portsofRussian influenceasstrategicdanger. FrancisYounghus-
band’s mission entered Tibet in 1903–04; Tibetan forces were
overwhelmed at Guru and the Dalai Lama fled before the expedi-
tion reached Lhasa. The 1904 convention imposed an indemnity,
trade marts and restrictions on foreign concessions. London
later reduced the indemnity and occupation period. The Anglo-
Russian Convention of 1907 recognised Chinese suzerainty as
the framework through which both powers would deal with Ti-
bet.

After 1858: annexation retreats,
paramountcy deepens
The Revolt changed the preferred technique. Many princes
hadsupported theBritish, andCanningdescribed themasbreak-
waters against future storms. The Crown generally:

• guaranteed territorial integrity;
• recognised adoption rights;
• punished or deposed rulerswithout normally annexing states;
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• used princes as conservative allies against nationalism;
• reserved control over external affairs, defence and communi-
cations;

• intervened through Residents in succession and administra-
tion.

The shift was from subordinate isolation to subordinate
union. The Queen’s title Empress of India and Curzon’s language
of princes as agents of the Crown made clear that ceremonial
honour did not equal sovereignty.

Interpretations and debates
• Edward Ingram argues that Wellesley did more than react to
disorder: he could redefine calm or turbulence to create con-
ditions for expansion. French danger mattered politically, but
it was also a persuasive justification for policies already de-
sired.

• Michael Fisher’s three phases of indirect rule show that Resi-
dency was not static. Cautious diplomacy became executive
supervision and then coexisted with annexation.

• The alliance system can be described as protection, but pro-
tection was purchased through surrender of the means of in-
dependent action. The contradiction is central to any evalua-
tion.

• Dalhousie’s annexationswere not all products of the Doctrine
of Lapse. Conquest, lapse, debt assignment and misgovern-
ment must be kept analytically separate.

• The “Great Game” was real as Anglo-Russian rivalry, but
threat perceptions were often exaggerated. Afghanistan and
Tibet were not empty chessboards; local rulers and societies
had independent objectives.

• The frontier was not a fixed natural line waiting to be found.
Each supposedly scientific boundary produced new minori-
ties, divided communities and continuing resistance.

• Post-1858 non-annexation did not restore sovereignty. It
made princely statesmore useful as inexpensive subordinate
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allies and buffers against popular politics.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1765 Company undertakes
Awadh’s defence at
the Nawab’s expense

Early ring-fence ar-
rangement protects
Bengal through a
buffer.

1787 Carnatic treaty re-
stricts foreign rela-
tions

Anticipates a central
clause of Subsidiary
Alliance.

1798 Hyderabad accepts
Wellesley’s alliance

French-trained forces
dismissed; British
strategic foothold
enlarged.

1799 Reduced Mysore en-
ters subsidiary sys-
tem

Victory over Tipu
is converted into
durable indirect con-
trol.

1800 Hyderabad cedes ter-
ritory for subsidiary-
force costs

Shows the shift from
cash subsidy to terri-
torial payment.

1801 Awadh cedes Rohilk-
hand and the lower
Doab

Company’s buffer be-
comes a dependent
state with reduced
territory.

31 Dec 1802 Treaty of Bassein Peshwa surrenders
independent defence
and diplomacy.

1814–16 Anglo-NepaleseWar Company secures Ku-
maon, Garhwal and
influence in Sikkim.
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Date Event Why it matters

1817–18 Rajput states and
remaining Maratha
powers accept subor-
dination

Company
paramountcy be-
comes subcontinen-
tal.

1824–26 First Anglo-Burmese
War

Arakan and
Tenasserim ceded;
Burmese claims over
Assam andManipur
withdrawn.

1832 Indus opened to
British commerce

Commercial access
precedes coercive
control in Sindh.

1838 Tripartite Treaty with
Shah Shuja and Ranjit
Singh

Launching point for
forward intervention
in Afghanistan.

1839–42 First Anglo-Afghan
War

Attempted client rule
collapses in a costly
retreat and punitive
return.

1843 Sindh annexed Frontier strategy and
treaty escalation cul-
minate in conquest.

1848 Satara annexed under
lapse principle

First major Dalhousie-
era application.

1849 Punjab annexed Direct frontier now
reaches the north-
western borderlands.

1852 Second Anglo-
BurmeseWar

Pegu annexed; Com-
pany controls the
Burmese coast.

1853 Berar assigned by
Hyderabad

Territory secures un-
paid subsidiary-force
obligations.

1854 Jhansi and Nagpur
absorbed in the lapse
cycle

Adoption and succes-
sion become instru-
ments of annexation.

1856 Awadh annexed for al-
leged misgovernment

Produces major elite,
peasant and sepoy
grievances before
1857.
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Date Event Why it matters

1858 Crown rule and non-
annexation turn

Princes retained as
allies; adoption rights
generally recognised.

1864–65 Anglo-BhutanWar
and Treaty of Sinchula

Duars ceded in return
for an annual subsidy.

1876–77 Victoria assumes ti-
tle Empress of India;
Delhi Imperial Assem-
blage

Symbolically asserts
Crown supremacy
over British and
princely India.

1878–80 Second Anglo-Afghan
War

Gandamak briefly in-
stalls a Resident; later
settlement makes
Afghanistan a buffer.

1885–86 Upper Burma invaded
and annexed

Completes British
conquest of Burma;
resistance continues.

1893 Durand Agreement Demarcates spheres
between Afghanistan
and British India, di-
viding Pashtun re-
gions.

1901 North-West Frontier
Province created

Frontier districts sep-
arated from Punjab
administration.

1903–04 Younghusband expe-
dition to Tibet

Trade and strategic
demands imposed at
Lhasa.

1907 Anglo-Russian Con-
vention

Britain and Russia
agree to deal with
Tibet through China.

High-confusion comparisons
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Mechanism What the ruler retained What the British gained Example Exam trap

Ring fence Internal rule and formal
diplomacy

Paid buffer defence
and influence

Awadh after 1765 Earlier and less system-
atised thanWellesley’s
alliance.

Subsidiary Alliance Throne and nominal
internal rule

Troops, sub-
sidy/territory, Resident,
external control

Hyderabad, Mysore,
Bassein

It did not automatically
annex the state.

Doctrine of Lapse Private inheritance for
adopted heir

Claimed right to deny
political succession

Satara, Jhansi, Nagpur Awadh was not an-
nexed under lapse.

Misgovernment annex-
ation

Usually nothing after
deposition

Direct administration Awadh, 1856 Company already con-
strained Awadh before
judging its rule.

Subordinate union after
1858

Dynasty, territory, cere-
mony, internal powers

Defence, external af-
fairs, intervention rights

Princely India End of annexation did
not mean equality.
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Frontier Wars Main settlement Strategic outcome Common confusion

Nepal 1814–16 Sugauli Himalayan access;
Nepal independent

Treaty signed 1815,
ratified 1816.

Burma 1824–26, 1852, 1885 Yandabo; later procla-
mations

Arakan/Tenasserim,
Pegu, then Upper
Burma

Administrative sepa-
ration took effect in
1937.

Afghanistan 1839–42, 1878–80,
1919

Gandamak relevant to
second war

Buffer and external in-
fluence, never durable
occupation

Second war began in
1878, not 1870.

Bhutan 1864–65 Sinchula Duars ceded for sub-
sidy

Distinguish BhutanWar
from Tibet expedition.

Tibet 1903–04 Lhasa Convention Trade marts and strate-
gic restrictions

Anglo-Russian Conven-
tion followed in 1907.
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Self-test

1. What was the ring-fence policy, and why was Awadh central
to it?

2. List the six typical obligations imposed by a Subsidiary Al-
liance.

3. How did a Resident change from the late eighteenth to the
early nineteenth century?

4. Why was Subsidiary Alliance financially advantageous to the
Company?

5. Distinguish annexation by lapse from annexation for misgov-
ernment with one example each.

6. Name four important states absorbed or denied succession
under the lapse policy.

7. What did Nepal concede under the Treaty of Sugauli?
8. Match each BurmeseWar with its principal territorial result.
9. Why did the First Anglo-AfghanWar fail politically?
10. Distinguish masterly inactivity from proud reserve.
11. What were the purposes and limitations of the Durand Agree-

ment?
12. Why did the British abandon routine annexation of princely

states after 1858 without abandoning paramountcy?

Answer key

1. It used neighbouring states as buffers defended byCompany-
organised troops at their own expense; Awadh shielded Ben-
gal from north-western and Maratha threats.

2. Permanent British force, subsidy or territory, Resident, no
independent war/treaty, exclusion of non-British Europeans,
and Company arbitration/control of disputes.

3. The Resident moved from cautious diplomatic contact to su-
pervision of ministers, succession, finance, diplomacy and in-
ternal administration.

4. Indian revenues paid Company-controlled troops stationed
strategically across India, while arrears could justify territorial
cession.
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5. Lapse denied political succession to an adopted heir, as in
Jhansi; misgovernment deposed a ruler based on administra-
tive allegations, as in Awadh.

6. Satara, Jaitpur, Sambalpur, Udaipur in the Central Provinces,
Nagpur and Jhansi; any four.

7. Kumaon and Garhwal, withdrawal from Sikkim, abandonment
of claims tomuchof the Terai, and acceptanceof aBritishRes-
ident.

8. First: Arakan and Tenasserim; second: Pegu/Lower Burma;
third: Upper Burma and complete annexation.

9. Shah Shuja lacked local legitimacy, occupation provoked re-
sistance, supply lineswere vulnerable, and coercion could not
create a durable client regime.

10. Masterly inactivity avoided intervention in Afghan succession
unless external danger became decisive; proud reserve used
forward pressure, missions and war to control the buffer.

11. It marked British and Afghan spheres and sought frontier clar-
ity, but divided Pashtun communities and did not end resis-
tance or settle later interstate disputes.

12. Princes had aided the British in 1857 and could serve as low-
cost conservative allies; the Crown preserved dynastieswhile
retaining defence, diplomacy and intervention rights.

Closing perspective
Paramountcy was a changing practice of superior authority, not
a stable relationship between equal treaty partners. Ring fence
protected Company territory by transferring defence costs to
neighbouring rulers.



Part II

Colonial institutions,
economy, reform, and
resistance



CHAPTER 7

Building the Colonial
State before 1857

The Company acquired Bengal’s diwani in 1765 but did not as-
sume direct revenue administration untilWarrenHastings ended
Dual Government in 1772.
TheRegulatingAct of 1773 created aGovernor-General of Ben-

gal with a council and a SupremeCourt at Kolkata (Calcutta), but
left overlapping jurisdictions.

The administrative problem had three
levels
The conquest of Bengal created three linked questions. First,
who controlled the Company in Britain? Second, which authority
coordinatedBengal, Chennai (Madras), andMumbai (Bombay) in
India? Third, how would a small European cadre extract revenue
and maintain order in districts inhabited by millions?
The answer was a nested structure:

1. Metropolitan control: Parliament, the cabinet, Board of Con-
trol, Court of Directors, and Court of Proprietors.

2. Central government in India: Governor-General-in-Council,
later Governor-General of India-in-Council.

3. Presidency governments: Bengal, Chennai, and Mumbai, in-
creasingly subordinated in war and diplomacy.

4. Field administration: divisions and districts led by commis-
sioners, collectors, magistrates, judges, and police officers in

97
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changing combinations.
5. Indian establishment: deputy collectors, amla, munsifs,

sadramins, qazis, pandits,darogas, villagewatchmen, clerks,
and revenue intermediaries.

Formal hierarchy should not hide practical dependence.
Europeans occupied senior posts, but Indian knowledge, lan-
guages, record-keeping, credit, and local authority made daily
administration possible.

From Company autonomy to
parliamentary supervision
TheCompany’s financial crisis, political scandals, territorialwars,
and the fortunes of returning “nabobs” pushed Parliament to
intervene. Regulation also let the British state share imperial
power without immediately abolishing the corporation.
Regulating Act, 1773. Warren Hastings became the first

Governor-General of Bengal, assisted by a four-member council.
Mumbai and Chennai were subordinated to Bengal in matters of
war and peace, though communication delays weakened con-
trol. A Supreme Court at Kolkata consisted of a chief justice and
three puisne judges. The act was pioneering but defective: the
Governor-General could be outvoted, and the court interpreted
its jurisdiction broadly over people connected to Kolkata and the
Company.
Act of Settlement, 1781. Parliament exempted official rev-

enue acts from ordinary Supreme Court interference, limited
jurisdiction beyond Kolkata, and instructed courts to respect
Hindu and Muslim personal law in relevant matters. The mea-
sure reduced, rather than eliminated, legal pluralism.
Pitt’s India Act, 1784. A Board of Control, including cabinet

ministers, supervised civil, military, and revenue policy. The
Court of Directors retained appointments and commercial man-
agement. A secret committee could transmit sensitive orders.
This “double government” meant neither corporate indepen-
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dence nor full Crown administration: the state directed policy
through Company machinery.
Act of 1786. Cornwallis could override his council in ex-

ceptional cases and hold the offices of Governor-General and
commander-in-chief together. Executive concentration became
a durable feature.

Charter Acts converted amerchant
corporation into an administrative
agency
The Charter Act of 1793 renewed the framework and Company
monopoly. In 1813, private British merchants gained access to
Indian trade, while the Company retained tea and China com-
merce and political authority. Missionaries received greater le-
gal access.
The Charter Act of 1833 ended the remaining commercial

monopoly. The Company became an administrative trustee
under tighter state direction. The Governor-General of Bengal
became Governor-General of India; the council received a law
member for legislative work; presidency legislative autonomy
narrowed; and the First Law Commission became possible. A
clause declared that office should not be denied because of
religion, place of birth, descent, or colour, but senior-service
exclusion remained in practice.
The Charter Act of 1853 added legislative members to the

Governor-General’s Council and separated its legislative meet-
ings fromordinary executive business. It did not create responsi-
ble government. Competitive civil-service recruitment reduced
director patronage, yet the London examination, classical cur-
riculum, travel costs, and age rules kept access highly unequal.
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The Governor-General and presidency
governments
The Governor-General-in-Council was an executive, legislative,
diplomatic, and military authority, not a cabinet responsible to
an elected legislature. Bengal’s superior revenue and army gave
it earlyweight. Pitt’s India Act strengthened its control over pres-
idency war and diplomacy. The 1833 act centralized legislation
for British India.
Presidencies remained important administrative-military

units. Each had a governor or governor-in-council, a civil estab-
lishment, courts, revenue arrangements, and an army. Local
conditions produced different practices: Permanent Settlement
in much of Bengal, Ryotwari in much of Chennai and Mumbai,
and evolving village or mahal arrangements farther north. Cen-
tralization therefore coexisted with regional variation.

The district collector: the local hinge
The collector began as a revenue officer, but revenue could not
be separated neatly from coercion. To collect assessment, offi-
cials needed land records, police, courts, and authority over in-
termediaries. The collector consequently became themain face
of Company government.
The office changed:

• Hastings placed collectors over district civil courts while In-
dian officers conducted criminal courts.

• Cornwallis separated revenue collection from judicial office in
the 1790s and installed district judges.

• Bentinck later abolished provincial circuit courts and returned
magisterial and police functions to the collector-magistrate
under commissioners.

Thisoscillation reflecteda realdilemma. Separationpromised
legal restraint but required more expensive European officers.
Concentration was cheaper and faster but made one executive
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officer exceptionally powerful.

Civil services: competence, patronage,
and racial monopoly
Company servantswere divided broadly into covenanted higher
officials anduncovenanted subordinatepersonnel. Covenanted
officers signed service agreements and held posts in revenue,
justice, diplomacy, and administration. Indians filled most lower
positions but were excluded from authority and high salaries.
Cornwallis attackedprivate trade, gifts, and lowofficial salaries.

He increased remuneration to reduce corruption, enforced pro-
motion by seniority, and reserved senior covenanted office for
Europeans. The result was a more professional but racially insu-
lated elite. Administration became less openly patrimonial at the
top while remaining dependent on Indian subordinates below.
Wellesley founded Fort William College in 1800 to teach lan-

guages, law, and administration. The directors opposed his con-
trol over training and established Haileybury in England in 1806.
The move reinforced metropolitan social formation before offi-
cers encountered India.
The 1833 equality clause did not open senior office effectively.

Competition after 1853 attacked patronage, not racial inequality
itself. An examination in London based heavily on British classi-
cal education presented formally common rules with highly un-
equal opportunity.

The army: instrument and fiscal engine
of expansion
Before 1857, three presidency armies existed alongside Crown
regiments stationed in India. The Company forces included Eu-
ropean units and much larger “native” regiments recruited from
Indian communities. European officers held commissions and
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command; Indians could rise only within a restricted rank struc-
ture.
The army performed four functions:

• conquered and annexed territories;
• defended the Company against Indian and European rivals;
• suppressed rebellion and enforced revenue demands;
• projected British power beyond India at Indian fiscal cost.

Military organization depended on regular pay, standardized
drill, artillery, logistics, and a unitary command. Yet it also de-
pended on Indian soldiers’ social worlds. Bengal regiments re-
cruited heavily from high-caste peasants of Awadh and Bihar
and accommodated caste practices in ways that produced cor-
porate solidarity. Chennai and Mumbai armies had different
recruitment profiles. There was no single homogeneous “se-
poy.”
Military expenditure absorbed a very large share of revenue,

creating a cycle: conquest produced revenue; revenue main-
tained the army; the army enabled further conquest. The revolt
of 1857 revealed that the army was also a politically vulnerable
institution.

Police: from local obligations to a
coercive district system
Mughal and regional arrangements had included faujdars, urban
kotwals, zamindari retainers, and village watchmen. Company
rule did not create policing from nothing. It reorganized and sub-
ordinated these practices.
During the 1770sHastings experimentedwith faujdar stations

and required zamindars to assist against robbery. Cornwallis
in 1791 relieved zamindars of major police duties and placed
thanas under Indian darogas, supervised through district au-
thority. Bentinck abolished some separate superintendent posts
and made the collector-magistrate responsible, with divisional
commissioners supervising.
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The system was thinly staffed, badly paid, and vulnerable to
extortion and alliance with local powerholders. It protected rev-
enue routes and political order more reliably than ordinary peo-
ple. A province-wide civil constabulary under the Police Act be-
longs to the post-1857 reorganization, not this period.

Judiciary: overlapping jurisdictions
before codification
Presidency-town justice. Mayor’s Courts established in 1726
served thepresidency towns. TheRegulatingActadded the royal
SupremeCourt at Kolkata in 1774, applying English legal assump-
tions in a setting where its reach was unclear.
Hastings’s adalat plan, 1772. District Diwani Adalats han-

dled civil and revenue disputes, initially under collectors. District
Faujdari Adalats handled criminal cases through Indian officers,
qazis, and muftis. Appeals went to the Sadar Diwani Adalat and
Sadar Nizamat Adalat. Hindu law applied to Hindus and Muslim
law toMuslims in specified personalmatters, interpreted by pan-
dits and Muslim jurists.
Cornwallis reforms, 1790–93. District judges replaced col-

lectors in civil courts; provincial circuit courts heard appeals and
serious criminal cases; the Sadar courts stood at the apex. The
Cornwallis Code collected regulations, separated revenue and
judicial functions, and made officials answerable in civil courts.
Indians remained largely confined to lower judicial offices.
Bentinck reforms. Provincial circuit courts were abolished

as costly and slow. Commissioners, collectors, and magistrates
recovered functions. Indian munsifs and sadr amins received
wider civil jurisdiction. Courts at Allahabad improved access for
the upper provinces.
Codification. The Charter Act of 1833 enabled the First Law

Commission under Macaulay. Its Penal Code draft appeared in
1837 but became law only in 1860. Do not credit the Company
state before 1857 with codes enacted afterward.
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Rule of law: achievement and
contradiction
Recorded regulations, appellate hierarchies, and official liability
reducedsome formsof arbitrarypersonal rule. Property andcon-
tract claims became more justiciable. But the system had struc-
tural limits:

• government was not responsible to Indians;
• Europeans retained legal and social privileges;
• senior judges often lacked command of languages and local
practices;

• litigation was costly, slow, technical, and open to manipula-
tion;

• executive officers combined powers at district level;
• codification translated fluid custom into rigid official cate-
gories;

• “equality” operated within a colonial order founded on con-
quest.

The colonial state was therefore both more bureaucratically
regular and more penetrating. Regularity strengthened domina-
tion as well as legal predictability.

Interpretations and debates
P.J. Marshall emphasizes the initiative of officials in India before
effectivemetropolitan control. The 1773 and 1784 acts showPar-
liament progressively converting that improvised authority into a
supervised imperial system.
Eric Stokes distinguishes theCornwallis regulativemodel from

the paternalist tradition of Thomas Munro, Mountstuart Elphin-
stone, John Malcolm, and Charles Metcalfe. Both nevertheless
asserted centralized sovereignty anddenied Indians political par-
ticipation.
Bernard Cohn stresses that classification, law, language, cer-

emony, and administrative knowledge helped construct colonial
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authority. Surveys and codes did not merely describe India; they
converted social practices into governable categories.
Nationalist analysis treats the administration as an apparatus

for revenue, order, and economic subordination. That verdict re-
mains persuasive, provided courts and procedures are not dis-
missed as unreal: they createddurable institutions, but their ben-
efits were limited by racial hierarchy and imperial purpose.
Balanced judgement: the Company state was neither a sim-

ple continuation of Mughal administration nor a neutral modern
bureaucracy. It selectively retained Indian personnel and norms
inside a centralized, fiscally military, racially exclusive order.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1765 Company receives
Bengal diwani

Gives fiscal authority
without an adequate
governing apparatus.

1772 Hastings ends Dual
Government

Company assumes
direct revenue admin-
istration and reorga-
nizes district courts.

1773 Regulating Act First major parlia-
mentary regulation;
creates Governor-
General of Bengal
and council.

1774 Supreme Court opens
at Kolkata

Introduces a royal
court whose juris-
diction clashes with
Company institutions.
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Date Event Why it matters

1781 Act of Settlement Restricts Supreme
Court reach and clar-
ifies relations with
revenue and personal
law.

1784 Pitt’s India Act Creates Board of
Control and stronger
metropolitan supervi-
sion.

1786 Amending Act Strengthens
Governor-General
against the council.

1791–93 Cornwallis police and
judicial reforms

Organizes thanas,
separates revenue
from civil justice, and
codifies regulations.

1793 Charter Act and Corn-
wallis Code

Continues Company
privileges and consol-
idates administrative
rules.

1800 Fort William College
founded

Wellesley seeks prac-
tical training for newly
arrived civilians.

1806 East India College
established at Hailey-
bury

Moves official train-
ing to Britain under
directorate control.

1813 Charter Act Ends Company
monopoly over Indian
trade, while political
rule continues.

1828–35 Bentinck’s administra-
tive reforms

Reduces costs, re-
shapes courts, and
recombines some
executive-judicial
functions.

1833 Charter Act Ends Company com-
merce, centralizes
legislation, and cre-
ates a Law Commis-
sion mechanism.
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Date Event Why it matters

1834 First Law Commission
under Macaulay

Begins systematic
codification; Penal
Code draft follows in
1837.

1835–37 English expands at
higher official levels
and Persian loses
court status

Reorients administra-
tion and employment
while vernaculars
gain ground in lower
courts.

1853 Charter Act Adds legislative mem-
bers and ends pa-
tronage nomination
as the sole route to
covenanted service.

1854–55 Macaulay committee
and first competitive
civil-service examina-
tion

Defines an open ex-
amination held in Lon-
don, still practically
exclusionary for most
Indians.

1857 Revolt challenges the
Company state

Exposes military, po-
litical, and legitimacy
failures; Crown trans-
fer follows in 1858.

High-confusion comparisons

Organ Location Main function What it did not
mean

Board of Control Britain Political direc-
tion of Indian
affairs

It did not ap-
point every offi-
cial or run daily
districts.

Court of Direc-
tors

Britain Company man-
agement, pa-
tronage, dis-
patches

After 1784 it was
not politically
sovereign.
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Organ Location Main function What it did not
mean

Governor-
General-in-
Council

India Central execu-
tive, legislation,
war, diplomacy

It was not re-
sponsible to an
elected Indian
legislature.

Presidency gov-
ernment

Bengal, Chennai,
Mumbai

Regional admin-
istration and
army

It did not retain
equal autonomy
after centraliza-
tion.

Collector-
magistrate

District Revenue and
changing police-
magisterial du-
ties

It was not con-
sistently sepa-
rated from judi-
cial authority.

District/Sadar
Adalats

Company terri-
tories

Civil and crimi-
nal court hierar-
chy

They were
distinct from
the Crown’s
Supreme Court.

Feature Hastings Cornwallis Bentinck

District civil
justice

Collector super-
vised Diwani
Adalat

District judge
separated from
collector

Indian lower
judges ex-
panded; com-
missioners re-
place costly
circuits.

Criminal justice Indian officers
under Company
supervision

Circuit courts
and Sadar Niza-
mat hierarchy

Functions redis-
tributed to com-
missioners and
magistrates.

Police Faujdar and
zamindari assis-
tance

Thanas under
darogas; zamin-
dars relieved

Collector-
magistrate
gains central
responsibility.

Governing ideal Adaptation and
indirect control

Regulation, sep-
aration, Euro-
peanized elite

Economy, cen-
tralization, and
utilitarian re-
form.
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Self-test

1. What three administrative problems followed the conquest of
Bengal?

2. How did the Regulating Act of 1773 alter government in India?
3. What was “double government” under Pitt’s India Act?
4. How did the Charter Acts of 1813, 1833, and 1853 differ?
5. Why did the collector become the pivotal district officer?
6. What did Cornwallis change in the civil service?
7. Why did competitive recruitment remain exclusionary after

1853?
8. How were presidency armies organized before 1857?
9. What changed in policing under Cornwallis?
10. Distinguish the Supreme Court from the Sadar Adalats.
11. Why is it inaccurate to say the Indian Penal Code operated be-

fore 1857?
12. How can rule of law and colonial authoritarianism coexist?

Answer key

1. Britain needed to control theCompany, India needed a central
authority over presidencies, and districts needed machinery
for revenue and order.

2. It created aGovernor-General of Bengal with council, subordi-
nated presidencies in major external matters, and authorized
a Supreme Court at Kolkata.

3. The Board of Control directed political policy while the Court
of Directors retained Company administration, patronage,
and commercial functions.

4. The 1813 act ended the Indian trade monopoly; 1833 ended
remaining commerce and centralized legislation; 1853 en-
larged legislative work and introduced competition for senior
service.

5. Land revenue required records, coercion, dispute resolution,
and police, causing several local powers to converge in that
office.

6. He raised salaries, restricted private profit, formalized promo-
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tion and regulations, and reserved senior covenanted author-
ity for Europeans.

7. The examination was held in London, required expensive
travel and British classical preparation, and operated under
restrictive practical conditions.

8. Bengal, Chennai, and Mumbai maintained separate armies
composed largely of Indian sepoys under European commis-
sioned officers, alongside Crown troops.

9. Zamindars lostmajor police duties, thanas came under Indian
darogas, and district supervision becamemore centralized.

10. The Supreme Court was a royal English-law court at Kolkata;
the Sadar Adalats headed the Company’s civil and criminal
court hierarchies.

11. Macaulay’s commission drafted the code in 1837, but Parlia-
ment enacted the Indian Penal Code only in 1860.

12. Regular rules and courts can constrain some arbitrary acts
while still serving an unrepresentative, racially privileged gov-
ernment founded on conquest.

Closing perspective
Parliamentary control grew because territorial power, Company
finance, British politics, and imperial profit had become insepa-
rable. Pitt’s India Act created dual control in Britain, not dual ad-
ministration in Bengal.



CHAPTER 8

Revenue Settlements and
Agrarian Change

The Company’s 1765 diwani made agrarian revenue the fiscal
base of territorial rule in Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa.
Warren Hastings’s five-year revenue farming from 1772 auc-

tioned collection rights to high bidders; instability and overbid-
ding led to annual settlements from 1777.

Revenue was the operating capital of
conquest
Precolonial states claimed a share of agrarian produce through
many arrangements involving cultivators, zamindars, village bod-
ies, revenue farmers, officials, and hereditary rights. Company
rule did not invent land revenue or intermediaries. It altered the
scale, legal form, cash demand, record system, and relationship
between fiscal default and property loss.
The Company needed land revenue to:

• purchase Indian goods for export after political control re-
duced reliance on imported bullion;

• pay civil and military establishments;
• finance wars and territorial expansion;
• service debts, remittances, and payments linked to Britain;
• sustain police, courts, surveys, and record-keeping that ex-
tended state reach.

Officials wanted a stable annual figure, yet harvests fluctu-
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ated. Theywanted improvement, yet heavy assessment reduced
investment. They wanted simple collection, yet rural rights were
layered among cultivators, zamindars, village co-sharers, ten-
ants, and service groups. The three principal systems were
competing answers to these contradictions.

Revenue farming before Permanent
Settlement
After 1765 theCompany initially governed through Indiandeputies.
Direct intervention increased after 1772. Hastings auctioned the
right to collect revenue for five years to those promising the
highest payment. The term “farmer” here meant a revenue con-
tractor, not necessarily a cultivator.
The system encouraged optimistic bidding and short-term ex-

traction. Contractors had little assurance of renewal and tried to
recover their bids quickly. Traditional zamindars could lose col-
lection rights to merchants, officials, or speculators. Actual col-
lectionsoften failed tomatchbids. Annual settlements from1777
reduced the commitment period but increased uncertainty.
The failures produced a debate. Philip Francis favored a

permanent settlement. John Shore possessed detailed Bengal
experience and supported settlement with zamindars but was
cautious about immediate permanence. Cornwallis believed
that recognized landlords with secure property would improve
agriculture and form a stable social order.

Permanent Settlement: what was fixed
and what was transformed
The decennial settlement of 1789–90 was declared permanent
in 1793. Its core features were:

1. Recognized payer: zamindars became hereditary, transfer-
able proprietors in relation to cultivators and the colonial
state.
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2. Fixed state demand: the amount payable by each estatewas
fixed permanently in money.

3. Punctual payment: arrears could trigger auction of the es-
tate under strict sale rules.

4. Revenue incentive: increases in rental income above the
fixed state demand accrued to the zamindar.

5. Tenant subordination: cultivators’ customary rightswerenot
adequately recorded or protected at the outset.

Permanence is often misunderstood. The state demand
was fixed; tenant rents were not. If cultivation expanded or
prices rose, zamindars could retain the increment but often
found rent enhancement and subinfeudation easier than capi-
tal improvement.
The early demand was high. A conventional formulation

describes the state as claiming ten-elevenths of the assessed
rental, leaving one-eleventh to the zamindar. This was an as-
sessment logic, not a timeless share of every cultivator’s crop.
Local rental relations and later collections did not fit a single
percentage.

Why Cornwallis chose zamindars
Several motives reinforced one another:

• Fiscal certainty: a fixed demand simplified budgeting.
• Administrative economy: collection from a limited number
of estates was cheaper than dealing directly with numerous
cultivators.

• Political alliance: a landed class dependent on the settle-
ment could support foreign rule.

• Property theory: British officials expected secure ownership
to stimulate investment, borrowing, and improvement.

• English analogy: some treated zamindars as equivalents of
English landlords, despite major differences in rights and obli-
gations.

The settlement converted selected revenue claims into amore



114 MODERN INDIA I

exclusive proprietary title. It did not simply recognize an ancient,
uniform ownership right.

Permanent Settlement outcomes
Strict payment and high assessment produced estate sales, es-
pecially in the early years. Old families lost estates; merchants,
officials, and urban investors purchased them. Yet sale did not
eliminate old elites everywhere, and new buyers often relied on
existing managers and local powerholders.
Subinfeudation multiplied layers between zamindar and culti-

vator: patnidars, tenure holders, agents, and rent receivers ac-
quired claims. Absentee landlordism increased in somedistricts,
but not all zamindars were absentee or equally inactive. Com-
mercial crops, soil, market access, and local politics shaped be-
havior.
Thestatesacrificed future increases in its nominal land-revenue

demand, but it gained stable early income and a loyal class.
When prices rose, the fixed assessment became less burden-
some for solvent estates. Cultivators did not automatically ben-
efit because rent could rise and eviction or coercion remained
possible.
Permanent Settlement extended beyond its Bengal-Bihar core

to Varanasi, parts of Orissa, and some northern districts of the
Madras Presidency. It never covered all British India.

Ryotwari: direct assessment in theory
Officials in southern India argued that large Bengal-style zamin-
dars were absent across much of the newly conquered terri-
tory. Alexander Read and Thomas Munro developed direct field
assessment in the Baramahal and Ceded Districts. The ryot,
meaning cultivator or assessed holder, dealt formally with the
state.
Core features included:
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• survey and measurement of individual fields;
• classification by soil, irrigation, crop potential, or estimated
produce;

• a separate patta or account of the holding and demand;
• cultivator rights of occupancyor proprietorship conditional on
revenue payment;

• freedom in theory to relinquish land;
• periodic reassessment rather than permanent fixation.

Munro presented Ryotwari as compatible with Indian practice
and protective of cultivators from zamindars. It also maximized
state access to agrarian surplus by removing a recognized land-
lord between government and ryot.

Ryotwari was not simple peasant
proprietorship
Direct settlement did not mean that every cultivator became
an independent owner in the modern sense. Several limits mat-
tered:

• assessment was often high and based on imperfect surveys
or estimates;

• payment remained due despite harvest failure unless remis-
sion was granted;

• reassessment could capture gains from price, irrigation, or
cultivation;

• village headmen, mirasidars, renters, officials, and dominant
peasants mediated local access;

• poorer cultivators depended on creditors for cash at revenue
time;

• land could be attached or lost when arrears accumulated.

Early Madras and Bombay practice differed. Read and
Munro’s experiments were modified repeatedly. Bombay sur-
veys under Pringle faced defects; later work associated with
Goldsmid and Wingate sought more systematic classification.
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A single sentence about “Ryotwari rates” across southern and
western India therefore overgeneralizes.

