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In this pioneering history of modern India, Claude Markovits offers a new interpretation of events of world importance, focusing on the multiplicity of connections between India and the world. Beginning with an examination of India’s evolving role in the world economy, he deals successively with the movement of people out of and into India, the role played by Indian soldiers in a series of conflicts from the mid-eighteenth to the late twentieth century, the place of India in the global circulation of ideas and cultural productions and the relationships established between Indians and others both abroad and at home. Challenging dominant state-centred histories by focusing on the lived experiences of people, Markovits demonstrates that the multiple connections established between India and other lands did not necessarily result in mutual knowledge but were often marked by misunderstanding.
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Chronology
1746–53: Carnatic Wars in South India involving the English and French East India Companies

1746–63: Portuguese ‘novas conquistas’ in the hinterland of Goa

1752: Arrival in Madras of the first batch of Swiss mercenaries hired by the East India Company (EIC)

1753: Dupleix recalled to France

1756: Beginning of the Seven-Year War between Britain and a Franco-Spanish alliance

1756–7: Bengal revolution against the Nawab Siraj-ud-Daula and Clive’s victory at Palasi (Plassey) inaugurating the British colonial era

1761: Fall of French Pondicherry to the British and capitulation of Lally-Tollendal

1762: Participation of the Madras Army of the EIC in the successful British attack on Manila in the Spanish Philippines

1763: Treaty of Paris bringing the Seven-Year War to an end: Pondicherry restored to France and Manila to Spain

1764: Invention of the spinning jenny by James Hargreaves marks the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in England, with dire long-term consequences for India’s textile industry; victory of Buxar by Major Munro against a coalition of Indian powers

1765: Treaty of Allahabad conferring the diwani in Bengal to the EIC

1767: Return of the Madras sepoys from the Philippines; 100 left behind in Luzon

1770: Start of Indian opium exports to China

1782: Following the French intervention in the War of American Independence, the French landing in South India in alliance with Mysore and the arrival of two Hanoverian regiments in the service of the EIC

1783: Undecisive battle of Cuddalore between the forces of the EIC and the Franco-Mysorean forces; second Treaty of Paris bringing the Franco-British hostilities to an end

1784: Foundation of Georgetown on Penang Island on the Malay coast; made part of the Bengal presidency; foundation of the Asiatic Society by Sir William Jones

1786: Arrival of a third Hanoverian regiment in India

1788: Savoyard Benoît de Boigne becomes commander-in-chief of Maratha ruler Mahaji Sindhia’s army

1789: Publication of William Jones’s English translation of Kalidasa’s play Sakuntala

1791: Publication of Georg Forster’s first German translation of Sakuntala from Jones’s English translation

1792: Departure from India of the Hanoverian regiments

1794: Anglo-American Jay commercial treaty authorising American vessels to call at British Indian ports

1794–6: De Boigne resigns his command and returns to Europe; Frenchman Pierre Perron succeeds him as commander-in-chief of Sindhia’s forces

1795: Arrival in Bengal of Buddhists and Muslims fleeing the occupation of Arakan by the Burmese

1796: British takeover of Dutch Ceylon and the EIC’s purchase of the Swiss De Meuron regiment from the VOC

1798: Ceylon placed under dual administration of the EIC and the British Crown; Tipu Sultan killed at Seringapatam

1801: Indian expeditionary force sent to Egypt to fight the French; re-embarks without having been engaged in combat

1802: Ceylon made a separate Crown colony

1806: Napoleon’s continental blockade leads to collapse of sales of Indian textiles to continental Europe

1808: Publication by Friedrich Schlegel of his treatise ‘On the Wisdom and Language of the Indians’

1809: Occupation of French Rodrigues Island in the Indian Ocean by the EIC’s Bombay Army

1810: Occupation of French islands of Mauritius and Réunion by a partly Indian force

1811: Occupation of Dutch Java and Moluccas by a partly Indian force

1813: Anglo-Dutch treaty on the return of Java and Moluccas to the United Kingdom of the Netherlands; abolition of the monopoly of the EIC on Asian trade inaugurating an era of free trade; beginning of export of British cloth to India

1815: Aborted rising of Indian sepoys in Java and evacuation of the island by the British; end of the Napoleonic Wars

1818: End of the Third Maratha War and establishment of British preponderance in India

1819: Acquisition of Singapore by Sir Stamford Raffles; made part of the Bengal presidency; publication of Arthur Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation

1824: Dutch remaining establishment of Cochin ceded to the EIC in exchange for Bengkulen in Sumatra

1824–6: First Anglo-Burmese War and occupation of Arakan and Tenasserim by a partly Indian force; these provinces are attached to the Bengal presidency

1830: Beginning of the kangani migration of Tamilian agricultural labourers to Ceylon for work on coffee plantations

1833: Abolition of the EIC’s monopoly of the China trade, putting an end to its commercial functions; abolition of slavery in the British empire, leading to manpower shortages in some sugar-producing colonies

1834: Beginning of the emigration of indentured labourers to Mauritius as substitutes for absconding freed African slaves

1835: English replaces Persian as the language of the courts in British India

1838: Suspension of emigration to Mauritius pending the results of an enquiry

1839: Resumption of emigration to Mauritius; end of most restrictions on trading by foreign vessels in British Indian ports; occupation of Aden by a Bombay force

1839–42: First Afghan War and the massacre of Bengal Army sepoys by Afghan tribal insurgents during retreat from Kabul

1841–2: First Opium War between Britain and China and occupation of Hong Kong by a partly Indian force; opium trade made legal in China

1842: Promulgation of the Emigration Act regulating indentured emigration to British colonies

1843: India becomes the largest importer worldwide of British cloth; annexation of Sindh to British India; slavery made illegal in British India

1845: Danish establishments of Serampore and Tranquebar ceded to Britain; beginning of indentured emigration to Trinidad and British Guyana

1845–6: First Anglo-Sikh War and British annexation of part of the Punjab

1848–9: Second Anglo-Sikh War and British annexation of the whole of the Punjab

1849: Final abolition of the British Acts of Navigation: British Indian ports opened to vessels of all nations without restrictions

1851–2: Second Anglo-Burmese War waged by a partly Indian expeditionary force and annexation of Lower Burma to the Bengal presidency

1853: Inauguration of the first railway line

1854: First cotton mill started in Bombay by Parsi merchant Cowasji Davar

1855: First jute mill started in Calcutta by George Acland

1856: Annexation of Oudh; General Service Enlistment Act putting an end to the privilege of the Bengal Army sepoys of serving overseas only on a voluntary basis

1856–7: Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem ‘Brahma’

1857: Beginning of the general anti-British rising known as the Sepoy Mutiny or the First Indian War of Independence

1858: Proclamation of a return to peace by Governor-General Lord Canning; abolition of the EIC and transfer of India to the Crown; Queen Victoria’s proclamation to her new Indian subjects

1859: Actual end to military operations and flight of the last rebels to neighbouring Nepal

1859–60: Indian troops’ participation in the Second Opium War between China and a Franco-British alliance

1860: Beginning of indentured emigration to Natal in South Africa

1861: Franco-British convention on emigration of Indian indentured labour to the French colonies of Réunion, Guadeloupe, Martinique and Guyane; beginning of the American Civil War generates a cotton boom in Western India

1865: End of the American Civil War causes the collapse of the cotton boom

1867: Singapore, Penang and Malacca detached from the Bengal presidency and made a separate colony of the Straits settlements; foundation of Deoband seminary by a group of ulema

1867–8: Abyssinian expedition to free hostages taken by Emperor Theodoros II; the partly Indian force leaves Bombay

1870: Anglo-Dutch convention on emigration of Indian indentured labour to the Dutch South American colony of Surinam

1873: First exports of Indian yarn to China

1875: Foundation of Aligarh Anglo-Muhammedan College by Sir Syed Ahmad Khan

1877: Queen Victoria proclaimed Empress of India in a solemn durbar organised in Delhi by Lord Lytton in the absence of the sovereign

1878: Indian army contingent sent to Malta in connection with a European crisis linked to the Russo-Turkish war; re-embarks after a few months

1879: Beginning of indentured emigration to the Fiji Islands in the South Pacific; the Theosophical Society, founded in New York in 1875, transfers its seat to Adyar near Madras

1879–80: Third Afghan War in which an Indian contingent takes part

1882: Indian troops in Egypt take a major part in the victorious British campaign against U’rabi pasha

1885: First annual session of the Indian National Congress in Bombay

1889: Foundation of the Ahmadiyya sect by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad of Qadian in the Punjab

1893: Gandhi arrives in South Africa to plead in a court case; Swami Vivekananda’s intervention at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago; closure of Indian mints to the free coinage of silver; launching of a direct steamship service between India and Japan

1894: Gandhi decides to stay in South Africa to fight for the rights of Indians in that colony

1895: Beginning of amalgamation of the three ex-Company armies to form a new ‘Indian Army’

1897–8: General rising of tribes on the Northwest Frontier and the ‘Tirah’ campaign leading to re-establishment of a precarious peace

1898: The rupee put on a gold-sterling basis, as the ‘gold standard’ multilateral system of international payments starts operating

1899–1902: Indian force sent to the South African War engaged in logistical operations and not in combat

1900: Massive participation of Indian troops in the Eight Power Expedition against Chinese ‘Boxers’

1901: India’s currency and exchange reserves transferred to London; publication of Rudyard Kipling’s Kim

1902: Final amalgamation of the ex-Company armies into the ‘Indian Army’

1902–4: Indian force sent to Somaliland to fight ‘Mad Mullah’

1904–7: Swadeshi agitation against Lord Curzon’s plan for partition of Bengal combined with a movement for economic self-sufficiency and a boycott of British cloth

1906: Foundation of the Muslim League by a group of Muslim notabilities

1907: Foundation of the Tata Iron & Steel Company (TISCO) with massive sale of shares to the public; anti-Asian riots in Vancouver, Canada and Bellingham, United States; Narayanan Kumaran Asan’s Malayalam poem ‘Veena poovu’

1909: Assassination in London of India Office official Sir Curzon Wyllie by Indian radical student Madanlal Dhingra; publication by Gandhi of his pamphlet ‘Hind Swaraj’

1910: ‘Savarkar affair’: the arrest in Marseilles of fugitive nationalist activist V. D. Savarkar provokes a mini diplomatic crisis between Britain and France

1911: Delhi durbar for the coronation of George V as King-Emperor; inauguration of the TISCO steel mill in Jamshedpur

1912: Bomb attack in Delhi against the convoy of Viceroy Lord Hardinge, leaving the official wounded

1913: Flight to Japan of revolutionary activist Rash Behari Bose; publication in London of Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali in an English version; award of the Nobel Prize for literature to Tagore; Phalke’s film Raja Harishchandra marks the real beginning of Indian cinema

1914: Several Indian expeditionary forces sent to France, Mesopotamia, East Africa and China to assist Britain in military operations against Germany and Turkey

1915: Indian infantry withdrawn from France after suffering 8,000 fatalities and redeployed to Mesopotamia; partial rising of a Muslim regiment in Singapore; Gandhi’s return to India from South Africa and Britain

1916: Indian troops involved in the British defeat at Kut-el-Amara in Mesopotamia: several thousand taken prisoner by the Turks and subjected to deadly forced marches; abolition of indentured emigration; creation of Home Rule Leagues by Annie Besant and B. G. Tilak; Rabindranath Tagore’s visit to Japan

1917: Indian troops implicated in the victorious Mesopotamia campaign and conquest of Baghdad; Asiatic Exclusion Act in the United States, barring entry of Indians

1918: Indian cavalry participates in Allenby’s victorious campaign against the Turks in Palestine; San Francisco conspiracy case in the United States, involving members of the Ghadr Party accused of treason

1919: Unrest in the Punjab and firing on peaceful demonstrators at the Jallianwalla Bagh in Amritsar by troops under the command of general Reginald Dyer; granting of fiscal autonomy to India under the Montagu-Chelmsford political reforms

1920–1: Indian troops play a major role in the repression of the great rising of Shi’a tribes in Southern Iraq

1920–2: Khilafat agitation for the defence of the Islamic Caliphate and a Gandhi-led movement of non-cooperation accompanied by a boycott of British cloth

1921: Opening of Baroda’s picture gallery with a collection of Western paintings

1922: New Indian Emigration Act, following abolition of indenture; exhibition of modern German paintings in Calcutta

1923: United States Supreme Court rejects a claim by an Indian defendant not to be classified as ‘Asiatic’ on account of ‘Aryan’ ancestry, closing the door on Indian immigrants; publication of V. D. Savarkar’s Hindutva

1924: Abolition of Caliphate by Mustapha Kemal’s Turkish Republic; Steel Protection Act introducing differential duties on steel imported from Britain and from foreign countries

1925: Foundation of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) by K. B. Hedgewar; Sikh policemen in Shanghai Municipal Police involved in the shooting of Chinese demonstrators in a May incident

1927: Foundation of Tablighi Jama’at by Muhammad Ilyas

1929: Congress demands full independence for India

1930: Anti-Indian riot in Rangoon, Burma; Civil Disobedience movement in India started by Gandhi-led Salt March

1931: Suspension of Civil Disobedience and Gandhi’s voyage to Britain to participate in a Round Table Conference; on his way back, receives an enthusiastic reception in Egypt

1931–2: ‘Saya San rebellion’ in Lower Burma and killings of Indian moneylenders

1932: Ottawa agreement creating an imperial free trade zone

1932–4: Second phase of the Civil Disobedience movement

1935: Government of India Act introducing a regime of provincial autonomy; foundation of the Reserve Bank of India

1936: Anti-Malayali agitation in Ceylon; Ellis Dungan’s film Sathi Leelavati released in Madras; Franz Osten’s film Achhut Kanya released in Bombay

1937: Separation of Aden and Burma from British India, as a consequence of the Government of India Act of 1935; formation of Congress governments in most provinces

1938: Widespread anti-Indian riots in Burma

1939: India at war with Germany; resignation of Congress governments; George Stevens’s film Gunga Din prohibited in India

1940: Indian troops engaged in North Africa against the Italians; individual campaign of civil disobedience launched by Gandhi to protest India’s participation in the war; passing of the Pakistan resolution by the Muslim League at its Lahore session

1941: Reverses in North Africa for Indian troops against Rommel’s Afrika Korps but major victory against Italians at Keren in Eritrea; Subhas Bose reaches Germany via Afghanistan and the Soviet Union; foundation of Jama’at-i-islami by Mawdudi

1942: Indian troops involved in the British disaster in Malaya and Burma: 60,000 taken prisoner by the Japanese; difficult flight of Indian civilians from Burma to India, thousands dying en route; formation of the Legion of Free India (950th infantry regiment of Wehrmacht) amongst Indian soldiers taken prisoner in North Africa; ‘Quit India’ movement launched by Congress accompanied by mass disturbances and widespread repression

1943: Indian troops take part in the final defeat of Axis forces in North Africa; in Malaya, Subhas Bose, who reached Japan by submarine from Germany, takes command of the Indian National Army (INA) formed amongst Indian prisoners in Japanese camps; becomes head of a Tokyo-based Indian national government

1944: Failed Japanese invasion of Assam in which INA takes part; in Italy, 4th Indian division illustrates itself at the battle of Monte Cassino

1945: Indian Army plays a major role in the liberation of Burma and Malaya from Japanese occupation; Indian troops sent to receive Japanese capitulation in the Dutch East Indies involved in clashes in Surabaya with Indonesian nationalists opposed to the return of the Dutch; in Indochina, Indian troops help the French re-establish control over Saigon and the south of Vietnam; death of Subhas Bose in a plane crash in Taiwan

1946: Widespread evacuation of Indian civilians from territories previously occupied by the Japanese; INA trials in India abandoned; beginning of negotiations for a transfer of power between the British, the Congress and the Muslim League; widespread unrest and communal riots

1947: Independence and partition of British India into the two Dominions of India and Pakistan; massive transfer of population between India and Pakistan accompanied by large-scale massacres; beginning of the first Indo-Pakistan war in Kashmir

1948: Last British troops leave India; Gandhi assassinated by Hindu extremist Nathuram Godse

1949: Ceasefire in Kashmir, leading to de facto division of the ex-princely state between India and Pakistan, division recognised by none of them; anti-Indian riots in Durban, South Africa

1950: Adoption of India’s first plan of economic development, with modest goals; India becomes a republic within the Commonwealth; Le Corbusier put in charge of the Chandigarh project; beginning of large-scale Indian emigration to Britain, taking advantage of the liberal regime for Commonwealth citizens

1951: Raj Kapoor’s film Awaara released

1954: Indian film festival in Moscow attracts massive audiences

1955: Nehru prominent actor in the Bandung Conference as India plays a major role in the creation of the Movement of the Non-Aligned Nations, refusing to side with either camp in the Cold War; launching of a more ambitious second plan of economic development

1956: Satyajit Ray’s film Pather Panchali rewarded at Cannes Film Festival; Dalit leader Dr B. R. Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism

1957: Formation in the State of Kerala of the first democratically elected Communist government in history; Mehboob Khan’s film Mother India released

1959: Anti-Chinese rising in Tibet; flight to India of the Dalai Lama with 50,000 refugees; installation of a Tibetan government-in-exile in Dharamsala; growing tension with China over delimitation of the border; fall of the Communist government in Kerala

1961: Invasion-liberation of the Portuguese enclaves of Goa, Daman and Diu

1962: Nationalisation of trade by Burma’s military regime and departure of many Indian traders; brief border war between India and China; India defeated, but Chinese evacuation of most occupied territory leads to de facto re-establishment of statu quo ante; new immigration regulations in Britain provoke a fall in Indian emigration

1964: Death of Nehru to whom succeeds Lal Bahadur Shastri; foundation of Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP); Wismar massacre in British Guyana targeting local Indians; Communist Party of India’s (CPI) split and formation of the rival Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPIM)

1965: Second Indo-Pakistan war, turning to India’s advantage; abolition of immigration quotas in the United States leads to beginning of significant Indian emigration

1966: Death of Shastri during Soviet-sponsored Indo-Pakistani peace talks in Tashkent; he is succeeded by Nehru’s daughter Indira Gandhi; completion of the building of Chandigarh

1967: Naxalbari rising in West Bengal organised by dissident Maoists of the CPM

1969: Following a large-scale riot between Hindus and Muslims in Ahmedabad, India is not admitted to the Organization of Islamic Cooperation at its founding Rabat conference; Indians targeted in massive race riots in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; formation of the Maoist Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) (CPIML) under the leadership of Charu Mazumdar

1970: VHP expands abroad

1971: Third Indo-Pakistan War and liberation of Bangladesh, preceded by the signing of an Indo-Soviet Friendship Treaty; Naxalites’ turn to urban terrorism in Calcutta and repression of the movement

1972: Expulsion of Asians from Uganda by Idi Amin

1973: Beginning of mass Indian emigration to Perso-Arabic Gulf countries following a steep increase in oil prices and the launching of large-scale construction projects

1974: India announces a successful nuclear essay; Indian Institute of Management in Ahmedabad designed by Louis Kahn completed

1975: Emergency rule established by Indira Gandhi

1977: Congress loses power to a broad coalition of opponents called the Janata Party

1980: Return of Indira Gandhi to power, following the break-up of the Janata Party; Hindu nationalists form the Bharatya Janata Party (BJP)

1981: Publication of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight Children marks the beginning of a boom in Indian literature in English

1984: Following an army assault against the Sikh Golden Temple in Amritsar, assassination of Indira Gandhi by two of her Sikh bodyguards; she is succeeded by her son Rajiv Gandhi; anti-Sikh riots in Delhi

1987: Disastrous intervention of an Indian Peacekeeping Force in the conflict in Sri Lanka between the government and the Tamil separatists of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE); beginning of the Indian exodus from Fiji, following political upset

1988: First legitimate Indian edition of Hitler’s Mein Kampf; the book becomes a bestseller

1990: Massive evacuation of Indians from Kuwait following Iraqi invasion

1991: Launch of major economic reforms linked to a liberalisation drive; assassination of ex-prime minister Rajiv Gandhi by the Tamil Tigers

1992: Ramjanmabhoomi agitation for construction of a Ram temple over the site of a mosque known as Babri Masjid in the town of Ayodhia; the mosque is razed by Hindu activists, provoking a spate of riots that extend outside India

1993: Massive bomb outrages in Bombay, linked to figures of the local Muslim underground

1998: Electoral victory of a BJP-led coalition at Lok Sabha elections does not lead to formation of a stable government; India officially declares itself a nuclear power; Tamil film Muthu with Rajinikanth a box-office success in Japan

1999: Second victory of the BJP-led coalition that forms a government under Atul Behari Vajpayee; ‘Kargil war’, confrontation between Indian and Pakistani armies on a Himalayan glacier



Glossary
	Advaita Vedanta,
	Hindu school of philosophy, non-dualist

	Ajlaf,
	plebeian, non-noble (opposite of ashraf)

	Ahimsa,
	absolute non-violence (derived from Jainism)

	Akhlaq,
	ethics, a genre of prescriptive Islamic literature

	Alim,
	(plur. ulema), Muslim theologian

	Arrang,
	weavers’ village, created by the EIC to keep weavers under close supervision

	Ashraf,
	noble

	Bania,
	Hindu of a trading caste (Gujarati Vani)

	Batta,
	prize money (in the army)

	Bhadralok,
	(Bengali), the respectable classes of society

	Bibi,
	native woman, Indian mistress (of Europeans)

	Bidi,
	Indian hand-made cigarette

	Dangars,
	term applied in the nineteenth century to tribal populations of Bihar

	Dar’al’ulum,
	(Arabic), seminary, where the Islamic sciences are taught

	Dastan,
	Perso-Arabic narrative mode

	Dharma,
	socio-cosmic order, by extension the Hindu religion

	Dhoti,
	piece of Indian man’s clothing

	Dhow,
	kind of sailboat used by Indian and Arab sailors

	Din,
	faith, by extension religion

	Diwani,
	(Persian), right to collect taxes and exercise civil justice

	Dukawalla,
	shopkeeper (in East Africa)

	Fatka,
	futures trading

	Firinghi,
	‘Frank’, by extension applied to all Europeans

	Ghee,
	clarified butter, which purifies foods cooked in it

	Habshi,
	literally Abyssinian, applies to all Africans in India

	Hawala,
	Arabic equivalent of hundi (q.v.)

	Hijrah,
	transgender person

	Hundi,
	Indian bill of exchange

	Itihas,
	history, narrative mode

	Jagir,
	land grant

	Japonisme,
	craze for things Japanese in the West

	Jats,
	a North Indian peasant caste, whose members can be Sikh, Hindu or Muslim. Most Khalsa (q.v.) Sikhs belong to that caste

	Jawan,
	literally youth, private in the post-independence Indian army

	Jawi Peranakan,
	Indian Muslims of the Straits settlements having adopted Malay language and culture

	Jemadar,
	intermediary involved in military recruitment

	Kala pani,
	the ‘black waters’, i.e. the sea, the crossing of which is taboo for high caste Hindus

	Kangani,
	(Tamil), overseer, term applied to a migration system from Tamil Nadu to Ceylon and Malaya

	Kavya,
	poetics of Sanskrit theatre

	Khadi,
	handmade cloth

	Khalsa,
	Sikh brotherhood founded by the 10th Guru Gobind Singh, whose members are baptised and observe a certain number of prescriptions and prohibitions

	Koro,
	(Fijian), indigenous village

	Lascar,
	Indian sailor

	Madrasa,
	Islamic school

	Maistry,
	artisan, term applied to system of migration from India to Burma

	Maktab,
	(Arabic), elementary school

	Mamluk,
	military slave in Islamic societies, by extension system of military recruitment

	Mansabdar,
	holder of mansab in the Mughal empire, indicating rank in the administrative and military hierarchy

	Memsahib,
	European woman

	Mimamsa,
	Hindu school of philosophy

	Mleccha,
	impure, non-Hindu

	Mofussil,
	the country outside the capital cities

	Munshi,
	preceptor (of Persian)

	Nanakpanthis,
	disciples of Guru Nanak, term applied to Sikhs not baptised in the Khalsa

	Nautch,
	dance as practised by dancing girls, aristocratic entertainment

	Nyaya,
	Hindu system of logics

	Pukka,
	solid, stone house

	Purbiya,
	‘Easterner’, applies to infantry soldiers recruited from the Eastern Gangetic area

	Purdah,
	literally ‘curtain’, by extension the woman’s apartment where non-family males are not admitted; by extension seclusion of women

	Qissa,
	Perso-Arabic mode of narration

	Rangaku,
	(Japanese), ‘Dutch science’, study of Europe encouraged by Tokugawa shoguns

	Sadr-amin,
	sub-judge in the EIC judiciary

	Sardar,
	overseer (on plantation)

	Satyagraha,
	(Sanskrit), literally truth force, term invented by Gandhi to signify non-violent resistance

	Saudagar raja,
	(Malay), royal merchant, attached to courts of Malay sultans

	Sepoy,
	(from Persian sipahi, cavalry soldier), Indian soldier trained and clothed in the European fashion

	Shakti,
	supernatural power

	Shari’ya,
	Islamic law

	Shuddi,
	reconversion to Hinduism of Muslims, an Arya Samajist practice

	Subadar,
	highest grade for Indian non-commissioned officer in the Company army

	Swadeshi,
	of the country (as opposed to Videshi, foreign), movement preaching economic self-sufficiency and the banning of import of foreign manufactures

	Swaraj,
	self-rule (Poorna Swaraj, total independence)

	Tariqa,
	Sufi brotherhood

	Topasse,
	from Hindustani dobashi, interpreter, term used for Indo-Portuguese mercenaries serving in armies of Indian rulers and European companies

	Vilayat,
	Europe and more specifically Britain

	Yavana,
	(‘Ionian’), term applied to non-Hindu foreigners in ancient and medieval India

	Zawiya,
	Sufi lodge
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Map of India’s Global Connections, 1750–2000


Introduction
This book is not a standard history of India. It does not present a connected narrative of India’s historical trajectory between 1750 and 2000; a different agenda is at work here. Writing a global history of India is a project that is not simply a concession to current fashion. Indian historiography is riddled with controversies that often have their origins in the difficulty of locating India’s history in a broader canvas. One of India’s finest historians, Ashin Das Gupta, is reported as saying: ‘[W]ithout going out of India, one cannot explain India.’1 As a corollary, one could argue that without coming into India, it is impossible to explain the world outside India. Both these assumptions guide the writing of this book.
Some Methodological Remarks
There is an apparent contradiction between seeking a global approach to history on the one hand and focusing on one specific country or region, whatever its size, on the other. ‘Global’ historians generally tend either to deal with spaces that are larger than one country, particularly maritime spaces,2 or to engage with specific time periods.3 There is clearly no set formula for writing ‘globally’ about one specific region.
While it is easier to justify writing a global history of India rather than, say, of Liechtenstein, the question is not primarily one of size. Global history refers to a methodology rather than to a specific spatiality. There is, however, no consensus as to what exactly this methodology is, and there are many different ways of writing global history, as underlined in a recent book by Diego Olstein (2014). One possible approach is through comparison. A global comparative approach has been advocated by Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) with his project of ‘provincialisation’ of Europe. Through a critique of mainstream liberal and Marxist historiographies that suggest that Europe’s historical trajectory towards bourgeois capitalist modernity is the common future of mankind, the author advances the idea of a possible different outcome through a case study of colonial Bengal. The problem, as recognised by Chakrabarty himself, is that this requires the construction of a ‘hyper-real’ Europe in a manner that tends to obscure the messy and random nature of the European historical experience. In this book, I shall make use of an alternative approach, that of connected histories. Drawing some general inspiration from Sanjay Subrahmanyam’s (2005) seminal work, I seek to explore the multiple connections that linked the region known now as ‘India’ to other regions of the world over the period 1750–2000 and to draw attention to the ways in which these connections shaped India as well as shaping these other regions, as in a game of mirrors. Although the connection to Europe assumed special importance during the 1765–1947 period of colonial domination over India, it never erased other connections. Some, like the connections to the Islamic world or to South-East Asia, had been crucial in an earlier period. Others, linking India with China, Japan, North America and different parts of Africa, became also significant during the colonial era. Drawing on the fact that India occupied an essential place in the history of the British Empire, authors such as Thomas Metcalf (2007a), Donald Anthony Low (1991), Christopher Bayly (1989) and David Washbrook (2012) have been able to contribute significantly to a ‘new imperial history’ that treats the Empire as polycentric. In this book, however, while acknowledging the importance of this body of work, I aim to go beyond an imperial framework. The world is the background against which this global history of India is written because India’s history at different moments impinged upon the history of the world in significant ways; at other times, the reverse was true.

