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ABSTRACT: 
 The main social problems and difficulties that Indian society faced during British colonial rule would 
probably be summed up in "Social Problems in British India." It would examine the ways in which economic 
exploitation, social stratification, and British colonial policies fueled a number of social issues, such as caste 
prejudice, poverty, gender inequality, and the repression of indigenous culture. The review would most likely 
look at how the colonial government contributed to social problems and how Indian social reformers, 
intellectuals, and movements responded. It might also draw attention to the ways that colonial rule altered 
Indian society's traditional structures and values, resulting in long-lasting social repercussions that persisted 
even after independence. An outline of the numerous social issues that Indian society encountered while 
under British colonial control would be provided by the review. It would list the main issues, such as gender 
inequality, caste discrimination, poverty, and the demise of indigenous industries. The abstract would 
probably go over how colonialism altered India's social structure and the effects these changes had on the 
country's sociopolitical environment. 
 
KEYWORDS: Social Problems ,British India , Colonialism , Caste Discrimination , Gender Inequality , Social 
Reform , Indian Society , Economic Exploitation , Colonial Policies , Indian Nationalism. 
 
INTRODUCTION: 

The social structure and fabric of Indian society were permanently altered by the nearly two 
centuries of British colonial rule, which lasted from the middle of the 18th century until 1947. Although 
political and economic interests played a major role in the British empire's influence, its effects on India's 
social and cultural landscape were wide-ranging and intricate. In addition to changing the political trajectory 
of India, the British colonial government imposed a number of laws and procedures that worsened or caused 
serious social issues that had an impact on millions of people's lives. Indian society was altered by colonial 
rule, which exacerbated preexisting social divisions and brought about new conflicts and injustices. The 
social landscape was altered by British policies like the implementation of the caste-based census, economic 
exploitation through land revenue systems, and the encouragement of Western education and cultural 
values. In addition to causing new types of social division like religious and ethnic divides, these 
interventions exacerbated pre-existing issues like poverty, caste discrimination, and gender inequality.. 

Significant social reform movements also took place during the colonial era. The social structures 
and conventions that had been made worse by British rule were contested by intellectuals, activists, and 
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reformers. In order to address issues like child marriage, the caste system, and women's status, leaders like 
Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar frequently drew on both indigenous and Western 
ideas. The main social issues that Indian society encountered during British colonial rule will be discussed in 
this review, along with how British policies either exacerbated or contributed to these problems. It will also 
consider the reactions of social movements and reformers in India who aimed to face and resolve these 
issues. This paper attempts to give a thorough grasp of the intricacies of colonial rule and its enduring effects 
on India's social fabric by examining the social aspects of British India. 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES:  

This review's main goal is to critically analyze the social issues that arose or worsened in India during 
British colonial rule. It also analyzes the reactions of different reform movements and social activists. The 
review aims to give readers a thorough grasp of the long-lasting effects of colonialism on India's social 
landscape by highlighting how British policies affected various facets of Indian society. 
 
Objectives: 
1. To Identify Key Social Problems in British India:The review seeks to examine and pinpoint the main 
social issues that India encountered while under British colonial control, such as economic exploitation of 
the masses, caste discrimination, gender inequality, poverty, and the repression of indigenous cultures. 
2. To Analyze the Role of British Colonial Policies in Shaping Social Issues: This goal is to investigate the 
ways in which British colonial policies exacerbated, reinforced, or created social problems.  
3. To Understand the Impact of Colonialism on Traditional Social Structures:The review will evaluate the 
ways in which India's traditional social structures—such as the caste system, gender roles, and cultural 
customs—were altered or disrupted by British colonialism. We'll also look at the effects on indigenous 
industries, rural communities, and family structures. 
4. To Examine the Emergence of Social Reform Movements: In British India, the review will look into the 
emergence of social reform movements and creative solutions to societal issues. Important individuals who 
pushed for better social conditions, including Swami Vivekananda and Raja Ram Mohan Roy, will be 
highlighted. 
5. To Evaluate the Legacy of Social Problems After Independence: Lastly, the review will assess how 
colonial-era social problems have affected post-independence India over time, examining how problems like 
poverty, gender inequality, and caste-based discrimination still have an impact on modern Indian society. 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

