
 

From Trade to Territory: The Company Establishes 
Power 

 
Temporal context: 1600 to 1764 AD 
 
Geographical context: Indian Subcontinent: Bengal, Goa, Madras other 
exporting Coastal states  
 
Political Context: By the second half of the eighteenth century a new 
power was emerging on the political horizon – the British. The British 
originally came as a small trading company and were reluctant to 
acquire territories. Later they became masters of a vast empire. 
 
 

The advent of the Europeans in India 
 

1. Order of coming of Europeans in India 
 

The Portuguese  

The Dutch 

The English 

The French 

The Danes 
 

2. Causes of British Success in India  
a. Superior Arms, Military and Strategy  
b. Better Military Discipline and Regular Salary  
c. Civil Discipline and Fair Selection System  
d. Brilliant Leadership and Support of Second  Line Leaders 
e. Strong Financial Backup  
f. Nationalist Pride 



 
 
 
 

Some of the main causes for the decline of the Mughals, briefly 
put, were as follows: 
(i) The government of the Mughals was a personal despotism 
and so its success depended on the character of the reigning 
ruler. The later Mughals were worthless and neglected the 
administration of the state. 
(ii) With the absence of a definite law of succession, there always 
occurred a war of succession; this weakened the stability of 
the government, and fostered partisanship at the cost of 
patriotism. 
(iii) The degeneration of the rulers led to the degeneration of the 
nobility, with factious quarrels and intrigues costing the empire 
heavily. 
(iv) The deterioration of the army also proved disastrous for the 
empire. 
(v) The empire had become too vast and unwieldy to be efficiently 
governed from a central authority under weak rulers, especially 
under the existing conditions of transport and communication. 
(vi) Aurangzeb’s religious policy was largely responsible, leading 
to revolts by Rajputs, Sikhs, Jats and Marathas. 
(vii) Aurangzeb’s Deccan policy was a complete failure and was 
an important cause of the downfall of the Mughal empire. 
(viii) Invasions of Irani and Durrani kingdoms gave a death-blow 
to the Mughal empire. 

 

East India Company Comes East 

 
1. In 1600, the East India Company acquired a charter from the ruler 

of England, Queen Elizabeth I, granting it the sole right to trade 
with the East. 



2. The Company did not have to fear competition from other English 
trading companies. Mercantile trading companies in those days 
made profit primarily by excluding competition so that they could 
buy cheap and sell dear.  

3. The royal charter, however, could not prevent other European 
powers from entering the Eastern markets. By the time the first 
English ships sailed down the west coast of Africa, round the Cape 
of Good Hope, and crossed the Indian Ocean, the Portuguese had 
already established their presence in the western coast of India 
and had their base in Goa. By the early seventeenth century, the 
Dutch too were exploring the possibilities of trade in the Indian 
Ocean. Soon the French traders arrived on the scene. 

4. The problem was that all the companies were 
interested in buying the same things. The fine qualities 
of cotton and silk produced in India had a big market 
in Europe. Pepper, cloves, cardamom and cinnamon too 
were in great demand. Competition amongst the 
European companies inevitably pushed up the prices 
at which these goods could be purchased, and this 
reduced the profits that could be earned.  

5. The only way the trading companies could flourish was by 
eliminating rival competitors. The urge to secure markets, 
therefore, led to fierce battles between the trading companies. 
Through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they regularly 
sank each other’s ships, blockaded routes, and prevented rival 
ships from moving with supplies of goods. Trade was carried on 
with arms and trading posts were protected through fortification. 

6. This effort to fortify settlements and carry on profitable trade also 
led to intense conflict with local rulers. The Company, therefore, 
found it difficult to separate trade from politics.  

7. East India Company begins to trade in Bengal The first English 
factory was set up on the banks of the river Hugli in 1651. This was 
the base from which the Company’s traders, known at that time as 
“factors”, operated. The factory had a warehouse where goods for 
export were stored, and it had offices where Company 



officials sat.  
8. As trade expanded, the Company persuaded merchants and 

traders to come and settle near the factory. By 1696 it began 
building a fort around the settlement. Two years later it bribed 
Mughal officials into giving the Company zamindari rights over 
three villages. One of these was Kalikata, which later grew 
into the city of Calcutta or Kolkata as it is known today. 

9. It also persuaded the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb to issue a 
Farman granting the Company the right to trade duty-free. The 
Company tried continuously to press for more concessions and 
manipulate existing privileges. 

10. Aurangzeb’s Farman, for instance, had granted only the 
Company the right to trade duty-free. But officials of the Company, 
who were carrying on private trade on the side, were expected to 
pay duty. This they refused to pay, causing an enormous loss of 
revenue for Bengal. 

 
 

British Conquest of Bengal: The foot-in-the-door 
 
Bengal on the Eve of British Conquest 
 

1. Bengal, the richest province of the Mughal Empire included 
present-day Bangladesh and its Nawab had authority over the 
region constituting present-day states of Bihar and Odisha. Exports 
from Bengal to Europe consisted of raw products such as 
saltpetre, rice, indigo, pepper, sugar, silk, cotton textiles, 
handicrafts, etc.  

2. The English East India Company had vital commercial interests in 
trading in Bengal, as nearly 60 per cent of the British imports from 
Asia consisted of goods from Bengal. During the 1630s, regular 
contact of the British with Bengal continued when they established 
factories in Balasore, Hooghly, Kasimbazar, Patna and Dacca.  



3. By the 1690s, the foundation of Calcutta by the English company 
completed the process of English commercial settlement in 
Bengal.  

4. Under the rule of Mughal governors who started to assert 
independence after Aurangzeb, Bengal made unprecedented 
progress. There were other factors too, which made Bengal 
prosperous, for instance, the rest of India was disturbed by 
inter-border disputes, the Maratha invasions, Jat revolts, and 
external invasions by Nadir Shah and Ahmed Shah Abdali.  

5. Almost all the governors of Bengal strongly resented 
the special privileges enjoyed by the English company as it 
meant a huge loss to the provincial exchequer. So the friction 
between the English commercial interests and the Bengal 
government became the chief cause for conflict between the 
two. During a short period between 1757 and 1765, the power 
gradually got transferred from the Nawabs of Bengal to the 
British with the latter defeating the former. 
 
