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INTRODUCTION

Abstract

The colonial rule in South Asia profoundly transformed the political, social, and
economic structures of the region, leaving enduring legacies that continue to shape
contemporary societies. This review critically examines the impact of British
colonialism on South Asian countries, particularly India, Pakistan, Bangladesh,
and Sri Lanka, by analyzing the institutional, economic, and sociocultural
changes introduced during the colonial era. Politically, colonial governance
established centralized bureaucratic systems, codified legal institutions, and
modern administrative frameworks that later formed the basis of post-colonial
state structures. Howeuver, these systems were primarily designed to facilitate
imperial control and resource extraction rather than indigenous development.
Economically, British policies led to deindustrialization, agrarian dependency,
commercialization of agriculture, and the systematic “Drain of Wealth,” which
weakened local industries and hindered long-term economic growth. Colonial land
revenue systems such as Zamindari, Ryotwari, and Mahalwari intensified
peasant exploitation, indebtedness, and rural inequality. Socially, colonial
practices such as census classification and separate electorates rigidified caste,
religious, and communal identities, contributing to social fragmentation and the
rise of communal politics. The paper also explores how colonial reforms regarding
gender, education, and law often reflected contradictory motives tied to the
“civilizing mission.” Furthermore, the study highlights the emergence of
nationalist movements, anti-colonial resistance, and subaltern agency in
challenging imperial authority. Finally, the review discusses post-colonial
continuities, including institutional preservation, regional conflicts, and
developmental disparities rooted in colonial structures. Querall, the colonial
experience created complex and longlasting effects that continue to influence

governance, identity formation, economic inequality, and social relations across

South Asia.

eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century,

The colonial history of South Asia is not merely a
record of foreign governance but a transformative
epoch that fundamentally reconfigured the
region's structural foundations. From the mid-

the imposition of British rule through the East

India Company and subsequently the British
Crown facilitated a comprehensive overhaul of
political, social, and economic systems (Bhambra,
2025). This transformation was characterized by a
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paradoxical duality: while the colonial state
introduced modern bureaucratic institutions, legal
codes, and infrastructure, it simultaneously
implemented mechanisms of extraction that
decoupled the local economy from its pre-colonial
moorings and induced longterm structural
distortions (Acemoglu et al., 2000). The
contemporary development trajectories of South
Asian nations India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri
Lanka remain inextricably linked to this period, as
the institutional and social rigidities established
under colonial rule continue to influence modern
governance, investment patterns, and social
identity dynamics (Banerjee & Iyer, 2002).

The interpretation of South Asian colonial history
has evolved through several distinct phases, each
reflecting the political and intellectual climate of
its era. In the nineteenth century, the field was
dominated by British officials, Orientalists, and
missionaries who fashioned narratives to serve the
needs of colonial administration. Figures such as
Sir William Jones and Henry Thomas Colebrooke,
working through the framework of the Asiatic
Society, focused on recovering and translating
Sanskrit texts to create an authoritative "classic"
canon of Indian tradition (Biswas, 2025). This
project was not a neutral scholarly exercise but an
epistemic tool of empire, designed to portray
Indian civilization as having entered a state of
decline and stagnation after an ancient golden age.
By constructing India as a "timeless" and
"declining" entity, British historians provided the
moral and legal justification for colonial rule as a
necessary period of custodianship and reform
(Bannerji, 1994).

By the early twentieth century, a nationalist
historiographical tradition emerged, led by Indian
intellectuals who utilized history as a weapon for
anti-colonial mobilization. These historians often
accepted the periodization introduced by the
British Ancient, Medieval, and Modern but

reimagined the pre-colonial past as a zenith of
Hindu or Islamic glory (Jayaneththi, 2025). While
this served to boost national self-esteem and unify
the population against foreign rule, it also
inadvertently reinforced religious and communal
divides by attributing civilizational collapse to the
"other" community, whether the Islamic dynasties
for Hindu nationalists or the British for all anti-
colonialists (Agha, 2017).