 A thorough literature review will be the main technique used to gather data for this review. This will 
consist of: evaluating publications on the effects of British rule in India, including books, journal articles, and 
sociological and historical works. These resources will shed light on a range of social concerns, including 
poverty, gender inequality, caste discrimination, and cultural repression. analyzing reports from the British 
colonial government that provide insight into the colonial viewpoint on social issues in India, such as social 
surveys and census data. A review of literature on social problems in British India examines the multiple 
dimensions of social, political, and economic issues that the subcontinent faced during British colonial rule. 
These problems were deeply intertwined with the political structures, economic policies, and social systems 
imposed by the British. Scholars have analyzed these problems through various lenses—historical, 
sociological, and political—to understand their implications on the Indian society. Here's a breakdown of 
some key social problems in British India that are often highlighted in the literature: 
 
1. Caste System and Social Hierarchy 

The caste system, which pre-existed colonial rule, was exacerbated during British rule. British 
administrators, who often viewed Indian society through a fixed lens of hierarchy and rigid divisions, 
solidified caste distinctions by codifying them in legal and social structures.Literature also addresses how the 
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colonial state not only maintained but also institutionalized the caste system, using it to manage social 
control. 
 
2. Economic Exploitation and Poverty 

British colonial economic policies primarily served British interests, leading to the drain of wealth 
from India to Britain. The destruction of traditional industries, like the textile industry, and the imposition of 
taxes on the agrarian economy led to widespread poverty.Literature also discusses how famines became 
more frequent and devastating during British rule due to inadequate responses to crop failures, as well as 
policies that prioritized the export of food over local needs. 
 
3. Educational Inequalities 

The British education system was geared more towards creating a class of clerks and administrators 
to support colonial governance, rather than developing the country’s intellectual and cultural potential. The 
literature often critiques how education was largely inaccessible to large sections of the population, 
particularly women, the rural poor, and lower castes. The education system also had a strong Eurocentric 
bias, marginalizing indigenous knowledge systems. 
 
4. Social Reform Movements 

During British rule, a number of social reform movements emerged to address social inequalities 
such as child marriage, untouchability, and the condition of women. Reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and Swami Vivekananda played key roles in advocating for change. The 
literature often reflects on the tensions between traditional Indian practices and the colonial system, noting 
how some reformers sought to modernize Indian society while others aimed to preserve its traditional 
values. 
 
5. Gender Inequality 

Women faced significant discrimination and were often confined to rigid roles in society. Literature 
reviews how British colonial rule, combined with traditional Indian patriarchal practices, placed women in a 
position of subjugation. Women’s education, marriage laws, and participation in the workforce were often 
restricted, though there were efforts for reform by social activists. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This review paper will mainly use a qualitative methodology, which entails examining books, 
scholarly articles, historical documents, and other academic materials to learn more about the social 
problems that India faced under British colonial control. The majority of the research will be descriptive and 
analytical, with the goal of synthesizing current knowledge and offering a thorough grasp of the social issues 
of the time. 
 
1. Qualitative Analysis 

recognizing important themes and trends in social issues like caste, gender, poverty, and education 
that occurred during British colonial control. The ways in which British colonial policies either exacerbated or 
created these themes will be examined. contrasting pre-colonial and colonial social structures, with an 
emphasis on how British rule either strengthened or upended pre-existing social structures. 
 
2. Case Studies 

The review might, for instance, look at the Indian Rebellion of 1857 and the social effects it had on 
gender and caste systems. It might examine social reform movements that aim to address issues of caste-
based discrimination, sati, and child marriage, such as those spearheaded by individuals like Raja Ram 
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Mohan Roy and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar. In order to evaluate their social impact, case studies will also be 
used to examine economic policies such as the Permanent Settlement or the Bengal Famine of 1943. 
 
3. Content Analysis of Reformist Literature 

Content analysis of works by Indian activists and reformers who criticized colonial rule and its effects 
on social issues will be another crucial component. Examining their claims, suggested fixes, and opinions on 
social issues like caste, gender inequality, and the exploitation of underprivileged groups are all part of this. 
recognizing the part these reformers played in promoting social change and opposing colonial systems. 
 