 

 
Prelude to the Battle 

1. The officials of the Company made rampant misuse of its 
trade privileges that adversely affected the nawab’s finances. 

2. The English fortified Calcutta without the nawab’s 
permission. 

3. The Company, on its part, suspected that Siraj would 
drastically reduce its trade privileges in collusion with the 
French in Bengal. Thus, when Siraj attacked and seized the 
English fort at Calcutta, it brought their hostility into the open. 

4. Black Hole Tragedy: Siraj-ud-daula is believed to have 
imprisoned 146 English persons who were lodged in a very 
tiny room due to which 123 of them died of suffocation. 
However, historians either do not believe this story or say 
that the number of victims must have been much smaller. 

 



 
The Battle 

1. The arrival of a strong force under the command of Robert 
Clive at Calcutta from Madras strengthened the English 
position in Bengal. Clive forged a secret alliance with the 
traitors of the nawab—Mir Jafar, Rai Durlabh, Jagat Seth (an 
influential banker of Bengal) and Omichand.  

2. Under the deal, Mir Jafar was to be made the nawab who in 
turn would reward the Company for its services. The secret 
alliance of the Company with the conspirators further 
strengthened the English position. So the English victory in 
the Battle of Plassey (June 23, 1757) was decided before the 
battle was even fought.  

3. The Battle of Plassey placed at the disposal of the English 
vast resources of Bengal. After Plassey, the English virtually 
monopolised the trade and commerce of Bengal. 

4. As a result of this victory, Mir Jafar became the Nawab of 
Bengal. He gave large sums of money plus the zamindari 
of 24 Parganas to the English. 

5. The Battle of Plassey had political significance for it 
laid the foundation of the British empire in India; it has been 
rightly regarded as the starting point of British rule in India. 
The sovereignty of the English over Calcutta was 
recognised, and the English posted a Resident at the 
nawab’s court. 
 

 
 
The Battle of Buxar 
 

1. The combined armies of Mir Kasim, the Nawab of Awadh 
and Shah Alam II was defeated by the English forces under 
Major Hector Munro at Buxar on October 22, 1764, in a 
closely contested battle. The English campaign against Mir 
Kasim was short but decisive. 



2. The importance of this battle lay in the fact that not only the 
Nawab of Bengal but also the Mughal Emperor of India was 
defeated by the English.  

3. The victory made the English a great power in northern India 
and contenders for the supremacy over the whole country. 
After the battle, Mir Jafar, who was made Nawab in 1763 
when relations between Mir Kasim and the Company 
became strained, agreed to hand over the districts of 
Midnapore, Burdwan and Chittagong to the English for the 
maintenance of their army.  

4. The English were also permitted duty-free trade in Bengal, 
except for a duty of two per cent on salt. After the death of 
Mir Jafar, his minor son, Najimud-daula, was appointed 
nawab, but the real power of administration lay in the hands 
of the naib-subahdar, who could be appointed or dismissed 
by the English. 
 

 
 
Dual Government in Bengal (1765-72) 
 

1. After the battle of Buxar, the East India Company became 
the real masters of Bengal. Robert Clive introduced the dual 
system of government, i.e., the rule of the two—the 
Company and the Nawab—in Bengal in which both the 
Diwani, i.e., collecting revenues, and Nizamat, i.e., police 
and judicial functions came under the control of the 
Company.  

2. The Company exercised Diwani rights as the diwan and the 
Nizamat rights through its right to nominate the deputy 
subahdar. The Company acquired the Diwani functions from 
the emperor and nizamat functions from the subahdar of 
Bengal. 

3. The system held a great advantage for the Company. 



It left the appearance of authority to the puppet Indian ruler 
while keeping the sovereign power in the hands of the 
Company. The nawab was responsible for maintaining peace 
and order, but he depended both for funds and forces upon 
the Company because the latter controlled the army and 
revenues. 

4. The dual system led to an administrative breakdown and 
proved disastrous for the people of Bengal. Neither the 
Company nor the Nawab cared for administration and public 
welfare. Warren Hastings did away with the dual system in 
1772. 
 
 
 

 

The Revolt of 1857 
 
Temporal context: 1857-60 
 
Geographical context: Indian Subcontinent: Bengal, Goa, Madras other 
exporting Coastal states  
 
Political Context: In 1757, after the Battle of Plassey, the British laid the 
first step towards getting power in northern India. And in 1857 took place 
the major ‘Revolt’ which was a product of the character and policies of 
colonial rule after 1757, and after which noteworthy changes took place 
in the British policy of ruling over India. The cumulative effect of British 
expansionist policies, economic exploitation and administrative 
innovations over the years had adversely affected the positions of 
all—rulers of Indian states, sepoys, zamindars, peasants, traders, 
artisans, pundits, maulvis, etc. The simmering discontent burst in the 
form of a violent storm in 1857 which shook the British empire in India to 
its very foundations. 
 
 



 
 
1857 Revolt: a product of character and policies of colonial rule. 
 

1. Economic causes—heavy taxation under new revenue settlement, 
summary evictions, discriminatory tariff policy against Indian 
products, destruction of traditional handicrafts industry, and 
absence of concomitant industrialisation on modern lines that hit 
peasants, artisans and small zamindars. 

2. Political causes—greedy policy of aggrandisement, absentee 
sovereigntyship character of British rule, British interference in 
socio-religious affairs of Indian public. 

3. Military causes—discontent among sepoys for economic, 
psychological and religious reasons, coupled with a long history 
of revolts. 

4. Administrative Causes Rampant corruption in the Company’s 
administration, especially among the police, petty officials and 
lower law courts, was a major cause of discontent. Also, the 
character of British rule imparted a foreign and alien look to it in the 
eyes of Indians: a kind of absentee sovereignty. 

5. Socio-Religious Causes Racial overtones and a superiority 
complex characterised the British administrative attitude towards 
the native Indian population. The activities of Christian 
missionaries were looked upon with suspicion by Indians. The 
attempts at socio-religious reform such as the abolition of sati, 
support to widow-marriage and women’s education were seen by a 
large section of the population as interference in the social and 
religious domains of Indian society by outsiders.  

