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Debates on Indian Feudalism 

B.D Chattopadhyay has talked about Early Medieval Period (C. 600 CE-C. 1300 CE) as a 
much maligned period in Indian history because of the fact that, Marxist historians have 
regarded this period as a breakdown of the civilization matrix of the society. The 
existing historiography of this period may broadly be classified into two sets of 
proposition: ‘Changeless’ and ‘Change’. The pre-British period of Indian history has 
been viewed as ‘changeless’, ‘static’, ‘traditional’, ‘oriental despotic’. Even Marx 
postulated ‘Asiatic Mode of production’ for pre-modern Asia including India and denied 
to assign the normal course of social evolution. However, such Eurocentric views have 
been dismissed as ‘occidental prejudice against an alleged oriental despotism’. 

 
Scholars of the post-independence period viewed the early medieval state as unitary- 
centrally organized and territorially defined kingdom with a strong bureaucracy – a 
continuation of the previous period. They conceived and understood change only in 
terms of territory and dynastic changes which fail to explain the process of state 
formation in the said period. 

 
The dominant paradigm based upon the assumption of dynamism and change is the 
‘Indian Feudalism’ model. B N Datta first referred to it in 1944 and 1952. D.D. Kosambi 
for the first time provided with the conceptual definition of Indian feudalism as 
‘feudalism from above’ and ‘feudalism from below’. By the first, he meant that by 
granting an amount of land to a Brahmin or to a religious institution the ruler created a 
landed intermediary and so it is ‘feudalism from above’. ‘Feudalism from below’ meant 
that there were local/ village level persons who were important and rose to the 
standard of the lord from below. 

 
R.S Sharma for the first time made a comprehensive study in his Indian Feudalism: 300- 
1200 AD (1965). His formulations are as follows: 

 
1. Origins of feudalism in the post-Gupta period (4th century AD); 
2. Land Grants to Brāhmaṇas, Religious Institutions and government officials; 
3. More and more concessions (parihāra) extended to the grantees; 



4. Encroachment of the grantees on ‘communal’ village land leading to ‘exploitation of 
the peasantry’ through forced labour (Viṣṭi/Begār); 

5. Peasantry reduced to the position of ‘serf’ (Baddhala/Āśritahālika) 
6. Hereditary land-holders’ assuming many of the functions of the state: collection of 

revenue, right of awarding punishment, exaction of fines, right to sublet their land; 
7. ‘Fragmentation’ of authority and ‘Decentralization’ of administration; 
8. Situation aggravated by decline of trade, ‘monetary anemia’ and ‘urban shrinkage’; 
9. Bhakti as feudal ideology and culture. 

 
Politically, this development was characterized by a continuous process of 
fragmentation and decentralization caused by the widespread practice of granting 
territories to vassals and officials who established themselves as independent rulers. 
Socially, this period was characterized by a proliferation of castes and the gradual decay 
of the economic and social status of the Vaiśyas and Śūdras. These two Varṇas 



eventually became indistinguishable from each other, while the Kshatriyas and 
Brahmins became akin to the feudal lords of Europe. 
B N S Yadav traced Barbarian invasion in the Indian context, particularly the Hūṇa 
invasion, leading to the breakdown of the centralized state under the Guptas, increasing 
practice of land-grants made to military officers and the consequent imposition of 
added restrictions on peasant mobility and the rise of the Sāmantas to prominence 
(around 600 AD); 

 
D. C. Sircar dismissed Indian Feudalism as mere ‘landlordism’ by arguing that while land 
was given to the military class in Europe, there is only references available of land being 
donated to the Brahmins in India. However, the proponents of the Indian Feudalism 
defended its argument that the Brahmins performed the same tasks as the military 
officials in Europe but only with a different approach. Thus, Brahmins provided 
legitimization to their rulers in several ways. 

 
Harbans Mukhia Critiqued Indian Feudalism on both theoretical and empirical level in 
his ‘Was there Feudalism in Indian History?’ (Proceedings of Indian History Congress, 
1979). According to him, feudalism cannot be conceived as a universal system. 
Moreover, Feudalism emerged in Europe as a result of socio-economic crisis. But in 
India, the establishment of feudalism is attributed to state action. The contract between 
the Lord-Vassal is absent. He pointed to the ecological differences of India and Europe. 
According to him, Indian peasantry has always been free and forced labour was an 
exception rather than a rule. However, his work is again critiqued by D.N. Jha who 
proposed that Mukhia was imposing the Asiatic Mode of Production. 

 
Meanwhile the Marxist historians debated over the AMP and the Indian Feudalism, 
Burton Stein introduced a new theory known as The Segmentary State which he applied 
to South Indian polity under the Cholas and Pallavas. He signifies the South Indian states 
as states where the spheres of ritual suzerainty and political sovereignty do not 
coincide. The former extends widely towards a flexible changing periphery. The latter is 
confined to the central core domain. Initially, argued in favour of a clear distinction 
between these two spheres of authority, Stein is now convinced that the lordship for 
Hindus had combined ritual and political authority. Critiquing, R.S. Sharma states that 
this model is unable to explain changes within the state structure, as it analyses the 
state system from the Pallavas to the Vijayanagara kingdoms as almost changeless. 

 
B.D. Chattopadhyaya has proposed another model called the Integrative State Model. 
The integrative model of the period involves three processes: 

a) the expansion of state society through the process of state formation; 
b) the ‘peasantization’ of tribes and caste formation through ‘kshatriyaization’ of 

peasants; 
c) cult appropriation and integration 

These processes indicate how historical regions emerged with distinct personalities - 
not by being submerged into single, predetermined cultural pattern but by responding 
to a broad range of variations. 

 
Chattopadhyaya further argues that while land grants were important in country, they 
did not represent a complete breakdown of imperial authority. He further argued that 
land-grants have been given too much importance under the Indian Feudalism model 



while other factors such as the frequent invasions and continuing authority of the kings 
had been ignored. B. D. Chattopadhyaya negates the most important argument of the 
Indian feudalism model, i.e., the argument of land grants. Thus, according to B. D. 
Chattopadhyaya, it can be said that the early medieval period was a period of state 
formation and not of fragmentation and disintegration. 

 
Again, R S Sharma’s view of urban decay and paucity of coins have been criticized by 
scholars like B D Chattopadhyay, B N Mukherjee, Ranabir Chakraborty and others. They 
think that while many urban settlements of the previous period declined, there was the 
emergence of new towns as a result of new state formation. Long distance trade with 
Indo-Roman Empire declined, but trade with South-East Asia continued. Periodic 
markets characterized inland commercial activities. Cowries were widely used and 
available coins were capable to carry on trade and commerce. 

 
Historians, now, recognize post-Gupta period as different from previous historical 
period but the dispute is on how they look upon those difference. One can conclude that 
the new historiographies have successfully attempted to highlight the regional 
specificities. Although several scholars assert that there has never been a model 
comparable to 'Indian feudalism', one may say that the recent researches have affirmed 
new interests. 



JAGIRDARI SYSTEM 

 
 

Revenue assignments were made by the Delhi Sultans which was termed Iqta and its holder Iqtadar. The 

system was developed to appropriate the surplus from the peasantry and distribute it among the nobles. 

This also included the administration of the area by the assignee. The Mughal emperors did the same. 

These assignments were given in lieu of cash salaries. The areas assigned were generally called Jagirs and 

its holders Jagirdars. It must be made clear that it was not land that was assigned, but the income/revenue 

from the land/area was given to the Jagirdars. This system developed over a period and underwent many 

changes before stabilizing. However, the basic framework was developed during Akbar‟s reign. 

 
The Early Phase 

 
Babar, after his conquest, restored to former Afghan chieftains or conferred upon them assignment of  

approximately more than one-third of the conquered territories. The holders of such assignments (Wajh) 

were known as Wajhdars. A fixed sum was assigned as wajh out of the total revenue of the area. The rest of 

the revenue of the territories was deemed to be the part of the Khalisa. The zamindars continued in their 

respective areas. But in other conquered areas Babar ruled through Hakims (governors). The same pattern 

continued under Humayun. 

 
During Akbar‟s period, all the territory was broadly divided into two categories: Khalisa and Jagir. The 

revenue from the first went to the imperial treasury, and that from Jagir was assigned to Jagirdars in lieu of 

their salary in cash (naqd) according to their rank. Some Mansabdars got cash salary. They were called 

naqdi. Some got both Jagir and cash. The bulk of the territory was assigned to Mansabdars according to 

their rank. The estimated revenue was called Jama or Jamadami as it was calculated in dam (a small copper 

coin, 1/40th of the silver rupaya). The Jama included land revenue, inland transit duties, port customs, and 

other taxes which were known as sair Jihat. Another term used by the revenue officials was hasil. That is, 

the amount of revenue actually collected. 

 
In the 31st year of Akbar's, reign, the Jama of the Khalisa in the province of Delhi, Awadh and 

Allahabad amounted to less than 5% of the total revenue. Under Jahangir, almost 9/10 of the territory was 

assigned as Jagir and only 1/10 was available for the khalisa. The ratio of Jagir and Khalisa kept fluctuating. 

Under Shah Jahan, it rose to one-eleventh and by the 20th year, it was nearly one-seventh. The trend 

continued in the next reign. In the 10th year of Aurangzeb‟s reign, the Jama of the Khalisa amounted to 

almost one-fifth of the total. However, in the later part of Aurangzeb's reign, there was a great pressure 

on the Khalisa as the number of claimants for Jagir increased with the increase of the number of 

Mansabdars. 

 
Another important feature of the Jagir system was the shifting of Jagir-holders from one Jagir to 

another for administrative reasons. This system of transfers checked the Jagirdars from developing local 

roots. At the same time, its disadvantage was that it discouraged the Jagirdars from taking long-term 

measures for the development of their areas. They were merely interested as much revenue as possible in 

a short time. 

 
Various Types of Jagirs 

 
There were generally four types of revenue assignments: 

 
1. Jagirs, which were given in lieu of pay, were known as Tankha Jagir; 

2. Jagirs given to a person on certain conditions were called Mashrut Jagirs; 

3. Jagirs, which involved no obligation of service and were independent of rank were called 



Inam Jagirs; and 

4. Jagirs, which were assigned to Zamindars (chieftains) in their homelands, were called Watan 

Jagirs. 