4 Critical Analysis of British Policies 

analyzing measures like the implementation of caste-based censuses, land revenue systems, and the 
encouragement of Western education. investigating the effects of these policies on different social groups, 
with a focus on women, lower castes, and the impoverished. evaluating how British colonial social 
engineering affected post-colonial India in the long run. This review's research methodology is qualitative, 
historical, and analytical, with a strong emphasis on case studies, literature reviews, and secondary data.  
 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Many colonial policies and practices had a significant impact on India's social structure during British 
colonial rule, which exacerbated or caused a number of social issues. These issues have had a long-lasting 
impact on Indian society, ranging from widespread poverty and economic exploitation to the perpetuation 
of caste hierarchies and gender inequality. The political and economic effects of British colonialism have 
been extensively discussed, but in order to fully comprehend the underlying causes of the social problems 
that emerged during this time and how colonial policies influenced them, a more concentrated and nuanced 
investigation is necessary.Examining how British colonial rule influenced India's social problems and how 
these issues were maintained, exacerbated, or changed during the colonial era is the main issue this review 
aims to address. Poverty, caste-based discrimination, gendered oppression, and the breakdown of 
indigenous cultural and social practices were all influenced by the colonial government's policies, which 
frequently ignored India's social structures and needs. Additionally, the review will examine the reactions of 
Indian social activists and reformers who aimed to oppose these repressive social structures and promote 
reforms. 

The particular social issues and their long-term effects on Indian society have frequently been 
overlooked in relation to the larger historical narrative of British rule, despite the wealth of scholarship on 
colonialism. Understanding the ingrained injustices that still exist in contemporary Indian society, such as 
social stratification, gender inequality, and caste-based discrimination, requires a review of these topics. This 
review seeks to offer a more comprehensive understanding of the social dynamics that shaped British India 
and still have an impact on the nation today by looking at these issues through the prism of colonialism. 
 
NEED OF THE STUDY:  

There are a number of important reasons why a study on "Social Problems in British India" is 
necessary in order to comprehend colonialism's historical background as well as its long-lasting effects on 
Indian society. Although there has been much discussion about the political and economic ramifications of 
British colonialism, more attention needs to be paid to the social aspects of this period. 
 
1. Understanding the Long-Term Impact of Colonialism on Social Structures 

India's social structures, including the caste system, gender roles, and rural social dynamics, were all 
directly impacted by colonial policies. British policies like the implementation of land revenue systems, the 
caste-based census, and Western education had significant social repercussions in addition to being political 
and economic instruments. Understanding how these policies changed institutions and societal values 
depends on this study.  
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2. Filling a Gap in Existing Scholarship 
The economic and political facets of British colonialism have been extensively studied, but the social 

issues that arose or worsened during colonial rule have not always received the same attention. This study 
will close a gap in the literature by concentrating on these social issues in particular, including poverty, caste-
based discrimination, gender inequality, and cultural suppression.  
 
3. Highlighting the Role of Social Reform Movements 

The response of Indian reformers must be taken into account when studying social issues during 
British rule. The reform movements that arose in response to these problems played a crucial role in 
upending established social structures and colonialism. Proponents of reforms like the outlawing of sati, the 
advancement of female education, and the advancement of women's and lower castes' status included Raja 
Ram Mohan Roy, Swami Vivekananda, and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar.  
 
4. Connecting Historical Social Issues with Contemporary Challenges 

India's social issues during British colonial rule have influenced the nation's past and present in 
different ways. There are still many problems, including poverty, gender inequality, caste discrimination, and 
the marginalization of indigenous cultures. The study will assist in making the connection between historical 
social problems and current issues by comprehending how these issues evolved under colonialism.  
 
5. Contributing to Policy and Social Reform 

Developing policies that can effectively address social issues in the modern era requires an 
understanding of their causes and persistence. Policymakers, social scientists, and activists tackling social 
inequality in India will find this study useful. 
 
FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH 

While the goal of this review is to give readers a thorough grasp of the social issues that British India 
faced, there are a number of areas where more research could broaden our understanding and help us 
analyze the long-term effects of colonialism in a more nuanced way. Some ideas for future research 
directions are listed below: 
 
1. Impact of British Colonial Economic Policies on Rural Communities 

The thorough analysis of the precise effects of British economic policies on Indian rural communities 
is a crucial topic for further study. A more focused study could examine the ways in which particular policies, 
such as the Permanent Settlement, the Ryotwari system, and the monopoly over Indian industries, impacted 
the social fabric of rural areas, including caste relations, family structures, and local economies, even though 
this review mentions economic exploitation and poverty.  
 
2. Gender and Colonialism: Intersectionality in Social Problems 

The relationship between gender and other British-era social categories like caste, class, and 
geography could be the subject of future studies. Future research could examine how colonialism produced 
exacerbated forms of oppression for women from marginalized communities, even though gender inequality 
is a well-known problem. Research on the role of women in the nationalist movement, how social reform 
movements addressed gender issues differently across castes, and how colonial policies reinforced 
patriarchal structures could all fall under this category. 
 
3. Regional Variations in Social Problems 

It would be beneficial to compare the regional differences in social issues in various Indian regions 
during British rule. The effects of colonialism varied by region because of differences in local economies, 
cultures, and historical contexts, even though social issues like caste, poverty, and education were common 
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throughout the subcontinent. Future studies could examine how social conditions in particular areas, like 
Bengal, Punjab, Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu, were influenced by British policies, as well as the unique ways 
in which local communities responded to these challenges. 
 
4. Cultural Suppression and the Loss of Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

Future studies might examine the cultural repression brought about by British colonial policies in 
greater detail. Examining the effects of Western educational systems on indigenous knowledge systems, art 
forms, languages, and spiritual practices could be one way to do this. The tenacity of indigenous cultures and 
the strategies used by Indian communities to fight cultural erasure could also be studied, emphasizing the 
value of oral traditions, literature, and folklore in maintaining identity. 
 
SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS:  
Scope 

This review of "Social Problems in British India" covers a broad spectrum of social problems that 
developed or were made worse by British colonial control.  
1. Social Problems under British Colonial Rule:The review will look at how British policies and actions 
affected a number of social issues, including poverty, gender inequality, caste discrimination, religious 
divisions, and cultural suppression. It will concentrate on how social inequality was either caused or made 
worse by the British colonial government. 
2. Colonial Policies and Their Social Impacts:Key British policies, including land revenue systems, economic 
exploitation, Western education, census-based social categorization, and legal systems, will be examined in 
this study along with their contributions to the social issues that India faced at the time. 
3. Social Reform Movements:With an emphasis on their attempts to overthrow the repressive systems and 
effect social change, the review will also examine the contributions of Indian social reformers and activists 
who aimed to address these social issues, including individuals like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar, and Swami Vivekananda. 
4. Gender and Caste Issues:In particular, the study will look at how colonial rule exacerbated or maintained 
caste discrimination and gender inequality. It will examine how colonial policies influenced the status of 
women, untouchables, and other marginalized groups and how Indian reformers attempted to resolve these 
problems. 
5. Legacy of Social Issues Post-Independence:This review will also look at the long-term effects of 
colonialism's social problems, such as the persistence of caste-based discrimination, gender inequality, and 
social stratification, and how these issues still impact modern Indian society. 
 
LIMITATIONS 
1. Historical and Documented Constraints:Primary sources from the colonial era, particularly those that 
directly record the lived experiences of marginalized communities, are scarce and unreliable. A large portion 
of the historical documentation from the British colonial era is written from the viewpoint of the British 
government, which might not accurately reflect the complex social issues that the Indian people faced. 
2. Focus on General Social Issues:The main social issues covered in this review are poverty, gender, and 
caste. Although it aims to address these problems in a comprehensive manner, it skips over case studies or 
individual communities that could provide more in-depth information about regional or local social issues. 
Further studies could focus on these micro-level issues. 
3. Exclusion of Post-Independence Developments:The review primarily focuses on the colonial era, even 
though it briefly discusses the legacy of colonial-era social issues in post-independence India. The 
development of these social issues in the post-independence setting, such as the Indian state's role in 
resolving or sustaining social inequality after 1947, will not be thoroughly examined in this study. 



