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ABSTRACT 

Indigo, one of the earliest and most valuable natural dyes, played a pivotal role in shaping the history of 

global textile production, long distance trade, and fashion. This paper examines how indigo evolved from a 

locally cultivated dye plant into a globally traded commodity under colonial rule, transforming textile 

economies and global commercial networks. Particular attention is given to the relationship between indigo 

cultivation, colonial exploitation, and the commercialization of agriculture, which culminated in peasant 

resistance movements, most notably the Indigo Revolt of 1859-60. The paper also traces the transition from 

natural indigo to synthetic dyes in the late nineteenth century and evaluates its impact on traditional dyeing 

practices and textile industries. By situating indigo within the broader contexts of economic history, 

colonialism, material culture, and fashion studies, this paper argues that the history of indigo extends beyond 

the story of a natural dye. Rather, it is not merely a natural dye but a key commodity that shaped industrial 

transformation, global capitalism, and cultural exchange. The history of Indian indigo, therefore, is not only 

a story of global commercial expansion but also colonial oppression and the impoverishment of Indian 

cultivators who produced it. 
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Introduction 

Indigo, one of the world's oldest and most valuable 

natural dyes has played a significant role in shaping 

global textile trade, economic networks, and fashion 

traditions for centuries. Renowned for its deep blue 

color and exceptional durability, indigo was 

extensively cultivated in regions such as India, where 

it became a major commodity in both domestic and 

international markets. From the sixteenth century 

onwards, the growing European demand for indigo 

transformed it into a highly profitable commercial 

product, linking agricultural production with colonial 

expansion and global trade. Beyond its economic 

significance, indigo profoundly influenced clothing 

styles, textile manufacturing and cultural identities 

across different societies. It became an essential 

component of the global textile industry, connecting 

producers, merchants, colonial powers, and consumers 

through complex commercial exchanges. The history 

of indigo also reflects broader themes of imperial 

expansion, labour exploitation, technological 

innovation, and changing patterns of consumption. 

This paper examines the historical role of indigo in the 

expansion of global textile trade and its influence on 

clothing and textile culture from the sixteenth century 

to the early twentieth century, with particular attention 

to the impact of colonial commerce and industrial 

change. 
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Review of Literature 

Existing historical scholarship on indigo has examined 

the subject primarily through the histories of colonial 

economy, plantation production, peasant resistance, 

and global commodity networks. Blair B. Kling's The 

Blue Mutiny examines the indigo disturbances in 

Bengal, while Indrajit Ray analyses the development 

of the colonial indigo industry and its economic 

implications. Prakash Kumar has further explored 

indigo plantation in relation to scientific knowledge 

and colonial agriculture, while Ghulam A. Nadri has 

situated indigo within wider systems of commodity 

production, trade, and consumption. 

Position of the Present Study 

Building on these studies, the present manuscript 

approaches indigo from a broader economic, political, 

and cultural perspective. While existing scholarship 

has given considerable attention to the colonial indigo 

industry, plantation relations, peasant resistance, and 

global commodity chains, this study brings these 

dimensions together with the history of textile trade 

and fashion. It therefore situates indigo not merely as 

an agricultural commodity or a symbol of colonial 

exploitation, but as a dye whose production and 

circulation connected local societies with wider 

transformations in global textile culture. 

Research Gap 

The study addresses the question of how indigo moved 

from a locally produced natural dye to a globally 

significant commodity and how colonial systems of 

production, trade, and exploitation shaped its place in 

global textile and fashion history. Although existing 

scholarship has established the importance of indigo 

within colonial agrarian and global commodity 

histories, less attention has been given to bringing its 

economic and political history into direct conversation 

with its wider significance for textile culture and 

fashion. This study seeks to address this gap by 

connecting the histories of production, colonial 

exploitation, resistance, global trade, and 

textile/fashion transformation within a single historical 

framework. 

Historical Background 

From the sixteenth century onwards, indigo occupied a 

prominent position in the commercial expansion of the 

Indian Ocean and Atlantic trading worlds. The opening 

of direct sea routes by the Portuguese connected Indian 

indigo-producing regions with European markets, 

laying the foundations for its large-scale international 

circulation. During the seventeenth century, the Dutch 

and the English East India companies further 

strengthened this trade by establishing organized 

procurement networks in the Indian subcontinent. As 

European textile manufacturing expanded, the demand 

for high-quality natural blue dye increased steadily, 

encouraging the extension of indigo cultivation in 

regions such as Bengal, Bihar, and parts of South India 

(Nadri, 2016). 

