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POPULAR RESISTANCE TO
COMPANY RULE

The early years of the English East India company’s rule in India withessed a large
number of uprisings and rebellions. As we have learnt, over a period of 100 years,
starting from 1750sto 1850s, the English East Indiacompany adopted various measures
totransform Indiainto acolony Different policiesfollowed by the Britishin Indiaduring
this period were primarily in the interest of the British. A number of land revenue
experiments were made which caused hardship to cultivators. Local administration
failed to providerelief and natural justice to the rural poor. In thislesson we will learn
how the peasantry and tribal people suffered under the colonia administration and why
they resorted to revolts. With a brief narrative of important popular uprisings, we will
analyze the nature and significance of these uprisings. The Revolt of 1857 hasamajor
significance because, for thefirst time, it brought together people having different eth-
nic, religious and class background in aunified movement against the Britishrule.

:DD OBJECTIVES

After studying the lesson, you will be ableto:

e discussthe background to the popular revoltswhich broke out till 1857;
e explain the nature and significance of these revolts;;

e identify theissuesthat led to the Revolt of 1857.and

e analysetheimportance and significance of the Revolt of 1857.

19.1 CIRCUMSTANCESLEADING TO POPULAR REVOLT

Wehaveread in earlier lessonsthat the British rulein Indiahad anumber of changesin
socio-economic lifeof thelndian people. Theindustrial Revolution (wewill learn more
about itin subsequent Lessons) made it necessary for England to look for raw materi-
alsand marketsin other countries. Thisnecessity guided the policy of the colonia ruler
in India. Indian economy was geared to serve the interests of the British masters. Let
usrecall some of the important changesin Indian economy during this period.

e A new set of property relations was introduced and land was made saleable
commodity.

e  Private ownership of land was recognized and anumber of intermediaries came
into existence in between the owner and cultivator of the land.
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e Commercia crops were encouraged in place of food crops to serve the British
capitalists.

e  Speculation and investment in land by merchants, bureaucrats and landlords led
to the growth of absentee landlordism.

e Growing burden of taxation made the cultivators an easy prey to the revenue
collections, merchants and money lenders.

e Transfer of weath from Indiato England became a common feature.

e Local industries were suppressed in order to make way for the British manu-
factured goods.

e Tribalslost their traditional rightsin land due to the land revenue policy of the
British government.

All these changes dealt aserious blow to therural society, particularly the cultivators
and tribals. For the peasant, the new changes in agrarian economy and socia struc-
ture meant more intensive and systematic expl oitation.

To recall it again, the colonial rulers were concerned only with the collection of rev-
enuesin timewhich were fixed at high rates. Zamindars and others who were engaged
in collecting the revenue were least concerned about the paying capacity of the cultive-
tors and forcefully collected the taxes. In meeting the increasing demand of taxes, the
peasants were compelled to sall their lands or they were caught in the trap of money
lenders. Justice could not be expected from the local administration because it was
under theinfluence of the rich. Thus, under the colonid rule, the nexus of the official,
the landlord and the money lender combined together to exploit the peasantry. Bengal
famine of 1770, bear testimony to the devastating effect of the British policy over the
rural society. Alongwith the colonization of the economy, changes introduced by the
British in local administration and society created discontent and resentment among
local population. Thisdiscontent at variousjuncturestook theform of rebellion.

A _ | INTEXT QUESTIONS 19.1

1. How did Indian peasantry met the increasing demand of taxes by Britishers?

2. Under the colonial rule nexus of which agencies was formed to exploit the
peasantry?

19.2 MAJOR UPRISINGS

Before analyzing the nature and importance of early resistance to the British author-
ity, it would be better for usto beintroduced to some of therebellions. From 1760sto
the Revalt of 1857, there were alarge number of rebellions spreading over different
parts of India. We will discuss these rebellionsin two categories —the peasant upris-
ing and thetribal uprisings.