 
Tankha Jagirs are transferable every three or four years, Watan Jagirs remained hereditary and non- 

transferable. Sometimes Watan Jagir was converted into Khalisa for a certain period as Aurangzeb did in 

case of Jodhpur in 1679. 

 
Management of Jagirs 

 
The Jagirdar was allowed to collect only authorized revenue (mal wajib) in accordance with the imperial 

regulations. He employed his own officials (karkun) like amil (amalguzar), fotadar (treasurer), etc. who 

acted on his behalf. The imperial officials kept watch on the Jagirdars. The Diwan of the subah was 

supposed to prevent the oppression on the peasants by the Jagirdars. 



MARITIME TRADE IN THE 17TH CENTURY: ROLE OF THE RULING CLASS IN IT 

 

Trade and commerce expanded in India during the 17 th century due to a number of factors the 

most important being the political integration of the country and the establishment of law and 

order over extensive areas. The improved roads made communication easy, and uniform tax 

system and standardization of currency helped India‟s trade. Moreover, the Mughal policy of 

commercialization of the economy led to the growth of urbanization. There were a number of 

ports and towns from which brisk trade between India and the other world was carried on. The 

Mughal ability to collect a high share of the rural produce, which was commuted into money, 

and its concentration in the hands of the nobility, stimulated the demand for all kinds of luxury 

goods, including building materials for residential houses, sarais, baolis etc. The growth of arms 

manufactures, guns of all types — cannons, armour, etc. and of shipping — are two primary 

examples of the result of direct government intervention in the matter. Both Akbar and 

Aurangzeb were deeply interested in the manufacture of guns of all types, including mobile 

guns, and took steps to improve their production. Indian steel swords were also in demand 

outside India. In 1651, Shahjahan initiated a programme of building sea-going vessels, and four 

to six ships were built for voyages to West Asia. In the following year, six ships were put into 

commission. This was part of a ship-building programme of many wealthy merchants and 

nobles. In consequence, Indian shipyards were soon in a position to produce ships based on 

European models, and freight rates to West Asia were reduced. The development of internal 

trading activity led to the growth of foreign trade. 

India not only supplied foodstuffs, such as sugar, rice, etc., to many countries of Southeast 

and West Asia, Indian textiles played a very important role in the trade of the region. As an 

English agent observed, “From Aden to Achin (in Malaya) from head to foot, everyone was 

clothed in Indian textiles.” It was this, which made India the virtual manufactory of the Asian 

world. The only articles, which India needed to import, were certain metals, such as tin and 

copper, production of which was insufficient, certain spices for food and medicinal purposes, 

warhorses and luxury items such as ivory. The favourable balance of trade was met by import of 

gold and silver. As a result of the expansion of India's foreign trade, the import of silver and gold 

into India increased during the 17th century; so much so that Bernier says that “gold and silver, 

after circulating over every part of the world, is finally buried in India which is the sink of gold 

and silver.” 

The Portuguese came to India towards the end of the 15th century. During the 17th century, 

many other European traders, specially the Dutch, the English and later the French came to India 

for purposes of trade. This enterprise was a direct result of the growth of the European economy 

consequent upon a rapid expansion in the fields of agriculture and manufactures. 

The Portuguese power had begun to decline during the second half of the 16th century. Despite 

vehement Portuguese Oppositions, the Dutch established themselves at Masulipatam, 

obtaining a farman from the ruler of Golconda in 1606. They also established themselves in the 

Spice Islands (Java and Sumatra) so that by 1610 they predominated in the spice trade. The Dutch 

had originally come to the coast for the sake of the spice trade. However, they quickly realized 

that spices could be obtained most easily against Indian textiles. The cloth produced on the 

Coromandal coast was the most acceptable in South-East Asia, and also cheapest to carry. 

Hence, the Dutch spread south from Masulipatam to the Coromandal coast, obtaining Pulicat 

from the local ruler and making it a base of their operations. 



Like the Dutch, the English also had come to the east for the spice trade, but the hostility of 

the Dutch who had more resources and had already established themselves in the Spice Islands 

forced the English to concentrate on India. After defeating a Portuguese fleet outside Surat they 

were able to set up a factory there in 1612. This was confirmed in 1618 by a farman from Jahangir, 

obtained with the help of Sir Tomas Roe. The Dutch followed, and soon established a factory at 

Surat. 

The English quickly realized the importance of Gujarat as a centre for India's export trade in 

textiles. They tried to break into India‟s trade with the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. In 1622, with 

the help of the Persian forces, they captured Ormuz, the Portuguese base at the head of the 

Persian Gulf. Thus, by the first quarter of the 17th century, both the Dutch and the English were 

well set in the Indian trade. 

Recent research has shown that despite their domination of the seas, the Europeans were 

never able to oust the Indian traders altogether from the Asian trade. In fact, the share of the 

European trading companies from any part of India - Gujarat, Coromandal or Bengal, remained a 

fraction of India's foreign trade. 

Apart from sharing in the Asian trade, the English and Dutch searched for articles which 

could be exported from India to Europe. At first, "the prime trade" was indigo which was used to 

colour the woollens. The indigo found most suitable was that produced at Sarkhej in Gujarat and 

Bayana near Agra. Soon the English developed the export of Indian textiles, called "calicoes", to 

Europe. At first, the produce of Gujarat was sufficient for the purpose. As the demand grew, the 

English sought the cloth produced in Agra and its neighbourhood. Even this was not enough. 

Hence, the Coromandal was developed as an alternate source of supply. By 1640, export of cloth 

from the Coromandal equalled that from Gujarat, and by 1660 it was three times that from 

Gujarat. Masulipatam and Fort St. George which later developed into Madras were the chief 

centres of this trade. The Dutch joined the English in their new venture, exporting both calico 

and indigo from the Coromandal. 

However, by 1650, the English had set themselves up at Hooghly and at Balasore in Orissa, 

exporting from there raw silk and sugar in addition to textiles. Another item which was 

developed was the export of saltpetre which supplemented the European sources for gunpowder 

and which was also used as a ballast for ships going to Europe. The best quality saltpetre was 

found in Bihar. Exports from the eastern areas grew rapidly, and were equal in value to the 

exports from the Coromandal by the end of the century. 

Thus, the English and the Dutch companies opened up new markets and articles of export 

for India. Indian textiles became a rage in England by the last quarter of the 17th century. As a 

result of agitations in England in 1701, "all calicoes painted, dyed, printed or stained" from Persia, 

China or the East Indies (i.e., India) were banned. But these and other laws imposing severe 

penalties had little effect. In place of printed cloth, the export of white Indian calicoes which had 

risen to 9.5 lakh pieces in 1701, jumped to 20 lakhs in 1719. 

The growth of India's foreign trade, the influx gold and silver into the country, and the 

linking India more closely with the rapidly expanding European markets had a number of 

important consequences. While the Indian economy grew, influx of silver and gold into the 

country was faster. As a result, during the first half of the 17th century, prices almost doubled 

which had its impact on different sections of society. It probably weakened the old, traditional 

ties in the villages, and made the nobility more money-minded, greedy and demanding. Again, 



the Europeans, to monopolize the spice trade and the Indian trade in textiles, competed for the 

conquest of India. But they could not succeed as long as India remained strong and united, first 

under the Mughal rule and then under able provincial governors. They could only succeed when 

internal and external factors weakened even these states. 

 
ROLE OF THE RULING CLASS 

Although Moreland was not unaware of the fact, but he bypassed the positive trading ventures 

of the ruling classes and focused attention only on their failure to stem piracy and protect India‟s 

trade. He opines that the Indian states were continental or land powers, benefiting from foreign 

commerce and its revenue, but doing nothing to protect it. But this is half true. 

All Mughal emperors from Akbar were interested in sea trade. Monsarrate has referred to 

Akbar‟s trading activities and his eagerness for commercial profits. But he never challenged the 

Portuguese control of the sea and his ships from Gujarat to the Red Sea sailed with Portuguese 

passes. Akbar‟s wife had a ship which was plundered by the Portuguese. Nurjahan and Khurram 

were not only interested in trade but actively participated in it. Prince Shuja, son of Shahjahan, 

had wide ranging trade interests. 

About the role of the nobles in the economic life of the Mughal Empire the current view is 

that, scared by the spectre of escheat of their property at their death, they wasted their wealth in 

luxury and extravagance and did not contribute to the economic development of the country by 

investing their wealth. A close study of the European factory records and foreign travellers‟ 

accounts would make it clear that many nobles did engage in trading activities. Mir Jumla, a high 

noble, tried to establish his monopoly in Bengal. The British first tried to resist it but finally 

surrendered agreeing to procure all saltpeter supply through him. Shaista Khan, another 

prominent noble, also forced the English to sell all their goods and silver to him in return of 

which they were assured free supply of saltpeter. Shaista Khan‟s daily income was estimated  

around Rs. Two Lakh. His son Buzrug Umed Khan, also had extensive overseas trade. 

Thus, while among European powers, naval force was an inseparable adjunct and ally of 

commerce, in India, the commerce of her nationals was not backed by power and so became a 

helpless and easy victim of piracy. The erstwhile peaceful organization of trade of pre-European 

age was „rent asunder in a welter of chaos‟. 



 
 

FEATURES OF MERCANTILISM 
AND ITS IMPACT ON EUROPEAN 
ECONOMY 

 

 

What were the chief features of mercantilism? 
Evaluate its impact on the European economy 
during the 17th and 18th centuries. 

 

From the end of the 15th century to the beginning of the 18th 

century, the discovery of the New World and the opening of 
the Atlantic to exploration and colonization changed the 
economy of Europe. Mercantilism – medieval manorial self- 
sufficiency on a national side – became the prevailing economic 
system of growing nation states. It is an economic nationalism 
for building a wealthy and powerful state. 