Mahalwari: settlement with a village
estate
In the North-Western Provinces, officials encountered complex
co-sharer and village claims. Holt Mackenzie’s Regulation VII of
1822 proposed detailed surveys and records of rights. The unit
was themahal, which couldmeananentire village, a portion held
by a body of co-sharers, or another revenue estate.
The principal features were:

• settlement with a village community, co-sharers, a zamindar,
or estate representatives depending on local tenure;

• joint responsibility for the assessed revenue in many cases;
• collection through a lambardar or head representative;
• records of fields, shares, rents, and rights;
• periodic revision, commonly intended for amulti-decade term
rather than perpetuity.

Robert Merttins Bird’s settlement from 1833 improved mea-
surement and record preparation and reduced some unrealis-
tically high earlier calculations. Mahalwari spread in the North-
Western Provinces and influenced arrangements in parts of cen-
tral India and Punjab, though Punjab’s later village settlements
had their own institutional history.

Mahalwari did not preserve an
untouched village republic
Colonial officials often imagined Indian villages as timeless cor-
porate communities. Actual villages contained unequal castes,
lineage shares, tenants, labourers, artisans, and contested com-
mons. Recording “custom” could privilege the claimants most
able to present themselves as proprietors.
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Joint responsibility createdmutual pressurebutcouldstrengthen
dominant co-sharers or the lambardar. Periodic reassessment
exposed the village estate to increases. Fragmentation, sale,
mortgage, and litigation could alter shares. Mahalwari was
therefore a colonial reconstruction of village rights, not simple
preservation.

Comparison without false uniformity
The systems differed in the person or body recognized as the
principal payer and inwhether the state demandwaspermanent.
They shared deeper features:

• quantified rights through surveys and written records;
• demanded cash on a timetable set by the state;
• made land interests more saleable, mortgageable, and at-
tachable;

• treated default as a threat to fiscal security;
• expanded courts and litigation around rent, title, and debt;
• placed production risk heavily on cultivators;
• sought both revenue and political order.

But “all peasants became impoverished in the same way” is
not a sufficient explanation. Some occupancy tenants strength-
ened claims through later law; some substantial peasants accu-
mulated land; some zamindars invested; irrigated or commercial
regions could respond differently from dry subsistence zones.
Class, caste, gender, tenancy, crop, ecology, and market ac-
cess shaped who gained or lost.

Debt, commercialization, and agrarian
hierarchy
Revenue had to be paid in cash evenwhen outputwas consumed
locally. Cultivators sold produce or borrowed at harvest and rev-
enue dates. Credit was not new, and moneylenders were not
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external to every village. Colonial enforcement changed the
stakes bymakingmortgages, decrees, and auctionsmore effec-
tive routes to land transfer.
Commercialization could raise incomewhen prices and yields

were favorable, but it also exposed households to price falls,
crop failure, and creditor power. Indigo, cotton, opium, andother
crops involved different contracts and regions. Land-revenue
systems interacted with commercialization; they did not alone
cause every shift to cash crops.
Women’s agrarian rights were often obscured when officials

recorded male household heads, zamindars, or co-sharers as
proprietors. Customary access to commons, forests, pasture,
water, and gleaning could be narrowed when land was surveyed
and exclusive claims formalized.

Agricultural investment and stagnation
Officials expected secure property to produce improvement.
The incentive often failed because:

• assessments were high or revisable;
• zamindarscould raise rentmorecheaply than invest indrainage
or irrigation;

• cultivators lacked secure surplus and affordable long-term
credit;

• fragmentation and uncertain tenancy discouraged improve-
ments;

• state expenditure prioritized armies, administration, and se-
lected infrastructure;

• technological and ecological needs varied regionally.

The outcome was not universal immobility. Cultivation ex-
panded in several regions, crops changed, and irrigation works
existed. The stronger judgement is that colonial fiscal institu-
tions did not reliably convert agrarian surplus into broad produc-
tivity growth or cultivator security.
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Revenue policy and rural resistance
New demands and property rules contributed to rural unrest,
but rarely acted alone. Displaced zamindars, tenants, tribal
communities, religious leaders, and peasants reacted to com-
binations of revenue enhancement, rent, indebtedness, forest
restriction, official corruption, market coercion, and loss of po-
litical authority. Revenue policy must therefore be linked to the
region-specific uprisings studied elsewhere, not used as a uni-
versal one-cause formula.

Interpretations and debates
Ranajit Guha interprets Permanent Settlement as a “rule of prop-
erty”: colonial officials tried to create a landed order through
abstract property rights and a fixed fiscal contract. The the-
ory promised improvement but misunderstood Bengal’s layered
agrarian claims.
EricStokescontrastsCornwallis’s regulative, landlord-centered

model with Munro’s paternalist direct administration. Yet both
expanded centralized sovereignty, survey, revenue authority,
and official control while excluding cultivators from political
decision-making.
Dharma Kumar’s work cautions against assuming that Ryot-

wari produced a society of equal peasant proprietors. Rural hier-
archy, tenancy, mirasi claims, labour dependence, and creditor
relations persisted beneath direct state assessment.
C.A. Bayly emphasizes collaboration between colonial institu-

tions and Indian commercial and landed groups. Property trans-
formation was negotiated through existing power networks, not
imposed on an empty countryside.
Balanced judgement: the systems should be compared insti-

tutionally, but their effects must be explained regionally. The
recognized payer mattered, yet enforcement, assessment level,
ecology, credit, tenancy, and local hierarchy often mattered
more than the label alone.
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Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1765 Company obtains
Bengal diwani

Agrarian revenue be-
comes the fiscal foun-
dation of Company
power.

1772 Hastings begins five-
year revenue farming

Collection rights go
to highest bidders un-
der the quinquennial
settlement.

1777 Annual settlements
replace five-year
farming

Reveals failure of
speculative bidding
to produce stable
collections.

1789–90 Decennial settlement
begins in Bengal

Cornwallis and John
Shore seek a longer
settlement with za-
mindars.

1793 Decennial arrange-
ment made perma-
nent

Creates Permanent
Settlement in Bengal
and Bihar.

1790s Estate-sale rules en-
forced

Revenue default turns
zamindari interests
into auctionable prop-
erty.

1792–99 Read and Munro
experiment in the
Baramahal

Establishes early
field-based direct as-
sessment associated
with Ryotwari.

1801–07 Munro works in the
Ceded Districts

Extends direct culti-
vator assessment in
southern India.



REVENUE SETTLEMENTS AND AGRARIAN CHANGE 121

Date Event Why it matters

1820 Munro becomes Gov-
ernor of Madras

Ryotwari receives
broader official sup-
port in the presi-
dency.

1822 Holt Mackenzie’s Reg-
ulation VII

Provides the
conceptual-
administrative basis
for Mahalwari settle-
ment.

1820s Early Bombay Ry-
otwari surveys and
assessments

Direct settlement ex-
pands westward but
suffers frommeasure-
ment and demand
problems.

1833 Robert Merttins Bird
begins revised north
Indian settlement

Improves surveys and
records in the North-
Western Provinces.

1830s–40s Revised Bombay sur-
vey system develops

Attempts more stan-
dardized soil classifi-
cation and periodic
assessment.

1850s Revenue systems
cover most Company
territories in varied
forms

No single system
achieves security,
investment, and fiscal
extraction simultane-
ously.

High-confusion comparisons

Feature Permanent Set-
tlement

Ryotwari Mahalwari

Main payer Zamindar/estate
proprietor

Individual as-
sessed ryot

Village estate,
co-sharers, or
representative
body

State-demand
term

Fixed in perpetu-
ity

Periodically
revised

Periodically
revised
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Feature Permanent Set-
tlement

Ryotwari Mahalwari

Principal re-
gions

Bengal, Bihar,
parts of Orissa,
Varanasi and
limited Madras
districts

Much of Madras
and Bombay
Presidencies

North-Western
Provinces and
variants in cen-
tral/northwestern
India

Key names Cornwallis, John
Shore

Alexander Read,
Thomas Munro

Holt Mackenzie,
Robert Merttins
Bird

Claimed incen-
tive

Landlord im-
proves and
retains future
increment

Cultivator im-
proves own
holding

Co-sharers im-
prove village
estate

Main vulnerabil-
ity

Tenant rents
not fixed; estate
sale and subin-
feudation

High/revisable
assessment; of-
ficial discretion
and debt

Joint liability;
dominant co-
sharers and
revised demand

Frequent exam
trap

“All rents were
permanent”

“No intermedi-
aries existed”

“Everymahal
was an equal
village republic”

Term Meaning Do not confuse with

Revenue farmer Contractor bidding to
collect state demand

Agricultural cultivator.

Zamindar Holder of varied pre-
colonial claims, re-
made as proprietor in
Permanent areas

A uniform ancient
English-style landlord.

Ryot Cultivator or as-
sessed landholder

Necessarily owner
free from rent, debt,
or intermediaries.

Mahal Revenue estate,
whole village, or
share of a village

Always one physically
unified village.

Permanence State’s nominal de-
mand on zamindar
fixed forever

Tenant rent fixed for-
ever.
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Self-test

1. Why was land revenue central to Company expansion?
2. Why did Hastings’s quinquennial revenue farming fail?
3. What exactly was permanent under Permanent Settlement?
4. Why did Cornwallis recognize zamindars as proprietors?
5. How did strict default rules change Bengal’s landed order?
6. What were the defining institutional features of Ryotwari?
7. Why is Ryotwari not equivalent to universal peasant propri-

etorship?
8. What was amahal, and who commonly paid its revenue?
9. How did Bird modify the early Mahalwari project?
10. Identify three structural similarities across all three systems.
11. Whyshould land-revenueoutcomesnotbegeneralizedacross

India?
12. How do Guha and Stokes help explain the ideological differ-

ences and common colonial core of the systems?

Answer key

1. It financed administration, armies, trade purchases, debt obli-
gations, and further conquest, allowing Indian agrarian sur-
plus to sustain Company power.

2. High bidders promised unrealistic sums, extracted rapidly,
displaced established claimants, and still failed to provide
stable realized revenue.

3. The state’s money demand from the zamindar was fixed per-
manently; tenant rents, cultivation, prices, and zamindari own-
ership could change.

4. Officials sought predictable income, cheap collection, a loyal
landed class, and an improvement incentive based on British
property theory.

5. Arrears triggered auction, transferring estates to merchants,
officials, and investors and encouraging subinfeudation and
new rent-receiving layers.

6. Thestateassessed individual holdings throughsurvey, treated
the ryot as the principal payer, and revised demand periodi-
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cally.
7. High assessment, official discretion, creditors, village elites,

renters, tenancy, and default sales limited actual indepen-
dence and security.

8. It was a revenue estate that might be a village or share; co-
sharers were often jointly liable through a lambardar or repre-
sentative.

9. From 1833 he improved survey, field records, and calcula-
tion in the North-Western Provinces while retaining periodic
village-estate settlement.

10. All quantified rights, demanded cash, strengthened transfer
and attachment for arrears, expanded records and courts,
and shifted risk toward cultivators.

11. Assessment, ecology, crops, markets, caste, tenancy, credit,
local intermediaries, and enforcement differed within and
across named systems.

12. Guha exposes Permanent Settlement’s abstract property
project; Stokes contrasts Cornwallis regulation with Munro
paternalism while showing both served centralized colonial
sovereignty.

Closing perspective
Company land policy transformed existing rights; it did not en-
ter a countryside without revenue institutions. The recognized
payer distinguishes the three systems more clearly than a sim-
ple landlord-versus-peasant formula.



CHAPTER 9

Trade, Industry, Drain,
Poverty, and Famine

Company “investment” meant Indian goods purchased with In-
dian revenue and exported without a matching inflow of bullion.
The Charter Act of 1813 ended the Company’s monopoly over

Indian trade and accelerated the entry of British manufactures.

Three overlapping stages of colonial
exploitation
Rajani Palme Dutt’s Marxist periodisation is useful if treated as a
model rather than rigid dates.

Merchant capital and monopoly, about 1757--1813

The Company sought monopoly in trade and direct command
over revenue. Its servants accumulated private fortunes, while
Company agents compelled producers to accept advances, de-
liver at fixed prices and avoid rival buyers. After 1765, Bengal rev-
enue financed purchases of textiles and other goods for export.
The goods left India, but the purchase money was collected in-
side India as tax. This was an early form of unrequited transfer.
The period did not yet feature a large flood of British factory

goods. Indian textiles remained internationally competitive. The
principal injury came through political extraction, monopolistic
procurement and revenue appropriation.

125
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Industrial/free-trade colonialism, about 1813--1860s

Britain’s Industrial Revolution changed the relationship. Man-
ufacturers wanted India as a market for machine-made goods
and as a supplier of cotton, indigo and other raw materials.
The 1813 settlement opened Indian trade to British private mer-
chants. Indian goods faced high barriers in Britain while British
goods entered India under low or declining duties.
The slogan of free trade concealed unequal political power.

Britain had protected its own industries during their develop-
ment; colonial India could not choose comparable protection.
The Indianmarketwas opened before localmechanised industry
had capital, technology or state support sufficient to compete.

Finance capital and managed investment, from the
1860s

British capital moved into railways, plantations, mines, banks,
shipping, jute and managing agencies. The colonial state guar-
anteed returns, awarded contracts, controlled procurement and
protected property. Older forms did not vanish: trade depen-
dence, land revenue and Home Charges continued.
Investment created infrastructure and production, but the key

questions are distribution and linkage:

• Who bore the risk?
• Where were profits spent?
• Did demand stimulate Indianmachinery, skills and supplier in-
dustries?

• Did the network serve domestic development or export corri-
dors first?

Deindustrialization: mechanisms and
evidence
Deindustrialization can mean a fall in artisan employment, a de-
clining share of manufacturing, falling real incomes, loss of par-
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ticular industries, or failure to move into modern industry. These
are related but not identical.

Main mechanisms

1. Company coercion before 1813: advances, exclusive con-
tracts and low procurement prices weakened weavers and
merchants.

2. Lossofpoliticalpatronage: conquest reducedcourts, armies
and aristocratic demand for luxury textiles, metalwork and
specialised crafts.

3. Britishmechanisation: factory spinning andweaving sharply
lowered costs and expanded output.

4. Tariff asymmetry: Indian textiles faced prohibitive British du-
ties while British manufactures gained easier Indian entry.

5. Railway penetration: imported cloth reached inlandmarkets
faster and more cheaply.

6. Credit and state bias: European firms had better access to
banks, shipping, contracts and official influence.

7. Weak technological transition: displaced labourwas not ab-
sorbed by factory growth on a comparable scale.

8. Demand and fashion change: elite consumption shifted,
while mass poverty constrained markets for many crafts.

What declined

Spinning was particularly vulnerable because machine-made
yarn could undercut household spinning. Many weaving centres
and luxury crafts contracted. Artisans moved partly or wholly
into agriculture, increasing pressure on land. Towns tied to old
courts or specialised production declined, although port cities
and new industrial centres expanded.

Why the debate remains open

Morris D. Morris questioned a simple collapse thesis, noting
weak occupational data and the adaptability of handicrafts.
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Census categories cannot easily classify seasonal cultivator-
artisans, and national averages conceal regional divergence.
Amiya Kumar Bagchi found sharp long-term declines in the in-

dustrial share of employment in parts of Gangetic Bihar, espe-
cially among spinners and weavers. This supports substantial
regional deindustrialization.
Tirthankar Roy shows that surviving crafts reorganised: wage

labour sometimes replaced family labour, producers specialised,
long-distance markets expanded and productivity per worker
could rise even as employment shares fell. Indian handlooms
retained coarse-cloth and specialised markets and later used
mill-spun yarn.
The balanced conclusion is:

• important crafts and regions sufferedmajor employment loss;
• decline was neither simultaneous nor complete;
• adaptation improved productivity in surviving sectors;
• craft resilience did not amount to an industrial revolution;
• modern factory growth was too narrow and late to absorb
labour released from older industries.

Commercialization of agriculture
Commercialization shifted cultivation toward sale in regional,
national or international markets. Cotton, jute, indigo, opium,
oilseeds, groundnut, sugarcane, tobacco, tea, coffee and wheat
linked different regions to merchant and export networks.

Drivers

• land revenue and rent increasingly payable in cash;
• advances frommerchants or planters;
• roads, railways, ports and telegraph information;
• international demand and price differences;
• state monopoly or encouragement, especially in opium and
plantations;
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• cultivator choice where expected returns exceeded food-
crop returns.

Why ``forced'' versus ``voluntary'' is too simple

Indigo cultivation in Bengal involved strong planter coercion and
restrictive advances. Plantation labour contracts could be en-
forced criminally. Opium production operated through state
monopoly and advances.
Other cultivators responded actively to prices. Cotton

acreage rose during the American Civil War; jute growers ex-
panded production when prices promised gain. Yet choice oc-
curred within debt, high cash obligations, insecure tenure and
unequal bargaining. Richer peasants could take risks and store
crops; small cultivators often sold immediately after harvest and
bore price collapse.

Effects

• regional specialisation and larger commodity markets;
• monetisation and stronger merchant-credit networks;
• opportunity for some cultivators, traders and landlords;
• exposure to world price shocks;
• food-security risk where purchasing power failed or cash
crops displaced subsistence margins;

• differentiationwithin thepeasantry rather thanuniform impov-
erishment.

The 1860s cotton boom illustrates the cycle. High wartime
prices encouraged borrowing and expansion. When American
cotton returned toworldmarkets, prices fell, but debts remained.
In the Deccan, this contributed to land transfer pressure and the
riots of 1875.



130 MODERN INDIA I

Railways: development with colonial
design
The guarantee system promised private British railway compa-
nies a fixed return, often around 5 per cent, underwritten by
Indian revenues. Land was made available and equipment was
imported from Britain. Early routes connected ports with raw-
material zones, markets and military centres.
Colonial functions:

• move troops quickly;
• carry rawmaterials to ports;
• distribute imported manufactures inland;
• secure guaranteed returns for British investors;
• integrate administration and surveillance.

Transformative effects:

• lower transport time and cost;
• wider grain and commodity markets;
• migration, pilgrimage and political travel;
• new employment and urban nodes;
• later opportunities for Indian firms and national organisation.

Railways were therefore neither economically useless nor an
uncomplicated gift. Sabyasachi Bhattacharya’s phrase “private
enterprise at public risk” captures theguarantee structure. Their
social and market effects exceeded their original imperial de-
sign, but weak domestic procurement reduced industrial multi-
plier effects.

Drain of wealth: mechanism before
measurement
Drain meant a transfer abroad for which India received no equiv-
alent current import, asset or domestically spent income. Its
forms changed over time.
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Main channels

• private fortunes and remittances of Company servants;
• revenue-financed export “investments” after Diwani;
• pensions, furlough allowances and salaries remitted abroad;
• interest on public debt held in Britain;
• guaranteed railway interest and payments for imported equip-
ment;

• India Office costs, military stores and imperial charges in
Britain;

• costs of wars or troops serving wider imperial strategy;
• profits and dividends repatriated by foreign firms;
• shipping, insurance and banking payments.

After 1858, many official transfers were grouped as Home
Charges. Council Bills enabled a technical settlement: im-
porters of Indian goods paid sterling in London; exporters in
India received rupees from Indian revenues. India’s export sur-
plus could thus settle obligations in Britain rather than bring
bullion or goods back to India.
Dadabhai Naoroji, R.C. Dutt, M.G. Ranade and G.V. Joshi

turned drain into a nationalist argument. Naoroji emphasised
that the transfer removed “potential surplus” that might other-
wise finance investment, employment and demand.

Why totals differ

• estimates use different years and categories;
• some count all foreign salaries and profits; others subtract
services rendered;

• reliable national-income data are scarce for early periods;
• an export surplus is not automatically drain if it pays for an
asset or service of equivalent benefit;

• the counterfactual return on money retained in India cannot
be observed directly.

Avoid repeating one percentage as settled fact. A stronger
answer identifies the channel, explainswhy the paymentwas un-
requitedor externally controlled, andevaluates its likely effect on
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savings and demand.

Modern industry: real growth, shallow
transformation
Modern factory industry did develop:

• cotton mills in Mumbai from the 1850s, later Ahmedabad,
Sholapur and Kanpur;

• jute mills near Kolkata from 1855;
• coal mining in eastern India;
• tea in Assam and north Bengal, coffee in the south;
• iron and steel under TISCO from 1907–12;
• sugar, cement, paper, glass, chemicals and matches, espe-
cially after the First World War.

Britishmanaging agencies dominated jute, tea, coal andmuch
external finance. Indian capital was stronger in western cotton
textiles and later diversified. War disrupted imports, Swadeshi
expanded demand, and selective tariff protection after the First
World War helped domestic firms.
The pattern remained limited:

• few heavy and capital-goods industries;
• imported machinery and technical dependence;
• regional concentration around ports, coalfields and selected
cities;

• low factory employment relative to population;
• harsh labour conditions and low wages;
• profits often repatriated in foreign-controlled sectors.

Rajat Ray’s idea of an “imperial division of economic space”
adds nuance. European capital preferred protected, high-return
sectors; Indianmerchantsandbankers remainedactive inbazaars,
credit, inland trade and riskier fields. Underdevelopment did not
result from an absence of Indian entrepreneurship.
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Poverty: outcome of interacting
structures
The claim that colonial India was poor is less controversial than
the exact trend in average income across every decade. Poverty
persisted through:

• stagnant or slowly rising agricultural productivity;
• high dependence on land and inadequate non-farm employ-
ment;

• unequal rent, revenue and debt relations;
• weak spending on mass education, health, sanitation and irri-
gation;

• regressive salt and consumption taxes;
• limited industrial absorption;
• external transfer and foreign control of investment;
• recurrent price, harvest and disease shocks.

Some regions and periods grew, including canal colonies,
commercial-crop zones and industrial cities. Growth did not
guarantee broad welfare: distribution, tenure, wages and public
investment determined who benefited. Per-capita reconstruc-
tions are sensitive to uncertain output and population data. Use
long-run claims cautiously and rely on converging indicators
such as real wages, food availability, mortality, literacy, life ex-
pectancy and occupational structure.

Famine: from harvest failure to
entitlement collapse
Drought or crop disease could begin a crisis, but famine mortal-
ity required people to lose command over food. Amartya Sen’s
entitlement approach distinguishes aggregate availability from
access. A labourer can starve while grain exists if wages lag be-
hind prices; a cultivator can starve after crop loss, debt seizure
or inability to sell assets at fair value.
Colonial conditions that intensified famine included:
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• chronic low incomes and little household reserve;
• high or inflexible revenue and rent demands;
• grain price spikes and speculative holding;
• loss of work and collapsing wages;
• inadequate, delayed or punitive relief;
• laissez-faire reluctance to interfere with markets;
• transport used for export or redistribution without guarantee-
ing local purchasing power;

• disease in camps and weakened populations.

Famine Codes, commissions and railways improved some
later responses, but implementation varied and fiscal restraint
remained powerful.

Bengal, 1943

The famine occurredwithout a single all-India food collapse. Key
factors included wartime inflation, loss of Burmese rice imports,
cyclone and crop disease, military procurement, transport dis-
location, “denial” policies in coastal Bengal, speculation and
uneven distribution. Rural labourers, fishers, transport workers
and small producers lost purchasing power. Major scholarly
estimates commonly place excess deaths around 2.1–3 million,
with malaria, disease and displacement contributing alongside
starvation.

Interpretations and debates
• Nationalist economists treated poverty as man-made and
colonial, replacing explanations based on climate, population
character or civilisational incapacity.

• TheMarxist three-stagemodel explains changes in dominant
British interests, but monopoly, trade, revenue and finance
overlapped across its boundaries.

• Deindustrialization is strongest when specified by region,
craft and indicator. “All handicrafts vanished” is false; “colo-
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nial conditions caused major industrial displacement without
adequate factory absorption” is defensible.

• Commercialization could create profit and productivity for
somecultivatorswhile increasing vulnerability for others. Mar-
ket participation is not identical to capitalist transformation
or welfare.

• Drain is best demonstrated by institutional channels rather
than an isolated grand total. The debate concerns scale, valu-
ation and developmental counterfactual, not whether official
overseas payments existed.

• Railways had genuine integrative effects, but their finance,
routepriorities, freight structure andprocurement reveal colo-
nial distribution of costs and gains.

• Famine analysis has moved from simple food shortage to en-
titlement, policy and disease. Availability still matters, but ac-
cess determines which groups die.

• Regional growth under colonialism does not disprove struc-
tural subordination; structural critique must also explain why
some places and sectors expanded.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1757 Company political
ascendancy begins in
Bengal

Private fortunes, trib-
ute and coercive pro-
curement intensify.

1765 Company receives
Diwani of Bengal,
Bihar and Orissa

Revenue can finance
export purchases
without bullion pay-
ment.
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Date Event Why it matters

1769–70 Bengal famine Revenue pressure,
market failure and
administrative break-
down deepen a har-
vest crisis.

1793 Permanent Settle-
ment

Fixes Company de-
mand on zamindars
while expanding land-
lord property and
tenant vulnerability.

1813 Charter Act ends
Company’s Indian
trade monopoly

British private trade
and manufactured
imports expand.

1833 Company’s remaining
commercial functions
end

Colonial administra-
tion becomes for-
mally distinct from
Company trade.

1853 First passenger rail-
way opens between
Mumbai and Thane

Beginning of a net-
work linking ports,
interiors and military
centres.

1854–56 Bombay cotton mill
established and be-
gins production

Early modern Indian-
owned factory enter-
prise.

1855 First jute mill at Rishra Start of Bengal’s
export-oriented jute
industry.

1859 Inland Emigration Act Plantation labour
mobility is coercively
restricted.

1861–65 American Civil War
cotton boom

Indian cotton prices
and acreage rise
sharply.

1866 Cotton collapse and
Orissa famine

Reveals market volatil-
ity and severe relief
failures.

1875 Deccan riots Indebted cultivators
attack moneylenders’
debt records.
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Date Event Why it matters

1876–78 Great Famine Drought, high prices,
weak entitlements
and restrictive relief
create mass mortal-
ity.

1880 First Famine Commis-
sion reports

Famine Codes and
relief principles begin
to be systematised.

1896–97 Widespread famine
and plague crisis

Market integration
does not ensure ef-
fective access to
food.

1899–1900 Famine in western
and central India

Recurrent vulnera-
bility despite prior
commissions and
codes.

1901 Dadabhai Naoroji’s
Poverty and Un-
British Rule in India

Drain theory receives
its best-known sys-
tematic statement.

1907 Tata Iron and Steel
Company incorpo-
rated

Indian entry into mod-
ern iron and steel.

1912 TISCO begins steel
production

Heavy industry de-
velops, though still
in a narrow industrial
structure.

1917 Cotton import duty
rises during wartime

War disruption and
partial protection
assist Indian mills.

1920s Tariff protection ex-
tends selectively

Indian manufacturing
grows but remains
regionally and sec-
torally uneven.

1929–33 Great Depression Export prices fall,
rural debt burdens
rise and jute/cotton
regions suffer.

1943 Bengal famine Wartime inflation,
procurement, dis-
tribution failure and
entitlement collapse
cause catastrophe.
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Date Event Why it matters

1947 Colonial rule ends India inherits low in-
comes, agrarian pres-
sure and a shallow
industrial base.

High-confusion comparisons

Concept Core question What it does not
automatically
mean

Best evidence

DeindustrializationDid craft
employ-
ment/output/share/income
decline?

Total disappear-
ance of handi-
crafts

Regional occu-
pational data,
prices, output,
wages and prod-
uct shifts.

CommercializationWas production
increasingly for
market?

Prosperity or co-
ercion in every
case

Crop acreage,
prices, credit,
contracts and
sale destina-
tions.

Drain Did purchas-
ing power leave
without equiva-
lent return?

Every import
payment or for-
eign investment

Home Charges,
remittances, un-
requited export
surplus, interest
and profits.

Poverty Could house-
holds secure
adequate con-
sumption and
resilience?

A uniform fall in
every region and
decade

Real wages, nu-
trition, mortality,
income and as-
set security.

Famine Why did people
lose access to
food?

Drought alone Prices, wages,
employment,
stocks, distribu-
tion, relief and
disease.
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Colonial stage Dominant
British interest

Main mecha-
nism

Approximate
transition

Merchant capi-
tal

Monopoly and
revenue

Coercive pro-
curement, trib-
ute, revenue-
financed ex-
ports

1757–1813

Industrial/free
trade

Market and raw
materials

Manufactured
imports, tariff
asymmetry, ex-
port crops

1813–1860s

Finance capital Investment and
imperial ser-
vices

Rail guaran-
tees, planta-
tions, managing
agencies, Home
Charges

From 1860s

Self-test

1. What distinguished merchant-capital colonialism from the
free-trade phase?

2. How did revenue-financed “investment” transfer wealth after
1765?

3. List five mechanisms of deindustrialization.
4. Why does handloom survival not disprove deindustrialization?
5. Explain why commercialization was neither wholly forced nor

wholly voluntary.
6. How did the American Civil War cotton cycle contribute to

Deccan distress?
7. Name five channels of economic drain.
8. Why should one avoid a single definitive percentage for drain?
9. Give two colonial and two transformative effects of railways.
10. Why did modern industry fail to absorb displaced labour on a

sufficient scale?
11. What is an entitlement failure in a famine?
12. Give a balanced explanation of the Bengal famine of 1943.
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Answer key

1. Merchant capital emphasised monopoly, coercive procure-
ment and direct revenue appropriation; free-trade colonialism
emphasised India as a market for British manufactures and
supplier of rawmaterials.

2. The Company collected Indian tax revenue, used it to pur-
chase Indian goods, and exported those goods without send-
ing an equivalent payment into India.

3. Company coercion, lost court demand, Britishmechanisation,
tariff asymmetry, railway penetration, unequal credit/state
support and weak factory absorption; any five.

4. Surviving handlooms changed products, used mill yarn and
raised productivity, while spinning andmany weaving regions
still lost employment andmanufacturing failed to expand pro-
portionately.

5. Indigo and plantations involved coercion, but many cultiva-
tors also responded to prices; all choices were conditioned
by cash taxes, debt, tenure and unequal bargaining.

6. Wartime scarcity raised cotton prices and borrowing; after
American supply returned, prices collapsed while debts re-
mained, intensifying creditor conflict and riots.

7. Private remittances, Home Charges, pensions, interest, guar-
anteed railway payments, repatriated profits, imperialmilitary
costs and revenue-financed exports; any five.

8. Categories, years, valuation of services and national-income
estimates differ, and the return on capital retained in India is
a counterfactual.

9. Colonial: troop movement and port–hinterland export corri-
dors. Transformative: cheaper mobility/market integration
and later opportunities for migration, firms and politics.

10. Factory growthwas late, capital- and regionally concentrated,
weak in heavy industries and too small relative to population
and handicraft displacement.

11. A household loses thewages, crop, assets or exchange rights
needed to command food evenwhen foodmay remain inmar-
kets.
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12. Wartime inflation, loss of Burmese rice, crop damage, pro-
curement, transport and denial policies, speculation and un-
equal distribution destroyed entitlements; excess deaths are
best expressed as an approximate 2.1–3 million range.

Closing perspective
Colonial economic change must be analysed as a sequence of
overlapping systems, not one unchanging policy. Political con-
trol enabled economic asymmetry: taxes, tariffs, contracts and
investment rules were not decided by an Indian electorate.



CHAPTER 10

Education, Missionaries,
Print, and the Public
Sphere

Early colonial institutions such as the Calcutta Madrasa (1781),
Asiatic Society (1784) and Benares Sanskrit College (1791) re-
flected Orientalist respect for classical Indian learning and ad-
ministrative need.
The Charter Act of 1813 permitted a larger missionary pres-

ence and assigned one lakh rupees annually to education, but
did not settle the language or curriculum dispute.

Why education became a colonial
question
The Company initially avoided broad educational responsi-
bility. It needed interpreters, legal specialists and officials, but
feared the expense and social consequences of intervention.
Three pressures made non-involvement impossible:

• administration required personnel trained in languages, law
and record-keeping;

• missionaries demanded freedom to preach and educate;
• Indian individuals and associations founded schools and
sought public support for new learning.

The resulting systemwas never guided by a single ideology. It
combined administrative utility, cultural confidence, missionary

142
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ambition, fiscal caution and Indian demand. The same institu-
tion could serve several purposes: a college might train clerks,
spread scientific knowledge, enhance elite status and nurture
critics of colonial rule.

Orientalism, Anglicism, Evangelicalism
and Utilitarianism
The Orientalist phase

Early Orientalists argued that governance required knowledge
of Indian civilisation and that education should support Sanskrit,
Persian and Arabic learning. The Calcutta Madrasa, Benares
Sanskrit College and Asiatic Society fitted this approach. Fort
William College generated translations, grammars and prose
works while training officials.
Orientalism was not simply cultural sympathy. Codifying

Hindu andMuslim law enabled colonial courts to classify and ad-
minister society. European scholars often selected Brahmanical
or textual traditions as authoritative, giving fixed form to prac-
tices that had been more diverse. Knowledge became an instru-
ment of rule even when individual scholars admired Indian learn-
ing.

Evangelical and missionary pressure

Evangelicals treated Christianity and moral reform as insepara-
ble from education. The Charter Act of 1813 opened greater
space for missionaries. Mission schools taught literacy, trans-
lated religious works and promoted female education, but con-
versionwas nevermerely incidental. This producedboth collabo-
ration and suspicion: Indian familiesmight value English, science
or literacy while resisting religious instruction.
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Anglicist and Utilitarian ascendancy

Anglicists favoured English and European literature and science;
Utilitarians favoured rational, codified administration and sup-
posedly useful knowledge. Macaulay’s 1835 Minute dismissed
the value of state support for traditional higher learning and ar-
gued for educating a limited English-educated class that could
mediate between rulers and the population. Bentinck’s resolu-
tion directed funds towards English education.
This policy is often called the downward filtration theory: ed-

ucate a small upper andmiddle stratum, then expect knowledge
to diffuse downwards. In practice, filtration was weak. English
education served urban groups who could bear its costs and
compete for jobs; primary education remained chronically un-
derfunded.