(i) Peasant Uprisings

Growing burden of taxation, eviction from land and the Bengal famine led to the
impoverishment of a large section of the peasantry. Many of these people being
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evicted from lands joined the bands of Sanyasis and Fakirs. Though they were
religious mendicantsthey used to |oot the grain stocks of the rich and the treasuries of
thelocal government. The Sanyasi s often distributed their wealth among the poor and
established their own government. However, they could not sustain their struggle for
long in theface of strong repressive measures of the British rulers. Bankim Chanddra
Chatterjee wrote anovel. Anand Math to imortalise the Sanyasi Rebellion.

Peasants of Rangpur and Dingjpur, two districts of Bengal, were aggrieved by the
tyranny of the revenue contractors. One such revenue contractor, Debi Singh, cre-
ated a reign of terror by torturing the peasants in order to collect taxes. When the
British officials failed to protect the peasant, the peasants took the law in their own
hands. They attacked the local cutchheries and store houses of the contractors and
government officials. The rebels formed their own government and stopped paying
revenuesto the Company agents. Thisrebellion wasin 1783. Therebelswerefinally
forced to surrender before the Company officials.

In South India, the situation wasin no way different. The dispossessed landlords and
displaced cultivatorsraised the banner of revolt. The poligars of Tamilnadu, Malabar
and coastal Andhrarevolted against the colonia rulein thelate 18" and the early 19"
century. The revolt of the Mappilas of Malabar was most significant. The Mappilas
of Malabar were the descendants of the Arab settlers and converted Hindus. Mg or-
ity of them were cultivating tenants, landless |abourers, petty traders and fishermen.
The British conquest of Malabar in the last decade of the 18" century, and the intro-
duction of the British land revenue administration in Malabar enraged the Mappilas.
Over assessment, illegal taxes, eviction from land and the change in land ownership
right caused growing discontentment among them. Thus, they rosein revolt against
the British and thelandlords. Thereligious|eaders hel ped in strengthening the solidar-
ity of Mappilas and in devel oping anti-British consciousness. These Mappilas were
suppressed by the colonial rulers.

In Northern Indiathe Jats of Western U.P. and Haryanarevolted in 1824. In Western
India Maharashtra was a common centre of uprising and Gujarat also witnessed the
revolt of the Kolis. We can add moreto the list of peasant rebellions. But let uslook
at tribal uprisings.

(if) Tribal Uprisings

The establishment of colonial rule aso affected the tribal people. Living outside the
boundary of the mainstream population the tribals lived in their own world being
governed by their own traditions and customs. The colonial government extended
their authority to thetribal lands and the tribal s were subjected to various extortions.
Thetribals resented the entry of the colonial administration into their land. Take the
example of the Bhils of Khandesh and the Kols of Singhbhum (Bihar) who enjoyed
independent power under their chiefs. But the British occupation of their territories
and the entry of merchants, money-lenders and the British administration in these
tribal lands curbed the authority of thetribal chiefs. Thisled thetribal leadersto revolt
against the British rule and their target of attack were all the outsiders in the tribal
territories. The insurrections were suppressed by the British.

Similarly, the Santhalshad been living in alargetract of land in the border of Bengal,
Bihar and Orissa. Their livelihood depended upon the flora and fauna of the jungle.
With theintroduction of the British rulethey were used to clear jungle lands and once
they started cultivation on these lands, they were forcibly evicted. Thus, penetration

HISTORY

MODULE - 3

Modern India




MODULE - 3

Modern India

ANCE TO COMPANY RULE

of landlords, merchants and money-lenders into their lands brought misery and op-
pression for the simpleliving Santhal s. The oppression forced the Santhal sto take up
arms, and they found their leaders in two brothers, Sidhu and Kanu. It was believed
that Sidhu and Kanu had blessings from the gods to bring an end to their miseries.
They decided to get hold of their lands and to set up their own government. The
rebellious Santhals were supported by the local poors like the Gowallahas. Telis,
Loharsand others. Therebellious Santhal sultimately failed in the face of theruthless
suppression by the British.