By the eighteenth century, indigo had become an 

important export commodity within the colonial 

economy. The English East India Company 

increasingly promoted its cultivation through contract 

farming and plantation-based production, integrating 

Indian agriculture into the demands of overseas 

markets. These changes altered existing agricultural 

practices and created new relationships among 

cultivators, merchants, and colonial administrators 

(Kumar, 2012). During the nineteenth century, forceful 

methods employed by European planters generated 

widespread opposition among cultivators, culminating 

in the Indigo Revolt of 1859–1860, which exposed the 

exploitative character of colonial commercial policies. 

Although the revolt was suppressed, resistance against 

the exploitative indigo system continued in different 

parts of India and eventually culminated in the 

Champaran Satyagraha of 1917 under the leadership of 

Mahatma Gandhi. Despite these conflicts, natural 

indigo continued to occupy an important place in the 

international dye trade until the early twentieth 

century, when the commercial expansion of synthetic 

dyes gradually reduced its dominance in global 

markets (Sarkar, 1983). 

Indigo as a Global Commodity: Trade 

Networks and Commercial Expansion 

The transformation of indigo into a globally traded 

commodity was closely linked to the expansion of 

maritime commerce and the growth of European 

colonialism. From the seventeenth century onwards, 

European trading companies increasingly recognized 

the commercial value of Indian indigo due to its 
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superior quality and its ability to produce a deep, 

colorfast blue. As overseas trade expanded, indigo 

became one of the most profitable commodities 

exported from India, connecting local agricultural 

production with international textile markets. This 

transition marked the beginning of indigo's integration 

into the global economy. The Portuguese initiated 

direct maritime trade with India in the sixteenth 

century, but it was the Dutch East India Company and 

the English East India Company that transformed 

indigo into a large-scale export commodity. Through 

their extensive commercial networks, indigo from 

Bengal, Bihar, Gujarat and other producing regions 

reached major European ports such as London, 

Amsterdam, and Lisbon. The increasing demand for 

dyed textiles in Europe encouraged trading companies 

to establish organized procurement systems, making 

indigo an indispensable component of international 

commerce (Chaudhuri, 1978). 

The Industrial Revolution significantly transformed 

indigo production by increasing the demand for natural 

dyes in the expanding textile industry. The 

mechanization of spinning, weaving and dyeing 

created an unprecedented demand for high-quality blue 

dyes, making indigo an indispensable dye for the 

cotton textile industry. To meet this growing demand, 

indigo cultivation expanded rapidly in colonial India, 

placing increasing pressure on cultivators, many of 

whom were compelled to grow indigo under coercive 

colonial arrangements. These developments intensified 

colonial oppression and led to the impoverishment of 

Indian cultivators, laying the foundation for agrarian 

conflicts that culminated in the Indigo Revolt (Roy, 

2011). 

The growing popularity of cotton textiles further 

increased the demand for indigo. European textile 

manufacturers relied on natural indigo for dyeing 

cotton, linen, silk, and wool because of its durability 

and rich blue color. Printed cottons, calicoes, and 

chintz, which gained immense popularity during the 

eighteenth century, depended heavily on high-quality 

indigo. As textile consumption expanded across 

Europe and the Atlantic world, indigo assumed 

strategic importance within global manufacturing and 

commercial networks (Riello & Parthasarathi, 2009). 

The commercial expansion of indigo also transformed 

patterns of production in India. Cultivation 

increasingly shifted from meeting local needs to 

satisfying international market demands. European 

trading companies encouraged large-scale production 

through commercial contracts and advance payments 

to cultivators. Consequently, indigo cultivation 

became closely tied to export-oriented agriculture, 

linking rural producers with global markets. This 

process illustrates how colonial commerce reshaped 

local economies to serve the interests of international 

trade. 

By the early nineteenth century, indigo had become 

more than a natural dye; it was a commodity that 

connected agriculture, industry, commerce, and 

consumer culture across continents. Its growing 

commercial significance not only strengthened 

colonial trade but also laid the foundation for profound 

economic and social transformation within India's 

agrarian society. These developments eventually 

contributed to increasing tensions between European 

planters and Indian cultivators, which culminated in 

the Indigo Revolt from 1859–1860. 

Colonial Exploitation and the Indigo Revolt 

(1859–1860) 

The rapid expansion of indigo cultivation under 

colonial rule was accompanied by an exploitative 

agrarian system that placed immense pressure on 

Indian cultivators. As European demand for indigo 

increased during the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, British planters expanded indigo 

cultivation across fertile regions of Bengal and Bihar. 