6.  Influence of Outside Events: The revolt of 1857 coincided with 
certain outside events in which the British suffered serious 
losses—the First Afghan War (1838-42), Punjab Wars (1845-49), 
and the Crimean Wars (1854-56). These had obvious 
psychological repercussions. The British were seen to be not so 
strong and it was felt that they could be defeated. 

 



 
Storm Centres and Leaders of the Revolt 

 

Centres of Revolt Leaders 
 

Delhi 
 

General Bakht Khan 

Kanpur 
 

Nana Saheb 

Lucknow Begum Hazrat Mahal 
 

Bareilly  
 

Khan Bahadur 

Bihar 
 

Kunwar Singh 

Faizabad 
 

Maulvi Ahmadullah 

Jhansi Rani Laxmibai 
 

Baghpat  Shah Mal 
 

 
 

Causes of Failure 
 

1. All-India participation was absent Limited territorial spread was one 
factor; there was no all-India veneer about the revolt. The eastern, 
southern and western parts of India remained more or less 
unaffected. 

2. All classes did not join: Certain classes and groups did not join 
and, in fact, worked against the revolt. Big zamindars, 



Money-lenders and merchants saw their class interests better 
protected under British patronage. Educated Indians viewed this 
revolt as backwards-looking, supportive of the feudal order and as 
a reaction of traditional conservative forces to modernity; these 
people had high hopes that the British would usher in an era of 
modernisation. Most Indian rulers refused to join and often gave 
active help to the British. Rulers who did not participate included 
the Sindhia of Gwalior, the Holkar of Indore, the rulers of Patiala, 
Sindh and other Sikh chieftains and the Maharaja of Kashmir.  

3. Poor Arms and Equipment: The Indian soldiers were poorly 
equipped materially, fighting generally with swords and spears and 
very few guns and muskets. On the other hand, the European 
soldiers were equipped with the latest weapons of war like the 
Enfield rifle. The electric telegraph kept the commander-in-chief 
informed about the movements and strategy of the rebels. 

4. Uncoordinated and Poorly Organised The revolt was poorly 
organised with no coordination or central leadership. The principal 
rebel leaders—Nana Saheb, Tantia Tope, Kunwar Singh, 
Laxmibai—were no match to their British opponents in generalship. 
On the other hand, the East India Company was fortunate in 
having the services of men of exceptional abilities in the Lawrence 
brothers, John Nicholson, James Outram, Henry Havelock, etc. 

5. No Unified Ideology: The mutineers lacked a clear understanding 
of colonial rule; nor did they have a forward-looking programme, a 
coherent ideology, a political perspective or a societal alternative. 
The rebels represented diverse elements with differing grievances 
and concepts of current politics. 

6. The lack of unity among Indians was perhaps unavoidable 
at this stage of Indian history. Modern nationalism was as 
yet unknown in India. In fact, the revolt of 1857 played an 
important role in bringing the Indian people together and 
imparting to them the consciousness of belonging to one 
country. 

 
 



 
Consequences 
 

1. The revolt of 1857 marks a turning point in the history of 
India. It led to far-reaching changes in the system of 
administration and the policies of the British government. 

2. By Queen’s Proclamation, the direct responsibility for the 
administration of the country was assumed by the British 
Crown and Company rule was abolished. 

3. As per the Queen’s proclamation, the era of annexations and 
expansion had ended and the British promised to respect the 
dignity and rights of the native princes. The Indian states were 
henceforth to recognise the paramountcy of the British Crown and 
were to be treated as parts of a single charge. The people of India 
were promised freedom of religion without interference from British 
officials. The proclamation also promised equal and impartial 
protection under the law to all Indians, besides equal opportunities 
in government services irrespective of race or creed. It was also 
promised that old Indian rights, customs and practices would be 
given due regard while framing and administering the law.  

4. Army, which was at the forefront of the outbreak, was thoroughly 
reorganised and British military policy came to be dominated by 
the idea of “division and counterpoise”. The British could no longer 
depend on Indian loyalty, so the number of Indian soldiers was 
drastically reduced even as the number of European soldiers was 
increased. Recruits were to be drawn from the ‘martial’ races of 
Punjab, Nepal, and north-western frontier who had proved loyal to 
the British during the Revolt. The effort was made to keep the army 
away from the civilian population. All higher posts in the army and 
the artillery departments were reserved for the Europeans.  

5. The earlier reformist zeal of a self-confident Victorian 
liberalism evaporated as many liberals in Britain began to 
believe that Indians were beyond reform. This new approach— 
‘conservative brand of liberalism’, as it was called by Thomas 
Metcalf—had the solid support of the conservative and 



aristocratic classes of England who espoused the complete 
non-interference in the traditional structure of Indian society. 
Thus the era of reforms came to an end. 
6. The conservative reaction in England made the British 
Empire in India more autocratic; it began to deny the 
aspirations of the educated Indians for sharing power. In the 
long term, this new British attitude proved counter-productive 
for the Empire, as this caused frustrations in the educated 
Indian middle classes and gave rise to modern nationalism 
very soon. 
7. The policy of divide and rule started in earnest after 
the Revolt of 1857. The British used one class/community 
against another unscrupulously. Thus, socially, there was 
irremediable deterioration. While British territorial conquest 
was at an end, a period of systematic economic loot by the 
British began. The Indian economy was fully exploited 
without fear. 
8. Racial hatred and suspicion between the Indians and the 
English was probably the worst legacy of the revolt. The 
newspapers and journals in Britain picturised the Indians as 
subhuman creatures, who could be kept in check only by 
superior force. The proponents of imperialism in India 
dubbed the entire Indian population as unworthy of trust and 
subjected them to insults and contempt.  
9. The complete structure of the Indian government was 
remodelled and based on the notion of a master race—justifying 
the philosophy of the ‘Whiteman’s burden’. This widened the gulf 
between the rulers and the ruled, besides causing eruptions of 
political controversies, demonstrations and acts of violence in the 
coming period. 
 
 
 
 
Significance of the Revolt 



1. For the British, the Revolt of 1857 proved useful in that it 
showed up the glaring shortcomings in the Company’s 
administration and its army, which they rectified promptly. 
These defects would never have been revealed to the world 
if the Revolt had not happened. 