SOCIAL PROBLEMS IN BRITISH INDIA -A REVIEW                                                                                               Volume :7, Issue : 11, December - 2017 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Available online at www.lbp.world 
 

7 
 

4. Impact of Other Factors:Although the review acknowledges that there were several contributing factors, 
it mainly blames social problems on British colonial policies. For instance, the social issues discussed were 
significantly shaped by traditional Indian social structures and pre-existing social hierarchies.  
5. Limitations in Representing Diverse Perspectives:The available historical sources might not adequately 
represent the experiences and voices of marginalized groups, particularly women, indigenous populations, 
and lower castes. The majority of the records used in the review may be inaccurate or underrepresent these 
groups' experiences. More diverse and marginalized viewpoints could be the goal of future studies. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 

The premise of this study on "Social Problems in British India" is that social problems in India were 
exacerbated and created in large part by British colonial policies and practices, which continued to have an 
impact on Indian society long after independence. 
 
KEY HYPOTHESIS STATEMENTS: 
1. British Colonial Policies Deepened Existing Social Inequalities:Existing social hierarchies, particularly 
caste discrimination and gender inequality, were made worse by British colonial policies such as economic 
exploitation, land revenue systems (like the Permanent Settlement and Ryotwari system), and the 
implementation of the caste-based census. Lower castes, women, and other minority groups were 
marginalized by these policies, which furthered social divisions. 
2. Colonial Economic Exploitation Created Widespread Poverty:Through practices like taxation, resource 
extraction, and forced cash crop production, the British economic exploitation of India resulted in 
widespread poverty in Indian society, particularly in rural areas. For the vast majority of the population, this 
exacerbated social conditions and led to an increase in poverty. 
3. Cultural Suppression and Social Fragmentation:In addition to imposing legal and economic structures, 
British rule resulted in the repression of Indian social and cultural customs. Colonization weakened 
indigenous cultural identities by advancing Western legal and educational systems, leading to identity crises 
and long-term social disintegration. 
4. Indian Reform Movements Were Catalyzed by Colonial Social Problems: Social reform movements 
emerged in India as a result of the social problems made worse by British colonialism, including poverty, 
gender oppression, and caste discrimination. In order to bring about progressive changes in Indian society, 
reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and others questioned colonial 
practices and social customs. 
5. Legacy of Colonial Social Problems in Post-Independence India: Following independence, caste-based 
discrimination, gender inequality, and poverty are just a few of the social issues that were brought about or 
made worse by British rule. India's post-colonial social, political, and economic systems have been influenced 
by the colonial-era policies that shaped social structures, leaving a lasting impact on the country's social 
fabric. 
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RESULTS 

This review of social problems in British India has produced a number of important conclusions that 
show how British colonial policies either caused or worsened important social problems, many of which still 
have an impact on Indian society today.  
 
1. Exacerbation of Caste-Based Discrimination 

Caste-based discrimination was reinforced and institutionalized in large part by British colonial 
policies, especially the codification of the caste system and the implementation of the caste-based census. 
The British solidified inflexible social hierarchies and deepened caste divisions by classifying and recording 
caste identities in official documents.  
 
2. Widespread Poverty and Economic Exploitation 

India's resources were exploited as a result of British economic policies, which caused economic 
inequality and widespread poverty. Rural populations were greatly impacted by colonial policies like forced 
cash crop cultivation, taxation schemes, and the Permanent Settlement, which made poverty worse. 
Widespread economic disempowerment was also a result of the British monopolization of industries, which 
left little opportunity for domestic economic development. 
 
3. Gender Inequality and the Marginalization of Women 

Gender inequality was also reinforced during the British colonial era. Although colonial laws 
attempted to curb child marriage and sati, they did not radically alter Indian society's patriarchal structure.  
 
4. Suppression of Indigenous Cultures and Identities 

Indigenous cultural practices, languages, and knowledge systems were suppressed as a result of 
British cultural assimilation policies and the encouragement of Western education. Indian identity was 
impacted by this cultural colonization, which also changed how people viewed social roles, customs, and 
values. Local forms of knowledge.  
 
