Forest Society and Colonialism

COMPLETE CBSE CLASS 9 HISTORY NOTES

| Chapter Overview

Forests have always been completely vital to human life, providing essential food, fuel, shelter, and livelihoods
for countless native communities. This chapter explores how British colonial rule in India fundamentally
transformed forest management from community-controlled spaces into state-regulated commercial assets.
Between 1880 and 1920, forest cover across the Indian subcontinent declined by a staggering 9.7 million
hectares due to relentless commercial exploitation for railways, imperial shipbuilding, agricultural expansion,
and cash-crop plantations. The introduction of "scientific forestry” and highly restrictive legislative acts
systematically disrupted traditional systems, sparking widespread tribal resistance. Understanding this
historical phase is crucial for identifying the deep-rooted origins of environmental and social imbalances
caused by colonial greed.

Learning Objectives
By the end of this chapter, students will be able to:
* Identify and analyze the core reasons behind large-scale deforestation driven by colonial state
objectives.
* Explain the concept, execution, and monoculture features of scientific forestry.

» Analyze the distinct legal categories of the Forest Acts and their socio-economic impact on forest-
dwelling groups.

» Examine how traditional practices like shifting cultivation, foraging, and communal hunting were
severely restricted.

* Trace the structural causes, leadership, and outcomes of the historic Bastar Rebellion of 1910.

» Compare and contrast British forest management in India with Dutch colonial policies in Java,
Indonesia.

Why Deforestation Became Essential to Colonial Rule

Large-scale deforestation—the comprehensive clearing of vast tracts of woodlands—surged during the
colonial era due to several conflicting socio-economic pressures:

1. Expansion of Agricultural Cultivation: Rapidly expanding populations increased the basic demand for
global food supplies. Concurrently, the colonial state viewed natural forests as wilderness spaces that were
economically "unproductive." They believed clearing these lands for agricultural crops would significantly
bolster land revenue streams. Consequently, between 1880 and 1920, the total area under active
cultivation rose by 6.7 million hectares.

2. The Growth of the Railways: The expansion of the railway infrastructure across India was vital for
colonial military deployment and commercial trade. Laying down one single kilometer of railway track
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required between 1,760 and 2,000 heavy wooden sleepers to hold the steel tracks securely. Additionally,
vast volumes of wood were cut down constantly to be used as primary locomotive fuel. This rapid
industrialization caused extensive sal and teak woodlands around railway networks to disappear
completely.

3. Imperial Shipbuilding for the Royal Navy: By the early nineteenth century, native oak forests across
Great Britain were fast disappearing, creating an acute supply crisis for the Royal Navy. Because durable
ship timber was indispensable for maintaining maritime supremacy, British authorities turned to India,
organizing massive, unregulated felling operations of highly durable teak trees.

4. Commercial Crop Plantations: Massive regions of natural, biologically diverse forests were entirely
cleared away to make way for highly lucrative tea, coffee, and rubber plantations. The colonial
administration acquired these extensive lands cheaply and handed them directly over to European planters
to cater to burgeoning Western markets.

| The Rise of Industrial Commercial Forestry

Dietrich Brandis and Scientific Forestry

Realizing that unregulated clearing by private traders would rapidly deplete timber reserves, the British
government sought expert intervention. In 1864, they appointed Dietrich Brandis, a highly trained German
forestry expert, as the first Inspector General of Forests in India. Brandis helped introduce a rigorous state
system known as **"Scientific Forestry"* and laid the groundwork for the Indian Forest Act of 1865.

The core procedural features of Scientific Forestry included:

 Natural, mixed forests containing an immense variety of tree species were comprehensively cut down.

» They were systematically replaced with a single selected tree species (such as teak or pine) planted in
perfectly straight rows, a practice known as Monoculture Plantation.

« State officials executed thorough geographic surveys, classified tree growth rates, and drafted structured
"Working Plans" detailing how much forest could be cut annually.

 Deforested grid plots were sequentially replanted with identical species to provide an endless, predictable
harvest of commercial timber for decades to come.