2. For the Indians, the 1857 Revolt had a major influence on 
the course of the struggle for freedom. It brought out in the 
open grievances of people and the sepoys, which were seen 
to be genuine.  

3. However, it was also obvious that the primitive arms which 
the Indians possessed were no match for the advanced 
weapons of the British.  

4. Furthermore, the senseless atrocities committed by both 
sides shocked the Indian intellectuals who were increasingly 
convinced that violence was to be eschewed in any struggle 
for freedom. 

5. The educated middle class, which was a growing section, did 
not believe in violence and preferred an orderly approach. 
But the Revolt of 1857 did establish local tradition of 
resistance to British rule which was to be of help in the 
course of the national struggle for freedom. 

6. During the entire revolt, there was complete cooperation 
between Hindus and Muslims at all levels—people, soldiers, 
leaders. All rebels acknowledged Bahadur Shah Zafar, a 
Muslim, as the emperor and the first impulse of the Hindu 
sepoys at Meerut, was to march to Delhi, the Mughal 
imperial capital.  

7. According to Maulana Azad, “Two facts stand out 
clearly in the midst of the tangled story of the Rising of 
1857. The first is the remarkable sense of unity among the 
Hindus and the Muslims of India in this period. The other 
is the deep loyalty which the people felt for the Mughal 
Crown.” Rebels and sepoys, both Hindu and Muslim, 
respected each other’s sentiments. 

Socio-Religious Reform Movements 



 
Temporal Context: 19 century onwards 
 
Geographical context: Indian Subcontinent 
 
Social context: The dawn of the nineteenth century witnessed the birth of 
a new vision—a modern vision among some enlightened sections of the 
Indian society. This process of reawakening led to many social reform 
movements. 
 
Political Context: The presence of a colonial government on Indian soil 
played a complex, yet decisive role in this crucial phase of modern 
Indian history. It came at a time when India, in contrast to an enlightened 
Europe of the eighteenth century affected in every aspect by science 
and scientific outlook, presented the picture of a stagnant civilisation and 
a static and decadent society. 
 
Conditions Ripe for Social Reform in India 
 
The socio-cultural regeneration of the India of the nineteenth-century 
was occasioned by the colonial presence, but not created by it. 
 
 

1. Religious and Social Ills: Indian society in the nineteenth century 
was caught in a vicious web created by religious superstitions and 
social obscurantism. Hinduism had become steeped in magic, 
Idolatry and polytheism and Superstition. There was nothing that 
religious ideology could not persuade people to do. 

2. Depressing Position of Women: Social conditions were equally 
depressing. The most distressing was the position of women. 
Attempts to kill female infants at birth were not unusual. Child 
marriage was another bane of society. The practice of polygamy 
prevailed and in Bengal, under Kulinism, even old men took very 
young girls as wives.  



3. The Caste Problem: Another debilitating factor was caste. This 
entailed a system of segregation, hierarchically ordained on the 
basis of ritual status. At the bottom of the ladder came the 
untouchables or scheduled castes, as they came to be called later. 
Above all, the humiliation of untouchability—so much a part of the 
caste system—militated against human dignity. 

4. Opposition to Western Culture: The establishment of colonial rule 
in India was followed by a systematic attempt to disseminate 
colonial culture and ideology as the dominant cultural current. 
Faced with the challenge of the intrusion of colonial culture and 
ideology, an attempt to reinvigorate traditional institutions and to 
realise the potential of traditional culture developed during 
the nineteenth century 

5. New Awareness among Enlightened Indians: The impact of 
modern Western culture and consciousness of defeat by a foreign 
power gave birth to a new awakening. The response was varied 
but the need to reform social and religious life was a commonly 
shared conviction. 

6. During the last decades of the nineteenth century, the rising tide of 
nationalism and democracy also found expression in movements 
to reform and democratise the social institutions and religious 
outlook of the Indian people. Factors such as the growth of 
nationalist sentiments, the emergence of new economic forces, the 
spread of education, the impact of modern Western ideas and 
culture and increased awareness of the world strengthened the 
resolve to reform. 

 
 
 
Fight for Betterment of Position of Women 
 

1. Abolition of Sati Influenced by the frontal attack launched by the 
enlightened Indian reformers led by Raja Rammohan Roy, the 
government declared the practice of sati illegal and punishable by 
criminal courts as culpable homicide. 



2. Preventing Female Infanticide The practice of murdering female 
infants immediately after their birth was a common practice among 
upper-class Bengalis and Rajputs who considered females to be 
an economic burden. The Bengal regulations of 1795 and 1804 
declared infanticide illegal and equivalent to murder.  

3. An Act passed in 1870 mad it compulsory for parents to register 
the birth of all babies and provided for verification of female 
children for some years after birth, particularly in areas where the 
custom was resorted to in utmost secrecy. 

4. Widow Remarriage: The Brahmo Samaj had the issue of widow 
remarriage high on its agenda and did much to popularise it. But it 
was mainly due to the efforts of Pandit Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar 
(1820-91), the principal of Sanskrit College, Calcutta, that the 
Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act, 1856, was passed; it legalised 
marriage of widows and declared issues from such marriages as 
legitimate.  

5. Controlling Child Marriage: The Native Marriage Act (or Civil 
Marriage Act), 1872 signified legislative action in prohibiting child 
marriage. It had a limited impact as the Act was not applicable to 
Hindus, Muslims and other recognised faiths. The relentless efforts 
of a Parsi reformer, B.M. Malabari were rewarded by the 
enactment of the Age of Consent Act (1891) which forbade the 
marriage of girls below the age of 12. The Sarda Act (1930) further 
pushed up the marriage age to 18 and 14 for boys and girls, 
respectively.  

6. Education of Women: The Christian missionaries were 
the first to set up the Calcutta Female Juvenile Society in 
1819. The Bethune School, founded by J.E.D. Bethune, 
president of the Council of Education in Calcutta in 1849 
was the first fruit of the powerful movement for women’s 
education that arose in the 1840s and 1850s. Pandit Ishwar 
Chandra Vidyasagar was associated with no less than 35 girls’ 
schools in Bengal and is considered one of the pioneers of 
women’s education. 