19.3 NATUREAND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE EARLY RESISTANCE

The above narrative of the popular revolts makes certain points clear about the na-
ture of these revolts.

e Actions of the rebels prove that they were clear about their interest and about
their enemies. Some features of the peasant and tribal protest movements dem-
onstrate a certain level of political and socia consciousness among them.

e Inmany instanceslocal issues might have triggered off the rebellion. But in the
course of the development of the movement, its objective was broadened. Im-
mediate context of a movement may be the oppression of local landlords, once
the movement started, it ended up as protest against the British Rg.

e Rdigiousbdief, Ethnictiesand traditions played apositiverolein mobilizing the
peasants and strengthening their solidarity. Very often their notions of their own
good old past inspired rebels to recover their lost past. Past basically meant to
the rebelsto get relief from exploitation and oppression.

e Attempt was made by the ruling class to define the rebellions as a problem of
law and order and act of crime. This is complete denial of the peasants
understanding of their grievances and their right to protest. It is necessary to
understand the domain of peasant and tribal action in its own terms.

e However, the rebels did not have afuture plan beyond the restoration of the old
order. In spite of their limited objective and narrow world view the rebels defi-
nitely exposed the unpopular character of the colonial rule.

"‘
Le_: INTEXT QUESTION 19.2

1. The Santhal Rebellion took placeinwhich region?

2. Which novel immortalizethe Sanyasi Rebellion?

19.4 REVOLT OF 1857-CAUSESAND COURSES

Intheearlier section, we have studied how in different parts of Indiaat different point
of time, popular revolts posed a challenge to the British Rgj. In 1857, we see for the
first time, peasant discontent along with protest of some other sections of society
against the British conquest, brought together various sections of the society in a
unified movement. The events of 1857 are regarded by many historians as early
manifestation of nationalism.
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Reasons for the Revolt

There were specific grievances which actually precipitated the people’s discontent
against the British Rg and led to the Revolt of 1857. The Revolt broke out on 10" May
in Meerut, when Sepoysrevolted and started marching towards Delhi to restorethelast
Mughal ruler, Bahadur Shah 1, on the throne. The Revolt started by the Sepoys very
soon spread to other sections of the society. Why did this happen? The British govern-
ment by introducing changesin theland revenue system and in the administrative struc-
ture madeitsrule unacceptable to themagjority of thelocal population. Lord Dahousi€'s
policy of annexation and the doctrine of lapse, particul arly the annexation of Awadh and
other parts of north and central India, created widespread discontentment among the
local peoplein thisregion . Land being the major economic resource the various land
revenue settlements like the permanent settlement, Ryotwari settlement, Maha wari
settlement, etc. introduced by the Britishin Indiahad significant repercussionson land
distribution and distribution of power inlocal society. The new land settlements were
basically aimed at increasing the government’ srevenue earnings and creating aclass of
local agentswho will standin support of the British Rgj. All these had disastrous conse-
quences on the cultivators and growing revenue demands even compelled Talugdars
and other chiefsto sdll their land. Money lending and auction of property further added
to the hardship of the peasantry. Artisans and handicrafts men were affected by the
promotion of British manufactured goods and neglect of indigenousindustry.

Besides the economic grievances, at the social level there was a strong reaction in
the local society against the British intervention in their age-old customs and tradi-
tions. Being guided by the philosophy of racial superiority a section of the British
officialswas engaged in modernizing and civilizing India. People were apprehensive
of the social legidlation introduced by the British. Particularly the abolition of Sati and
thewidow remarriage act had anegative effect on the common people. These changes
were viewed as intervention in the local tradition and culture. Added to thiswas the
fear of conversionto Christianity. All these alienated the people from the British Rgj.