Following independence, the field fragmented and
diversified with the rise of Marxist, Cambridge
School, and Subaltern Studies perspectives.
Marxist historians, such as D.D. Kosambi and
Irfan Habib, moved beyond the elite-focused
narratives of earlier generations to analyze the
material conditions of the peasantry and the
structural realities of the agrarian economy
(Caum-Julio, 2023). They characterized the
colonial state as a vehicle for primitive
accumulation and the "Drain of Wealth" from the
colony to the metropole. Conversely, the
Cambridge School reinterpreted Indian politics
not as a grand ideological struggle but as a complex
"mosaic of local patronage, faction, and interest
brokerage" within the opportunities provided by
the colonial administrative state (Iyer & Weir,
2024).

The most radical departure came in the 1980s with
the advent of Subaltern Studies. This school,
founded by Ranajit Guha, challenged the elitism
inherent in both colonial and nationalist histories,
arguing that the political agency of the
"underclasses" peasants, factory workers, and tribal
communities had been consistently marginalized
(Siddiqui, 2019). By turning to unconventional
sources such as oral histories, folklore, and police
surveillance files, subaltern historians laid bare the
"precarious, shifting, and unruly" nature of the
British Empire, revealing how marginalized actors
resisted and subverted state control through
mobility and transgression (Carey, 2013).
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STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF BRITISH RAJ ADMINISTRATIVE
POLICIES IN INDIA (c. late 19th - early 20th C.)

Examination of key policy pillars for retaining colonial control
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Figure 1. Structural Analysis of British RaJ Administrative Policies in India.
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Figure 1. A Comprehensive Structural Model of British Raj Administrative Policies, Ideological
Repression, and Fiscal Priorities (c. Late 19th - Early 20th Century).

Economic Transformation and the Mechanics of
Extraction

The impact of British rule on the South Asian
economy is perhaps the most intensely debated
aspect of the colonial legacy. Before the advent of
British dominance, the subcontinent was a major
global producer of textiles and other
manufactured goods, accounting for over 20
percent of world GDP. By 1947, this share had
plummeted to less than 3 percent. This dramatic
reversal is central to the "Drain of Wealth" theory,
which posits that British rule facilitated a
systematic, unilateral transfer of resources from

South Asia to Britain (e Sociali, 2025).

The Drain of Wealth and Fiscal-Trade Linkages
The "Drain of Wealth" theory, pioneered by
Dadabhai Naoroji in Poverty and Un-British Rule in

India (1901), argues that a substantial portion of
India's tax revenue was not spent within the
country but was used to facilitate the export of
Indian goods to Britain and other global markets
without any equivalent economic return (Visana,
2016). This drain occurred through several
complex mechanisms, including "Home Charges"
payments made in London for pensions, interest
on public debt, and the costs of maintaining the
India Office and the manipulation of trade
surpluses. Nationalist calculations suggested that
this systemic extraction amounted to nearly one-
half of the colonial government's revenues,
severely impeding internal capital accumulation
(Meena, 2016).

The mechanism of extraction was highly
sophisticated: British trade deficits with the rest of
the world were essentially subsidized and balanced
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by Indian export surpluses (Bora, 2023). Foreign
purchasers of Indian goods were required to use
Bills of Exchange denominated in rupees, which
were available only in London in exchange for
gold or sterling. This prevented international hard
currency from ever reaching Indian producers;
instead, the gold and sterling remained in London
to settle Britain's global balance of payments, while

the Indian producers were "paid" locally out of
their own rupee tax revenues (Bora, 2023). Thus,
the producers were effectively paid by themselves,
while the colonial state pocketed the hard
currency earnings for the core benefit of the
British economy, fundamentally tying the
emergence of modern global capitalism to colonial
exploitation (Khodaiji, 2023).

Table 1. Evolution of Economic Indicators in South Asia: Pre-Colonial, Colonial, and Independence Eras

Economic  Indicators | Pre-Colonial (c. | Colonial Period (Late | Independence (1947)

(1757-1947) 1750) 19th c.)