7. Charles Wood’s Despatch on Education (1854) laid great stress on 
the need for female education. The Indian Women’s University set 
up by Professor D.K. Karve in 1916 was one of the outstanding 
institutions imparting education to women. 

 
 
 
Factors that Helped to Mitigate Caste-based Discrimination 
 

1. British rule, perhaps without intention, created certain conditions 
that undermined caste consciousness to an extent.  

a. For instance, the creation of private property in land and free 
sale of land upset caste equations. 

b. A close interlink between caste and vocation could not 
survive as village autarchy crumbled.  

c. Besides, modern commerce and industry gave rise to 
several economic avenues while growing urbanisation and 
modern means of transport added to the mobility of 
populations.  

d. The British administration introduced the concept of equality 
before the law in a uniformly applied system of law which 
dealt a severe blow to social and legal inequalities, while the 
judicial functions of caste panchayats were taken away.  

e. The administrative services were made open to all castes 
and the new education system was on totally secular lines. 

2. The social reform movements also strove to undermine 
caste-based exploitation 

3. The national movement took inspiration from the principles of 
liberty and equality against the forces which tended to divide the 
society. 

4. With increasing opportunities for education and general 
awakening, there were stirrings among the lower castes 
themselves. 

5. The Constitution of free India has made equality and 
non-discrimination on the basis of caste imperative. 



 
 
 
Significance of Reform Movements 
 
Context: The Orthodox sections of society could not accept the 
scientific ideological onslaught of the socio-religious rebels. 
As a result of this, the reformers were subjected to abuse, 
persecution, issuing of fatwas and even assassination attempts 
by the reactionaries. 
 
Positive Aspects 

1. However, in spite of opposition, these movements managed to 
contribute towards the liberation of the individual from the 
conformity born out of fear and from uncritical submission to 
exploitation by the priests and other classes. 

2. The translation of religious texts into vernacular languages, 
emphasis on an individual’s right to interpret the scriptures and 
simplification of rituals made worship a more personal experience. 

3. The movements emphasised the human intellect’s capacity to think 
and reason. By weeding out corrupt elements, religious beliefs and 
practices, the reformers enabled their followers to meet the official 
taunt that their religions and society were decadent and inferior. 

4. The reform movements gave the rising middle classes the much 
needed cultural roots to cling to and served the purpose of 
reducing the sense of humiliation which the conquest by a foreign 
power had produced. 

5. A realisation of the special needs of modern times, especially in 
terms of scientific knowledge, and thus promoting a modern, 
this-worldly, secular and rational outlook was a major contribution 
of these reform movements. Socially, this attitude reflected in a 
basic change in the notions of ‘pollution and purity’.  

6. Although traditional values and customs were a prominent target of 
attack from the reformers, yet the reformers aimed at 



modernisation rather than outright westernisation based on blind 
imitation of alien Western cultural values.  

7. In fact, the reform movements sought to create a favourable social 
climate for modernisation. To that extent, these movements ended 
India’s cultural and intellectual isolation from the rest of the world.  

8. The reformers argued that modern ideas and culture could be best 
imbibed by integrating them into Indian cultural streams. 

9. This cultural ideological struggle was to prove to be an important 
instrument in the evolution of national consciousness and a part of 
Indian national resolve to resist colonial cultural and ideological 
hegemony.  

 
However, not all these progressive, nationalist tendencies were able to 
outgrow the sectarian and obscurantist outlook. This was possibly due to 
the divergent duality of cultural and political struggles, resulting in 
cultural backwardness despite political advancement. 
 
Negative Aspects 
 

1. One of the major limitations of the religious reform movements was 
that they had a narrow social base, namely the educated and 
urban middle classes, while the needs of the vast masses of 
peasantry and the urban poor were ignored. 

2. The tendency of reformers to appeal to the greatness of the past 
and to rely on scriptural authority encouraged mysticism in new 
garbs and fostered pseudo-scientific thinking while exercising a 
check on the full acceptance of the need for a modern scientific 
outlook.  

3. But, above all, these tendencies contributed, at least to some 
extent, in compartmentalising Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs and Parsis, 
as also alienating high caste Hindus from low caste Hindus. 

4. The emphasis on religious and philosophical aspects of the cultural 
heritage got somewhat magnified by an insufficient emphasis on 
other aspects of culture—art, architecture, literature, music, 
science and technology.  



5. To make matters worse, the Hindu reformers confined their praise 
of the Indian past to its ancient period and looked upon the 
medieval period of Indian history essentially as an era of 
decadence. This tended to create a notion of two separate 
peoples, on the one hand; on the other, an uncritical praise of the 
past was not acceptable to the low caste sections of society which 
had suffered under religiously sanctioned exploitation during 
the ancient period.  

6. Moreover, the past itself tended to be placed into compartments on 
a partisan basis. Many in the Muslim middle classes went to the 
extent of turning to the history of West Asia for their traditions and 
moments of pride. 

7. The process of evolution of a composite culture which was evident 
throughout Indian history showed signs of being arrested with the 
rise of another form of consciousness— communal 
consciousness—along with national consciousness among the 
middle classes. 

8. Many other factors were certainly responsible for the birth of 
communalism in modern times, but undoubtedly the nature of 
religious reform movements also contributed to it. 

 
On the whole, however, whatever the net outcome of 
these reform movements, it was out of this struggle that a 
new society evolved in India. 
 
 
Socio-Cultural Reform Movements and their Leaders 
 
 

Movements and Leaders  Features and Initiatives 

Brahmo Samaj 
 
Raja Rammohan Roy founded the 
Brahmo Sabha in August 1828; it 
was later renamed Brahmo Samaj 

The features of Brahmo Samaj 
may be summed thus— 
● it denounced polytheism and idol 
worship; 
● it discarded faith in divine avatars 



(incarnations); 
● it denied that any scripture could 
enjoy the status of ultimate 
authority transcending human 
reason and conscience; 
● it took no definite stand on the 
doctrine of karma and 
transmigration of the soul and left it 
to individual Brahmos to believe 
either way; 
● it criticised the caste system. 
 
His ideas and activities were also 
aimed at political uplift of the 
masses through social reform and, 
to that extent, can be said to have 
had nationalist undertones. 