The Forest Act of 1878

The comprehensive re-drafting of the Forest Act in 1878 legally carved India’s rich woodlands into three
distinct administrative categories:
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Forest Category Legal Standing & Administrative Restrictions

Reserved Forests Classified as the absolute best and most timber-rich woodlands. Villagers and
tribal people were completely banned from entering these zones or gathering any
resources. Even building transit paths through them was illegal.

Protected Forests Villagers were granted strictly regulated, limited access. They could gather small
amounts of dead fuel wood and timber for basic housing construction, provided
they held explicit permits.

Village Forests Lower-tier woodlands allocated to local communities. Villagers could utilize
resources from these specific areas strictly for domestic needs, though commercial
sales were banned.

I Severe Hardships Imposed on Forest Communities

The sudden implementation of these draconian legal structures dramatically fractured the everyday survival
strategies of indigenous forest communities:

 Criminalization of Everyday Survival: Traditional practices like collecting wild fruits, foraging for
medicinal roots, gathering firewood for cooking, grazing cattle, and fishing were instantly branded as
serious criminal offenses. Forest guards routinely harassed and extorted bribes from village women
collecting firewood. Anyone caught collecting basic forest produce was prosecuted for theft.

The Complete Prohibition of Shifting Cultivation: Colonial administrators strictly banned Shifting
Cultivation (also known as *Swidden Agriculture* or *Podu*). European foresters argued this practice was
incredibly destructive because the fires used to clear patches could spread uncontrollably, burning down
invaluable commercial timber trees. They also claimed that shifting plots made it difficult for tax collectors
to assess land revenues, leaving many agrarian tribal communities displaced and impoverished.

Subversion of Hunting Traditions: While traditional forest dwellers were strictly prohibited from hunting
small game for food, the colonial state actively transformed large-scale hunting into a prestigious colonial
sport. British officers and regional kings hunted tigers, leopards, and wolves under the guise of civilizing
the wilderness. Between 1875 and 1925, over 80,000 tigers, 150,000 leopards, and 200,000 wolves were
systematically slaughtered for state bounties.

Forced Dislocation and Criminal Tribes: Deprived of their ancestral access to forest markets, many
nomadic and pastoral groups were forced to abandon their centuries-old livelihoods. Several prominent
communities—such as the Korava, Karacha, and Yerukula of the Madras Presidency—were legally
classified under the discriminatory "Criminal Tribes Act." They were forced out of their traditional paths and
placed into highly regulated state camps, where they were forced to work under close guard in tea
plantations, mines, and industrial factories.
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| Rebellion in the Forests: The Bastar Uprising (1910)

Socio-Cultural Setup of Bastar

Located in the southernmost pocket of modern Chhattisgarh, the region of Bastar is bordered by Andhra
Pradesh, Odisha, and Maharashtra. It is home to a rich blend of tribal communities, including the Maria and
Muria Gonds, Dhurwas, Bhatras, and Halbas. These communities hold a deep spiritual connection to
nature, believing that each village was gifted its precise geographic borders by the Earth. In return, they show
reverence during seasonal agricultural festivals and pay small communal fees—known as devsari, dand, or
man—whenever they need to collect small amounts of wood from a neighboring village's forest patch.

The Causes of the 1910 Rebellion

Simmering anger boiled over in 1905 when the British government proposed a radical reservation plan to
annex two-thirds of Bastar's entire forest area. The state planned to completely ban shifting cultivation,
eliminate grazing rights, and prohibit foraging. While thousands were evicted without notice, a few select
villages were allowed to stay inside the reserved zones on one condition: providing free manual labor to the
forest department for clearing tracks and fighting forest fires, creating a system of exploited "Forest Villages."