Share of World GDP > 20% " 7-10% <3%

Primary Export Manufactured Raw Agricultural | Raw Materials/Agriculture
Textiles Goods

Economic Structure

Self-sufficient /

Industrial

Dependent / Agrarian
Satellite

Underdeveloped / Poverty-

stricken

Trade Orientation

Global Exporter of
Goods

Supplier of Raw
Materials

Dependent  on

Former

Metropole

The scale of this extraction has been estimated by
modern economists like Utsa Patnaik to be as high
as $45 trillion (in current values) between 1765
and 1938. While some historians and economists
argue that these figures are exaggerated due to the
methodology of compounding interest rates over
long periods, there is a consensus that the "stolen
opportunity" for industrialization and the erosion
of human capital constituted a profound
structural trauma (Hugq, 2019).

Land Revenue Systems and Agrarian Stagnation
To maximize revenue for the colonial treasury, the
British replaced flexible pre-colonial land
arrangements with rigid, institutionalized systems.
These systems the Permanent Settlement
(Zamindari), Ryotwari, and Mahalwari had
devastating impacts on the rural economy
(Gazmer, 2025).

The Permanent Settlement (1793): Implemented
primarily in Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa, this system
recognized Zamindars (landlords) as the absolute
owners of the land in exchange for a fixed,
perpetual revenue demand to the state. This
created a class of loyalist intermediaries who often
engaged in extreme exploitation of the tenantry,
leading to widespread peasant indebtedness and
the erosion of traditional rights (Lee, 2018).

The Ryotwari System: Introduced in Madras and
Bombay, this system established a direct
relationship between the individual cultivator
(tyot) .and the state. However, the revenue
demands were often set excessively high and were
collected with such rigidity that they forced many
peasants to turn to moneylenders, leading to a
cycle of debt and land alienation (Acharya, 2025).
The Mahalwari System: Applied in the North-
Western Provinces and Punjab, this system held
entire village communities (mahals) jointly
responsible for revenue payment. While it
ostensibly recognized communal ties, it often
resulted in intense state pressure on village
leadership and local social structures (Kumar,
2016).

These systems prioritized fiscal maximization over
agricultural productivity. The commercialization
of agriculture further strained food security, as
farmers were pushed to grow cash crops such as
indigo, cotton, opium, and tea for export rather
than food crops for local consumption. This
vulnerability to global market fluctuations and the
prioritization of imperial dividends over local lives
directly contributed to recurrent and devastating
famines, such as the 1943 Bengal Famine, which
killed millions (Mallik, 2022).
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Social Re-engineering and the Rigidification of
Identity

The colonial state utilized the technologies of
governance, most notably the decennial census, to
map, categorize, and ultimately control South
Asian society. These administrative exercises did
not merely record social reality; they actively
reshaped it, transforming fluid and context
specific identities into rigid, enumerable categories

(Paul, 2024).

The Census and the Construction of Caste
Before the 1871 census, caste (jati) and status
(varna) were often flexible, localized, and
negotiable. Individuals might claim different caste
identities depending on their occupation, regional
migration, or religious devotion. However, British
census officials, driven by the "practical needs of
governance," sought to categorize the entire
population into a single, pan-Indian hierarchy
(Malhotra & Vasulu, 2019).

Sir Herbert Hope Risley, the 1901 Census
Commissioner, applied Victorian racial theories
and anthropometric measurements such as nasal
indexes to provide a "scientific" basis for caste
divisions. This administrative process had
profound consequences:

. Rigidification: Flexible social boundaries
were solidified into fixed categories recorded in
official documents (Fuller, 2015).

. Politicization: By publishing population
counts for specific castes, the census sparked
organized collective action. Lower-caste groups
formed "caste associations" to lobby the state for
higher status rankings or to contest the
"Brahmanical" assumptions of the census officials
(Cassan, 2015).

o Institutionalization: The creation of the
"Scheduled Castes" list (initially "Depressed
Classes") for the 1931 census provided the
foundation for post-colonial affirmative action
policies, embedding colonial categories into the

. modern welfare state (Deshpande, 2008).

Religious Enumeration and the Rise of
Communalism

The colonial census similarly treated religion as
the "fundamental organizing principle" of Indian
society. By counting the population as "Hindu,"
"Muslim," "Sikh," or "Christian" and presenting
these numbers in comparative terms (e.g., the
percentage of one community vs. another in a
specific district), the state fostered a new form of
communal consciousness. This transition from
"religion-asfaith" to  "religion-as-enumerated-
community" fueled anxieties about population
decline and political representation (Ahmad,
2024).

