
EconomicCritiqueofBritishColonialrule

TheearlynationalistofIndiaanalysedthecolonialcharacterofBritish

ruleinIndiaingreatdetail.Theeconomiccritiqueproducedbythem was

oneoftheremarkableachievementsofthemoderatenationalists.The

economichistoryofIndiainthedecadesfollowingtheBattleofPlassey

wascharacterizedbytheoutflowofavastamountofIndianwealthofthe

countrywithnoequivalentreturns.Thiseconomicdrainwasanintegral

featureoftheEastIndiaCompany'sadministrativeandeconomicpolices.

Italsoillustratethecharacterandmethodsofthecompany'sservants

whofoundedtheBritishEmpireinIndia.

Moderatewerethefirstinthe19thcenturytodevelopaneconomic

critiqueofcolonialism tothedevelopmentofthenationalmovementin

India.Indianintellectualsofthefirsthalfof19thcenturyhadadopteda

positiveattitudetowardstheBritishruleinthehopethatBritain,themost

advancednationofthetime,wouldhelpmodernizeIndia.Intheeconomic

realm BritainwasexpectedtodevelopIndia'sproductiveforcesthrough

theintroductionofmodernscienceandtechnologyandcapitaleconomic

organization.However,theprocessofdisillusionmentsetingradually

after1860'sastherealityofeconomicdevelopmentinIndiafailedto

confirm totheirhopes.Theybegantonoticethatwhileprogressinnew

directionswasslowandhaltingoverallthecountrywasregressingand

underdeveloping.

ThreenamesstandoutamongthelargenumberofIndiannationalists

whoinitiatedandcarriedouttheeconomicanalysisofBritishruleduring

theperiodof1870to1905.TheywereDadabhaiNaoroji,Justice

MahadevGovindRanadeandR.C.Dutt.ThesethreealongwithG.V.

Joshi,G.Subramaniam Lyer,G.K.Gokhaleetc.analysedeveryaspectof

theeconomyandsubjectedtheentirerangeofeconomicissuesand

colonialeconomicpoliciestominutesscrutiny.

TheyclearlyunderstoodthefactthattheessenceofBritishimperialism



layinthesubordinationoftheIndianeconomytotheBritish

economy.Theydelineatedthecolonialstructureinallitsthreeaspects

halfdominationthroughtradeindustryandfinance.Theywereabletosee

thatcolonialism nolongerfunctionedthroughtheCrudetoolsofplunder

andtributeandmercantilism butoperatedthroughthemoredisguised

andcomplexmechanism offreetradeandforeigncapitalinvestments.

Thetheessenceofthe19thcenturycolonialism layinthetransformation

ofIndiaintoasupplieroffoodstuffsandrawmaterialstothemetropolis,

amarketforthemetropolitanmanufacturersandafieldforthe

investmentofBritishcapital.

ThenationalisteconomicagitationsstartedwithassertionthatIndians

werepoorandIndiawasgrowingpoorereveryday.Thenationalistdidnot

seethisall-encompassingpovertyasinherentandunavoidable.Itwas

seenasmanmadeandthereforecapableofbeingexplainedandremoved.

Economicdevelopmentwasseenaboveallastherapiddevelopmentof

modernindustry.Theearlynationalistacceptedwithremarkablean

unanimitythatthecompleteeconomictransformationofthecountryon

thebasisofmoderntechnologyandcapitalistenterpriseswasthe

primarygoaloftheireconomicpolicies.

Modernindustrywasalsoseenasamajorforcewhichwouldhelpunite

thediversepopulationofIndiaintosinglenationalentityhavingcommon

interest.Atthesametime,nearlyalltheearlynationalistwereclearonone

aspectthathoweverthegreattheneedofIndiaforindustrialization,ithad

tobebasedonIndiancapitalandnotaspectforeigncapital.Theysaw

foreigncapitalasanunmitigatedevilwhichdidnotdevelopacountrybut

exploitedandimpoverishedit.Accordingtotheearlynationalists,the

politicalconsequencesofforeigncapitalinvestmentwerenoless

harmful,forpenetrationofacountrybyforeigncapitalinevitabilityledto

itspoliticalsubjugation.Foreigncapitalinvestmentcreatedvested

interestswhichdemandedsecurityforinvestorsandtherefore

perpetuatedforeignrule.



Amajorproblem highlightedbytheearlynationalistwasthatofthe

progressivedeclineandruinofIndia'straditionalhandcrafts.Itwasalso

notaccidentalasitwastheresultofthedeliberatepolicyofstampingout

IndianindustriesintheinterestofBritishmanufactureres.Further,the

nationalistssaidthatbecauseoftheirnegativeimpactonindigenous

industries,foreigntradeandrailwaysrepresentednoteconomic

developmentbutmeasuresofgreatercolonizationandwereresultingin

theexploitationofIndianeconomicresourcesforthebenefitofthe

British.Whatmatteredinthecaseofforeigntradewasnotitsvolumebut

itspatternorthenatureofgoodsinternationallyexchangedandtheir

impactonnationalindustryandagriculture.

Similarly,therailwayshadnotbeencoordinatedwithIndia'sindustrial

needs.TheyhadusheredinacommercialandnotanIndustrialrevolution

whichenabledimportedforeigngoodstounderselldomesticindustrial

products.Moreoverthebenefitsofrailwayconstructioninterm of

encouragementtothesteelandmachineindustryandtocapital

investmenthadbeenreapedbyBritainandnotIndia.Accordingtoearly

nationalists,amajorobstacletorapidindustrialdevelopmentwasthe

policyoffreetradewhichwas,ontheonehandrunningIndia'shandcraft

industriesandontheotherhandforcingtheInfantandunderdeveloped

modernindustriesintoaprematureandhenceunfairanddistorted

competitionwhichthehighlyorganizedanddevelopedindustriesofthe

west.

ThedraintheoryservedasthefocalpointofeconomiccritiqueofBritish

Colonialrule.Thenationalistleaderspointedoutthatalargepartof

India'scapitalandwealthwasbeingtransferredordrainedtoBritainin

thetheform ofsalariesandpensionsofBritishCivilandMilitaryofficials

workinginIndia,interestonloanstakenbytheIndianGovernment,profits

ofBritishcapitalistinIndiaandtheHomechargesorexpensesofthe

IndianGovernmentinBritain.Thisdraintooktheform ofanexcessof

exportsoverimportsforwhichIndiagotnoeconomicormaterialreturn.It

wasintheyear1867thatDadabhaiNaorojiputforwardhisfamous'Drain



Theory'.ThisbrainwasthebasiccauseofIndia'spovertyandthe

fundamentalevilofBritishruleinIndia.Thedraintheoryincorporatedall

thethreadsofthenationalistcritiqueofcolonialism forthedraindenuded

Indiaoftheproductivecapitalitsagricultureandindustriesdesperately

required.Indeedthedraintheorywashighwatermarkofthenationalist

leadersbecauseitprovidedacomprehensiveinter-relatedandintegrated

economicanalysisofthecolonialsituation.Throughthedraintheorythe

exploitativecharacterofBritishrulecouldbemadevisible.