The Meaning of ‘India’
‘India’ itself was a constantly changing notion, not strictly bound by the facts of geography. As the global historical context changed, so did the meaning of ‘India’. Underpinning this work is also the idea that we cannot assume the ‘India’ as it could be thought of circa 1750 to be the same ‘India’ at the threshold of the twenty-first century. Nor is this primarily because of the 1947 Partition of British India between the two successor states of India and Pakistan, although the Partition has undoubtedly added to the complexity of the question. By the mid-eighteenth century, ‘India’ (a term used by outsiders rather than by the inhabitants of the subcontinent, who preferred the terms ‘Bharat’ or ‘Hindustan’) did not refer to a territory with clearly defined borders. For the Portuguese, the ‘Estado da Indià’, that fragile colonial construction by then more than two centuries old, extended from Mozambique in East Africa (administered from Goa till 1752) to Macau in China and Timor in the Indonesian archipelago. For the British East India Company (EIC), from the time of its foundation in 1600 till the mid-eighteenth century, its Indian domain started at the island of Saint-Helena off the coast of Africa and extended all the way to the island of Pulo Condor off the coast of Vietnam (Stern 2011). For the Portuguese and the English as well as for the Dutch, East India, or the East Indies, as it was often known, referred primarily to a maritime space in which they held only a few scattered establishments on land. The land-based Timurid (Mughal) emperors of Delhi, although reduced since Nadir Shah’s invasion of 1739 to a pathetic rump, well epitomised a few years later by the sarcastic verse ‘from Delhi to Palam [today an area of Delhi] is the kingdom of Shah Alam’, for their part still lay claim to their ancestral homeland in Central Asia as well as to Kabul in present-day Afghanistan. Their Hindustan had no definite borders either. From an economic perspective, hundis (sorts of bills of exchange underwritten by various powerful communities of Indian bankers) circulated across an immense space, both continental and maritime, extending from the heart of Russia all the way to Malacca on the eponymous Straits, as well as reaching to Oman and Zanzibar on the western rim of that Ocean known as ’Indian’, the only one of the three oceans to derive its name from a particular land area (although its naming as ‘Indian’ seems to be a contribution of nineteenth-century European geographers). These fragile pieces of paper, undecipherable by the non-initiated but easily convertible into any currency, defined an ‘India of credit’ that was much more extended than any territorially bound India.
‘India’ circa 1750, we can easily infer, meant different things to different people, and not only in terms of space. While it would be fatuous to claim that we know what it meant to its ‘ordinary’ inhabitants, who left no written traces of their thoughts, its elites harboured contrasted visions of it. To those Europeans who came mostly to trade, in increasing numbers, but also to fight in the service of their countries or of indigenous rulers as mercenaries, it was a land of opportunity where one could hope to make a fortune but also a land of dangers, with its fever-prone climate to which they succumbed so easily and its tiger-infested jungles. They felt as a rule no attachment to it and thought of themselves as ‘birds of passage’, even if some of them had acquired a degree of familiarity with its languages and its cultures, often through the forging of intimate relationships with local women. One category of Europeans with considerable local knowledge were the Christian missionaries, both Catholic and Protestant: they were few, but some made their mark, like the Italian Jesuit Costanzo Gioseffo Beschi (1680–1747), known in Tamil as Viramamunivar, ‘The Great Heroic Sage’, for his significant contribution to Tamil belles-lettres (Ebeling and Trento 2018). Barring exceptional cases like that of Beschi, Europeans, whatever their nationality, were seen by the locals in an undifferentiated manner as Firinghis (‘Franks’), a term with a definitely dismissive connotation. Although the same locals did not shrink from having business deals with them, they were somehow wary of deeper entanglements. To the Muslims, often recent immigrants or descendants of immigrants, who ruled most of its states and had a dominant presence in most of its cities, Hindustan was definitely a part of the Islamic world: the numerous tombs of Sufi saints that dotted the landscape gave it even a degree of sanctity, although the powerful presence of non-Muslims lurking everywhere was viewed as problematic. These elite Muslims, known as ashraf (noble) to distinguish them from the plebeian ajlaf, also saw India as a land of opportunity, but they varied widely in their degree of attachment to it and in their level of proficiency in its languages, although a shift had started amongst them in the eighteenth century from the exclusive use of Persian as court and literary language to a partial use of varieties of Urdu, a local language. As to the non-Muslim elites, the Brahmins and Rajputs who occupied the topmost position in the Hindu caste system, even though they were not yet commonly known under the appellation of ‘Hindus’, they entertained different ideas of its sanctity, focused around certain rivers, above all the Ganges, and certain cities, of which Benares was the holiest. Their linguistic register was varied, encompassing the ancient Sanskrit language, different vernaculars as well as Persian, in which many of them were proficient. Their perception of that sacred land’s relationship to the outside world remains a little-researched topic. A frequently invoked topos is that of the religious taboo on the crossing of the kala pani, the ‘black waters’, that is, the sea (and the Indus River beyond Attock in present-day Pakistan). Those who crossed it were supposed to lose their caste and had to undergo costly rituals to be reintegrated into society. The taboo attached mostly to members of the upper castes; it never prevented traders from travelling all over the world. It remains therefore a matter of dispute how constraining it was. One thing is sure, however: for Hindus, travelling abroad entailed confronting daily problems regarding ritual purity, particularly in matters of food. There was also the problem that, in case they died on foreign soil, cremation was often not possible, being prohibited in many Christian and Muslim lands, and Brahmins being rarely present to perform the necessary rituals. This may explain that non-Hindus such as Muslims, Zoroastrians (Parsis) and Christians were often disproportionately represented in the ranks of the expatriates. How did inhabitants of the rest of the world interact with India and Indians? Before the era of mass travel, which started in the 1960s, most of them knew India only through texts and images, more rarely through contacts with travelling Indians. A whole imaginary of India existed in different parts of the world, the exploration of which has generated a considerable body of scholarship. European ‘orientalism’, a hotly disputed topic in the wake of scholar Edward Saïd’s seminal contribution, will be treated as one specific modality of this imaginary.
Two and a half centuries later, in a world of nation-states with clearly defined borders they guarded jealously, ‘India’ is generally understood as referring to the ‘Republic of India’, the post-colonial state born of the Partition of British India in 1947. This is also the choice made in this book: it has been decided, for pragmatic reasons, not to deal with the global histories of Pakistan and Bangladesh, which were parts of British India but followed separate trajectories after the 1947 Partition. At the beginning of the third millennium, India – that outwardly powerful state, the second largest in the world in terms of population, the fourth in terms of military forces, the sixth or seventh in terms of the size of its economy (calculated at purchasing power parity) – was embroiled in border disputes with two of its neighbours, Pakistan, against which it had waged three wars between 1948 and 1971, the latest ending with the partition of Pakistan and the creation of Bangladesh, and China, to which it had disastrously lost a short war in 1962. While the borders with these two countries may have been contested on the ground, with occasional skirmishes taking place, India lay claim to all the contested territories and prohibited the maps that did not recognise its claims. Such an attitude revealed deep underlying anxieties about security and the place of India in the post-Cold War ‘global disorder’. The ‘global India’ of 2000, defined also by its participation in an increasingly globalised economy after several decades of relative economic isolationism, and the existence of an extended diaspora, had little to do with the ‘global India’ of 1750, caught in a moment of transition between old and new empires.

Global India before 1750
We are at the outset faced with a paradox: while there is plenty of evidence to suggest that the region which is now known as India was connected in various ways, by land and by sea, to different regions of Asia and Africa from the earliest historical times, the dominant Brahmanical culture that flourished on the subcontinent never acknowledged the fact; even less did it produce a coherent xenology, that is, an understanding of the world outside India and the inhabitants of that world. Occasional allusions are found in literary texts to the visits of foreign traders: thus, some of the 2,381 poems of the corpus known as the Tamil Sangam literature, composed between 300 BCE and 300 CE, evoke the ships of the Yavanas (Ionians) Yavanas, the Greek sailors the Greek sailors who, in Roman times, between circa 116 BCE and 300 CE, made annual voyages from the Egyptian shores of the Red Sea to the port of Muziris on the coast of Kerala, bringing pottery and wines from the Mediterranean and returning laden with the productions of India and China, including silks and cottons. Their voyages are otherwise known to us through the famous Periplus of the Erythrean Sea (c.30–70 CE), a navigation treatise in Greek compiled in Alexandria which gives a detailed description of the routes and the ports (Huntingford 2017), and through an often-quoted text in which Latin author Pliny the Ancient (30–79 CE) deplored the haemorrhage of sesterces (units of Roman currency) caused to the Roman Empire by this Indian trade (Travilian 2015). Following the closure of the route by the Axumites of Eritrea around 300 CE, that ancient link was forgotten in India as well as in Europe and rediscovered only recently. More surprisingly, Alexander the Great’s raid into the Punjab and the victory his army gained over the elephants of a local sovereign on the banks of the river Hydaspes (Jhelum) in 326 BCE, an event much celebrated in the literatures of the ancient and medieval world, failed to gain any notice from Sanskrit authors in India. The pull of Brahmanical ideology and of its belief in the unique sacredness of the land of Bharat, which was conceived of as an island surrounded on all sides by the lands of the Mleccha (impure, non-Hindus), proved stronger than historical realities.
In the period between 800 and 1500 CE, however, Indians – Hindus as well as Muslims – travelled widely in search of trade: the presence of Indian traders in Arabia is attested since at least the ninth century CE (Wink 1990), and the ruins of a fourteenth-century Hindu temple have been excavated in the South Chinese port of Quanzhou (also known as Zaitun), testimony to the presence of an active community of traders from South India in the South China Sea, much beyond the Straits of Malacca (Chen and Lombard 2000). The great Ming naval expeditions of admiral Zheng Ho of the early fifteenth century touched Calicut in Kerala, but direct trading relations with China seem to have ceased after 1433. In the fifteenth century, the port of Cambay in Gujarat was a major hub of trade whose linkages reached across the entire Indian Ocean. Tomé Pires, the Portuguese author of the early-sixteenth-century Suma Oriental, famously wrote that Cambay extended two arms, one towards Aden and the other towards Malacca (Cortesao 1944). In the late fifteenth century, Gujarati traders stood at the heart of a kind of thalassocracy, meaning that they had a dominant position in maritime trade in most of the Indian Ocean; only the arrival of the Portuguese fleets after 1498 put an end to it. Nor was Indian commercial enterprise limited to the sea-routes: in Central Asia, the English traveller Anthony Jenkinson met Indian merchants in Bukhara (Buxoro in present-day Uzbekistan) circa 1550 and testified to their dominance of the local market for textiles (Morgan 1886). An active caravan trade linked Northern India with Central Asia across Afghanistan and Iran and even extended into Russia, where Astrakhan, a port on the Caspian Sea, was home to a thriving Indian merchant community in the first half of the seventeenth century. Regarding that trade, American historian Stephen Dale has talked of an ‘Indian world-economy’, which might be an exaggeration but has the merit of drawing attention to the extended reach of trading networks from India (Dale 1994). Worth mentioning also is that Muslim traders from Surat are known to have started regular voyages to Guangzhou (Canton) in Southern China from 1698, thus renewing an old link.
The most important commodity that Indian traders dealt in was cotton textiles. While India had the benefit of an abundant supply of the raw material, its global prominence in the trade in cotton textiles was mostly owing to the superiority of the dyeing and finishing techniques its artisans had been perfecting since the thirteenth century (Gittinger 1982). Printing, painting and pencilling were widely practised by them and gave added value even to ordinary cloth, as consumers all over the world were attracted to the unique designs and colours of Indian-produced textiles, which often supplemented locally produced cloth. Indian cloth was not only appreciated for its utility; it often had ritual and political significance, too, particularly in South-East Asia, which was probably its largest foreign market.
In South-East Asia, the connections with India were not only commercial: across the region, epigraphic sources in different Indian languages reveal a widespread circulation of Brahmins and craftsmen from the subcontinent over a period of several centuries, resulting in a process often characterised as the ‘Hinduisation’ of the area. This term is now contested, but in the late nineteenth century it gave rise amongst Indian literati to the myth of a ‘Greater India’ (Susan Bayly 2004). The magnificent temples of Angkor Wat in Cambodia and Borobodur and Prambanan in Java testify to the direct impact of Indian architectural models, even though Hinduism as a religion survived only on the tiny island of Bali and in a very idiosyncratic form. Another index of lasting Indian cultural influence in the region is the high degree of Sanskritisation of most regional languages, a legacy of the existence of what Sheldon Pollock called the ‘Sanskrit cosmopolis’ of the 300–1300 CE period (Pollock 2006). Most important globally was the spread of the Buddha’s message from India to Ceylon, Burma, Thailand, Central Asia, Tibet, Mongolia, China, Korea and Japan, although Indian Buddhist missionaries did not venture farther than China, and Buddhism practically disappeared in India itself. Islam also came to South-East Asia partly through the agency of Indian traders and religious scholars. Apart from religious doctrines, Indian literary texts also travelled widely: versions of the great Sanskrit epic Ramayana exist in all major South-East Asian languages. The Chola rulers of Tamil Nadu (a region of South India) even mounted a naval expedition towards Sumatra and the Straits of Malacca circa 1025 CE (Kulke 2009), a rare instance of projection of military force from India towards its neighbourhood: ancient and medieval Indian states did not as a rule seek territorial expansion beyond the subcontinent, whose legendary wealth tended on the contrary to attract potential invaders from poorer lands. India was exposed to repeated invasions from the west and the northwest by land (through the famous Khyber Pass) and by sea. While early invaders such as the Kushans and the Huns did not have a durable impact, the rise of Islamic empires was to have a profound long-term influence on India’s historical trajectory: the western borderland of Sindh was conquered by a naval expedition sent by the Arab Umayyads as early as in the eighth century CE, and the Northern Indian heartland in its turn was exposed from the end of the tenth century CE to the repeated land incursions of the Turkic peoples from Central Asia, resulting in the late-twelfth/early-thirteenth-century Ghurid conquest and the foundation of the sultanate of Delhi. The end of the fourteenth century saw the brief but devastating invasion by Timur (also known as Tamerlane), the memory of which was used by his descendants, who called themselves Timurids but are known mostly as Mughals, to lay claim to Hindustan in the early sixteenth century after they had been chased out of their Central Asian domain by the rising Uzbek power. In the meantime, taking advantage of the decline of the Delhi sultanate, Afghan warlords had been carving kingdoms for themselves in Northern India: Babur, the first Mughal emperor (r. 1526–30), and his son Humayun (r. 1530–40, 1555–6) had to fight them for several decades before they eventually prevailed, laying the foundation for Akbar to create an Indian empire of formidable proportions. In the Deccan, an ephemerous empire known as Bahmanid had given way in the late fifteenth century to five sultanates that were ruled by Muslims, some of whom hailed from Iran and were Shi’a, while others came from East Africa and Central Asia and were Sunni.
At the end of the fifteenth century, a new kind of foreigners – the Portuguese, from one of Europe’s smallest kingdoms – made a surprise landing in Calicut (present-day Kozhikode) on the west coast and tried to insert themselves by force into the profitable trade in Kerala pepper, which had been dominated since the twelfth century by the Venetians operating in conjunction with Indian, Arab and Iranian traders. They reopened the maritime route through the Red Sea, which had been closed since the fourth century, and supplemented it with a land route followed by caravans. The Portuguese voyages, starting with Vasco de Gama’s expedition of 1497–8 (Subrahmanyam 1997), were a direct outcome of the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), which, following Columbus’s voyage of 1492, had, under the auspices of the papacy, divided the ‘world to discover’ between the two Iberian monarchies of Spain and Portugal according to an imaginary line. The Portuguese were free to follow the route east of the Cape of Good Hope, recognised in 1488 by Bartolomeu Dias. The lure of the profits to be gained from the spice trade undoubtedly figured high in the Portuguese Crown’s calculations. A powerful supplementary incentive had been the desire to strike at the Mamluk sultanate of Egypt, which had established its control over the maritime route in the fifteenth century. The Mamluks were then the greatest Muslim power and King Manuel I of Portugal (r. 1495–1521) was inspired by the dream of a reconquest of Jerusalem from the Muslims. He placed great hopes in an alliance with the Christian kingdom of the elusive Priest John, who was in fact the Christian ruler of Ethiopia, but was thought to have his seat in India where there was only a small community of Syrian Christians in Kerala. Hence the answer given (in Castilian) by a sailor of Vasco’s fleet to the two Tunis merchants he met on his landing in Calicut in May 1498: when they asked what the Portuguese had come in search of, he replied, ‘Christians and spices’.4 Despite using brute force at sea in a way that was unprecedented in the region, the Portuguese never actually managed to establish a monopoly over the spice trade; rather, the Venetians, in conjunction with the rising Ottoman power, maintained their significant position in it till the end of the sixteenth century. The Portuguese did, however, open up a direct maritime route between Europe and Asia round the Cape of Good Hope. This became widely used and integrated India into a global trading circuit: thus it was that, while on its way to India in 1500, the second Portuguese fleet of Pedro Alvares Cabral, blown off course by strong winds west of the Cape Verde islands, struck the coast of Brazil. For several decades, the Portuguese fleets on the maritime route known as the ‘Carreira da Indià’ called at Bahia en route between Lisbon and Goa.
The quasi-concomitance of the arrivals of the Portuguese (1498) and the Mughals (1526), although fortuitous, had the consequence of placing India at the crossroads of two major maritime routes linking Europe with Asia by way of Africa, and at the heart of a rivalry between Christian and Islamic empires for supremacy in Eurasia, especially after the Crowns of Portugal and Spain had been joined in 1580 (and for sixty years) under the same sovereign. In spite of its maritime weakness (but the Portuguese naval threat had been diminished by the entry of the Dutch and the English into the Indian Ocean), India, partly unified under Mughal rule, became an important participant in an emerging world political order. It was a kind of ‘global’ power capable of holding its own, whose sovereign, the ‘Grand Mogol’, was recognised by the European chanceries as being of equal status to the ‘Grand Seigneur’ (the Ottoman Sultan) and ‘His Catholic Majesty’ (the King of Spain and Portugal) and in an exalted position vis-à-vis his immediate neighbour the ‘Grand Soufi’ (the Safavid ruler of Persia).
While it could muster impressive armies, thanks to the existence of a vast reservoir of armed peasants available for service in the infantry, Mughal India’s status as a great power was largely owing to its economic weight. Apart from the wealth generated by the control of a fertile and densely populated rural Gangetic hinterland which yielded a bounty in taxes, the annexations of Gujarat and Bengal at the end of the sixteenth century added two economic powerhouses, although Bengal’s textile industry had not yet reached its maximum level of development. By the end of the seventeenth century, India could be said to have become the true ‘workshop of the world’, its textiles, known generically as ‘calicoes’ (from Calicut) or ‘indiennes’, circulating across the four continents of the then known universe. As India bought little from Europe, besides some woollens and wines, the deficit in the trade balance was largely plugged with specie (precious metals). Consequently, part of the production of the American silver mines of Potosi and Mexico, as well as of the Japanese silver mines (till the Tokugawa shogunate forbade the export circa 1660), ended up in India. One channel through which the silver reached India was the Dutch in Yemen: they paid for the Mocha coffee in silver piastres with which the local Yemeni traders in turn purchased cloth brought from Gujarat. Gujarati traders carried the piastres to Surat, a port under Mughal sovereignty, which had replaced Cambay as the main hub of the trade of the western Indian Ocean. Another circuit was through the ‘Manila galleon’, which twice a year brought a cargo of Mexican silver from Acapulco in Mexico to Spanish Manila, in the Philippines, across the Pacific (Giraldez 2015). There, some of it was exchanged for Chinese silks and Indian cottons destined for the markets of Spanish America, while Chinese merchants carried the remainder to Macau, whence part of it was sent to Goa. Eventually a lot of this silver found its way into the mints of the Mughal Empire and served to underwrite the Mughal currency, contributing to the prosperity of the Empire. Contrary to a widespread idea, India was thus an important participant in the world economy even before the advent of colonialism.
At the level of ideas, India entered the intellectual horizon of Europeans in a significant way in the seventeenth century, while the reverse was less true, an asymmetry which would have significant long-term consequences. In the sixteenth century, interest in India had been largely confined to the Portuguese, and to a lesser extent the Italians. Portuguese texts, a rich corpus in which were found some remarkable descriptions of the country and its inhabitants, the most famous being Duarte Barbosa’s Livro with its detailed picture of Kerala’s society, did not, however, have a very wide circulation in Europe as the print industry of that small country did not diffuse much outside its borders. Some of these texts were known through Italian collections, like the Navigationi et Viaggi published in Venice in 1550–9 by Giovanni Ramusio, but their circulation remained relatively limited. Things changed in the seventeenth century when French and English authors entered the fray, supported by powerful print industries in their respective countries (and in the Netherlands). Thus, the account by French doctor and philosopher François Bernier (1620–88), a member of an influential intellectual circle in Paris, of his travels in India at the time of the accession to the Mughal throne of Emperor Aurangzeb, published in Amsterdam in 1669 (Bernier 1969), became a bestseller that did a lot to popularise the notion of ‘oriental despotism’. English playwright John Dryden (1631–1700) even made Aurangzeb the central character of a tragedy that was staged in London in 1675 (Beaurline and Bowers 1967).
On the Mughal side, Emperors Akbar (r. 1556–1605) and Jahangir (r. 1605–27) welcomed Jesuit embassies at their court and allowed the Fathers to take part in debates with representatives of Indian religions, but their knowledge of Europe remained second-hand as they did not send embassies there. The absence of a print culture in India was a major obstacle to the dissemination of knowledge beyond small court circles. Mughal India’s most significant external connections therefore remained those with the rest of the Islamic world, particularly with Iran, Afghanistan and Central Asia. There was a regular stream of migration from these lands towards India: Iranians, Afghans and ‘Turanians’ (Central Asians) were attracted by India’s wealth and the numerous opportunities for employment at the Mughal court for literate Muslims. Many of these men gained prominent positions at the court at diverse moments. The Persian language, which was the language of the court as well as the major literary language, was a powerful link between Mughal India and that part of the Islamic world where it was dominant. It also served in relations with the Ottoman Empire, where Persian, although second to Turkish and Arabic, was in widespread use amongst literati. Mughals and Ottomans, as two major Sunni-dominated empires, had significant political and commercial relations, by-passing Shi’a-ruled Persia. Even in South-East Asia, Persian had a foothold in Arakan (Rakhine in present-day Myanmar) and Siam (Thailand), and this helped in nurturing relations across the Bay of Bengal. Mughal India was a major participant in a Persian-speaking ecumene that covered a large part of Asia.
Outside that ecumene, however, the Mughals had no regular relations with China, and appear not to have known much about Korea and Japan. In these countries, similarly, little was known about India, despite the Indian deities and the Sanskrit language having found their way there in the wake of the spread of Mahayana Buddhism. Indeed, the earliest known printed book was a Chinese translation of the Sanskrit Buddhist text known as the Diamond Sutra, done in 868 CE, but in later times knowledge of Sanskrit in China declined. A Chinese novel published in 1579, largely based on the account of Admiral Zheng Ho’s voyages of the early fifteenth century, testified to a vision of India in which fact was mixed with fantasy. As shown by Matthew Mosca (2013), official Chinese views of India remained characterised by a degree of confusion and uncertainty till the mid-eighteenth century. The same author, however, mentions a Chinese text written in 1724 by a Muslim author that took note of the existence of a powerful Muslim state in India. In Japan, where Buddhism had come via China and Korea, knowledge of India was also fuzzy. Nevertheless, an actual connection between India and that country was established at the end of the sixteenth century through the agency of Portuguese Christian missionaries such as the famous Saint Francis Xavier. In 1583, four Japanese catechists stopped in Goa on their way to Rome, the first Japanese to have landed on Indian soil. Japanese rulers were even deceived by Portuguese propaganda into believing that India was under Portuguese domination, and India was thus included in warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s (Berry 1982) 1591 plan for the conquest of the world (he did not, however, make it further than Korea). At a later stage, Japanese knowledge about India was part of rangaku, the ‘Dutch science’ encouraged by the Tokugawa shoguns, following the restriction of the foreign presence in Japan to the small Dutch establishment of Deshima in Nagasaki Bay (Goodman 2013). Dutch sources were supplemented by occasional testimonies of other foreigners, such as that of the captured Italian Jesuit Giovanni Battista Sidotti (1668–1714): those found their way into a major compilation by a Tokugawa official, Arai Hakuseki’s seyio kibun (‘Book of the West’) (1715). In it were included some snippets of information about Mughal India, as well as about some of the European coastal establishments.
Circa 1750, India’s ‘global’ connections were far from insignificant. Apart from a widespread presence of literati and warriors from different parts of the Islamic world, the subcontinent was home to active communities of foreign merchants. One could talk of a ‘cosmopolitan’ India, but it certainly did not encompass the entire subcontinent. Vast areas of the Indian hinterlands remained largely unaffected by phenomena of long-distance circulation. The coastal areas were naturally the most involved in these connections, but they were also important for the Northern borderlands, whence caravans departed annually for the interior of Asia. The most cosmopolitan places in India were undoubtedly the settlements of the Dutch, British and French commercial companies, in which small groups of expatriate merchants mingled with a much larger group of local merchants and intermediaries of all kinds. There, different European and Asian languages could be heard, although a kind of Portuguese sabir often served as a lingua franca. Churches stood close to mosques and Hindu temples, serving the spiritual needs of the expatriates as well as of a small population of local converts to Christianity. The largest of these settlements, British Madras (present-day Chennai) and Calcutta (present-day Kolkata), French Pondicherry (present-day Puducherry) and Dutch Cochin (present-day Kochi) constituted kinds of ‘micro-states’ with their small garrisons, municipal institutions and courts of justice, and they could call on the fleets of the most powerful European states to defend themselves in case of danger. Europeans lived there in a separate area known as the ‘White Town’, to distinguish it from the ‘Black Town’ inhabited by the ‘natives’. Goa, the capital of the Portuguese Estado da Indià, although comparable in size, was less cosmopolitan as the only languages heard there were Portuguese and the local Konkani, and no non-Catholic places of worship were tolerated, under the vigilant watch of the Portuguese Inquisition. Other European settlements were much smaller, including Bombay (present-day Mumbai), and Europeans lived cheek by jowl with the indigenous population. The economic influence of the Europeans extended well beyond the boundaries of their establishments as they bought each year a significant part of India’s textile production for sale on the markets of Europe, Africa and the Americas, and imported specie in large quantities for their purchases. The Dutch VOC (Dutch EIC), which had its main Asian establishment in Batavia (present-day Jakarta) in Java, remained a significant commercial actor in India: while on the retreat in Gujarat and on the Coromandel coast, it remained involved in the Malabar pepper trade from its large establishment of Cochin (Das Gupta 1967). Despite their growing commercial presence, it would be an exaggeration to picture Europeans (amongst whom were also Danes, Swedes, Germans and Ostenders from the Austrian Netherlands) as occupying a dominant position on the overall Indian economic and political stage. Apart from powerful Indian trading communities, there were also active communities of Armenian, Arab and Iranian merchants, as well as (perhaps?) a few Chinese traders. Armenians, Christian subjects of the Persian Safavid Empire with their headquarters in New Julfa, near Isfahan (Aslanian 2011), were particularly significant as intermediaries for the European commercial companies, especially in Bengal where they played a major role in the fast-developing English settlement of Calcutta, which was becoming the top exporting port for Indian textiles at the expense of Madras. Iranian, Afghan and Arab traders were geographically more dispersed, and not as attracted to the European settlements.
Change was afoot: in the 1740s, both the French and the English companies, caught in the reverberation of an escalating conflict between the two most powerful European states, had started a process of territorial expansion in South India, and had levied locally indigenous soldiers known as sepoys (from Persian sipahi) to supplement their small contingents of Topasses (Portuguese mestiços) and Europeans. The decade of the 1740s had also witnessed a sudden resurgence of Portuguese power with the ‘Novas Conquistas’ that, by 1763, had extended Portuguese rule significantly in the hinterland of Goa (Disney 2009: 320–1). As Mughal power showed itself incapable of recovering from the terrible blow inflicted by Iran’s Turcoman ruler Nadir Shah’s invasion in 1739 and the attendant sack of Delhi, India was entering a phase of great political uncertainty. The Europeans, now in possession of significant land forces to supplement their fleets, were for the first time in a position to vie for supremacy with the main Indian contestants, the Mahrattas, the Mughal successor states of Awadh, Hyderabad, Bengal and Arcot, the new Muslim state of Mysore, and the Durrani rulers from Afghanistan who assumed the mantle of Nadir Shah and launched a succession of devastating raids into Northern India. No one could have then predicted that the British EIC would emerge victorious from this multi-cornered fight for supremacy. In the following decades, it would become increasingly clear that the fight for supremacy in India was part of a fight for global supremacy between the British and the French, in which Indian powers were gradually reduced to a subsidiary role. This story has been told many times, and it will not be revisited in detail in this book. The global history of India in the period 1750–2000 will instead be explored through its many other dimensions, some of which have tended to be overlooked in the existing literature. Priority will be given to the ways in which Indians of various backgrounds interacted with the outside world.