The institutionalization of "separate electorates” in
the early twentieth century further incentivized
political mobilization along religious lines. This
strategy of "Divide and Rule" encouraged leaders
to emphasize religious differences rather than
shared economic or national goals, eventually
paving the way for the violent Partition of India

and Pakistan in 1947 (Igbal et al., 2025).

Gender, Law, and the "Civilizing Mission"

The status of women in South Asian society was
frequently utilized as a moral justification for
colonial rule. By framing themselves as
"protectors" of Indian women against "barbaric"
local customs, British administrators and
missionaries sought to establish a "civilizing
mission" that legitimized their presence. However,
the reality of colonial social reform was often
contradictory and governed by patriarchal
interests (Swamy, 2011).

Contradictory Reforms and Property Rights

Major social reforms were often the result of an
alliance between the colonial state and native male
elites. While certain reforms ostensibly improved
women's rights, they often came with economic or

social "disabilities" (Mandal, 2025).
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Table 2. Colonial Social Reform Acts in British India: Stated Objectives and Underlying Contradictions

Social Reform Act Year | Stated Purpose Hidden Contradictions / Impact
Abolition of Sati 1829 | End widow self-immolation. | Primarily served to justify British moral
authority.
Caste  Disabilities | 1850 | Protect property rights of | Facilitated proselytization while
Removal Act converts. undermining traditional family law.
Widow Remarriage | 1856 | Legalize remarriage of Hindu | Section 2 disinherited widows of their first
Act widows. husband's property.
Female Infanticide | 1870 | Curb killing of female | Increased state surveillance of family life.
Prevention infants.
Age of Consent Act | 1891 | Raise age of sexual consent to | Sparked massive conservative backlash
12. against state "intrusion".
Child Marriage | 1929 | Prohibit marriage of boys | Known as the Sarda Act; difficult to
Restraint Act <18, girls <14. enforce in rural areas.
Women's Right to | 1937 | Grant widows a share in joint | Created a "limited estate" only; women still
Property family property. lacked absolute ownership.
For example, the Hindu Widow's Remarriage Act o Railways: The railway network was

of 1856 was often used by the families of deceased
husbands to disinherit widows who chose to
remarry. In many lower-caste communities where
widow remarriage was already a common and
accepted custom, the colonial law actually
introduced a new "economic disability" that had
not previously existed. Similarly, the Hindu
Women's Right to Property Act of 1937 was
limited in scope and did not grant women
absolute ownership of property until after
independence with the Hindu Succession Act of

1956 (Nogues-Marco, 2021).

Political Evolution: Bureaucracy, Infrastructure,
and Resistance

The transition from the commercial interests of
the East India Company to the official sovereignty
of the British Crown in 1858 marked the
institutionalization of a centralized, bureaucratic
state. This state framework was designed for
control and extraction, yet it unwittingly provided
the tools and the motivation for the emergence of
modern South Asian nationalism (Patel, 2020).

Infrastructure as a Tool of Empire

The development of railways, telegraphs, and
major ports like Calcutta, Bombay, and Singapore
is frequently cited as a "modernizing" achievement
of British rule. However, these developments were
primarily designed to serve imperial interests:

constructed to move raw materials to the coast for
export and to transport British troops to the
interior to suppress dissent. The construction was
funded by Indian taxes, and the materials were
often imported from Britain at inflated prices.

o Internal Market Integration: While
railways did integrate internal markets, they also
allowed British manufactured goods to flood the
interior, accelerating the decline of local
handicrafts and urban artisans.

o Environmental Degradation: Large-scale
infrastructure projects and the clearing of forests
for timber and plantations led to significant
environmental changes, landscape degradation,
and the loss of common land rights for indigenous
communities.

The Rise of Nationalism and Transnational
Solidarity

The emergence of nationalist sentiments in South
Asia was a collective response to the exploitative
and subjugative practices of colonial rule. Initially
fueled by educated elites who had been exposed to
Western ideals of liberty and equality, the
movement eventually expanded to include a broad
spectrum of society.