 

Adam Smith coined the term “mercantile system” to 
describe the system of political economy that sought to enrich 
the country by restraining imports and encouraging exports. 
This system dominated Western European economic thought 
and policies from the 16th to the late 18th centuries. The goal of 
these policies was to achieve a “favourable” balance of trade 
that would bring gold and silver into the country and to 
maintain domestic employment. For Karl Marx, it was the 
ideology of monopoly trading companies. Maurice Dobb 
describes it as a system of state-regulated exploitation through 
trade and considered it essentially an economic policy of an age 
of primitive accumulation. 

 

The mercantilists adopted policies of economic nationalism 
in many European states. These policies had their roots in the 
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scattered acts and beliefs of feudal and municipal authorities in 
the medieval period. With the expansion of trade and the 
declining revenues of the feudal states, with the emergence of 
centralized monarchies and larger and more luxurious courts, 
the emerging states realized the value of trade that brought 
wealth and greater revenue for the state. This led to active 
government intervention in economic and political matters and 
became the central feature of all mercantilist ideas. The 
mercantilist policies and practices could only be adopted in 
states that had strong governments and a reasonably well- 
developed trade. It was aimed at strengthening the centralized 
state structure by weakening and regulating the semi- 
independent local authorities. 

 

The mercantilist ideas emphasized government stimulation, 
supervision and protection of the state’s economy. The 
mercantilist ideas held that a state’s power depended on the 
actual and calculable wealth, which could be described only in 
terms of gold and silver bullion. The mercantilists aimed at 
protecting the merchants and manufactures against foreign 
competition. 

 

Every mercantilist state had its own brand of mercantilism – 
the Portuguese mercantilism was based on spice trade, Spanish 
mercantilism was directly related to the bullion trade of 
America, the Dutch concentrated on shipping and cargo trade, 
the English focused on manufacturing and colonial regulation 
while the French paid great attention to their industries, 
commerce, colonies and navy. 

 

Bullionism was one of the most important tenets of 
European mercantilism. The importance of gold and silver 
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increased with the discovery of new lands. A nation’s wealth is 
measured by the gold and silver (bullion) it possesses. An 
important idea emphasized by the mercantilist states was the 
balance of trade. As gold and silver were the chief wealth for 
the mercantilists, the European states tried to retain it in their 
own territories by controlling the import-export exchanges. A 
nation must export more goods than its imports. There must be 
a favourable balance of trade for a nation to build up its supply 
of gold and silver. There was a constant pressure on the state to 
adopt legislation to regulate the flow of goods outside and 
inside the state. Emphasis on mines, manufacturing and 
industry was universal among the European mercantilist states. 

 

The mercantilists also laid great stress on the role of 
colonies. Mercantilism, to a large extent, developed because of 
the colonial empires. Colonies supplied raw materials not 
available in Europe for manufacture and trade, and served as a 
market for the mother country’s manufactured goods. The 
mercantilists had discovered the South American silver and 
Caribbean sugar industry as the chief source for new wealth. 
For a mercantilist, colonies were important for several reasons: 

 
 They provided market for the manufacture products of the country and 

produced raw materials that could not be produced at home. 

 Colonies also became a source of employment and an important basis for 

trade 

 Mercantilist ideas and practices resulted in a series of colonial wars among 

European powers. The three naval wars between England and Holland and 

another three wars between France and Holland were primarily caused by 

mercantilist ideas. 
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The regulation of trade strengthened the nation’s economy 
because, in addition to provide gold and silver, the colonies 
could not set up industries to manufacture goods nor buy 
goods from foreign countries. This strict regulation ensured 
that all revenue went to the government. The government must 
promote and protect local industries by taxing imported goods. 
Governments can increase revenue by imposing a single 
national currency and selling monopolies to large producers in 
certain industries as well as big overseas trading companies. 
Self-sufficiency must be promoted. A country had to use 
everything it needed within its own borders and not depend on 
other countries for goods. 

 

Mercantilism prevailed in the 17th as well as into the 18th 

century as an economic policy because it seemed to offer a way 
for the monarchs of Europe to consolidate their centralized 
authority. 
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Mercantilism in the European states 
 

Every European state had its own concept of mercantilism and 
followed a mercantilist policy in accordance with its own 
economic strengths and needs. 
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Italy 
 

Effective mercantilist practice began in the Italian states, 
especially Venice and Genoa. The Italian mercantilists were 
interested in money, credits and banks. The Venetians had 
established powerful control over trade which came through 
the eastern land route. The Venetian government placed strict 
control over the luxury products passing through the 
Mediterranean Sea. The Venetians also developed a vast fleet of 
small ships and no European power could challenge their 
supremacy. 
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Portugal & Spain 
 

By the early 16th century the Portuguese and Spanish were 
applying mercantilist policies in their foreign colonies. The 
Spanish colonies were rich in gold and silver. 1/5th of the 
precious metals mined in Spanish South America were claimed 
by the crown. One quarter of the Spanish crown’s income was 
derived from American gold and silver. American wealth 
helped to finance Spanish wars in Europe. Spain exported 
manufactured goods to its colonies, and discouraged local 
industries   that   might    compete    with    the    mother 
country. Portugal governed its colonies in   a   similar 
manner. The Portuguese mercantilism remained exclusively 
commercial in which the state played a crucial role in 
formulating trade policy and the king became the symbol of the 
nation. 
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France 
 

France’s King Louis XIV wanted to centralize the state and 
reduce the power of the nobility. However, France faced 
serious financial difficulties during Louis’ reign. To solve 
France’s monetary problems, Louis appointed Jean-Baptiste 
Colbert (1619-1683) as minister of finance. To strengthen the 
state and get national finances in order, Colbert vigorously 
applied mercantilist policies. Colbert hoped to make France 
completely self-sufficient so that it would not require any 
imports. If the country did not buy anything from abroad, then 
it would no longer lose gold. At the same time, by exporting 
products abroad, France could acquire gold from other 
countries. As the country became wealthier, its power and 
prestige would increase. 

 

Colbert used government resources to support the 
establishment and growth of domestic industries. The French 
government founded and subsidized a variety of industries 
across the country. Textile industries were established in 
various parts of the country. Factories were built so that 
specific goods could be manufactured locally instead of being 
imported. To ensure that French-made goods were high 
quality, Colbert set up a system of state inspections and 
regulations. 

 

Other measures taken by Colbert to achieve self- 
sufficiency were encouraging skilled foreign craftsmen to 
immigrate to France, the improvement of domestic 
transportation networks, the abolishment of many domestic 
tariffs, and the implementation of high tariffs against imported 
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goods. Colbert built a large French merchant marine and 
encouraged the settlement of North America. 

 

Colbert’s mercantilist policies had mixed success. He 
helped to foster the growth of a wealthy merchant class in 
France. His policies also managed to turn France into one of 
Europe’s leading manufacturing nations by the late 17th 

century. But Colbert failed to fix the underlying weakness of 
France’s finances, which lay in its   unequal   taxation 
policies. Despite the growth of industry, most of France’s 
income still came from agriculture, and peasants shouldered 
the bulk of the tax burden. High taxes and poor yields drove 
many French peasants to emigrate, thereby decreasing the 
income of the state. 
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England 
 

English mercantilists shared the beliefs of their French 
counterparts. The English felt that it was possible to serve the 
interests of the state and still allow private individuals and 
organizations to make profits. The 17th century Navigation Acts 
gave British ships and crews a monopoly over trade in Britain 
and the colonies. Under these laws, all commerce between 
Britain and continental Europe had to be carried on British 
ships by British crews, since these laws would benefit private 
British merchants, workers, farmers, and colonial planters, as 
well as the state. The main target of the Navigation Acts was 
the Netherlands, one of Britain’s main competitors in shipping, 
and colonial expansion in the 17th century. 

 

In England, the Navigation Act of 1651 prohibited foreign 
vessels from engaging in coastal trade in England and required 
that all goods imported from the continent of Europe be carried 
on either an English vessel or a vessel registered in the country 
of origin of the goods. Finally, all trade between England and 
its colonies had to be carried in either English or colonial 
vessels. The Staple Act of 1663 extended the Navigation Act by 
requiring that all colonial exports to Europe be landed through 
an English port before being re-exported to Europe. Navigation 
policies by France, England, and other powers were directed 
primarily against the Dutch, who dominated commercial 
marine activity in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

 

Mercantilist policies were very beneficial to people in both 
Britain and in British colonists. Commerce between different 
British colonies, and between the colonies and the Britain, was 
profitable. Foodstuffs grown in New England were exported to 
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the more southerly British colonies, where much of the 
agricultural land was used to produce cash crops like tobacco 
and sugar. Plantation owners enjoyed a monopoly on 
supplying their products to the British Isles. Mercantilist 
restrictions benefited England as well because American 
colonies provided the country with a market for its 
manufactured goods. The growing colonial market was useful 
because by the 18th century English exports to continental 
European markets were diminishing because of protectionist 
policies in Europe. 
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The fall of mercantilism 
 

The success of mercantilist policies, in creating prosperous 
merchant classes, and thriving colonies, paradoxically helped 
to ensure their demise. The merchant class who had emerged 
because of mercantilist policies had begun to resent 
mercantilist restrictions by the late 18th century. Independent 
English merchants resented government-backed trading 
monopolies such as the English East India Company and began 
to call for free trade. One of the best-known proponents of 
laissez faire economics was Scottish professor Adam Smith 
(1723-1790), who’s best known work, The Wealth of Nations is 
considered the starting point of modern economic theory. 

 

There was also a backlash against mercantilist restrictions 
in the colonies. In British and Spanish American colonies 
resentment against mercantilist restrictions imposed by the 
mother country helped to spark independence movements. In 
British American colonies, the Boston Tea Party dramatized 
colonists’ anger over being forced to buy goods from a 
government backed monopoly. In Spanish America Creole 
colonists resented the fact that the colonial power restricted 
their trade with foreign nations. In the late 18th and early 19th 

century, mercantilism had begun to fall into disfavour and was 
replaced by free trade policies in nations like England. 
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Position of Women in the Early Historical Period 
 

Sources 

 

In the early historical period we have a wide range of sources which throw light on the 

declining position of women in society. Apart from the Buddhist texts which began to 

take shape from 3rd century BCE we can extract relevant information on the position of 

women from the Arthasastra (3rd century BCE-1st/2nd century CE), the early 

Dharmasutra literature(c. 3rd-2nd century BCE), The Smriti text of Manu (c. 1st-2nd 

century CE) and the Kamasutra (c. 3rd/4th century CE). 