The sepoys had their own reasons for resentment. The sepoys were unhappy for low
pay and racial discrimination in matters of promotion, pension and terms of service.
Soldierswho were basically hailing from the peasant families were also unhappy with
the new land settlements introduced by the British. It is true that the sepoys were
agitated for variousreasons but animmediate provocation wastheir suspicion that they
would beforced to renouncetheir cultural ethos of centuriesold society. Just beforethe
Revolt of 1857, therewasarumor of bonedust in theAtta (flour) ration. The cartridges
of the Enfield rifles, which had to be bitten of f before loading, were reportedly greased
with pork and beef fat. This was perceived as an attack on the religious belief of the
soldiers-both the Hindus and the Muslims. Sentiment of the sepoyswaswell reflected
in aproclamation issued at Delhi,- ‘It iswell known that in these days al the English
have entertained these evil designs-first, to destroy thereligion of thewhole Hindustani
Army and then to make the people by compulsion Christians. Therefore, we, solely on
account of our religion, have combined with the people, and have not spared alive one
infidel, and have re-established the Delhi dynasty on these terms.”

Courses of the Revolt

Initia disturbancesstarted in March, 1857 when at Barrackpore, near Cal cutta, Mangal
Pandey, asepoy, asked other sepoysto rise against the British military officersand he
killed the British Adjutant, Mangal Pandey was later arrested and hanged to death.
After that in May, 1857 at Meerut the regiments of Indian sepoys shot down the
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British officers, broke open the prisons, released their comrades and crossed over to
Delhi to appea Bahadur Shah |1, the pensioner Mugha emperor, to become their
leader. Rumour spread about thefall of the British rule and soon the rebellion spread
to other parts of north and central India. In Awadh, the sepoys proclaimed that sepoy
Raj had arrived. Dissatisfaction and disillusion against the British Rgj brought many
local chiefs, peasants, artisans, civil servants, and religious medicantstogether inthis
revolt. In Awadh, the revolt spread to Lucknow, Kanpur, Allahabad, Benaras,
Rohilkhand, Bundelkhand, Gwalior, Jhansi and Bihar. The revolt in these areas had
massive response among the civil population. Someimportant leaders of the rebellion
were Rani Laxmi Bai, Tantia Tope, Begum Hazrat Mahal, Nana Saheb, Kunwar
Singh of Arrah.

Fig. 19.1 Bahadur shah (II) Zafar Fig. 19.2 Rani of Jhansi
Last Mughal Emperor freedom fighter Laxmi Bai freedom fighter

Fig. 19.3 Tantia Tope Fig. 19.4 Nana Sahib
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Le‘ 1 INTEXT QUESTION 19.3

1) What were the grievances of Indian sepoys?

2) Nameany five important leaders of rebellion of 18577

19.5 NATURE AND CONSEQUENCESOFTHE REVOLT

Nature

Historiansare of different opinionsregarding the nature of the Revolt of 1857. British
historiansinterpreted the revolt asamutiny of the sepoys. Ignoring the grievances of
thelocal peopleand their participation in the movement, the British historiansfelt that
therebellion was engineered by the sepoys, and some landhol ders and princes having
vested interest. Recent researches on 1857 however argue that self-interested mo-
tivesdid not have much significance before the combined opposition to the unpopul ar
Britishregime.

Some historiansview the Revolt of 1857 asthefirst war of Indian independence Those
who don’'t agree with this interpretation argue that the rebel leaders did not make an
attempt to establish a new socia order. They tried to restore the old Mughal rule by
inviting Bahadur Shah 11. Itissaid that “ Although Indianinitiativesand prioritieswere so
central in the experience of change there was no nationa revolt in 1857. The discon-
tented were fractured in loyaty and intention, often looking back to a society and a
policy which were no longer viable”. Thus, it was not revolution but just arestoration.

Recent studies on the Revolt of 1857, however, focus on the popular participationin
the revolt. Besides the sepoys and Taluqdars, rural peasantry participated in large
numbers in the revolt. In the case of Awadh, it has been shown that talugdars and
peasantsjointly launched the attack. Even in many placeswhen talugdars made peace
with the British, peasants continued their movement. The sepoys had linkage with
their kinsmenin thevillages and the revolt of the sepoysinfluenced the civilian popu-
lation to ventilate their grievances against the British rule. Thus the Revolt of 1857
took the character of apopular uprising.