The Outbreak and Consequences of the Rebellion

The historic rebellion began in 1910, led by the Dhurwas of the Kanger forest, with the charismatic tribal figure
Gunda Dhur emerging as a prominent leader. Messages of revolt were carried across villages using
traditional symbolic items like mango boughs, lumps of earth, and chilis. Markets were looted, the houses of
colonial officials and merchants were ransacked, schools and police stations were burned, and stolen grain
reserves were redistributed to the poor. Although the British military deployed heavy forces to brutally
suppress the uprising with public executions, the rebellion achieved a significant tactical victory: the
reservation plans were temporarily suspended, and the total area targeted for reservation was reduced by
half.
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Flowchart: The Bastar Rebellion of 1910

1905: British propose Reserving Two-Thirds of Bastar's Forests

l

Banning Shifting Cultivation & Imposing Forced Free Labor ("Forest Villages")

l

1910: Dhurwas organize Tribal Resistance led by leader Gunda Dhur

l

Widespread Attacks on State Infrastructure: Schools, Police Stations & Markets Burned

l

Colonial Military Suppresses Revolt but Agrees to Suspend Reservation by Half

I Forest Transformations in Java: The Dutch Colonial Model

While the British were consolidating power in India, the Dutch colonial empire was enforcing similar
commercial forest regimes in Java, Indonesia, to supply timber for Euro-Asian trade networks.

The Resistance of the Kalangs

The Kalangs of Java were a highly skilled community of mobile forest cutters and shifting cultivators. Their
specialized skills were so valuable that when the central absolute structure of the Mataram Kingdom split in
1755, the 3,400 Kalang families were divided equally between the two new states. When the Dutch attempted
to force the Kalangs into working exclusively for their commercial military shipbuilding yards, the Kalangs
resisted by launching a bold armed assault on a Dutch fort in 1792. However, the industrial military power of
the Dutch eventually suppressed the uprising.

Dutch Scientific Forestry and the Blandongdiensten System

The Dutch introduced strict forestry laws across Java that severely restricted villagers’ access to woodlands.
Carrying wood without explicit state permits, traveling on forest paths with cattle, or grazing animals in
regenerating forest zones were heavily penalized. To maximize efficiency, they introduced the
**Blandongdiensten System**: villages were exempted from heavy agricultural land taxes on the condition that
they provided free manual labor and water buffaloes for cutting, hauling, and transporting heavy teak timber
logs. Later, this system was replaced with low wages, while local cultivation rights remained heavily restricted.
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Samin's Radical Challenge (Saminism)

Around 1890, a humble teak forest villager named Surontiko Samin began an influential intellectual and
philosophical resistance movement against state ownership. Samin argued a simple truth: *"The colonial state
did not create the wind, the water, the earth, or the timber, so it cannot legally own or restrict access to it."*

This ideology grew into a massive non-violent movement. Saminists protested by lying down on the ground
when Dutch survey teams arrived to measure their ancestral fields. They refused to pay state land taxes,
rejected low wages, and ignored colonial forest laws, staging a powerful campaign of civil disobedience.

War and Scorched Earth Deforestation

The outbreak of the World Wars caused unprecedented damage to forests in both India and Java. In the early
1940s, right before the advancing imperial Japanese military forces occupied Indonesia, the retreating Dutch
forces executed a devastating **"Scorched Earth" Policy**. They systematically burned down state sawmills
and set fire to vast yards of high-grade teak logs to prevent them from falling into Japanese hands. Once the
Japanese forces arrived, they exploited Java’s remaining forest reserves ruthlessly to satisfy their own
wartime industrial needs.

| Modern Developments in Global Forestry (Post-1980s)

Since the 1980s, governments across Asia and Africa have realized that top-down, exclusionary scientific
forestry is unsustainable and deeply flawed. Conservation of biodiversity, rather than commercial timber
extraction, has become the primary global goal. Crucially, environmental planners have recognized that
protecting forests is impossible without actively involving local communities. Throughout India, ancient
community-protected woodlands—known as Sacred Groves (or *sarnas, devarakudu, rai*)—survived
centuries of colonial rule because villagers fiercely protected them. Today, many communities successfully
regenerate large forest patches through traditional local patrols, moving toward sustainable co-management
models.
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| Chronological Timeline of Key Events

Year / Era Historical Event

1864 Dietrich Brandis is appointed India's first Inspector General of Forests to establish state
control.

1865 The first formal Indian Forest Act is passed, establishing early state commercial rights.

1878 The Forest Act is re-drafted, categorizing woodlands into Reserved, Protected, and

Village Forests.