 
Genaral Picture 

 

A woman as a social inferior is apparent right at the moment of her birth and is sought to 

be justified by a piece of pseudo – logic. The rule regarding ‘the mother of girl children 

only’ being punished severely, brings out only too glaringly the position of girls in society. 

In marriage also, she begins her conjugal life as an inferior. We notice that she is required 

to submerge her personality entirely in her husband’s. She is treated as an inert 

mindless object whose object in life is to please her husband. A woman is protected by 

her father in childhood, by her husband in youth and by her sons in old age; she is not 

entitled to any freedom. The venerable Yajnavalkya says, ‘when a wife refuse to satisfy 

her husband’s sexual desire he should first speak soft words, then try to purchase her 

with gifts, and if she still refuses he should thrash her with his hand or with a stick and 

force her into subjugation. 

 
Material Resources: 

 

Our understanding of the gendered nature of rural economic networks is extremely 

tenuous. While there are occasional representation of women agricultural labours and 

women within rural household, these have not, as yet, been integrated into a larger 

picture. Textual traditions, generated more than not by the urban elite, suggest that the 

women who stayed at home was an index of male status. At the same time, women who 

worked outdoors are mentioned. These would indicate that sexual divisions of labour 

were by no means constant or uniform. 

 
Within these constrains, Brahmanical normative texts offer one perspective on the 

theme. If we turn to texts such as the Manusmriti, we find that the legitimate means 

of acquiring resources open to women were amazingly few: these were effectively 



confined to gifts made by kinsmen, and did not include access to resources such as land 

and cattle, which, apart from the wealth generated from trade and crafts, would have been 

extremely valuable. 

 
Yet, this scenario is rendered more complex by at least two other kinds of evidence: 

one, that of votive inscriptions, which indicate that at least from the second century BCE, 

women were making donations to a variety of religious institutions. These grants were 

made to Buddhist, Jain, and, to a lesser extent, Brahmanical institutions. Many of these 

gifts were used to finance architectural elements such as pillars and railings used to 

embellish religious monuments, while some were used for the construction of caves, 

stupas, and monasteries. Others went into the endowment of images. 

 
It is possible to argue that women supportive of ‘heterodox’ traditions were probably in a 

position to exercise greater control over resources than those who were located 

within a more overtly Brahmanical context. At virtually every site from where votive 

inscriptions have been recovered, male donors tend to outnumber women. While most 

men and women probably made small donations, the proportion of men who made 

substantial donation was perhaps higher than that of women. The text Therigatha 

presumably composed by the senior nuns of the Buddhist Samgha also articulates 

women’s engagements with spiritual questions and a communicative space, however 

small, taking shape. 

 
The Position of the Courtesans 

 

As the above instance pertaining to a specific region indicates, translating access to 

material resources into social status was by no means uncomplicated. These 

complications and ambivalences are perhaps most clearly articulated in the case of 

courtesans or sex-workers. The Arthasastra relates that the household of the Ganika 

could be regulated by the state, and could be under close supervision. They would pay 

taxes to the state which in return protected them from abusers and swindlers. It is 

uncertain whether this degree of regulation was ever achieved in practice. Anyway, most 

of the women who provided sexual services were several notches lower on the social 

scale and could not expect state protection. An examination of texts relating to the early 

historic period suggests that the presence of sex- workers was intrinsic to urban culture. 

They figure in Sanskrit texts, of which the Mricchakatika, a Sanskrit play composed in the 

early historic period, is perhaps the best known. Perhaps the most illuminating and 

discussion on sex work occurs in the Kamasutra. This indicates that sexual service could 

be expressed from a range of women. These included domestic servants and slaves, 



women engaged in craft production, entertainer, women who were considered guilty of 

sexual transgressions, those who had been subjected to sexual assault, as well as those 

who explicitly earned a living by their looks and accomplishment. Most of these women 

especially the slave girls and Kumbhadasis mentioned in the Buddhist texts had no 

control whatsoever over their own bodies and labour. 

 
Emergence of Temple Women 

 

One of the most significant developments in the beginning of the early medieval period 

was the growth of temples as ritual centers, most notably in the area of present-day Tamil 

Nadu, but in other regions as well. The roots of this development may be traced to the 

early centuries of the first millennium. A distinct category of women, known as the 

tevaratiyar or temple women, emerged during this period. Women’s claims to status were 

somewhat circumscribed in comparison to those of man. The inscriptions of the 

tevaratiyar, for instance, do not contain the meykkirity (equivalent of the Sanskrit 

prasasti), indicating that there were domains of ritual and political power that were out 

of bounds for them. Also, women were excluded from prestigious ritual roles, including 

that of priest and drummer. Incidentally, dancing was not regarded as a particularly 

prestigious performance at this stage. 

 
Women and Work 

 

Scholars who have sieved through textual traditions such as the Jatakas for north India 

and Sangam literature for the southern areas, have documented the presence of 

women in a wide range of occupations – as agricultural labourers, pastoralists, and those 

engaged in a variety of crafts, including basket-making, weaving, and in some instance, 

pottery. What is more remarkable is that when the women donors construct their identity 

in votive inscriptions, they rarely mention their occupations. 

 
Attitudes towards the reproduction and sexuality: 

 

It was at this point in history, that a sharp distinction needed to be made between 

motherhood and female sexuality, with the latter being channelized only into legitimate 

motherhood within a tightly controlled structure of reproduction that ensured caste 

purity. This was the general context in which women’s ‘essential nature’ came to be 

identified with their sexuality, although it was not directly or explicitly associated as such. 

According to one text, women have been sinful right from the beginning when the creator 

first made the five gross elements, the three words, and then gave shape to men and 



women. Women are the edge of a razor, poison, snakes and fire, all rolled into one. At 

the time of creation, the original Manu allocated to women the habit of living, sitting 

around, an indiscriminate love of ornaments, anger, meanness, treachery and bad 

conduct. As early as the Satapatha Brahmana, we are told that a women, a shudra, a dog 

and a crow are the embodiments of untruth, sin and darkness. The view that women’s 

innate nature is lascivious and evil was so pervasive that if features even in Buddhist 

literature. A Jataka story states that women are a sex composed of wickedness and guile; 

womankind holds for falsehood and falsehood for truth. They are unstable as the sand 

and as cruel as the snake. 

 
Even Ramayana associates most women with being essentially weak and sinful. 

According to Kaushalya, women do not care for a good family, good deeds or wisdom, and 

their hearts are ever inconstant. The sage Agastya states that it has been women’s nature 

ever since creation to cling to a man when he prospers and to desert him in difficulty; her 

fickle nature is modeled on the flashes of lightning. According to Tryambaka’s version of 

Manu’s Stripumdharma, women are innately promiscuous, fickle-minded, lacking in life 

and unfaithful to their husbands even when they closely guarded. Menstruation, 

according to myth, is associated with women’s participation in brahmana murder. It is 

a mark of a women’s impurity and, at the same time of her sexuality. The congenital 

fickleness of women’s nature is especially pertinent to the problem of dealing with the 

innately overflowing and uncontrollable sexuality of women. The Mahabharata states that 

they are difficult to control: the cunning tricks of demon are known to be unique to 

women. 

 
Close Links between Patriarchy and the Class-Structure 

 
This projection of the fear of women’s uncontrolled sexuality was the backdrop to 

the obsession with creating an effective system of control and the need to guard 

them constantly; when the controls are relaxed, or cannot be effectively mounted, 

women’s inordinate sexual appetite will lead them to adulterous liaisons. A striking 

aspect of the obsessive need for control over women in the narrative literature of the 

Buddhists is that it has a close link with women of the upper strata, particularly with the 

wives of kings and brahmanas and occasionally of gahapatis, who were among the 

dominant sections of society and closely associated with land. 

State and Patriarchy 

 
The patriarchal state of early india viewed adultery as one of the major ‘crimes’ in society. 

In the Buddhist literature, only two functions are associated with kingship in early India: 



punishing those who commit crimes against the family, that is adulterers, and those who 

commit crimes against property, that is robbers. Even before the state emerged, we have 

evidence of the notion that control over women’s sexuality is the concern of the 

community of men that constitutes the clan in whom political authority is vested. An 

ancient record in the Vinaya Pitaka describes how a woman who had committed adultery 

flees from her husband who has been authorized by the clan to kill her, and seeks shelter 

in the Buddhist sangha to escape this punishment. 

 
After the emergence of the state, the Brahmanical normative literature and the semi- 

secular Arthasastra laid down punishments for violation of the sexual code, which the 

king was expected to enforce. These texts reflect the more general anxiety about the 

husband’s need for progeny to complete the religious requirements of men and the need 

to ensure ‘legitimate’ succession to pass on property, but there is also a deep concern 

about the maintenance of the hierarchical social order based on caste which must be 

reproduced without diluting the purity principle. Manu states this explicitly while 

discussing adultery. According to him, ‘By adultery is caused the mixture of castes 

among men; hence follows sin, which cuts up even the roots and causes the destruction of 

everything. 

 
Conclusion 

 

It was the recognition that men were dependent upon women to perpetuate the social 

and moral order of their making that led them to confront the problem of women’s 

sexuality. Reproductive power was the one power that women still held in the new 

structure of relations in which they were subordinated, and one way of dealing with it 

was to simultaneously exaggerate and treat women’s ‘innate’ nature as terribly 

dangerous. Their uncontrolled sexuality was perceived as posing a threat, and the 

narrative and normative literature of ancient India is full of reference to the wickedness of 

women and their ‘insatiable’ lust. 

 
Summary 

 

In Early India the Brahmanical Patriarchy developed in collusion with other hegemonic 

institutions like the state, class structure, caste system and organized religion. The scanty 

evidences from the prehistoric period allow us to assume a period of recognition of 

women’s worth in the society both in terms of production and reproduction. Men and 

women were separate but more or less equal. With the coming of the advanced class 

society of Harappan urbanism we see that the sexuality of women became ritualized and 



the cult of the mother-goddess proliferated. During the early Vedic period women 

apparently enjoyed a measure of freedom in the domains of learning and rituals but the 

real value of women lay in their reproductive capacities, as mothers of male children. 