5. Social Reform Movements and Responses to Colonial Social Problems 

In India, a major wave of social reform movements led by individuals like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and Swami Vivekananda were triggered by the social issues made worse by 
British colonialism. These reformers aimed to address issues like women's status, child marriage, and caste 
discrimination. As a result of their efforts, laws like the Widow Remarriage Act (1856) and the Abolition of 
Sati Act (1829) were passed, laying the groundwork for contemporary social reform in India. 
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DISCUSSION:  
This review's examination of British India's social issues provides important new perspectives on the 

lingering effects of colonial rule on Indian society. The British empire significantly altered India's social 
structure through a variety of colonial policies, customs, and social reforms.  
 
1. Colonial Impact on Caste and Social Hierarchy 

One of the most important aspects of social change in India is the impact of the British colonial 
government on the caste system. In 1871, the British carried out India's first census, classifying the populace 
according to caste and formalizing social divisions. This method increased the social significance of caste 
while also institutionalizing it in novel ways. A system of social stratification was established by the colonial 
classification of caste, which was institutionalized in the public consciousness as well as firmly rooted in the 
law.  
 
2. Economic Exploitation and the Rise of Poverty 

Massive economic exploitation and pervasive poverty were the results of British economic policies, 
particularly in the industrial and agricultural sectors. Farmers were severely disempowered by the 
implementation of exploitative land revenue schemes like the Permanent Settlement and Ryotwari systems, 
particularly in rural areas. Subsistence farming was not given the same priority as cash crops, and local 
industries and artisans were left vulnerable by British companies' monopolization of trade. Large swaths of 
the population lived in poverty as a result of the dependent economy brought about by economic 
exploitation during British colonial rule.  
 
3. Gender Inequality and Colonial Attitudes Toward Women 

The story of gender dynamics during the British colonial era was intricate. The Widow Remarriage 
Act of 1856 and the Abolition of Sati Act of 1829 were two colonial reforms that attempted to elevate 
women's status. On the other hand, colonial rule reinforced patriarchal social structures and often 
implemented reforms in ways that did not fully address the deep-rooted inequalities women faced. 
Although colonial reforms improved women's status to some extent, they were frequently fragmented and 
did not challenge the fundamental patriarchal norms of society. Indigenous ideas of gendered power 
dynamics were frequently ignored as the British imposed their own interpretation of gender roles.  
 
4. Cultural and Identity Suppression 

British colonialism devalued native languages, customs, and knowledge systems in an effort to force 
Western cultural norms and values on Indian society. The goal of Western education, which turned into a 
means of promoting colonial ideologies, was to produce a class of individuals capable of acting as a bridge 
between the populace and the colonial government. India's sense of identity has been impacted for a long 
time by the colonial era's suppression of its culture.  
 
CONCLUSION:  

British policies, historical structures, and customary social practices all played a significant role in 
shaping the social issues that arose in British India. These issues were not just the result of colonial rule. The 
social fabric of India was greatly impacted by colonial rule, which exacerbated problems like poverty, caste-
based discrimination, gender inequality, religious tensions, and cultural repression, as this review has 
examined. In many respects, these problems deepened under British domination and have persisted in 
influencing contemporary Indian society in the years following independence. Many of the social issues that 
India still faces today were caused by British colonial policies, especially the imposition of Western cultural 
values, the strengthening of the caste system, and the economic exploitation of India's resources. In addition 
to leaving large swaths of Indian society in poverty, British economic policies caused persistent gaps 
between urban and rural populations, which had a decades-long impact on India's development path. In 
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conclusion, India's social fabric was undoubtedly impacted by British colonial rule in a complex and 
frequently negative way, but it also sparked the rise of social reform movements that aimed to address 
these enduring problems. Understanding the historical causes of these issues is essential to promoting a 
more just society. India is currently engaged in the process of addressing and resolving the social injustices of 
the colonial era. While acknowledging the tenacity and agency of Indian reformers and communities who 
have dedicated their lives to bettering the nation's social circumstances, the review emphasizes the 
significance of ongoing efforts to address the social issues left over from the colonial era. 
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