Missionaries, printing and vernacular
transformation
TheSeramporeBaptists, especiallyWilliamCarey, JoshuaMarsh-
man andWilliamWard, made the settlement near Calcutta ama-
jor centre of printing, translation and schooling. They produced
grammars, dictionaries, religious translations and periodicals in
several Indian languages. Serampore College, founded in 1818,
combined theological and broader instruction.
Mission activity mattered beyond the number of converts.

It helped:

• expand printing types and standardised prose in regional lan-
guages;

• develop school networks, including schools for girls and
marginal groups;

• circulate inexpensive pamphlets, textbooks and periodicals;
• provoke Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and other intellectuals to defend,
redefine or reform their own traditions.

Indian agency changed the result. Teachers, translators,
printers, parents and reform associations selected parts of the
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new curriculum and rejected others. Religious controversy en-
couraged public argument: competing groups cited scripture,
history, reason and social utility before audiences larger than a
court or congregation. This argumentative culture became one
foundation of the public sphere.

FromMacaulay toWood: building a
hierarchy
Macaulay’s interventionsettled the immediateOrientalist-Anglicist
dispute over public funds at the higher level, but it did not create
a full system. Wood’s Despatch of 1854 established the institu-
tional architecture:

• a department of public instruction in each province;
• vernacular-language primary schools;
• Anglo-vernacular secondary schools;
• affiliated colleges and universities in presidency towns;
• grants-in-aid for eligible private institutions;
• teacher training, vocational educationandsupport forwomen’s
education;

• secular instruction in government-run institutions.

The hierarchy contained a tension. Vernaculars were recog-
nised at primary level, but English retained prestige in higher
education and employment. The 1844 preference for English-
educated candidates intensified demand for credentials.
The universities founded in 1857 followed the model of the

University of London. They conducted examinations, prescribed
curricula and affiliated colleges. They did not initially function
mainly as residential teaching and research universities. This en-
couraged standardisation and rapid affiliation but also promoted
examination-centred learning.
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Expansion without universal access
The Hunter Commission of 1882 examined primary and sec-
ondary education. It recommended that primary schooling serve
ordinary life through regional languages and that district andmu-
nicipal boards take greater responsibility. At the secondary level
it distinguished a literary stream leading to university from a vo-
cational stream. It also encouraged private initiative and female
education.
These proposals expanded institutions but did not overcome

the central constraints:

• local bodies received responsibilitywithout resources propor-
tionate to the need;

• fees, distance, household labour and social prejudice re-
stricted enrolment;

• girls, lowercastes, Adivasis and rural poor facedcompounded
barriers;

• English higher education attracted funds and political atten-
tion beyond its share of learners;

• curricula andexaminations rewardedcredentialsmore readily
than practical or scientific capacity.

Curzon, universities and the politics of
control
The Universities Commission under Thomas Raleigh reported in
1902. The Indian Universities Act of 1904:

• reorganised university senates and increased nominated
membership;

• tightened inspection and affiliation of colleges;
• empowered government to alter university regulations;
• promoted teaching and research functions rather than exam-
ination alone;

• made grants available for improvement.

The measure joined concern for standards, libraries and re-
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search to enlarged executive power over senates and colleges.
Nationalists therefore read academic supervision as political
surveillance.

Gokhale, Sadler, Hartog, Wardha and
Sargent
Gopal Krishna Gokhale moved a resolution for compulsory pri-
mary education in 1910and introducedabill in 1911. His proposal
was cautious: local authorities could introduce compulsion in se-
lected areas, with safeguards and financial support. Its defeat
showed that even limited mass education faced official con-
cern over expenditure and elite resistance to taxation and social
change.
The 1913 resolution accepted a greater governmental role and

expansion of primary schooling but rejected immediate univer-
sal compulsion. Under the Government of India Act of 1919, edu-
cation became a transferred provincial subject administered by
Indian ministers under dyarchy. Political responsibility widened,
but provincial finances remained weak.
The Sadler Commission, appointed in 1917 primarily for Cal-

cutta University, considered the whole school-to-university tran-
sition. Its principal recommendations included:

• twelve years of schooling before university;
• an intermediate stage separated from the university degree;
• a three-year degree course;
• boards for secondary and intermediate education;
• teaching and residential universities;
• stronger teacher training, women’s education and applied
studies.

The Hartog Committee of 1929 reacted to rapid expansion ac-
companied by high dropout, repetition and weak learning. It rec-
ommended concentrating on retention and quality, a four-year
primary course adapted to local conditions, better teacher train-
ing, selective secondaryexpansionand improveduniversity stan-



148 MODERN INDIA I

dards. Its attention to “wastage and stagnation” identified real
failures, but the quality-first emphasis could also justify delaying
mass access.
The Wardha Scheme of 1937, elaborated by the Zakir Husain

Committee, proposed free compulsory education through a pro-
ductive craft, the mother tongue and integration of intellectual
with manual work. It aimed at self-reliance and dignity of labour,
not narrow vocational tracking. Financial viability, teacher prepa-
ration and fear that craft would displace academic learning lim-
ited implementation.
TheSargentPlanof 1944envisagedpre-primaryprovision, uni-

versal free compulsory education for ages six to fourteen, junior
and senior basic stages, academic and technical high schools,
adult literacy, teacher training and a three-year degree. Its forty-
year timetable exposed the gap between an ambitious institu-
tional model and the state’s willingness to fund rapid universal-
isation.

The press as a political institution
Editors joined local grievances into provincial or all-India ques-
tions, scrutinised budgets and laws, and gave associations a
durable public voice. Financially fragile papers reached beyond
subscribers through collective reading.
English papers addressed officials and linked presidency

elites; regional-language papers widened reach and embedded
politics in local idiom. Translation, reprinting and mixed editorial
networks carried arguments across languages.

From pre-censorship to registration
Wellesley’s regulations of 1799 required newspapers to submit
material for pre-censorship during war with France. The restric-
tions were relaxed in 1818, but acting Governor-General John
Adam’s 1823 rules required a licence for a press. Raja Rammo-
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hanRoy closedhis PersianweeklyMirat-ul-Akhbar in protest and
challenged theprinciple that criticismrequiredexecutivepermis-
sion.
Charles Metcalfe’s Press Act of 1835 replaced prior licensing

with a declaration identifying the printer and place of publication.
Because itmadepublication easierwhile preserving accountabil-
ity, Metcalfe gained a reputation as the liberator of the Indian
press. The uprising of 1857 prompted another Licensing Act, il-
lustrating the recurring sequence: political crisis produced ex-
ceptional control.
The Press and Registration of Books Act of 1867 established

a durable regulatory framework. Printers and publishers had to
make declarations, identify the press and deposit copies. Regis-
tration is not the same as censorship, but it made responsibility
traceable and could support later prosecution.

Sedition and language discrimination
Section 124A, added to the Indian Penal Code in 1870, crimi-
nalised attempts to excite disaffection towards the government
established by law. Its broad language enabled the prosecution
of nationalist writers including Bal Gangadhar Tilak and later
Mohandas Gandhi. Sedition shifted control from licensing a
machine to criminalising political meaning.
The Vernacular Press Act of 1878 was more openly discrimi-

natory. It authorised magistrates to demand bonds from Indian-
language publications suspected of promoting disaffection or
hostility between communities and to forfeit presses or printed
matter. English-language publications were exempt. The law
sought to control criticism of Lytton’s policies, including famine
administration and the Afghan war, without alienating the Anglo-
Indian press.
Editors evaded or confronted the measure. Amrita Bazar

Patrika switched to English, while protest exposed the contra-
diction between proclaimed liberal government and language-
based repression. Ripon’s government repealed the Act in 1882.
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The episode made press freedom itself a nationalist cause.

Swadeshi-era repression and emergency
government
The anti-partition and Swadeshi movements brought militant
journalism, boycott advocacy and revolutionary writing. The
Newspapers (Incitement to Offences) Act of 1908 empowered
magistrates to confiscate presses connected with incitement
to violence. The Indian Press Act of 1910 allowed government
to demand securities and forfeit them for broadly defined ob-
jectionable matter. The financial burden could silence a small
paper even without conviction.
Wartime Defence of India provisions intensified control during

the First World War. The 1908 and 1910 press acts were re-
pealed in 1921 after sustained criticism, but liberalisation did not
last. The Indian Press (Emergency Powers) Act of 1931 revived
deposits, forfeiture and seizure during civil disobedience. The
Defence of India Rules of 1939 imposed wide censorship during
the SecondWorld War.

Cultural policy after 1857
Before 1857, officials sometimes presented reform andWestern
education as a civilising mission. After the uprising, the Crown
proclaimed religious non-interference and sought alliances with
princes, landlords and socially conservative elites. This did not
end education or missionary work. It changed the balance: gov-
ernment became more cautious about social reform while re-
maining suspicious of the educated intelligentsia it had helped
create.
English education promised advancement, but racial barriers

restricted higher offices and social spaces. Educated Indians
then judged imperial practice by its own claims of liberty, legality
and representation.
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How the colonial public sphere worked
The public sphere was the network through which people de-
bated matters presented as public rather than private. Its infras-
tructure included:

• newspapers, journals, pamphlets and printed petitions;
• schools, colleges, literary societies and debating clubs;
• libraries, reading rooms and coffee houses;
• religious and social-reform associations;
• political organisations, public meetings and lecture tours;
• postal, rail and telegraph connections that accelerated circu-
lation.

It was neither fully open nor purely urban. Literacy, money,
caste, gender and police power shaped participation. Yet oral
recirculation carried printed arguments beyond subscribers.
Women entered through schools, journals, reform organisa-
tions and domestic reading, though public authority remained
male-dominated. Lower-caste and religious-community presses
created counter-publics that disputed elite claims to speak for
everyone.
The public sphere linked reform to nationalism. Debates

on sati, widow remarriage, caste, women’s education, religious
authority and vernacular language trained readers in petition, re-
buttal and association. Later discussion of budgets, famine, rep-
resentation and swadeshi used the same practices. There was
no automatic progression fromEnglish education to nationalism;
colonial institutions produced skills and networks that Indians
redirected through political experience.

Interpretations and debates
Education: emancipation or cultural domination?

Both effects operated. English education privileged European
categories, helped staff colonial administration and produced a
small credential-seeking elite. It also opened access to modern
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science, political economy, law and international ideas that In-
dian intellectuals used against racial and imperial hierarchy. Ver-
nacular schools and print transformed regional cultures rather
than simply replacing them. The strongest answer identifies ap-
propriation: colonial institutions constrained the field, but Indian
actors changed the uses and meanings of education.

WasMacaulay solely responsible for colonial
education?

No. English education already had Indian patrons and mission-
ary advocates; administrative demand and employment incen-
tives strengthened it. Macaulay decisively articulated the Angli-
cist case, and Bentinck’s government redirected official funding
in 1835. Wood’s Despatch, provincial departments, grants-in-
aid, universities and later commissions shaped the actual sys-
tem. Treat Macaulay as a policy turn, not the entire history.

Did missionaries modernise Indian society?

Mission schools, presses, translations and female education
contributed to institutional change. Conversion and theological
superiority were also central aims, and missionary writing could
reproduce racial or civilisational hierarchy. Indian religious and
social groups did not passively receive reform; they founded
their own schools, presses andmovements, sometimes learning
organisational techniques while rejecting missionary authority.

Did a public sphere require mass literacy?

No. Limited literacy restricted direct participation, but collective
reading and oral discussion multiplied the reach of print. News-
papers also furnished arguments for meetings, petitions and as-
sociations. The public sphere was unequal yet effective before
literacy became widespread.
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Was press policy a simple march towards freedom?

No. The patternwas cyclical. Liberal declaration and registration
regimes alternated with licensing, securities, forfeiture, sedition
and emergency censorship. The state distinguished criticism it
could absorb from mobilisation it considered dangerous. Polit-
ical context, language and the perceived connection between
writing and action determined the degree of repression.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1780 Hicky’s Bengal
Gazette begins publi-
cation

Opens newspaper
journalism in India
and immediately
demonstrates the
press’s capacity to
criticise officials.

1781 Calcutta Madrasa
founded

Trains personnel in Is-
lamic law and Persian-
Arabic learning for
Company administra-
tion.

1784 Asiatic Society
founded byWilliam
Jones

Makes Orientalist
study of Indian lan-
guages, law and an-
tiquity an organised
scholarly enterprise.

1791 Benares Sanskrit Col-
lege founded

Supports Sanskrit
and Hindu law learn-
ing needed by the
colonial courts.
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Date Event Why it matters

1799 Wellesley introduces
press censorship

Requires pre-
publication scrutiny
during wartime and
establishes a security
rationale for control.

1800 Fort William College
founded

Trains Company offi-
cials and stimulates
grammars, transla-
tions and prose in
Indian languages.

1813 Charter Act Permits missionary
expansion and ear-
marks one lakh ru-
pees annually for
education.

1817 Hindu College
founded at Calcutta

Becomes a centre
of English education
and the Young Bengal
milieu.

1818 Pre-censorship re-
laxed; Serampore
College founded

Marks limited press
liberalisation and the
institutional reach of
Baptist missionaries.

1823 General Committee
of Public Instruction
formed; John Adam’s
licensing rules

Institutionalises the
education debate
while restricting unli-
censed publication.

1835 Macaulay’s Minute,
Bentinck’s education
resolution and Met-
calfe’s Press Act

English higher edu-
cation gains priority
while the press re-
ceives a registration-
based, relatively lib-
eral regime.

1837 Persian displaced as
court language

English and regional
languages gain offi-
cial functions at dif-
ferent judicial levels,
reshaping employ-
ment incentives.
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Date Event Why it matters

1844 English-educated can-
didates preferred in
government employ-
ment

Connects education
directly to a narrow
clerical labour mar-
ket.

1849 Bethune School
founded at Calcutta

A landmark in organ-
ised female educa-
tion.

1854 Wood’s Despatch Provides the most
comprehensive
nineteenth-century
blueprint for a graded
educational system.

1857 Universities at Cal-
cutta, Bombay and
Madras; Licensing
Act

Higher education
expands while the
uprising prompts
renewed control of
printing presses.

1867 Press and Registra-
tion of Books Act

Establishes contin-
uing declaration,
printer and publisher
identification, and de-
posit requirements.

1870 Section 124A on sedi-
tion added to the
Penal Code

Creates a durable
criminal instru-
ment against anti-
government writing
and speech.

1878 Vernacular Press Act Gives magistrates
exceptional pow-
ers against Indian-
language publica-
tions without equiv-
alent application to
English papers.

1882 Vernacular Press
Act repealed; Hunter
Commission reports

Restores a more uni-
form press regime
and redirects atten-
tion towards primary
education and local
responsibility.
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Date Event Why it matters

1882–87 Universities founded
at Punjab and Alla-
habad

Extends the affiliating
university network
beyond the three
presidencies.

1902–04 Raleigh Commission
and Indian Universi-
ties Act

Curzon’s reforms in-
crease supervision,
standards and official
influence over univer-
sities.

1908 Newspapers (Incite-
ment to Offences)
Act

Targets revolutionary
advocacy during the
Swadeshi-era political
upsurge.

1910 Indian Press Act;
Gokhale’s elementary
education resolution

Repression through
securities and for-
feiture coincides
with a nationalist de-
mand for compulsory
schooling.

1911 Gokhale’s Elementary
Education Bill

A modest
compulsory-
education proposal
fails, revealing fiscal
and political resis-
tance.

1913 Government educa-
tion resolution

Accepts wider state
responsibility but
stops short of uni-
versal compulsory
education.

1917–19 Sadler Commission Recommends a
twelve-year school
course, intermediate
stage and reorganisa-
tion of universities.

1919 Education transferred
to provincial ministers
under dyarchy

Enlarges Indian re-
sponsibility without
adequate central re-
sources.

1921 Repressive press acts
of 1908 and 1910
repealed

A temporary liberal
turn follows sustained
public criticism.
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Date Event Why it matters

1929 Hartog Committee
reports

Prioritises quality, re-
tention and reduction
of wastage over rapid
numerical expansion.

1931 Indian Press (Emer-
gency Powers) Act

Restores wide secu-
rity and forfeiture
powers during civil
disobedience.

1937 Wardha Scheme and
Zakir Husain Commit-
tee

Propose craft-
centred, productive
basic education in the
mother tongue.

1939 Defence of India
Rules

Impose extensive
wartime controls over
news and political
publication.

1944 Sargent Plan Projects universal
free compulsory edu-
cation for ages 6–14,
but on a forty-year
horizon.

High-confusion comparisons

Pair Do not confuse Fast distinction

Orientalism vs Angli-
cism

Both were colonial
knowledge policies

Orientalism sup-
ported classical In-
dian languages and
traditions; Anglicism
prioritised English
and European learn-
ing.

Macaulay, 1835 vs
Wood, 1854

A language-
curriculum turn vs
a system blueprint

Macaulay argued pri-
ority; Wood designed
departments, levels,
aid and universities.
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Pair Do not confuse Fast distinction

Downward filtration
vs mass education

Elite diffusion as-
sumption vs universal
provision

Filtration funded a
small upper layer;
mass education re-
quired schools, teach-
ers and public finance
across society.

Hunter vs Hartog Primary expansion
through local bodies
vs quality and reten-
tion

Hunter stressed re-
sponsibility and dif-
ferentiated school-
ing; Hartog stressed
wastage, stagnation
and consolidation.

Wardha vs Sargent Nationalist basic edu-
cation vs late-colonial
comprehensive plan-
ning

Wardha centred craft
and mother tongue;
Sargent mapped age
stages and univer-
salisation over forty
years.

Mission school vs
government school

Private religious pur-
pose vs official secu-
lar claim

Mission schools
could include Chris-
tian instruction; state
institutions formally
avoided religious
teaching.

Metcalfe Act vs 1867
Act

Liberalisation vs con-
tinuing registration

Metcalfe ended li-
censing; the 1867 law
standardised identifi-
cation and deposit.

Vernacular Press Act
vs Indian Press Act

Language-specific
discrimination vs all-
India financial control

The 1878 law ex-
empted English pub-
lications; the 1910
law used securities
and forfeiture more
generally.

Registration vs cen-
sorship

Traceability vs prior or
punitive control

Registration identifies
responsibility; censor-
ship blocks, alters or
punishes content.
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Pair Do not confuse Fast distinction

Sedition vs incite-
ment

Disaffection against
government vs urging
a specific offence

Colonial sedition was
broad enough to pun-
ish hostile political
argument without a
direct call to violence.

Newspaper circula-
tion vs audience

Copies sold vs people
reached

Read-aloud and
reprinting meant one
copy could reach
many listeners.

Public sphere vs uni-
versal democracy

Debate network vs
equal political partici-
pation

The public sphere
widened argument
but remained struc-
tured by literacy,
property, caste, gen-
der and coercion.

Self-test

1. Why did the Company support Orientalist institutions before
1800?

2. What did theCharterAct of 1813change in education andmis-
sionary activity?

3. DistinguishMacaulay’s 1835 intervention fromWood’sDespatch
of 1854.

4. What was downward filtration, and why did it fail as a mass-
education strategy?

5. Give four contributions and two limitations of missionary ac-
tivity.

6. Why were the 1857 universities described as examining and
affiliating bodies?

7. Compare the educational priorities of theHunterCommission
and Hartog Committee.

8. Why did nationalists object to the Indian Universities Act of
1904 despite its academic reforms?

9. Arrange these press measures chronologically: Metcalfe Act,
Vernacular PressAct, Adam’s licensing rules, Indian PressAct.

10. How did Section 124A differ from press licensing?
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11. Why did newspaper sales understate the political reach of
print?

12. Explain the relationship among education, missionary contro-
versy, the press and nationalism.

Answer key

1. They trained specialists in Islamic and Hindu law, supported
language study and made Indian texts legible to colonial ad-
ministration.

2. It earmarked one lakh rupees annually for education and
opened wider legal space for missionaries, without settling
language or curriculum.

3. Macaulay argued for funding English and European higher
learning; Wood designed a graded system of departments,
vernacular primary schools, secondary schools, colleges, aid
and universities.

4. It assumed knowledge given to a small educated elite would
diffuse downwards; weak finance, inequality and elite employ-
ment incentives prevented universal diffusion.

5. Printing, translation, vernacular prose, schools, female edu-
cation or marginal-group access; limitations included conver-
sion pressure and cultural hierarchy.

6. They prescribed curricula, held examinations and affiliated
colleges, while doing relatively little direct residential teach-
ing or research at first.

7. Hunter emphasised vernacular primary expansion through lo-
cal bodies and literary-vocational secondary streams; Hartog
prioritised retention, learning quality and reduced dropout
over rapid expansion.

8. It increased executive nomination, inspection and regulatory
power over universities during nationalist mobilisation, mak-
ing academic supervision resemble political control.

9. Adam’s licensing rules (1823),MetcalfeAct (1835), Vernacular
Press Act (1878), Indian Press Act (1910).

10. Licensing controlled permission to operate a press; Section
124A criminalised the political meaning of published or spo-
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ken words as disaffection.
11. Copies were shared, reprinted, translated and read aloud in

libraries, shops, schools, trains and public gatherings.
12. Schools and missions expanded literacy, translation and con-

troversy; newspapers and associations carried arguments
intopublic debate; Indians redirected thesenetworks towards
reform, rights and organised nationalism.

Closing perspective
ThepointofEducation,Missionaries, Print, and thePublicSphere
is not a date list. It is an explanation of how institutions, interests,
and political choices changed the field for what followed.



CHAPTER 11

Reform in the Early
Nineteenth Century

Reform grew from the interaction of indigenous argument,
colonial power, missionary activity, print and new educa-
tional institutions.
Warren Hastings’s Orientalism favoured governing through

Sanskrit and Persian learning; Anglicists later advocated English
andWestern knowledge.

Why reform became urgent
The reform impulse arose from several connected pressures:

• Colonial subordination: Political defeat encouraged reflec-
tion on social weakness, but colonial claims of Indian inferior-
ity also provoked cultural defence.

• Missionary criticism: Missionaries attacked idolatry, caste,
sati andother practices, oftenpresenting conversion asmoral
rescue. Indian thinkers could oppose both the criticized prac-
tice and missionary contempt.

• New education and print: English education introduced En-
lightenment, liberal and utilitarian ideas to a small group; ver-
nacular print widened debate beyond that circle.

• Indigenous intellectual traditions: Vedanta, Islamicmonothe-
ism, Bhakti, Sufi reasoning, customary practice and jurispru-
dential debate offered concepts through which change could
be argued.

162
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• Changing social groups: Professionals, teachers, clerks,
merchants and small landed elites acquired new forums but
also faced blocked employment and racial inequality.

• Visible social injustice: Widow immolation, child marriage,
restrictions on widow remarriage, polygamy, caste exclusion
and denial of education became contested public questions.

The phrase “Western impact” is therefore inadequate.
Western ideas were selected, translated and disputed. Colo-
nial officials disagreed among themselves; missionaries and
utilitarians had different aims; Indian reformers did not simply
imitate either. Reform became a struggle over who could define
authentic religion, reason and public good.

Colonial policy: non-intervention,
knowledge and intervention
The early Company usually avoided direct interference in reli-
gious practice. This was political pragmatism, not neutrality.
Orientalist institutions such as the Calcutta Madrasa, Sanskrit
College at Varanasi and Asiatic Society helped officials learn
languages and legal traditions needed for rule. Colonial courts
then translated diverse practices into more fixed categories of
“Hindu law” and “Muhammadan law.”

After 1813, missionaries entered more openly and education
became an explicit state responsibility. The Orientalist-Anglicist
controversy concerned language, curriculum and the purpose
of learning. Rammohun preferred modern science and knowl-
edge through English but rejected contempt for Indian thought.
Macaulay’s 1835 Minute, by contrast, treated European liter-
ature as categorically superior and proposed an intermediary
English-educated class.
The colonial state intervened selectively. Officials could

portray measures as proof of a civilizing mission while avoiding
reforms that threatened property, revenue or political alliances.
Indian campaigning provided knowledge, legitimacy and public
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pressure, yet coercive state power determined law. This unequal
partnership produced both change and suspicion.

Rammohun Roy: reason, scripture and
public action
Rammohun Roy drew on Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic and Euro-
pean learning. His monotheism was shaped by Vedanta, Is-
lamic thought and rational criticism. He translated Upanishadic
writings, argued against idolatry and priestly monopoly, and in-
sisted that reason could judge every tradition. Precepts of Jesus
praised Christian ethics while rejecting miracles and Trinitarian
doctrine, angering missionaries who expected criticism of Hin-
duism to lead to conversion.
His method operated on three levels:

1. internal authority: scriptural interpretation showed that a
contested practice was not essential to Hindu religion;

2. universal reason: humandignity andutility offered standards
beyond inherited authority;

3. public politics: journals, petitions, associations and direct
campaigning converted private belief into collective pressure.

He opposed sati, polygamy and women’s subordination and
supported women’s inheritance. He also advocated modern ed-
ucation, freedom of the press, judicial equality, Indian access to
higher office and protection of cultivators. Social, religious and
political reform were connected: caste hierarchy weakened sol-
idarity, and authoritarian government restricted moral improve-
ment.
The Atmiya Sabha provided an early discussion circle. The

Brahma Sabha, founded in 1828 and later known as Brahmo
Samaj, institutionalized monotheistic worship without images
and emphasized ethical religion. It was initially concentrated
among educated upper-caste Bengalis. Its importance lay less
in numbers than in creating a durable language and organization
for public reform.
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Sati: law, debate and women's position
Sati, or the immolation of a widow on her husband’s funeral pyre,
was never uniform across India or all castes. It was concen-
trated in particular regions and status groups. Coercion, family
property, widowhood, honour, religious merit and local author-
ity shaped individual cases. Describing it simply as voluntary
sacrifice or universal Hindu custom erases these conditions.
Rammohun’scampaign from1818combinedscriptural polemic,

eyewitness intervention at cremation grounds, journalism and
petitioning. Orthodox leaders associated with Radhakanta
Deb and the Dharma Sabha defended custom and challenged
the state’s authority to intervene. Governor-General William
Bentinck’s government gathered administrative data andpassed
Bengal Regulation XVII in December 1829; related prohibitions
followed in Madras and Bombay.
The measure mattered because it criminalized those who as-

sisted the act. Yet a law cannot by itself reveal a widow’s agency.
Lata Mani argues that colonial and reformist debate often made
scriptureand theauthenticity of traditioncentralwhile thewidow
herself remained thegroundonwhichmenargued. Womenwere
variably coerced, constrained, persuaded, resistant or commit-
ted; treating all as either passive victims or free religious agents
is equally reductive.

Young Bengal: intellectual radicalism
and social distance
Henry Louis Vivian Derozio taught at Hindu College from 1826
to 1831. His students challenged inherited authority, supported
liberty and rational inquiry, and publicly violated caste dining
taboos. Derozians later campaigned on press freedom, jury trial,
Indian employment and cultivator protection. The Society for
the Acquisition of General Knowledge, established by former
students in 1838, sustained discussion of science and society.
Young Bengal’s limitation was organizational and social.
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Its radical performance centred on a small English-educated
male group. It had weak links to peasants, artisans, women and
vernacular publics and often confused social shockwith durable
transformation. Sumit Sarkar therefore judges its lasting reli-
gious and philosophical impact to have been limited. Even so, it
expanded the permissible space of criticism and trained future
journalists and association-builders.

Debendranath Tagore and Vidyasagar
Debendranath Tagore founded the Tattvabodhini Sabha in 1839
and joined the Brahmo Samaj in 1842-43. The Tattvabodhini Pa-
trika promoted Bengali intellectual life and a rational study of In-
dia’s past. Debendranathmoved themovement away from close
association with Christian Unitarianism and toward a reformed
Vedantic identity. This broadened cultural legitimacy but could
also moderate Rammohun’s universalist radicalism.
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar united Sanskrit mastery, rational

argument and institutional action. As principal of Sanskrit Col-
lege, hewidened access beyond Brahmins and introducedWest-
ern subjects. He simplified Bengali prose and educational writ-
ing, promoted girls’ schools and campaigned for widow remar-
riage. Like Rammohun, he cited Sanskrit texts strategically, not
because scripture alone determined justice but because reform
required legitimacy within a hostile public arena.
The Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act of 1856 legalized remar-

riage and the legitimacy of children. It did not produce immedi-
ate mass change. A widow who remarried could lose claims in
her deceased husband’s property, social boycott remained pow-
erful, and caste norms continued to regulatemarriage. The cam-
paign nevertheless transformed public argument and enabled
those who chose remarriage to claim legal recognition.
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Western India: caste, education and
associational reform
Reform in Mumbai and Pune did not simply reproduce Bengal.
Balshastri Jambhekar used the bilingual Darpan from 1832 to
circulate scientific and social discussion. Gopal Hari Deshmukh,
writing as Lokahitawadi in the 1840s, attacked caste privilege,
priestly authority and social inequality. The Students’ Literary
and Scientific Society, founded in 1848, promoted lectures, ver-
nacular knowledge and girls’ education. Dadoba Pandurang and
associates formed the secret Paramahansa Mandali in 1849 to
reject caste restrictions and permit interdining.
Jyotirao Phule developed a more fundamental anti-caste

critique. He located oppression not merely in corrupt custom
but in Brahmanical control of knowledge and social power. Jy-
otirao and Savitribai opened a school for girls at Bhide Wada in
1848 and later schools for oppressed-caste children. Their pro-
gramme shifted attention from reforming elite households to de-
mocratizing education.
Savitribai Phule trained as a teacher, taught despite harass-

ment, became a head teacher, wrote poetry and organized edu-
cational work. Fatima Sheikh taught with the Phules and helped
sustain the schoolwithin her family’s premises. Sagunabai Kshir-
sagar also participated in early teaching. Their labour demon-
strates women’s agency at the point of implementation: institu-
tions survived because women taught, recruited, managed hos-
tility and created a new public role.
Parsi reformers Dadabhai Naoroji, Naoroji Furdunji and

S. S. Bengalee helped establish the Rahnumai Mazdayasnan
Sabha in 1851. It sought religious purification, education and
social change through debate within the Parsi community. The
example confirms that nineteenth-century reform was neither
exclusively Hindu nor confined to Bengal.
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Women's education: state, missionary
and indigenous initiatives
Missionaries opened some of the earliest girls’ schools, includ-
ing the Calcutta Female Juvenile Society in 1819. Such insti-
tutions expanded access but could also be associated with
conversion, making families wary. Bethune School, founded
in Kolkata in 1849, became an important non-missionary institu-
tion. Vidyasagar supported numerous girls’ schools in Bengal;
Jagannath Shankarsheth and Bhau Daji promoted female edu-
cation in Mumbai; the Phule-Sheikh network built a pioneering
indigenous, non-Brahmin initiative in Pune.
Women did not enter education only because male reformers

“gave” it to them. Families negotiated risk, girls persisted against
ridicule, teachers created curricula, andwomen used literacy for
employment, authorship and organization. At the same time,
much advocacy justified education by promising better wives
and mothers. Education could modernize domesticity without
challenging men’s authority over property, sexuality or public
decision-making.

Regional and social variation
Reform followed the geography of print, education, commerce,
caste power and colonial institutions:

• Bengal: strong interaction among Orientalist scholarship,
missionary print, Hindu College, Brahmo organization and an
upper-caste bhadralok public.

• Maharashtra and Mumbai: vernacular journalism, Parsi as-
sociations, anti-caste critique and indigenous girls’ schooling
developed alongside elite reform.

• Madras Presidency: missionary education and debate ex-
isted, but a comparable early urban reform association had
a smaller reach before 1857; later non-Brahman and religious
movements followed distinct paths.
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• North India: Delhi College, Urdu print and Islamic reform pro-
duced different intellectual publics; their history cannot be
measured only against the Brahmomodel.

• Rural and Adivasi societies: concerns centred more often
on land, forest, missionary intrusion, customary authority and
survival than on urban association agendas.

The terms reformist and revivalist areuseful butporous. Brahmo,
Prarthana and later Aligarh initiatives gave greater statedweight
to reason and selective adaptation. Arya Samaj and Deoband
later appealed more explicitly to a purified past. Yet every move-
ment selected from tradition and responded to modern institu-
tions.

Limits and contradictions
Early reform achieved real changes but remained bounded:

• Its organized base was mainly urban, educated, male and of-
ten upper caste.

• Scriptural validation could win legitimacy while leaving reli-
gious authority over social rights intact.

• The “women’s question” often made women symbols of com-
munity honour rather than autonomous political persons.

• Law was unevenly enforced and could not remove household
coercion or economic dependency.

• Colonial sponsorship allowed officials to claimmoral superior-
ity and intensified fears of conversion.

• Reformofcastepracticeoftenstoppedatdiningandmarriage
among elites; Phule’s attack on structural caste power went
further.

• English education created opportunity but excluded most
people through cost, location, caste and gender.

• Public debate was regionally uneven, and the priorities of ur-
ban associations did not represent all communities.
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Interpretations and debates
Awakening or colonial modernity?

Older nationalist narratives describe a renaissance led by heroic
reformers. This captures intellectual creativity but may imply
that society had been asleep. Postcolonial historians emphasize
that colonial rule defined “modern” and “backward” and used
education to create governable subjects. Gauri Viswanathan in-
terprets English literary education as an instrument of moral and
political discipline. Indian learners nevertheless appropriated
that education to criticize both social hierarchy and colonial au-
thority.

Who abolished sati?

An imperial narrative credits Bentinck and British humanitarian-
ism; a nationalist narrative centres Rammohun. Neither is suffi-
cient alone. Indian critics, orthodox defenders, widows’ kin, mis-
sionaries and officials all shaped the controversy, while only the
colonial state possessed coercive legislative power. Lata Mani’s
gender critique adds that male arguments over scripture often
displaced the woman’s voice. The strongest answer separates
campaigning, ideological framing, legislation and lived enforce-
ment.

Did reform liberate women?