Prarthana Samaj 
 
In 1867, Keshab Chandra Sen 
helped Atmaram Pandurang 
found the Prarthana Samaj in 
Bombay. 
 
Mahadeo Govind Ranade 
(1842-1901), joined the samaj in 
1870, and much of the popularity 
of and work done by the society 
was due to his efforts. His efforts 
made the samaj gain an all-India 
character. Other leaders of the 
samaj were R.G. Bhandarkar 
(1837-1925) and N.G. 
Chandavarkar (1855-1923). 

The emphasis was on monotheism, 
but on the whole, the samaj was 
more concerned with social 
reforms than with religion.  
 
The Prarthana Sabha was very 
attached to the bhakti cult of 
Maharashtra.  
 
There was a four-point social 
agenda also: (i) disapproval of 
caste system, (ii) women’s 
education, (iii) widow remarriage, 
and (iv) raising the age of marriage 
for both males and females. 
 
Along with Karve, Ranade founded 
the Widow Remarriage Movement 
as well as Widows’ 
Home Association with the aim of 
providing education and 
training to widows so that they 
could support themselves. 



Young Bengal Movement and 
Henry Vivian Derozio 
 
During the late 1820s and early 
1830s, there emerged a 
radical, intellectual trend among 
the youth in Bengal, which 
came to be known as the ‘Young 
Bengal Movement’. A young 
Anglo-Indian, Henry Vivian 
Derozio (1809-31), who taught 
at the Hindu College from 1826 to 
1831, was the leader and 
inspirer of this progressive trend.  
 
The Derozians failed to have a 
long-term impact.  
 
The main reason for their 
limited success was the prevailing 
social conditions at that 
time, which were not ripe for the 
adoption of radical ideas. 
 
Further, there was no support from 
any other social group 
or class. The Derozians lacked 
any real link with the masses; 
for instance, they failed to take up 
the peasants’ cause. In 
fact, their radicalism was bookish 
in character. 
 

Drawing inspiration from 
the great French Revolution, 
Derozio inspired his pupils to 
think freely and rationally, question 
all authority, love liberty, 
equality and freedom, and oppose 
decadent customs and 
traditions.  The Derozians also 
supported women’s rights and 
education.  
 
The Derozians carried forward 
Rammohan Roy’s tradition of 
public education on social, 
economic and political questions.  
 
For instance, they demanded the 
induction of Indians in higher 
grades of services, protection of 
ryots from oppressive zamindars, 
better treatment to Indian labour 
abroad in British colonies, revision 
of the Company’s charter, freedom 
of press and trial by jury. 
 

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar 
The great scholar and reformer, 
Vidyasagar’s ideas were a 
happy blend of Indian and Western 
thought. 

He was determined to break the 
priestly monopoly of scriptural 
knowledge, and for this, he opened 
the Sanskrit College to 
non-brahmins.  
 
He introduced Western thought in 



Sanskrit College to break the 
self-imposed isolation of 
Sanskritic learning.  
 
Vidyasagar started a movement in 
support of widow 
remarriage which resulted in the 
legalisation of widow remarriage. 
He was also a crusader against 
child marriage and polygamy. 
He did much for the cause of 
women’s education. 
 
As secretary of Bethune School 
(established in 1849), he was one 
of the pioneers of higher education 
for women in India. 

Satyashodhak Samaj and 
Jyotiba or Jyotirao Phule 
 
Jyotiba Phule (1827-1890), born in 
Satara, Maharashtra, 
belonged to the mali (gardener) 
community and organised 
a powerful movement against 
upper caste domination and 
brahminical supremacy. Phule 
founded the Satyashodhak 
Samaj (Truth Seekers’ Society) in 
1873, with the leadership 
of the samaj coming from the 
backward classes, malis, telis, 
kunbis, saris and dhangars.  
 
Phule’s works, Sarvajanik 
Satyadharma and Gulamgiri, 
became sources of inspiration for 
the common masses. 
 
Phule was awarded the title 

The main aims of the movement 
were (i) social service, and (ii) 
spread of education among women 
and lower caste people. 
 
Phule used the symbol of Rajah 
Bali as opposed to the brahmins’ 
symbol of Rama.  
 
Phule aimed at the complete 
abolition of the caste system and 
socio-economic inequalities; he 
was against Sanskritic Hinduism.  
 
This movement gave a sense of 
identity to the depressed 
communities as a class against 
those brahmins who used religion 
and the blind faith of the masses 
to exploit the masses for personal 
monetary gain. 
 
Phule, a firm believer in gender 



‘Mahatma’ for his social reform 
work. 
 

equality, was a pioneer in women’s 
education; he with the help of his 
wife, Savitribai, 
opened a girls’ school at Poona;  
 
He was a pioneer of the widow 
remarriage movement in 
Maharashtra and also opened a 
home for widows in 1854.  

The Servants of India Society 
 
Gopal Krishna Gokhale 
(1866-1915), a liberal leader of the 
Indian National Congress, founded 
the Servants of India 
Society in 1905 with the help of 
M.G. Ranade.  
 
 

The aim of the society was to train 
national missionaries for the 
service of India; to promote, by all 
constitutional means, the true 
interests of the Indian people; and 
to prepare a cadre of selfless 
workers who were to devote their 
lives to the cause of the country in 
a religious spirit.  
 
In 1911, the Hitavada began to be 
published to project the views of 
the society. The society chose to 
remain aloof from political activities 
and organisations like the Indian 
National Congress. 

The Ramakrishna Movement 
and Swami Vivekananda 
 
The didactic nationalism of the 
Brahmo Samaj appealed more 
to the intellectual elite in Bengal, 
while the average Bengali found 
more emotional satisfaction in the 
cult of bhakti and yoga. The 
teachings of Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa (1836- 
1886), a poor priest at the Kali 
temple in Dakshineshwar, on the 
outskirts of Calcutta found many 
followers. 