Rather than cultivating the crop on their own estates, 

most planters relied on local peasants, compelling 

them to grow indigo through a combination of 

contractual obligations, economic coercion, and legal 

pressure. Although cultivators received advance 

payments under the dadni system, these advances often 

trapped them in cycles of debt, leaving them with little 

freedom to refuse cultivation or negotiate fair prices 

(Kling, 1966). 

For the cultivators, indigo was an economically 

unprofitable crop. Unlike food grains, it exhausted soil 

fertility and generated low financial returns. Planters 

frequently forced peasants to devote their most fertile 

lands to indigo cultivation, thereby reducing the area 

available for subsistence agriculture. Since the price 

paid for indigo rarely covered the actual cost of 

production, cultivators suffered mounting debts and 
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declining agricultural productivity. The unequal 

relationship between European planters and Indian 

peasants reflected the broader structure of colonial 

economic exploitation, in which agricultural 

production was increasingly reorganized to satisfy the 

demands of international markets rather than local 

needs. 

The coercive practices employed by indigo planters 

intensified rural discontent throughout the first half of 

the nineteenth century. Reports of intimidation, 

physical violence, fraudulent contracts, and judicial 

discrimination became increasingly common. Colonial 

authorities often favored European planters in legal 

disputes, making it difficult for cultivators to seek 

justice. The expansion of indigo plantations thus 

became a symbol of colonial oppression, illustrating 

how commercial agriculture under imperial rule 

undermined the economic security and social well-

being of rural communities (Arnold, 2000). 

As increasing areas of fertile land were diverted to 

indigo cultivation, peasants were deprived of 

opportunities to grow food crops, threatening their 

subsistence and food security. The low prices paid for 

indigo, combined with mounting debts, declining soil 

fertility, and coercive contractual arrangements, 

pushed many cultivators into chronic poverty and 

economic dependence. Unable to secure a fair income 

from indigo cultivation, many peasant families 

struggled to meet their basic needs, accumulated heavy 

debts, and became increasingly dependent on 

moneylenders and European planters. The decline in 

agricultural income, coupled with the loss of food-

producing land, further weakened rural livelihoods and 

intensified the impoverishment of peasants across the 

indigo-growing regions. This process of peasant 

impoverishment reflected the broader objectives of the 

colonial economy, which prioritized export-oriented 

cash crop production over the welfare of local 

agricultural communities (Ray, 2004). 

These growing grievances culminated in the Indigo 

Revolt of 1859–60, one of the earliest organized 

peasant movements against colonial economic policies 

in British India. Beginning in the Nadia and Jessore 

districts of Bengal, thousands of cultivators 

collectively refused to sow indigo despite threats from 

planters and colonial officials. Their movement was 

remarkable for its coordinated resistance, community 

solidarity, and widespread participation across rural 

Bengal. Instead of resorting solely to violence, many 

peasants adopted collective non-cooperation, refusing 

contracts and challenging the authority of European 

planters. The revolt attracted significant public 

attention through the support of Bengali intellectuals, 

journalists and social reformers. Newspapers exposed 

the harsh conditions faced by indigo cultivators, while 

literary works helped communicate their struggles to a 

wider audience. Among the most influential was 

Dinabandhu Mitra's Nil Darpan, published in 1860, 

which vividly portrayed the exploitation and suffering 

experienced by indigo-growing peasants. The play 

generated widespread debate within both India and 

Britain and contributed to growing criticism of the 

colonial indigo system (Mitra, 1861). 

Faced with sustained resistance and increasing public 

pressure, the colonial government appointed the Indigo 

Commission in 1860 to investigate the grievances of 

cultivators. After examining evidence from both 

planters and peasants, the commission acknowledged 

that indigo cultivation had largely been maintained 

through coercive practices. It concluded that 

cultivators could not legally be compelled to grow 

indigo against their will and recommended reforms to 

curb abuses by European planters. Although these 

measures did not entirely eliminate rural exploitation, 

they significantly weakened the traditional indigo 

plantation system in Bengal (Indigo Commission, 

1860). The Indigo Revolt occupies an important place 

in the history of colonial India because it demonstrated 

the capacity of rural cultivators to organize collective 

resistance against exploitative economic structures. It 

also exposed the contradictions of colonial commercial 

expansion, where the pursuit of global markets 

depended upon the systematic exploitation of local 

producers. The revolt not only transformed colonial 

agrarian policies but also influenced later peasant 

movements and nationalist critiques of British 

economic rule. Consequently, the history of indigo 

cannot be understood solely as the history of a valuable 

commercial dye; it must also be viewed as a history of 

colonial oppression, resistance, social justice, and the 

struggle against exploitation. 