Nationalism in South Asia was not an isolated
phenomenon but was part of a "polyphonic and
polycentric" web of anti-colonial internationalism.
South Asian activists established hubs in London,
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New York, and San Francisco, utilizing shipping
and telegraph lines to coordinate with other anti-
imperialist movements globally. After Japan's
victory over Russia in 1905, many South Asians

looked to Japan as a model for Asian
modernization, while others followed caravan
routes to Kabul and Tashkent to engage with
revolutionary ideas in Central Asia.

Table 3. Political Landmarks in Colonial South Asia: Development, Mobilization, and Long-Term Impact

Political Landmarks Context and Development Long-term Impact
Indian National | Founded by elites seek | Led the struggle for independence through
Congress (1885) moderate reforms. mass mobilization.

(1905) nationalist movement.

Partition of Bengal | British attempt to divide the | Ignited radical nationalism and the

Swadeshi movement.

political interests.

Muslim League (1906) | Formed to represent Muslim | Eventually advocated for the creation of

Pakistan.

British troops.

Jallianwala Bagh (1919) | Massacre of peaceful protesters by | Radicalized millions and shifted the goal to

complete independence.

Congress (1919)

in Sri Lanka.

Ceylon National | Demanded constitutional reforms | Secured a  peaceful transition to

independence in 1948.

Subaltern Agency and the Limits of Colonial
Control

While the colonial state presented itself as an
orderly and monolithic force, research into
subaltern agency reveals it to have been a
"precarious, shifting, and unruly formation".
Subaltern actors including maritime laborers,
escaped convicts, and domestic workers
consistently challenged and subverted the racial,
class, and moral order instituted by the British

(Kashani et al., 2025).

Mobility as Resistance

Subaltern groups utilized movement and
migration as a primary mode of resistance. In the
Indian Ocean region, migrant sailors and "white
underclasses" such as "degenerate" British seamen
and escaped convicts navigated networks that
bypassed colonial surveillance. This "convict stain"
or "pauperism" among Europeans was a source of
great anxiety for the colonial state, as it threatened
the essential racial binary that separated the
"superior" ruler from the ‘inferior" ruled
(Anderson, 2008). Furthermore, subaltern
subjects often repurposed colonial categories for
their own self-advancement. For instance, East
African soldiers stationed in Ceylon utilized their
status as "strangers" to gain access to English
education and literacy, subverting the state's
efforts to maintain them as a separate, manageable

class (Bromber, 2008). These modes of resistance
demonstrate that the British Empire was never a
singular, unified force but was constantly
negotiating its control against the transgression of
marginalized individuals (Tambe & Fischer-Tiné,

2008).

Post-Colonial  Continuities and Modern
Disparities

The end of colonial rule in 1947 did not erase the
"colonial effect"; rather, many of the structures and
rigidities of the Raj were preserved and integrated
into the post-colonial states (Bhambra, 2025).

Institutional  Preservation and  Modern
Governance

British rule established the framework for
contemporary governance in South Asia. The post-
colonial states preserved the centralized political
systems, the powerful bureaucracy, and the legal
codes that were originally designed for colonial
control. While some nations have made strides in
reforming these institutions, the legacy of
"artificial borders, centralized systems, and social
divisions" continues to influence how modern
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh operate
(Acemoglu et al., 2000).
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Direct vs. Indirect Rule: The Long Shadow of the
Raj

Recent research indicates that the nature of
colonial rule whether direct or indirect has long-
term impacts on modern economic investment
and social outcomes. Regions that were under
direct British rule (the British Provinces) often
experienced more intense dismantling of local
economic ecosystems compared to Princely States
that were under indirect rule (Banerjee & lyer,
2002).

o Investment Concentrations: Districts
historically ~ under  direct rule  receive
approximately 8% to 10% less private investment
today compared to neighboring districts that were
under indirect rule.

o Educational Outcomes: In regions
annexed early by the British (prior to 1800), lower-
caste households today are 69% more likely to lack
formal education and 32% less likely to have
completed secondary school.