A Brief Outline of the Book
Chapter 1 focuses on India’s role in the world economy, which recorded significant changes. In the nineteenth century, it changed from that of an industrial powerhouse to that of a provider of raw materials to the economies of the West (and of Japan). In the High Imperial Era (1860–1914), India’s commodities became important to British imperial finances, especially after 1890 when, under the gold standard, her export surplus served to compensate Britain’ s growing deficit in its exchanges with some advanced economies. After 1914, her importance to Britain’s balance of payments diminished, but her role in keeping sterling a world currency only increased. After independence, India, free from financial obligations towards Britain, sought to build an independent economy, but, despite some significant achievements, a change in orientation took place circa 1990, as India reinvigorated its links to the world economy in a context of increased globalisation. Indian capital had significant ramifications abroad, but it was mostly as a source of labour that India mattered to the global economy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Chapter 2 takes up the story of India’s role in global human circulations, with a clear focus on the way that Indian labour migrations were tied to a global process of labour circulation. While the export of indentured labour to the sugarcane-producing colonies of the British Empire as a substitute for African slaves, following the abolition of slavery in 1833, is often given prominence in historical accounts of the Indian diaspora, the chapter draws attention to other forms of labour circulation from colonial India, such as those under the kangani-maistry system. It also looks at migration towards India from different countries, although it never happened on a scale comparable to outmigration. Following the abolition of indenture in 1916, labour migration remained significant, although in often unspectacular ways. The Second World War and independence inaugurated a phase of diminished circulation that gave way, from the mid-1960s, to a new surge directed at both First World countries and the Gulf oil-producing countries. India thus remained an important exporter of labour, but skilled workers and professionals accounted for a growing share of those departing, especially towards the United States. On the other hand, immigrant labourers were almost exclusively drawn from neighbouring Nepal and Bangladesh.
Chapter 3 looks at the role of India in the world of armed conflict, with a focus on the participation of Indian sepoys in many wars outside India, starting with an expedition to Manila in 1762 and ending with the intervention of Indian troops in the repression of an anti-Dutch rising in Java in 1945, through a massive participation in the fighting in the two world wars. Eschewing an exclusive focus on military history, the archive of sepoy deployments outside India is scrutinised for the unique information it yields on the ways in which ‘ordinary’ Indians, those not belonging to the elite, interacted with foreign lands and foreign people, a topic on which sources are few. To a legacy of interventions in the service of British imperialism succeeded one of participation in United Nations peacekeeping operations by the army of independent India. We also ask whether India, by pursuing the nuclear option in its defence policy, in effect contributed to world peace.
Chapter 4 examines the role of Indians in the global exchange of ideas. It focuses first on religion, with a look at the emergence of Hinduism as one of the world religions at the end of the nineteenth century as well as at the impact that the discovery of Hinduism had on the intellectual life of Western countries. It proceeds with an examination of Indian Muslims’ role on the global Islamic stage through the study of transnational Islamic movements that originated in India; it looks then at the role of Indians in the history of Christianity and Buddhism. Moving to the field of science, the chapter examines the contribution made by Indian scientists to global science. It takes up the question of the reception in India of global political ideologies, with a focus on liberalism, communism and fascism. The question of Gandhi’s influence outside India is also considered. Lastly, it examines the story of one academic trend born in India that spread globally, the ‘Subaltern Studies’.
Chapter 5 looks at the role played by Indians in the global field of culture, with a focus on literature, the visual arts and cinema. In literature and the visual arts, Indian productions rarely reached international audiences, but there were noteworthy exceptions: the amazing trajectory of the ancient Sanskrit play Sakuntala is charted through a look at its many translations and adaptations in different countries. Attention is then drawn to the extraordinary fame gained by Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore at the time when he was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1913. Rather than focusing on the literature of the Indian diaspora, which has attracted a lot of attention, the chapter examines the ways in which Indian writers took up the challenge of new literary forms, in prose and poetry. In the field of visual arts, the focus is on the adoption of new techniques in the search for an original Indian artistic idiom. In the domain of cinema, attention is mostly drawn to the emergence of India’s film industry as a major provider of entertainment on the world stage from the 1950s, with a focus on the diffusion of Indian cinema beyond the Western world, in the Soviet Union and in many countries of Africa.
Chapter 6 looks at the multiple interactions between Indians and others through an examination of actual encounters rather than imaginary ones. It looks at the tense relationships that developed between Indian immigrants and their hosts in various countries, often marked by violence. Indian travel narratives, a relatively thin corpus, are searched for what they reveal of perceptions by Indians of the world outside India: these are shown to be characterised by a degree of myopia, with a tendency to privilege consideration of Indian communities over the inhabitants of the foreign countries visited. The chapter ends with a look at the way that Indians perceived and received the outsiders who came to India in smaller but not insignificant numbers.
Chapter 7 looks at two episodes in Indian history that attracted worldwide attention, the Great Revolt of 1857 and the Partition of 1947, and seeks to put forward an interpretation of them as ‘global events’. While the impact of 1857 was mostly felt at the level of representations, as epitomised by the vast corpus of literature it inspired in many different languages, the Partition failed to elicit many reactions from contemporary observers outside the subcontinent and was mostly an object of comparative analysis for later political historians.
The Conclusion takes notice of recent political developments in India, with the turn to Hindu nationalism revealed by the second consecutive victory of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) at the 2019 Lok Sabha elections. We try to ponder how this relates to India’s global history as charted in the book. The answer is in terms of a certain amount of continuity, as the BJP’s victory is shown to be part of a worldwide resurgence of right-wing forces but also of a significant break, as the Hindutva regime claims for India a unique trajectory of a-historical modernity, based on a reading of Vedic texts as containing in essence all present-day scientific and technological developments. We end up by asking what this inward turn in India’s global positioning means for the common future of humanity.


1 Quoted in Subrahmanyam (2001: 3).
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1 India in the Global Economy
The question of India’s changing role in the world economy from the mid-eighteenth century onwards is one of the most controversial in Indian history. A narrative of decline in India’s global role linked to the advent of British colonial domination has been one of the central tenets of Indian nationalist historiography, from the early-twentieth-century works of Dadabhai Naoroji (1901) and Romesh Chunder Dutt (1902) to the late-twentieth-century writings of Marxist historian Irfan Habib (1995). As was instrumentalised by Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948) in the service of his indictment of colonialism, this narrative also proved itself a powerful instrument of mobilisation in the independence struggle. While there is undoubtedly an element of truth in such a narrative, it tends, however, to oversimplify complex developments over a long period of time.
A quick look at geography is needed here. Climatically a part of monsoon Asia but affected by a particular irregularity in its regime of precipitations, which has tended to make agriculture a gamble, especially in the dry areas of the North-West and of the interior of the Deccan, India has benefited from its situation at the centre of the Indian Ocean, giving it easy access to both its western (African and Middle Eastern) and eastern (South-East Asian) shores, to develop significant trading links with these areas that brought substantial benefits to its economy. Thanks to the early discovery of the monsoon winds that, in the age of sail, facilitated navigation in a west–east direction for a few months and in the opposite direction for another few months, the Ocean has been an important waterway for international trade since at least the time of the Roman Empire (Chaudhuri 1985). Although circulation was probably always more intense from the western seaboard than from the eastern littoral, as the former was better endowed with good anchorages than the latter, the subcontinent’s openness to the sea was a comparative advantage vis-à-vis other regions of Asia in economic terms. It carried political dangers from the time of the arrival of the European fleets at the end of the fifteenth century, but they remained limited before the mid-eighteenth century. Ease of access from the coasts to the vast hinterlands varied, however, considerably. From the western coast, access to the Deccan plateau was made difficult by the formidable obstacle of the Western Ghats, where, prior to the building of the railways, monsoon rains interrupted traffic for several months. Access was easier from the eastern seaboard, but trade suffered from the absence of good natural harbours. From coastal Gujarat, there developed in Mughal times a major trading route to Northern India along a Surat–Agra axis that has remained crucial to this day. North of the peninsula, the two great rivers, the Indus and the Ganges, provided the most widely used links from the littorals to the vast plain known as ‘Indo-Gangetic’, the historical core of the great Indian empires, but navigation on the Indus has always been more limited than on the Ganges, leaving the fertile Punjab area relatively cut off from the sea. On the other hand, North-Western India was linked to Central Asia through a series of passes crossing several mountain ranges, of which the most famous is the Khyber. They facilitated invasion by a succession of armies, starting with the Huns in the sixth century and ending only in 1761 with the last raid of the Afghans and their victory at Panipat over the Mahrattas, but they were also used in the other direction by great caravans bringing the riches of India to the heart of Central Asia and all the way to Russia. In a north-eastern direction, travel from the northern plains to Tibet and China was made difficult by the formidable barrier of the Himalayas, crossed only by a few very high passes blocked by the snows for most of the year: this topography did not prevent Buddhist missionaries and pilgrims from moving in both directions during the medieval period, but it did not allow for the passage of large trading caravans, which meant that most of the India–China traffic had to make the long detour through the straits of Malacca.
A certain disconnect between external and internal circulations has made some coastal regions early participants in global trading networks while the hinterlands, barring the North-Western borderlands, were much less affected by this kind of long-distance circulation. The contrast between a maritime India and a continental India is one of the most enduring traits of Indian history that has nevertheless tended to be somehow overlooked in the historiography, long dominated by an ‘Indo-Gangetic’ bias. A look at India’s place in the world economy circa 1750 brings it into stark relief.
India in the Global Economy, c.1750: The Workshop of the World?
By the mid-eighteenth century, on the eve of British conquest, India, despite its post-Mughal political fragmentation, was a global economic powerhouse. Not that it would necessarily be meaningful to talk then in terms of one Indian economy: it would be more accurate to see the subcontinent as a loose grouping of regional economies, some of which had strong external links while others were more inward-looking. Various linkages existed amongst these regional economies, some strong, some weak, but, for the most-outward-looking of them, external links were certainly the most crucial. This was the case specifically for the economies of the four areas of Gujarat and Malabar on the western seaboard and Coromandel and Bengal on the eastern seaboard and to a lesser extent for those of Sindh, the Punjab and Konkan. Gujarat, Coromandel and Bengal played a major role in the world economy as producers of textiles, earning India the label of ‘workshop of the world’. This notion should be qualified in at least two ways: first, it concerned only one industry, cotton cloth production, for which India had no serious rivals and which represented by far the most traded ‘manufactured’ item entering world trade before the Industrial Revolution; second, it was not a characterisation applicable to the whole of India. Malabar remained a significant producer of spices, primarily pepper, although, in global terms, its importance paled in comparison with that of Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka) and the Moluccas (in present-day Indonesia). Other products of India were widely traded: indigo, cultivated mostly around Agra in the Bayana, in Northern India, the main ingredient used in the dyeing of cloth, exported to many countries; saltpetre, used in the manufacture of ammunition, the one produced in India being of superior quality and therefore in great demand; opium, produced in various locations (mostly in Malwa in central India) and exported primarily to Indonesia; diamonds, extracted from mines in the Deccan, although India’s centuries-old monopoly of the precious stone was being challenged by the opening of new diamond mines in Portuguese Brazil. None of these, however, equalled in importance cotton cloth. Altogether, India always exported more to the rest of the world than it imported from it, its main import consisting of war horses from Arabia and Central Asia. From Europe, a major market for its textiles, it received only wines and woollens, items of minor importance. The gap in the external accounts was plugged by imports of precious metals, for which India was always a deficit area (Prakash 2004). Hence the existence of a ‘bullionist’ view of India’s role in the world economy in the longue durée as a ‘sink’ for precious metals, a view that has persisted for a very long time and that also fed the durable stereotype of Indian economic behaviour as characterised by a propensity to ‘hoarding’ rather than to investing. A revisionist economic history has only recently called into question the validity of these deeply entrenched stereotypes.
In textile production, Gujarat was the first region to rise to global importance: already by the thirteenth century its printed textiles, known as chintz, were a frequently traded item across the entire western Indian Ocean basin, from East Africa to Iran, and at the time the Portuguese entered the Indian Ocean in the late fifteenth century, large quantities of them were also shipped each year from Cambay to Malacca, from where they were redistributed across the Indonesian archipelago and all the way to China, as mentioned in Tomé Pires’s Suma Oriental (Cortesao 1944). But painted clothes produced in Coromandel, on the south-eastern coast of India, also found their way to the spice islands of Indonesia, where they often fulfilled the function of a kind of currency used to procure the precious spices, so much so that in the early seventeenth century, Hendrik Brouwer, an official of the VOC, famously declared that Coromandel was ‘the left arm of the Moluccas’. Both the Portuguese and the Dutch significantly enlarged the market for Indian textiles, making it truly worldwide. The former exchanged Gujarat cloth for the gold of Monomotapa in Central Africa (present-day Zimbabwe) with which they procured the spices from India in the first decades of the sixteenth century. Previously, Indian cloth had not penetrated deep into the interior of Africa beyond the Swahili city-states of the eastern seaboard of the continent. At a later stage the Portuguese sent some Gujarat cloth to Lisbon: it became popular with affluent customers to be used for the internal decoration of their homes (as curtains or baldachins), but its spread was checked at the end of the century by Philip II’s sumptuary laws. This was the first significant entry of Indian cloth into Europe. The Portuguese also pioneered the trade in ‘Guinea cloth’, cheap textiles produced mostly in Coromandel for an African clientele, from their establishment of São Jorge da Mina on the west coast of Africa. At a later stage, this ‘Guinea cloth’ was exported in growing quantities to the Americas by the Dutch, the British and the French for the clothing of African slaves working on European-owned plantations. Better qualities of Indian cloth also entered Spanish America during the period of union of the crowns of Spain and Portugal (1580–1640). By the 1630s, the Dutch VOC also started sending small quantities of Indian cloth, from both Gujarat and Coromandel, to Europe, where they were known as ‘calicoes’ (from Calicut) or ‘indiennes’ (in French). Originally, they were used mostly to decorate interiors, but by 1660 the British East India Company (EIC), excluded from the profitable Indonesian spice trade by the VOC, started a drive to market them in Europe in the form of garments as a substitute for silks, the production of which was dominated by France and Italy. King Charles II of England launched the fashion for Indian cotton cloth at the Court of Saint-James, and soon even London burghers followed suit, as shown by some entries in Samuel Pepys’s diary in the 1660s (Pepys 2003). In 1682, Sir Josiah Child, a director of the EIC, had 200,000 pieces made in Madras specifically for the European market, the first appearance in Europe of ‘ready-to-wear’ clothing (Lemire 1991). This was not a commercial success, but it helped to popularise Indian cloth with the wider public.
By the late seventeenth century, sales of Indian textiles in Europe had become significant, to the dismay of European cloth producers who pressurised European states into taking measures against such an ‘invasion’. Despite there being prohibition decrees in France as early as 1686 and in England in 1700 following riots in Spitalfield amongst English silk workers (riots that were renewed in 1721), Indian textiles poured into Europe in growing quantities, helping to fill the coffers of the VOC, the EIC and the newly formed French India Company, which became a serious contender from the 1720s onwards. By that time, the geography of Indian cloth production had undergone some changes, as Bengal, previously a relatively minor producing region specialised in very fine textiles (the famous Dacca muslins, unrivalled for their texture), emerged as a major location for exports to the European markets. Having been granted in 1717 the freedom to trade in Bengal by Mughal emperor Farrukhshiyar (r. 1713–19), the EIC cornered the biggest share of this trade, at the expense of its Dutch and French rivals. Acting in conjunction with Indian and Armenian merchants, the EIC set up a very efficient circuit for the provisioning of the European market. Samples were provided to the Indian artisans, who received monetary advances from the Company but remained owners of their tools, a fact that differentiated the Indian industry from the ‘putting-out system’ prevalent in Europe (where the merchants owned the tools). It has been estimated that by 1750, in Bengal alone, 100,000 artisans worked exclusively for the European trading companies (Prakash 1985). Although this number represented only a fraction of the total textile workforce of that province, the bulk of which worked for the markets of other Indian regions as well as for those of South-East Asia, it was indicative of a significant degree of integration of Bengal into a global textile economy. The same was true, although to a lesser extent, of the other two great producing regions of Gujarat and Coromandel, especially the latter, where the French Company had emerged as a serious rival of the EIC, while the share of the VOC had been reduced considerably.
The prominent role played by the European companies in that trade of course raises the question of how ‘Indian’ it was. There is no easy answer to it. While a large share of the profits accrued to the Companies, that is, ultimately to their shareholders who were situated in Europe, local actors also derived profits, although there remains a degree of uncertainty as to how these were shared between the artisans themselves and the organising merchants who acted as intermediaries between the Companies and the artisans. The historian Prasannan Parthasarathi has argued that in South India textile workers’ wages were relatively high, quite comparable to those of European workers, and well above subsistence levels, which would indicate a degree of bargaining power for labour vis-à-vis capital (Parthasarathi 2001). The Indian organising merchants seem rarely to have been in a position to accumulate capital in a big way, squeezed as they were between the Companies and the artisans. Some of these intermediaries were Armenians, and they occupied an ambiguous position between Europeans and Indians.
The greatest comparative advantage of the Indian cotton textile producers, apart from their easy access to an abundant supply of the raw fibre, was their unique mastery of the techniques of printing, pencilling and painting of cloth, which were very little known outside India, as the European companies, content with pocketing the profits of the trade, had made no serious attempts to study and even less to appropriate them. Such technical mastery had been acquired at an early stage, possibly through a refining of techniques first developed in Persia in the silk industry, and had been constantly consolidated through the centuries, thus belying conventional views of Indian artisans as ‘backward’ and incapable of adapting themselves to changing conditions. From the 1730s onwards, European manufacturers, faced with increasing competition from Indian cloth on their markets, initiated an attempt at piercing the secrets of Indian techniques. The French were at the forefront of such efforts: in 1734 an official of the French East India Company, Lieutenant Antoine Georges Nicolas de Beaulieu, recorded observations he had made in Pondicherry amongst local artisans involved in the production of chintz, probably on direct instructions from the chemist Charles François de Cisternay du Fay (1698–1739), who had close links to French textile producers. He paid special attention to the techniques used by Indian artisans to fix the colours after printing, a trick that had long eluded Europeans. His manuscript, however, did not circulate widely, not being published until the twentieth century (Schwartz 1956). In the 1751 edition of the Encyclopédie, Diderot and d’Alembert could still write: ‘In Europe one has for a long time sought to understand the art of fixing colours and of giving them that adherence that is so admired in Indian calicoes. Perhaps the secret of it will be discovered one day’ (Diderot and d’Alembert 1751: 371). Unknown to the two philosophers, Armenian weavers, who had learned to reproduce Indian printing techniques in the Ottoman empire, where imported Indian cloth circulated widely, were already at work in Marseilles and a few other European locations; through their agency the technical monopoly of Indian producers would find itself quickly eroded, thus directly challenging India’s precarious position as the ‘workshop of the world’.

The Reversal in India’s Role in the World Economy, c.1750–1860
The transfer of technology in the manufacture of cotton textiles from India to Europe was completed in the second half of the eighteenth century, which saw European manufacturers, with the initial help of Armenian weavers, successfully imitate Indian techniques of cloth printing (Riello 2009). But it took an entirely new dimension as the Europeans added technological innovations of their own in both spinning (the ‘spinning jenny’) and weaving (Arkwright’s water-frame loom), two domains in which Indian producers stuck to traditional methods, eschewing the turn to mechanisation that became the basis of the so-called ‘Industrial Revolution’. New mechanised mills in the English county of Lancashire soon started seriously undercutting the superiority of the Indian producers. Although they could not match the variety and aesthetic qualities of the best Indian cloth, the products turned out by the new mills benefited from the lower prices permitted by mass production. These new developments did not have an immediate effect. In the second half of the eighteenth century, sales of Indian textiles remained buoyant worldwide. In Africa, Indian merchants remained dominant in the textile trade: they were particularly good at matching demand with the supply available in India, thanks to the privileged relationship they often had with producers of cloth in India. Thus, the banias of Diu in Portuguese India had close links with the textile centre of Jambusar in Kathiawar that specialised in the production of textiles for the Mozambique market (Machado 2014). Sales of Indian textiles remained high in Europe till around 1800, but after that date they collapsed, as the mill-made goods started inundating the market. The continental blockade decreed in 1806 by French emperor Napoleon I to destroy British trade resulted in a de facto protection for the textile industries of continental Europe and contributed powerfully to the fall in sales of Indian textiles in Europe (Beckert 2014: 157–8). Developments in India itself added to this negative trend.
Having acquired political domination by the treaty of Allahabad of 1765, which granted it the diwani (the right to collect taxes and administer civil justice) in Bengal, the EIC launched a drive to reorganise the textile industry of the province; this ultimately had disastrous consequences. With the aim of bypassing local intermediaries, to increase its share of the profits and to reinforce its control over the weavers, the Company coerced the weavers into living in specialised villages, known as arrangs, where they were under its direct supervision (Figure 1.1). Subjected to a harsh disciplinary regime, dispossessed of their tools, bound to precise production quotas and paid barely a subsistence wage, the weavers reacted by fleeing in substantial numbers (Hossain 1988). Thus, a drive to increase profits by boosting production resulted in the opposite outcome: production tended to fall in volume as well as in quality. Why the Company did not try to introduce the new mechanised technologies into its Indian domain remains an unresolved question. Calculations of cost would probably have gone against such a move, given the cheapness of coerced Indian labour, but it is also probable that the Company did not anticipate the collapse of the market for Indian cloth that took place in Europe after 1800.
Figure 1.1 India, a weaver; engraving after Pierre Sonnerat, 1782
A weaver in India,1774–81; engraving after Pierre Sonnerat; illustration from Sonnerat, Voyage aux Indes orientales et à la Chine par ordre du roi depuis 1774 jusqu’en 1781, published in 1782.