Indigo and the Transformation of Global 

Fashion 
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The global success of indigo extended far beyond 

agricultural production and commercial exchange; it 

fundamentally transformed the history of textile 

production and fashion. As Indian indigo reached 

European markets through expanding maritime trade 

networks, it became one of the most highly valued 

natural dyes in the textile industry. Its deep, colorfast 

blue distinguished it from other natural dyes, making it 

highly desirable for dyeing cotton, linen, silk, and 

wool. Consequently, indigo played a decisive role in 

shaping dress practices, consumer preferences, and 

fashion trends across Europe from the seventeenth 

century onward. The widespread availability of indigo 

facilitated the large-scale production of high-quality 

blue textiles. This strengthened the link between 

colonial raw materials and the rapidly expanding 

European textile and fashion industries. The increasing 

popularity of blue textiles reflected not only 

technological developments in dyeing but also 

changing cultural perceptions of color. During the 

early modern period, blue gradually emerged as a 

symbol of elegance, refinement, and social prestige. 

European aristocrats and affluent merchants frequently 

wore garments dyed with indigo, while the expansion 

of textile manufacturing eventually made blue fabrics 

accessible to broader sections of society. This 

democratization of fashion was closely connected to 

the availability of imported Indian indigo, which 

offered a more reliable and durable alternative to many 

locally available dyes. As a result, blue clothing 

evolved from a marker of privilege into one of the most 

widely worn colors in Europe (Riello & Parthasarathi, 

2009). 

Indigo also contributed significantly to the remarkable 

success of printed cotton textiles such as calicoes and 

chintz, which became fashionable throughout Europe 

during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Indian 

artisans had long perfected techniques of resist printing 

and hand painting, producing brilliantly colored cotton 

fabrics that combined intricate floral patterns with rich 

indigo blue. European consumers enthusiastically 

embraced these textiles because of their beauty, 

durability and comfort. The popularity of calicoes and 

chintz not only transformed European tastes but also 

stimulated the growth of domestic textile industries 

seeking to imitate Indian designs and dyeing 

techniques. Indigo thus became an indispensable 

component of Europe's expanding cotton textile 

economy (Balfour-Paul, 1998). 

The Industrial Revolution further strengthened the 

relationship between indigo and global fashion. 

Mechanized spinning, weaving and printing enabled 

textile manufacturers to produce fabrics in 

unprecedented quantities, while expanding consumer 

markets generated an ever-increasing demand for dyed 

textiles. British industrial sectors such as Manchester 

relied heavily on imported indigo to satisfy the 

requirements of mass production. Indigo therefore 

became an essential raw material linking Indian 

agriculture with European industrial capitalism. 

Through this process, the dye ceased to be merely an 

agricultural commodity and became an integral part of 

the global industrial textile and fashion economy. 

The Industrial Revolution and the Expansion 

of Indigo-Based Textile Production 

The Industrial Revolution marked a significant turning 

point in the history of the global textile industry. 

Beginning in Britain during the late eighteenth century, 

it introduced mechanized spinning, power looms, and 

advanced textile printing techniques that greatly 

increased the production of cotton fabrics. As textile 

mills expanded in industrial centers such as 

Manchester and Lancashire, the demand for high-

quality dyes also increased. Among natural dyes, 

indigo became one of the most valuable because of its 

deep blue color, durability and suitability for cotton 

textiles (Allen, 2009). 

The rapid growth of mechanized textile production 

created a strong demand for Indian indigo. British 

textile factories relied heavily on indigo cultivated in 

regions such as Bengal and Bihar, making the dye an 

essential raw material for industrial manufacturing. 

This close relationship between colonial agriculture 

and European industries reflected the broader system 

of industrial capitalism, where colonies supplied raw 

materials while factories in Europe produced finished 

goods. Technological innovations in textile printing 

further increased the use of indigo. Mechanized 

printing methods enabled manufacturers to produce 

colored and patterned cotton fabrics more efficiently 

and at lower costs than traditional techniques. As a 

result, indigo-dyed textiles became more affordable 

and accessible to a wider population, contributing to 
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the expansion of the global textile market and the 

growing popularity of blue fabrics in everyday 

clothing. The Industrial Revolution therefore 

transformed indigo from a traditional natural dye into 

an essential industrial commodity, strengthening the 

link between Indian indigo cultivation, European 

textile manufacturing and the expansion of global 

textile trade during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. 