1880-1920 Peak deforestation period; 9.7 million hectares cleared for railways, shipbuilding, and
agriculture.
1890 Surontiko Samin begins the Saminist civil disobedience movement against Dutch forest

ownership in Java.

1905 The British state proposes reserving two-thirds of Bastar’s forests, sparking deep tribal
resentment.
1910 The Bastar Rebellion breaks out under Gunda Dhur, successfully halting full-scale forest

reservation.

1940s World War Il exploitation; the Dutch execute a scorched-earth policy in Java before
Japanese occupation.

1980s onwards Global shift toward conservation forestry and active community-led co-management
models.

I Important Terms and Definitions

« Scientific Forestry: A system introduced by colonial rulers where natural, diverse forests were cut down
and replaced with a single species planted in straight rows for commercial timber extraction.

* Monoculture: The agricultural or forestry practice of growing and maintaining a single crop or tree species
across a large geographic area.

« Shifting Cultivation: A traditional farming method where patches of forest are cleared and burned to grow
crops. Once the soil loses fertility after a few seasons, the cultivators move to a new patch, allowing the old
field to regenerate naturally.

* Sleeper: Heavy horizontal blocks of timber laid beneath railway tracks to hold the steel rails firmly in place.

» Blandongdiensten System: A Dutch colonial policy in Java that exempted villages from land taxes
provided they supplied free manual labor and livestock for logging operations.

» Sacred Groves: Patches of pristine forest protected by local communities due to deep-rooted spiritual
beliefs, where all cutting and foraging are strictly prohibited.
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| Key NCERT Highlights & Textbook Questions

Q1: Explain how the expansion of the railways under British rule became a primary driver of large-
scale deforestation in India.

The expansion of the railways was essential for colonial trade and military deployment, driving deforestation
in two major ways:

1. Wooden Sleepers: Laying down one single kilometer of railway track required between 1,760 and 2,000
heavy wooden sleepers to hold the rails in place. This required cutting down thousands of mature trees,
particularly durable species like sal and teak.

2. Locomotive Fuel: Wood was used as the primary fuel to run steam locomotives before coal became
widely available. To meet these massive energy demands, the colonial state cleared vast tracts of forests
along railway lines, contracting private timber traders who cut down trees indiscriminately.

Q2: What were the primary causes behind the historic Bastar Rebellion of 1910 against British
rule?

The Bastar Rebellion was sparked by deeply disruptive colonial forest policies introduced in 1905:
 Forest Reservation: The British proposed reserving two-thirds of Bastar’s entire forest area, completely
banning tribal communities from entering their ancestral lands.

* Prohibition of Traditional Practices: The state banned shifting cultivation, hunting, and foraging for
essential forest produce, directly threatening tribal survival.

» Exploitative Free Labor: While many were evicted, some villagers were forced to stay in "Forest
Villages," where they provided free manual labor to the forest department in exchange for basic
residential rights. This exploitation led the Dhurwas to organize an armed resistance under Gunda Dhur.

Q3: How did Surontiko Samin challenge Dutch forest policies in Java, and what form did his
resistance take?

Around 1890, Surontiko Samin, a humble teak forest villager, challenged the basis of Dutch colonial
authority by questioning state ownership of natural resources. Samin argued that since the Dutch
government did not create the wind, water, earth, or timber, it could not legally claim ownership over them.

His ideas spread rapidly, developing into a powerful non-violent movement of civil disobedience. Saminists
protested by lying down on their communal lands when Dutch survey teams arrived. They refused to pay
state land taxes, rejected low wages, ignored colonial forestry regulations, and refused to leave state-
claimed woodlands.

| Conclusion & Contemporary Takeaways

The history of *Forest Society and Colonialism* highlights how the focus on short-term commercial profits
completely disrupted traditional, balanced environmental practices. Colonial forest regimes across India and
Indonesia marginalized indigenous groups, reduced biodiversity through monoculture plantations, and caused
widespread economic hardship. The global shift in modern forestry back toward community involvement
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highlights an essential truth: long-term ecological balance can only be achieved by respecting traditional
knowledge and viewing local communities as vital partners in conservation rather than adversaries.
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