Source: Science and Society Picture Library via Getty Images.

After that date, sales of Indian textiles fell precipitously not only in Europe but also in other traditional external markets such as those of Africa, South-East Asia and Latin America, where cheap Lancashire cloth started driving Indian cloth out of the market. But worse was still to come. Following the abolition of the commercial monopoly of the EIC by the British Parliament in 1813, in the wake of a successful campaign against such monopoly by ‘free traders’, the Lancashire millowners started eyeing the Indian market itself, with its hundreds of millions of consumers. At first their success in India was limited: their standardised and rather drab products (known as ‘grey goods’) were not attractive for Indian consumers used to a wide choice in terms of both colour and texture. Besides, poor communication between the littorals and the hinterlands, resulting in high costs of internal transport, limited them to the markets of a few coastal areas around the metropolitan port-cities of Bombay, Calcutta and Madras. They nevertheless gained a foothold there, as some Indian middle-class consumers, mimicking local European residents, who increasingly shunned Indian-style clothing (Collingham 2001: 60–6), took to wearing European-style garments made of imported cloth outside the home. In the 1830s, with new technological advances allowing the offering of even lower prices thanks to growing economies of scale, the Lancashire products became more widely distributed, local traders being increasingly disposed to sell them in preference to locally produced cloth, which was more expensive as well as less easily available owing to a continuous decrease in artisanal production. In the 1840s, India became the largest importer of British textiles in the world (Farnie 1979). The wheel had thus come full circle: from having been the biggest exporter of cotton cloth in 1800, India had by 1843 become the biggest importer. For Indian nationalist authors writing half a century later, this became a major motive of indictment of British colonialism, accused of having caused the ruin of India’s major traditional industry. In fact, the story was more complicated. The transfer of technology from India to Europe that partly powered the Industrial Revolution in Europe and resulted in India’s loss of its age-long superiority in the cotton textile industry had started before the beginning of the colonial era and was not directly linked to colonial domination, a fact that tends to somehow undermine the traditional Indian nationalist narrative. It was market factors, above all cheaper prices, rather than coercion and unfair competition that drove Indian consumers, the majority of whom were poor, to turn to imported rather than locally produced cloth. Mimicry of Europeans, which can be construed as a direct effect of colonial domination, played a role only for a small group of middle-class consumers. Overall, it cannot be demonstrated that had India not been colonised, the outcome would have been necessarily different. After all, Lancashire captured markets in many countries that were not British colonies, although the case of China, which better resisted the Lancashire assault, is also worth considering to strike a note of caution. As to the outcome in terms of employment in India, it was no doubt negative: employment in hand-spinning, mostly female, practically disappeared, and the number of men employed in hand-weaving also decreased considerably, mostly between 1830 and 1860. After that date, the numbers appear to have stabilised, and it is estimated that circa 1920 there were still 2.5 million people employed in hand-weaving. The cheapness of mill-made yarn, as well as the adoption of some technical innovations by the weavers, tended to make hand-weaving sustainable, if not very profitable (Roy 1999), especially in areas poorly served by the railway network.
Outside India, despite the fall in sales of Indian cloth, Indian financiers retained a strong position in many regions of Africa and Asia. The banias of Masqat (in present-day Oman), to give one example, continued to finance a good share of the trade of the western Indian Ocean (Bishara 2017). In the first decades of the nineteenth century, various travellers noted that hundis, a sort of bill of exchange issued by Indian bankers, circulated across an immense continental and maritime space extending between Nijni-Novgorod in Russia, Masqat in Arabia, Zanzibar in East Africa and Penang in Malaya, serving as a sort of currency. Equipped with such a document, a traveller could draw cash in any currency in that vast area, as the British explorer Alexander Burnes discovered in the early 1830s when he was on his way from Sindh to Afghanistan (Burnes 1834). The continuing strength of Indian trading and financial networks operating outside India was in growing contrast with their weakening grip in India itself, where the entry of European financial institutions increasingly reduced them to the lower echelons of the money market, the so-called ‘informal’ banking sector. The European banks tended to monopolise the financing of India’s external trade, while the Indian financiers were confined to providing advances to agriculturists and small traders.
The dramatic fall in exports of cotton fabrics in the first decades of the nineteenth century was compensated by a rise in the exports of different commodities, balancing India’s external account in the face of an increase in imports, mostly fabrics. These fabrics accounted for an average of 20 to 30 per cent of total imports in the 1830s, reaching a maximum of 47 per cent in 1870–1. On the export side, indigo sales reached new heights, accounting for 27 per cent of total exports in 1828–9, as the worldwide expansion of a mechanised textile industry drove up demand for the indispensable dye of which India was by far the largest producer. The area of indigo cultivation expanded considerably in the Gangetic area as it moved eastwards from the Agra region to Bihar. There, European ‘planters’ (owners of ‘factories’ where the raw plant was transformed into a saleable product ready for export) organised cultivation by a local peasantry, often of tribal origin, forced to sell its entire crop to them under a leonine contractual regime. The planters then sold the refined indigo to a set of Calcutta-based British private firms known as ‘agency houses’, which in turn exported it to the various world markets. Indigo was an object of wild speculation and the boom resulted inevitably in a bust in 1833 when almost all the agency houses went bankrupt. Following that disaster, the industry was reorganised with a new set of British firms known as ‘managing agencies’, often linked to firms in the City of London, taking over from the defunct agency houses. By 1839–40 indigo again accounted for 26 per cent of total exports, but it made no difference to the cultivators who continued to toil for little reward. The conditions in the indigo plantations became an object of scandal as they attracted the attention of members of the Calcutta intelligentsia, one of whom, Dinabhandu Mitra (1829–73), wrote a play in Bengali entitled Neel Darpan (The Indigo Planting Mirror) denouncing the planters (Mitra 1861).
The abolition of the Company monopoly of trade in Asia (except in the China trade, where the monopoly survived till 1833) opened in India an era of free trade that paradoxically resulted in a certain degree of closure of the economy. In the previous two or three decades, despite the monopoly, the Indian economy had become somewhat ‘globalised’ as ships from all nations frequented the Indian ports and carried Indian goods to the four corners of the world. Amongst foreigners who were active in India, Americans were particularly noticeable. As shown recently by historians Susan Bean (2001) and James Fichter (2010), American ships played an important role in Indian trade during the period of the Napoleonic Wars, in 1794–1810. Under the Anglo-American Jay treaty of 1794, American ships could come to British Indian ports, although there were some restrictions on their destinations. They brought to India mostly cargoes of silver, which was in great demand by the EIC for its own China trade, and carried back to the United States various goods, primarily textiles but also indigo, saltpetre and sugar. The trade was carried mostly from the New England ports of Boston and Salem, and it has been shown that the profits gained in it contributed significantly to capital accumulation in the region and to the foundation of the first textile mills in Lowell, a new instance of the way in which Indian trade could indirectly undermine the market for Indian textiles by encouraging import-substitution. After 1810, there was a slump in America’s India trade, although it did not entirely disappear. More generally, the ships of neutral countries that had profited from the Napoleonic Wars suffered from the return to peace after 1815. British shipping increased its share of India’ s trade, although the period saw the re-emergence of a French trade. The actual degree of opening of India’s ports to foreign vessels, prior to the definitive abolition of the British Acts of Navigation in 1849, remained a matter of dispute between the authorities and foreign shippers. Thus, in 1833 the governor of French India transmitted to the government of India a petition from French merchants of Pondicherry protesting certain restrictions on the trade of French vessels in India.1 It was only in 1839 that most of these restrictions were officially lifted, except on traffic between two ports of British India, which remained reserved to British and Indian vessels.
One Indian trade with a truly global impact was the opium trade. The poppy had traditionally been cultivated in Western and Central India, having already attracted the attention of Portuguese conqueror Albuquerque in the sixteenth century. In the seventeenth century, the Dutch VOC had started to export opium in significant quantities to Java. The EIC hit upon the idea of exporting it to China in the 1770s, when its growing purchases of tea in China (then the major producer in the world) threatened to force it to send increasing quantities of silver to that country to pay for the beverage. This went against the then prevalent mercantilist dogma that you should limit the export of precious metals from your country. To get around a Chinese imperial edict that forbade the sale of the drug in China, the Company set up a complicated circuit to ship the opium, mostly produced in Bihar, to China, making use of various Indian, Portuguese and British intermediaries (Greenberg 1951). As sales grew rapidly, the Company organised production in India to cater to the Chinese demand. As in the case of indigo, the poppy was cultivated by peasants who were bound to ultimately sell their crop, through various local intermediaries, to factories owned by the EIC in which the poppies were transformed into saleable opium ready for export (Richards 1981) (Figure 1.2). Opium exports to China represented up to 25 per cent of total exports from India in the 1820s and 1830s, although the ‘Patna opium’ produced in Company territory was subjected to competition from the so-called ‘Malwa opium’ produced in the princely states of Indore and Gwalior in Central India (Farooqi 1998). It reached China through a complicated circuit via Karachi in the independent state of Sindh, the Portuguese settlement of Daman on India’s western coast and Macau. It was only after the Company annexed Sindh in 1843 that this alternative route for Indian opium exports was definitively closed, at the same time as the British victory in the First Opium War of 1841–2 legalised the import of opium into China. Opium exports reached a peak of 30 per cent of total exports in 1850–1. The opium industry was a source of enormous profits for a very diversified group of traders, British as well as Indian and Portuguese, and it integrated the economy of India with that of China, putting an end to a separation that had lasted for almost four centuries. Capital accumulated in this trade – especially by Parsi merchants, who played a crucial role in it as both shippers and financiers – was later used to start some of Bombay’s early cotton mills.
Figure 1.2 The Indo-Chinese opium trade: at an opium factory at Patna – the balling room.

Source: Universal History Archive/Universal Images Group via Getty Images

It was now the turn of the Indians to imitate the British and to set up mechanised cotton factories, a move which, after a few unsuccessful attempts, started in earnest in 1854 with the opening of the Oriental Spinning Company by Bombay Parsi merchant Cowasji Davar (Mehta 1954). Some traders invested in cotton mills because their position on the cotton market had deteriorated, owing to increasing competition from European firms, and they sought to diversify. The 1850s also saw the beginnings of the construction of railways, and some legislation favouring the setting up of joint stock companies. India seemed poised to enter an era of capitalist development when the Great Revolt of 1857, known as the Sepoy Mutiny or the First Indian War of Independence, which raged across Northern India for more than a year, resulting in widespread destruction and loss of lives, shook British rule to its very foundations. After the revolt had been crushed, at a great cost to Indian finances because of the employment of British troops on an unprecedented scale to repress it, the abolition of the EIC and the transition to direct Crown rule led to a new configuration in which India’s economy became more directly subordinated to that of Britain in the framework of an expanding British Empire. This was the beginning of an era of imperial globalisation which lasted till the First World War.

India’s Global Role in the High Imperial Era, c.1860–1914
Circa 1860, the Indian economy entered a new phase as several institutional and infrastructural developments ushered in a period of quicker growth. Of crucial importance was the building of a railway network of some 50,000 km of lines that, by 1914, encompassed most of the subcontinent. Built at a high cost, thanks to money borrowed mostly in Britain through the issue of debentures (debt instruments differing from bonds in that they are not secured by collateral) that brought a fixed return of 5 per cent and were thus attractive to ‘ordinary’ British investors, it met two priorities. Strategically, it allowed the rapid despatch of troops and military equipment in the eventuality of disturbances; economically, it facilitated the transport of locally produced commodities to the exporting ports. Its tariff structure favoured movement of goods from the interior to the coast at the expense of internal movement. This reflected the preference of the colonial government for export-led growth rather than growth based on expansion of the domestic market. Government policy largely coincided with the interests of British capitalists who tended to control the main export-oriented segments of the economy, while Indian capital was more geared towards responding to domestic demand. The fit, however, was not perfect, as a rapid look at the case of the cotton textile industry will show.
In the six decades following the opening of the first mill in 1854, a powerful cotton industry developed in India: in 1914, with some 300 factories, 6.5 million spindles, 100,000 looms and a workforce of 260,000, it was the sixth largest in the world, after those of Britain, the United States, Germany, France and Russia. More remarkably for a colonial country, 80 per cent of the industry was controlled by Indian capitalists. The Parsis, dominant in the early stages of the industry, were later joined by entrepreneurs belonging to other communities such as Gujarati Hindus and Muslims. Faced with stiff competition from Lancashire on the Indian cloth market, the Indian mills tended to specialise in spinning yarn rather than weaving cloth, and they sold the bulk of their production to weavers in India and, from 1873 onwards, in China. The Bombay manufacturers worked mostly for the Chinese market (Morris 1983: 577), taking advantage of the fact that the rupee was a silver currency like the Chinese tael, which made their yarn cheaper in China than British yarn, sterling being a gold currency and the price of gold constantly appreciating in relation to that of silver. Exports of yarn from India, mostly to China, increased from 21 million lb in 1878–9 to 274 million lb in 1901–2. Once again, the importance of the economic link to China must be emphasised, for, had not the Chinese market providentially opened itself to Indian yarn, it is doubtful that the Indian cotton industry could have survived. It did not benefit by any customs protection, as British India lived under a total free trade regime between 1882 and 1894. When, for purely fiscal reasons, duties of 5 per cent ad valorem on imported goods were reintroduced, the powerful Lancashire lobby succeeded in persuading the government of India to institute a countervailing excise duty of 5 per cent on Indian-produced textile goods. This de facto cancelled any protectionist effect that the new tariff could have had. Such a reliance on the Chinese market did have its drawbacks for the Bombay textile manufacturers as there were wide fluctuations in demand that were often difficult to anticipate from India, being linked to climatic phenomena (droughts and floods inducing famines) that directly affected the buying power of the Chinese population. Lancashire sought other ways to stunt the growth of an Indian industry that it perceived as a potentially dangerous rival, although there was actually little competition between the two industries on the Indian market, where Lancashire continued to reign supreme thanks to a remarkable marketing network built with local traders, often Marwaris, who belonged to a powerful trading community that had originated in Rajasthan and spread across the whole of India (Timberg 1978). One of the results of Lancashire’s campaign was that the colonial government, starting in 1881, passed laws that limited hours of work and forbade the employment of women and children in the industry, the absence of regulatory legislation being perceived as giving an unfair advantage to the Indian mills over the British ones. If one adds that, in the absence of trained Indian technical personnel, the same Indian mills systematically employed British technicians, at least in the early stages, to install and supervise their machinery, it will become apparent how closely entwined the British and Indian cotton textile industries were. Only after the First World War did a new significant actor, the Japanese cotton textile industry, interrupt the Indo–British confrontation.
Japan already played an important role as a buyer of Indian raw cotton from the 1890s onwards. The cotton plant originates from South Asia, and India has been a major producer of it since medieval times. The crop served mostly, however, to feed the powerful local cotton industry, and little of it was left for export before the 1820s. At that time, with the decline of artisanal production in India, growing surpluses were available for export: Lancashire, however, bought most of its raw cotton from the Southern United States, which produced the kind of long-fibre cotton most in demand in Britain, while India’s short-fibre produce was judged inadequate. An alternative outlet opened in China, where a thriving artisanal industry found the local supply of raw cotton insufficient and was less demanding as far as quality was concerned. A significant export trade to China developed in the 1820s and 1830s, and raw cotton accounted then for 15 to 20 per cent of total Indian exports, but in the 1840s a recession in China almost put a halt to it. The next stage in the Indian raw cotton saga was spectacular: in 1861, as the Civil War in the United States interrupted the flow of American cotton to Britain, Lancashire, in sheer desperation, turned to the despised Indian cotton as the only possible substitute (Figure 1.3). An extraordinary wave of speculation ensued, as more land in the Deccan cotton belt was sowed with cotton, and traders in Bombay made quick fortunes by selling to Britain at extravagantly high prices. When the Civil War came to an end in 1865 and American exports gradually rebounded, the boom, predictably, was followed by a bust in Bombay in which many operators made huge losses. Exports of Indian cotton went through a substantial fall, bottoming up at less than 10 per cent of total exports in 1900–1. It took several decades for Indian cotton exports to recover, partly thanks to the appearance of a new providential customer, Japan. In post-Meiji Japan, a cotton textile industry started developing in the 1870s and soon found itself impaired by a lack of supply of the raw material, Japanese production of raw cotton being small. In the late 1880s, some of the new Osaka-based Japanese cotton millowners hit upon the idea of getting supply from India. A mission was sent to India to investigate, and soon exports started to Japan, first on a very small scale but, following the opening of a direct shipping service between Bombay, Kobe and Yokohama in 1893, sales grew quickly, and soon Japan became one of the largest buyers of Indian raw cotton. In 1914 it absorbed 38 per cent of Indian cotton exports, 50 per cent of which went to countries in continental Europe (Germany, France, Italy, Austria, Belgium, Switzerland) and only 6 per cent to Britain. Large Japanese trading firms, such as Toyo Menka Kaisha and Mitsui Bushan, opened branches in India and set up a network of agencies in the cotton-producing areas. This was part of a process of ‘globalisation’ of Indian cotton, in which other international trading firms such as the Swiss firm Volkart Bros, of Winterthur, and the Anglo-Greek Rallis Bros, of Liverpool, participated. Volkart, founded in 1851 simultaneously in the Swiss city of Winterthur and in Bombay, grew to become the largest shipper of Indian cotton, accounting for 25 per cent of total exports by 1920. The profits made by the firm were so large that they allowed Dr Oskar Reinhart (1885–1965), the son of the firm’s general manager Theodor Reinhart, to assemble one of the largest private collections of European paintings in his Winterthur villa ‘am Römerholz’, which was opened to the public in 1915. More generally, India’s trading and financial sector attracted some investment from outside Britain, especially in banking and insurance, although the overall dominant position of British capital was never seriously challenged.
Figure 1.3 ‘Over the Way’: American Civil War interrupted England’s cotton supply so Britain turned to India for cotton; cartoon from Punch, 16 November 1861.
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Two other widely traded India-produced commodities after 1860 were jute and tea. Jute emerged as a substitute for hemp, which was used in the production of rope and sacking; having been cultivated mostly in Russia, its supply had been interrupted by the Crimean War in 1855. Jute cultivation developed quickly in East Bengal for sale to mills that had been set up in the Scottish city of Dundee. One jute mill was also founded in Calcutta, although most of the crop was exported raw. By the 1870s, however, the Dundee jute millowners saw the potential of creating factories in India, taking advantage of the proximity of the raw material and the cheapness of labour. Soon, several Calcutta-based British managing agencies followed suit and invested in jute mills. By 1914, 100 mills had been erected in the industrial belt around Calcutta (Wallace 1928), employing 200,000 workers, mostly immigrants from Upper India. Most of the supervisory staff was Scottish, and the industry was entirely controlled by British capitalists, in contrast to the cotton textile industry. While the raw jute was mostly shipped to Britain, the manufactured product was exported primarily to the ‘new countries’, the United States, Canada, Argentina and Australia, where it was used for bagging wheat and other export crops, thus contributing to the expansion in world trade that characterised the pre-war years. Indian traders, mostly Marwaris, were massively involved in the purchase of jute from the cultivators, the pressing of the raw jute into bales, and its conveying to Calcutta to be either sold to the mills or exported in bulk. They fought with the British millowners and exporters over prices, having resort from 1907 to fatka, futures trading, that disrupted the market.
In the production and export of tea, the other commodity, on the other hand, British dominance was undisputed. The tea industry had been started in the late 1830s in a deliberate attempt to reduce expansive imports from China. Its beginnings, in Assam, were inauspicious, but, from the 1870s, with a significant injection of metropolitan capital, it developed quickly so that by the 1880s Indian exports of tea (as well as those of neighbouring Ceylon) had outstripped China’s (Griffiths 1967). The crop was cultivated mostly in large plantations belonging to London and Glasgow-based firms. These employed British salaried managers known generally as ‘planters’ and a workforce, composed partly of women and children who had been brought to Assam from the ‘tribal belt’ of Central India in conditions that became an object of scandal. There were also smaller tea gardens, often owned by Indians, but they had to sell their crop to the big British concerns. The tea was mostly exported to Britain, but from there a significant proportion was further transformed then re-exported to Europe and North America.
Other significant exports were oilseeds, leather and skins, and wheat. While India was wracked by a series of severe famines between 1866 and 1900 that claimed a total in the region of 25 to 30 million lives, the emergence of a significant export trade in wheat understandably attracted adverse comments from critics of colonial rule. The question arises, and was asked by contemporary commentators, as to whether these famines were a product of imperial globalisation. This view received renewed attention when the Indian famines were analysed as part of a global pattern of ‘Late Victorian holocausts’ (Davis 2000), also affecting China and Brazil, in relation to a particular climatic sequence (El Niño oscillations). The stubborn adherence of colonial administrators to the laissez-faire dogma of the Manchester school of economics, which favoured the free play of market mechanisms in preference to state intervention, has been singled out as a major explanatory factor of government policies, but this tends to obscure the existence of debates within the governing circles. It is illogical to assume that colonial administrators deliberately connived in the death of millions of their tax-paying peasant subjects, and therefore the famines appear to have been a major example of market failure, exacerbated by muddled official response, rather than a direct outcome of government policies. The adoption of a famine code that set rules for the organisation of relief to affected areas, alongside milder climatic conditions, led to the quasi-disappearance of famine conditions after 1900. The Bengal famine of 1943, which resulted in an excess mortality of 3 million, was largely caused by the exceptional circumstances of the war: the sudden removal of rice imports from Japanese-occupied Burma, added to the widespread destruction of river craft meant to slow down a feared Japanese invasion, upset the delicate balance of the grain market in Eastern India and led to scarcity in large parts of East Bengal. The global perception of India as a land prone to famine is a legacy from the colonial era that independent India has found hard to get rid of.
Regarding India’s foreign trade, it is worth noting that an export trade in cotton fabrics, both mill- and handmade, re-emerged after 1880, although on a modest scale. Handloom products were exported from Tamil Nadu to Ceylon and Malaya, where Indian labourers, mostly Tamilian, favoured handmade dhotis over other forms of clothing. Mill-made goods went mostly to East Africa, where they were sold by Indian traders. On the other hand, sales of opium diminished then, following a 1911 Anglo–Chinese agreement to restrict them, practically disappeared. Sales of yarn to China also fell drastically after 1905 as, in the wake of the Swadeshi agitation of 1904–7 (see later in this section), more yarn was sold domestically to both artisans and mills, and in China there was growing competition from Chinese and Japanese mills.
The overall diversification in the portfolio of Indian export commodities that occurred after 1860 coincided with a diversification in the destinations of these exports. While previously Britain and China had been by far the major buyers of Indian commodities, other countries became significant destinations for India’s export trade, Japan, Germany, Belgium, France, Italy and the United States being foremost. This ‘globalisation’ of India’s external trade remained, however, contained within an imperial framework thanks to new developments in the realm of finance and money.
Currency was not a major preoccupation for India’s British rulers before the 1870s. The Indian rupee, which had become the sole currency in 1835, the result of a slow process of monetary unification, was a silver currency, like those of most countries outside Western Europe, and the relative stability in the gold–silver ratio between 1815 and 1871 meant that currency fluctuations in the form of variations in the rupee–pound exchange rate were limited and had a minimal impact on India’s balance of payments. Things started changing in the early 1870s, which saw a rapid depreciation of silver vis-à-vis gold, which in turn meant a depreciation of the rupee vis-à-vis sterling, a gold currency. While it helped Indian exports of yarn to China, a falling rupee hurt British exports of piece-goods to India by making them more expensive for low-income Indian consumers, and it also hurt the government of India by raising the rupee cost of its external obligations. Silver was flowing to India, mostly from the United States, the main producer of the metal, whose financial institutions were incapable of absorbing the growing surplus. In 1893 the government of India closed its mints to the free coinage of silver, which led to a fall in imports of American silver. But silver continued to depreciate worldwide, which hurt British exporters to Asian countries, such as China and Japan, that were still on a silver standard. This was the origin of the institution of a gold standard, a multilateral system of payments in which Britain played the central role (De Cecco 1974). India’s role in the new system was also pivotal, as the rupee was put on a gold-sterling basis in 1898, and India’s currency and exchange reserves were transferred to London in 1901 to be held mostly in the form of government sterling securities. In that way, the growing trade surplus accumulated by India between 1898 and 1913, thanks to the pre-war boom in commodity prices, was not financed mostly through increasing imports of gold into India (although some gold came to India), which would have been a logical outcome; rather, it served to stabilise the monetary conditions in Britain. Basically, India’s surpluses compensated Britain’s growing deficit in its trade balance with third countries, particularly Germany, the United States and Japan. So, while Britain’s share of India’s export trade tended to decline to the advantage of its commercial rivals, the new monetary arrangements meant that India’s surplus in fact served to shore up Britain’s global position. This was ‘imperial globalisation’ in its purest form: the growing ‘globalisation’ of India’s international trade was instrumentalised in the service of imperial links. After 1913 and following the First World War, the link between globalisation and empire would come under increasing stress.
There was, however, in the same period, another form of ‘globalisation’ from India that was not ‘imperial’ but could be viewed as ‘globalisation from below’. Various historians have drawn attention to the existence of active Indian trading communities with extended ramifications outside India. This was an age-old phenomenon, but it took on a new dimension in the second half of the nineteenth century, as a kind of ‘global bazaar economy’ developed outside Europe and North America, powered by traders of various origins (Ray 1995). Indian, Chinese, Lebanese, Armenian and Jewish traders set up networks that linked together different areas of the world through credit and supply chains of various efficiency and magnitude. These chains tended to be complementary rather than antagonistic to expanding European interests, but they nevertheless conferred on the traders a degree of independence vis-à-vis the Europeans. As far as Indians were concerned, their main areas of operation were situated in the Indian Ocean basin, with East Africa and South-East Asia the two main poles in this global economy. The Indians’ comparative advantage over other trading communities, whether local or transnational (Armenians, Jews), lay, on the one hand, in their unrivalled knowledge of markets, at the level of both supply and demand, and, on the other hand, in their financial expertise, for example their mastery of double-entry bookkeeping techniques that were often little understood by local traders. Gujarati traders, belonging to Hindu, Muslim, Zoroastrian (Parsi) and Jain communities, were the most ubiquitous of the Indian traders: their range extended in a west–east direction from Durban in South Africa to Shanghai in China, and they were particularly active in East Africa, where they encompassed both big traders in the main ports and cities and dukawallas (shopkeepers) in small localities of the hinterland. In South-East Asia, a community of Hindu bankers from Tamil Nadu known as Nattukottai Chettiars or Chettiars played a crucial role in financing commercial agriculture, whether rice in Burma or rubber in Malaya. They acted as intermediaries for the British banks, sparing them the trouble of dealing with a myriad of small peasant borrowers with little collateral except their plots of land. Other traders from Tamil Nadu that were active in South-East Asia were Muslims known as Chulias or Marakkayars. Two groups from Sindh had a range that extended beyond the Indian Ocean basin: the Shikarpuris who dominated moneylending in Central Asia, including the Russian area as well as part of Chinese Xinjiang, and the Sindworkies of Hyderabad, who sold silk and curios in a string of shops extending from Kobe in Japan to Panama in Central America (Markovits 2000). All these traders and moneylenders took advantage of the infrastructures created by European imperialism, in the form of steamship and telegraphic services that aided mobility and the rapid transmission of commercial information across the world, but they remitted most of their profits to their home towns and villages, to enable their families to buy plots of land and erect palatial dwellings but also to invest in various enterprises, generally small-scale, thus contributing to the expansion of India’s enormous sector of petty capitalist production. The range and size of their activities and the volume of remittances they sent to India led some to talk of an Indian ‘sub-imperialism’ operating within the British imperial sphere. That view also became popular with some of their local commercial rivals and sometimes resulted in open manifestations of hostility, a point that will be taken up in Chapter 6.
Imperial globalisation was challenged, however, within India, by a movement of economic nationalism known as the Swadeshi movement (from Hindi swadeshi, of the country, as opposed to videshi, foreign) that advocated exclusive consumption of locally produced goods and the shunning of imported products. Its intellectual roots were in the writings of publicists such as Dadabhai Naoroji (1825–1917) and R. C. Dutt (1848–1909) who had identified the decline of its industries as the main cause of India’s poverty and saw in industrialisation the only way of escaping it. They were influenced to some extent by the writings of German economist Friedrich List (1789–1846) who had challenged dominant liberal economic ideas and advocated the building of a strong ‘national economy’ through a limited use of protectionism, a project that was largely carried out by the newly unified Germany after 1871. His ideas circulated widely in Asia and were a major inspiration to Japanese statesmen of the Meiji era. In India, Swadeshism entered public consciousness during the agitation against the Partition of Bengal of 1904–7. It was the first mass anti-colonial movement and became known precisely as the Swadeshi movement. People were called on to renounce wearing garments made of imported British cloth and to favour the khadi (hand-woven cloth) produced by local artisans. Pressure was also put on traders to stop import of British piece-goods. As artisanal production was not sufficiently large to supply the market at affordable prices, Indian-owned mills took advantage of the campaign to promote their own products, which they misleadingly labelled as khadi. The campaign eventually foundered around the question of price: Indian-made cloth, whether hand-woven or mill-made, tended to be more expensive than the imported stuff and, as a result, the poorer consumers, especially the Muslim peasantry of East Bengal, did not shift their consumption from imported to Indian cloth; nor did traders, who were mostly Marwaris, actually cease to import British cloth. There was also an effort by entrepreneurs, generally belonging to the Bengali middle class, to create factories making different kinds of previously imported products. Few were successful, but amongst those who were was chemist Profulla Chandra Ray (1861–1944) who founded the Bengal Chemical and Pharmaceutical Works Company, which became a leading firm in the manufacturing sector and is still in existence. Swadeshi became a durable plank of the economic programme of the Indian National Congress, and, after the First World War, Gandhi gave it a prominent place in the movements he launched. This desire for economic self-sufficiency became an important marker of Indian nationalism, and its consequences were important for the Indian economy in the longer run.