With the coming of the nascent state and private property the position of women 

deteriorated and they were gradually being confined within the domestic sphere. From 

the early Historical period a range of prescriptive texts appeared and sought to control 

women’s sexuality as well as their access to resources. The literary texts of the early 

Historic and Early Medieval period are also replete with references to the innate nature of 

women – their greed and insatiable sexual lust and the need to subjugate women under 

the yoke of the king, the Brahmana and the patriarchal family. However, we have 

alternative narrative especially from creative literature and Buddhist texts which 

uphold to a certain extent the agency of women within various contexts. 



The 1857 Revolt 

Revolt of 1857 also known as First War of Indian Independence played a major role in the 
shifting of powers from East India Company to British Crown. It was a major anti-colonial 
movement against the aggressive imperialist policies of the British. In fact, it was an 
economic, political and social struggle against the British rule. 

 
Oppressive character and policies of Colonial rule in India: 

 
Political policies: 
The nature of colonial expansion through annexation became a major source of discontent 

among the Indian rulers. Their policy of annexation called Doctrine of Lapse led to a 
number of independent kingdoms being annexed to the British Empire. These were states 
that were enjoying British protection but their rulers had died without leaving a natural 
heir to the throne. In this manner Lord Dalhousie annexed the Maratha States of Satara, 
Nagpur, Jhansi and several other minor kingdoms. This interference by the East India 
Company was disliked by many Indian rulers. The policy of annexation also affected 
soldiers, crafts people and even the nobles. Even the traditional scholarly and priestly 

classes lost the patronage which they were getting from these rulers. 

 
Economic policies: 
It caused the disruption of the traditional Indian economy and its subordination to the 

British economy. Indian economy now suffered under the British policies. Since they 
worked against the interests of Indian trade and industry, Indian handicrafts completely 
collapsed. The British sold cheap, machine made clothes in India which destroyed the 
Indian cottage industry. It also left millions of craftsmen unemployed. The British also 
imposed heavy duties on Indian made goods. Now they could reap huge profits as there 
was no competition for their goods. Thus, the British drained India of her wealth and her 
natural resources. The colonial policy of intensifying land revenue demand led to a large 
number of peasants losing their land. Permanent Settlement of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa did 
not recognise the hereditary rights of the peasants on land and if they failed to pay 10/11th 
of the entire produce, their property could be sold off. 

 
Social and Religious interference: 
Social reforms against sati, female infanticide, widow re-marriage and education of woman, 

made many people unhappy. The missionary work instilled apprehensions in masses. The 
religious sentiments of the sepoys were hurt in 1806 in the Madras presidency. The Hindus 
were asked to remove their caste marks from their foreheads and the Muslims were asked 
to trim their beards. 

 
Discontent in the Army: 
Indian soldiers were not given posts above that of subedars. Some sepoys wanted special 

allowance if sent on oversea duty. Sometimes they were paid, but most of the time they 



were not. They were paid salaries less than their English counterparts. As a result, the 
morale of the Indian sepoy was very low. 

 
Administrative character: 
Rampant corruption in the Company’s administration, especially among the police, petty 

officials and lower law courts, was a major cause of the discontent. 

 
British foreign policy: 
The revolt succeeded 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). The British were seen to be not so strong and it was felt that they could be 

defeated. 

 
Immediate policies: 
The government decided to replace the old-fashioned musket, ‘Brown Bags’ by the ‘Enfield 

rifle. The loading process of the Enfield rifle involved bringing the cartridge to the mouth 
and biting off the top. There was a rumour among the Sepoys in January 1857 that the 
greased cartridge contained the fat of cow and pig. This sparked off the revolt of sepoys on 
29th March 1857. 

 
Results of the 1857 Revolt: 
The 1857 revolt though failed and crushed by the superior military force of the British was 

a significant event of far-reaching consequences in the history of British rule in India. It 
marks the end of an era of mercantile capitalism and early colonial rule and the beginning 
of direct imperial hegemony of the British crown. While in the first century, i.e., from 1757 
to 1857, the British crown indirectly ruled India, in the second century, i.e., from 1858 to 
1947, the British crown directly ruled India through the Viceroy appointed by the Monarch. 

 
The results of the 1857 revolt may be subdivided as: 
(i) Constitutional changes, 

(ii) Changes in the army, 
(iii) Religious, judicial and diplomatic effects, and 

(iv) Social effects. 

 
Constitutional Changes: 
The most significant result of the mutiny was the transfer of power from a trading company 

to a sovereign power of Britain by the Government of India Act of 1858. This Act of 1858 
completed the process initiated by the Charter Act of 1853. In the place of the President of 
the Board of Control, the Secretary of State for India was appointed. The Secretary of State 
for India was assisted and helped by a 15-member body of India Council. Out of the fifteen, 
eight were appointed by the crown and the rest were to be appointed by the court of the 
directors. 



The designation of the Governor General of India was changed to Viceroy. In case of the 
rulers of the Indian states, the crown made categorical announcement that all the treaties 
and agreements entered into by the East India Company will be honoured and respected 
and made it clear that no renewal was necessary. 

 
The British crown gave up the policy of subordinate isolation and advocated a policy of 
subordinate union in respect of native states. The administrative apparatus in India was 
centralized effectively due to the improvement in communications. The British crown 
reinstated the Taluqdars of Oudh to their old positions. They gave up the idea of the 
ruthless expansionist policy of their territorial boundaries in and outside India. 

 
Changes in the Army: 
Before the revolt of 1857, the army of the British in India was divided into two major 

divisions – king’s forces and company’s troops. As a result of the revolt the two forces were 
united and called king’s forces and one-third of it should consist of the Europeans. 

 
The artillery section was exclusively kept under the British. As a consequence of more 
European soldiers in the army, the expenditure on the army doubled up. The Bengal Army 
was virtually abolished. They reduced the Brahmins from the army and recruited Gurkhas, 
Sikhs, Jats and Rajputs of the Punjab. 

 
Religionist, Judicial and Diplomatic Effects: 
Queen Victoria’s proclamation of 1 November, 1858 guaranteed freedom of faith and equal 

treatment to all Indians. The Queen made it clear that there was to be no distinction 
between one individual and another on the pretext of race, religion, sex and creed. 

 
The British crown agreed to provide employment to the Indians in the bureaucratic 
structure of the times, which was denied previously. In the sphere of judiciary, the Sadar 
courts and Crown’s Supreme Court were amalgamated into High Courts which were 
established in the presidency towns of Madras, Bombay and Calcutta. In the sphere of 

diplomatic ties between India and Britain, now there was a change and the British began to 
show greater interest in the internal development of India than in foreign affairs. 

 
Social Effects: 
In the sphere of social relations, the gulf between the Europeans and the Indians not only 

widened but animosity and hatred between the two social groups became marked, and 
there was definite social estrangement between Indians and Europeans. 

 
Detestation, contempt, ferocity and vengeance became marked features of the British in 
India in the post-mutiny period. The Indians too did not lag behind in maintaining social 
distance. What we notice in this period was abandonment of social and educational welfare 
measures by the British purposefully and willingly. 



As if it is not sufficient, orthodoxy, religious superstitions, communal, caste and religious 
discrimination began to be practiced by the Indians. The British who were quite aloof in the 
beginning realized their mistake and changed their policy with 1861 Indian Council Act. 

 
A very disturbing feature of post-mutiny period in India was the growth of social distance 
between the Hindus and Muslims which ultimately led to communalization of social life and 
partition of India on communal lines. 

 
The post-mutiny period also witnessed setback to Muslim renaissance and efforts of 

modernity. At the end, we may conclude by agreeing with Tarachand: “imperialist Britain 
treated India as a satellite whose main function was to sweat and labour for the master, to 

sub-serve its economy and to enhance the glory and prestige of the empire”. 

 
Causes of Failure 

 
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. This 
was probably because the earlier uprisings in those regions had been brutally suppressed 
by the Company. 

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

zamindars acted as “break-waters to storm”; even Awadh taluqdars backed off once 
promises of land restitution were spelt out. Money-lenders and merchants suffered the 
wrath of the mutineers badly and anyway saw their class interests better protected under 
British patronage. 

Educated Indians viewed this revolt as backward 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. Indeed, by one estimate, not 
more than one-fourth of the total area and not more than one-tenth of the total population 
was affected. 

 
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. 

 
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. 

 
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. 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. 

 
Hindu-Muslim Unity Factor 
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. 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. Immediate banning of cow slaughter was ordered once 
the revolt was successful in a particular area. Both Hindus and Muslims were well 
represented in leadership, for instance Nana Saheb had Azimullah, a Muslim and an expert 
in political propaganda, as an aide, while Laxmibai had the solid support of Afghan soldiers. 
Thus, the events of 1857 demonstrated that the people and politics of India were not 
basically communal or sectarian before 1858. 

 
Nature of the Revolt 
Views differ on the nature of the 1857 revolt. It was a mere ‘Sepoy Mutiny’ to some British 

historians—“a wholly unpatriotic and selfish Sepoy Mutiny with no native leadership and 
no popular support”, said Sir John Seeley. However, that is not a complete picture of the 
event as it involved many sections of the civilian population and not just the sepoys. The 
discontent of the sepoys was just one cause of the disturbance. 

 
Dr K. Datta considers the revolt of 1857 to have been “in the main a military outbreak, 
which was taken advantage of by certain discontented princes and landlords, whose 
interests had been affected by the new political order”. The last mentioned factor gave it an 
aura of a popular uprising in certain areas. It was “never all-Indian in character, but was 
localised, restricted and poorly organised”. Further, says Datta, the movement was marked 

by absence of cohesion and unity of purpose among the various sections of the rebels. 



 

It was at the beginning of the twentieth century that the 1857 revolt came to be interpreted 

as a “planned war of national independence”, by V.D. Savarkar in his book, The Indian War 
of Independence, 1857. Savarkar called the revolt the first war of Indian independence. He 
said it was inspired by the lofty ideal of self rule by Indians through a nationalist upsurge. 
Dr S.N. Sen in his Eighteen Fifty-Seven considers the revolt as having begun as a fight for 
religion but ending as a war of independence. 