Legislation and education expanded possibilities, but reform of-
ten recastwomen as educatedwives andmoralmothers. Partha
Chatterjee argues that nationalism later located cultural authen-
ticity in a protected domestic domain, giving women symbolic
importance without equal public power. Uma Chakravarti’s con-
cept of Brahmanical patriarchy clarifies how caste reproduction
depended on control of women’s marriage and sexuality. Savit-
ribai Phule, Fatima Sheikh and girls who entered schools demon-
strate agency that exceeds a male-reformer narrative.
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Reform fromwithin or imitation?

Rammohun, Vidyasagar and Phule used different intellectual
strategies. Rammohun and Vidyasagar selected scriptural ar-
guments while also appealing to reason; Phule attacked the
authority structure that made Brahmanical scripture decisive.
Their disagreement was indigenous and substantive. “Tradition
versusWest” cannot explain it.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1795 and 1804 Bengal regulations
declared female infan-
ticide illegal

Early state interven-
tion targeted a prac-
tice associated with
particular landed and
elite groups.

c. 1803-04 Rammohun Roy
composed Tuhfat-
ul-Muwahhidin

Advanced monothe-
ism and reason
through Persian and
Arabic intellectual
traditions.

1813 Charter Act ended
the formal exclusion
of missionaries and
allocated funds for
learning

Intensified debates
over education,
conversion and the
state’s social role.

1815 Atmiya Sabha estab-
lished in Kolkata (Cal-
cutta)

Created a circle for
monotheistic and
social discussion.

1817 Hindu College
founded

Became a major cen-
tre of English educa-
tion and later Young
Bengal radicalism.
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Date Event Why it matters

1818 Rammohun began
sustained public agi-
tation against sati

Combined scriptural
argument, human-
itarian reasoning,
petitions and direct
intervention.

1820 Precepts of Jesus
published

Applied rational crit-
icism to Christianity
as well as Hindu prac-
tice.

1828 Brahma Sabha
founded; William
Bentinck became
Governor-General

Organized monothe-
istic worship as state
social intervention be-
camemore assertive.

1829-30 Sati prohibited in
Company presiden-
cies

Landmark law,
achieved amid Indian
campaigning, ortho-
dox opposition and
colonial debate.

1826-31 Henry Derozio taught
at Hindu College

Inspired Young Ben-
gal’s rationalism, free-
dom of thought and
attack on social ortho-
doxy.

1835 Macaulay’s Minute
and Bentinck’s resolu-
tion favoured English
education

Strengthened the
institutional setting
for a new, though
socially restricted,
intelligentsia.

1839 Tattvabodhini Sabha
founded

Renewed the study
and reformulation of
Vedanta in Bengali
public culture.

1843 Debendranath Tagore
reorganized the
Brahmo Samaj

Gave the movement
a durable institutional
base after Rammo-
hun’s death.

1848 Phules opened a girls’
school at BhideWada;
Students’ Literary
and Scientific Society
active in Bombay

Linked women’s edu-
cation to indigenous
initiative in western
India.
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Date Event Why it matters

1849 Bethune School and
Paramahansa Man-
dali established

Different institutional
routes to women’s
education and anti-
caste social reform.

1850 Caste Disabilities
Removal Act

Protected certain
civil rights of peo-
ple whose change of
religion or caste sta-
tus would otherwise
cause forfeiture.

1851 Rahnumai Mazdayas-
nan Sabha founded

Organized Parsi re-
ligious and social
reform in Mumbai
(Bombay).

1854 Wood’s Despatch
supported a wider
educational struc-
ture, including female
education

Gave state recogni-
tion to educational
expansion while re-
taining hierarchy and
limited funding.

1856 HinduWidows’ Re-
marriage Act

Legalized remarriage
and legitimacy of chil-
dren, but attached
inheritance limita-
tions and had limited
immediate uptake.

High-confusion comparisons

Question Simplistic answer Better distinction

Reformist versus re-
vivalist

Reformists were mod-
ern; revivalists re-
jected change

Both selected a pu-
rified past; they dif-
fered in the weight
given to reason, scrip-
ture and institutional
adaptation.
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Question Simplistic answer Better distinction

Law versus social
change

A prohibited practice
disappeared when
legislation passed

Law changed enforce-
able rights; custom,
household power
and economic depen-
dence shaped actual
uptake.

Women in reform Women received up-
lift frommale leaders

Women learned,
taught, petitioned,
resisted and orga-
nized; their agency
varied by caste and
class.

Rammohun versus
Young Bengal

Both simply pro-
motedWesternization

Rammohun sought an
East-West synthesis
and religious reform;
Young Bengal made
more demonstrative
rationalist attacks on
custom.

Vidyasagar versus
Phule

Both used education
in the same way

Vidyasagar reinter-
preted Sanskrit au-
thority and widened
access; Phule directly
attacked Brahman-
ical monopoly and
centred oppressed
castes.

Colonial state versus
Indian reformers

One side caused re-
form

Indian argument cre-
ated pressure and
legitimacy; unequal
state power legis-
lated selectively and
claimed moral author-
ity.

Self-test

1. Why is “Western impact” an inadequate explanation for early
nineteenth-century reform?

2. How did Orientalist policy differ from Anglicist policy?
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3. What three methods did Rammohun Roy combine in his re-
form campaigns?

4. Why must the abolition of sati not be credited to a single ac-
tor?

5. What were Young Bengal’s main contribution and limitation?
6. How did Debendranath Tagore alter the Brahmomovement?
7. Why was Vidyasagar’s use of scripture strategic rather than

simply conservative?
8. What did the Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act of 1856 achieve

and fail to achieve?
9. How did the Phule-Sheikh educational initiative differ from an

elite “uplift” model?
10. Give two examples of regional variation in reform before 1857.
11. How does women’s agency change the conventional reform

narrative?
12. State a balanced judgement on the achievements and limits

of early reform.

Answer key

1. Indian thinkers selectedandcontestedWestern ideas through
indigenous religious, linguistic and social debates under un-
equal colonial power.

2. Orientalists funded Sanskrit, Persian and established learn-
ing for rule; Anglicists prioritized English and European knowl-
edge to form an intermediary educated class.

3. Internal scriptural interpretation, universal reason and public
action through print, association, petition and direct cam-
paigning.

4. Indian reformers and orthodox opponents shaped the debate,
women experienced varied constraints, and the colonial state
alone possessed legislative coercion.

5. It normalized radical criticismand free inquirybut remainedan
English-educatedmale circle with weak links to wider society.

6. He revitalized it institutionally and grounded it more firmly in a
reformed Vedantic identity through the Tattvabodhini Sabha.

7. He used recognized Sanskrit authority to make change legiti-
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mate in a hostile arena while also relying on humanist reason-
ing and practical action.

8. It legalized remarriage and children’s legitimacy but did not
end boycott, dependency or caste control and could remove
inheritance claims in the deceased husband’s estate.

9. Savitribai and Fatima were teachers and organizers, while the
programme connected girls’ learning with a direct attack on
caste monopoly over knowledge.

10. Bengal centred Brahmo, Hindu College and print institutions;
western India combined Parsi association, vernacular journal-
ism and anti-caste schooling. Other valid pairs earn credit.

11. Womenappear as teachers, organizers, students andnegotia-
tors who built institutions, not merely as passive objects res-
cued by male reformers.

12. Reform created new organizations, legal rights, schools and
public criticism, but remained limited by urban reach, caste
privilege, patriarchy and selective colonial intervention.

Closing perspective
Early reform was an Indian debate conducted within unequal
colonial conditions, not a gift from foreign rule. Orientalism and
Anglicism were competing strategies of governance as well as
educational philosophies.



CHAPTER 12

Resistance before 1857

Civil rebellion here means resistance led by dispossessed
rulers, chiefs, zamindars or former state personnel; it does not
mean non-violent protest.
Adivasi is used for many indigenous communities historically

classified by the colonial state as “tribes”; each had a distinct po-
litical and ecological history.

Classification is analytical, not absolute
Onemovementmay fit several categories. Sanyasis and Fakirs
were religious mendicants, armed bands and participants in an
agrarian crisis. The Paikas were a militia with service lands, but
peasants and regional elites joined them. Santhals defended an
Adivasi homeland while attacking a combined structure of land-
lord, creditor and state power. Titu Mir’s followers used Islamic
reform to organize cultivators.
The categories identify the dominant mechanism, not a pure

identity:

Form Typical leader-
ship

Central
grievance

Political horizon

Civil Deposed ruler,
chief, zamindar,
former official
or retainer

Loss of
sovereignty,
office, service
land or revenue
rights

Restoration of a
dynasty, chief-
dom or regional
moral order

177
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Form Typical leader-
ship

Central
grievance

Political horizon

Adivasi Community
head, lineage
chief, religious
figure or insur-
gent organizer

Land alienation,
forest restric-
tion, outsiders
and loss of au-
tonomy

Recovery or
defence of com-
munity territory
and customary
authority

Peasant Cultivators, vil-
lage headmen,
local organizers

Revenue, rent,
forced cultiva-
tion, debt and
eviction

Reduction of
exaction or
restoration of
customary sub-
sistence rights

Religious/millenarianSanyasi, fakir,
guru, pir or
prophetic fig-
ure

Moral disor-
der intertwined
with economic
and political
grievance

Purified commu-
nity, just rule or
restoration of a
sacred past

Military Sepoys, hered-
itary militia or
demobilized
soldiers

Pay, allowances,
overseas ser-
vice, rank, dress
and lost employ-
ment

Redress of ser-
vice grievance
or restoration of
a former patron

“Local” does notmean insignificant, and “restorationist” does
not mean apolitical. Rebels often sought to reconstruct a legit-
imate world they believed colonial rule had violated. Their con-
cept of justice could be based on custom, kingly obligation, re-
ligious morality or community control rather than constitutional
citizenship.

Common causes, different combinations
Conquest and dispossession

Company expansion displaced rulers and weakened the mili-
tary households, paiks, polygars, gadkaris, village guards and
retainers who depended on older states. Cash pensions rarely
replaced land, status and reciprocal obligation. A refusal to
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recognize adoption, a new succession arrangement or direct
annexation could therefore mobilize a court and its dependants.

Revenue and property transformation

Permanent, Ryotwari and Mahalwari settlements differed, but
each sought regular, monetized revenue. High assessment, in-
flexible collection and auction could dispossess landholders and
cultivators. Colonial courts gave contracts and documented title
new power, while those accustomed to shared or layered rights
found their claims downgraded. Revenue farmers and landlords
could use police, courts and armed agents to collect more than
cultivators regarded as legitimate.

Credit, commercialization and outsiders

Cash revenue increased borrowing. Merchants andmoneylen-
ders entered regions where land could now be mortgaged or
transferred. Adivasi terms such as diku or sud identified out-
siders not merely by ethnicity but by their role in a new coercive
order. Railway construction, roads, plantations and markets
brought officials, contractors and police deeper into previously
autonomous zones.

Cultural and religious insecurity

Missionary entry, legal intervention andchanges inmilitary dress
could be interpreted as a coordinated plan to destroy caste or
religion. Such fears were not irrational simply because a single
conspiracy did not exist: colonial power had already altered law
andcustomandmissionaries openly sought conversion. Rumour
joined separate experiences into a credible moral threat.

Ecological intrusion

Before the formal forest laws of the later nineteenth century,
road building, timber demand, revenue surveys and outsider
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settlement already threatened shifting cultivation, grazing and
access to forests. Resistance defended an ecological system as
well as political independence.

Civil and restorationist rebellions
Sanyasi-Fakir resistance

After the Company’s acquisition of Bengal’s Diwani in 1765,
revenue extraction, restrictions on movement and the Bengal
famine of 1770 destabilized rural society. Armed Hindu sanya-
sis and Muslim fakirs travelled through Bengal and had long
collected alms or maintained connections with local magnates.
Company officials treated their mobility and armed followings
as threats.
Leaders associated with the resistance included Majnu Shah,

Musa Shah, Bhawani Pathak andDevi Chaudhurani. Participants
included religious followers, displaced soldiers, cultivators and
local landholders. They attacked Company factories, treasuries
and revenue personnel over several decades. It was neither a
single centralized war nor simply religious banditry.

Chuar resistance in Jungle Mahal

“Chuar” was a derogatory official label applied to several forest
and cultivating groups in western Bengal. Revenue demands,
auction of estates and loss of paikan service lands affected za-
mindars, village militia and cultivators. Rebellions occurred in
several phases, especially 1766-72 and 1798-99, under figures
including Durjan Singh. The alliance crossed elite and non-elite
interests: dispossessed zamindars wanted estates restored,
while paiks and cultivators defended livelihood and customary
claims.
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PolygarWars

Polygars or palaiyakkarars were fortified chiefs in the Tamil re-
gion who collected revenue, maintained armed followers and ex-
ercised local authority. Company efforts to impose tribute, dis-
arm forts and replace negotiated sovereignty produced conflict.
Veerapandiya Kattabomman was executed in 1799; Oomathu-
rai and the Marudhu brothers led the wider southern uprising
of 1800-01. The rebels sought regional alliances, but superior
Company coordination and the isolation of forts enabled sup-
pression.

Paika Rebellion

The Paikas of Khurda in Odisha were hereditary militia who held
rent-freeservice lands. Companyconquest, resumptionof these
tenures, a new revenue system, salt regulation and dissatisfac-
tion with currency and officials injured them and wider rural so-
ciety. In 1817 Bakshi Jagabandhu Bidyadhar, whose estate had
been lost, led Paikas, Kandha participants, peasants and local
chiefs in attacks on police stations, offices and treasuries. The
Raja of Khurda remained a symbol of legitimate authority.
The uprising spread rapidly but lacked a durable centralized

command and was suppressed. It was a major regional anti-
Company revolt; calling it the singular “first war of indepen-
dence” replaces analysis with a competitive label.

Kittur and Ramosi resistance

When Kittur’s ruler died in 1824, the Company refused to rec-
ognize the adopted heir Shivalingappa and attempted to take
control. Rani Chennamma led armed resistance and initially
captured Company officers, but was defeated and imprisoned.
Sangolli Rayanna continued guerrilla resistance until his capture
and execution. This occurred before Dalhousie’s formal Doc-
trine of Lapse; it should not be described as an application of
that later policy.
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Ramosis had performed policing and military functions under
Maratha authority. British conquest removed employment and
status. Chittur Singh led resistance from 1822; Umaji Naik orga-
nized raids and an alternative claim to authority in the late 1820s
until his capture in 1831. Official “dacoity” language concealed
the political economy of demobilization.

Ahom resistance

The Company entered Assam during the First Anglo-Burmese
War and did not fully restore the authority expected by Ahom
elites. Gomdhar Konwar was proclaimed ruler in 1828, and later
resistance involved Dhananjay Borgohain and others. The move-
ment was elite-led and restorationist but drew strength from
hostility to foreign occupation. Partial administrative conces-
sions followed even as Company control expanded.

Adivasi resistance and territorial
autonomy
Bhil and Koli resistance

British occupation of Khandesh in 1818 disrupted Bhil author-
ity, subsistence and relations with plains society. Bhil bands
resisted in 1817-19 and later phases; military repression was
combined with conciliation and recruitment into special corps.
Kolis in western India similarly resisted administrative penetra-
tion, loss of hereditary claims and disarmament, includingmajor
activity in 1829 and 1844-46.
Recruitment into colonial units was not simply successful

“pacification.” It converted selected fighters into agents of a
new order while leaving deeper land and authority questions
unresolved.
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Kol uprising

In Chotanagpur and Singhbhum, hereditary chiefs and cultiva-
tors faced land transfer to outsiders, higher rents, moneylend-
ing and a new court-police system. Petitions failed. In 1831-32
Ho,Munda, Oraon and related groups attacked the property and
institutions associated with sud outsiders and briefly removed
Company authority across a wide zone. Budhu Bhagat became
a prominent leader.
The uprising sought to restore territorial andmoral control, but

participant communities and local aimswere not identical. Com-
pany forces suppressed it throughmajor military operations and
later administrative rearrangement.

Khasi resistance

After acquiring Assam, the Company planned a road across
Khasi hills to connect the Brahmaputra and Surma valleys. Tirot
Sing, a Khasi syiem, initially negotiated but resisted when for-
eign troops and road construction threatened political control.
Fighting from 1829 to 1833 used difficult terrain and dispersed
warfare. Tirot Sing was captured after prolonged resistance.
The issue was not isolation from all trade; it was who controlled
passage, labour and sovereignty.

Khond resistance

Khond communities in the Odisha hills resisted from the late
1830s to the 1850s under leaders associated with Chakra Bisoi.
Companyannexation of neighbouring areas, attempts to impose
taxation and officials, and intervention against meriah sacrifice
all played roles. Humanitarian suppression of sacrifice became
entangled with territorial expansion. A moral judgement on the
ritual does not erase the political use of reform language to ex-
tend rule.
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Santhal Hul

Santhals had been encouraged to clear and settle Damin-i-koh
near the Rajmahal Hills. The resulting agrarian frontier brought
zamindars, mahajans, traders, police, officials and railway con-
tractors. Debt manipulation, land alienation, illegal exactions
and official indifference created a “composite apparatus” of
domination.
On 30 June 1855, a great assembly at Bhognadih under Sidhu

and Kanhu Murmu declared rebellion; Chand, Bhairav, Phulo
and Jhano are also remembered in Santhal resistance. Rebels
warned opponents, mobilized villages and attacked moneylen-
ders, landlords, police stations and communications. Low-caste
non-Santhal cultivators sometimes joined. The army used over-
whelming force, burning villages and killing many thousands.
The creation of Santhal Parganas as a separate administra-

tive unit acknowledged distinctive conditions but did not restore
full autonomy. The Hul was mass, territorial and political, yet
its imagined freedom centred on Santhal land and a just moral
order, not a fully articulated all-India programme.

Peasant and religious-millenarian
resistance
Rangpur Dhing

In 1783 cultivators in Rangpur rebelled against severe exac-
tions imposed through the revenue farmer Debi Singh and his
agents. Peasants assembled, created leadership, collected con-
tributions and attacked coercive establishments. The rebellion
shows that early peasant action could be planned and public
rather than spontaneous hunger violence.

Pagal Panthis

Karam Shah’s religious community combined Islamic, Hindu and
local practices among marginalized cultivators of Mymensingh.
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Under Tipu Shah, the movement from the 1820s resisted zamin-
dari rent and asserted an egalitarian moral authority. It briefly
created alternative control in parts of the region. Religious lan-
guage gave solidarity to agrarian demandswithoutmaking them
reducible to theology.

Titu Mir and the Tariqah-i-Muhammadiya milieu

Titu Mir, or Syed Mir Nisar Ali, organized poor Muslim cultivators
and artisans in the Barasat region. His reform challenged syn-
cretic practices and elite authority, while conflictwith zamindars,
indigo planters and theCompany turned it into armed resistance.
A tax imposed by a zamindar on beards became a symbol within
a wider agrarian struggle. Titu Mir’s bamboo fort at Narkelberia
was destroyed by Company artillery in November 1831.

Faraizi movement

Haji Shariatullah founded an indigenous Islamic purification
movement in eastern Bengal; Dudu Miyan developed it into a
strong village network after 1839. The claim that land belonged
to God challenged rent and tax legitimacy. Alternative adjudi-
cation and organization operated across Faridpur, Bakarganj,
Dhaka, Pabna, Tippera, Jessore and Noakhali. Hindu landlords
were frequent opponents because of local class structure, but
Muslim landlords were also challenged. It was agrarian and
religious, not a timeless Hindu-Muslim conflict.

Mappila outbreaks

In Malabar, British law elevated the janmi landlord’s claim to-
ward absolute ownership and reduced cultivating kanamdars
and tenants to more insecure positions. Many landlords were
high-caste Hindus and many tenants were Muslim Mappilas,
so class, tenure and religion overlapped. Islamic leaders and
mosques gave a moral idiom to resistance. Major outbreaks at
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Manjeri in 1849, Kulathur in 1851 andMattannur in 1852 targeted
landlords and the officials who protected them.
K.N.Panikkar emphasizes the “twin exactions”of landlordand

state. Religious martyrdom cannot be separated from tenancy
and legal change, but agrarian grievance alone does not explain
the form, target and emotional force of mobilization.

Military resistance before 1857
Bengal sepoy mutiny of 1764

Sections of the Bengal army mutinied during the wars surround-
ing Buxar over pay and command. Hector Munro restored disci-
pline through exemplary executions, including blowing selected
mutineers from guns. The episode established the Company’s
willingness to use spectacular violence against its own Indian
troops.

Vellore, 1806

New dress regulations prohibited caste marks and earrings and
introduced a turban perceived as resemblingChristian headgear.
Sepoys interpreted the changes alongsidemissionary activity as
a conversion threat. Relatives and former retainers of Tipu Sul-
tan’s family, confined at Vellore, provided a dynastic focus. On
10July sepoys seized the fort and killedEuropean soldiers before
troops from Arcot suppressed themwithin hours.
Vellore combined service regulation, religious fear and restora-

tionist connection. It did not spread because communication,
timing and external support were limited.

Barrackpore, 1824

The 47th Bengal Native Infantry was ordered to serve in the First
Anglo-Burmese War. Sepoys objected to marching without ad-
equate transport, losing allowances and possibly crossing the
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sea in violation of caste rules. Negotiation failed, artillery fired
on the regiment, and leaders were executed. The revolt shows
how administrative economy and cultural insecurity reinforced
each other.

Outcomes and limitations
Most uprisings were defeated because they faced superior lo-
gistics and artillery, remained territorially bounded, lacked sus-
tained coordination and were vulnerable to negotiated defec-
tions. Their programmes often sought restoration rather than
a new social order; chiefs and peasants could share an enemy
while desiring different outcomes. Community solidarity en-
abled mobilization but could limit alliances across boundaries.
Defeat did notmean irrelevance. Resistance forced adminis-

trative change, special districts, selective concessions, military
recruitment, policing reform and more detailed surveillance. It
preserved memories of sovereignty and exposed how colonial
rule worked through local landlords, creditors and officials. It
also created repertoires of assembly, oath, boycott, alternative
adjudication, attacks on records and symbolic restoration.
Later peasant movements differed in important ways. In-

digo resistance of 1859-60, Pabna leagues in the 1870s andDec-
can riots of 1875 used legal rights, rent strikes, social boycott,
journalism and limited economic demands more systematically.
They were not automatically nationalist either, but operated in a
changed public and legal arena.

Interpretations and debates
Lawlessness, primary resistance or politics?

Colonial officials commonly classified uprisings as crime, fanati-
cism or primitive disorder, separating violence from the policies
that produced it. Eric Stokes used “primary resistance” for a
traditional society’s early armed defiance of colonial intrusion.
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D. N. Dhanagare calledmany peasant movements “pre-political”
because they lacked durable organization and a modern pro-
gramme.
Ranajit Guha rejects the denial of politics. Rebels identified

enemies and allies, assembled publicly, levied contributions, at-
tacked records and institutions, and imagined an alternative au-
thority. Their politics differed from parliamentary or nationalist
politics; difference is not absence.

Were these early nationalist movements?

Nationalist memory often treats each rebellion as a step toward
1947. This recognizes anti-Company hostility but risks teleology.
Most participants defended a kingdom, community territory,
moral economy, caste status, service right or religious order.
They did not share one organization, ideology or all-India pro-
gramme. C. A. Bayly’s idea of regional patrias is useful: attach-
ment to homeland and legitimate rule could be patriotic without
being identical to later nation-state nationalism.

Class or community?

Material grievance explains why cultivators rebelled, but mobi-
lization often followed kinship, ethnicity, caste or religion. Guha
emphasizes community as an organizing form of peasant con-
sciousness; K. N. Panikkar shows in Malabar how class and
religion overlapped. Where landlord and tenant boundaries
matched religious identities, conflict could acquire communal
form; where they did not, co-religionists could also be targeted.
Analyse the actual social map instead of choosing class or reli-
gion in advance.

Did charismatic belief make resistance irrational?

Promises that bullets would turn to water or a golden age would
return strengthened courage and unity. Colonial observers
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treated such belief as proof of primitiveness. Millenarian lan-
guage instead translated a loss of land, status and moral order
into a shared future. It may have produced tactical miscalcula-
tion, but it also furnished legitimacy and collective discipline.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

c. 1763-1800 Sanyasi-Fakir resis-
tance in Bengal

Connected post-
conquest disruption,
famine, revenue pres-
sure and mobile reli-
gious networks.

1764 Bengal army sepoy
mutiny suppressed by
Hector Munro

Early warning that
pay, discipline and
service could turn
Company soldiers
against command.

1766-72 and 1798-99 Major phases of
Chuar resistance

Dispossessed zamin-
dars, paiks and forest
communities resisted
revenue intervention
in Jungle Mahal.

1783 Rangpur Dhing Peasants organized
against the oppres-
sive revenue farmer
Debi Singh and his
agents.

1793 Permanent Settle-
ment introduced in
Bengal

Revenue rigidity, auc-
tion and new landlord
power reshaped later
rural conflict.
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Date Event Why it matters

1799 and 1800-01 Major Polygar Wars Company disarma-
ment and revenue
control defeated for-
tified chiefs in Tamil
country.

10 July 1806 Vellore uprising Sepoys seized the
fort before rapid sup-
pression; uniform
change became evi-
dence of a conversion
conspiracy.

1817 Paika Rebellion in
Khurda

Former militia, peas-
ants and local elites
attacked Company
institutions under
Bakshi Jagabandhu.

1817-19 Major Bhil resistance
in Khandesh

British occupation
and outsider penetra-
tion disrupted local
autonomy and subsis-
tence.

1822-31 Ramosi resistance,
including Umaji Naik’s
campaign

Former policing and
military communities
resisted lost service
and authority in west-
ern India.

1824 Barrackpore mutiny;
Kittur resistance

Military service
grievances in Ben-
gal and an adoption-
succession dispute in
Karnataka produced
separate revolts.

1825-35 Pagal Panthi peasant
resistance

Tipu Shah organized
cultivators in My-
mensingh against
rent and zamindari
coercion.
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Date Event Why it matters

1828-33 Ahom resistance in
Assam

British failure to
restore promised
authority after the
Burmese war gener-
ated elite-led regional
revolt.

1829-33 Khasi resistance un-
der Tirot Sing

Road building and
foreign military pres-
ence threatened
Khasi political con-
trol.

1831 Titu Mir’s uprising
suppressed at Narkel-
beria

Islamic reform, agrar-
ian oppression and
resistance to planters,
zamindars and gov-
ernment converged.

1831-32 Kol uprising in
Chotanagpur and
Singhbhum

Land transfer, out-
sider rule and new
law provoked a rapid
restorationist assault.

1837-56 Khond resistance as-
sociated with Chakra
Bisoi

Annexation, taxation
and intrusive interven-
tion challenged hill
autonomy in Odisha.

1830s-1850s Faraizi mobilization
under Haji Shariatul-
lah and Dudu Miyan

Built village organiza-
tion around religious
purification and agrar-
ian equality in eastern
Bengal.

1836-54 Series of Mappila
outbreaks in Malabar

Tenant-landlord con-
flict and religious
leadership interacted
under colonial land
law.

1844-46 Gadkari and Koli re-
sistance in western
India

Former service
groups and hill com-
munities resisted
dispossession and
administrative pene-
tration.
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Date Event Why it matters

1855-56 Santhal Hul Mass uprising against
zamindars, moneylen-
ders, police, officials
and the order protect-
ing them.

High-confusion comparisons
Before and after 1857 peasant patterns

Feature Many pre-1857 upris-
ings

Indigo, Pabna and
Deccan movements
after 1857

Immediate target State agents, za-
mindars, chiefs, out-
siders and creditors
often attacked to-
gether

Planter, landlord or
moneylender tar-
geted through a more
specific grievance

Political language Restoration, sacred
justice, community
autonomy, moral
economy

Contract, occupancy
right, legal rent, debt
record and public
opinion

Organization Charismatic leader,
clan/community as-
sembly, armed band

League, rent strike,
social boycott, litiga-
tion, press campaign

Territorial scale Community home-
land or former polity

District or agrarian
zone, sometimes
linked to urban as-
sociations

Relation to national-
ism

Not one homoge-
neous nationalist
stream

Still usually limited
in aim, but closer
interaction with in-
telligentsia and later
nationalist politics

Movements often confused
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Movement Region Main base Distinctive trig-
ger

Paika, 1817 Odisha Hereditary mili-
tia, peasants,
local elites

Resumed ser-
vice lands and
regional dispos-
session

Vellore, 1806 Tamil Nadu Company se-
poys

Dress regula-
tion, religious
fear and Mysore
dynastic link

Kittur, 1824 Karnataka Court, retainers
and local fight-
ers

Refusal to recog-
nize an adopted
heir, before Doc-
trine of Lapse

Kol, 1831-32 Chotanagpur-
Singhbhum

Ho, Munda,
Oraon and re-
lated communi-
ties

Outsider land
transfer and
new legal-
administrative
order

Santhal Hul,
1855-56

Damin-i-koh Santhal cultiva-
tors with some
non-Santhal
allies

Linked coercion
of creditor, land-
lord, police and
state

Faraizi Eastern Bengal Muslim cultiva-
tors in village
networks

Religious purifi-
cation joined
rent and tax
challenge

Self-test

1. Why are the five categories of pre-1857 resistance overlap-
ping rather than exclusive?

2. What combinationof conditions sustainedSanyasi-Fakir resis-
tance?

3. Why should civil rebellion not be confusedwith non-violent re-
sistance?

4. What grievances drove the Paika Rebellion of 1817?
5. Why is it inaccurate to link Kittur directly to Dalhousie’s Doc-

trine of Lapse?
6. Compare Vellore in 1806 with Barrackpore in 1824.



194 MODERN INDIA I

7. Howdid colonial property relations contribute to the Kol upris-
ing?

8. Whatwas the “composite apparatus” opposed by the Santhal
Hul?

9. How did religion and agrarian conflict interact in the Faraizi or
Mappila movements?

10. Distinguish many pre-1857 uprisings from the Indigo, Pabna
and Deccan movements.

11. Compare the interpretations of Dhanagare and Ranajit Guha.
12. Give a balanced judgement on whether pre-1857 resistance

was nationalist.

Answer key

1. Leadership, social base and grievance intersected: a militia
could bepeasant, anAdivasi revolt could attack creditors, and
religious authority could organize agrarian action.

2. Company revenue expansion, famine and rural distress, re-
strictions on mobile religious groups, displaced fighters and
local patronage networks.

3. It refers to revolts led by displaced civil-political authorities
such as rulers, zamindars and retainers, many of which used
armed force.

4. Resumption of service lands, loss of Khurda sovereignty, rev-
enue and salt policies, currency grievances and the displace-
ment of hereditary militia.

5. The Company rejected Kittur’s adopted heir in 1824, decades
beforeDalhousie formulated and systematically used that pol-
icy.

6. Vellore centred dress rules, conversion fear and a Mysore dy-
nastic connection; Barrackpore centred Burma deployment,
baggage, allowance and sea-crossing concerns. Both joined
service grievance to religious distrust.

7. Landwas transferred tooutsiders, rents rose, credit expanded
and courts-police protected new claims at the expense of
customary authority.
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8. Zamindars, moneylenders, traders, police, officials and the
colonial order that enforced their linked coercion.

9. Religious leaders and institutions gave moral legitimacy and
organization to tenants facing rent, tenure and state-backed
landlord pressure.

10. Many earlier uprisings used armed restoration and commu-
nity moral authority; later movements more often used con-
tracts, courts, rent strikes, boycott, associations and press
around limited demands.

11. Dhanagare considered them pre-political for lacking mod-
ern organization and programme; Guha identified political
consciousness in public mobilization, chosen targets and al-
ternative authority.

12. They opposed Company rule and could express regional pa-
triotism, but they lacked one all-India organization, ideology
or nation-state objective; they were multiple political resis-
tances rather than a single nationalist movement.

Closing perspective
ResistancebeganwithCompanyconquest andaccompaniedev-
ery major expansion of fiscal and territorial control. Civil rebel-
lions defended lost authority and service rights; the label does
not imply peaceful methods.



CHAPTER 13

The Revolt of 1857

Long-term causes included annexation, revenue pressure, dis-
possession of taluqdars and rulers, racial exclusion, religious-
cultural fear, and sepoy grievances.
Awadh’s annexation in 1856was especially explosive because

Bengal Army sepoys were closely connected to its peasant and
taluqdar society.

Causes accumulated across state,
countryside, army, and culture
No single grievance explains the revolt. The cartridge contro-
versy activated a political environment already transformed by
conquest.

Political annexation and displaced authority

The Doctrine of Lapse annexed Satara, Jhansi, Nagpur, and
other states when the Company refused to recognize adopted
heirs. Nana Sahib lost the pension associated with his adop-
tive father, the former Peshwa Baji Rao II. The Mughal dynasty
was told that imperial titles and residence in the Red Fort would
end after Bahadur Shah Zafar. Awadh was annexed in 1856 on
grounds of misgovernment, despite its long alliance with the
Company.
Annexationaffectedmore thanrulers. Courts, retainers, sol-

diers, artisans, religious beneficiaries, and service groups lost

196
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patronage. A political decision therefore produced unemploy-
ment, status loss, and local economic disruption.

Agrarian and social grievances

Revenue settlements, rent demands, estate sales, and official
courts altered rural hierarchy. In Awadh, the summary settle-
ment after annexation weakened many taluqdars and dealt di-
rectly with village claimants. Taluqdarswanted estates restored;
peasants resented revenue, rent, creditors, and intrusive offi-
cials. Their interests could conflict, yet both could oppose the
new regime.
Rebels often destroyed account records, court papers, rev-

enue registers, and moneylenders’ bonds. This targeted the
documentary machinery through which debt and state demand
were enforced. Participation nevertheless varied: some land-
lords and merchants supported the British, protected property,
or changed sides as military fortunes shifted.

Religious and cultural fears

Missionary activity, the abolition of sati, widow-remarriage legis-
lation, Western education, and legal changes were read through
a wider fear that government intended mass conversion and so-
cial homogenization. Reform measures did not directly cause
revolt everywhere, and many Indian reformers supported them.
The issue was distrust: an alien state with racial power could
make even limited intervention appear part of a hidden plan.
Rumours about bone dust in flour, forced conversion, and car-

tridge grease moved rapidly through cantonments and bazaars.
Chapatis and lotus flowers later acquired legendary importance,
but evidence for a centrally coordinated signal system is weak.