Colonial exploitation placed a heavy economic burden 

on Indian cultivators and contributed significantly to 

the impoverishment of peasants. The coercive system 

of indigo cultivation, unfair pricing and exploitative 

contractual arrangements deprived cultivators of fair 

returns for their labour, leaving many unable to sustain 

their livelihoods. As a result, peasant families 

experienced persistent poverty, mounting 

indebtedness, and declining living standards, while the 

economic benefits of indigo production were largely 

enjoyed by European planters and colonial commercial 

interests. 

The Invention of Synthetic Indigo and the 

Decline of Natural Indigo 

The dominance of natural indigo in the global dye trade 

began to decline during the late nineteenth century with 

the emergence of synthetic dyes. Rapid advances in 

chemical research, particularly in Germany, enabled 

scientists to reproduce the coloring properties of 

natural indigo through laboratory processes. After 

years of experimentation, the German chemist Adolf 

von Baeyer successfully explained the chemical 

structure of indigo, paving the way for its industrial 

production. In 1897, the German chemical company 

BASF introduced synthetic indigo on a commercial 

scale, marking a major turning point in the history of 

the global dye industry. 

Synthetic indigo offered several advantages over 

natural indigo. It was cheaper to manufacture, 

produced a more consistent color, and could be 

supplied in large quantities to meet the growing 

demands of the textile industry. European textile 

manufacturers quickly adopted synthetic indigo 

because it reduced production costs and ensured a 

stable supply of dye. As a result, the international 

demand for natural indigo declined rapidly, causing a 

severe crisis for regions that depended on its 

cultivation and export (Travis, 1993). 

The decline of natural indigo had significant economic 

consequences for India, where thousands of cultivators 

had long been engaged in indigo production under the 

colonial plantation system. Many indigo plantations 

became unprofitable, and cultivation gradually 

decreased in several producing regions. This marked 

the end of an era in which natural indigo had been one 

of the most valuable commodities in global trade. By 

the early twentieth century, synthetic indigo had 

largely replaced natural indigo in industrial textile 

production, fundamentally reshaping the global dye 

market. The transition from natural to synthetic indigo 

illustrates how scientific innovation transformed the 

textile industry. While synthetic indigo brought greater 

efficiency and lower production costs, it also ended the 

commercial dominance of a dye that had played a 

central role in colonial trade, industrial expansion and 

global fashion for centuries. 

Conclusion 

Indigo occupied a unique place in the history of global 

textile trade and fashion, evolving from a traditional 

natural dye into one of the most valuable commercial 

commodities of the early modern and colonial periods. 

From the sixteenth century onwards, the expansion of 

maritime trade connected Indian indigo with 

international markets, making it an indispensable 

component of the global textile economy. European 

commercial companies, particularly the British East 

India Company, transformed indigo cultivation into a 

profitable colonial enterprise, integrating Indian 

agriculture into wider networks of imperial trade and 

industrial capitalism. The commercial success of 

indigo, however, came at a significant social and 

economic cost. The coercive methods adopted by 

European planters led to widespread exploitation of 

cultivators, culminating in the Indigo Revolt of 1859–

60, which became one of the earliest organized 

movements of rural resistance against colonial rule. At 

the same time, indigo shaped global fashion by making 

blue-dyed textiles increasingly popular across Europe 

and other parts of the world. The Industrial Revolution 

further strengthened its importance by creating an 

unprecedented demand for natural dyes to support 

mechanized textile production. 
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The introduction of synthetic indigo at the end of the 

nineteenth century marked the decline of natural indigo 

cultivation and brought a major transformation to the 

global dye industry. Although natural indigo gradually 

lost its commercial dominance, its historical 

significance remained profound. The history of indigo 

demonstrates how a single natural dye influenced 

agriculture, commerce, colonial policies, industrial 

development, and changing patterns of fashion over 

several centuries. The transformation of indigo from a 

natural dye into a globally traded commodity 

highlights the paradox of colonial capitalism. Although 

indigo played a vital role in the expansion of the global 

textile industries and international commerce, its 

cultivation brought little economic benefit to Indian 

peasants. Instead, cultivators faced coercion, 

indebtedness, and impoverishment, illustrating the 

unequal distribution of profits generated by the 

colonial indigo trade. Thus, the story of indigo is not 

merely the history of a dye but a reflection of the 

interconnected processes of global trade, colonial 

expansion, technological change, and cultural 

transformation that shaped the textile world from the 

sixteenth century to the early twentieth century. 
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