 
Dr R.C. Majumdar, however, considers it as neither the first, nor national, nor a war of 

independence as large parts of the country remained unaffected and many sections of the 
people took no part in the upsurge. According to some Marxist historians, the 1857 revolt 

was “the struggle of the soldier-peasant democratic combine against foreign as well as 
feudal bondage”. However, this view can be questioned in the light of the fact that the 
leaders of the revolt themselves came from a feudal background. 

 
Jawaharlal Nehru considered the revolt of 1857 as essentially a feudal uprising though 
there were some nationalistic elements in it (Discovery of India). M.N. Roy felt the revolt 
was a last ditch stand of feudalism against commercial capitalism. R.P. Dutt also saw the 
significance of the revolt of the peasantry against foreign domination even as he 
acknowledged it to be a defence of the old feudal order. 

 
The revolt of 1857 is not easy to categorise. While one can easily dismiss some views such 
as those of L.E.R. Rees who considered it to be a war of fanatic religionists against 
Christians or T.R. Holmes who saw in it a conflict between civilisation and barbarism, one 

cannot quite go so far as to accept it as a war for independence. It had seeds of nationalism 
and anti-imperialism but the concept of common nationality and nationhood was not 
inherent to the revolt of 1857. It is doubtful if the separate communities that participated 
in the revolt did so because they felt a common nationhood. Furthermore, what of the 
southern section which was not a part of the revolt? Each of the leaders had a personal 
cause for revolting; each had a personal interest to protect. However, as Dr Sen points out, 
national revolutions are mostly the work of a minority, with or without the active support 
of the masses. From that point of view, the 1857 rebellion can claim a national character. 

 
One may say that the revolt of 1857 was the first great struggle of Indians to throw off 
British rule. Even this view has been questioned by some historians who feel that some of 
the earlier uprisings had been equally serious efforts at throwing off the foreign yoke, but 
have not got the same kind of attention. However, S.B. Chaudhuri observes, the revolt was 
“the first combined attempt of many classes of people to challenge a foreign power. This is 
a real, if remote, approach to the freedom movement of India of a later age”. 



Sumerian Civilization 

Mesopotamia derived from Greek words 'mesos' (middle) and ‘ potamos' (rivers). Actually 

Mesopotamia is a flat country between the Tigris and Euphrates in Middle East. Mesopotamia broadly 

corresponds to present day Iraq. Mesopotamia can broadly be divided into two regions- Northern 

Mesopotamia and Southern Mesopotamia. These two regions have very different environments. 

Northern Mesopotamia had plenty of rainfall to support cultivation of wheat , barley and other crops. 

Hence the beginning of agriculture in the Zagros mountain foothills of Northern Mesopotamia goes 

back to nearly 10000 B.C. Later the important Neolithic settlement of Jarmo came up in this area. 

Between 8000 B.C. to 6000 B.C. a number of Neolithic villages came up in Northern Mesopotamia. 

But Southern Mesopotamia , on the other hand, was an arid zone with less rainfall but constituted the 

alluvial plains(Delta) of the two rivers and was therefore highly fertile. Absence of rainfall in the valley 

was made up for by great amounts of water brought down from the Eastern and Northern mountains. 

Actually Tigris, Euphrates and their tributaries overflowed during spring and summer due to melting 

of snow in mountainous areas and they carried silt containing organic elements and solutions of 

inorganic compounds from rock minerals which fertiled the fields. Hence the soil of southern 

Mesopotamia was fertile. But irrigation, melioration and canals were needed all through the year to 

raise good crops. Because of this fertility here flourished the first Civilization of the world- Sumerian 

Civilization between 4000 B.C. to 3000 B.C. 

The growth of Sumerian Civilization was preceded by three transitional cultures-Ubaid (5500 to 4000 

B.C.), Uruk and Jemdet Nasr. 

Sumerian Civilization is known as Civilization since it possess the Civilizational features such as 

urbanization, surplus production, metallurgy, organised religion, class stratified society, state 

formation, monumental architecture, long distance trade, art of writing and predictive sciences. 

Urbanization: 

Anyway, at the beginning of the third millennium B.C. , the southern part of Mesopotamia was not yet 

unified, rather several settlements had grown into cities. Gordon Childe called this phenomenon 

‘urban revolution’. This cities built on natural hills , were surrounded by walls. They had a population 

of 20000 to 80000 each. 

Situated in the extreme south west of Mesopotamia was the city of Eridu, which according to 

Sumerian legend developed a high Culture. Close to Eridu lay the city of Ur. North of Ur the city of 

Larsa stood. Uruk lying on the bank of Euphrates played a prominent role in the unification of the 

country. Other important city States were Nippur and Kish. 

Surplus production: 

The rapid growth of city has been attributed to migration from the nearby rural settlements. 

Maintenance of such a large population presupposes the availability of enough surplus that was made 

possible mainly by the highly fertile soil of southern Mesopotamia. Canals were dug and dikes were 

constructed along the banks of the streams. Besides an extensive agricultural method adopted by the 

Sumerian farmers which included the use of metal plough and draught oxen, which also contributed 

to increase the agricultural production that supported a large population. 

State formation: 

The origin of state in Mesopotamia can be traced to the political and economic requirements of the 

Mesopotamian society. In the formative phase of Sumerian Civilization temples played a key role in 



promoting agriculture through organizing labour for putting irrigation system in order, through 

allocation of irrigation water as well as in erecting defensive walls of the city for protection. Thus 

temples in Mesopotamia assumed the role of such an authority before the development of state 

institution. But since the temple had no state organ such as an army to support them they could only 

coerce the peasants to produce surplus by an ideology and a value system emboldened by suitable 

legends, myths or by instilling the fear of God. A part of the surplus produce was collected by the 

temples in the form of offering made to the deities. Gradually temple became a centre of collection, 

storage and redistribution of surplus produce including crafts production. Most of the temples of big 

cities such as Ur, Uruk, Eridu and Nippur contained large granaries and warehouses along with 

quarters of craftsmen. This further strengthened the authority of temple and temple officials. In this 

manner temples prior to dynastic period in Mesopotamia assumed the status of a state. Based on her 

study of the temple of Lagash Anna Schneider has termed the status of Mesopotamian States as 

‘temple state'. Based on archaeological findings and Sumerian written texts the political history of 

Mesopotamia is divided into - early dynastic period(3000 to 2350 BCE), Akkadian dynasty(2350 to 2150 

BCE) and the Third dynasty(2150 to 2000 BCE). But our syllabus is confined until the Akkadian dynasty. 

The Sumerian king list suggests that beginning with 3000 BC the Sumerian city States were ruled by 

chiefs and kings who also performed the role of priests. Titles such as En(spouse of the city deity), 

sanga(temple administrator) and ishakgu (tenant farmer of deity) titles were adopted by the kings . 

The competition to control natural resources manifested into inter city state warfare and each city 

raised it’s army not only to protect it’s irrigation and water rights, trade routes and city walls but also 

to acquire more from the other states. Kings provided leadership in this wars and success in wars 

enhanced their prestige. This brought about a change in the nature of kings as priests were replaced 

by selected/nominated kings with their organised army, bureaucracy and well defined laws. Temple 

was replaced by palace as centre of political authority. Thus title such as lugal (big man) , Ensi (city 

ruler) was used for the kings. 

 

 
Metallurgy: 

Development of metallurgy was an important feature of the Sumerian Bronze Age Civilization. Gordon 

Childe traced a link between urbanization, metallurgy and bronze age Civilization. Few evidences of 

the use of copper has been found from Uruk Culture. But copper being a soft material, it had limited 

utility as tools. Bronze , on the other hand, had several advantages over copper as metal. Bronze was 

very useful as plough hoe and weapons such as daggers and axes. Hence the people of Sumeria 

developed the bronze metallurgy which essentially involved alloying/ mixing of copper and tin. 

Accordingly a full-time specialized group was emerged to manufacture bronze objects. But in Southern 

Mesopotamia there was problem that it did not possess copper and tin. Sumerians had to bring copper 

and tin from Iran and Anatolia. But since the Southern Mesopotamia was producing enough surplus, 

it could sustain the specialist metal workers and use the surplus to get raw materials from far off 

places. 

Religion: 

Sumerian religion was not a single or unified religion. There was a clear distinction between religion 

at the state level and at the popular level. Each city had its own respective gods and goddess. State 

promoted the worship of the chief city deity in a big temple dedicated to the deity, which was termed 

as ziggurat. But at the popular level several deities were worshipped in smaller shrines. Deities at these 

shrines were worshipped by a particular group of people- certain professional groups, clans or tribes. 



However owing to the cultural exchanges between several regions and due to systemization of rituals, 

myths and religious ideas by Sumerian priests, gradually a common tradition or Pantheon was 

developed. By this process of assimilation many deities became the members of a single family. As 

Sumerian society had become stratified, the deities were also ranked in an order. The prominent 

deities were An (Sovereign God), Enlil (controller of universe or king of kings), Enki (Lord of earth or 

god of sweet water). Among the female deities the popular was Inanna (goddess of fertility). After the 

unification of Akkad and Sumer , Nippur became the religious centre of unified Sumeria and a temple 

was dedicated to the most worshipped deity Enlil in this city. As the Sumerian society became 

patriarchal , a number of female deities lost their importance. The religious texts also inform us about 

a major harvest festival symbolizing the marriage between Inanna and Dumuzi, the god of vegetation 

and cattle. 

 

 
Society : 

The evidences of simple social differentiation in Mesopotamia can be found from the Uruk transitional 

phase. But with the beginning of Sumerian Civilization Mesopotamian society was clearly stratified. 

With the origin of state economic, religious and military power came into the hands of priest king. 

Leadership in warfare and ability to manage food and other resources created trust of the common 

people to the elite king and his officials. This enabled the elite to grab the surplus from the producers. 

Thus wealth generated in the hands of the elite. The available surplus was distributed in an inequitable 

manner while the larger share was given to the king, priest and warriors whereas actual producers 

were denied legitimate share of the surplus. Thus society was divided among elite and commoners. 