Sepoy grievances

The Bengal Army’s Indian soldiers faced lower pay and status
than Europeans, limited promotion, racial insults, and changes
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in allowanceswhen service areas expanded. High-caste recruits
feared loss of ritual status during overseas service. Annexation
reduced batta or foreign-service allowances as former “foreign”
territories became Company land.
The Bengal Army recruited heavily fromAwadh and nearby dis-

tricts. Sepoys were peasants in uniform, connected to village
grievances through family, land, caste, and patronage. This ex-
plainswhymilitary and civil rebellion reinforced each other in the
Gangetic heartland.

The cartridge was a catalyst
The Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle used a paper cartridge whose end
had to be bitten. Rumours held that grease contained cow and
pig fat, offending Hindu and Muslim religious practice. Officials
tried substitutions and procedural changes, but mistrust made
reassurance ineffective.
At Meerut, 85 troopers who refused cartridges were sen-

tenced and publicly shackled on 9 May. Fellow soldiers revolted
the next evening, released them, attacked officers and civilians,
andmarched to Delhi. Delay by British commanders allowed the
movement to reach the old imperial capital.

Delhi: symbol without full centralization
Delhi rebels asked the aged Bahadur Shah Zafar to lead them.
The Mughal name provided legitimacy that no cantonment com-
mander possessed. Princes, courtiers, soldiers, artisans, and
townspeople participated, but administration struggled with fi-
nance, supplies, discipline, and conflicting authority.
Bakht Khan, an artillery subedar from Bareilly, arrived in July

and attempted to create a governing court and coordinated com-
mand. Court factions and sepoy regimental autonomy limited
him. Delhiwasbesieged from theRidge,with British forces draw-
ing crucial reinforcements and soldiers from Punjab. Its fall in
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September includedmass killing, expulsion, anddestruction. Ba-
hadur Shahwas tried and exiled to Rangoon; his sonswere killed
byWilliam Hodson.

Regional coalitions and leaders
Kanpur

Nana Sahib assumed leadership with Azimullah Khan as adviser
and Tantia Tope as military associate. The killing of British cap-
tives at Satichaura Ghat and Bibighar became central to British
revenge propaganda. Responsibility and command remain de-
bated, but the killings were real and were used to justify indis-
criminate reprisals.

Awadh and Lucknow

Awadhsaw thebroadest civil participation. BegumHazratMa-
hal declared her son Birjis Qadr ruler and worked with taluqdars,
soldiers, religious figures, and townspeople. Maulvi Ahmadullah
Shah emerged as a mobile leader. The Residency siege drew at-
tention, but rural forts and taluqdar resistance made Awadh a
prolonged war rather than one urban episode.

Jhansi and central India

Rani Lakshmibai initially sought recognition of her adopted son’s
claim and faced a complex local situation after mutineers killed
Europeans at Jhansi. British refusal and advancing armies
moved her into open leadership. She allied with Tantia Tope,
capturedGwalior with rebel forces, and died fighting near Kotah-
ki-Serai in June 1858.

Bihar and Rohilkhand

Kunwar Singh, an elderly zamindar of Jagdishpur, led resis-
tance in Bihar and conducted amobile campaign despite limited
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means. Khan Bahadur Khan established authority at Bareilly in
Rohilkhand. These movements drew on local retainers, soldiers,
agrarian networks, and anti-Company sentiment.

Geography explains both scale and limits
The core zone ran through the upper and middle Gangetic plain
and central India: Delhi, western Uttar Pradesh, Awadh, Rohilk-
hand, Bundelkhand, parts of Bihar, and Gwalior. There were out-
breaks elsewhere, but the revolt did not engulf thewhole subcon-
tinent.
Most of Punjab remained under British control. Sikh chiefs

and soldiers, Punjabi Muslims, Pathans, Gurkhas, and forces of
loyal princeswere recruited for suppression. Hyderabad, Patiala,
Kashmir, Gwalior’s ruler, and many Rajput states supported or
did not challenge the British, even when contingents rebelled.
The Bombay and Madras armies largely remained loyal. Bengal
proper had unrest but no comparable regional overthrow.
Non-participation had specific reasons: political rivalry with

former Mughal or Maratha power, recent accommodation with
theCompany, elite interest, different army recruitment, distance
from the Bengal cantonment network, and rapid British control.
It cannot be explained as lack of patriotism alone.

Why the revolt failed militarily
• NounifiedcommandconnectedDelhi, Awadh, Kanpur, Jhansi,
Bihar, and central India.

• Leaders pursued partly different restorative and local objec-
tives.

• Rebel supply, finance, intelligence, and siege capacity were
inconsistent.

• The British controlled the sea and received reinforcements af-
ter the CrimeanWar and from forces diverted from China.
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• Telegraph and postal communications accelerated British co-
ordination, though rebels cut lines in places.

• Punjab remained a recruitment and supply base.
• Many princes, landlords, merchants, and army units sup-
ported the British or waited.

• British artillery, organized command, and ability to concen-
trate forces proved decisive.

Failure was not evidence of passive resistance or negligible
strength. The Company state nearly lost its north Indian centre
and required extensive Indian military support to recover it.

Suppression and reprisals
Delhi fell in September 1857; Kanpur and Lucknow were retaken
through repeated campaigns; central India was subdued during
1858; mobile resistance continued into 1859. British and loyalist
forces used summary execution, village burning, property con-
fiscation, and collective punishment. Rebels also killed combat-
ants and civilians. A balanced account recognizes violence on all
sideswithout equating the organized punitive power of the victo-
rious state with every local act.

Consequences
Crown transfer: the Government of India Act 1858 abolished
Company rule. A Secretary of State for India and council re-
placed theBoardofControl andCourt ofDirectors; theGovernor-
General also became Viceroy.
Princely policy: annexation through lapse ended, treaties

were affirmed, and princes became conservative pillars of em-
pire under paramountcy.
Army reorganization: the European proportion increased, ar-

tillery was largely reserved for Europeans, recruitment shifted
toward communities classified as “martial,” and regiments were
mixed to prevent solidarity.
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Landlordpolicy: loyal taluqdarsand landlords receivedstronger
support, notably in Awadh, while confiscation and restoration re-
warded allegiance.
Religious caution: the Crown promised non-interference in

belief and equal protection, while reformist zeal diminished.
Racial hardening: separation and distrust deepened. Public

commemorationglorifiedBritish survival andmarginalized Indian
memory.
National memory: later nationalists reclaimed 1857 as heroic

anti-colonial resistance, even as they debated its social pro-
gramme and geographical limits.

Social participation was dynamic, not
fixed
Participation changed as armies approached and local balances
shifted. A village might provision rebels under one authority
and negotiate with British officers later. Merchants could fi-
nance a rebel administration while fearing attacks on property;
taluqdars could mobilize tenants yet also restore rent claims;
peasants could follow a landlord against the Company and then
use disorder to challenge that landlord. Women participated
as rulers, couriers, suppliers, defenders, and members of dis-
placed households, although official records usually foreground
elite commanders.
Hindu-Muslimcooperationwasvisible inproclamations, shared

military action, defence of religious practice, and the Mughal
symbol. Rebel leaders often promised to protect both faiths and
portrayed the Company as their common danger. This cooper-
ation was politically important, but it did not erase local conflict
or create a modern secular programme. Religious idioms gave
rebellion legitimacy because political communication operated
through familiar moral worlds.
The rebels also attempted government. Delhi formed an ad-

ministrative court; Awadh issued proclamations and collected
revenue; regional leaders appointed officers, raised supplies,
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and heard claims. These efforts disprove the idea of unstruc-
tured violence, yet wartime scarcity and competing command
prevented stable coordination. Restorative language pointed
backward to Mughal, Peshwa, taluqdar, or dynastic rights, while
the effort to expel an alien corporate regime pointed toward a
wider anti-colonial future.

Memory, archives, and caution
British narratives centered besieged Europeans and celebrated
loyal soldiers, while minimizing punitive violence. Nationalist
retellings later centered martyrdom and unity. Court records,
proclamations, petitions, folk memories, Urdu and Hindi writ-
ing, and local histories reveal different experiences. Numbers
of participants and victims remain uncertain, so precise totals
require caution. The strongest reconstruction comparesmilitary
dispatches with Indian testimony and reads official labels such
as “rebel,” “loyal,” and “criminal” as political classifications.
Rumour moved through regimental lines, pilgrimage routes,

markets, postal runners, religious establishments, and kinship
connections. Proclamations appealed to honour, faith, liveli-
hood, dynasty, and freedom from foreign authority rather than
one standardizedmanifesto. Speed of transmission explains the
rapidMay-Junespread, but communicationdidnotproduceana-
tional headquarters. Each centre interpreted the crisis through
its own political history. That combination of fast circulation
and local translation is why the revolt could be broad without
becoming organizationally unified.
Economic capacity shaped endurance. Rebel armies re-

quired grain, transport animals, cash, weapons, and skilled
labour. Where leaders could tax or command established es-
tates, resistance lasted longer; where supply failed, indiscipline
and desertion increased. British recovery likewise depended
on Indian bankers, contractors, transport workers, informants,
and camp followers. A narrow battlefield narrative misses this
logistical contest and the dependence of both sides on civilian
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economies.

Interpretations and debates
Colonial writers called 1857 a “Sepoy Mutiny,” emphasizing mil-
itary origin and loyalty elsewhere. The label identifies the initial
institutional setting but understates civil rebellion and political
overthrow in Awadh, Bundelkhand, Rohilkhand, and parts of Bi-
har.
V.D. Savarkar popularized “First War of Indian Independence,”

emphasizing unity and anti-colonial purpose. The formulation
restored Indian agency but projects a later nation-wide pro-
gramme onto uneven regional coalitions.
R.C.Majumdar rejected both “first” and fully “national,” stress-

ing limited geography and divergentmotives. S.N. Sen accepted
that a military rising developed into a wider struggle, while Eric
Stokes emphasized regionally specific peasant structures and
leadership.
Rudrangshu Mukherjee’s work on Awadh demonstrates that

sepoy and agrarian rebellion cannot be separated there. Tapti
Roy’swork on Bundelkhand likewise stresses local politics rather
than a single all-India script.
Balanced judgement: 1857wasapolycentric anti-Company re-

bellion whosemilitary, civil, restorative, agrarian, and embryonic
national dimensions varied by region. No single label is adequate
without qualification.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology
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Date Event Why it matters

1856 Awadh annexed; Gen-
eral Service Enlist-
ment Act passed

Joins agrarian-
political disposses-
sion to sepoy anxiety.

Jan–Feb 1857 Cartridge rumours
spread; Berhampore
regiment refuses drill

Shows military disaf-
fection before open
revolt.

29 Mar 1857 Mangal Pandey at-
tacks officers at Bar-
rackpore

Early violent signal;
he is executed on 8
April.

24 Apr 1857 Troopers at Meerut
refuse cartridges

Leads to court-martial
and public humilia-
tion.

10 May 1857 Meerut uprising Sepoys free prison-
ers, kill Europeans,
and march to Delhi.

11 May 1857 Delhi occupied by
rebels

Bahadur Shah Zafar
becomes symbolic
head.

30 May–June 1857 Revolt spreads
through Awadh, Ro-
hilkhand, Kanpur,
Jhansi and central
India

Military rebellion
merges with local
civil insurgencies.

June 1857 Nana Sahib leads Kan-
pur rising; Lucknow
Residency besieged

Creates major re-
gional centres.

July 1857 Bakht Khan reaches
Delhi

Attempts to orga-
nize rebel military-
administrative author-
ity.

20 Sep 1857 British recapture
Delhi

Breaks the princi-
pal symbolic centre;
Bahadur Shah is cap-
tured.

Mar 1858 Lucknow recaptured Major Awadh city
falls, though rural
resistance continues.

Apr 1858 Kunwar Singh dies
after Bihar campaign

Removes a major
eastern leader.
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Date Event Why it matters

June 1858 Rani Lakshmibai dies
near Gwalior

Central Indian resis-
tance loses its most
prominent comman-
der.

Apr 1859 Tantia Tope captured
and executed

Marks the end of sus-
tained mobile leader-
ship.

1858–59 Crown transfer and
formal pacification

Administrative reor-
ganization follows
military suppression.

High-confusion comparisons

Dimension Military mutiny Civil rebellion National-war
claim

Strongest evi-
dence

Bengal Army
outbreak, can-
tonment spread,
sepoy com-
mand

Awadh taluq-
dars and peas-
ants, towns, dis-
placed courts

Shared enemy,
Delhi symbol,
Hindu-Muslim
cooperation,
later memory

Main limitation Cannot ex-
plain wide non-
military partici-
pation

Coalitions and
objectives dif-
fered by locality

Participation
was geographi-
cally limited and
programme not
unified

Best use Explains origin Explains social
expansion

Explains anti-
colonial direc-
tion and histori-
cal significance

Self-test

1. Why was Awadh central to both military and civil rebellion?
2. Distinguish long-term causes from the immediate catalyst.
3. What occurred at Meerut on 9–10 May 1857?
4. Why was Bahadur Shah Zafar important despite limited oper-

ational power?
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5. Name four major regional leaders and their centres.
6. What social coalition sustained rebellion in Awadh?
7. Why did most of Punjab remain strategically important to the

British?
8. Give four reasons the revolt failed militarily.
9. Why is “Sepoy Mutiny” insufficient?
10. Why is an unqualified “First War of Independence” also insuf-

ficient?
11. List four major consequences of the revolt.
12. What is the most balanced characterization of 1857?

Answer key

1. Bengal Army recruits came heavily from Awadh, while annex-
ation disrupted its court, taluqdars, peasants, retainers, and
local economy.

2. Annexation, revenue, dispossession, racism, cultural fear,
and service grievances accumulated; greased-cartridge dis-
trust triggered open refusal and revolt.

3. Imprisoned troopers were publicly shackled on 9 May; fellow
soldiers revolted on 10 May, freed them, attacked Europeans,
and marched to Delhi.

4. The Mughal name offered common legitimacy and turned
a cantonment rising into a political challenge to Company
sovereignty.

5. Nana Sahib at Kanpur, Begum Hazrat Mahal at Lucknow, Lak-
shmibai at Jhansi-Gwalior, and Kunwar Singh at Jagdishpur
are valid examples.

6. Taluqdars, peasants, sepoys, court groups, religious lead-
ers, townspeople, and retainers cooperated despite differing
goals.

7. Punjabprovided troops, transport, supplies, and a secure rear
for the siege and recapture of Delhi.

8. Valid reasons include fragmented command, divergent aims,
weak logistics, British sea control, telegraph, Punjab man-
power, reinforcements, and loyal princes.
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9. It ignores large-scale civilian, agrarian, elite, urban, and re-
gional participation after the army rising began.

10. The revolt lacked all-India reach, unified command, and a
common modern national programme, though it had clear
anti-Company direction.

11. Crown transfer, army reorganization, strengthened princely
and landlord alliances, religious caution, racial hardening, and
nationalist memory are valid.

12. A sepoy-initiated, polycentric anti-Company rebellion combin-
ingmilitarymutiny, civil war, restoration, agrarian protest, and
proto-national potential.

Closing perspective
The cartridge controversy was a catalyst operating on accumu-
lated political, agrarian, military, and cultural grievances. Awadh
linked sepoy discontent to a broad rural rebellion more strongly
than any other region.



Part III

Crown rule and the
rise of nationalism



CHAPTER 14

Crown Rule and Imperial
Ideology

The Government of India Act 1858 abolished Company govern-
ment, the Board of Control, and the Court of Directors.
A cabinet-level Secretary of State for India, advised by a Coun-

cil of India, exercised metropolitan authority and controlled In-
dian revenues from London.

Crown transfer changed the apex, not
the district foundation
The 1858 act ended the anomalous rule of a chartered corpora-
tion. The Secretary of State for India inherited powers previously
divided between the Board of Control and Court of Directors. A
fifteen-member Council of India offered experience and advice;
many earlymembers hadCompanybackgrounds. TheSecretary
could act through secret dispatches and spent Indian revenue
through the London establishment.
In India, the Governor-General-in-Council continued. The

title Viceroy emphasized representation of the monarch, es-
pecially toward princely states; Governor-General described
statutory executive authority. Communications by telegraph
and steam shortened London’s response time and increased
metropolitan direction.
Continuity mattered. District collectors, courts, revenue sys-

tems, police practices, and much of the civil service survived.

210
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Crown rule was administrative consolidation after revolt, not a
new state built from zero.

Proclamation: reassurance with
boundaries
The proclamation promised respect for princely treaties, non-
interference in religious belief, impartial protection of law, and
admission to office based on education and ability. It repudi-
ated aggressive annexation in tone and offered clemency with
exceptions.
These promises had limits. Parliament remained sovereign,

Indians had no responsible central government, senior offices
stayed disproportionately European, and public policy could still
affect religious and social practice. The proclamation was both
a conciliatory settlement and a claim that imperial rule now pos-
sessed moral legitimacy.

Central executive and legislative
councils
The Indian Councils Act 1861 enlarged the Viceroy’s council for
legislation with nominated additional members, including a few
Indian princes and elites. These members could discuss bills
when summoned but did not control the executive. The Viceroy
could issue ordinances in emergencies and override debate.
Portfolio allocation gave executive council members charge

of departments such as finance, home, military, and law. This
improved specialization but did not create cabinet responsibil-
ity. The 1892 act enlarged councils, allowed limited budget dis-
cussion and questions, and accepted members recommended
through indirect institutional channels. It stopped short of ex-
plicit election and gave councils no power to dismiss govern-
ment.
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Provincial administration and financial
decentralization
The 1861 act restored legislative authority to Mumbai and Chen-
nai and allowed new provincial councils. Later provinces and
lieutenant-governorships developed councils. Central control
over revenue, army, foreign affairs, tariffs, and major policy re-
mained strong.
Mayo’s arrangements assigned selected services, such as po-

lice, jails, education, medical services, and roads, to provincial
budgets with fixed grants. Ripon developed divided and provin-
cial heads of revenue. Decentralization encouraged budgeting
and local adaptation, but it also shifted the burden of under-
funded services downward while the centre retained elastic
revenues and strategic priorities.

Local government: participation without
sovereignty
Municipal bodies existedbefore 1857, often to finance sanitation,
roads, and policing through local taxation. Mayo emphasized fis-
cal relief. Ripon’s resolution of 1882 gave local government a
more political rationale: non-official majorities, election where
feasible, and non-official chairmen.
Actual autonomy varied. District magistrates supervised

boards; provincial governments could suspend decisions; fran-
chiseswere narrow; rural bodies hadweak income; official mem-
bers remained influential; and unpopular taxation damaged le-
gitimacy. Yet municipalities and district boards gave lawyers,
merchants, landlords, and professionals experience in budgets,
debate, and representation. They became both administrative
auxiliaries and schools of public politics.
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Civil services: formal competition,
practical exclusion
The covenanted service evolved into the Indian Civil Service.
Competitive examination replaced nomination, but it was held
in London in English and emphasized classical education. The
maximum age was progressively lowered, making participation
harder for Indian graduates. Satyendranath Tagore became the
first Indian to enter through competition in 1863.
The Statutory Civil Service experiment under Lytton reserved

someposts for nominated Indians but failed. TheAitchisonCom-
mission recommended Imperial, Provincial, and Subordinate
classifications and a larger provincial career structure. Indians
entered lower and provincial services in greater numbers, while
key executive posts remained concentrated in the ICS.
The bureaucracy’s claim to political neutrality obscured its

imperial role. Collectors controlled revenue, magistracy, polic-
ing, famine administration, and political intelligence. Indian
officials could exercise real administrative authority, but they
implemented policy determined under alien sovereignty.

Army reorganization after the revolt
The Crown absorbed Company forces. Reorganization pur-
sued prevention, external defence, and imperial deployment.

1. European ratio: policy maintained a substantially higher Eu-
ropean proportion than before 1857, with regional ratios vary-
ing.

2. Artillery: field artillery remained overwhelmingly European;
limited mountain batteries were exceptions.

3. Recruitment: Bengal high-caste recruitment declined; Sikhs,
Gurkhas, Punjabi Muslims, Pathans, Dogras, and others clas-
sified as “martial races” gained preference.

4. Counterpoise: regiments and brigades mixed groups so no
single community could dominate.
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5. Command: commissioned ranks and strategic branches
stayed under European control for decades.

6. Isolation: officials tried to separate soldiers from nationalist
print and civilian politics.

“Martial race” theory was political ethnography, not military
science. It rewarded groups associated with loyalism, essential-
ized communities, and transformed colonial assumptions into re-
cruitment policy.
Indian taxpayers bore the cost of forces used for frontier wars

and campaigns in Asia and Africa. The army was therefore both
occupation force and imperial expeditionary instrument.

Police and judiciary
The Police Act 1861 organized provincial constabularies under
an inspector-general, with district superintendents and subordi-
nate stations. Village watchmen often remained. Low pay, co-
ercive investigation, corruption, and responsibility to executive
magistratesweakenedpublic trust. Police suppressedcrimebut
also watchedmeetings, print, labour, peasants, and nationalists.
The High Courts Act 1861 merged the royal Supreme Courts

and Company Sadar Adalats at Kolkata, Mumbai, and Chen-
nai. Codified criminal and civil procedure expanded. Equality
remained qualified: European defendants preserved practical
privilege, costs limited access, and executive magistracy was
powerful.
The Ilbert Bill of 1883 proposed allowing qualified Indian dis-

trictmagistrates and sessions judges to try EuropeanBritish sub-
jects. European agitation forced a compromise involving jury ar-
rangements. The controversy exposed the racial boundary be-
neath claims of legal equality.
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Racial ideology and social distance
After 1857, many British officials interpreted revolt as proof that
racial separation and firmness were necessary. Clubs, canton-
ments, residential segregation, service exclusion, railway com-
partments, and everyday insult marked social distance. Scien-
tific racism and “martial race” classification gave hierarchy an
apparently modern vocabulary.
Lytton’s Vernacular Press Act targeted Indian-language publi-

cations while the Arms Act imposed licensing that operated un-
equally. The Delhi Assemblage of 1877 staged princes and sub-
jects in a ranked imperial order even as famine afflicted parts of
India. Curzon later defended bureaucratic authority and imperial
ceremony against representative claims.
Racial ideology was never uncontested. Missionaries, lib-

erals, Indian officials, and some governors differed over policy,
and law retained universal language. The recurring retreat from
equality, however, showed which interest prevailed when Euro-
pean privilege felt threatened.

Princely states: protection under
paramountcy
After 1858, adoption rights were recognized and annexation by
lapse ended. Princes who had remained loyal were rewarded.
The Raj treated princely India as a conservative barrier against
rebellion and nationalism.
Protection did not restore sovereignty. Princes could not

conduct independent foreign relations, employ foreign Euro-
peans without permission, or wage war. Residents and political
agents monitored succession, administration, railways, commu-
nications, and strategic affairs. The Crown claimed a paramount
authority above written treaty terms and could depose rulers for
alleged misgovernment while preserving the state.
The Imperial Assemblage placed princes within a hierarchy

headed by the monarch and Viceroy. Princely states retained
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internal diversity: Mysore, Baroda, Travancore, and others pur-
sued selected administrative and educational reforms, while
other courts remained fiscally or politically restrictive. Indirect
rule was flexible and intervention varied.

Landlords and conservative alliance
British policy after revolt strengthened zamindars and taluq-
dars as intermediaries. In Awadh, confiscation was followed
by restoration to many taluqdars who submitted. Landed elites
received titles, council seats, and ceremonial recognition. This
was not universal landlord control, but it signaled caution toward
changes that might alienate property holders.
Social reform slowed at official initiative. Government pro-

claimed religious neutrality, although law, education, census cat-
egories, courts, and missionary presence continued to reshape
society. Neutrality meant political caution more than absence of
cultural power.

Frontier and foreign policy
India’s foreignpolicy served imperial security, not anautonomous
Indian electorate. British strategists feared Russian influence
through Central Asia, protected routes and buffers, and used
Indian revenue and troops.
Afghanistan: John Lawrence’s “masterly inactivity” preferred

limited intervention; Lytton’s “forward policy” produced the Sec-
ond Anglo-Afghan War. Abdur Rahman later ruled internally
while Britain influenced external relations. The Durand agree-
ment of 1893 demarcated spheres but divided Pashtun regions
and did not pacify the frontier.
North-West Frontier: repeated expeditions, subsidies, roads,

posts, and tribal policies alternated coercion with negotiation.
The North-West Frontier Province was created in 1901.
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Burma: the Third Anglo-Burmese War in 1885 ended the Kon-
baung monarchy; Upper Burma was annexed and administered
as part of British India.
Tibet: Curzon’s 1903–04 expedition under Younghusband

sought toblockpresumedRussian influenceand forcecommercial-
diplomatic access. The invasion revealed how strategic suspi-
cion could produce violence without a proportionate threat.
Foreign campaigns expanded imperial reach while their fiscal

burdens fell heavily on India.

Information, communications, and
famine administration
Crown rule became more capable of seeing and moving across
territory. Census operations, gazetteers, cadastral surveys,
ethnographicclassification, criminal intelligence, railways, postal
systems, and telegraphs connected district knowledge to provin-
cial and central offices. These systems served several purposes
at once: troop movement, market integration, taxation, disaster
reporting, and political surveillance. Their later use by Indian
travelers, traders, newspapers, and nationalists was real but did
not erase the priorities that shaped investment.
Famines exposed the limits of centralized competence.

Railways could move grain, but purchasing power, export flows,
revenue pressure, official ideas about market discipline, and re-
strictive relief tests affected survival. FamineCommissions after
the crises of the 1870s and 1890s produced codes for scarcity
declaration, relief works, gratuitous aid, and administrative re-
sponsibility. Implementation varied, and fear of expenditure
repeatedly narrowed relief. The contrast between elaborate in-
formation and preventable mortality weakened claims of benev-
olent rule.
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Representation created an imperial
dilemma
Councils and local boards were intended to gather information,
distribute administrative burdens, and associate dependable
elites with government. Once Indians entered them, they used
budgets, questions, resolutions, and public reporting to expose
military expenditure, taxation, famine policy, and racial discrim-
ination. Limited participation therefore generated demands for
wider participation. The Raj could expand consultation to im-
prove legitimacy, but each expansion revealed that final power
remained unaccountable. This contradiction helped turn ed-
ucated professionals from petitioning collaborators into orga-
nized nationalists. Representation became both a safety mech-
anism and an unintended training ground for opposition.

Interpretations and debates
Thomas Metcalf describes the post-1857 order as cautious and
conservative: rulers sought allies among princes and landlords
and replaced reformist confidence with hierarchy. This does not
mean administrative inactivity; surveys, communications, polic-
ing, and frontier interventions expanded.
Bernard Cohn emphasizes imperial ceremony as a technology

of rule. The 1877 Assemblage classified princes and officials in
a visible hierarchy, making Crown sovereignty appear traditional
and universal.
Anil Seal and Cambridge-school scholarship highlight collab-

oration, patronage, and competition among Indian elites within
councils and local institutions. Nationalist analysis replies that
collaboration occurred within an unequal structure whose deci-
sive authority remained British.
The army’s “martial race” doctrine can be read as a lesson

drawn from loyalty in 1857, but modern scholarship treats it as a
constructed political classification that reshaped communities
rather than discovered fixed military qualities.
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Balanced judgement: Crown rule combined institutional con-
tinuity with a new alliance strategy, racial ideology, and closer
metropolitan command. Decentralization widened administra-
tion without transferring sovereignty.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1858 Government of In-
dia Act and Queen’s
Proclamation

Transfers rule to
Crown and declares a
new public policy.

1859–61 Army reorganization
commissions

Rebalance European
and Indian forces and
revise recruitment.

1861 Indian Councils Act Begins limited asso-
ciation and restores
provincial legislation.

1861 Indian Civil Service
Act

Reserves specified
posts for covenanted
service while validat-
ing some appoint-
ments.

1861 Indian High Courts
Act

Replaces Supreme
and Sadar courts with
High Courts from
1862.

1861 Police Act Creates provincial
civil constabularies
under inspectors-
general.

1868–72 Mayo’s financial de-
centralization

Assigns selected
services and fixed
grants to provinces.
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Date Event Why it matters

1876 Royal Titles Act Authorizes “Empress
of India” title.

1877 Delhi Imperial Assem-
blage

Publicly stages
Crown paramountcy
and hierarchy.

1878 Vernacular Press Act
and Arms Act

Reveals racial and
political inequality
under Lytton.

1878–80 Second Anglo-Afghan
War

“Forward” frontier
policy produces
costly intervention.

1882 Ripon’s local self-
government resolu-
tion

Expands non-official
and elected elements
in municipalities and
district boards.

1883–84 Ilbert Bill controversy European opposition
forces dilution of judi-
cial equality.

1885–86 Third Anglo-Burmese
War and annexation

Extends Indian im-
perial administration
eastward.

1886–87 Aitchison Commis-
sion

Reclassifies superior,
provincial, and subor-
dinate services.

1892 Indian Councils Act Enlarges councils
and permits indirect
recommendation and
budget questions.

1893 Durand Line agree-
ment

Marks an Afghan fron-
tier sphere without
ending frontier con-
flict.

1902–04 Police Commission
and administrative
reforms

Improves structure
while preserving
policing as an instru-
ment of rule.

1903–04 Curzon’s Tibet expedi-
tion

Demonstrates contin-
uing strategic inter-
vention beyond for-
mal Indian borders.
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High-confusion comparisons

Area Change after 1858 Major continuity

Metropolitan control Secretary of State
replaces Company
double control

Policy remains di-
rected from Britain.

Central executive Governor-General
also styled Viceroy

Executive council and
authoritarian power
continue.

Army Recruitment, ratios,
artillery, counterpoise
altered

European command
and Indian fiscal bur-
den remain.

Civil service Competition and
gradual Indian entry

Senior racial
monopoly persists.

Princes Lapse abandoned
and treaties reas-
sured

Paramountcy and
Residents restrict
sovereignty.

Local government More boards and
elected non-officials

Officials, narrow fran-
chise, and weak fi-
nance limit auton-
omy.

Self-test

1. What institutions replaced Company double control in 1858?
2. Distinguish the Governor-General and Viceroy titles.
3. What did Queen Victoria’s Proclamation promise, and what

did it not grant?
4. How did the Indian Councils Act 1861 change legislation?
5. Whywas financial decentralizationnot equivalent toprovincial

autonomy?
6. What were Ripon’s local-government aims and limits?
7. How did the ICS remain exclusionary despite competition?
8. Name four principles of army reorganization after 1857.
9. What did the Ilbert Bill controversy reveal?
10. How did princely policy combine protection and subordina-

tion?
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11. Compare “masterly inactivity” and the “forward policy” in
Afghanistan.

12. What best defines the balance of change and continuity after
1858?

Answer key

1. ASecretary of State for India andCouncil of India replaced the
Board of Control and Court of Directors under parliamentary
Crown government.

2. Governor-General denotedstatutory executiveheadofBritish
India; Viceroy denoted the monarch’s representative, espe-
cially toward princes.

3. It promised treaty respect, religious non-interference, legal
protection, and formal office eligibility; it did not grant repre-
sentative self-government.

4. It addednominated legislativemembers, including Indians, re-
stored provincial lawmaking, and preserved Viceroy control
and emergency ordinance power.

5. Provinces received responsibility for selected services and
fixed funds while the centre retained strategic policy, major
revenues, and overriding supervision.

6. Ripon favorednon-officialmajorities, election, andnon-official
chairmen; narrow franchises, official oversight, and weak rev-
enue restricted results.

7. The London venue, English classical curriculum, cost, falling
age limit, and racial preference restricted effective Indian ac-
cess.

8. Higher European ratio, European artillery monopoly, altered
recruitment, mixed communities, European command, and
soldier isolation are valid.

9. European resistance to Indian judges exposed the racial
boundary beneath proclaimed legal equality.

10. Adoption and dynasties were protected, while Residents,
paramountcy, and restrictions on diplomacy and defence
denied external sovereignty.

11. Masterly inactivity preferred limited intervention and a stable
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buffer; forward policy sought active control throughmissions,
occupation, and war.

12. Crown rule preserved centralized district administrationwhile
adding closer London control, reorganized coercion, princely-
landlord alliances, racial ideology, and limited participation.

Closing perspective
Crown transfer centralized public responsibility in Britain but
did not democratize Indian government. Governor-General and
Viceroy were two roles of the same office, not separate rulers.



CHAPTER 15

Religion, Caste, Gender,
and Community after
1858

1866: Deoband and the Brahmo split show two different strate-
gies: autonomous Islamic learningandcompetinguniversalist re-
form bodies.
1867: Prarthana Samaj organized monotheistic worship and

gradual social reform in western India.

Reformmoved from individual critique to
organized public action
Post-1858 reform relied increasingly on durable institutions.
Schools trained new constituencies; journals circulated argu-
ments; sabhas, samajes, missions and conferences collected
funds and elected committees. Colonial courts made marriage,
inheritance and religious identity matters of codified law. Cen-
suses classified populations by religion and caste. Municipal
and legislative institutions rewarded organized representation.
Reform was therefore neither a simple imitation of Europe nor a
timeless recovery of tradition. It was a struggle over who could
interpret inherited practice under new political conditions.
Several movements combined selective appropriation with re-

jection. Modern printing could disseminate claims of ancient au-
thority. English education could be used to defend Vedic, Islamic

224
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or Sikh learning. Voluntary associations borrowed modern or-
ganizational forms while presenting themselves as restorations.
The resulting public sphere enabled debate, but it also favoured
literate urban groups able to finance schools, newspapers and
conferences.