India’s Economy, c.1914–1947: An Imperial ‘Deglobalisation’?
The First World War brought an end to the period of expansion in world trade linked to the gold standard and generally tended to weaken Britain’s position in the world. But, in a way that may appear paradoxical, Britain’s difficulty did not turn into India’s opportunity, except in the domain of cloth production. There, the First World War brought about a decline in Lancashire’s dominance of the Indian market that was not significantly reversed in the post-war period. Both local industrialists and artisans increased their share at the expense of British mills, but they had to face a new competitor in the form of the fast-expanding Japanese cotton textile industry, which had lower production costs and set up an efficient distribution network in India. Japanese competition was particularly felt in the cheaper varieties of cloth that were the main staple of the Bombay mills, while Lancashire increasingly tended to specialise in supplying the higher end of the market, where the Ahmedabad mills were its main competitors. The world depression and the boycott of British cloth that accompanied the Civil Disobedience movement of 1931–2 dealt Lancashire a further blow, from which it never recovered. On the eve of the Second World War, imports accounted for only around 10 per cent of Indian cloth consumption, as against 60 per cent on the eve of the First World War, and, of these imports, Lancashire accounted for only a third and Japan for the rest (Bagchi 1972: 226–7). Thus, Lancashire’s share of the Indian cloth market had fallen from 60 per cent in 1914 to 3 to 4 per cent in 1939 (in volume, although a little more in value). This was a spectacular fall, but Lancashire had long ceased to be central to Britain’s economic domination of India. Its decline was partly a result of the fiscal autonomy that London conceded to the government of India in 1919, which brought in its wake the adoption of some protectionist measures that Indian business demanded and that the government of India conceded mostly for political reasons. Protectionism was tinged with a degree of ‘imperial preference’ that limited its negative consequences for British producers of many goods, apart from cotton textiles. The first instance was the Steel Protection Act of 1924 that introduced differential rates of duties on imported British and non-British (mostly from Belgium-Luxemburg) steels. Such a system of imperial preference had been generalised by the 1932 Ottawa agreement between the countries of the British Empire, which instituted a kind of imperial free trade area following Britain’s abandonment of the gold standard in 1931. The result was a rise in Britain’s share of India’s diminished post-depression foreign trade. In the inter-war period, particularly in the 1930s, the Indian economy became somewhat disengaged from the world economy but more closely linked to Britain’s. India’s contribution to the overall imperial balance of external accounts was diminished both by the fall in India’s trade surplus with the rest of the world and by the rise in the surpluses of other colonies, primarily Malaya (rubber and tin) and Northern Rhodesia (copper), which tended to play a major role in balancing Britain’s accounts with the United States; however, in the matter of currency, India remained of pivotal importance to Britain (Balachandran 1996). The rupee remained linked to sterling, and the Reserve Bank of India, when it was founded in 1935, had its autonomy carefully circumscribed so as to maintain London’s control over India’s currency policy. By the late 1930s, rather than being a ‘small open economy’ as it had been viewed by British economists and policymakers in the late nineteenth century, India had become a ‘medium-sized semi-closed economy’. Its contribution to the external account of the British empire had been diminished, but its role in helping to maintain sterling as a global currency in the face of the rise of the US dollar had only increased. Furthermore, barring Japan, no other country had forged important links to India, despite partly successful efforts to boost their trade by Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. There had, however, been a trend of growing investment in India by American firms: one of Calcutta’s major managing agencies (commercial firms), Andrew Yule & Co, had been bought by American interests; the giant American and Foreign Power Company had linked up with the Indian firm of Tatas in electricity production; and US automobile and oil companies had entered the Indian market in a significant way, Ford Motor Company even setting up an assembly plant. With the advent of the Second World War, the United States became an even more significant actor, but, at the time of its independence in 1947, India, which had accumulated some credit with Britain in the form of the so-called ‘sterling balances’, still occupied a rather marginal place in the overall configuration of American interests abroad. Once the remaining monetary link to Britain had been severed, India could hope to embark upon the project of building a ‘national economy’ without too many encumbrances. Yet, in the short term, Partition created major difficulties: millions were displaced amid massive violence; trading networks and supply chains were disrupted, sometimes durably; whole sectors had to be reorganised to take into account the existence of a new border. Trade between India and Pakistan declined very quickly and, on both sides, new markets had to be found. As such a level of disruption had generally not been anticipated by the governing elites, it took a few years for things to stabilise, although India was less affected than Pakistan.

Building a National Economy in the Context of the Cold War, c.1947–1990
Contrary to what the managers of India’s economy had anticipated in documents such as the ‘Bombay Plan’ (Thakurdas et al. 1944–5) put forward in 1944 by India’s major capitalists, which served as a kind of blueprint for independent India’s economic policy during the first post-independence decade, India could not hope to generate a process of economic development on its own capital resources. Primary accumulation of the kind necessary to launch such a process would have meant squeezing the peasantry in the way that the Soviets had done in the late 1920s and early 1930s, and the Chinese communists were doing in the 1950s. This was politically impossible for a Congress Party that relied for support largely on rich and middling peasants who did not pay taxes. Given the narrow tax base on which state finances rested, India had to rely at least partly on external capital to finance investment in basic infrastructure and heavy industry, sectors with low profitability that were not attractive to domestic private capital. Politically, this was delicate as it could expose the government to accusations of ‘selling out’ to foreign interests. The government was, however, partly saved from this predicament by the international context, with the Cold War moving from military confrontation to economic rivalry following Stalin’s death and Nikita Khrushchev’s choice of ‘peaceful co-existence’. From 1955 onwards, India was in a position to transform its ‘non-alignment’ between the two blocs into a paying proposition, as West and East competed for a share of the Indian pie. India’s ambitious but ultimately ‘moderate’ Second Plan (1956–60), in which P. C. Mahalanobis’s original draft had been watered down to undermine the priority given to heavy industry (Bettelheim 1968), offered possibilities for both sides in the Cold War to build stronger links to the country. It is shown by the de facto division of labour in the steel industry, with West Germany financing the Rourkela steelworks while the Bhilai complex was erected with the help of the Soviet Union. Contrary to a widespread idea, the Nehruvian blueprint for the Indian economy did not entail isolation from the world economy but rather a controlled participation in it, with priority given to bilateral trade and investment agreements with selected countries rather than engagement in a multilateral system. India’s share of world trade, however, continued its downward trend and, more preoccupying, the surplus in the balance of trade became a permanent deficit. While imports of food-grains and capital goods swelled – a logical outcome of the Five-Year Plans’ industrialising drive, added to the neglect of investment in agriculture – exports stagnated. Jute and tea were the two commodities most affected. The jute industry had a problem of raw material supply as most of the cultivated area was in East Pakistan and it took some time to build up an Indian production. Then the Indian mills were faced with severe competition from newly built Pakistani mills, which were more modern, had easier access to the raw material and benefited from lower labour costs. Tea exports suffered from the enormous increase in domestic consumption of the beverage, which left little surplus for sale abroad, and from the competition of new African tea gardens (in Kenya) developed thanks to the reinvestment of profits made by British firms in India and Ceylon. Other exports did not fare very well either. Producers tended to give priority to the domestic market as foreign currency transactions came under close regulation.
This already not very promising trajectory was thrown completely out of gear by the development of an unexpected border conflict with China in 1962 and a new war with Pakistan in 1965, forcing new priorities on India’s planners and obliging the country to import defence equipment on a big scale. Thus, the international context impinged crucially on India’s economic performance in ways that had not been predictable at the time of independence. This led to India leaning increasingly towards the Soviet Union, as epitomised by the Indo–Soviet friendship treaty of 1971 which provided the cover permitting the victory against Pakistan in the 1971 war and the liberation of Bangladesh. While this rapprochement somehow eased the external account situation by opening up some new markets to India’s exports, it tied India with what would eventually be the losing side in the Cold War and cut it off from the rapid technological advances taking place in the Western economies. India’s overall economic performance in the 1970s was lukewarm, despite the gains of the ‘green revolution’ which allowed it to dispense with imports of food-grains but was largely limited to an area of Northern India where wheat production was boosted by the adoption of new varieties of seeds and the multiplication of tubewells for irrigation.
The dim prospects on the domestic scene led some Indian capitalists to seek opportunities outside the country, reversing a trend of ‘deglobalisation’ that had been at work after 1947. The pioneer in this new development was Aditya Vikram Birla, who belonged to one of India’s major business families and, starting in 1969, made significant investments in Thailand and other Asian countries, an example that was followed by a few others in the 1970s and 1980s (Tumbe 2017). An estimate is that by 1984 overseas direct investment by Indian firms amounted to US$ 122 million. But most of these investments were in joint ventures with local partners, often of Indian origin. They were mostly in industrial ventures, often in branches with a relatively high technological content, reflecting the availability for use of those skills acquired by Indian engineers that were not always required inside India. Also of note is the bold move made by a group of Indian diamond traders from Palanpur in Gujarat to establish a presence in Antwerp, the main hub of the world diamond trade, traditionally a preserve of Hasidic Jews. The share of the Indian ‘diamantaires’ in the Antwerp diamond trade rose from 2 per cent in 1968 to 25 per cent in 1980, and a growing worldwide share of the polishing of rough diamonds took place in India, in Mumbai and increasingly in Surat, to the detriment of the traditional locations in Europe and Israel. That period thus saw the beginning of a process of ‘multinationalisation’ of big Indian capital that was to gain further momentum in the 1990s. By the 1980s, it became clear to India’s leadership that the country had reached a kind of impasse in its process of development and that a new kind of relationship to the world economy had to be defined. It took, however, a serious crisis to push things forward in a decisive way.

Reorienting the Indian Economy in the 1990s: A New Phase of Globalisation?
The change in India’s economic orientation circa 1991 has often been defined by its critics as a turn to ‘neo-liberal globalisation’, but this might be a slightly misleading label. It is possible first to over-emphasise the systemic aspect of the changes that took place then, and second to overlook some of the continuities in the configuration of India’s economy. The turn was necessitated by a macroeconomic crisis that occurred owing to a sharp fall in foreign exchange reserves, combined with a downgrading of India’s credit rating and a cut-off of private foreign lending. It manifested itself through a high rate of inflation, large public and current account deficits, and growing indebtedness, both domestic and foreign (Joshi and Little 1997). That crisis had its remote origins in an external shock, the oil crisis of 1979–81, which had occasioned a balance of payments deficit that had not been corrected in the 1980s and was intensified in 1990–1 by a new mini-oil crisis linked to the Gulf War. Although economic growth had been relatively high in the 1980s and facilitated by some reforms adopted in the first half of the decade, it had been made possible basically by borrowing abroad on a scale that was unsustainable in the long term. In response to the crisis, the Indian government took short-term measures that helped to re-establish basic macroeconomic stability but also seized the opportunity to engage in structural reforms. The stabilisation programme was a success, bringing about, in particular, a dramatic improvement in the balance of payments; after a year of slowing down considerably, growth returned, in a healthier environment, although inflation remained stubbornly high. The rest of the decade was marked by sustained growth as further reforms came into being.
The questions here are how far India’s economy became ‘globalised’ and whether the reforms seriously impacted India’s position in the global economy. The answers are far from clear, as far as the decade of the 1990s is concerned. While foreign trade increased significantly as a percentage of GDP, thanks to an easing of restrictions on foreign currency transactions and a lowering of tariff barriers, the Indian economy did not suddenly become an open economy. There remained obstacles to foreign investment, and the rush of foreign multinationals on the Indian market anticipated by some did not occur. Foreign direct investment (FDI) into India, which stood at a low level of US$ 130 million in 1991–2, climbed to US$ 3.56 billion in 1998–9 but then stabilised at around US$ 2 billion by the end of the 1990s. It represented only a small fraction of FDI going into China (Hentley 2004). Infrastructure bottlenecks, especially in transport and electricity production, hampered many grandiose projects of investment, and bureaucratic red tape, if somehow reduced, did not disappear altogether. The slow pace of the administration as well as the law courts in resolving disputes acted as a powerful brake. A lot of the foreign investment coming to India was in facilities such as call centres, which led to a labelling of India as the ‘back office’ of the world, while China was increasingly its workshop. The jobs offered in these call centres and other similar facilities necessitated a knowledge of English and therefore concerned mostly middle-class educated youths; they did not bring very high wages by international standards, although for India they were attractive.
If foreign multinationals did not invade India on the scale expected (or feared), big Indian business took advantage of the new set-up to considerably increase its investments abroad. The Aditya Birla Group was again in the forefront: by the mid-1990s, some 30 per cent of its income came from foreign operations and it had nineteen subsidiaries outside India, mostly in Thailand and Indonesia but also in Kenya and Egypt. The Tata Group started a process of expansion abroad that took a massive dimension in the 2000s. The Ispat Group of Marwari businessman Lakshmi Mittal, from modest beginnings in Indonesia with one single mill, expanded worldwide in the 1990s through the take-over of sick steel mills it nursed back to health with drastic cost-cutting measures. By 2000 it was one of the largest producers of steel worldwide and ready for the further expansion that would result in 2006 in the creation of Arcelor-Mittal. It should be noted that Lakshmi Mittal, who took British citizenship and was a resident of London, operated through a Netherlands-based company and had few interests in India. His was a rare case of ‘multinationalisation’ coupled with actual ‘deterritorialisation’. Most of India’s big business groups joined the bandwagon of investment abroad, with very few exceptions, but kept their main base in India. Joint ventures tended increasingly to be shunned in favour of the creation of directly held subsidiaries. The range of activities covered broadened considerably, as services represented a large share of the new investments. Smaller businessmen joined the rush. In 1993, the three Gupta brothers from a trading family in the small town of Saharanpur (Uttar Pradesh) moved to South Africa, as the apartheid system in that country was coming to an end. They quickly forged links to African politicians and started a meteoric rise that propelled them to the first ranks of South African business in the 2000s, when their closeness to President Jacob Zuma led to accusations that they had ‘captured’ the state. In the Antwerp diamond trade, the share of the Palanpuris rapidly increased to reach 50 per cent by 2000, and diamonds became a major item of India’s foreign trade. The new orientation towards the international markets brought rewards but also entailed risks that were not always well appraised.
Looking at the situation as it stood in 2000, it could be said that India had moved from being a ‘semi-closed’ to a ‘semi-open’ economy. Pressures to open up even further were building up, but there were also counter-pressures, as some issued warnings that India was in danger of losing its independence. Retrospectively, their fears on that account appear exaggerated, but the price paid in terms of environmental degradation owing to the unregulated nature of a lot of the investment projects carried out has come now to haunt India’s decision makers in the wake of the Paris agreement on the fight against global warming.

India’s Place in Global Environmental History
Environmental history has become an important part of global history, concerned as it is with the fate of our planet. In India, the turn to environmental history is recent. The first major survey of India’s environmental history came out only in the 1990s (Gadgil and Guha 1992) and had a durable impact on the field owing to its emphasis on what the authors called the ‘colonial watershed’. They contrasted a so-called ‘pre-colonial’ era marked by a global equilibrium between man and nature with large-scale degradation of the environment owing to brutal and insensitive colonial policies. They singled out forestry and wildlife as the two areas where the colonial intervention had had the most disastrous consequences. Regarding the forests, they concluded that colonial forest policy had favoured unrestricted commercial exploitation of the resource, to the detriment of a more prudent use, and had resulted in the impoverishment of traditional forest-dwellers, who were mostly ‘tribals’. As to wildlife, they pointed to the ‘holocaust of the megafauna’ perpetrated by the colonisers and the resultant quasi-extinction of the Indian lion, the cheetah and the one-horned rhinoceros, as well as the severe depletion of the tiger population. They also noticed the beginning of a reversal of policies in the last decades of the colonial period, with the emergence of a discourse and some measures of conservationism. Their view of post-colonial policies tended to emphasise a degree of continuity with the colonial era, including the growth of conservationism.
While few disputed Gadgil and Guha’s (1992) bleak view of the effects of colonialism on the environment, their view of pre-colonial India as a sort of Eden drew increasing criticism in the 2000s: the narrative sequence they had constructed of a ‘resource crunch’ circa 1000 CE leading to the adoption by the Indian elites of ‘prudent’ policies towards the environment was shown to have little solid empirical foundation. It was also hinted that they had seriously overestimated the importance of India’s remaining forest cover at the beginning of the colonial period: studies showed that grasslands used as pasture by semi-nomadic groups probably covered a good third of the subcontinent, reflecting earlier episodes of ‘deforestation’. A more balanced view of India’s environmental history has thus emerged in the last two decades, giving less centrality to the colonial intervention without, however, ignoring its impact (Rangarajan and Sivaramakrishnan 2014).
A major question is that of the ‘anthropocene’. It is generally recognised that our planet has entered a new epoch in the last 250 years, characterised by the impact of human activity on the natural world (Chakrabarty 2018). One crucial marker of the entry into the anthropocene is the use of fossil fuels (coal, oil) as the main source of energy instead of plant- and animal-derived fuel (wood, charcoal, cow-dung). In this respect, India has lagged behind. Coal started being used on a small scale in the 1820s, when the first mines were opened in the Raniganj coalfield in Bengal. But it became significant only in the 1880s when the newly built railways started using coal instead of wood to power the locomotives. Even then its progress was slow: by 1947 India, with 400 million inhabitants, used less than 30 million tons of the combustible, an extremely low figure per capita. Oil, most of which was imported, had an even slower development curve: in 1947 India consumed only 3 million tons, kerosene for lighting still accounting for a significant share. This reflected low degrees of electrification as well as of motorisation. In 1960, following a surge in the growth of manufacturing, coal and oil accounted for only 41 per cent of the Indian energy mix, with hydropower accounting for another 4 per cent, despite the construction of dams that Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964) saw as symbols of the new India. It means that India still relied for most of its energy supply on ‘traditional’ sources. The turn to fossil fuels occurred really in the 1980s and 1990s with the explosion in car ownership and growing urbanisation. Its inevitable consequence was the rise of air pollution on a big scale. This converted part of the citizenry to an awareness of climate change but had little effect on government policies, which remained dominated by a developmentalist agenda, paying little heed to its ecological costs. For a while, India resisted the call to take measures to diminish its CO2 emissions, arguing (not without reason) that it was a device used by the most developed countries to stunt the growth of potential rivals.
On the eve of the millennium, India was affected by a series of ‘ecological’ conflicts around forests, dams and mining projects, and wildlife conservation that often pitted the state and capital against local populations. The alignments were not always similar: in the well-known Chipko movement, a Himalayan peasantry defended its forests against contractors from the plains, striking a blow for the environment (Weber 1988), but in the Sunderbans in West Bengal, inhabitants of the marshes opposed a conservationist project aimed at protecting tigers that they felt did not take their own needs into account (Jalais 2014). India’s ecological movements remained dominated by the middle class and did not constitute a political force susceptible of changing the direction of public policies at the national level, even if they could locally exercise a measure of influence.
By 2000, India’s reliance on the use of coal for most of its electricity production (Lahiri-Dutt 2014), added to its quickening pace of motorisation, had made it a significant contributor to the worldwide growth of CO2 emissions, although it lagged well behind China in this. It was becoming increasingly clear that, without the participation of the two giants of Asia, efforts to curb the warming of the planet were doomed to failure. While the campaign to save the tiger drew applause from the global environmental movement for contributing to preserving biodiversity, it could not offset the worrying trend of increased carbon emissions.