The earlier clans or tribes came to be stratified on class lines. 

Robert Adams in his analysis of early Mesopotamian society uses the growing differentiation in 

artifacts as an index of growing class stratification. His study shows that in the ubaid culture there was 

no such social differentiation according to the evidences of burials. But the burials from the early 

dynastic period indicates clear class stratification. The Royal burials of early dynastic period contains 

copper, gold objects and objects of precious stones. Some burials contain few copper objects and 

occasionally precious stones. But most of the burials contain only pottery or nothing at all. It is no 

need to mention that metal being costly, could be used as burial objects only by the elite or wealthy. 

Gradually Sumerian society became more rigid as described by Hammurabi’s Code. Society became 

divided into three classes- Awelu(nobility), Muskhenu (tenant) & Wardu (slaves). Since Sumerian 

society became patriarchal, woman was treated as a thing. She lost equal status with her counterparts 

man. She lost a number of rights. 

Writing: 

Sumerian Civilization was the first Civilization to develop the art of writing. In the beginning Sumerians 

employed pictographic symbols. But afterwards they changed these symbols into conventional signs 

which represented syllables. They had about 300 signs. They impressed their writing upon soft clay 

tablets, making use stylus that was provided with tip or wedge. For that reason the system of writing 

was called cuneiform. Many thousands of business letters left by the Sumerians. Besides business 

letters, religious literature like epic poem and love poem were also left by the Sumerians. 

Monumental Architecture: 

Monumental architecture is considered as one of the important features of any Civilization. 

Archaeological excavations revealed that public buildings such as temples, palaces and other large 



buildings had prominent position in Sumerian Civilization. Most of the buildings were made of sun- 

dried bricks. But in the buildings of the later phase some burnt bricks were used along with sun-dried 

bricks. From the beginning of the 3rd millennium B.C. to 2000 B.C. a number of square and pyramidal 

temple towers(Ziggurat) were constructed. They were built upon a raised platform. Each city had a 

such Ziggurat. Ur had one Ziggurat constructed with usual sun-dried bricks upon a lower level of burnt 

bricks, that was 200 feet long , 150 feet wide and 70 feet high. Although Ziggurat were the dominant 

features of Sumerian architecture, there were several other large buildings such as palaces. One of 

the impressive one remnants of palace is the Royal palace of Kish , constructed about 3500 B.C. It was 

built of brick provided with huge staircases, large columns and panelled walls. It is surprising that the 

prior to 300 B.C. Sumerians knew how to construct not only vault and arch , but also the dome. 

 

 
Long Distance Trade: 

Sumerian trade was also thriving. So expensive of Sumerian trade that their merchants had agents in 

places as far away as Asia Minor. Salesmen travelled from one city to another for hundreds of miles. 

The long distance trade increased in the 3rd millennium B.C. Although there is reference of finished 

goods such as vessels(from Iranian site Tepe Yahya), the largest proportion of imports consisted of 

raw materials. Copper came from Magan (Oman ) , Iran and Anatolia. Silver came from Taurus 

mountains. Timber and lapis lazuli came from Northern Mesopotamia and Badakhshan . Timber also 

came from Meluha (Indus Valley). Besides, ivory and ivory objects also came from Meluha. Sumerian 

used to export perfumes, textiles, and agricultural goods. Long-distance trade was carried through 

Persian Gulf. It is to be noted that trade was basically carried through barter. However gold and silver 

were also used as medium of exchange. 

 

 
Science and technology : 

In the field of science and technology Sumerians made some contributions. The construction of several 

large buildings such as ziggurat(temple) ,or palaces could not have been possible without the 

knowledge of some system of measurement and mathematics. Similarly long distance trade could not 

have been possible without some knowledge of astronomy. Hence Sumerians developed some system 

of mathematics and astronomy. They had the knowledge of measurement of fields, debit and credit 

calculation. Their unit of counting was 60 and still we use this for the division of hour. They divided 

the circle into 6×60=360 parts or degrees. They also developed the idea of movement of sun, moon . 

They divided the year into lunar months of 29 to 30 days, each year contains only 354 days. 
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Feminism/ Feminist Criticism 

 
Feminism, in its broadest sense, refers to all kinds of political, cultural, and economic movements 

aimed at establishing greater rights and legal protection for women. In other words, it aspires women's 

liberation in male-dominated cultural constructs. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines the terms 

as, „the theory of the political, economic, and social equality of the sexes‟ and „organized activity on 

behalf of women's rights and interests‟. While accepting the anatomical and physiological differences 

between the two genders, feminism seeks equal respect and right for both. Nancy Cott defines it as 

the belief in the importance of gender equality, invalidating the idea of gender hierarchy as a socially 

constructed concept. 

 

As a consecrated theoretical movement it began in the late 18
th

 century with writers like Mary 

Wollstonecraft (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, 1792), who highlighted the inequalities 

between the sexes, and activists like Susan B. Anthony and Victoria Woodhull, who contributed to 

the women's suffrage movement, which led to National Universal Suffrage in 1920 with the passing 

of the Nineteenth Amendment in the USA. 

 
In the theoretical discourse of feminism The Second Wave Feminism which began by the early 

1960s is more important. Building on more equal working conditions necessary in America during 

the World War II, movements such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), formed in 1966, 

cohered feminist political activism, and writers like Simone de Beauvoir (Le deuxième sexe, The 

Second Sex, 1972) and Elaine Showalter established the groundwork for the dissemination of 

feminist theories fit together with the American Civil Rights movement. Subsequent French feminist 

critics writing during the 1970s acknowledged Beauvoir‟s critique and focused on language as a tool 

of male domination, analyzing the ways in which it represents the world from the male point of view 

and arguing for the development of a feminine language and writing. 



 
However, from the 1990s to the present, resisting the over generalized and over simplified ideologies 

and a white, heterosexual, middle class focus of second wave feminism, third wave feminism has 

borrowed from post-structural and contemporary gender and race theories to expand on marginalized 

populations' experiences. Writers like Alice Walker work to reconcile feminism with the concerns 

of the black community and the survival and wholeness of the people as a whole, both men and 

women. Theories from feminists like Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Toril Moi and Gayatri 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandra_Gilbert
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susan_Gubar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toril_Moi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gayatri_Spivak


Spivak aim to understand gender inequality and focus on gender politics, power relations, and 

sexuality. 

 

Feminist criticism is concerned with “...the ways in which literature (and other cultural productions) 

reinforce or undermine the economic, political, social, and psychological oppression of women” 

believes Tyson. This school of theory looks at how aspects of our culture are inherently patriarchal 

(male dominated) and "...this critique strives to expose the explicit and implicit misogyny in male 

writing about women" (Richter). 

 
Postcolonial feminists argue that oppression relating to the colonial experience, particularly racial, 

class, and ethnic oppression, has marginalized women in postcolonial societies. They challenge the 

assumption that gender oppression is the primary force of patriarchy. They object to portrayals of 

women of non-Western societies as passive and voiceless victims and the portrayal of Western 

women as modern, educated, and empowered. 

 
Some postcolonial feminists, such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty and Black feminists, such as 

Angela Davis and Alice Walker, are critical of Western feminism for being ethnocentric. Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty criticizes Western feminism on the ground that it does not take into account the 

unique experiences of women from third-world countries or the existence of feminisms indigenous 

to third-world countries. 

 

 
Since the development of more complex conceptions of gender and subjectivity and third-wave 

feminism, feminist literary criticism has taken a variety of new routes, namely in the tradition of 

the Frankfurt School's critical theory. It has considered gender in the terms of Freudian and 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, as part of the deconstruction of existing relations of power, and as a 

concrete political investment. 

 

 
Lisa Tuttle has defined feminist theory as asking "new questions of old texts." She cites the goals of 

feminist criticism as: (1) to develop and uncover a female tradition of writing, (2) to interpret 

symbolism of women's writing so that it will not be lost or ignored by the male point of view, (3) to 

rediscover old texts, (4) to analyze women writers and their writings from a female perspective, (5) 

to resist sexism in literature, and (6) to increase awareness of the sexual politics of language and style. 
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Postcolonial feminism/ Postcolonialism and Feminism 
 

 
Postcolonial, as a term, suggests resistance to “colonial” power and its discourses that continue 

to shape various cultures, including those whose revolutions have overthrown it. The task of a 

postcolonial theorist is to insert the often ‘absent’ colonized subject into the dominant discourse 

in a way that it resists/subverts the authority of the colonizer. 

Postcolonial feminist theory is primarily concerned with the representation of women in once 

colonized countries and in Western locations. It concentrates on construction of gender 

difference in colonial and anti-colonial discourses, representation of women in anti-colonial and 

postcolonial discourses with particular reference to the work of women writers. The postcolonial 

feminist critics raise a number of conceptual, methodological and political problems involved in 

the study of representation of gender. 

But Postcolonial feminism cannot be regarded simply as a subset of postcolonial studies, or, 

alternatively, as another variety of feminism. Rather it is an intervention that is changing the 

configurations of both postcolonial and feminist studies. Postcolonial feminism is an exploration 

of and at the intersections of colonialism and neocolonialism with gender, nation, class, race, and 

sexualities in the different contexts of women's lives, their subjectivities, work, sexuality, and 

rights. 

While postcolonial theorist struggles against the maiden colonial discourse that aims at 

misrepresenting him as inferior, the task of a postcolonial feminist is far more complicated. She 

suffers from “double colonization,” a term, coined by Kirsten Holst Peterson and Anna Rutherfold 

and referred to the ways in which women have simultaneously experienced the oppression of 

colonialism and patriarchy. She has to resist the control of colonial power not only as a colonized 

subject, but also as a woman. In this oppression her colonized brother is no longer her 

accomplice, but her oppressor. In his struggle against the colonizer, he even exploits her by 

misrepresenting her in the nationalist discourses. Not only that, she also suffers at the hands of 

Western feminists from the colonizer countries who misrepresent their colonized counterparts 

by imposing silence on their racial, cultural, social, and political specificities, and in so doing, act 

as potential oppressors of their “sisters”. 