Brahmo and Prarthana currents:
universalism, schism and gradualism
The Brahmomovement continued to advocatemonotheism, eth-
ical religion, women’s education and reformofmarriage. Keshab
Chandra Sen, who joined in 1858, expanded its public reach and
cultivated interreligious universalism. Yet leadership and doc-
trine generated repeated divisions. In 1866, Sen’s BrahmoSamaj
of India separated from Debendranath Tagore’s Adi Brahmo
Samaj. In 1878, opponents formed the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj
after Sen arranged themarriage of his underage daughter to the
minor Maharaja of Cooch Behar. The dispute mattered because
a movement opposing child marriage appeared to compromise
its principles for elite alliance.
ThePrarthana Samaj, foundedbyAtmaramPandurang in 1867,

developed a related but regionally distinct current in western In-
dia. M.G. Ranade and R.G. Bhandarkar favoured monotheistic
devotion, widow remarriage, women’s education, opposition to
caste restriction and patient institutional work. Its strategy was
incremental: alter social custom through persuasion, schools
and associations without making a complete rupture with Hindu
society. That caution helped secure respectable support but
limited challenges to property, caste power and patriarchal au-
thority.
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Ramakrishna, Vivekananda and
service-oriented Vedanta
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa’s religious practice emphasized ex-
periential devotion and the possibility of reaching the divine
through different paths. Swami Vivekananda translated this plu-
ralism into a public ethic. At Chicago in 1893, he presented
Vedanta as universal and defended Indian spiritual traditions
against colonial contempt. In 1897 he founded the Ramakrishna
Mission, whose monasteries, schools, hospitals and relief work
joined spiritual discipline to service.
Vivekananda’s emphasis on strength, self-respect and service

influenced a generation living under racial subordination. His lan-
guage could sustain cultural confidence without requiring one
uniform ritual practice. Yet this current mostly sought moral and
social regeneration, not an immediate programme for abolish-
ing caste relations or redistributing resources. Its universal lan-
guage also coexisted with an increasingly Hindu vocabulary in
public life.

Arya Samaj: Vedic authority, education
and boundary-making
Dayanand Saraswati founded the Arya Samaj in Mumbai in 1875;
Lahore became a particularly important centre after 1877. Sat-
yarth Prakash argued that the Vedas contained puremonotheis-
tic truth and rejected image worship, priestly superstition, child
marriage and hereditary caste understood as birth status. The
movement promotedwomen’s education andwidow remarriage,
though practice varied across its branches.
Education generated an important internal divide. The

Dayanand Anglo-Vedic network combinedmodern subjects and
English with Vedic instruction. The Gurukul tendency preferred
an environment modelled on ancient residential learning and
guarded against Western cultural influence. Both produced
schools, presses and disciplined cadres.
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Shuddhi sought to bring former Hindus or members of other
communities into the Arya fold. It countered conversion and
questioned fixed religious membership, but in a competitive
religious field it also sharpened boundaries. Cow-protectionmo-
bilization, Hindi advocacy and polemical debate could connect
social service with communal rivalry. Arya Samaj should there-
fore be remembered as both a reforming educational network
and an agent of Hindu consolidation.

Muslim reform: Aligarh, Deoband and
Ahmadiyya were distinct projects
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan treated educational disadvantage after
1857 as an urgent Muslim problem. The Scientific Society trans-
lated modern works; Tahzib-ul-Akhlaq encouraged reasoned
social discussion; the Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College at
Aligarh combined Western education with Muslim cultural for-
mation. The Muhammadan Educational Conference, founded in
1886, extended the network. Sir Syed argued that reinterpreta-
tion should reconcile Islam with reason and modern science.
Aligarh’searly social basewasdisproportionatelymale, landed

and ashraf. Sir Syed’s loyalty to the Raj and later suspicion of
Congress participation reflected fear that representative poli-
tics would leave Muslims vulnerable to a Hindu majority. This
stance cannot be treated as the view of all Muslims: it arose
from a specific north Indian elite setting and changed in later
generations.
Darul UloomDeoband, founded in 1866 byMuhammadQasim

Nanautavi and Rashid AhmadGangohi, followed another path. It
preserved Islamic jurisprudence and scholarly training through
community support rather than state patronage. Its curriculum
and network of graduates disciplined religious learning in an al-
tered political world. Deoband was not simply “anti-modern”: it
used print, fundraising and a formal institutionwhile resisting Ali-
garh’s educational synthesis. Its political descendants also di-
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verged; important Deobandi ulama later supported composite
nationalism.
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad organized the Ahmadiyya movement

at Qadian in 1889. It defended Islam through print, argument
and missionary organization while making theological claims re-
jected by most Sunni and Shia authorities. The three currents
therefore cannot be collapsed into one Muslim response: Ali-
garhprioritizedmodernhigher education, Deobandautonomous
traditional scholarship, and Ahmadiyya a distinctive missionary-
theological renewal.

Sikh and Parsi reform created
community institutions
The Singh Sabha movement began at Amritsar in 1873 and La-
hore in 1879. It expanded Punjabi and Gurmukhi print, religious
instruction and schools, culminating institutionally in projects
such as Khalsa College, Amritsar, opened in 1892. The Lahore-
oriented Tat Khalsa current promoted a more clearly bounded
Khalsa identity, distinguished Sikh practice from Hindu custom
and standardized markers of observance. This strengthened ed-
ucation and collective confidence, but it also reduced the space
for overlapping identities and diverse local practices.
Among Parsis, the Rahnumai Mazdayasnan Sabha, founded

in 1851 and active after 1858, promoted education, debate and
reform of social customs. Naoroji Furdunji and Dadabhai Naoroji
used journals and associations to reinterpret Zoroastrian prac-
tice and address women’s education and marriage. A small,
urban and commercially connected community could organize
effectively, though internal class and gender inequalities per-
sisted.
The Theosophical Society offered a different kind of cultural in-

stitution. Helena Blavatsky and Henry Steel Olcott founded it in
NewYork in 1875,moved to India in 1879andestablished its head-
quarters at Adyar in 1882. Its celebration of Asian religious tradi-
tions challenged missionary contempt and encouraged cultural
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self-confidence. Annie Besant, who joined in 1889 and settled
in India in 1893, linked educational work to later nationalist pol-
itics. Yet romantic celebration could detach “ancient wisdom”
from historical inequality andmake revival seem equivalent to re-
form.

Phule made caste power, labour and
knowledge central
Jyotirao Phule’s Satyashodhak Samaj, founded at Pune in 1873,
represented a more structural challenge than reforms confined
to upper-caste custom. Phule interpreted caste as a system of
Brahmanical domination over Shudras and Ati-Shudras. Gulam-
giri compared caste oppression to slavery and constructed a
counter-history in which productive Bahujans had been subju-
gated. He criticized priestly monopoly, denial of education and
exploitation of cultivators.
Satyashodhak ceremonies reduced dependence on Brah-

man priests. Schools associated with Jyotirao and Savitribai
Phule placed education at the heart of liberation. Savitribai was
not merely an assistant: she taught, administered institutions,
wrote poetry, organized women and confronted hostility. Their
work joined caste and gender, although later non-Brahman coali-
tions did not always preserve that radical intersection.

Kerala movements linked sacred equality
to material access
Narayana Guru’s consecration of a Shiva image at Aruvippuram
in 1888 directly challenged the monopoly of Brahman priests.
The Sree Narayana Dharma Paripalana Yogam, organized in
1903, built schools, temples and associations among Ezhavas
and articulated dignity through the principle of one caste, one re-
ligion and one God for humanity. The movement could facilitate
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mobility and public organization; some followers pursued San-
skritization, while others moved toward universalism or political
representation.
Ayyankali organized Pulaya and other oppressed agricultural

communities around access to public roads, schooling and fairer
labour relations. The Sadhu Jana Paripalana Sangham, formed
in 1907, gave these demands an institutional base. His agitation
showed that temple status alone could not substitute for bodily
freedom, education and economic bargaining.
The Vaikom Satyagraha of 1924–25 challenged restrictions

on the roads surrounding a temple in Travancore. It drew local
activists, Congress workers, E.V. Ramasamy and wider support.
The settlement opened some approach roads but not the tem-
ple itself. Its partial result captures a recurring pattern: public-
access victories could precede, but did not automatically deliver,
full religious or social equality.

Non-Brahman politics moved from
association to representation
In the Madras Presidency, education and government employ-
ment were distributed unevenly, and many intermediate and
dominant castes viewed Brahman prominence in professions
and administration as a political problem. The South Indian Lib-
eral Federation, commonly called the Justice Party, formed in
1916. Its Non-Brahmin Manifesto demanded representation in
councils, education and public services. After dyarchy began,
Justice Party governments supported communal reservation
through the 1921 Communal Government Order.
This politics broadened access to state institutions, but “non-

Brahman” was not a single social class. Landholders and pros-
perous castes could speak for a coalitionwhile Dalits and labour-
ers retaineddistinct interests. Relianceonconstitutional cooper-
ationwith the Raj alsoweakened the Justice Party’s anti-colonial
credibility.
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E.V. Ramasamy, known as Periyar, launched the Self-Respect
Movement in 1925 after conflict with caste hierarchy within
Congress politics. It attacked Brahmanical ritual authority, en-
forced endogamy, religious superstition and women’s subordi-
nation. Self-respect marriages without Brahman priests made
everyday family practice a political site. Rationalism and Dravid-
ian identity gave anti-caste criticism a mass cultural language,
though its later trajectory belongs to a wider history of regional
politics.
B.R. Ambedkar’s Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha, founded in 1924,

and Mahad Satyagraha of 1927 established a crucial distinction:
oppressed castes required independent organization and en-
forceable civic rights, not benevolent upper-caste reform. At
Mahad, Dalits asserted the right to draw water from a public
tank. The action transformed equality from moral appeal into
collective claim.

Womenwere agents, not a social
category acted upon
Women’s reform after 1858 cannot be reduced to male cam-
paigns against child marriage or for widow remarriage. Pandita
Ramabai formed the Arya Mahila Samaj in 1882 and opened
Sharada Sadan in 1889 for high-caste widows. Her scholarship,
travels and Christian conversion made her controversial, but
also demonstrated a woman’s authority to judge both Hindu
patriarchy and missionary paternalism.
Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) exposed the sexual

double standard that punished womenwhile excusingmen. The
Rukhmabai case of the 1880s publicized consent, childmarriage
and awife’s right to refuse cohabitation; Rukhmabai later trained
as a physician. Ramabai Ranade’s Seva Sadan trained women
and supported public work. Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain
combined satire, fiction and institution-building; the Sakhawat
Memorial Girls’ School, established in 1911, expanded Muslim
women’s education.
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Women also created broader federations. Sarala Devi
Chaudhurani founded Bharat Stree Mahamandal in 1910. Mar-
garet Cousins, Annie Besant and Indian colleagues established
the Women’s Indian Association in 1917, linking reform to suf-
frage. The All India Women’s Conference, founded in 1927,
began with educational concerns and developed into a major
platform for legal and social reform. These bodies remained
weighted toward educated and relatively privileged women, but
they made women citizens and political organizers rather than
symbols of community honour alone.

Law registered reform but did not
guarantee transformation
Legislation arose from public controversy, administrative prior-
ities and pressure by reformers. The Age of Consent Act of
1891 raised the age of consent for girls within marriage from ten
to twelve. The Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929, effective
in 1930, set minimum marriage ages of fourteen for girls and
eighteen for boys. These standards were historically significant
but modest, weakly enforced and unable by themselves to alter
poverty, family authority or caste endogamy.
Legal intervention also provoked the question of colonial legit-

imacy. Conservatives could portray reform as foreign intrusion,
while nationalists sometimes avoided gender and caste ques-
tions to preserve unity. Women and oppressed-caste activists
exposed the false choice between colonial paternalism and un-
touched custom: both imperial power and indigenous hierarchy
could be criticized simultaneously.

Reform's double movement:
emancipation and consolidation
Education, service and association widened participation.
At the same time, print polemics, censuses, personal-law cat-
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egories and competitive representation encouraged communi-
ties to define authorized doctrine and membership. Shuddhi,
cow protection, Hindi–Urdu conflict and Tat Khalsa standardiza-
tion did not mechanically cause communalism, but they made
boundaries more politically usable.
The strongest evaluation is therefore neither celebration nor

dismissal. Reform created languages of rights, dignity, rea-
son, service and self-respect. It also often treated upper-caste,
middle-class men as the normal public, disciplined women as
bearers of community, and left material inequality intact. Anti-
caste and women-led initiatives expanded the agenda precisely
by identifying these limits.

Interpretations and debates
Modernization or reconstructed tradition? Kenneth W. Jones
interprets reform movements as responses created within a
colonial social environment, not simple survivals. Their presses,
committeesandschoolsweremodernorganizational formseven
when their claims invoked ancient purity. This approach avoids
treatingWesternization and revival as opposites.
Gender and the national “inner domain.” Partha Chatterjee

argues that anticolonial nationalism divided modern life into an
external material domain and an inner spiritual-cultural domain.
Women became emblems of the protected inner sphere. The ar-
gument explains why education for women could coexist with
demands for feminine domestic respectability. It is a powerful
model, but regional and women-led histories show that women
also crossed, negotiated and remade that boundary.
Brahmanical patriarchy. Uma Chakravarti emphasizes the

interaction of caste hierarchy, control of women’s sexuality
and reproduction. This framework clarifies why widowhood,
endogamy, child marriage and access to learning were not sep-
arate “social evils” but mechanisms reproducing caste. Tarabai
Shinde, Phule and later Ambedkar attacked this connection
more directly than reforms focused only on respectable domes-
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ticity.
Phule and non-Brahman radicalism. Gail Omvedt treats

Phule’s thought as a democratic cultural revolt by subordinated
castes rather than a derivative branch of elite reform. Rosalind
O’Hanlon similarly foregrounds lower-caste intellectual agency
and the creation of a non-Brahman political identity. A qualifica-
tion is essential: later non-Brahman coalitions could be led by
prosperous castes and did not automatically represent Dalits or
women.
Community formation. HistorianssuchasGyanendraPandey

stress that communal identities were historically produced
through mobilization, classification and conflict, not inherited
as fixed blocs. Singh Sabha standardization, shuddhi and cow-
protection activity illustrate this process. No single movement
“caused” communalism; colonial institutions, electoral incen-
tives, print controversy and local competition interacted.
Reform and revival as a mixed legacy. Sumit Sarkar and

Tanika Sarkar draw attention to the coexistence of emancipa-
tory language and conservative gender or community projects.
Reform could attack one hierarchy while stabilizing another. The
defensible conclusion is conditional: assess each movement by
its social base, institutional practice and treatment of caste and
gender, not by whether it called itself reformist or revivalist.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology
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Date Event Why it matters

1864 Sir Syed Ahmad Khan
establishes the Scien-
tific Society

Promotes translation,
modern knowledge
and Muslim educa-
tional reconstruction.

1866 Darul Uloom De-
oband founded;
Brahmo Samaj di-
vides

Marks contrasting in-
stitutional responses
to colonial moder-
nity and an internal
Brahmo dispute over
authority.

1867 Prarthana Samaj
founded in Mumbai
(Bombay)

Gives western Indian
reform a durable de-
votional and social
platform.

1870 Tahzib-ul-Akhlaq be-
gins

Creates a reformist
Muslim public sphere
around education,
conduct and reason.

1873 Satyashodhak Samaj
founded;Gulamgiri
published

Places caste power,
priestly domination
and cultivators at the
centre of reform.

1873, 1879 Singh Sabhas
founded at Amritsar
and Lahore

Promote Sikh educa-
tion, print and a more
standardized Khalsa
identity.

1875 Arya Samaj founded;
Muhammadan Anglo-
Oriental College
project begins; Theo-
sophical Society
founded

Three distinct insti-
tutional responses
combine education,
religious recovery
and social organiza-
tion.

1878 Sadharan Brahmo
Samaj formed

The marriage contro-
versy tests reform-
ers’ consistency and
democratic organiza-
tion.

1882 Arya Mahila Samaj
and Stri Purush Tu-
lana

Demonstrate
women’s organizing
and feminist criticism
of unequal moral stan-
dards.
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Date Event Why it matters

1882 Theosophical head-
quarters moves to
Adyar

Makes Chennai
(Madras) a major
centre of religious-
cultural revival.

1888 Aruvippuram conse-
cration

Narayana Guru di-
rectly contests Brah-
manical control of
temple authority.

1889 Sharada Sadan
opens; Ahmadiyya
movement formally
organized

Links women’s insti-
tutional autonomy
with another distinct
current of Muslim
renewal.

1893 Vivekananda ad-
dresses the Parlia-
ment of Religions,
Chicago

Gives Vedantic univer-
salism global visibil-
ity.

1897 Ramakrishna Mission
founded

Organizes monastic
discipline, education,
relief and service.

1903 SNDP Yogam formed Converts Ezhava re-
form into a sustained
associational move-
ment.

1907 Sadhu Jana Pari-
palana Sangham
founded

Ayyankali organizes
oppressed-caste
claims to roads,
schools and labour
dignity.

1909 Seva Sadan estab-
lished

Ramabai Ranade
builds training and
social support for
women.

1911 Sakhawat Memorial
Girls’ School estab-
lished in Kolkata (Cal-
cutta)

Begum Rokeya ad-
vances Muslim
women’s education
and intellectual auton-
omy.

1916 South Indian Liberal
Federation, later
called Justice Party,
formed

Gives non-Brahman
representation a
provincial political
vehicle.
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Date Event Why it matters

1917 Women’s Indian Asso-
ciation founded

Connects education
and social reform
with suffrage and
citizenship.

1924–25 Vaikom Satyagraha Challenges caste
restrictions on public
roads around a major
temple in Travancore.

1925 Self-Respect Move-
ment begins

Periyar links anti-
caste politics with
rationalism, women’s
equality and rejection
of Brahmanical ritual
authority.

1927 Mahad Satyagraha;
All India Women’s
Conference founded

Public water access
and coordinated
women’s reform be-
come all-India politi-
cal questions.

1929 Child Marriage Re-
straint Act

Establishes minimum
marriage ages, but
enforcement and
patriarchal power
remain serious con-
straints.

High-confusion comparisons
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Movement Central strategy Principal social reach Transformative contri-
bution

Major limit or danger

Prarthana Samaj Devotion plus gradual
social reform

Western Indian edu-
cated elites

Widow remarriage,
education, critique of
caste restriction

Avoided structural
confrontation with
caste and property.

Arya Samaj Vedic purification, edu-
cation, shuddhi

Strong urban and trad-
ing networks, espe-
cially Punjab

Schools, self-
confidence, criticism
of hereditary caste

Polemics and recon-
version could sharpen
communal boundaries.

Aligarh movement Modern higher educa-
tion and reinterpreta-
tion

North Indian Muslim
ashraf and profession-
als

Built educational capac-
ity and a modern public
sphere

Elite, male and initially
loyalist orientation.

Deoband Community-supported
Islamic scholarship

Ulama, students and
local religious networks

Preserved autonomy
and scholarly continuity

Social reform agenda
differed frommod-
ernist and women-led
priorities.

Satyashodhak Samaj Anti-priestly organi-
zation and counter-
history

Shudra–Ati-Shudra
constituencies in Maha-
rashtra

Made caste domination
and knowledge central

Uneven reach; later
coalitions could dilute
its radicalism.

Justice Party Provincial representa-
tion and reservation

Diverse non-Brahman
groups, often elite-led

Opened offices and
education beyond Brah-
man dominance

Colonial cooperation
and internal caste in-
equalities.

Women’s associations Schools, conferences,
suffrage and legal re-
form

Mainly educated urban
women

Established women as
political agents

Limited rural, working-
class and lower-caste
representation.
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Often confused pair Correct distinction

Religious reform and seculariza-
tion

Many movements reinterpreted
religion rather than removing it
from public life.

Caste reform and caste abolition Improving conduct within hier-
archy differed from destroy-
ing graded inequality and en-
dogamy.

Non-Brahman and Dalit politics Their interests could overlap, but
dominant non-Brahman castes
did not automatically represent
untouchable communities.

Women’s reform and women’s
agency

A law about women is not the
same as women organizing, writ-
ing and setting priorities.

Identity consolidation and com-
munalism

Clearer identity boundaries cre-
ated capacity for mobilization,
but communal antagonism de-
pended on political context.

Self-test

1. Why did associations, schools and print become central to re-
form after 1858?

2. What caused the Brahmo divisions of 1866 and 1878?
3. HowdidPrarthanaSamaj’smethoddiffer fromPhule’sSatyashod-

hak strategy?
4. DistinguishAligarh, Deoband andAhmadiyya in one sentence

each.
5. Why isAryaSamaj rememberedasboth reformingandboundary-

making?
6. What did the Singh Sabha movement institutionalize?
7. How did Phule connect caste with labour and knowledge?
8. Compare Narayana Guru’s and Ayyankali’s principal methods.
9. Why must non-Brahman and Dalit politics not be treated as

identical?
10. Name fourwomenwhoactedasauthorsor institution-builders

and state one contribution of each.
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11. What were the achievement and the limitation of the Child
Marriage Restraint Act?

12. What is the strongest balanced interpretation of post-1858 re-
form?

Answer key

1. They created durable networks, trained constituencies, cir-
culated arguments and converted local grievances into orga-
nized public demands within the colonial public sphere.

2. The 1866 division concerned leadership and doctrine be-
tween Keshab Chandra Sen and Debendranath Tagore; the
1878 division followed Sen’s daughter’s underage royal mar-
riage and objections to personal authority.

3. Prarthana Samaj pursued gradual reform within respectable
Hindu society; Satyashodhak Samaj challenged Brahmanical
domination, priestly monopoly and caste control over knowl-
edge.

4. Aligarh prioritized modern higher education; Deoband pre-
served autonomous Islamic scholarship; Ahmadiyya devel-
oped a distinctive missionary and theological renewal around
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad.

5. It built schools and attacked superstition, child marriage and
hereditary caste, yet shuddhi and religious polemics could
harden Hindu–non-Hindu boundaries.

6. It built Sikh education and Gurmukhi print while promoting a
more standardized, distinct Khalsa identity.

7. He argued that priestly control of learning and ritual legit-
imized the exploitation of productive Shudra and Ati-Shudra
majorities.

8. Narayana Guru used consecration, temples and universalist
teaching; Ayyankali organized direct struggles over roads,
schools and agricultural labour dignity.

9. Non-Brahmancoalitions includedpowerful intermediatecastes,
whereasDalit politics required independent action against un-
touchability and could conflict with those groups’ interests.

10. Savitribai Phule built anti-caste education; Pandita Ramabai
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founded Arya Mahila Samaj and Sharada Sadan; Tarabai
Shinde wrote Stri Purush Tulana; Begum Rokeya founded a
girls’ school and wrote feminist criticism.

11. It established statutory minimum marriage ages, but low
thresholds, poorenforcementandhouseholdauthority sharply
limited its immediate effect.

12. Reformwidened education, dignity, service and rights claims,
but remainedunevenandsometimes reproducedclass, caste,
patriarchal and communal boundaries.

Closing perspective
Post-1858 reform was an institutional field built through print,
schools, associations, courts and public campaigns. Religious
revival and social reform frequently overlapped; neither label
alone predicts a movement’s social consequences.



CHAPTER 16

Associations, Congress,
andModerate
Nationalism

1836–52: Early associations in Bengal, Madras and Bombay pe-
titioned on land, law and administration but remained elite and
provincial.
1866: DadabhaiNaoroji’s East IndiaAssociationcarried Indian

questions into British public debate.

Nationalism grew from colonial
unification and colonial contradiction
British rule created an administrative and economic framework
covering most of the subcontinent. Railways, telegraphy, postal
networks and a common bureaucratic vocabulary connected
distant regions. English education gave sections of the intelli-
gentsia access to liberal, utilitarian and nationalist ideas, while
the Indian-language press translated political claims into re-
gional publics. This material unification did not automatically
create nationalism. It became politically significant because In-
dians increasingly recognized a shared conflict between colonial
priorities and Indian welfare.
Economic experience gave that conflict material force.

Export orientation, deindustrialization, recurrent famine, heavy
land revenue, unequal tariffs, military expenditure and the re-

242
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mittance of salaries and pensions suggested that poverty was
produced by policy rather than fate. Educated Indians also en-
countered racial exclusion in the civil service, courts, clubs and
volunteer corps. The Raj claimed equality and progress while
preserving European privilege.
Historical and cultural recovery helped counter colonial as-

sertions that Indians were incapable of self-government. Socio-
religious reform produced organizational experience and public
debate. International examples, including Italian unification,
Irish constitutional agitation and other nationalist movements,
made the nation-state imaginable. None of these factors alone
explains the new politics; nationalism arose from their interac-
tion.

Early associations trained an elite
constitutional public
The Bangabhasha Prakasika Sabha, Landholders’ Society and
Bengal British India Society initiated organized political discus-
sion in Bengal. The British Indian Association, formed in 1851 by
merger, petitioned Parliament and the government on adminis-
tration and representation. Its leadership was largely zamindari,
and its high subscription restricted membership. The Madras
Native Association and Bombay Association, both formed in
1852, similarly spoke through provincial notables.
These bodies established useful practices: drafting memo-

rials, collecting information, holding meetings and addressing
British officials. Yet they usually represented local elites, re-
mained intermittent and relied on the expectation that informed
rulers would correct abuses.
DadabhaiNaoroji founded theEast IndiaAssociation in London

in 1866. Its importance lay not only in location but in strategy: In-
dian questionswere presented to parliamentarians, intellectuals
and the British public. Naoroji’s later drain analysis turned this
British connection into an arena of anti-imperial argument.
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The Poona Sarvajanik Sabha, founded in 1870 and associated
with Mahadev Govind Ranade and later Gopal Krishna Gokhale,
claimed to represent public opinion and investigated agrarian
and administrative questions. It attempted to connect educated
leadership with local conditions, although its representative pro-
cedures did not amount to mass democracy.
The Indian League of 1875 and Indian Association of 1876

marked a more activist phase in Bengal. Surendranath Banerjea
and Ananda Mohan Bose set a lower membership subscription,
held public meetings and sought cooperation beyond Bengal.
The Indian Association’s tours and campaigns demonstrated
how a provincial organization could build all-India issues.
In the south andwest, theMadrasMahajana Sabha, formed in

1884, and Bombay Presidency Association, formed in 1885, cre-
ated regional networks of lawyers, journalists and public figures.
By 1885, the infrastructure for a recurring all-India assembly al-
ready existed.

Campaigns before 1885 converted
grievances into common issues
The reduction of the maximum age for the Indian Civil Service
examination from twenty-one to nineteen in 1876was especially
provocative because the examination was held only in London.
The IndianAssociationorganizedmeetingsand toursdemanding
a higher age and simultaneous examinations in India and Britain.
The campaign joined equality of opportunity to Indianization of
administration.
Lord Lytton’s measures deepened discontent. The imperial

assemblage at Delhi in 1877 displayed imperial grandeur dur-
ing severe famine. The Vernacular Press Act of 1878 subjected
Indian-language newspapers to discriminatory controls, while
the Arms Act imposed licensing requirements from which Euro-
peans generally benefited by exemption. Opposition defended
civil liberty and revealed racial hierarchy.



ASSOCIATIONS, CONGRESS, ANDMODERATE NATIONALISM 245

Indian public bodies also protested cotton-import policy, ex-
penditure on the Second AfghanWar, harsh plantation-labour ar-
rangements and the exclusion of Indians from volunteer forces.
These campaigns did not mobilize every social class, but they
taught leaders to coordinate across presidencies and to present
local injury as an Indian question.
The Ilbert Bill controversy of 1883 was a decisive political edu-

cation. The proposal would have allowed qualified Indian judges
in the mofussil to try European British subjects. European resi-
dents organized a furious racial campaign, and the final compro-
mise diluted the principle. Educated Indians learned that liberal
claims could collapse when European privilege was threatened.
The controversy stimulatedmeetings, journalism and the search
for an all-India organization.

National Conferences created an
immediate bridge to Congress
The IndianAssociation convened the IndianNational Conference
in Kolkata in 1883 and again in 1885. Delegates discussed repre-
sentation, civil-service reformand other commondemands. The
conference demonstrated the feasibility of an annual national as-
sembly.
The first Congress session met from 28 to 31 December 1885

at Gokuldas Tejpal Sanskrit College in Mumbai. It had originally
beenplanned for Punebut shiftedbecauseof a cholera outbreak.
Seventy-two delegates attended; Womesh Chandra Bonnerjee
presided. A.O. Hume, a retired civil servant, helped correspond
with provincial leaders and organize the meeting. The second
Congress at Kolkata in 1886 absorbed the Indian National Con-
ference’s constituency into a larger framework.
Congressaimed tobringpolitically active Indians intopersonal

contact, reduce provincial and communal prejudice, formulate
mature demands and train public opinion. The early sessions de-
liberately emphasized common political questions. Badruddin
Tyabji’s presidency in 1887 and leaders from Parsi, Hindu, Mus-
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lim and Christian backgrounds expressed a secular institutional
norm, though actual participation remained socially narrow.

The safety-valve controversy asks the
wrong question if treated as an origin
story
Thesafety-valve thesis claims thatHume, sometimeswithViceroy
Dufferin’s approval, established Congress to release dangerous
discontent harmlessly and prevent revolt. Lala Lajpat Rai and R.P.
Dutt helped popularize versions of this argument. Stories about
secret reports of impending rebellion gave the claim dramatic
support, but firm evidence for such a coordinated official design
is lacking. Dufferin’s early conversations with Hume do not es-
tablish that the government created Congress; his later hostility
is clear.
Bipan Chandra rejects the safety-valve thesis as an adequate

explanation. He calls Hume a “lightning conductor”: Indian lead-
ers used his status to reduce official suspicion during a vulnera-
ble phase. The distinctionmatters. A conductor can protect and
facilitate a structure that already exists; it does not generate the
political energy. Pre-1885 associations, campaigns and national
conferences demonstrate indigenous preparation.
A separate claim gives the Theosophical Society decisive

credit through an alleged 1884 meeting at Adyar. Chronological
and participant evidence is inconsistent, and leading founders
did not behave as if Congress were their organizational creation.
The most defensible conclusion treats Hume as an important
convener within an Indian-led historical process.
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Moderate social base was narrow but not
socially uniform
The dominant Congress leadership from 1885 to 1905 is conven-
tionally calledModerate. It included Dadabhai Naoroji, W.C. Bon-
nerjee, Surendranath Banerjea, Pherozeshah Mehta, Badruddin
Tyabji, K.T. Telang, DinshawWacha, M.G. Ranade, Gopal Krishna
Gokhale, R.C. Dutt, G. Subramania Iyer and P. Ananda Charlu.
TheyweremainlyEnglish-educatedurbanprofessionals: lawyers,

journalists, teachers, merchants, doctors and members of new
public institutions. Upper-caste and high-status groups were
overrepresented, and the movement’s strongest centres were
presidency towns and provincial cities. Peasants, workers,
women and most subordinated castes rarely participated di-
rectly in Congress proceedings.
It is still misleading to describe Congress as the automatic

mouthpiece of one capitalist class. Industrial capital was lim-
ited, commercial interests varied, and leaders often depended
on professional rather than business income. The early nation-
alists claimed to represent a nation that was politically being
made. Their representation was aspirational and ideological,
not an accurate sociological cross-section.

Moderate methods were constitutional
instruments and a pedagogy
Moderates used resolutions, memorials, petitions, public meet-
ings, newspaper campaigns, deputations to Britain and inter-
vention in legislative councils. The phrase “prayer, petition and
protest” summarizes their constitutional repertoire, but carica-
turing it as mere prayer misses the intended mechanism.
First, they collected facts and exposed contradictions in of-

ficial claims. Second, repeated annual resolutions created a
coherent programme across regions. Third, public meetings
and press discussion trained participants to think in national
categories. Fourth, legislative questions forced budgets and
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policies into limited public scrutiny. Fifth, British committees
and parliamentary allies made imperial policy contestable at its
metropolitan centre.
Moderates often professed faith in British justice, liberal tradi-

tions and the benefits of connection with Britain. Some belief
was genuine; some was strategic language designed to protect
a young organization. Over time, repeated rejection weakened
the assumption that British rule could be reformed simply by in-
forming British opinion.

Demands linked representation,
economy and civil equality
Moderate demands formed a connected programme rather than
a collection of favours:

• expand legislative councils, introduce elected elements and
give members meaningful budget powers;

• hold simultaneous civil-service examinations and Indianize
higher administration;

• separate executive and judicial functions to reduce arbitrary
power;

• protect freedom of speech and press and end racial discrimi-
nation;

• reduce military expenditure, Home Charges and costly impe-
rial wars;

• lower salt taxation and excessive land-revenue burdens;
• support technical education, irrigation and Indian industries;
• reform local self-government and move gradually toward rep-
resentative self-government.

Their economic programme was especially important.
Naoroji’s drain theory, R.C. Dutt’s critique of revenue policy and
Ranade’s arguments for industrial development showed that
colonial rule rested on an economic structure harmful to India.
This moved nationalism beyond demands for more posts for
educated Indians.
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Achievements were cumulative rather
than spectacular
The firstachievementwasorganizational continuity. Congress
met annually, rotated its location and created a common plat-
form in a subcontinent divided by language, region, caste and
religion. It normalized the claim that Indians could deliberate on
central policy as one political community.
Second, Moderates developed a systematic economic cri-

tique of empire. Poverty became evidence of colonial exploita-
tion and policy failure, not an explanation for continued foreign
rule. This ideological shift undermined the Raj’s moral claim.
Third, they defended civil liberties, equality before lawand rep-

resentative institutions. Even limited campaigns created a polit-
ical vocabulary later mass movements could use. Fourth, their
secular norm resistedofficial attempts to classify political claims
by community, though the organization had not achieved equal
social participation.
The Indian Councils Act of 1892was a limited response to sus-

tained pressure. It enlarged councils, introduced an indirect rec-
ommendatory process often described as election, and allowed
restricted budget discussion and questions. Members could not
vote the budget, supplementary questions were barred, and of-
ficial control remained. The measure was therefore both a con-
cession and proof of constitutional inadequacy.

