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Abstract:  
This research paper explores the significant role played by peasants and agricultural labourers in anti-

colonial struggles in India. Colonial policies introduced by the British disrupted the traditional agrarian 

economy and intensified exploitation through land revenue systems and forced cultivation. These 

circumstances led to widespread discontent, local uprisings, and ultimately large-scale national movements. 

This study analyses major peasant movements, their leadership, organization, and the impact on India's 

broader freedom movement. The paper analyzes key peasant movements across different regions, exploring their 

causes, nature, leadership, and outcomes within a broader historical framework. It also evaluates the interaction 

between peasant struggles and nationalist movements, emphasizing how rural mobilization strengthened the anti-

colonial cause. By focusing on the socio-economic conditions and political consciousness of peasants, the study 

underscores their transformation from marginalized subjects to powerful agents of resistance. Ultimately, the 

research argues that peasant and agricultural participation was instrumental in shaping the trajectory of anti-

colonial movements, contributing not only to the weakening of colonial authority but also to the formation of 

more inclusive and mass-based nationalist struggles. 
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Objective of the Study:  
 To examine the socio-economic impact of British colonial policies on Indian peasants and 

agriculturalists. 

 To analyse the nature, scale, and leadership of major peasant uprisings during colonial rule. 

 To evaluate the contribution of agrarian resistance to the Indian nationalist movement. 

 To understand the role of marginalized rural classes in shaping the discourse of independence 

and social justice. 

Literature Review:  

Several scholars have documented the historical role of peasants in India’s anti-colonial resistance. Bipan 

Chandra et al. (1989) emphasized the interconnectedness of peasant struggles with national movements. D.N. 

Dhanagare (1983) provided a detailed account of various peasant uprisings from 1920 to 1950, underscoring 

their grassroots leadership and impact. Sumit Sarkar (1983) analyzed the socio-political contexts of these 

movements, while Gail Omvedt (1993) highlighted the rise of new social movements that involved 

marginalized agrarian classes. David Hardiman (1987) focused on tribal resistance in western India, drawing 
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attention to cultural and regional variations in peasant activism. These works collectively show that while 

initially localized, many agrarian struggles evolved into powerful political instruments of resistance and 

reform. 

Research Methodology:  

This research employs a historical-analytical methodology. Primary sources such as government reports, 

archival materials, and contemporary newspaper accounts have been consulted to reconstruct events and 

contexts. Secondary sources including scholarly books, journal articles, and research papers provide critical 

interpretations and thematic analysis. A qualitative approach is adopted to interpret the motivations, 

organization, and outcomes of peasant movements across different regions and periods. Comparative analysis 

is also used to evaluate differences in strategies and state responses. 

Introduction: 
 Colonialism brought drastic changes in India’s socio-economic structure, especially in rural agrarian 

sectors. British land revenue policies, commercialization of agriculture, and coercive economic practices led 

to marginalization and impoverishment of peasants. In response, various regions witnessed organized 

resistance that played a crucial part in challenging colonial authority. 

 

Colonial Policies and Agrarian Crisis: 
 Land revenue systems: Zamindari, Ryotwari, and Mahalwari 

 Promotion of cash crops like indigo and cotton 

 Increased taxation, indebtedness, and land dispossession 

Early Peasant Uprisings: 

 Santhal Rebellion (1855-56): Tribal uprising against zamindars and moneylenders 

 Indigo Revolt (1859-60): Resistance to forced indigo cultivation in Bengal 

 Punjab Agrarian Unrest (1907): Anti-colonial agitation over new tax laws 

Gandhian Era and Peasant Mobilization: 
 Champaran Satyagraha (1917): Gandhi's first major political intervention for peasants 

 Kheda Satyagraha (1918): Demand for tax relief during famine in Gujarat 

 Bardoli Satyagraha (1928): Led by Sardar Patel against unjust revenue increases 

Organized Peasant Movements and Associations: 

 All India Kisan Sabha (1936): First nationwide peasant organization advocating for land 

reforms and tenant rights 

 Tebhaga Movement (1946-47): Sharecroppers’ demand for two-thirds of the harvest in Bengal 

 Telangana Rebellion (1946-51): Armed struggle by peasants against feudal oppression in the 

Hyderabad state 

Additional Case Studies: 

 Eka Movement (1921-22): Peasants in Uttar Pradesh protesting high rents and forced labor 

 Pabna Movement (1873-76): Legal resistance against zamindari oppression in Bengal 

 Mappila Rebellion (1921): Agrarian and religious uprising in Malabar region by Muslim 

peasants 

Role of Agricultural Laborers: 
 Participation of landless laborers added social and class dimensions to the agrarian struggles 

 Mobilization of Dalits and backward castes helped democratize the anti-colonial narrative. 
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Key Peasant Movements and Their Characteristics 

Movement Year Region Leadership Main Issues 

Santhal Rebellion 1855-56 Jharkhand Sidhu, Kanhu Tribal land rights 

Indigo Revolt 1859-60 Bengal Peasant leaders Forced cultivation 

Champaran 

Satyagraha 
1917 Bihar M.K. Gandhi Indigo oppression, tenant rights 

Bardoli Satyagraha 1928 Gujarat Sardar Patel Increased land tax 

Tebhaga Movement 1946-47 Bengal Kisan Sabha Sharecroppers' rights 

Telangana Rebellion 1946-51 Hyderabad Communists Feudal oppression 

 

Figure 01 

 

 

Conclusion: 

The participation of peasants and agriculturalists in anti-colonial struggles was foundational to the Indian 

freedom movement. These struggles were not just against economic exploitation, but also symbolized the 

quest for justice, dignity, and self-rule. Their movements laid the groundwork for future land reform policies 

and rural democratization in independent India. Since they made up the majority of colonial societies and were 

subjected to forced labor, exploitative land revenue systems, and economic oppression, peasants and 

agriculturalists played a fundamental and revolutionary role in anti-colonial struggles. They showed a deep-

seated desire for social and economic justice as well as an increasing political consciousness via their 

resistance, which ranged from small-scale uprisings to coordinated mass demonstrations. In addition to 

opposing colonial rule, peasant movements revealed the systemic injustices ingrained in agrarian practices. 

Crucially, these conflicts were not isolated; rather, they frequently interacted with larger nationalist 

organizations, greatly boosting the anti-colonial resistance movement. Peasant issues were included into 

national agendas as leaders and groups became more aware of the effectiveness of rural mobilization. Peasants 
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were therefore active change agents whose collective activities altered the trajectory of anti-colonial history 

rather than only being passive victims. 

Essentially, the involvement of farmers and peasants gave anti-colonial movements mass character, depth, and 

power, making them a pivotal force in the final overthrow of colonial control and the creation of independent 

nations. 
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