INDIA UNDER BRITISH RULE

COLONIZATION AND FAMINE

The colonization of India was unique in that it was carried out by a private company, the British East India Company, instead of the British government.  It all started in the 1600s when India’s Mughal Empire allowed the company to set up trading posts in the Indian cities of Bombay, Madras and Calcutta.  As the Mughal Empire declined, the presence of the British East India Company increased to the point where they were the leading power in India by 1857.  As with most colonies, British presence in India was prompted by economics, more specifically the quest for raw materials.  Under British rule, Indian farmers grew indigo (blue dye), jute (burlap fibers) and cotton which were used in the British textile industry as well as other cash crops including spices and opium.  The British promoted if not forced the farming of the aforementioned crops by imposing extremely high land taxes on Indian farmers.  In order to pay the high taxes which could range from 50% -100%+ of the value of the crops, Indian farmers mainly concentrated their efforts on the more lucrative crops like cotton, indigo, jute and opium while the farming of staple crops like rice and wheat was almost ignored.  Food products that were grown were either exported to Great Britain to improve the diet of the British or Indian farmers were forced to sell the produce to pay the high land taxes.  This was the norm, even during times of drought in India.  The end result was a shortage of food for the Indian population that would lead to widespread famine.  Ironically, from the perspective of some of the British in charge, the famine was not caused by a shortage of food but by “too many Indians,” and little was done on the part of the British to improve the condition of the subjects under its rule. 



Famine victims, India late nineteenth century.  The staggering death toll from famine during Victorian 



India (during the reign of Queen Victoria of England) about 7 million in the 1876-78 famine alone – was 



the result of the British policy of exporting food from India and collecting harsh taxes even in times of 



serious drought.   The grain imports in Britain were to improve British diets and simultaneously keep


grain prices stable.  
CHOLERA OUTBREAKS

Along with the famines, there were also cholera outbreaks that killed many Indians.  The disease caused by a bacteria resulting from the improper disposal of human waste and sewage is believed to have originated in India.  The bacteria usually contaminated the water supply (in the case of India, the Ganges River) and attack the small intestine of humans within hours of consumption.  Its symptoms include severe diarrhea and dehydration which can lead to a coma or death.  Because of the suddenness and severity with which it attacks, it is often times compared to the Bubonic Plague.  Through trade the disease spread through Asia, Europe, Africa and the Americas.
SEPOY REBELLION/MUTINY
By 1857 the British East India Company governed about one third of India but from an economic standpoint  controlled all of  India.  These conditions led to mounting tensions between the Indians and the British.  To maintain its power, the British East India Company established its own private army led by British officers who were over sepoys or Indian soldiers.  Its army consisted of about 46,000 British and over 220,000 sepoys.  Needless to say, there was a great deal of distrust between the two groups.  Many Indians resented British control of their land, the blatant racism the British expressed towards them, and Indian Muslims and Hindus alike resented British efforts to convert them to Christianity.  Tensions escalated in 1857 when it was rumored that the British intended to send the sepoys overseas to serve.  This presented a problem for the Hindus who believed that if they crossed “salt water,” (the ocean), they would lose their caste status.  It was also during this time that sepoys were given new Enfield rifles.  To load the new rifles, the soldiers had to bite off the ends of a greased rifle cartridge.  It was rumored that the rifle cartridges were greased with pig and cow fat.  Indian Muslims considered this offensive since they do no eat pork and consider it unclean, while Indian Hindus found it offensive because they believe the cow is sacred.  A group of 80 or more sepoys refused to accept the cartridges and the next day rebelled.  They marched to the city of Delhi where they were joined by Indian soldiers stationed there and eventually captured the city.  The rebellion spread to other parts of India.  It took more than a year for the British East India Company to end the rebellion and regain control of the country.  As a result, the British government took direct control of India.  This time period of direct rule by British government is known as Raj.  It lasted from 1757 to 1947 when India won her independence.   
LEGACY

While there were many negatives to British colonization of India, there were some positives as well.  During British rule, the world’s third largest railroad was laid in India, technology was introduced in the form of the telephone and telegraph and improved irrigation.  Sanitation and public health improved and there was an increase in literacy associated with the building of schools and colleges.  
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Railway bridge in India around 1900