Indian Capitalism: How Different Is It?
By 2000, following a decade of economic reforms and the growing integration of India with the world economy, combined with the abandonment of the increasingly empty official socialist rhetoric, few doubted that India’s economy was a capitalist economy. Yet the nature of India’s capitalism remained a matter of debate for historians and economists. The enormous weight of forms of petty production and trade that employed the bulk of the workers outside the agricultural sector was one trait that clearly differentiated India from other Asian capitalist countries. At the same time, some Indian firms were amongst the world’s biggest, and several Indian billionaires figured in the Forbes rankings amongst the wealthiest in the world. This appeared to suggest a ‘dual’ nature for Indian capitalism. The history of Indian capitalism remained, however, a relatively under-researched area, and different assessments of its genesis commanded attention. One view of the trajectory of Indian capitalism was clearly inspired by the work of German sociologist Max Weber. For those holding it, India’s capitalism was basically an import from the West, as it was only in Western Europe that the necessary conditions for the flourishing of capitalism had been present. Max Weber’s own writings on the sociology of Hinduism and Buddhism (Weber 1958) could be invoked to support the thesis of the non-existence of a specific Indian capitalist trajectory, and of the necessary salience of the colonial intervention in the genesis of Indian capitalism. As to the nature of the transition to capitalism under colonial conditions, there were contrasting views about it. While liberals tended to view the British intervention in a positive light, mostly because it had introduced a legal system protective of private property and favourable to private enterprise, nationalist and Marxist authors stressed the predatory aspect of a British rule that had relied on the extraction of a tribute from India and had thus decisively impaired the possibility of capital accumulation by indigenous actors. As to the kind of indigenous capitalism that had actually developed in the colonial era, it was judged deficient in relation to a template represented by Western capitalism, and compromised by its complicity with a system of economic relations in the countryside that were viewed as ‘feudal’ or ‘semi-feudal’. The existence of Indian trading communities with a long history of worldwide activities was rarely given prominence in scholarly work on the origins of Indian capitalism. The indigenous capitalism that had flourished in the interstices of the colonial dispensation was often subsumed under the term ‘bazaar’, which was a way of exoticising it as well as of somewhat dismissing it as an inferior form of the real thing, that is, Western-style capitalism. Some, however, rather than an inferior form, saw in it a ‘vernacular’ form of capitalism and could even celebrate it as more attuned to Indian realities, but they were not the dominant voice. More recently, some authors (Birla 2009; Roy 2010) have taken a different approach to the colonial transition, viewing it through the prism of law. They have drawn attention to the tension between the introduction of British commercial law and the emergence of specifically Indian legal forms such as the Hindu joint family that de facto allowed business owners (most of whom were Hindu) to escape the provisions of commercial law that favoured transparency. Hindu businessmen could enjoy the full protection of the law without having to disclose information about their operations through the simple device of registering their firms as Hindu joint families. This mixing of two legal regimes was judged by economic historian Tirthankar Roy (2010: 87) to be ‘monstrously inefficient’ and one major cause of the relatively poor performance of the economy under colonialism. Roy put forward that the family firm had emerged during the colonial era as a substitute for an institutional form he called the ‘guild’, which, he argued, had been dominant in the pre-colonial era and had proved rather efficient at managing potential commercial disputes. In the new dispensation, he claimed, there was no satisfactory mechanism for the settlement of disputes; these were left to the courts and their famously slow workings, thus impeding their quick resolution. The dominance of the family firm as well as the accumulation of a backlog of unresolved disputes have remained major traits of Indian capitalism till the present, but whether they can be held responsible for the problems of the capitalist sector is a moot point. First, it could be pointed out that family firms remain significant even in advanced Western capitalist economies. Second, the ability of Indian family firms to operate successfully in the international arena should alert us to the pitfalls of adhering to a teleological view of capitalism as embodied by its trajectory in Western Europe and North America. The history of capitalism in East Asia, specifically in China, Japan and Korea, tends to suggest that there are different routes to capitalism and that the combination of family business and strong state intervention can produce very positive outcomes. Indian capitalism is closer to this ‘Asian’ model than to the ‘Western’ one, although the outcome in India has not been the same as in East Asia.
The reasons for this difference in outcomes are to be found in societal as well as in institutional factors. A specific system of labour management and the durable exclusion of large swathes of the population from the market for all but basic consumer goods are two major contributing factors. Regarding labour management, historian Raj Chandavarkar (1993) drew attention to its specificities in the context of the Bombay cotton mills of the colonial era. It rested on the use of a set of intermediaries, known as jobbers, who organised the recruitment of workers and acted as foremen in the factories, sparing the capitalists the need to involve themselves too directly in labour management. This system, which implied the existence of an important reserve army of casual labour, was suited to an industry characterised by sudden fluctuations in demand: downsizing of the workforce was the essential regulatory mechanism through which a fairly constant rate of profit could be maintained even when demand was slack. Short-term profitability based on keeping labour abundant and cheap was preferred to long-term investment in increasing its efficiency, for it allowed the development of the industry through the constant ploughing back of profits with minimal recourse to a still undeveloped capital market. A largely similar system existed in the British-owned jute mills of Calcutta (Chakrabarty 1989). The major significant deviation from this model of entrepreneurial development was the case of the Tata Iron & Steel Company (TISCO) created in 1907 by the sons of Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata. Given the amount of capital needed for such a venture, the Tatas went to the Bombay capital market and, thanks to their reputation in business circles as well as the wave of patriotic enthusiasm created by the 1904–7 Swadeshi movement launched against the Partition of Bengal, they were able to raise most of the needed capital from middle-class investors. Given the technological sophistication of that industry, the Tatas also sought to develop a permanent workforce. But most Indian capitalists were content with exploiting a pool of casual labour and remained shy of the capital market till very recently, preferring to rely on family and caste connections to finance their enterprises and to keep their accounts hidden from public scrutiny. Big business operated mostly through family-based ‘business groups’, which were composed of a number of separate firms in different branches of the economy, with a common structure of ownership and management, a way of spreading risk. There has been a lot of discussion in management literature as to the pros and cons of this system of business organisation, but so far there has been no clear verdict as to its efficiency or lack thereof (Khanna and Yafeh 2007).
Apart from having a specific system of labour management and financing, Indian capitalism was also characterised by an original approach to marketing. Operating in a society with a high rate of illiteracy, Indian industrialists made little use of advertising before the 1930s. Even when the Western advertising agencies such as J. Walter Thompson established branches in India in the 1920s, they used their services on a limited scale, preferring to rely on locally produced promotional calendars to spread their message. Their marketing network relied mostly on a close relationship with dealers who were highly dependent on advances from them for their own finance, and therefore tended to remain loyal. They did not aim very directly at the consumers; as a result, branding was of limited importance and consumer loyalty was fickle. The consumer as an actor started emerging in the 1930s in the big cities, and most commonly he or she was a middle-class person (Haynes 2010), literate and with some (modest) financial means, who hovered constantly between mimicry of Western consumption patterns and strong nationalist impulses, which made advertising a delicate exercise in balancing sensitivities. Advertising was mostly used to promote goods such as toiletries, soaps and medicines, reflecting middle-class anxieties about bodily health. But the mass of the rural population remained so poor that it could not make non-food purchases beyond a few basic goods such as clothes, kerosene oil, matches and bidis (handmade cigarettes). With the growth of urbanisation from the 1950s, more people became dependent on the market for their daily needs of food, fuel and an expanding range of basic consumer goods such as bicycles or sewing machines. The refrigerator remained for decades a clear sign of access to the middle class, and outside the reach of lower-middle-class people. Within the framework of the so-called ‘socialist economy’ that India tried to build after 1955, consumer goods received low priority from planners, and, since imports had been practically banned from 1957, there developed an intense frustration amongst a middle class that, through its links with a fast-growing diaspora, was becoming increasingly attuned to Western consuming modes and aspirations. It was only in the 1980s that India entered, cautiously at first, the era of mass consumption. The Maruti car, built in a joint venture with Japanese firm Suzuki, became the symbol of the new middle-class consumerism as its ‘modern’ silhouette contrasted with that of the reigning ‘Ambassador’, with its design based on a British 1950s model, which had been the queen of Indian roads for three decades. The 1990s saw the entry of most international automobile firms on the Indian market and the opening of the first massive shopping malls in India’s main cities, clearly signalling the beginning of a new pattern of retail trading. But the mom-and-pop store remained the mainstay of commerce in rural and small-town areas, where the bulk of the population still lived, showing the limits of the phenomenon. And the passenger car remained out of reach for most lower-middle-class Indians. The following two decades would be marked by a great advance in consumerism that affected a growing share of the population, particularly with the quasi-universalisation of the cell phone, although petty production and mass poverty remained as reminders of the enduring specificities of India’s embrace of capitalism.


1 Despatch no. 32 in the General Department, dated 25 January 1834, to the court of directors, mentions a memorial from ‘certain commercial gentlemen of the French nation’ presented to the governor of Pondicherry and transmitted to Madras, in which they complained that French vessels bound for France were prevented from calling at any other port in India on their way. Copy in Asia Pacific and African Collections of the British Library, London, India Office Records (IOR), Board’s Collections, ‘Rights of Foreign Vessels’, F/4/1584.



2 India in Global Human Circulations
The literature on the Indian diaspora is mostly preoccupied with the way in which Indian cultural norms and practices were modified or transformed by spatial displacement. Here I take as a point of departure the fact that the circulation of Indians outside India was largely determined by the changing configuration of the labour market both in India and in the world at large. The question of the cultural interaction of Indians with the populations of the host countries will be taken up in Chapter 6. Conventional wisdom has it that a decisive moment in the history of Indian labour migrations was the beginning of indenture in 1834; it led to the departure of some 1.4 million emigrants up to 1916, when it was suspended. But Indians had been circulating, mostly across the Indian Ocean, for centuries before the advent of indenture. Nor did indenture account for the bulk of emigration from India between 1834 and 1916. Furthermore, the end of indenture did not signify the end of emigration; that remained important throughout the entire twentieth century and even took a new dimension from the 1960s onwards. India also received immigrants of various origins at different moments, although figures for immigration never matched those for emigration. This chapter will look at all forms of movement from and into India, with the aim of uncovering any patterns and trends.
Circulations before Indenture, c.1750–1834
In contrast with indenture, these circulations attracted little official scrutiny or scholarly attention, which makes their reconstruction difficult. Leaving aside the case of military personnel, there were two distinct groups: on the one hand were people endowed with specific skills, who were nominally ‘free’ (although some were in fact convicts condemned to penal servitude), and on the other hand were slaves, mostly employed as domestic servants.
Compared with Atlantic slavery, Indian Ocean slavery has tended to be relatively overlooked. The two are, of course, not strictly comparable, slavery in the Indian Ocean being much more diversified and less production-oriented than the Atlantic variety (Campbell 2004). This difference explains why reliable global quantitative estimates of flows are not easily available for the Indian Ocean. Concerning India’s case, a few facts stand out: first, that flows were never massive as most slaves in India were locally born and circulated within the boundaries of the subcontinent; second, that ‘import’ and ‘export’ of slaves more or less balanced out. Given the enormous demographic weight of the subcontinent compared to the rest of the Indian Ocean basin, this might appear puzzling. In earlier periods, export of slaves from India, mostly for domestic service but also for agricultural or artisanal work and mostly to Central Asia (Levi 2002a) and Arabia, had been substantial at times, but it appears to have diminished in the eighteenth century, for reasons that are not entirely clear. Similarly, in the seventeenth century the VOC had been sending Indian slaves, mostly from eastern India, to its various establishments, especially at The Cape. That traffic continued in the eighteenth century on a reduced scale through private entrepreneurs (Mbeki and van Rossum 2017). In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, slaves were mostly trafficked from Malabar to Arabia by Arab traders. In the other direction, import of mostly military slaves, both from East Africa (known as Habshi, that is, Abyssinians) and from the Middle East and Central Asia (Georgians and Circassians), had been important for many Indian states, particularly the sultanates of the Deccan where the local Muslim population was small and where those imported military slaves often rose to positions of power. But with the disappearance of the Deccan sultanates following their conquest by the Mughals in the late seventeenth century, and the subsequent decline of the Mughal empire, such imports had faded to a trickle. Yet there remained a pattern of import of Africans, mostly women and children destined for domestic service, on India’s western littoral, in Sindh, Gujarat and the Konkan. Prior to 1807, the British had not interfered with that trade, but after that date the Royal Navy was authorised to arrest slave-carrying ships and to free the slaves, although, in the Indian Ocean, it seemed more preoccupied with fighting what the British considered ‘piracy’ than with putting an end to the traffic in humans. The question of slavery attracted some attention in official circles in India and renowned administrator-scholar Henry Thomas Colebrooke (1765–1837) wrote a memorandum about it in 1812, in which he did not condemn the institution. In line with his views, a judicial letter from Bengal of October 1817 stated: ‘A Slave, by entering the Company’s Territories does not become free’ because slavery in India was permitted by both Hindu and ‘Muhammadan’ law.1 Between 1820 and 1850, the British authorities occasionally reported the arrival of small vessels carrying African slaves to Calcutta, Bombay and other ports, such as the one that in 1842 carried sixty-six Africans to Karachi,2 which had been occupied by the British in 1839 prior to the annexation of Sindh, one of the major destinations of the traffic. Slaves also came from Mozambique to the Portuguese establishments of Goa, Daman and Diu (Machado 2004). It is estimated that 50,000 to 100,000 African slaves were brought to India between 1800 and 1850 (ibid.), which was less than the total going to the islands of Réunion and Mauritius. In the other direction, there were reports of Indian children being kidnapped for sale as slaves in Masqat and other ports of the western Indian Ocean. Some were sold into slavery by their own parents, as happened to the small ‘Hindu girl’ from Mangalore who was found in 1842 aboard an Arab slave ship. This traffic does not, however, appear to have been on a large scale, and it came to an end in the 1850s following the official abolition of slavery in British India in 1843.
Apart from a dwindling number of women and children who were kidnapped and sold into domestic slavery, there was also a regular outflow of skilled ‘free’ adult male manpower from India to various destinations. Most of these men were traders and artisans. Trading networks from India were active in the entire Indian Ocean basin and in the interior of Asia, and through them men (and in rare cases women) circulated as much as goods and money. That circulation was mostly organised through the agency of trading firms that were based in India but had branches in various localities abroad. Most often these were family firms; while the principals generally remained in India, their relatives took charge of the branches. They employed clerks and servants who were also recruited in India. Amongst trading communities, the most ubiquitous were those from Gujarat, which comprised Hindus, Muslims and Zoroastrians (Parsis). Parsis were particularly prominent in the China trade: from 1756 onwards, Parsi traders started frequenting the coast of China, selling cotton and other Indian goods in exchange for Chinese silks (Thampi 2005). From the 1770s onwards, they became involved in the opium trade that the EIC organised to finance its purchases of tea in China. They often owned the ships in which the opium was carried, and they financed British and other European traders who sold the drug in China. This led to some residing in Guangzhou (Canton), where there were more Parsis than Britons on the eve of the First Opium War of 1841–2 (Fairbank 1964). West of India, the main hub for Indian traders was Masqat, in present-day Oman, which has been home to a significant community since the fifteenth century (Allen 1981), and there were Indian traders in many ports of the Red Sea and the East African littoral, all the way down to Madagascar. Jeddah, in present-day Saudi Arabia, was an important hub of trade in the Red Sea that served the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina. Its Indian quarter, known as quasbat al-Hunud, was built around a zawiya (a lodge of a Sufi order) frequented by the local Indian Muslim merchants (Pétriat 2016). Hindu banias from the small Portuguese settlement of Diu in Gujarat dominated Mozambique’s trade from the 1770s onwards, and some settled there (Machado 2014). There were also small clusters of traders from India dispersed across Afghanistan, Iran, Central Asia, Tibet and all the way to Russia. They largely controlled the caravan trade between northern India and Upper and Central Asia. Most of them were so-called Multanis or Shikarpuris, Hindu-Sikhs (Nanakpanthis) from the Punjab-Sindh area (Levi 2002b). Other networks were involved in the maritime trade between South India, Ceylon and South East Asia. Tamil Muslims known as Chulias or Marakkayars, based in Nagore or Karaikal, dominated the trade with Penang and Singapore, where some settled (McPherson 1990). A community of Tamil Hindu bankers known as Nattukottai Chettiars financed the trade with Ceylon and acquired a foothold in Burma, following the British annexation of Arakan and Tenasserim in 1826 (Rudner 1994). By the early 1830s, this widely spread out Indian trading diaspora was probably not more than a few thousand strong but it played an important role in trade and finance over a vast maritime and continental space.
Less is known about the circulation of Indian artisans than about that of traders. Indian ‘artificers’, mostly carpenters, masons and blacksmiths, as well as tailors, were in great demand all over the Indian Ocean basin. It is known that some went to the Ile de France (Mauritius) after Britain had taken that island from the French in 1810, but some had already arrived during the period of French rule, c. 1740–1810, often hailing from Pondicherry. In 1837–8, there was a report of a few Indian ‘silk winders’ being sent to Batavia in the Dutch East Indies,3 but it is not clear whether they were part of a broader trend. Indian artisans also played an important role in the early history of Penang (founded in 1786) and Singapore (founded in 1819) in the Straits Settlements (which were part of British India till 1867). Some of them were convicts, and, more generally, Indian convict labour was heavily involved in the first phase of Singapore’s history (Yang 2003). Batches of convicts were also transported to Burma as part of a significant movement, such as the thirty-four ‘natives’ who had been sentenced for various offences and were sent to Tenasserim in 1839 (Anderson 2012). A few convicts, mostly but not exclusively Europeans and Eurasians, were also sent from India to the penal colonies of New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) in Australia. The presence of Indian Muslim convicts in Tasmania in the 1830s is signalled by the local authorities’ request to Calcutta to send a few Korans to the island, so that oaths could be administered to the convicts.4 Religious specialists were a specific category of ‘skilled’ personnel. While Brahmin priests were theoretically subject to a taboo over crossing the ocean, although this was not always scrupulously enforced, Muslim religious specialists were not subject to the same constraints, and some travelled abroad, either with Muslim regiments of the Company armies or within the framework of trade. Indian Muslim pilgrims regularly performed the Haj, although, prior to the mid-nineteenth century, that long and costly voyage was largely reserved to a small elite. The pilgrimage was facilitated by the existence across the Ottoman Empire of a network of Indian Sufi lodges belonging to the Naqshbandi and Qadiri tariqas, which provided hospitality and other forms of logistical support to the travellers (Choudhury 2016). Some aristocratic Shi’a Muslims from India went on pilgrimage to the Shi’a Holy Places of Najaf and Kerbela in Iraq, which, through large donations, they helped reconstruct following their destruction in the Wahabi raids of the first decade of the century (Cole 1988).
India also attracted immigrants from various parts of the world. One trend in this migration was linked to European colonial domination. It consisted mostly of military personnel, but there were also civilians. A few came to the small non-British European settlements of the French, the Portuguese, the Dutch and the Danes, but the bulk of these Europeans worked for the EIC. The Company did not encourage the immigration of ‘ordinary’ civilians and at times proceeded to implement mass expulsions of so-called ‘undesirable’ Europeans, under various pretexts such as ‘Jacobinism’ (indicative of sympathy for the French Revolution), during Richard Wellesley’s tenure as governor-general in 1798–1804.5 But it regularly recruited personnel from Britain for its administration, especially after, in 1791, it had barred Indians and Eurasians from its service. These recruits were mostly adolescent youths, often Scots, from gentry families, who entered the service at the age of fifteen or sixteen as ‘writers’; if they survived (mortality rates amongst Europeans in India were very high), they could end up as ‘collectors’ of districts, thus ruling over huge native populations. A few were American-born, like Sir David Ochterloney (or Ochterlony) (1758–1825), a Bostonian of Scottish descent who, at the age of eighteen, arrived in India as a cadet in 1776, the year of America’s Declaration of Independence. Ochterloney rose through the ranks to become the first British resident (representative of the Company at the Mughal court) at Delhi; he was known for his lavish Indian lifestyle. As very few European women came to India, these civilians were condemned to celibacy unless they took an Indian ‘bibi’ (mistress), something that was increasingly frowned upon, although the same Ochterloney was famous for having had a harem of fourteen women. The European civilian population remained very small prior to the 1830s, although adventurers of various nationalities, and a few legitimate traders, somewhat swelled its numbers (Marshall 1990). The first decades of the nineteenth century saw the arrival of some British craftsmen, predominantly carpenters and blacksmiths, who worked making carriages and furniture mostly for a clientele of Europeans and affluent Indians, but also more specialised artisans such as watchmakers and silversmiths (Roy and Haynes 2013). Yet few of them appear to have settled permanently.
If there were few European immigrants, there were others from Asia and the Middle East who were attracted by the economic opportunities that India offered. An Armenian merchant community had been present in India since the seventeenth century, and its numbers increased in the second half of the eighteenth century as the Armenians played an important role in trade, particularly the textile trade – that of intermediaries; the Armenians had very close links with the EIC. While the community ceased to grow in the nineteenth century, it retained a significant economic role, especially in Calcutta and to a lesser extent in Madras (Seth 1937). Other immigrants from the Middle East were the so-called ‘Baghdadi’ Jews, who in fact often originated from Syria, Iran or Afghanistan as well as from Iraq. They started arriving at the end of the eighteenth century and gradually carved a niche for themselves in trade, too, particularly in the trade with China (Betta 2005). The most notable Baghdadi Jewish family were the Sassoons, who would later become major industrialists (Jackson 1989). Also from the Middle East came Arab and Iranian merchants. Arabs were a long-standing presence on the littoral of western India, and they were often involved in the maritime dhow trade between India, Arabia and East Africa. Bombay was their main stronghold, but they were also present in Cochin and other Malabar ports. Iranians had been very active as traders in the Deccan and in the eastern port of Masulipatnam since at least the seventeenth century, but there was a new migration from Persia in the nineteenth century, epitomised by the arrival in 1820 of members of the Ispahani family, who would become a major force in business in the twentieth century. Notice should also be taken of a small influx of Chinese traders and skilled artisans. The first whose presence was recorded was a man known as ‘Atchew’ (his real name was Yang Dajian), a tea trader who petitioned Governor-General Warren Hastings (r. 1774–85) in 1778 and was granted a plot of land near Calcutta, on which he erected a sugar mill, for which he brought labourers from China (Lieng 2007). Maritime labourers of various origins were also present in the major port-cities; these included Somalis, East Africans, Arabs, Burmese and Malays, some of whom spent time ashore and sometimes settled, adding to the ethnic diversity of the great port-cities. Muslim holy men and scholars from various parts of the Islamic world were also attracted to India, although their migration was not on the scale of the one that took place during the Mughal period. A very special case was that of the ‘Mugh’ and Muslim peasants of Arakan (a province recently annexed to Burma and known nowadays as Rakhine), who came in their thousands to Bengal in the late 1790s, fleeing the exactions of the Burmese army.6 While the Mughs were Buddhists, the Arakanese Muslim refugees may have been the ancestors of the people now known as ‘Rohingyas’, whom the Burmese authorities claim (falsely) were all colonial-era immigrants from Bengal. Some of them settled in East Bengal, in Barisal district, but the majority returned to Burma after a few years.

Labour Circulations in the Age of Indenture, c.1834–1916
The emigration of ‘indentured’ labourers from India was a direct consequence of the abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1833. It is thus clearly correlated with a ‘global’ conjuncture, that of a reconfiguration of the labour market on a world scale (Van der Linden 2011). Although the proprietors of slaves were handsomely compensated and a system of ‘apprenticeship’ was set up that was supposed to ensure a continued supply of labour to the plantations, in fact the newly liberated slaves deserted the plantations en masse, thus creating a situation of scarcity of labour that threatened the plantation economies of a number of British colonies, generally territories that had been recently acquired from the French (Mauritius), the Dutch (Guyana) or the Spaniards (Trinidad). Nowhere was the situation as critical as in the former French colony of Mauritius, an important producer of sugarcane, where desertions were particularly massive. The local planters, 90 per cent of whom were French, hit upon the idea of substituting the absconding ex-slaves with Indian ‘coolies’ (from the Tamilian word kuli, worker), a few of whom already worked on the island in different capacities and had a reputation for being hard-working and ‘docile’. They addressed their demand directly to the imperial government in London; given the strategic importance of Mauritius and of the sheltered harbour of Port-Louis, London was sufficiently impressed to put pressure on the authorities in Calcutta to allow emigration to the island. In 1834, a few thousands Indian coolies were thus transported to Mauritius and put to work on sugar estates. They were recruited in India in a fairly haphazard manner and brought from the interior of the Bengal presidency, mostly from the ‘tribal’ (meaning non-Hinduised aboriginal) population of the ‘hill districts’ of Bihar, known generally at the time as Dangars, to Calcutta where an emigration depot was opened. There, while they waited for embarkation, they were subjected to a perfunctory medical check meant to weed out the invalids and were presented with an agreement called an ‘indenture’ to which, being illiterate, they affixed thumbprints in lieu of signature. They committed themselves to work on an estate for a period of five years for a wage that was higher than what they would have earned in India, but the much higher cost of living on the island, where everything was imported, meant that it did not amount to more than a subsistence wage. They were then herded like cattle into a ‘coolie ship’ for a two-week crossing to Port-Louis during which quite a few died. Once disembarked, they were distributed amongst the different sugar estates and immediately put to work. After that five-year period, they could either re-engage for another five years or claim a return passage to India at their employer’s expense. This kind of contract, which had long been in use for European servants sent to North America, was ultimately derived from the important corpus of English legislation known as ‘Master and Servant Acts’. There were penal clauses in case of breach of contract by the employee but not by the employer. As the vast majority of the coolies were illiterate, it was remarked by critics of the system that they could not understand the contracts they ‘signed’. The treatment of the coolies on the plantations also left a lot to be desired: food rations were often inadequate, living quarters were crowded and unhygienic, wages were not paid regularly and medical attendance was non-existent or insufficient. The result was a high rate of mortality during the first years of the system’s operation. A storm of controversy was raised both in Britain and in India. Christian missionaries were often the most vocal critics of indenture, which was embarrassing for the government. Indenture was often branded by its opponents as a ‘new system of slavery’. Such criticism was devastating in post-abolition Britain, and it led to a suspension of indentured emigration in 1838, pending the report of a commission of inquiry that was empowered to interrogate witnesses and investigate all aspects of the problem.
The report makes interesting reading, 7 as contrasting views were expressed by different types of actor – planters, merchants, officials, missionaries – but, amongst these, very few ‘coolies’. Planters and merchants involved in the ‘coolie trade’ argued in favour of the resumption of emigration, and they were supported by most officials. The latter, inspired by a view of the Indian economy as one characterised by an unlimited supply of labour, put forward a Panglossian view of the effects of emigration. The outcome of labour emigration would be entirely positive, they claimed, as it would bring several benefits: to the Indian economy in the form of a weeding out of some surplus labour, leading automatically to a rise in wages; to the emigrants themselves who would earn a higher income and have the prospect of upward social mobility; and to the colonies by rescuing their plantation economies from threatened collapse. To this rosy view, sceptics objected that there was no surplus of labour in India, but rather a potential scarcity that would become apparent if measures were taken to stimulate agricultural production, and they pointed to the disadvantages suffered by the emigrants because of the poor conditions of transport and work they had to deal with. They were particularly critical of the recruitment procedures, which they found characterised by gross misrepresentations and deceit practised by the recruiters to entrap labourers who had no idea where Mauritius (Mirich Dwip) was (they were told it was close to Bengal) and were unaware of the conditions in which they would have to work. The government opted for the resumption of emigration, combined with the introduction of an array of regulations meant to check some of the worst abuses, including the creation of a system of ‘licensed agents’ who had a monopoly over recruitment. The regulations were the basis of Act XV of 1842 ‘for regulating the emigration of the native inhabitants of the territories under the Government of the East India Company to the Island of Mauritius’, which remained in operation, with various modifications, till the end of indenture. It was supplemented in the late nineteenth century by a series of ordinances that defined in precise terms the labour conditions on the plantations in the various colonies, starting with Guyana in 1891 (Tinker 1974). Despite these regulations, which resulted in a regular decline of mortality rates both on board the ships (Shlomowitz and McDonald 1990) and on the plantations, the system remained highly unpopular with Indian ‘public opinion’, meaning the educated classes. In the emigration districts, however, according to a report of an 1883 visit by administrator and linguist George Grierson (2011), the view was more balanced and generally rather positive. From a strictly economic point of view, indenture was undoubtedly a success as it ensured a regular supply of labour to old plantation economies such as those of Mauritius, British Guyana and Trinidad and allowed the development of new plantation economies in Natal (South Africa) from 1860 and Fiji in the South Pacific from 1879 (Figure 2.1). In the latter two colonies, Indian coolies did not replace slaves but were a substitute for local workers, Africans and Melanesians, deemed ‘unsuitable’ for employment in plantations. The formula was found to be so successful that other colonial powers facing the same problem of labour deficit in their plantation colonies also resorted to the import of labour from British India. This was the case in the French colonies of Martinique, Guadeloupe, Guyane and Réunion, after slavery was abolished there in 1848: a Franco–British convention of 1861 regulated the transport and employment of British Indians. A similar agreement was also concluded in 1870 with the Netherlands for their colony of Surinam (Dutch Guyana) in South America, although the Dutch also imported manpower from their own colony of Java. Despite the impressive mobilisation of Indian labour for sugar production, it never accounted for the bulk of world sugar production, which remained dominated till 1880 by the slave-holding planters of Brazil and Cuba, then, after the abolition of slavery in those two countries, by a combination of plantation economies using Chinese, Japanese and Melanesian labour in Cuba, Hawaii and Australia, and increasingly by peasant producers in Dutch Java (Galloway 1989).
Figure 2.1 Plantation workers on arrival from India, mustered at Depot, Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, c.1891.