Hence, Postcolonialism and feminism have come to share a tense relationship as some feminist 

critics point out that postcolonial theory is a male-centered field that has not only excluded the 

concerns of women, but also exploited them. Edward Said’s seminal study Orientalism itself 

accorded little attention to female agency and discussed very few female writers. Homi K. 

Bhabha’s work on the ambivalence of colonial discourses explores the relationship between a 



“colonizing” subject and a “colonized” object without reference to how the specifics of gender 

might complicate his model. Ketu Katrak has argued in “Indian Nationalism, Gandhian 

‘Satyagraha,’ and the Engendering of National Narratives” that Mahatma Gandhi’s resistance to 

British colonial rule in India during the 1920s and 1930s used specifically gendered 

representations for the purposes of Indian nationalism, but ultimately did little to free Indian 

women from their patriarchal subordination to men. He appropriated images of passive women 

to promote his campaign of passive resistance to British rule. Both men and women were 

encouraged to adopt a passivity exclusively associated with femininity. 

Gayatri Spivak criticizes Gilbert and Gubar’s essay “The Madwoman in the Attic” for ignoring the 

colonial context of Jane Eyre when celebrating Jane as a proto-feminist heroine and questions 

the role of Western or “First World” feminists in addressing the concerns of “Third World” 

women. Spivak argues that Jane’s journey from subservience to female self-determination, 

economic security and marriage on her terms could not occur without the oppression of Bertha 

Mason, Rochester’s Creole wife from Jamaica. She points out that Gilbert and Gubar read Bertha 

in relation to Jane, never as an individual self in her own right. 

To conclude, Chandra Talpade Mohanty in her article “Under Western Eyes: Feminist 

Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” criticizes all kinds of hegemonic Western feminist 

scholarships. In a number of Western radical and liberal feminist writings Mohanty detects the 

so-called “colonialist move” which consists of producing the “Third World” woman as a singular 

and monolithic subject. They thus subvert the issues of race, caste, class, ethnicity and others. 

In her essay, she pleads for a politics of location and a more Foucauldian model of power, so that 

the colonialist move made by some Western feminist scholars can be made explicit as being a 

discursive institution, and “Third World” women, placed in their own particular historical and 

political contexts, can have moments of empowerment with “diverse, heterogeneous sort of 

subjectivity”. 



Second-wave feminism 

 
Feminism, in its broadest sense, refers to all kinds of political, cultural, and economic 

movements aimed at establishing greater rights and legal protection for women. In other words, 

it aspires women's liberation in male-dominated cultural constructs. The Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary defines the terms as, „the theory of the political, economic, and social equality of 

the sexes‟ and „organized activity on behalf of women's rights and interests‟. While accepting 

the anatomical and physiological differences between the two genders, feminism seeks equal 

respect and right for both. Nancy Cott defines it as the belief in the importance of gender 

equality, invalidating the idea of gender hierarchy as a socially constructed concept. 

As a consecrated theoretical movement it began in the late 18
th

 century with writers like Mary 

Wollstonecraft (A Vindication of the Rights of Women, 1792), who highlighted the 

inequalities between the sexes, and activists like Susan B. Anthony and Victoria Woodhull, 

who contributed to the women's suffrage movement, which led to National Universal Suffrage 

in 1920 with the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment in the USA. 

 

However, in the theoretical discourse of feminism, the Second Wave Feminism which began 

by the early 1960s and continued upto 1980s, is more important. Building on more equal 

working conditions necessary in America during the World War II, movements such as the 

National Organization for Women (NOW), formed in 1966, cohered feminist political 

activism, and writers like Simone de Beauvoir (Le deuxième sexe, The Second Sex, 1972) 

and Elaine Showalter established the groundwork for the dissemination of feminist theories 

fit together with the American Civil Rights movement. 

 

Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) criticized the idea that women could only find 

fulfilment through childrearing and homemaking. According to Friedan's obituary in The New 

York Times, The Feminine Mystique “ignited the contemporary women's movement in 1963 

and as a result permanently transformed the social fabric of the United States and countries 

around the world” and “is widely regarded as one of the most influential nonfiction books of 

the 20th century.” In the book Friedan hypothesizes that women are victims of a false belief 

system that requires them to find identity and meaning in their lives through their husbands and 

children. 



As an existentialist, Simone de Beauvoir accepted Jean-Paul Sartre's precept: existence 

precedes essence; and hence "one is not born a woman, but becomes one." Her analysis focuses 

on the social construction of Woman as the Other. And this de Beauvoir identifies as 

fundamental to women's oppression. She observes that women have historically been 

considered deviant and abnormal and contends that even Mary Wollstonecraft considered men 

to be the ideal toward which women should aspire. De Beauvoir argues that for feminism to 

move forward, this attitude must be set aside. 

 

Subsequent French feminist critics writing during the 1970s acknowledged Beauvoir‟s critique 

and focused on language as a tool of male domination, analyzing the ways in which it represents 

the world from the male point of view and arguing for the development of a feminine language 

and writing. 

 

Feminist activist and author Carol Hanisch coined the slogan "The Personal is Political" which 

became synonymous with the second wave. Second-wave feminists saw women's cultural and 

political inequalities as inextricably linked and encouraged women to understand aspects of 

their personal lives as deeply politicized and as reflecting sexist power structures. 

 

But this phase is more sensualised for its radical movements such as bra burning. Infact, 

with the 1960s came consciousness about the way women are portrayed and “ sexualised”. 

Radicals like Germaine Greer raised a storm by saying that the “willingly suffered 

discomfort of the sixties‟ bra was a hideous symbol of male oppression”, though not all 

feminists agreed. But the perception that the bra‟s achievement was in “ converting the 

primitive droop into a civilised thrust” was there, and in 1968, some activists 

demonstrated against the Miss America beauty pageant and threw objects of “female 

oppression” – bras, high-heeled shoes, girdles, curlers – into a trash can. They were 

arguing about liberation, and though most of the scholars believe that there was never 

any bra-burning, but the myth of the feminist as a bra-burner was created. 

 

To conclude, postcolonial feminist scholars, however, critique the second-wave of feminism 

as reducing feminist activity into a homogenized and whitewashed chronology of feminist 

history that ignores the voices and contributions of many women of colour, working-class 

women, and queer women. 
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Postcolonialism 
 
"Postcolonialism," one of the most important terms in literary studies today, is not an easy 

one to define. There are, infact, two different forms of the word in circulation: "post- 

colonial" (with a hyphen) and "postcolonial" (without a hyphen). And this minor 

discrepancy reveals two variations of the basic definition. One is easy to explain: „post- 

colonial with a hyphen‟ is "simply a descriptive word, marking literature by people 

of formerly colonized countries." But, „postcolonialism without a hyphen‟ is a much 

broader term, suggesting not only a period and a body of literature, "but also describing 

a 'knowledge-politics' - a lens for viewing the world and a theoretical tool for 

understanding it." In this sense, any literature that expresses an opposition to 

colonialism, even if it is produced during colonial period, may be defined as postcolonial, 

primarily due to its oppositional nature. Moreover, Postcolonial period is "not a clear-cut 

terrain, because it is still developing now." The study of colonialism and its after-effects 

is not new, but the new historical situations that require it are not safely in the past either. 

Postcolonialism thus offers us ways of understanding the "history of the present." 

Infact, in the contexts of anti-colonial struggles in Asia, Africa, and South America, much 

of the ideas of resistance, cultural nationalism, nativism had emerged, and on the basis of 

these, critics like Edward Said have generated the modes of „postcolonial reading‟. 

 

 
Writing in the 1960s in the context of Algeria and its French colonial occupation, Frantz 

Fanon has been an influential figure in postcolonial theory. In his The Wretched of the 

Earth (1963) and Black Skins, White Masks (1967) Fanon was the first critic to 

discourse on the psychological effects of colonialism. He argues that the colonial master‟s 

constant representation of the native as a non-human, animalized „thing‟ annihilates the 

identity of the native. Infact, when the colonial repeatedly paints the native as evil, pagan 

and primitive, the native gradually begins to accept such prejudiced and construed views 

as true and loses his sense of self and identity because he can only see himself through 

the eyes of the white man. Fanon argues that for the native the term man itself begins to 

mean white man because he does not see himself as a man at all. In terms of culture, the 

native extends this accepted notion to believe that the only values that matter are those of 

the white men. 

 
 

One of the most influential books of modern era, Edward Said‟s Orientalism (1978) may 

be said, quite accurately, to have inaugurated the postcolonial field. Almost contemporary 

to the works of Derrida, Foucault, Althusser, and the French feminists, this book really 

set in motion an intellectual turbulence that altered the shape and canon of Western and 

Eastern academia. In this book Said views colonialism as a project that was undeniably 

military-political. In other words, the western discourses that constructed the Orient in 

certain ways contributed to the political and military power of the European over the 



natives. The European construction of the East as primitive, savage, pagan, undeveloped 

and criminal enabled the European to justify his presence: the poor, weak native needed 

to be governed and „developed‟, and it was the task of the European to do so. Europe was, 

infact, all that the Orient was not: developed, Christian, civilized. As Said puts it, the 

Orient is Europe‟s „contrasting image, idea, personality, experience‟. 

 
Said located „culture‟ as central to the empire, and thus demonstrated the materiality of 

discourse and rhetoric. He asked us to see literary and other texts „contrapuntally‟, in 

order to detect the racialized, imperialist discourse within it and to resist it. Reading 

literature from the perspective of „Orientlism‟ in mind would make us, for instance, 

critically aware of how Yeats in his Byzantium poems provides an exotic image of 

Istambul. Here Yeats really adopted Eurocentric or ethnocentric perspective, seeing the 

East as an exotic „other‟. 

 

Hence, Postcolonialism is only possible through a resistant reading, when we develop a 

different historical narrative other than the one handed down to us by the colonial 

discourse. Works of literature that are defined as postcolonial often record history of 

genocide, including slavery, apartheid, and the mass extinction of people such as the 

Aborigines in Australia. Some women writers even see the patriarchal domination in the 

society as a form of colonialism and consider feminism as a postcolonial resistance to it. 

 

And hence, it can be concluded that the Postcolonial studies, therefore, aims to unmask 

different facets of colonialism hidden in different forms of cultures. 