Causes of the Failure of the Revolt

In spite of popular participation in the Revolt of 1857, the rebels were ultimately
forced to surrender before the British. Reasons for the failure of the rebels were:

e therebelshad limited supply of armsand ammunitions,
e therewasalack of communication and centralized leadership among the rebels,
e theBritish had sufficient resources and also better arms and equipments,

o therebelsdid not have clear political agendafor future except their distrust on
theforeignrule.

e therebels, in spite of the popular character of the movement had failed to enlist
the support of merchants, intelligentsia and many local princes that rather sup-
ported the British.
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Significance of the Revolt

The British though managed to suppresstherevolt but realized the extent of people’s
resentment. The events of 1857 compelled the British to re—examine their policy
towards India, after the revolt; therefore, they adopted a strategy to check the future
incidents of such arevolt. In order to win back the confidence of local princes, the
British made a declaration that they would no longer expand their existing territorial
possessions. Special awards were given to the loyal princes. In the recruitment of
army, community, caste, tribal and regional loyalties were encouraged in order to
check the solidarity among soldiers. the British took recourseto the policy of ‘divide
andrule’ by tactfully utilizing caste, religiousand regional identities of Indian people.
Another important consequence of the Revolt of 1857 was the declaration of Royal
Proclamation in 1858. By this proclamation India's administration was taken over
directly by the British Crown abolishing East India Company’srule.

Finally, though therebelsfailed, their heroic struggle against the British Raj left adeep
impression in people’ smind. The spirit of Indian nationalismwhich wasat aformative
stage in the second half of the 19" century was greatly influenced by this Revolt.

r
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LQ 1 INTEXT QUESTION 194

1) When and how was East India company’s rule abolished?

2) Enlist any three major causes of the failure of the Revolt?

0L
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l‘;y.,‘ WHAT YOUHAVE LEARNT

Inthislesson we havelearnt that the establishment of the BritishruleinIndiaresultedin
transformation of Indiainto acolony of the British empire. Rural society was gresatly
affected by thistransformation. Being evicted fromtheir lands, peasantsbecamelabourers
on their own lands. Different form of taxes made their life more miserable.Whereas
thosewho were engaged in small industries had to closetheir factoriesasaresult of the
import of British manufactured goods. All these changes and unresponsive attitude of
the British administration compelled the peasantry to vent their grievances through
rebellions. Rebellions were not successful before the organized British armed forces.
However, these struggles paved theway for future challengeto the British Rg) in India.
In this regard, the Revolt of 1857 is unique in a sense that cutting across the caste,
community and classbarriers, Indian peoplefor thefirst time put up aunified challenge
to the British rule. Though the efforts of the rebels failed, the British government was
pressurized to change their policy towards India.

27
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i l TERMINAL QUESTIONS

1. Explainthe nature of the rebellions earlier to the Revolt of 1857.

2. Discuss the causes of the Revolt of 1857.
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3. Explainthesignificance of the Revolt of 1857.

AN
| N | ANSWERSTO INTEXT QUESTIONS

19.1

1) By sdlingtheir land—holdings.

2) Officialsof British Government, land lord and Money lender.

19.2

1) Border of Bengal, Bihar & Orissa.

2) Anand-math written by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee.

19.3

1) Low pay, socia discrimination in promotion, pension & termsof service.

2) Rani Laxmi Bai, TantiaTope, Begum Hazrat Mahal, Nana Saheb, Kunwar Singh
of Arrah.

19.4

1) In 1858 through adeclaration of Royal Proclamation by the British crown.
2) Refer section 19.5

HINTSTO TERMINAL EXERCISES

1. Refer section 19.2, 19.3
2. Refer section 19.4
3. Refer section 19.5 para4
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