Source: English photographer, Royal Commonwealth Society, London/Bridgeman Images

Overall, more than 1.4 million labourers left India under indenture between 1834 and 1916, an annual average of 17,000 to 18,000 departures (but with peaks of 30,000 to 40,000 in some years), which is not much in a country of 250 million. Recruitment, however, was confined to two geographical areas, and, in relation to their populations, the outflow was more significant. Some two-thirds of the emigrants came from the Bhojpur area in Northern India (corresponding to the eastern part of the United Provinces and the western part of Bihar) and they left through Calcutta. They were mostly Hindus, belonging to a whole range of castes, from high-caste Brahmins (who often assumed another identity so as to escape censure for braving the taboo on the crossing of the sea) to low-caste Chamars, with a significant minority of Muslims, while tribals (Dangars) formed a dwindling component. Emigration from that area reached a peak in the late 1850s and early 1860s, when thousands of ex-sepoys of the Bengal army, fearful of British repression following the Great Revolt of 1857, joined the flow, which also included many weavers who had lost employment because of the competition from imported British cloth. Thus, not all the emigrants were ‘peasants’: many had never worked the soil and found it difficult to adapt to labour on the plantations, provoking the planters to complain that they were ‘lazy’. These North Indians accounted for the bulk of emigrants to Mauritius, the West Indies and Fiji. Another third of the emigrants were recruited from South India, Tamilians and Telingas (Telugu-speakers) from Andhra, mostly Hindus with a small minority of Christian converts, and they left from Madras. They accounted for the bulk of the emigrants to Natal, to Malaya (present day Malaysia) where they also worked on coffee plantations and to the French islands, particularly Réunion, where they were known as Malbars (a deformation of ‘Malabar’, a term the French used for the whole of South India). Emigration from South India was often prompted by famine conditions in some districts. At first, this emigration was almost exclusively male, with only a small contingent of women, mostly widows who could not remarry, who often became prey for sexual trade. Widespread indignation at the immoral consequences of such an imbalance in sexes led to attempts at correcting it: from 1868, a specific ratio of 40 females to 100 males amongst emigrants was prescribed, although it was not always implemented. As a result, sexual tension, with the attendant violence it generated, remained high in the indentured communities for decades. It was only with the growth of a population of locally born Indians that the imbalance gradually corrected itself, and by the time emigration was suspended in 1916 it had almost disappeared.
Why did an emigration that was conceived of originally as temporary become eventually permanent, leading to the formation of significant Indian communities in most of the destinations (an exception being French Guyane where Indians accounted for 15 per cent of the total population in 1883 but subsequently disappeared as a recognisable community, probably through a combination of departures and métissage)? It seems that between a quarter and a third of the emigrants who survived through their five years of contract exercised their option to return to India, although some of them later returned to their colony of indenture or re-emigrated to another one. The rest re-engaged, and, at the expiry of their second period, remained in the colonies. Thanks to the modest savings they had accumulated during their period of indenture, they often bought a small plot of land and cultivated sugarcane or rice for which there was a constant demand from the Indian population. Some shifted to non-agricultural occupations, such as trade, and settled in the towns and cities. This was the case in British Guyana, Trinidad and Mauritius where a few even became successful businessmen. In South Africa, the move to the cities was more difficult because of racial segregation, but eventually Durban became home to an important Indian population issued from the coolie class in addition to the ‘free’ emigrants, who were mostly Gujarati Muslim traders. Some Indians in South Africa moved from agriculture into mining, railway construction and industry. Several thousand Indians were employed as coal miners in Newcastle in Natal at the time of the Gandhi-led 1913 satyagraha, which saw a total of 50,000 Indian workers in Natal and Transvaal go on strike. It was only in Fiji that Indians were barred from owning land because of a piece of legislation protecting Fijian ownership; they could be leaseholders only. Some of them nevertheless achieved a degree of prosperity through the acquisition of multiple leases. An official document from Fiji lists nineteen Indians, eighteen of whom were ex-indentured labourers, who were significant suppliers of sugarcane to the mills owned by the Australian Colonial Sugar Refining Company (CSR) and had partly diversified into banana-growing, cattle breeding and trading.8 They formed a small class of Indian kulaks (rich farmers) who were influential in the community. Generally speaking, the emigrants did better economically than they would have if they had stayed in India, which probably explains in part why the majority opted to stay. Non-economic considerations also weighed in that decision, such as loss of status for Brahmins who had crossed the sea or widows who had remarried, and more generally an estrangement from the rigid social norms of village India. The benefits of this emigration for the Indian economy are difficult to assess: it was not sufficiently massive to have a significant impact on the Indian labour market and a positive effect on wages overall, but it could have an impact at the level of one district, especially when the remittances sent by the migrants reached a substantial level, as they did in some districts circa 1900. This conferred on some families an increase in resources which allowed them not only to build pukka houses and to purchase tiny plots of land but also to raise their status. Furthermore, the ‘coolie trade’ itself, that is, the recruitment and transport of the emigrants to their destination, was a source of significant profit for a variety of actors: primarily for the British firms in the port cities for which it was an important activity and for the shipping companies in Calcutta and Madras which transported the coolies to their destinations but also for various Indian and non-Indian intermediaries in the mofussil.
A specific form of indentured migration concerned British East Africa. That area was home to thriving Indian trading communities that had often preceded the arrival of the British. Not only that but African labour, dispossessed of the best agricultural land to the benefit of white farmers, was abundant and cheap. Thus, labourers from India were not needed for agriculture; however, from 1896 to 1901, the British recruited 32,000 coolies in India for the construction of the Uganda railway to link the coast with the interior. Indians were considered better suited than Africans for this kind of work probably because of the experience gained in the building of railways in India. Recruitment focused on the Punjab and Gujarat, two areas not affected by previous indenture migrations, and targeted ‘middle’ peasant castes such as Patidars and Jats. In the Punjab, recruits included a significant percentage of army veterans. The promise of relatively high wages was the main incentive for the workers, who left from Karachi and Bombay without a clear idea of what was in store for them. Once landed in Mombasa and put to work on the building of the line, they found themselves exposed to unexpected dangers in the form of the ‘fevers’ but also of the man-eating lions of Tsavo, resulting in a high mortality rate of 8 per cent (2,500). Yet they overcame these obstacles and built what became the lifeline of British East Africa, a heroic achievement for which they drew meagre rewards (Figure 2.2). At the expiry of their contract, some 7,000 of those who had survived the ordeal, mostly Patidars from Gujarat but also a few Sikhs and Hindus from the Punjab, remained in East Africa, and many of them opened small shops in the interior, in which they sold sundry goods mostly to an African clientele, becoming known as dukawallas (shopkeepers).
Figure 2.2 A sharp corner on the Mau escarpment, on the Uganda railway, c.1900: two Indian labourers pushing a British official sitting.

Source: The Royal Photographic Society Collection/Victoria and Albert Museum, London via Getty Images

Indenture attracted a lot of attention, both from officials who monitored it closely and produced an abundance of reports that are a godsend for historians and from non-officials, both British and Indian, who often used it as a weapon with which to criticise government policy. In the late nineteenth century, its abolition became a plank in the programmes of Indian nationalists of moderate as well as of extremist orientation. By the 1910s, it was clearly on the decline as the plantation economies to which it was directed were well past their peak and did not need more manpower. Thus, the British government allowed the government of India to put an official end to it in 1916 (effective in 1917) under the pretext that the penury of shipping linked to the war did not allow the continued transportation of the coolies.
A century after its abolition, an anniversary which prompted a flurry of commemorations in the countries of destination more than in India, this episode remains controversial. While few would still hold indenture to be ‘a new system of slavery’, although it was undoubtedly a form of servitude, there is an ongoing debate as to its outcome. Celebration of the achievements of emigrants and their descendants, most of whom escaped poverty through their own efforts, goes hand in hand with condemnation of the sufferings of exile, linked to an increasing desire on the part of these populations to reconnect with their Indian roots, a fact made easier by the new technologies. It is worth noting that having indentured ancestors is now often a matter of pride for their descendants, which denotes an interesting reversal of attitudes. As Indo-Guyanese poet Rooplall Monar (b. 1945) eloquently wrote: ‘Our ancestors carved those fields/ which have given us meanings/ meanings to stand tall’ (Lal 2013: 92).
It is also increasingly clear that indentured labourers were far from being the docile workforce that officials and employers imagined. They showed early on a capacity to organise themselves to negotiate better conditions of work and life on the plantations and did not hesitate to make use of the legal system to try to obtain redress for the wrongs inflicted upon them, sometimes with a measure of success. A spirit of defiance showed itself at times. Reporting in 1885 on an episode of rioting that had occurred in October 1884 in the town of San Fernando (Trinidad) on the occasion of the celebration of the Muslim festival of Muharram, a British official observed that the procession ‘had come to be regarded as a sort of national Indian demonstration’, attracting Hindus as much as Muslims.9 Puzzled by the processionists’ stubborn refusal to disperse before a police firing that led to heavy casualties amongst them (a total of 107 wounded, of whom 12 died), the official was led to offer some general remarks on the emigrants’ state of mind. ‘After a residence of some time in Trinidad’, he wrote, ‘[t]he Coolie [sic] not only becomes a man of a more independent spirit than he was when in India, but he often becomes somewhat overbearing’, adding that ‘[t]here is little doubt that the Indian immigrants looked upon the procession as a sort of means of demonstrating their power’. Other episodes, such as the participation of many coolies in the Gandhi-led South African movement of 1913, tend to confirm the relative empowerment conferred by emigration upon men but also upon women, who sometimes managed to use their situation to carve for themselves a space that would have been difficult to find in the patriarchal context of the Indian village.
The attention deservedly given to indenture often masks the existence of other forms of migration which were quantitatively more important. Several million unindentured Indians moved to Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka), Burma (present-day Myanmar) and Malaya to work on coffee, tea and rubber plantations or to harvest the rice crop. Migration to Ceylon and Malaya, almost exclusively from Tamil Nadu, was organised under a system known as kangani from a Tamil term that could be translated as ‘foreman’ or ‘overseer’. The system was ‘invented’ in the late 1820s to organise a massive migration of Indian labourers to the coffee plantations of Ceylon (Meyer 2003). In Malaya, the kangani system coexisted with indenture before displacing it completely circa 1900 (Amrith 2013). This evolution was linked to a shift from the cultivation of sugarcane and coffee to that of hevea (rubber). Kanganis originally led groups of twenty to twenty-five men through the crossing of the Palk Strait to Ceylon, or the Bay of Bengal to Malaya, and took them to plantations where they formed work gangs under their supervision. With the development of tea cultivation in the Ceylon highlands, which superseded coffee in the 1880s (Figure 2.3), and of hevea plantations in Malaya, there was a growing need for female and child labour, and groups became larger. Some kanganis became entrepreneurs who employed several subcontractors. Gradually, some of the emigrant families settled and formed permanent communities on the estates, but the bulk of emigrants returned to India at some point. Few drifted to the cities as happened with some of the ex-indentured labourers, and generally these emigrants remained poor, although marginally less so than they would have been if they had remained in India, especially those who belonged to the lower castes of Tamil society. Tamil Nadu, particularly the southern districts, was the only area of British India whence emigration abroad occurred on a massive scale, although it was not poorer than many other areas. One possible explanation is that there were few other outlets for surplus labour, the region having seen little industrial development outside the textile mills of Coimbatore.
Figure 2.3 Tamil women picking tea on Sir Thomas Lipton’s estate, Polgahawela, Sri Lanka, 1903.

Source: The Print Collection/Hulton Archive via Getty Images)

Emigration to Burma, a province of British India till its separation from it in 1937, was more varied and at times more massive (Chakravarti 1971). It included traders – mostly Muslims from Gujarat and Tamil Nadu – and moneylenders – primarily the Nattukottai Chettiars, who played a major role in the financing of rice cultivation in the Irrawaddy delta following the British annexation of Lower Burma in 1853. More numerous were agricultural workers – mostly Oriyas and Telingas who every year crossed the Bay of Bengal in their hundreds of thousands for the rice harvest, under the conduct of maistrys (more or less the equivalent of the Tamilian kanganis) – and different kinds of manual workers who were a major source of labour in the cities, especially in Rangoon (present-day Yangon), where they tended to be more numerous than the Bamar (Burmans).
These short-range migrations, however massive, were phenomena of circulation rather than of permanent migration, as only a minority of those who left settled permanently abroad, in contrast to what happened in the case of indentured labourers. The difference is mostly explained by the shorter distance, which made it possible to ‘commute’ between India and Ceylon or Burma. All these migrations, of indentured as well as of non-indentured labourers, occurred mostly within the British Empire or were regulated by specific conventions between Britain and other colonial powers (in the case of French colonies and Surinam). But other less conspicuous migrations occurred outside the framework of the British Empire. They testified to a real ‘globalisation’ of the demand for Indian labour, which was not, however, always matched by an effective supply.

The Globalisation of Indian Labour Migrations
From the 1870s onwards, Indian labour was in demand globally, mostly for plantation work but also for railway construction. As word spread worldwide of the abundance of labour in India and of its apparent propensity to move abroad, planters and other employers in various parts of the world who faced problems of labour supply tried to tap that source. How desperate they could be about getting Indian labour comes across clearly from looking at the case of French Guyane. In this South American French colony, known mostly for the bagne (penitentiary) of Cayenne, indentured emigration from British India had been suspended in 1876 following repeated allegations of ill-treatment of Indian coolies, some of whom worked in gold fields where labour conditions were particularly appalling. By 1883, 450 Indians (out of a total Indian population of 3,900, of whom 2,300 were adult males) had been repatriated and 1,000 more were in a position to claim repatriation. Since, according to a British consular report, their labour was essential to the economy of the colony, the planters and other employers panicked. The president of the local Chamber of Commerce travelled especially to Paris to alert the French Ministry of the Colonies to the urgency of the situation, and in October 1884 the French ambassador to Britain transmitted to the Foreign Office an urgent request from the French President of the Council (the French equivalent of the Prime Minister), Jules Ferry (1832–93), a major figure in French history, asking the British authorities to allow the resumption of emigration.10 Despite Ferry’s exalted status, however, the British government was adamant and the request was politely rejected.
Emigration from India to non-British territories, outside those covered by bilateral agreements, was prohibited by the government of India. Those desirous of hiring Indian labour therefore tried to attract ex-indentured labourers who were no longer under the jurisdiction of the said government. This was the case with the Brazilian landowner Viscount Maua who, in 1877, contracted, probably through an unidentified agent, to bring a group of 154 coolies (accompanied by 22 women and 11 children) from Mauritius to work on his sugar estate at Atalaia in the interior of Brazil. Since slavery in Brazil was not yet abolished, and would not be before 1888, the Indians were put to work alongside slaves, who represented the bulk of the estate workforce. The rationale of such an operation is not obvious, but one possible explanation is that, with the end of slavery clearly in sight, landowners were testing the use of non-slave labour. The experiment, in this specific case, had mixed results, judging from the way the manager of the estate complained in December 1878 to the visiting British consul about the performance of the Indians. He called them ‘loafers’ and claimed that they had never been previously involved in sugarcane cultivation but themselves boasted instead of skills as cooks, tailors, carpenters or, as he put it sarcastically, ‘universal geniuses’. He accused them of drunkenness and of violent behaviour towards him and others on the estate. Yet he pointed out that their tasks were ‘light’ compared with those accomplished by slaves. Eventually, after a few had absconded, the rest had to be repatriated following the bankruptcy of the estate, and a boat had to be chartered to bring them back from Brazil to Port-Louis, where they arrived in February 1879. They numbered 115 men, 21 women and 17 children (of whom 6 were Brazil-born), 9 men and 2 women having died in Brazil and a few others having been left behind in Montevideo, Uruguay. From a list of the passengers, it appears that the vast majority were from Tamil Nadu, with a few North Indians and some Indians born in Mauritius and Réunion. Once back in Mauritius, many were sent to the Seychelles, a Mauritian dependency, to work there, probably on plantations, for ‘Mauritius proprietors’.
This episode, gleaned from the Judicial and Public Files of the India Office Records,11 throws an unusual light on the existence of a stratum of ‘footloose’ Indian labour composed of ex-indentured labourers ready to move at short notice to the four corners of the earth. The abject failure it ended in is also significant of a level of disconnect between the expectations that employers had formed of the potential of Indian labourers and the reality of their performance. Contrary to the myth that had started to spread, Indians were not particularly suited to sugarcane cultivation. Although sugarcane was cultivated in India, it was not a major crop there, and most of the emigrants had probably had no previous experience of working with it.
Another episode which ended in failure, a failure that was much costlier in terms of human lives, was that of the emigration of Indian ex-indentured labourers from Réunion, a French colony covered by the 1861 Franco–British convention, to New Caledonia, another French colony which was not covered by it. It is doubtful that these Indians knew anything of that destination, and we do not know how the French owners managed to entice them to go to that Pacific island. According to the British consul in Nouméa, a total of 700 Indian coolies had been taken to New Caledonia from Réunion by French estate owners up to 1882, and they were, according to him, ‘a bad lot’, although no further explanation was given of what he meant by this.12 A French official report starkly noted that, between 1863 and 1875, 485 Indians had come to New Caledonia from Réunion, of whom 147 had left, presumably to return to Réunion, and 162 had died, leaving only 176, of whom 60 were French subjects (probably from Pondicherry). While most lived in Nouméa, one group had established, in a place called La Foa, an agricultural centre which was deemed ‘interesting’. No explanation was offered as to the extraordinarily high rate of mortality sustained by these emigrants, although it might possibly have had something to do with the great Kanaka rising of 1878 against the French, in which some of these Indians might have been caught.
Brazilian and French landowners were not the only ones to try to attract Indian labour. Various attempts were made to attract Indians to Cuba in the wake of the abolition of slavery on that island, a major producer of sugarcane. In 1880 the Spanish authorities demanded officially that the British lift the prohibition on the emigration of Indian labour to the ‘Spanish Antilles’ (Cuba and Puerto Rico), but they were rebuked. In Cuba, it was Chinese labour that was eventually used as a substitute for slaves. There was, however, a small stream of migration of Indians to Cuba, mostly from Jamaica, in 1905–16. Some 2,000 moved there and found work in American-owned sugar plantations in the Guantanamo area, in the southeast of the island (Sarusky 1989). Other claimants were the authorities of the Dominican Republic, of the Kingdom of Hawaii (prior to its annexation by the USA), of Leopold II of Belgium’s Congo Free State, as well as Guatemalan landowners who found the local ‘Indians’ (Amerindians) indolent. Most of these emigration projects came to nothing, although a few Indians went to the Congo, only to be speedily repatriated. Despite these demands, the Indian authorities refused to lift the prohibition on emigration to non-British territories. The tragic fate of a group of 480 labourers recruited unofficially in Bombay to work on railway construction works in Portuguese Mozambique, of whom 300 died,13 led to attempts at better controlling movement from Western India, with a degree of success. Officials’ attitudes towards unofficial emigration projects tend also to suggest that they had serious doubts as to how ‘unlimited’ the supply of labour in India truly was. The period 1850–1914 was one of massive labour mobilisations in India, for the building of the railways (which employed a total of 10 million workers between 1853 and 1914, mostly casual labour recruited locally but also an itinerant workforce of ‘navvies’ who laid the tracks), irrigation works, coal mines, tea gardens in Assam, and cotton and jute mills (which employed almost 500,000 workers by 1914). It is not surprising then to find that the colonial government was reluctant to allow more emigration.
The question of ‘footloose’ Indian labour resurfaced, however, in the first decade of the twentieth century, and this time it concerned mostly Sikhs from the Punjab, often ex-army men, some of whom had first gone to British Columbia, in Western Canada, on their way back from the celebrations of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in London in 1897. By 1907, thousands of Punjabi Sikhs had settled in British Columbia and found work there mostly as lumberjacks and hands in lumber mills. Some crossed the US border and settled in Washington, Oregon and California, where they found a few compatriots who had come directly from India. Indians, like Chinese and Japanese, faced a powerful campaign of hatred from white supremacists organised in an Asiatic Exclusion League. This culminated in two riots that took place in September 1907 in Vancouver and in Bellingham, in the US state of Washington. While the Vancouver riot was directed mostly against Chinese and Japanese, the one in Bellingham specifically targeted the local Sikhs, who fled to neighbouring Canada, where they were not welcome. Between 1907 and 1914, the bulk of the Sikhs who had settled in Canada left that country (Johnston 1984). Some returned to India, but a few hundred found themselves stranded in Hong Kong after having landed there via Japan. Some entrepreneurs, apparently also Sikh, took upon themselves to find new destinations for them. The most improbable was the island of New Britain in the Bismarck archipelago of German New Guinea (present-day Papua New Guinea) where, in December 1908, 300 Sikhs landed in Simpsonhafen (present-day Rabaul), in two batches, to the utter dismay of the local German colonial authorities.14 While a few managed to get employment as watchmen, most soon found themselves destitute and had to be repatriated. Some were described by a witness as ‘highly educated’, with a knowledge of French. They visibly belonged to a relatively affluent section of Sikh society and had invested quite a lot of money in that ill-fated emigration venture. At the same time, another group of Sikhs, some 200-strong, who had left from India and reached Hong Kong, ended up in Peru after having tried in vain to disembark in Panama, where they had heard that work was available, probably on the Panama Canal project. They had problems finding employment in Lima, despite being helped by the British consul, and the majority were eventually repatriated to Hong Kong, a few ending up in Jamaica where they found work on a banana plantation belonging to United Fruit.15
The same decade witnessed the unfolding of a real tragedy that took place in Angola and has remained, to the best of my knowledge, unnoticed by historians. In 1907, a firm of British contractors, Messrs Griffith & Co, that was commissioned to build one section of the Benguela railway, linking the North Rhodesian Copper Belt to the Portuguese port of Lobito on the Atlantic, hired in Natal some 1,200 ex-indentured Indian labourers who found themselves unemployed after having worked in railway construction in South Africa. In April 1907, a total of 2,200 Indians, including 1,000 women and children, embarked in Durban for Lobito Bay to work on the building of the railway, together with African labour. After they disembarked, things went quickly wrong and disputes arose between the management and the workers. Some workers absconded and got lost in the desert, never to be found again. Others died of illness. Only 1,578 had returned to Natal by the end of 1908, leaving as many as 640 unaccounted for, of whom at least 386 were considered dead or missing, including 91 women and 150 children. Of those having returned, only 654 were allowed to remain in Natal, the other 924 being ‘repatriated’ to India, apparently against their will, the Natal government using the opportunity to get rid of ‘unwanted’ Indians.16
This tragic episode is significant both of the dangers to which Indian ‘coolies’ were exposed and of the limits of British ‘protection’, although the blame must be laid largely at the door of the Natal authorities, who did nothing to ensure a minimum of overseeing, while the Portuguese authorities, who were strangely passive, have also their share of responsibility, as do the contractors, who were callous, to say the least. The mortality rate on the Benguela railway appears to have been much higher (between 16 and 29 per cent) than for the coolies working on the Uganda railway, a stark reminder of the human cost of the ‘globalisation’ of Indian labour.
One of the most spectacular aspects of this globalisation was the growth of a maritime labour force of so-called lascars that, by 1914, accounted for 18 per cent of the entire workforce of the British merchant fleet, approximately 52,000 men (Balachandran 2012). An extra few thousand worked on the ships of non-British companies, mostly German, French, American and Italian. It was a relatively recent phenomenon; in the past, Indians had not been very conspicuous as part of a global maritime labour force, although the VOC did recruit sailors in Surat in the eighteenth century for its ships plying the Asian seas (Nadri 2015). Somewhat counterintuitively, lascars hailed not predominantly from the coastal regions of the subcontinent but often from the hinterlands. While stewards were recruited in Portuguese Goa, two other important areas of recruitment were Mirpur district in the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir, really very far from the sea, and Sylhet, a district of Assam with a majority Bengali Muslim population (in present-day Bangladesh), not a coastal area either, although its inhabitants had long been employed as cooks on the steamers that plied the Brahmaputra and the Ganges. Mirpuris and Sylhetis worked mostly in the engine-room as firemen: this was one of the toughest postings onboard ships. They had contracts of employment which resembled indenture contracts, derived from the same Master and Servant Acts, and were paid much less than British sailors. Although their articles of engagement prohibited them from spending much time ashore in Britain between two voyages, some managed in the early twentieth century to settle in British ports (London, Liverpool, Cardiff, Glasgow), forging relationships with British and ‘coloured’ women, and forming the first embryo of a South Asian community on British soil. The case of the lascars shows that the boundaries between labour migration and other forms of migration were not always rigid.