Industrial Erosion: In direct-rule areas, the British
dismantled established local industries particularly
the cotton textile sector to favor imports from
Britain, leading to a permanent loss of human
capital and entrepreneurial skills among the local

population (Agha, 2017).

Territorial Legacies: The Radcliffe and Durand
Lines

The creation of national borders during the
colonial era often disregarded existing ethnic,

linguistic, and religious cleavages (Paul, 2024).
This "artificial fragmentation” has led to persistent
regional instability:

o The Partition of 1947: The separation of
India and Pakistan resulted in mass migrations
and widespread violence, leaving a "permanent
scar" on the region.

. Unresolved Ethnic Tensions: Ongoing
conflicts over partitioned borders, such as in
Kashmir, continue to hinder regional
development and national unity.

o Interstate Conflict: The legacy of colonial
administration, characterized by centralized power
and a lack of local participation, has made it
difficult for newly independent nations to
establish stable democratic institutions and resolve
ethnic grievances peacefully (Kumar, 2016).

Regional Comparison: South Asia vs. Southeast
Asia

The development trajectories of South and
Southeast Asian societies offer a revealing contrast
in the impact of colonial trade linkages. During
the "First Globalization" period (1874-1913), the
colonial effect on imports was stronger in British
and Dutch colonies than in French or Spanish
ones. However, in the postindependence era,
South Asia "crawled" while East and Southeast
Asia "galloped" toward higher economic growth

(Ahmad, 2024).

Table 4. Divergent Development Trajectories in Asia: A Comparative Analysis of South Asia and

East/Southeast Asia (1950-2000)

Development Metric (c. 1950- | South Asia
2000)

East/Southeast Asia

Economic Strategy

Protectionist / Mixed Economy

Export-Oriented / Market-

Driven

Population Growth
Transition

High / Slower

Demographic | Faster Decline in Fertility

Human Capital Investment

Historically Low Public Spending

High Investment in Schooling

Initial postIndependence | Relatively High Prospects (1950) Lower Prospects (Post-War)
Outlook
Poverty Levels Persistence Large  Poor | Rapid Poverty Reduction
Populations
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While South Asian states experimented with
centrally planned or "mixed" economies (such as
the Nehruvian model in India), many Southeast
Asian nations opted for marketoriented
approaches or import substitution
industrialization that eventually integrated them
more deeply into global manufacturing networks.
The persistence of high population density and
slower investment in basic education and public
health in South Asia often hampered by the rigid
social hierarchies inherited from the colonial
period contributed to this divergence (Meena,

2016).

Conclusion

The colonial experience in South Asia represented
a transformative period that reshaped the region’s
political institutions, economic structures, and
social identities in profound and lasting ways.
British colonial rule introduced centralized
administration, legal frameworks, and modern
infrastructure that later influenced post-colonial
governance systems. However, these developments
were fundamentally linked to imperial objectives
of control, extraction, and economic exploitation
rather than equitable regional progress.
Economically, colonial  policies  disrupted
indigenous  industries, promoted  agrarian
dependency, and facilitated the systematic transfer
of wealth from South Asia to Britain. Land
revenue systems intensified rural inequality and
indebtedness, while the commercialization of
agriculture undermined food security and
contributed to devastating famines. Socially,
colonial administrative practices rigidified caste
and religious identities through census
classifications and separate electorates, thereby
deepening communal divisions that continue to
affect regional politics and social cohesion. The
colonial period also stimulated political
consciousness and anti-colonial nationalism,
leading to organized resistance movements and
eventual independence. Nevertheless, many
colonial institutions and administrative structures
persisted after independence, shaping modern
governance, economic disparities, and interstate
conflicts within the region. The partition of the
subcontinent and the creation of artificial borders

further entrenched political instability and ethnic
tensions. Overall, the legacy of colonialism in
South Asia remains deeply embedded in
contemporary political, social, and economic
realities. ~ Understanding  these  historical
continuities is essential for addressing present-day
developmental challenges, reducing inequality,
strengthening democratic  institutions, and
fostering regional cooperation and social harmony
across South Asian societies.
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