Two objectives of the Ramakrishna 
movement were—(i) to bring into 
existence a band of monks 
dedicated to a life of renunciation 
and practical spirituality, from 
among whom teachers and 
workers would be sent out to 
spread the universal message of 
Vedanta as illustrated in the life of 
Ramakrishna,  
 
(ii) in conjunction with lay disciples 
to carry on preaching, philanthropic 
and charitable works, looking upon 
all men, women and children, 



 
Paramahamsa himself laid the 
foundations of the Ramakrishna 
Math with his young monastic 
disciples as a nucleus to fulfil the 
first objective. The second 
objective was taken up by Swami 
Vivekananda after Ramakrishna’s 
death when he founded the 
Ramakrishna Mission in 1897.  
 
The headquarters of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission 
are at Belur near Calcutta. 

irrespective of caste, creed or 
colour, as veritable manifestations 
of the Divine.  
 
The two are twin organisations, 
though legally and financially 
separate Paramahamsa sought 
salvation through traditional ways 
of renunciation, meditation and 
bhakti amidst increasing 
westernisation and modernisation.  
 
He recognised the 
fundamental oneness of all 
religions and emphasised that 
Krishna, Hari, Ram, Christ, Allah 
are different names for the 
same God, and that there are 
many ways to God and salvation: 
“As many faiths, so many paths.”  
 
Paramahamsa’s spirituality 
and compassion for the suffering 
humanity inspired those 
who listened to him. He used to 
say, “Service of man is the 
service of God.” 

Indian Social Conference 
Founded by M.G. Ranade and 
Raghunath Rao, the Indian 
Social Conference met annually 
from its first session in 
Madras in 1887 at the same time 
and venue as the Indian 
National Congress.  

It focussed attention on the social 
issues of importance; it could be 
called the social reform cell of 
the Indian National Congress, in 
fact. The conference advocated 
inter-caste marriages opposed 
polygamy and kulinism. It launched 
the ‘Pledge Movement’ to inspire 
people to take a pledge against 
child marriage. 

Dayananda Saraswati and Arya 
Samaj 
 

Dayananda launched a frontal 
attack on Hindu orthodoxy, 
caste rigidities, untouchability, 



The Arya Samaj Movement, 
revivalist in form though not in 
content was the result of a reaction 
to Western influences. 
Its founder, Dayananda Saraswati 
or Mulshankar (1824-1883) 
was born in the old Morvi state in 
Gujarat in a brahmin family. 
 
The first Arya Samaj unit was 
formally set up by him at Bombay 
in 1875 and later the headquarters 
of the Samaj was established at 
Lahore. 
 
Dayananda’s views were 
published in his famous work, 
Satyarth Prakash (The True 
Exposition). His vision of India 
included a classless and casteless 
society, a united India 
(religiously, socially and 
nationally), and an India free from 
foreign rule, with Aryan religion, 
being the common religion of all.  
 
He took inspiration from the Vedas 
and considered them to be ‘India’s 
Rock of Ages’, the infallible and 
the true original seed of Hinduism. 
He gave the slogan “Back to the 
Vedas”. 

idolatry, polytheism, belief in 
magic, charms and animal 
sacrifices, the taboo on sea 
voyages, feeding the dead through 
shraddhas, etc. 
 
Dayananda subscribed to the 
Vedic notion of chaturvarna system 
in which a person was not born in 
any caste but was identified as a 
brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya or 
shudra according to the occupation 
the person followed. 
 
The Arya Samaj fixed the minimum 
marriageable age at twenty-five 
years for boys and sixteen years 
for girls. 
 
Intercaste marriages and widow 
remarriages were also encouraged. 
Equal status for women was the 
demand of the Samaj, both in letter 
and in spirit. 
  
It attempted to give a new direction 
to education. The nucleus for this 
movement was provided by the 
Dayananda Anglo-Vedic (D.A.V.) 
schools, established first at Lahore 
in 1886, which sought to 
emphasise the 
importance of Western education.  
It should be clearly understood that 
Dayananda’s slogan of ‘Back to the 
Vedas’ was a call for a revival of 
Vedic learning and Vedic purity of 
religion and not a revival of Vedic 
times.  
 
He accepted modernity and 



displayed a patriotic attitude to 
national problems. 

Vokkaliga Sangha 
 

The Vokkaliga Sangha in Mysore 
launched an anti-brahmin 
movement in 1905. 

Justice Movement 
 
This movement in Madras 
Presidency was started by C.N. 
Mudaliar, T.M. Nair and P. 
Tyagaraja. 

Aimed to secure jobs and 
representation for the 
non-brahmins in the legislature. In 
1917, Madras Presidency 
Association was formed which 
demanded separate representation 
for the lower castes in the 
legislature. 

Self-Respect Movement 
 
This movement was started by 
E.V. Ramaswamy Naicker, a 
Balija Naidu, in the mid-1920s.  

The movement aimed at nothing 
short of a rejection of the 
brahminical religion and culture 
which Naicker felt was the prime 
instrument of exploitation of the 
lower castes. He sought to 
undermine the position of brahmin 
priests by formalising weddings 
without brahmin priests. 

Temple Entry Movement 
 
In 1924, the Vaikom Satyagraha 
led by K.P. Kesava was launched 
in Kerala demanding the throwing 
open of Hindu temples and roads 
to the untouchables.  
 
Significant work in this direction 
had already been done by 
reformers and intellectuals like 
Sree Narayana Guru and 
N. Kumaran Asan.  
 
In the meanwhile, Vaikom, in the 
northern part of Travancore, 

The satyagraha was reinforced by 
jathas from Punjab and Madurai. 
Gandhi undertook a tour of Kerala 
in support of the movement. 
 
Again in 1931 when the Civil 
Disobedience Movement 
was suspended, the temple entry 
movement was organised in 
Kerala. 
 
Finally, on November 12, 1936, the 
Maharaja of Travancore issued a 
proclamation throwing open all 
government-controlled 
temples to all Hindus. 



became a centre of agitation for 
temple entry. 
 

 
A similar step was taken by the C. 
Rajagopalachari administration in 
Madras in 1938. 

Sir Syed Ahmed Khan and the 
Aligarh Movement 
 
Context: The British view on the 
revolt of 1857 held the Muslims 
to be the main conspirators.  
 
But later, an opinion got currency 
among the rulers that the Muslims 
could be used as allies against a 
rising tide of nationalist political 
activity represented, among 
others, by the foundation of the 
Indian National Congress.  
 