Limits arose from both context and
political choice
Congress had a narrow organizational reach. English dom-
inated proceedings; annual sessions and urban associations
did not create permanent village-level organization. Peasant
taxation and worker hardship appeared in resolutions more of-
ten than peasants and workers appeared as political agents.
Women’s participation was small. Leaders feared that social
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conflict or direct action might fracture a fragile national coali-
tion.
Moderate faith in persuading British opinion underestimated

imperial interests. The government did not simply misunder-
stand Indian welfare; colonial power benefited from military,
fiscal and racial hierarchy. Appeals without leverage produced
modest concessions.
Yet it is anachronistic to demand the techniques of the 1920s

from the 1880s. Communication networks, organizational ex-
perience and a shared national vocabulary were still developing.
The more precise criticism is that the Moderates built political
consciousness but did not sufficiently convert it into sustained
popular organization.

Government response combined ridicule,
restriction and selective concession
Officials initially watched Congress cautiously. Some ex-
pected educated notables to provide manageable advice, and a
few attended early social functions. As criticism deepened, of-
ficial policy became openly hostile. In 1888, Dufferin dismissed
Congress as representing a “microscopic minority.” Officials
were discouraged from participation; princes and landlords
were courted as counterweights; communal and social differ-
ences were emphasized.
The Raj used press restrictions, sedition law, surveillance and

administrative pressure against assertive politics while conced-
ing tightly controlled council reform. This was not a single con-
tinuous policy of repression. It was a flexible strategy: isolate
nationalists, cultivate loyalists, divideconstituenciesandoffer re-
forms that expanded discussion without transferring power.
By 1905, Congress had created an anti-colonial public but

faced a strategic question. If petitions and council speech
could expose rule but not compel change, boycott, swadeshi
and wider participation appeared increasingly necessary.
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Interpretations and debates
Nationalist culmination. The nationalist interpretation treats
Congress as the natural culmination of political associations,
economic criticism and countrywide campaigns. This view cor-
rectly restores Indian initiative and long preparation. It must still
explain why a socially narrow intelligentsia, rather than a mass
coalition, founded the first durable national platform.
Safety valve andcolonial design. R.P. Dutt’sMarxist account

gaveweight to the idea that Hume and officials hoped to contain
unrest, while also characterizing early Congress as bourgeois.
Lala Lajpat Rai repeated a safety-valve explanation before later
nationalist development changed the debate. The evidentiary
weakness lies in turning possible motives of one organizer into
the cause of an entire movement.
Bipan Chandra’s political-education thesis. Bipan Chan-

dra argues that early nationalists were genuine anti-imperialists
conducting the first stage of a long struggle. Their task was to
expose the contradiction between colonialism and Indian inter-
ests and create national consciousness. Hume functioned as
a “lightning conductor,” offering limited protection from repres-
sion. This interpretation makes ideological achievement visible
without denying social narrowness.
Cambridge School. Anil Seal and related historians empha-

size competition among local elites for patronage, office and in-
fluence. Provincial networks and personal rivalries did shape or-
ganization. The approach is strongest when explaining recruit-
ment and faction; it is weaker when it reduces drain theory, civil-
liberties campaigns and sustained all-India claims to disguised
competition for jobs.
Intelligentsia and class. Sumit Sarkar describes much of the

educated leadership as “traditional” intellectuals whose profes-
sional position gave some autonomy from productive classes.
This helps explain both ideological seriousness and weak mass
connection. Early nationalism was not simply capitalist com-
mand, but its leaders often spoke for peasants and workers
without organizing them.
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Regional and social construction. Sekhar Bandyopadhyay
stresses that the new middle class and public sphere were re-
gionally uneven and embedded in caste and community net-
works. The nation was made through negotiation among these
settings, not awakened as a pre-existing homogeneous entity.
The most balanced account therefore joins real anti-colonial
ideology to careful analysis of who could participate.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1836 Bangabhasha
Prakasika Sabha es-
tablished

Early public associa-
tion discusses admin-
istrative questions in
Bengal.

1838 Landholders’ Society
formed

Organizes zamindar
interests through con-
stitutional petition.

1843 Bengal British India
Society formed

Broadens inquiry into
the condition and
rights of Indians.

1851 British Indian Associa-
tion formed

Merger creates a
prominent Bengal pe-
titioning body, though
landed elites domi-
nate.

1852 Madras Native Asso-
ciation and Bombay
Association formed

Shows simultaneous
growth of provincial
political organization.

1866 East India Association
established in London

Dadabhai Naoroji
gives Indian
grievances a British
platform.
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Date Event Why it matters

1870 Poona Sarvajanik
Sabha formed

Develops representa-
tion claims and public
work in western India.

1875 Indian League formed Seeks political edu-
cation and a broader
nationalist outlook.

1876 Indian Association
formed

Surendranath Baner-
jea and Ananda Mo-
han Bose build a
lower-fee, more ac-
tivist organization.

1877–78 Delhi imperial assem-
blage amid famine;
Vernacular Press and
Arms Acts

Lytton’s policies dra-
matize imperial ex-
travagance, censor-
ship and racial dis-
crimination.

1876–79 All-India agitation
over ICS age reduc-
tion

Demonstrates coor-
dinated campaigning
and demands simulta-
neous examinations.

1883 Ilbert Bill controversy;
first Indian National
Conference

Racial opposition
politicizes educated
Indians while confer-
ence practice antici-
pates Congress.

1884 Madras Mahajana
Sabha formed

Creates a durable
southern political
association.

1885 Bombay Presidency
Association formed

Coordinates western
Indian leaders before
the first Congress
session.

28–31 Dec. 1885 First Indian National
Congress session

Seventy-two dele-
gates meet under
W.C. Bonnerjee at
Gokuldas Tejpal San-
skrit College.

1886 Second Congress
session at Kolkata

Indian National Con-
ference merges into
the broader Congress
platform.
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Date Event Why it matters

1887 Badruddin Tyabji
presides at Chennai
(Madras)

Reinforces a for-
mally secular, cross-
community national
organization.

1888 Dufferin attacks
Congress as a “mi-
croscopic minority”

Marks official move-
ment from cautious
observation to orga-
nized hostility.

1892 Indian Councils Act Concedes limited dis-
cussion and indirect
representation while
preserving official
control.

1905 Partition of Bengal
begins a new phase

Moderate politics
faces the test of boy-
cott, swadeshi and
wider mobilization.

High-confusion comparisons

Pair First term Second term Decisive distinc-
tion

Indian Asso-
ciation vs In-
dian National
Congress

Founded 1876
in Kolkata by
Banerjea and
Bose; activist
provincial base

Founded 1885
as recurring all-
India platform

The former
prepared cam-
paigns and con-
ferences; the
latter institution-
alized national
coordination.

Indian National
Conference vs
Congress

Met in Kolkata in
1883 and 1885

First met in
Mumbai in 1885

Conference was
an immediate
precursor and
merged into
Congress activ-
ity in 1886.
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Pair First term Second term Decisive distinc-
tion

Safety valve vs
lightning con-
ductor

Congress al-
legedly created
to release and
neutralize unrest

Hume used pro-
tectively by an
already devel-
oping Indian
movement

Creation by
colonial design
differs from tac-
tical use of an
intermediary.

Moderate vs
loyalist

Criticized colo-
nial policy while
using constitu-
tional methods

Defended im-
perial rule or
placed loyalty
above national
demands

Moderate lan-
guage of loyalty
did not cancel
structural criti-
cism.

Nomination vs
election under
1892 Act

Government for-
mally nominated
members

Bodies recom-
mended candi-
dates through
an indirect pro-
cess

The statute
avoided the
word “election”
and preserved
official control.

Petition as plea
vs petition as
politics

Private appeal
for favour

Publicly re-
searched claim
used to organize
opinion

Moderate peti-
tions belonged
to a wider reper-
toire, though
leverage re-
mained weak.

Dimension Moderate strength Moderate limitation

Social base Cohesive educated
networks across pres-
idencies

Urban, high-status
and male overrepre-
sentation

Method Evidence, annual ses-
sions, press and leg-
islative scrutiny

Little sustained vil-
lage or workplace
organization

Ideology Economic critique
and civil equality

Excessive hope in
British liberal re-
sponse

Organization Durable all-India secu-
lar platform

Leadership did not
mirror India’s social
composition

Reform gain Indian Councils Act
1892 opened limited
discussion

No responsible gov-
ernment, budget con-
trol or direct election



256 MODERN INDIA I

Self-test

1. What converted colonial administrative unification into abasis
for nationalism?

2. How did the early associations of 1836–52 contribute to later
politics, and what was their main limit?

3. Why were the East India Association and Poona Sarvajanik
Sabha important?

4. Name four pre-1885 campaigns that created all-India political
experience.

5. Why was the Ilbert Bill controversy a turning point?
6. State the date, venue, president and delegate count of the

first Congress session.
7. Distinguish the IndianNationalConference fromthe IndianNa-

tional Congress.
8. What is the difference between the safety-valve and lightning-

conductor interpretations?
9. Describe theModerate social basewithout reducing it to a sin-

gle class.
10. What were the principal Moderate methods and what pur-

pose did they serve?
11. Give threeachievements and three limitationsofModeratena-

tionalism.
12. How did the government respond to Congress between 1885

and 1905?

Answer key

1. Shared administration and communications became national-
ist when economic exploitation, racial exclusion and political
subordinationwere recognized as common Indian grievances.

2. They introduced meetings, memorials, information gather-
ing and constitutional petition; their chief limit was a narrow
provincial and elite, often landed, membership.

3. The East India Association presented Indian claims in Britain,
while Poona Sarvajanik Sabha developed public representa-
tion and investigation in western India.
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4. The ICS-age campaign, opposition to the Vernacular Press
Act, opposition to the Arms Act and the Ilbert Bill agitation;
Afghan War expenditure and plantation labour were addi-
tional issues.

5. European racial agitationdefeatedequal judicial authority and
showed educated Indians that proclaimed British liberalism
yielded to white privilege.

6. It met on 28–31 December 1885 at Gokuldas Tejpal Sanskrit
College, Mumbai, under W.C. Bonnerjee, with seventy-two
delegates.

7. The National Conference met in Kolkata in 1883 and 1885 as
an immediate precursor; Congress began in Mumbai in 1885
and became the durable all-India annual body.

8. Safety valve claims colonial officials created Congress to con-
tain revolt; lightning conductor means Indian leaders used
Hume tactically to protect an independently developingmove-
ment.

9. It consisted mainly of English-educated urban lawyers, jour-
nalists, teachers, merchants and professionals, with high-
status overrepresentation but no simple control by one capi-
talist class.

10. Resolutions, petitions, meetings, newspapers, councils and
British deputations investigatedpolicy, coordinateddemands,
publicized colonial contradictions and trained national opin-
ion.

11. Achievements: anall-Indiaplatform, economicanti-imperialism
and a civil-liberties vocabulary. Limits: narrow reach, little di-
rect peasant-worker participation and excessive reliance on
British liberal response.

12. It moved from cautious observation to ridicule and hostility,
discouraged official support, cultivated princes and commu-
nal counterweights, used surveillance and restrictive law, and
offered tightly limited council reform.



258 MODERN INDIA I

Closing perspective
Congress arose from a long associational sequence, not a sin-
gle meeting or one retired official’s initiative. Colonial unification
became nationalist only when common structures were under-
stood as producing common exploitation and discrimination.



CHAPTER 17

Economic Nationalism
and the Colonial Critique

Dadabhai Naoroji developed the drain argument from the 1860s
and presented it systematically in Poverty and Un-British Rule in
India (1901).
Drain meant a unilateral transfer abroadwithout an equivalent

economic return to India, not every payment made to Britain.

From grievance to a theory of colonialism
Early associations protested particular taxes, expenditure and
racial exclusions. Economic nationalists took the next step:
they showed how apparently separate policies formed a sys-
tem. India exported goods, paid taxes and hosted railways, yet
remained poor because the commanding decisions and much
of the surplus lay outside the country.
Their method was modern and public. They read budgets,

trade returns, salary lists, parliamentary papers and famine re-
ports; estimated income; compared Indian expenditure with
othercountries; and translatedstatistical arguments intospeeches
and newspaper articles. Their calculations were often con-
strained byweak data, but official statistics could nowbe turned
against official claims.
The critique rejected two explanations. First, poverty was

not simply the survival of precolonial backwardness. Second, in-
frastructure and law did not prove that rule was economically
beneficial. A railway could increasemobility and still be financed
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and routed to privilege imperial trade; administrative order could
coexist with a net transfer of resources.

Drain theory: definition andmechanism
The drain was the transfer of Indian income or export surplus
abroadwithout an equivalent current return that enlarged Indian
productive capacity or consumption. Thewordunrequited is es-
sential. An ordinary import is paid forwith an export and delivers
a commodity; a drain payment settles a political, administrative
or financial claim generated by foreign rule.

Principal channels

• HomeCharges: India Office expenses, pensions, furlough al-
lowances, debt service, military stores and other sterling obli-
gations paid in Britain.

• Official remittances: savings and family transfers of highly
paid European civil and military personnel.

• Pensions and leave salaries: income earned from Indian rev-
enues but spent after officials left India.

• Interest and guaranteed returns: payments on public debt
raised abroad and on guaranteed railway capital.

• Private profits: dividends and profits of British plantations,
trading houses, banks, mines and managing agencies remit-
ted abroad.

• Imperial defence charges: expenditure assigned to India
for wars or strategic commitments serving wider imperial
purposes.

• Revenue-financed exports: taxes were used to buy export
goods; sterling receipts in London met external obligations
rather than returning as payment to producers.

Council Bills helped operate the mechanism. Importers in
Britain could buy bills from the India Office and redeem them
in rupees in India. Sterling stayed in London to meet Home
Charges; the Government of India paid rupees from revenue.
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The system efficiently settled imperial accounts, but national-
ists argued that it concealed a real transfer behind balanced
trade figures.

Why estimates differed

Naoroji’s estimates changed as information and categories
changed. Other writers counted different proportions of pri-
vate remittances, commercial profit, military costs or interest.
National income itself was difficult to calculate. A defensible
answer therefore avoids presenting one timeless annual figure.
The analytical test is whether the payment arose from foreign
political control and whether India received a commensurate
economic benefit.
Critics objected that India obtained administration, security,

railways and access to capital. Nationalists answered that ser-
vice valuation could not be set unilaterally by the governing
power, foreign personnel were unnecessarily expensive, and
guaranteed capital transferred risk to Indians. Some external
borrowing financed assets, so not every interest payment was
pure loss. The debate concerns terms, control, opportunity cost
and distribution, not a denial that any physical asset existed.

Naoroji: poverty, drain andmoral
contradiction
Dadabhai Naoroji combined statistical reasoning with a liberal
moral argument. His early income estimates suggested extraor-
dinarily low average living standards. The precise numbers were
provisional; their purpose was to refute complacent claims of
prosperity. Famine, low consumption and weak purchasing
power corroborated the broader diagnosis.
Naoroji distinguished a potentially beneficial British connec-

tion from destructive foreign rule. If administration were Indi-
anized, expenditure restrained and resources retained, political
association might once have been reformed. But the continu-
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ous drain made rule “un-British” by violating Britain’s declared
principles of justice and representation.
His demands followed from the mechanism:

• simultaneous civil-service examinations and Indianization of
higher posts;

• reduction of Home Charges and military expenditure;
• fair allocation of imperial costs between Britain and India;
• representative institutions controlling taxation and expendi-
ture;

• industrial development and retention of capital in India.

By 1906, Naoroji publicly placed swaraj, swadeshi, boycott
and national education within one programme. Economic rea-
soning had moved from requesting economy to demanding po-
litical control.

R.C. Dutt: agrarian structure and famine
Romesh Chandra Dutt treated colonial economic change histor-
ically. Permanent, ryotwari and mahalwari settlements differed
in legal form, but heavy assessments, periodic enhancement,
landlord power and indebtedness placed cultivators under pres-
sure. Commercialization exposed households to price move-
ments without providing irrigation, credit and security on ade-
quate terms.
Dutt did not reduce famine to rainfall. Drought became

catastrophe when poverty destroyed reserves, revenue claims
remained rigid, purchasing power collapsed and relief was de-
layed or narrow. Grain couldmove throughmarketswhile hungry
people lacked command over it. He favoured moderate, stable
land revenue, irrigation, protection of cultivators and greater
Indian control over expenditure.
His reconstruction sometimes generalised across very differ-

ent regions and periods. Even so, it decisively relocated famine
from providence to political economy. The issue became not
whether rain failed, but why a governed society allowed harvest
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shock to becomemass mortality.

Ranade and the industrial question
Mahadev Govind Ranade shared the critique of poverty but
placed special emphasis on constructive industrialization. He
rejected the idea that laissez-faire would allow a capital-poor
colony to catch an established industrial power. India needed
modern banking, joint-stock enterprise, technical knowledge,
transport, irrigation, state assistance and diversified occupa-
tions.
Ranade’s position was not isolation. Foreign capital could

contribute when it enlarged productive capacity on fair terms
and did notmonopolise control. The central problemwas depen-
dence: British capital, banks, shipping and managing agencies
occupied strategic positions, while Indian enterprise facedweak
credit and discriminatory policy.
This strand prevents economic nationalism from being re-

duced to drain accounting. Its positive programme sought pro-
ductive employment, indigenous capital formation and an active
developmental state.

Deindustrialization and unequal trade
Nationalists argued that Company coercion and nineteenth-
century free-tradepolicy ruinedhandicraftswhile failing to foster
replacement industry. British mechanized textiles entered India;
Indian goods faced earlier tariff barriers abroad; courtly demand
declined; railways carried imported manufactures inland; and
artisans lacked comparable credit or state support.
The strongest modern formulation is qualified. Hand spin-

ning contracted severely and many weaving centres lost em-
ployment, but handloomweaving did not disappear everywhere.
Some weavers adopted mill yarn, shifted to finer, regional or cer-
emonial products, and survived. Quantitative evidence differs by
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region. The nationalist insight remains powerful: structural pol-
icy and unequal industrial capacity caused displacement, while
modern factories grew too late and narrowly to absorb labour.

Railways and foreign capital
Economic nationalists did not have to deny every benefit of rail-
ways. Their criticism centred on design and finance:

• early lines linked ports, raw-material zones and military cen-
tres;

• the guarantee system assured British investors a return from
Indian revenues;

• capital goods, engineering contracts and senior employment
often came from Britain;

• freight policy could favour export commodities and imported
manufactures;

• profits and interest created external payments.

Railways nevertheless integrated markets, reduced some
transport costs, aidedmigration and later served Indian industry
and nationalist organisation. The balanced judgement is that a
transformative technology was embedded in an imperial finan-
cial and strategic structure.

Taxation, expenditure and the peasant
Drain analysis became politically effective when connected to
familiar burdens. Nationalists demanded reduced land revenue,
abolition or reduction of the salt tax, and restraint in military ex-
penditure. They opposed charging India for Afghan campaigns
and other imperial commitments. Budget speeches contrasted
expenditure on the army and European officials with low spend-
ing on irrigation, sanitation and education.
They also demanded Indianization. This would lower salary

andpension remittances, open careers andmake administration
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more responsive. Economic, political and moral arguments rein-
forced each other.
The early critique had limits. Leadership came mainly from

educated and propertied groups; many proposals assumed in-
dustrial capitalist development would benefit the nation as a
whole. Agrarian class conflict, wages and landlessness received
uneven attention. Yet the critique made peasant taxation and
famine national political questions rather than isolated local dis-
tress.

Swadeshi before 1905
Swadeshi logically followed the diagnosis that foreign trade and
policy weakened Indian capital. Consumers could retain de-
mand inside Indiabypurchasing indigenousgoods; entrepreneurs
could build mills, banks, insurance firms and technical institu-
tions; government could assist through tariffs and procurement.
The idea appearedbefore theBengal agitation. Public burn-

ing of foreign cloth occurred in Maharashtra in 1896 amid crit-
icism of cotton policy. What changed in 1905 was scale and
politicalmeaning: consumption becameorganised boycott, eco-
nomic self-help became resistance, and support for indigenous
industry became a test of national commitment.

Political education as the decisive
achievement
Moderate leaders petitioned councils, commissions and Parlia-
ment because many still expected British liberal opinion to cor-
rect injustice. But their campaigns did more than seek official
replies. AnnualCongresssessions, newspapers, lecturesandas-
sociations taught a common vocabulary: drain, Home Charges,
Indianization, tariff protection, fiscal autonomy and swadeshi.
This vocabulary performed three political tasks:
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1. Causal: it explained poverty as a consequence of power
rather than fate.

2. National: it joined regional and occupational grievances
within an all-India fiscal structure.

3. Programmatic: it made representative government neces-
sary for economic development.

When repeated petitions failed, the analysis survived while
faith in gradual imperial reform weakened. Militant nationalism
inherited the Moderates’ economic critique and changed the
method from persuasion towards boycott, passive resistance
and mass mobilisation.

Interpretations and debates
How robust was drain theory?

The structural claim is stronger than any single total. Foreign rule
created compulsory sterling obligations, expatriate remittances
and revenue-financed transfers outside Indian control. Dispute
remains over which payments were unrequited: rail interest
might finance an asset; administrative salaries might purchase
a service; private profit differs from taxation. A balanced answer
evaluates control, cost, reinvestment and opportunity rather
than either counting every remittance as loss or dismissing the
entire mechanism.

Nationalist estimate andmodern national
accounting

Naoroji pioneered income estimation with fragmentary data.
His figures cannot be treated like later national accounts, but
methodological imperfection does not invalidate the observed
low consumption and fiscal transfer. His historical importance
lies in asking distributive questions official aggregates avoided:
who financed the state, who controlled the surplus and where
income was spent.
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Deindustrialization debate

Nationalist writers described a broad ruin of handicrafts.
MorrisD.Morris laterwarnedagainst assuminguniformcollapse
from inadequate occupational data. Amiya Kumar Bagchi found
strong evidence of manufacturing decline in parts of Bihar, while
Tirthankar Roy emphasises craft adaptation and productivity in
surviving sectors. Consensus is safest at the level ofmechanism
and uneven outcome: severe decline in spinning and many local
industries, survival and reorganisation elsewhere, and insuffi-
cient factory absorption.

Was economic nationalism bourgeois?

Marxist interpretationsstress that tariff protectionandswadeshi
served emerging Indian capitalists. That interest was real, but
the programme also challenged land revenue, salt taxation,
famine policy, military expenditure and racial exclusion. Its so-
cial leadership was narrow; its political language could neverthe-
less travel beyond that class and expose the colonial structure.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1840s Early Indian criticism
of discriminatory
trade and adminis-
tration

Anticipates later sys-
tematic economic
nationalism.
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Date Event Why it matters

1866 Naoroji founds East
India Association in
London

Creates a platform
for presenting India’s
economic case to
British opinion.

1867 Naoroji presents
“England’s Debt to
India”

Gives an early sys-
tematic formulation
of external appro-
priation and moral
obligation.

1870 Poona Sarvajanik
Sabha founded

Becomes a centre
of budget analysis,
agrarian inquiry and
economic criticism.

1875–76 Deccan agrarian dis-
tress and riots

Reinforce concern
with revenue, debt
and rural vulnerability.

1876 Indian Association
founded

Helps nationalise de-
mands over taxation,
civil service and rep-
resentation.

1876–78 Great famine Makes the relation-
ship among poverty,
revenue and public
policy impossible to
treat as a temporary
anomaly.

1878–80 Second AfghanWar
financed from Indian
revenues

Demonstrates the na-
tionalist charge that
imperial military pol-
icy burdened Indian
taxpayers.

1881 Naoroji describes
foreign rule as an
increasing economic
invasion

Sharpens the claim
that poverty is sys-
temic rather than
accidental.

1885 Indian National
Congress founded

Gives economic res-
olutions and budget
criticism an annual
all-India platform.
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Date Event Why it matters

1886 Naoroji publishes
Poverty of India

Connects low income
estimates to the drain
and colonial fiscal
policy.

1892 Naoroji elected to
the British House of
Commons

Gives Indian eco-
nomic criticism a
parliamentary voice.

1893 Royal Commission on
Indian Expenditure
appointed

Responds to sus-
tained pressure over
fiscal relations and
military charges.

1895–97 Welby Commission
takes evidence

Naoroji and other
witnesses contest
allocation of imperial
expenditure to India.

1896 Countervailing excise
imposed on Indian
cotton cloth

Becomes a symbol of
policy favouring Lan-
cashire over Indian
mills.

1896–1900 Severe famines and
epidemics

Intensify criticism of
poverty, revenue rigid-
ity, export orientation
and inadequate relief.

1901 Naoroji’s Poverty and
Un-British Rule in In-
dia published

Consolidates
decades of drain anal-
ysis.

1902–04 R.C. Dutt’s Economic
History of India vol-
umes published

Integrate land sys-
tems, trade, industry
and famine into a his-
torical critique.

1905 Swadeshi movement
begins after Bengal’s
partition

Converts economic
nationalism into boy-
cott, indigenous en-
terprise and mass
political action.

High-confusion comparisons
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Pair Core difference Why confusion mat-
ters

Drain vs ordinary im-
port payment

Unrequited political-
financial transfer vs
exchange for a com-
modity

Not every external
payment was drain.

Home Charges vs
private remittances

Official sterling obli-
gations vs personal or
corporate transfers

Both moved income
abroad through differ-
ent institutions.

Naoroji vs R.C. Dutt External transfer and
poverty vs agrarian
history and famine

Their analyses over-
lap but have different
centres of gravity.

Naoroji vs Ranade Drain and Indianiza-
tion vs industrial ca-
pability and state
support

Economic nationalism
contained diagnosis
and development
strategy.

Free trade vs fair com-
petition

Formal absence of
tariffs vs competition
between unequal
industrial structures

Equal rules can repro-
duce unequal capac-
ity.

Foreign capital vs
drain

Investment that may
create assets vs re-
turn and profit under
unequal terms

Nationalists differed
over conditions, not
merely nationality of
capital.

Railway benefit vs
railway finance

Mobility and integra-
tion vs guarantee,
routing and external
payments

A technology can
transform India while
serving imperial prior-
ities.

Economic critique vs
economic boycott

Explanation and re-
form demands vs di-
rect pressure through
consumption

The first prepared
the ideology of the
second.

Self-test

1. Define drain in one sentence and distinguish it from an import
payment.

2. Name five principal channels of drain.
3. What role did Council Bills play in settling colonial financial

obligations?



ECONOMIC NATIONALISM AND THE COLONIAL CRITIQUE 271

4. Why should a drain estimate be presented as a range or
method-dependent calculation?

5. Compare themainemphasesofNaoroji, R.C.Dutt andRanade.
6. Why did Indianization of services form part of economic na-

tionalism?
7. How did nationalists connect land revenue to famine vulnera-

bility?
8. Give two criticisms and two acknowledged benefits of rail-

ways.
9. Why was the cotton excise of 1896 politically important?
10. State the strongest balanced conclusion in the deindustrial-

ization debate.
11. How did Moderate petitions function as political education?
12. Why did economic nationalism point towards swaraj?

Answer key

1. Drain was an external transfer without equivalent current re-
turn to India; an import payment purchases a commodity of
corresponding value.

2. Home Charges, official remittances, pensions, debt interest,
railway guarantees, repatriated profits, imperialmilitary costs
or revenue-financed exports; any five.

3. Sterling paid for bills remained in London for Home Charges,
while the Government of India redeemed them in rupees from
Indian revenues.

4. Categories, years, service valuation, income data and treat-
ment of investment returns differed among calculations.

5. Naoroji centred drain and poverty; Dutt agrarian policy and
famine; Ranade industrial development, banking and state
support.

6. It reduced expensive European salaries and overseas pen-
sions, retained income, opened careers and could make ad-
ministration more responsive.

7. Heavyor rigidassessments reduced reserves, deepeneddebt
and continued during harvest failure, turning scarcity into en-
titlement collapse.
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8. Criticisms: guaranteed returns and port-military routing. Ben-
efits: cheaper mobility, market integration, migration or later
industrial and political use.

9. Pairing import duty with excise on Indian cloth appeared to
neutralise protection and subordinate Indian fiscal policy to
Lancashire.

10. Severe decline affected spinning and many craft regions,
adaptation preserved others, and modern factory growth
did not absorb displaced labour adequately.

11. Budgets, resolutions, newspapers and meetings taught com-
mon concepts and joined local burdens into an all-India expla-
nation.

12. If foreign control determined expenditure, trade and surplus
transfer, durable development required Indian control of gov-
ernment.

Closing perspective
The point of Economic Nationalism and the Colonial Critique is
not a date list. It is an explanation of how institutions, interests,
and political choices changed the field for what followed.



CHAPTER 18

Swadeshi, Boycott,
Militant Nationalism, and
theMuslim League

Curzon’s government announced Bengal’s partition on 19 July
1905 and implemented it on 16 October.
The new province of Eastern Bengal and Assam had Dhaka as

capital; western Bengal was joined administratively with Bihar
and Orissa.

Why Curzon partitioned Bengal
TheBengal Presidencywas indeed very large, and administrative
reorganisation was not inherently unreasonable. Yet the chosen
boundaries reveal political calculation. The plan separated east-
ern Bengali-majority districts from the western centre of Bengali
public life and joined western Bengal to Bihar and Orissa. Offi-
cials discussed weakening Calcutta’s political influence and pre-
sented Eastern Bengal as a province where Muslim landed inter-
ests could gain prominence.
The final arrangement created Eastern Bengal and Assam,

with Dhaka as capital, and a western province containing Ben-
gal, Bihar and Orissa. It divided Bengali-speaking populations
while joining regionswithdifferent languages. Nationalists there-
fore treated administrative convenience as a cover for “divide
and rule.”

273
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Thecommunaleffectwasnotmechanicallypredetermined.
Many eastern BengaliMuslims initially welcomedDhaka’s provin-
cial status, educational possibilities and relief from Calcutta-
centred Hindu bhadralok dominance. SomeMuslims joined anti-
partition activity; some Hindu landlords and professionals also
defended interests threatened by reorganisation. Political re-
sponses reflected class, region, patronage and access as well
as religion.

From petition to boycott
Between 1903 and mid-1905, opposition relied on petitions,
press campaigns and public meetings. Their failure discred-
ited the assumption that informed constitutional protest would
reverse policy. At the Town Hall on 7 August 1905, leaders en-
dorsed boycott of foreign goods. When partition took effect on
16 October, people observed mourning, fasted, bathed in the
Ganga and tied rakhis as symbols of unity. Tagore’s songs and
processions gave the protest an emotional language.
Boycott changed the relationship between participant and

state. A petition asked authority to act; boycott asked people to
act through daily choices. RefusingManchester clothmade con-
sumption political, imposed economic pressure and cultivated
self-discipline.

The four-part programme
Swadeshi

Swadeshi encouraged purchase and manufacture of Indian
goods. Textile mills, handloom production, soap, matches,
banks, insurance companies, shipping ventures and small en-
terprises received new attention. Prafulla Chandra Ray’s Bengal
Chemical enterprise becamean emblemof indigenous technical
capability.
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Resultswereuneven. Demand rose for some Indianproducts,
and the movement dignified entrepreneurship. Many goods
were costlier or unavailable; poor consumers could not always
sacrifice price for politics; mills did not automatically share gains
with labour. Economic self-reliance was a political school more
than an immediate substitute for the colonial economy.

Boycott

The initial target was foreign cloth and other imported goods.
Pickets urged customers not to enter shops, public bonfires
dramatised rejection, and social pressure enforced compliance.
Militants wanted to extend boycott to government schools,
courts, councils, titles and employment. Moderates generally
restricted it to Bengal and to foreign goods, fearing coercion,
illegality and premature confrontation.
Boycott was both negative and constructive: withdrawing

from an institution required an alternative. Without national
schools, arbitration or indigenous production, refusal could not
be sustained.

National education

Students were central participants, and official circulars threat-
ened scholarships, grants and disciplinary action against po-
litical activity. Nationalists established institutions intended
to combine modern technical learning with patriotic purpose.
The National Council of Education and Bengal National College
emerged in 1906; Aurobindo Ghose served as the college’s first
principal.
National education challenged cultural control but struggled

with finance, recognised credentials, trained teachers and em-
ployment. Families who depended on degrees could not easily
leave official institutions. Its enduring significance lay in making
curriculum and institutional control political questions.
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Passive resistance and constructive organisation

Militant thinkers proposed organised non-cooperation with un-
just authority: boycott courts and schools, refuse selected coop-
eration, create arbitration tribunals and build disciplined volun-
teer bodies. This “passive resistance” wasmore confrontational
than Moderate petition but not identical to Gandhi’s later satya-
graha, which developed a more systematic ethical discipline,
mass technique and central leadership.
Samitis such as Ashwini Kumar Dutt’s Swadesh Bandhab

Samiti in Barisal combined propaganda, arbitration, relief, phys-
ical training and local branches. Their density made eastern
Bengal important to mobilisation. Some later revolutionary re-
cruitment passed through similar networks, but open Swadeshi
mobilisation and secret armed actionmust not be collapsed into
one category.

Social and regional spread
Students organised picketing, processions and propaganda de-
spite official penalties. Women participated in meetings, house-
hold production, fundraising and rejection of foreign goods,mov-
ing nationalist practice into domestic space. Traders and pro-
fessionals funded activity; workers joined some strikes; artisans
benefited from indigenous demand.
Peasant participation varied. Ashwini Kumar Dutt’s Barisal

network reached rural areas, and appeals sometimes used vil-
lage fairs and religious gatherings. Yet themovement did not cre-
ate a durable, all-Bengal agrarian programme around rent, debt
or land. High prices of swadeshi goods and elite leadership lim-
ited poorer participation.
Outside Bengal:

• Maharashtra: Tilak connected boycott to earlier festival mo-
bilisation, famine politics and assertive nationalism.

• Punjab: Lala Lajpat Rai and Ajit Singh joined political radical-
ism to canal-colony and agrarian grievances in 1907.
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• Madras Presidency: V.O. Chidambaram Pillai’s Swadeshi
Steam Navigation Company challenged British commercial
dominance at Tuticorin; Subramania Bharati spread militant
ideas through Tamil writing.

• Delhi and United Provinces: meetings, student politics and
swadeshi associations carried themovement into northern ur-
ban centres.

The uneven spread matters. Swadeshi created all-India res-
onance, but its strongest sustained organisation remained re-
gional.

Militant nationalism: ideas and leaders
Militant nationalism, thencommonly calledExtremism, emerged
fromdisappointmentwithModeratemethods, not fromabsence
of earlier political education. Economic critique, famine, racial
arrogance, repressive laws and Curzon’s policies convinced
younger nationalists that British interests were structurally op-
posed to Indian development. Japan’s victory over Russia in
1905 and Ethiopia’s victory over Italy in 1896 weakened myths
of European invincibility.
The major leaders are often remembered as Lal-Bal-Pal:

• Lala Lajpat Rai in Punjab;
• Bal Gangadhar Tilak in Maharashtra;
• Bipin Chandra Pal in Bengal.

Aurobindo Ghose gave passive resistance an influential the-
oretical formulation. Their shared themes were swaraj, self-
reliance, sacrifice, boycott and distrust of official benevolence.
They did not form a single disciplined party and differed over
tactics, timing and religious symbolism.
Militants argued that freedom required capacity built through

struggle. Rights were not gifts secured by better petitions.
Tilak’s festivals, Pal’s lectures, Aurobindo’s journalism and local
samitis sought courage and organised will.
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Congress from Benares to Calcutta
At Benares in 1905, Congress supported Swadeshi and the boy-
cott undertaken in Bengal, but Gokhale and other Moderates
resisted making boycott a general political weapon. Militants
wanted an all-India programme and stronger commitment to
swaraj.
The Calcutta session of 1906 temporarily bridged the divide.

Dadabhai Naoroji, acceptable to both groups, presided. Resolu-
tions endorsed:

• swaraj, understood with deliberate ambiguity;
• swadeshi;
• boycott;
• national education.

Moderates could read swaraj as self-government like the set-
tler colonies and boycott as a specific Bengalmeasure. Militants
read them as a programme of national struggle. The compro-
mise postponed rather than resolved conflict.

Surat split, 1907
The 1907 session was shifted from Nagpur to Surat, where Mod-
erate organisers were stronger. Dispute centred on the presi-
dency and whether the 1906 programme would be reaffirmed.
Militants opposed the Moderate candidate Rash Behari Ghosh
and favoured a leader associatedwith the assertivewing, initially
Lajpat Rai. Procedural mistrust, packed delegates and physical
disorder broke up the session before normal business.
The split was not merely a quarrel of personalities. It reflected

disagreements over:

• constitutional agitation versus boycott and passive resis-
tance;

• control of Congress committees and credentials;
• pace of mobilisation and relationship to the masses;
• whether unity required ambiguity or a binding programme.
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The result weakened both sides. Moderates retained formal
Congress machinery but lost popular energy; militants lacked
anall-India organisation capable of coordinating sustained strug-
gle.

Repression, revolutionary turn and
decline
Government combined selective concession with coercion.
Meetingswere restricted, schools threatened, newspaperspros-
ecuted, samitis banned and leaders deported without trial. Laj-
pat Rai andAjit Singhwere deported in 1907. Tilakwas convicted
of sedition in 1908 and sent to Mandalay for six years. The 1908
and 1910 press laws attackedmilitant publication financially and
legally.
Some young activists concluded that spectacular violence

could awaken the nation and punish officials. The Muzaffarpur
bomb attack of April 1908 killed two British women instead of
the intendedmagistrate Kingsford. The Alipore conspiracy case
followed; Aurobindo was acquitted, while others were convicted.
Secret revolutionary nationalism grewpartly from the frustration
of open politics, but it had distinct organisation and methods.
By 1908–09 the open movement declined because:

• repression removed leaders and disrupted associations;
• the Congress split eliminated a national coordinating forum;
• boycott fatigue and the cost or shortage of alternatives re-
duced adherence;

• there was no sustained programme for peasant and worker
demands;

• Moderate andmilitant leaders failed to negotiate an organisa-
tional settlement;

• some activists moved into secret action while others with-
drew.

Decline did not mean failure. Swadeshi normalised boycott,
national education, indigenous enterprise, volunteer organisa-
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tion and cultural mobilisation. Later mass movements inherited
this repertoire.

Muslim political responses and the Simla
Deputation
Muslim opinion was diverse. In eastern Bengal, many Mus-
lim landlords and professionals welcomed a Muslim-majority
province centred on Dhaka, expecting offices and education.
Others opposed partition or participated in swadeshi. Hindu re-
vivalist idioms and occasional coercive boycott could alienate
Muslim peasants and traders, but official patronage and pre-
existing competition over employment and representation were
also crucial.
On 1 October 1906, a deputation led by Aga Khanmet Viceroy

Minto at Simla. It sought separate Muslim representation in
councils and weight beyond numerical population, justified by
political importance and imperial service. The initiative emerged
throughAligarh-linkedelitesandofficial encouragement. Minto’s
sympathetic response helped establish communal representa-
tion as a constitutional principle.

Formation and early aims of theMuslim
League
The All-India Muhammadan Educational Conference met at
Dhaka in December 1906. On 30 December, leaders including
Nawab Salimullah of Dhaka, Viqar-ul-Mulk and Aga Khan helped
establish the All-India Muslim League. Its early objectives were
to:

• promote loyalty to the British government;
• protect and advance Muslim political rights and interests;
• prevent hostility towards other communities, so far as consis-
tent with the first two aims.
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The League initially represented a narrow elite of landlords,
titled notables and educated professionals. It was neither in-
stantly separatist nor representative of all Muslims. Its creation
gave all-India organisational form to a politics of community safe-
guards. In 1913 it adopted self-government under the Crown as
an aim, showing that its trajectory was not fixed in 1906.

Morley-Minto reforms and separate
electorates
The Indian Councils Act of 1909 enlarged central and provincial
legislative councils, permitted more discussion and questions,
and admitted an Indian, S.P. Sinha, to the Viceroy’s Executive
Council. It did not create executive responsibility to elected
representatives; official control at the centre remained.
SeparateelectoratesmeantMuslimvoterselectedMuslim rep-

resentatives in designated constituencies. This was more than
reserved seats in a common electorate. It encouraged candi-
dates to appeal to a legally defined religious constituency and
madecommunal identity part of constitutional competition. Sup-
porters saw protection against majority domination; critics saw
a state-designed division of the national electorate.

Annulment and reorganisation, 1911
At the Delhi Durbar in December 1911, the Crown announced an-
nulment of Bengal’s partition. Bengal was reunited as a Bengali-
speaking province; Bihar andOrissa formed a separate province,
and Assam again became a separate chief commissionership.
The imperial capital moved from Calcutta to Delhi.
The reversal demonstrated the force of sustained agitation,

but it was not a return to 1904. Calcutta lost capital status, Bihar
andOrissa remained separated, separate electorates continued,
andpolitical relationshadbeen transformed. ManyMuslimswho
had invested hopes in Eastern Bengal felt betrayed. A tactical
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nationalist victory therefore carried new communal and regional
consequences.

Interpretations and debates
Administrative reform or divide and rule?

Bengal’s size presented an administrative problem, but it does
not explain the selected linguistic boundaries or official desire
to weaken Calcutta politics. Political division and cultivation of
provincial Muslim support were integral to implementation. Ad-
ministrative need and political motive can coexist; the latter ex-
plains why this plan, rather than a linguistically coherent alterna-
tive, provoked such opposition.

Was Swadeshi a mass movement?

It moved far beyond elite petitions through students, women,
traders, artisans, rural samitis and regional campaigns. Yet
participation was uneven, the poorest faced consumption con-
straints, and a durable peasant programme remained weak. It
was a major popular mobilisation and precursor to mass nation-
alism, not yet a uniformly mass all-India movement.

Religious symbolism: resource or limitation?

Festivals, vows, mother-goddess imagery and songs made sac-
rifice emotionally intelligible and used familiar cultural forms.
Hindu-coded symbolism could also narrow Muslim identifica-
tion and allow opponents to depict nationalism as communal.
Tagore’s rakhi initiative sought an inclusive territorial bond, show-
ing that cultural mobilisation was contested rather than uni-
formly exclusionary.
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Moderate versus militant achievement

Moderates developed economic critique, associations and all-
India public opinion; militants expanded goals and methods
towards self-reliance and direct action. Moderates underes-
timated structural resistance, while militants lacked durable
organisation and sometimes substituted inspiration for strat-
egy. Swadeshi was strongest when constitutional legitimacy,
constructive work and popular pressure reinforced one another.

League formation and inevitability

The League did not make Partition of India inevitable. In 1906 it
represented limited elite interests, professed loyalty and sought
safeguards inside the empire. Separate electorates, provincial
competition, official strategy and later political conflicts shaped
its development. Retrospective inevitability erasesMuslim diver-
sity and later periods of Congress-League cooperation.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1893–95 Tilak popularises
Ganapati and Shiv-
aji festivals

Demonstrates a mil-
itant style of public
mobilisation before
Swadeshi.

1896–97 Famine, plague mea-
sures, cloth burning
and Tilak’s imprison-
ment

Economic grievance
and coercion weaken
confidence in consti-
tutional reform.
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Date Event Why it matters

1899–1905 Curzon’s viceroyalty University control,
municipal change, se-
crecy law and racial
arrogance sharpen
nationalist opposi-
tion.

Dec 1903 Partition plan publicly
discussed

Begins organised
protest before the fi-
nal territorial scheme.

19 Jul 1905 Final partition deci-
sion announced

Converts constitu-
tional protest into a
movement for boy-
cott.

7 Aug 1905 Calcutta Town Hall
meeting

Formally endorses
boycott of foreign
goods.

16 Oct 1905 Partition takes effect Observed through
mourning, fasting,
bathing, rakhi and
mass meetings;
movement enters
popular phase.

Dec 1905 Benares Congress
under Gokhale

Supports Swadeshi
and Bengal boycott
but remains cautious
about wider boycott.

Apr 1906 Barisal Conference
broken up by police

Repression strength-
ens the militant case
against reliance
on lawful meetings
alone.

1 Oct 1906 Simla Deputation
meets Minto

Elite Muslim leaders
seek separate elec-
torates and weighted
representation.

Dec 1906 Calcutta Congress
under Naoroji

Adopts swaraj,
swadeshi, boycott
and national educa-
tion through a negoti-
ated formula.



SWADESHI, BOYCOTT, MILITANT NATIONALISM, AND THEMUSLIM LEAGUE 285

Date Event Why it matters

30 Dec 1906 All-India Muslim
League founded at
Dhaka

Establishes an all-
India Muslim political
organisation.

1907 Punjab agitation; Laj-
pat Rai and Ajit Singh
deported

Shows militant pol-
itics and agrarian
grievance spreading
beyond Bengal.

Dec 1907 Surat Congress
breaks up

Organisational con-
flict produces the
Moderate-militant
split.

Apr–May 1908 Muzaffarpur bombing
and arrests in Alipore
case

Revolutionary action
and state repression
intensify after mass
agitation weakens.

Jul 1908 Tilak convicted of
sedition

Six-year transporta-
tion to Mandalay re-
moves the most influ-
ential militant leader.

1908 Newspapers (Incite-
ment to Offences)
Act

Targets publications
linked to revolutionary
advocacy.

1909 Indian Councils Act;
Aurobindo acquitted
in Alipore case

Separate electorates
institutionalised; Au-
robindo soon with-
draws from active
politics.

1910 Indian Press Act Securities and forfei-
ture further restrict
nationalist journalism.

1911 Bengal partition an-
nulled; capital trans-
ferred to Delhi

Anti-partition demand
succeeds, but terri-
torial reorganisation
and communal repre-
sentation endure.

High-confusion comparisons
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Pair Core distinction Memory test

Swadeshi vs boycott Positive indigenous
production/use vs re-
fusal of foreign goods
or institutions

Build versus with-
draw.

Moderate vs militant Constitutional persua-
sion vs self-reliance,
boycott and passive
resistance

Different methods,
overlapping eco-
nomic critique.

Militant vs revolution-
ary

Open mass pressure
vs secret armed ac-
tion

Tilak-Pal politics was
not identical to bomb
conspiracies.

Bengal partition vs
annulment

Eastern Bengal cre-
ated in 1905 vs re-
union in 1911

Annulment still sep-
arated Bihar-Orissa
and Assam.

Benares 1905 vs Cal-
cutta 1906

Limited support for
Bengal boycott vs
four-part negotiated
programme

Caution then compro-
mise.

Calcutta 1906 vs
Surat 1907

Temporary factional
unity vs organisa-
tional rupture

Resolution ambigu-
ity could not settle
control.

Simla Deputation vs
Muslim League

Delegation demand-
ing representation vs
continuing political
organisation

1 October versus 30
December 1906.

Reserved seat vs sep-
arate electorate

Guaranteed seat may
use common voters
vs community vot-
ers elect community
representative

1909 established the
latter for Muslims.

Anti-partition success
vs full reversal

Annulment of 1905
province vs restora-
tion of old Bengal
Presidency

Capital and provincial
map still changed.

Self-test

1. When was Bengal’s partition announced and when did it take
effect?

2. Why is administrative convenience an insufficient explanation



SWADESHI, BOYCOTT, MILITANT NATIONALISM, AND THEMUSLIM LEAGUE 287

of the partition?
3. Distinguish swadeshi, boycott and passive resistance.
4. Name four constructive institutions or activities of the move-

ment.
5. Give two strengths and two social limits of Swadeshimobilisa-

tion.
6. What four principles did the Calcutta Congress of 1906 en-

dorse?
7. Identify three substantive causes of the Surat split.
8. Distinguish militant nationalism from revolutionary national-

ism.
9. Give four reasons for decline after 1908.
10. What did the Simla Deputation demand?
11. What did separate electorates change in political representa-

tion?
12. Whywas the 1911 annulment both a victory andan incomplete

reversal?

Answer key

1. It was announced on 19 July 1905 and took effect on 16 Octo-
ber 1905.

2. TheboundariesdividedBengali speakers, joinedunlike linguis-
tic regions and alignedwith official efforts toweakenCalcutta
nationalism and cultivate communal support.

3. Swadeshi built and used indigenous production; boycott re-
fused foreign goods or institutions; passive resistance organ-
ised wider non-cooperation and alternatives.

4. National schools, arbitration courts, volunteer samitis, indige-
nous mills, banks, insurance, shipping, relief or village propa-
ganda; any four.

5. Strengths: student/women’s participation, cultural reach, ru-
ral samitis or regional spread. Limits: weak agrarian pro-
gramme, costly alternatives, coercive picketing or uneven
Muslim participation.

6. Swaraj, swadeshi, boycott and national education.
7. Constitutional versus direct methods, control of Congress
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machinery, scope of boycott, pace of mobilisation and dis-
puted presidency; any three.

8. Militants used open boycott, passive resistance and popular
pressure; revolutionaries used secret organisations and tar-
geted armed action.

9. Repression, imprisoned or deported leaders, Congress divi-
sion, boycott fatigue, weak alternatives, limited peasant pro-
gramme or revolutionary diversion; any four.

10. Separate Muslim electorates and political weight beyond nu-
merical strength, justified by community importance and im-
perial service.

11. Designated Muslim voters elected Muslim representatives,
making religious community the legal basis of electoral con-
stituency.

12. Bengal was reunited under pressure, but Bihar-Orissa and As-
samwere separated, the capitalmoved toDelhi, and separate
electorates remained.

Closing perspective
The point of Swadeshi, Boycott, Militant Nationalism, and the
Muslim League is not a date list. It is an explanation of how in-
stitutions, interests, and political choices changed the field for
what followed.



CHAPTER 19

Revolutionary
Nationalism, Home Rule,
andWar

Revolutionary nationalism grew after Swadeshi repression, the
Surat split, leader arrests, and frustrationwith both petitions and
passive resistance.
Bengal networks included Anushilan Samiti and Jugantar; Ma-

harashtra’s major organization was Abhinav Bharat.

Why revolutionary nationalism emerged
The Swadeshi movement widened political imagination but lost
momentum after repression, organizational division, and the
Surat split. The deportation or imprisonment of leaders, restric-
tions on newspapers, and closure of associations convinced
some younger nationalists that open agitation could be neutral-
ized. International examples - the Russian revolutionaries, Irish
nationalism, Japanese victory over Russia, and anti-imperial
movements elsewhere - suggested that a determined minority
could challenge a powerful state.
The revolutionary current rejected individual advancement

and cultivated sacrifice, secrecy, physical training, and armed
preparation. It should not be equated with indiscriminate vio-
lence. Most groups selected officials, informers, or financial tar-
gets and hoped dramatic action would awaken political courage.
Yet secrecy narrowed accountability, actions sometimes killed

289
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unintended victims, and assassination could not substitute for
durable mass organization.

Bengal: gymnasiums, societies, and
conspiracy cases
Anushilan Samiti developed through physical-culture associa-
tions in Kolkata and eastern Bengal. Prominent figures included
Pramathanath Mitra, Aurobindo Ghose, Barindra Kumar Ghose,
Pulin Behari Das, and Jatindranath Mukherjee, known as Bagha
Jatin. Jugantarwas both a newspaper and a network associated
with more militant action.
The 1908 attempt to kill Douglas Kingsford at Muzaffarpur

mistakenly killed Mrs and Miss Kennedy. Khudiram Bose was
captured and executed; Prafulla Chaki died before arrest. Po-
lice investigation uncovered the Maniktala garden and led to
the Alipore case. The trial disrupted one network but turned
defendants into symbols.
Later actions included political robberies to raise funds, at-

tempts toobtainarms, and the1912bombingofViceroyHardinge
during the Delhi state entry. Rashbehari Bose escaped and later
reached Japan. Bagha Jatin’s group pursued a German arms
plan during the war; he died after a gunfight at Balasore in 1915.

Maharashtra, Punjab, and other regional
strands
The Chapekar brothers’ 1897 assassination of plague officials
preceded the main period and provided a remembered model.
V.D. Savarkar and Ganesh Savarkar organized Abhinav Bharat.
Savarkar linked historical writing, arms acquisition, and India
House activity before his arrest and transportation.
Punjab activism drew on agrarian unrest, military recruitment,

migration, and racial discrimination abroad. Ajit Singh and the
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Bharat Mata Society mobilized around colonization and canal-
colony grievances in 1907. Later, Ghadar transformed migrant
anger into an international republican programme.
Revolutionaryactivity alsoappeared inBihar, theUnitedProvinces,

and princely territories. Networks overlapped through students,
religious preachers, soldiers, printers, and railway routes, but no
permanent national command united them.

Expatriate centres
Political freedom abroad allowed propaganda but exposed ac-
tivists to surveillance and diplomatic pressure.

• London: Shyamji Krishna Varma founded India House and
The Indian Sociologist. Savarkar organized students and cir-
culated revolutionary history. Madan Lal Dhingra killedCurzon
Wyllie in 1909.

• Paris:MadameBhikaji Cama, S.R. Rana, andothers published
and campaigned; Cama displayed an early nationalist flag at
Stuttgart in 1907.

• United States and Canada: Taraknath Das, Lala Har Dayal,
SohanSinghBhakna, Kartar SinghSarabha, andmigrantwork-
ers built the Ghadar movement.

• Berlin and wartime Europe: Virendranath Chattopadhyaya,
Chempakaraman Pillai, and colleagues formed the Indian In-
dependence Committee, seeking German assistance.

• Southeast and East Asia: Indian soldiers, migrants, andmer-
chants provided routes through Singapore, Bangkok, Shang-
hai, and Japan.

These networks internationalized Indian nationalism before
global diplomacy became a regular Congress strategy.
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Ghadar: migration, republicanism, and
attempted revolt
Indian migrants on the Pacific coast, mostly Punjabi Sikh work-
ers but alsoHindusandMuslims, facedexclusion, racism, and re-
strictions on family migration. They concluded that Indians were
humiliated abroad because Indiawas subject at home. TheHindi
Association of the Pacific Coast, commonly called the Ghadar
Party, was formed in 1913with Sohan Singh Bhakna as president
and Lala Har Dayal as a leading intellectual. Its paper Ghadar
used Punjabi, Urdu, Hindi, and other languages.
Ghadar’s ideology was secular, republican, internationalist,

and openly insurrectionary. It attacked communal division and
asked soldiers to turn their weapons against colonial rule.
The Komagata Maru, chartered by Gurdit Singh, sailed to Van-

couver in 1914 with Indian passengers challenging Canada’s
continuous-journey rule. Entry was denied after a long con-
frontation. On return, police tried tocontrol passengersatBudge
Budge near Kolkata; violence and deaths followed. The incident
confirmed the global racial structure of empire.
When war began, thousands of migrants returned to Punjab

expecting rebellion. Leaders contacted cantonments and fixed
an uprising for February 1915. British intelligence penetrated
the organization; dates were exposed and altered; weapons and
coordination were insufficient. Arrests and special tribunals
produced executions, transportation, and imprisonment. Kartar
Singh Sarabha was executed at nineteen.
The Singapore mutiny of 1915 showed wartime military volatil-

ity but was not controlled successfully by a single Ghadar com-
mand. German arms shipments, including the Annie Larsen-
Maverick scheme, failed. The movement’s operational defeat
did not erase its ideological impact on later revolutionaries, sol-
diers, and overseas nationalism.
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Wartime politics and repression
India contributed soldiers, taxes, loans, grain, raw materials,
and war supplies. Prices rose sharply; essential goods became
expensive; taxation and recruitment intensified; influenza devas-
tated the population in 1918–19. Indian elites initially supported
the war, expecting political concessions and believing loyalty
would strengthen the claim to self-government.
The state answered conspiracy with the Defence of India Act

1915, special tribunals, internment, censorship, postal intercep-
tion, deportation, and surveillance. Wartime emergency normal-
ized executive power. The later Rowlatt committees proposed
continuing extraordinary measures after peace.

Home Rule: open organization returns
Bal Gangadhar Tilak returned to active politics after release from
Mandalay in 1914. He moderated old conflicts, sought reunion
with Congress moderates, and began a Home Rule League in
April 1916. Its territorial concentration allowed organized work
through Maharashtra, Karnataka, Berar, and Central Provinces.
Annie Besant launched a wider league in September 1916,

drawing on the Theosophical network, newspapers New India
and Commonweal, students, lawyers, and urban professionals.
George Arundale, B.P. Wadia, C.P. Ramaswami Aiyar, and others
organized branches.
Home Rule meant self-government within the British Empire,

analogous to dominion aspirations, not immediate complete
independence. Leagues used lectures, pamphlets, petitions, li-
braries, study circles, vernacular speeches, and local branches.
They revivedpolitical activity betweenannualCongress sessions
and trained cadres later absorbed into Gandhian movements.
Limits were significant. Membership remained strongest

among educated urban and small-town groups; peasants and
workers were not independently mobilized on a comparable
scale; organizational overlap caused friction; and Besant be-
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came cautious after the 1917 declaration. Tilak’s libel case and
travel for the case against Valentine Chirol also drew him away.
Besant’s internment in June 1917 triggered protest and in-

creased her prestige. The government released her in Septem-
ber; she became Congress president in December.

Lucknow Pact: unity and future tension
The 1916 Congress session reunited moderates and the Tilak
wing. Congress and the All-India Muslim League agreed on
constitutional demands: larger elected majorities, greater In-
dian control, provincial autonomy, and reduced executive domi-
nance.
Congress accepted separate electorates and agreed to Mus-

lim representation above population share in provinces where
Muslimswere aminority, whileMuslim representationwas lower
than population in Punjab and Bengal. The pact demonstrated
interorganizational cooperation and strengthened pressure on
government. It also constitutionalized community as a unit of
representation and entrenched bargaining through fixed com-
munal shares.
The pact was possible because League politics had changed

under leaders including Muhammad Ali Jinnah, then celebrated
as an ambassador of unity, and because annulment of Bengal
partition, Balkan conflicts, and British policy alienated sections
of Muslim opinion.

Montagu Declaration and reforms
Edwin Montagu announced on 20 August 1917 that British pol-
icy aimed at increasing Indian association and the gradual devel-
opment of self-governing institutions toward responsible govern-
ment in India as an integral part of the empire. This was the first
official statement to name responsible government as a goal.
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Every qualifyingwordmattered. Progress would be gradual;
British authorities would judge timing; India would remain impe-
rial; andnodeadlinewasgiven. TheMontagu-ChelmsfordReport
led to the Government of India Act 1919:

• provincial “transferred” subjects went to Indian ministers re-
sponsible to elected legislatures;

• “reserved” subjects remained with governors and executive
councillors;

• the central legislature expanded but the executive remained
unresponsible;

• franchises were narrow and separate electorates widened;
• the Secretary of State’s detailed control wasmodified but not
removed.

Dyarchy divided provincial government into two chains, often
leaving ministers with social responsibilities but inadequate fi-
nance. Reform conceded political space while protecting impe-
rial power.

Why revolutionary efforts declined
before 1919
Repression removed cadres; surveillance penetrated cells; arms
were scarce; action lacked mass political integration; regional
groups struggled to coordinate; and hoped-for military revolt
failed. Home Rule offered an open alternative, and Gandhi soon
provided a mass method that joined moral discipline to broad
organization.
Revolutionary nationalism nevertheless survived. Its net-

works, martyr traditions, international contacts, secular sacri-
fice, and critique of imperial violence reappeared in the Hindus-
tan RepublicanAssociation, Bhagat Singh’s generation, and later
overseas formations.
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Propaganda, finance, and themechanics
of underground action
Revolutionaryorganization requiredmuchmore thanweapons.
Newspapers, pamphlets, patriotic songs, historical biographies,
gymnasiums, hostels, and festivals created a political culture in
which sacrifice appeared honorable. Small reading circles identi-
fied recruits; initiation oaths protected secrecy; couriers moved
messages; lawyers defended prisoners; families sheltered fugi-
tives; and sympathetic employees leaked information. Political
robberies, often called “swadeshi dacoities,” sought funds but
risked alienating the public and blurring the line between revolu-
tionary discipline and ordinary crime.
Colonial intelligence adapted. Postal censorship, inform-

ers, approvers, fingerprinting, press securities, surveillance of
students, and coordination across imperial police forces made
secrecy harder. Conspiracy trials converted association into
evidence and allowed exemplary punishment. Transportation
to the Andaman Islands removed activists from their regional
networks. Repression was effective because cells were small,
but spectacular trials also publicized revolutionary ideals.

Soldiers, peasants, and themissing
organizational bridge
Most revolutionary plans assumed that soldiers were decisive
because an alien government depended on Indian armed man-
power. Contactsweremade in cantonments, andGhadar placed
mutiny at the centre of its plan. Yet soldiers faced close surveil-
lance, uneven political commitment, family risk, and regimental
separation. A date fixed by civilian organizers could not guaran-
tee coordinated military action.
Peasant support was similarly uneven. Punjab migrants re-

turnedwith radical ideas, but village society included loyalist sol-
diers, landed beneficiaries, indebted cultivators, officials, and re-
ligious authorities. Bengal activists sometimes gained shelter
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in rural areas without building institutions through which peas-
ants defined programme and leadership. The gap between a
courageous cadre andanorganized socialmajority remained the
strategic weakness.

Wartime loyalty was conditional politics
Moderate leaders, princes, businessgroups, andmanypeasants
supported recruitment or war loans for different reasons: impe-
rial loyalty, patronage, pressure, profit, or expectation of reform.
Support should not be interpreted as consent to permanent sub-
ordination. Rising prices and coercive recruitment altered atti-
tudes as war continued. The British expectation that sacrifice
would be followed by limited reform collidedwith Indian expecta-
tion that sacrifice had earned substantive power. This widening
expectation gap explains why theMontagu promise briefly reas-
suredopinionbut the restricted 1919 settlement failed to contain
agitation.

Interpretations and debates
Nationalist interpretation treats revolutionaries as restoring
courage after Swadeshi repression and exposing the violence
beneath imperial law. Their sacrifice widened the imaginable
limits of politics.
Bipan Chandra argues that individual heroic action could not

replacemassmobilization and sometimes allowed repression to
isolate activists. This criticism concerns strategy, not patriotism.
Maia Ramnath and transnational scholarship emphasize that

Ghadar belonged to a global anti-colonial andmigrantworld, not
merely Punjab history. Its secular republicanism exceeded the
immediate failed plot.
Home Rule can be read as moderate dominion politics, yet its

branch structure and vernacular propaganda rebuilt the orga-
nizational bridge between Swadeshi and Gandhi. The Lucknow
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Pact likewise combined a genuine unity achievement with a rep-
resentation formula that later hardened communal bargaining.
Balanced judgement: revolutionary and constitutional routes

were not sealed compartments. Personnel, rhetoric, repression,
and wartime opportunity crossed between them, while neither
achieved mass nationwide organization before Gandhi.

Chapter companion
Use this section after reading the chapter. Reconstruct the se-
quence or comparison before checking the page.

Chronology

Date Event Why it matters

1904 Abhinav Bharat orga-
nized

Creates a
Maharashtra-
centered revolution-
ary network.

1907 Ghadar antecedents
and expatriate ac-
tivism expand

Punjab migration con-
nects India to Pacific
politics.

Apr 1908 Muzaffarpur bomb
attack

Begins major Bengal
conspiracy prosecu-
tions.

1908–09 Alipore Bomb Case Disrupts Manik-
tala/Jugantar net-
work; Aurobindo ac-
quitted.

1909 Madan Lal Dhingra
kills CurzonWyllie in
London

Demonstrates expa-
triate revolutionary
reach.

1912 Bomb attack on
Viceroy Hardinge in
Delhi

Rashbehari Bose-
linked network strikes
imperial ceremony.
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Date Event Why it matters

1913 Ghadar Party and
newspaper estab-
lished in North Amer-
ica

Creates explicitly
international revolu-
tionary organization.

1914 First World War be-
gins; Komagata Maru
returns

War opens oppor-
tunity while racial
exclusion radicalizes
migrants.

Feb 1915 Planned Ghadar mili-
tary uprising fails

Informers and prema-
ture changes prevent
coordinated mutiny.

1915 Defence of India Act Gives broad deten-
tion and special-trial
powers.

Apr 1916 Tilak’s Home Rule
League begins

Restarts consti-
tutional agitation
through branches
and vernacular work.

Sep 1916 Annie Besant’s All
India Home Rule
League begins

Extends propaganda
and organization
across much of India.

Dec 1916 Congress session
and Lucknow Pact

Congress reunites;
Congress and League
agree on reform de-
mands.

June 1917 Besant interned Government action
turns Home Rule into
a broader protest.

20 Aug 1917 Montagu Declaration First official commit-
ment to progressive
responsible govern-
ment.

1918 Montagu-Chelmsford
Report

Designs dyarchy and
limited constitutional
expansion.

1919 Government of India
Act and Rowlatt legis-
lation

Reform and coercion
arrive together, ex-
posing imperial con-
tradiction.
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High-confusion comparisons
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Current Goal Method Social-geographic
strength

Main limit

Secret revolutionary
groups

Overthrow and political
awakening

Assassination, arms,
cells, military contacts

Educated youth and
regional networks

Isolation, surveillance,
weak mass organiza-
tion

Ghadar Secular republican
independence

Migrant propaganda
and wartime insurrec-
tion

Overseas workers and
Punjab returnees

Infiltration, arms short-
age, premature plan-
ning

Home Rule leagues Self-government within
empire

Open branches, lec-
tures, pamphlets, peti-
tions

Urban and small-town
educated public

Limited rural-worker
mobilization and di-
vided organization

Congress-League pact Joint constitutional
advance

Negotiated represen-
tation and reform de-
mand

All-India elite organiza-
tions

Separate-electorate
logic strengthened
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Self-test

1. Why did revolutionary nationalism grow after 1907?
2. Distinguish Anushilan Samiti, Jugantar, and Abhinav Bharat.
3. What did the Muzaffarpur attack reveal about revolutionary

strategy and risk?
4. Why was India House important?
5. What social experience produced Ghadar’s ideology?
6. Why did the February 1915 uprising fail?
7. What was the significance of Komagata Maru?
8. Compare Tilak’s and Besant’s Home Rule leagues.
9. What did the Lucknow Pact achieve?
10. What was problematic about its representation formula?
11. Why was the Montagu Declaration both historic and limited?
12. How did revolutionary and constitutional politics interact?

Answer key

1. Swadeshi decline, Surat division, repression, leader arrests,
and disappointment with existing methods encouraged se-
cret armed action.

2. Anushilan and Jugantar were overlapping Bengal physical-
culture and revolutionary networks; Abhinav Bharat was cen-
tered in Maharashtra and linked to Savarkar.

3. It dramatized courage and official vulnerability but killed unin-
tended victims, invited repression, and showed the danger of
isolated action.

4. It trained and connected expatriate students, published pro-
paganda, circulated arms and ideas, and linked Indian strug-
gle to European politics.

5. Migrantworkers faced racial exclusion abroad and concluded
that equal treatment required overthrowing colonial rule at
home.

6. Intelligence infiltration, exposed dates, poor coordination, in-
adequate arms, arrests, and limitedcantonment commitment
defeated it.

7. It exposed racial migration controls across the empire and
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radicalized returning passengers and Punjabi opinion.
8. Tilak organized a concentrated western-central territory; Be-

sant used a broader all-India Theosophical and press network.
9. It reunited Congress factions and created a joint Congress-

League scheme for greater elected and Indian authority.
10. It accepted separate electorates and fixed communal weigh-

tage, strengthening community-based constitutional bargain-
ing.

11. It officially named responsible government as a goal but gave
no deadline and left pace and judgment with British rulers.

12. Repression, cadres, rhetoric, and wartime openings crossed
boundaries; Home Rule offered open organization while revo-
lutionary networks internationalized independence.

Closing perspective
Revolutionary nationalism emerged from repression and strate-
gic frustration, not from absence of political ideas. Secret action
restored courage but could not itself organize sustained mass
power.



Source note

The Modern India volumes were developed from an integrated
revision project drawing on Bipan Chandra’s History of Modern
India, Sekhar Bandyopadhyay’s FromPlassey to Partition and Af-
ter, and the Spectrum survey A Brief History of Modern India.
Post-2019 coverage uses an official-source register with an ev-
idence cutoff of 10 August 2026. The present books reorganize
and independently edit that research into a continuous narrative
and separate source claims from editorial synthesis.
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