This was to be achieved through 
offers of thoughtful concessions to 
the Muslims. A section of Muslims 
led by Syed Ahmed Khan 
(1817-1898) was ready to allow 
the official patronage to stimulate a 
process of growth among Indian 
Muslims through better education 
and employment opportunities. 
 
Active participation in politics at 
that point, he felt, would invite 
hostility of the government towards 
the Muslim masses. Therefore, he 
opposed political activity by 
the Muslims. Unfortunately, in his 
enthusiasm to promote the 
educational and employment 
interests of the Muslims, he 
allowed himself to be used by the 
colonial government in its 

Sir Syed Ahmed advocated a 
critical approach and freedom of 
thought and not complete 
dependence on tradition or custom. 
He was also a zealous 
educationist—as an official, he 
opened schools in towns, got 
books translated into Urdu and 
started the Mohammedan 
Anglo-Oriental College (later, the 
Aligarh Muslim University) at 
Aligarh in 1875.  
 
He believed in the fundamental 
underlying unity of religions or 
‘practical morality’. He also 
preached the basic commonality of 
Hindu and Muslim interests. 
 
The Aligarh Movement emerged as 
a liberal, modern trend among the 
Muslim intelligentsia based in 
Mohammedan Anglo-Oriental 
College, Aligarh. It aimed at 
spreading (i) modern education 
among Indian Muslims without 
weakening their allegiance to 
Islam; (ii) social reforms among 
Muslims relating to purdah, 
polygamy, widow remarriage, 
women’s education, slavery, 
divorce, etc.  
 
The ideology of the followers 
of the movement was based on a 
liberal interpretation of the 



obnoxious policy of divide and rule 
and, in later years, started 
propagating divergence of 
interests of Hindus and Muslims. 

Quran and they sought to 
harmonise Islam with modern 
liberal culture.  

Ahmadiyya Movement 
 
The Ahmadiyya forms a sect of 
Islam which originated from 
India. It was founded by Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad in 1889.  
 

It was based on liberal principles. It 
described itself as the 
standard-bearer of Mohammedan 
Renaissance, and based itself, like 
the Brahmo Samaj, on the 
principles of the universal religion 
of all humanity, opposing jihad 
(sacred war against non-Muslims).  
 
The movement spread Western 
liberal education among the Indian 
Muslims.  
 
They believed in separating the 
mosque from the State as 
well as in human rights and 
tolerance.  
 
However, the Ahmadiyya 
Movement, like Baha’ism which 
flourished in the West Asian 
countries, suffered from mysticism. 

The Singh Sabha Movement was 
founded at Amritsar in 1873 with a 
two-fold objective—(i) to make 
available modern western 
education to the Sikhs, and (ii) to 
counter the proselytising activities 
of Christian missionaries as well 
as the Brahmo Samajists, Arya 
Samajists and Muslim maulvis. 

For the first objective, a network of 
Khalsa schools was established by 
the Sabha throughout Punjab. In 
the second direction, everything 
that went against the Gurus’ 
teachings was rejected, and rites 
and customs considered to be 
consistent with Sikh doctrine were 
sought to be established. 

The Akali movement (also known 
as Gurudwara Reform Movement) 
was an offshoot of the Singh 
Sabha Movement. 

It aimed at liberating the Sikh 
gurudwaras from the control of 
corrupt Udasi mahants (the post 
had become hereditary). 



 
 

 
These mahants were a loyalist and 
reactionary lot, enjoying 
government patronage.  
 
The government tried its repressive 
policies against the non-violent 
non-cooperation satyagraha 
launched by the Akalis in 1921, but 
had to bow before popular 
demands; it passed the Sikh 
Gurudwaras Act in 1922 (amended 
in 1925) which gave them control 
of gurudwaras to the Sikh 
masses to be administered through 
Shiromani Gurudwara 
Prabandhak Committee (SGPC) as 
the apex body. 
 
The Akali Movement was a 
regional movement but not a 
communal one. The Akali leaders 
played a notable role in the 
national liberation struggle though 
some dissenting voices were heard 
occasionally. 

The Theosophical Movement 
 
A group of westerners led by 
Madame H.P. Blavatsky (1831- 
1891) and Colonel M.S. Olcott, 
who were inspired by Indian 
thought and culture, founded the 
Theosophical Society in New York 
City, the United States in 1875.  
 
In 1882, they shifted their 
headquarters to Adyar, on the 
outskirts of Madras in India.  
 

The society believed that a special 
relationship could be established 
between a person’s soul and 
God by contemplation, prayer, 
revelation, etc. It accepted the 
Hindu beliefs in reincarnation and 
karma, and drew inspiration 
from the philosophy of the 
Upanishads and Samkhya, yoga 
and Vedanta schools of thought.  
 
It aimed to work for universal 
brotherhood of humanity without 
distinction of race, creed, sex, 



The movement became somewhat 
popular with the election of Annie 
Besant (1847-1933) as its 
president after the death of Olcott 
in 1907.  
 
Annie Besant had come to India in 
1893. She laid the foundation of 
the Central Hindu College in 
Benaras in 1898 where both Hindu 
religion and Western scientific 
subjects were taught. The college 
became the nucleus for the 
formation of Benaras Hindu 
University in 1916. Annie Besant 
also did much for the cause of the 
education of women. 
 
 
 
 
 

caste or colour. The society also 
sought to investigate the 
unexplained laws of nature and the 
powers latent in man.  
 
The Theosophical Movement came 
to be allied with the Hindu 
renaissance. It opposed child 
marriage and advocated the 
abolition of caste discrimination, 
uplift of outcastes, improvement in 
the condition of widows. 
 
Theosophist philosophy seemed to 
be vague and lacking a positive 
programme; to that extent, its 
impact was limited to a small 
segment of the westernised class.  
 
As religious revivalists, the 
Theosophists did not attain much 
success but as a movement 
of westerners glorifying Indian 
religious and philosophical 
traditions, it gave much-needed 
self-respect to the Indians 
fighting British colonial rule.  
 
Viewed from another angle, the 
Theosophists also had the effect of 
giving a false sense of pride to the 
Indians in their outdated and 
sometimes backwards-looking 
traditions and philosophy. 

 