Other Forms of Migration and Circulation to and from India
In the period 1830–1914, Indian trading networks enormously extended the range of their operations, leading to a truly worldwide dispersal. As I have documented in detail elsewhere (Markovits 2000), from 1860 the Sindwork merchants of Hyderabad (Sindh) (in present-day Pakistan) set up a network of shops and depots extending from Kobe in Japan to Panama in Central America through most of the great emporia of the world and a number of other localities, catering mostly to an affluent clientele of Europeans and North Americans in search of exotica, such as Chinoiseries or Japonaiseries, to ornament their bourgeois homes. A few Bengali Muslim peddlers who sold Indian textiles reached North America in the 1880s and settled in the New Orleans area (Bald 2013). More substantially, various Gujarati trading communities, such as Muslim Khojas, Bohras and Memons, as well as Hindu Vanis, came to exercise a real domination over retail trade in most of British and German East Africa (present-day Tanzania), northern Mozambique and the eastern coast of Madagascar, and carved for themselves a significant, although not dominant place in the Rhodesias (present-day Zimbabwe and Zambia), Nyasaland (present-day Malawi), South Africa, Mauritius and Réunion. Gujarati traders also went to Singapore and Hong Kong in the Far East and to Fiji and New Zealand in the South Pacific. In South-East Asia, the Nattukottai Chettiar bankers strengthened their financial hold over the rice-producing delta of the Irrawaddy and extended their operations to Malaya, Cochin-china in French Indochina, as well as Sumatra in the Dutch East Indies. Other Indian traders from Tamil Nadu were active in Burma and Malaya, while Japan started attracting Indian traders belonging to different communities. In China, too, the treaty ports witnessed an intensification of the Indian commercial presence, with the Parsis being gradually overtaken by Gujaratis and Sindhis.
Contrary to the widespread image of an emigration consisting mostly of small capitalists, the circulation that took place through trading networks was socially heterogeneous. Few capitalists emigrated: they generally stayed in India and oversaw from there the operations of their firms outside India, increasingly relying on the telegraph for the rapid transmission of commercial information. There were three different categories of emigrant: managers, who could be salaried employees or partners in the firm, depending on its size; shop assistants and other clerks, who were relatively well paid as they were supposed to have some basic accounting and linguistic skills, having been educated to a certain level; and servants, who were in charge of manual tasks such as cleaning the premises, were also used as domestic servants by the managers and were paid only subsistence wages. Cooks often constituted a specific category of employees, recruited amongst Brahmins, the only ones from whom members of all castes could accept food, but, as a cost-cutting measure, they were increasingly replaced by all-purpose servants. All these emigrants had contracts of service for a period of two or three years, with specific clauses regarding modes of payment and non-disclosure of trade secrets. After that period of service, they generally returned to their place of recruitment, often to be re-despatched to another locality on a new contract. Thus, they rarely settled outside India, although it was common for managers to separate at some point from their employer and establish themselves on their own account.
A specific migration in the Far East concerned ex-military men, mostly Punjabi Sikhs and Pathans, who were employed as policemen (e.g. in Shanghai’s International Settlement) and watchmen, often doing some moneylending on the side. A new category of emigrants in the late nineteenth century was that of clerks and accountants. The rise of a class of clerical workers was linked with the progress of education. South Indians were particularly well represented, especially those from the Kerala princely states of Cochin and Travancore, where literacy rates were higher than in British India. In the 1890s, the Asiatic Petroleum Company, the ancestor of Royal Dutch Shell, started recruiting clerical workers from Kerala for its oilfields in the Dutch East Indies. Kerala’s connection with the world oil economy thus has a long history.
A type of circulation that increased in importance in the second half of the nineteenth century was the pilgrimage to Mecca. As more and more Indian Muslims sought to accomplish the hajj, this posed serious logistic, sanitary and ultimately political problems. Medical authorities attributed the cholera epidemic that started in Mecca in 1865, and from there spread worldwide, to the arrival of pilgrims from India. This led to attempts at imposing sanitary controls on pilgrims on the part of the Ottoman authorities that were resisted by the British, wary of antagonising Muslims in India. The pilgrimage remained a health hazard for Indians: between 1883 and 1893 it is estimated that of some 125,000 pilgrims who left from India, 45,000 did not return, two-thirds of whom are thought to have died of cholera (Mishra 2011). This leaves some 15,000 who must have settled at least temporarily in the Holy Cities, where the Indian Muslim community was one of the largest. This migration was increasingly perceived by the British as politically dangerous, suspected of favouring the spread of ‘Pan-Islamic’ ideology, but it was never prohibited.
While India emerged after 1830 as a major country of emigration, it also received immigrants in greater numbers. European migration, mostly but not exclusively from the British Isles, received a boost from the abolition of the commercial monopoly of the EIC, which brought a small influx of traders, and, much later, from the opening of the Suez Canal that shortened considerably the sea-voyage between Europe and India. There was even a debate in the 1830s in governing circles about the possibility of encouraging a mass migration of white settlers to India, but the idea was rejected as impractical and politically dangerous (Arnold 1983). The European civilian population of India grew rapidly in the second half of the nineteenth century, from 22,000 around 1860 to some 100,000 by 1914, but it remained tiny in comparison with the 300 million ‘natives’. Most of the male population was employed in the administration, benefiting from a de facto monopoly on the higher posts, in private business and in the professions. A class of so-called ‘planters’, in fact managers of estates, developed in Assam in relation to the growth of the tea industry. But the vast majority of Europeans lived in the cities, Calcutta coming first, with a European population of circa 25,000. Although that population was small, it was a drain on the Indian economy as most Europeans drew much higher salaries than Indians, and those in government employment retired with pensions that were a charge for the Indian treasury. Of these, 80 per cent were British (including a few ‘colonials’, Australians or South Africans), the rest being French, German, Belgian, American or Portuguese. This was a diverse and highly stratified population composed mostly of ‘sojourners’ who treated India as a stage in their career in the public or the private sector. Rare were those who settled for good, although the arrival of more women after 1869 resulted in the creation of real British ‘homes’ in India. But British children born in India were sent to Britain around the age of seven to be educated there, and few returned to India, the writer Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) being a rare exception, although at a later stage in his life he returned permanently to Britain. A lot has been written about this population, which will not be repeated here, but particular attention has been paid recently to the continued existence of a group of lower-class Europeans made up of vagabonds and paupers, often ex-soldiers or sailors, who were sometimes invalids or drunkards and were considered ‘undesirable’ by the authorities because they were seen as a blot on the prestige of the white ruling class. They were regularly expelled, but the authorities never managed to do away completely with them (Fischer-Tiné 2009). In the same league were a small group of white prostitutes, often Jewish girls who had come from the Danubian principalities (Romania), accompanied by their pimps; the fact of there being these pimps and prostitutes was deplored in a Bombay police report of 1881.17 On the other hand, Indian cities were home to a small white working class of men, partly of Irish origin, who were employed mostly by the railways as loco drivers or guards but also in mills as foremen and who were deemed ‘respectable’. Of non-British whites, special mention should be made of Germans, who often worked in the technical departments of the government, like the forestry department, and were well represented in the teaching profession, including at the university level (Oesterheld 2014). A group that was active in trade consisted of the Greeks, including Cypriots who, after 1878, were British subjects but also some from Greece proper who had become naturalised British subjects, such as the principals of the firm of Rallis Bros, one of the largest in the cotton trade. The Rallis brothers, originally from the tiny island of Chios, had established a cotton-trading firm in Manchester in 1825 and opened offices in Calcutta in 1851 and in Karachi and Bombay in 1861 (Beckert 2014: 232–3). Missionaries of various nationalities, both Catholic and Protestant, were an important element of the European population, some 2,000 in number circa 1914. They were the ones who were often closest to the indigenous population, speaking the local languages that few other Europeans mastered, although they did not succeed in converting many Indians (Frykenberg 2003). They often resided outside the big cities, including in so-called ‘tribal’ areas where there were few other Europeans. During the First World War, the presence of German missionaries in some regions of Central India attracted the attention of the colonial authorities, who worried that they would carry out pro-German propaganda work.
Non-European foreign immigrants came mostly from the Middle East and the Far East. The Baghdadi Jewish population grew rapidly through immigration: in Calcutta, there were 200 Jews in 1825, 600 in 1860 and 1,900 circa 1900 (Chowdhury and Chaliha 1990). They were mostly involved in trade, including in the ‘coolie trade’, but a few moved into the professions. A Chinese community, centred on Calcutta but with offshoots in Bombay and Madras, also grew. It was largely specialised in the leather trade as a few immigrants from China owned tanneries in Calcutta. Tanners and shoemakers were generally Hakka, while carpenters, another skilled trade in which the Chinese were well represented, tended to be Cantonese. A few are reported to have been working in the Tata steel mills in Jamshedpur at the time of their inauguration in 1911. In Calcutta, an embryo of Chinatown developed in the mid-nineteenth century near Tiretta Bazaar, an area where Chinese sailors spent time between voyages, but a more compact Chinatown took shape circa 1910 in Tangra (Banerjee 2015). Armenians were on the decline, but Iranians and Afghans arrived in small numbers. Amongst immigrants from Iran, notice should be taken of Zoroastrians, known as ‘Iranis’, who formed a specific group within the Parsi community, known mostly as owners of restaurants in Bombay which catered to a diverse clientele. Arabs continued to come, primarily to Bombay and to Hyderabad. The 1901 Census of India enumerated 6,000 Arabs in Bombay City. They were mostly Hadramis, from the Aden Protectorate, that is, British-protected persons who belonged to a group that was represented across the Indian Ocean, from East Africa to Indonesia, and that included Muslim scholars as well as traders (Freitag and Clarence-Smith 1997). Some Burmese, Ceylonese and Malays also settled in India. A novelty in the late nineteenth century was the arrival of a few Japanese, the result of the establishment of important commercial relations between India and Japan. Some worked for commercial firms, in the cotton trade, and the rest were scholars and Buddhist pilgrims. The story of one of them, Uemon Takeda, has come to light through the narrative of a trip to Japan written in Bengali by his wife Hariprabha. Takeda, from Aichi prefecture, came to India at the beginning of the twentieth century and found work as a technician in a soap factory in Dhaka. He then started his own factory and married a local woman, with whom he travelled briefly to Japan in 1912. It seems that he integrated well into Bengali society: the fact that there was no Japanese community no doubt helped him do so. A migration that could hardly be called ‘foreign’ was that of Nepalese. Apart from ‘Gurkhas’ who joined the Indian army, they were mostly agricultural labourers. There was a small African population on the western littoral, and it was augmented by the arrival of some new immigrants, mostly Somalis and East Africans who clustered in Bombay.

The Transition between Two Migration Regimes, c.1916–1965
The First World War coincided with the end of indenture, and the regulatory void created by the cancellation of the 1842 Act was soon filled up by the promulgation in 1922 of a new Emigration Act which purported to apply to all forms of emigration. Under the clauses of the new Act, all emigration agreements had to be approved by Protectors of Emigrants based in one of the four ports (Karachi, Bombay, Madras, Calcutta) whence emigrants were allowed to depart. This legislation was supposed to prevent abuses and to permit a closer control of movements. It is not clear whether it succeeded in curbing all forms of trafficking in human beings. The fact is that emigration, which had come practically to a standstill during the war years, quickly resumed and reached record figures in the 1920s. Kangani and maistry emigration to Ceylon, Malaya and Burma was particularly buoyant. Ports on the eastern coast like Kakinada or Visakhapatnam, which sent seasonal workers across the Bay of Bengal to Burma for the rice harvest, became amongst the busiest ports in the world in terms of passenger traffic. Migration from Kerala to the oilfields increased: in the late 1920s, the presence of 2,000 to 3,000 workers from that area was reported from the major oil centre of Balikpapan in the Dutch part of the island of Borneo.18 Movement of traders also increased in all directions. The dominant role played by Indians in trade and finance in places like East Africa and Burma became even more conspicuous, as some Indians in Tanganyika (ex-Deutsche Ost-Afrika) purchased sisal estates confiscated from German owners, and Indian businessmen, mostly Sindhis, made forays into new territories such as the West Indies or West Africa. Sikh emigration, which had stopped during the war, when many Sikhs had come back to India, resumed. With Indians practically barred from entering Canada, the USA, Australia and New Zealand, this migration resumed on a small scale towards China, Malaya, Indonesia and the Philippines, while new destinations emerged such as Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, Thailand, Fiji and Britain. Some of the Sikh emigrants were ex-soldiers who had served during the First World War, in which Punjabis had been present in many theatres of war. In the story of emigration, there were also setbacks: Shikarpuri moneylenders were expelled from Soviet Central Asia by the Russian Revolution of 1917 and had to relocate in India, although some later moved to Burma, Ceylon and Malaya. But, on the eve of the Great Depression, Indians were present in more localities of the world than ever before, and remittances to India were in high figures.
The world economic crisis of the early 1930s had negative repercussions on the diaspora, as many returned to India, particularly plantation workers from Ceylon and Malaya and small traders from various places. Chettiar bankers in Burma had to foreclose on many loans and found themselves in possession of agricultural lands (25 per cent of agricultural land in the rice-producing districts of Lower Burma) that were partly a wasted asset. In French Cochin-china, they faced a mass expulsion. In 1933, Shikarpuri moneylenders were also expelled from Chinese Xinjiang following a rising in that province in which they were targeted by rioters. Altogether, quite a few traders went bankrupt and many shops were closed. With the post-depression recovery starting in 1933, new opportunities arose. While plantation workers went back to Ceylon and Malaya, traders took advantage of the devaluation of the yen to increase their presence in Japan, where they bought cheap Japanese goods for export to dollar and sterling areas. Thus, Sindhi merchants became active in the export of Japanese textiles to British West Africa. On the eve of the Second World War, the Indian diaspora was broadly in the same position as it had been ten years earlier, having regained most of the ground lost during the depression years.
On the immigration side, there was a growing influx of Chinese owing to the unsettled conditions in China: the two Chinatowns of Calcutta, in Tiretta and in Tangra, accommodated the new migrants in cramped quarters. While the number of tanneries belonging to Hakkas increased considerably, there was some diversification in the occupations of the Chinese, linked to the arrival of a significant contingent of women: they started opening restaurants, laundries and hairdressing saloons. Outside Calcutta, some Chinese miners worked in a coal mine in Assam. An unexpected development was the entry of Jewish refugees from Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia in the late 1930s (Bhatti and Voigt 1999). Over a thousand were granted visas, and they included many professionals. India’s emergence as a refuge for persecuted Jews, albeit on a small scale, was facilitated by an unusual degree of cooperation between the colonial government and the Congress Party, which called on Indians to welcome the refugees and helped them find employment. At the outbreak of the war, these refugees as well as all other German nationals were interned as ‘enemy aliens’ and Jews had to share quarters with Nazi sympathisers, but most of them were freed at the end of 1939 or at the beginning of 1940 after being examined by a commission. The majority spent the rest of the war in India. Most then left for Palestine, although a few remained in India, like the Baumgartner of one of Anita Desai’s (1988) novels. Thousands of Polish refugees fleeing the Nazi and Soviet occupation of their country also came to India, including many children, and they spent the war years in camps (Bhattacharjee 2012). After the war, many left for Britain. On the other hand, India also received several thousand Italian prisoners of war captured by the Indian army in Africa, most of whom were repatriated to Italy after 1945. Some Japanese were also captured in 1944–5 and held in camps in India.
The Second World War created widespread disruption for some overseas Indian communities, particularly those that found themselves under Japanese occupation in South-East Asia. In April 1942, part of the Indian population of Burma, fleeing before the Japanese advance, had to reach India on foot, through treacherous jungle paths, all the vehicles having been commandeered by the British for their own evacuation (Bayly and Harper 2004). Thousands died en route, an episode that created a lot of resentment towards the British in Eastern India. In the rest of South-East Asia, the Japanese occupation affected the Indian populations in ways that were ambiguous. This was owing to Japan’s own ambivalent attitude towards Indians: on the one hand, the Japanese saw them as potential allies in the fight against Britain, and they made an alliance with the dissident nationalist leader Subhas Chandra Bose; on the other hand, they despised them as a ‘subject race’ enslaved by the British. Thanks to this alliance, however, the Indians escaped some of the harshest measures that the Japanese took against the Chinese population in the region. That said, 100,000 Indian coolies, mostly Tamilian plantation workers, were conscripted as forced labour and put to work on various infrastructure projects for the Japanese Imperial Army. Some were sent from Malaya to Thailand to work on the infamous Thailand–Burma railway project, resulting in 30,000 deaths of fever and exhaustion (Nakahara 2005). Thousands of war prisoners who had refused to join the Indian National Army (INA) of Subhas Bose were sent to faraway New Guinea, where Australian troops discovered them hiding in 1945 (Stanley 2002).
In the immediate aftermath of Japan’s defeat, many Indians were stranded in precarious situations, which were not made less precarious by the use the British made of Indian troops in French Indochina and the Dutch East Indies, in support of the French and the Dutch, against the local nationalists. This made Indians very unpopular, and many Indian civilians in these two territories (some 2,000 in Indochina and 3,500 in Indonesia) were repatriated to India in 1946–7. On top of this, 1,200 Indians who had suffered under the Japanese occupation but were considered ‘collaborators’ by the Chinese were also repatriated from China, as were the few Indians who had remained in Japan during the war. At the time of Indian independence, the Indian diaspora had shrunk all over Asia, although there remained significant communities in Burma (to where many evacuees of 1942 chose, however, not to return) and Malaya, which were seriously affected by the anti-colonial disturbances that soon broke out in those two countries. On the other hand, the Indian communities in Africa, barring the small communities in Italian-ruled Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia, had not been directly impacted by the conflict and had even benefited from the positive impact of the war on the local economies.
Independent India’s attitude to its diaspora was ambiguous. Nehru, Prime Minister from 1947 to 1964, made it clear that Indians had to integrate in the countries where they happened to live and could not count too much on protection from the Indian state. On the other hand, India took an active part in the international condemnation of the apartheid regime in South Africa after 1948, which led to a break in relations between the two countries. It expressed its solidarity with South African Indians who were significantly involved in the non-violent protests against apartheid organised by Albert Luthuli in the early 1950s, which were largely modelled on Gandhi’s campaigns of civil disobedience. But when, in 1962, the Burmese military regime nationalised the economy, leading to the departure of many Indian traders, New Delhi did not support their claims for compensation.
In the 1950s, Indian emigration to East Africa resumed. It consisted mostly of clerks, accountants and skilled workers; the era of the coolie was clearly over. Indian traders returned to Japan from 1955, and a migration to Hong Kong started, mostly of Sindhis (Vaid 1972). Singapore also attracted Indian traders in significant numbers. Some traders moved to the Persian Gulf countries, mostly to Bahrain and Kuwait, where there were already significant Indian communities involved in the pearling trade. Malayali ‘oil migration’ to the region intensified, and it also touched South-East Asia, as clerks and technicians from Kerala were recruited to work in the oilfields of Sarawak and Brunei on the island of Borneo (Menon 2016). A significant trend of emigration to Britain started in the 1950s, taking advantage of a very liberal immigration regime for citizens of the Commonwealth that was modified in 1962. Most emigrants were Punjabi Sikhs, often refugees of the Partition from western Punjab who had faced difficulties resettling in India. As many were skilled mechanics, in Britain they found employment in manufacturing industries and many settled in the Midlands, particularly in Birmingham (Desai 1963). Overall, however, emigration was not on a scale comparable to that of the colonial period, nor was it encouraged by the government. Two groups that emigrated massively were the Europeans, most of whom left India in the two decades after independence, to relocate mostly to Britain but also to Australia, Kenya, New Zealand, Rhodesia and South Africa, and the Anglo-Indians, many of whom moved to Britain, Australia and Canada. Indian Jews, who had never faced persecution in the country, emigrated massively to Israel after 1948, including the Bene-Israel and Cochin Jews who were not descendants of immigrants. It seems that economic considerations played an important role in their decision to migrate, although some were undoubtedly influenced by Zionist ideology. Some came back to India after a few years, of whom quite a few later re-emigrated to Israel. Armenians also tended to leave for Britain and Australia. Many Chinese left in the aftermath of the India–China war of 1962 which had led to the internment of over 2,000 in Deoli camp in Rajasthan, including 900 who had Indian citizenship, and produced a wave of anti-Chinese sentiment (Banerjee 2007). Most of the internees, after having spent up to four years in camp, were eventually expelled to China. Besides this, 7,500 who had not been interned left between 1962 and 1967: some went back to China, but many others moved to Canada, the USA or Australia. Toronto is home to a significant community of Chinese from India. The Chinese community in Calcutta was reduced from 12–15,000 in 1962 to around 5,000 by the turn of the century. An added blow to it was the closure of the tanneries in Tangra that had provided the livelihood of many Hakka Chinese.
India received very few immigrants from outside the subcontinent: however, there was a wave of refugee arrivals from Tibet following the Chinese occupation of the region in 1959, a total of some 50,000, including the Dalai Lama, who relocated mostly in Dharamsala, where a Tibetan government in exile was installed. A few experts came as advisers to the Planning Commission, including American leftists Daniel and Alice Thorner who left the USA to escape McCarthyism, and foreign technicians were hired to assist in the implementation of various industrial projects.
Generally, post-colonial India saw a retreat of the cosmopolitanism that had characterised some of the colonial port-cities, as epitomised by the departure of many people belonging to ethnically non-Indian communities. With the people also went languages, food and dress habits, as well as forms of sociability, making the metropolitan areas of India more homogeneous, if not more uniform. This was a trend common to most of the post-colonial world. The rejection of cosmopolitanism by some political groups extended to Indians who were not ‘sons of the soil’: thus, in Bombay, the Marathi chauvinists of the Shiv Sena targeted South Indian immigrants in the 1950s and, later, immigrants from Northern India: this was the beginning of a move that would result in the renaming of Bombay (with its Portuguese roots as Bom Bahia) as Mumbai, which connected the city to a local goddess, Mumbadevi, thus staking a claim on the identity of the city as belonging only to its Marathi population.

The Re-emergence of Mass Migration, c.1965–2000
While emigration to Britain slowed down after 1962 when the free entry of Commonwealth citizens was stopped, the new immigration legislation passed in the USA in 1965, which put an end to the quotas instituted in 1924, opened a window of opportunity that many in India seized upon. Between 1965 and 2000, almost a million immigrants from India entered the USA, so that, at the time of the 2000 Census, India was the third biggest source of immigrants, after Mexico and the Philippines, just before China. Most of these emigrants were highly educated middle-class professionals, hailing from all regions of India, but there was also a migration of traders from Gujarat and of manual workers from the Punjab, mostly Sikhs (Jensen 1988). The main areas of settlement of Indians in the USA were New York/New Jersey, California and Illinois (Chicago), although there were also significant clusters of Indian immigrants in Massachusetts, the Washington area, Texas and Florida. Apart from those who came to settle, many Indians came with temporary skilled-workers’ visas, mostly technicians in the information technology (IT) sector, and there was also a growing number of Indian students, not all of whom stayed after the completion of their studies. Emigration to Canada was also important during the same period, with some 300,000 moving there, of whom many were Sikhs. Vancouver and Toronto were the two main areas of settlement. There was also the beginning of a trend of migration to Australia, after the abandonment of the official ‘White Australia’ policy in 1966–73, and to New Zealand, as well as to countries of Western Europe (Italy and Germany in particular). While some emigration to Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia continued, emigration to East Africa ceased completely, and there was even a small trend of returns, following Idi Amin Dada’s expulsion of the Uganda Asians in 1972 (although most of the latter went to Britain, the USA and Canada). Some emigration took place to West Africa, mostly to Nigeria and Ghana, where Sindhis carved for themselves important positions in a few sectors of the economy. With the end of the apartheid regime in South Africa in 1994, a small trend of emigration resumed to that country.
But the most spectacular development was undoubtedly the start of a mass migration to the Gulf countries, in the aftermath of the oil booms of the 1970s and 1980s. Indian construction workers, nurses, accountants and traders flocked to Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman and Saudi Arabia, and to a lesser extent to Iraq and Iran. By 2000, there were some 3 million Indians working there. The largest flow was from Kerala (John 2013), but there were also many North Indians as well as Gujaratis and Maharashtrians. India thus re-emerged as an important country of emigration, and the Indian state tried to control the emigration to the Gulf countries in the manner of the colonial state, by instituting Protectors of Emigrants who were supposed to oversee their departure and to make sure that they were not victims of human traffickers. How effective this control was is a matter of dispute, but when Indians in Kuwait were caught in the Iraqi invasion in 1990, New Delhi organised a successful rescue operation that brought hundreds of thousands to India, most of whom later returned to Kuwait. Mass emigration brought benefits to the Indian economy in the form of considerable remittances that tended to alleviate the foreign exchange constraint and were therefore welcome. Remittances through formal channels grew from US$ 3.3 billion in 1991 to US$ 12.9 billion in 2000, a spectacular increase mostly owing to Indians in the USA. However, part of these funds was transferred through an informal system known by the Arabic term hawala (a variant of the hundi system), which aroused the suspicions of financial regulators in the aftermath of 9/11 as they saw it as one of the means of financing international terrorism. These suspicions appear largely unfounded, and the system persists to this day.
The re-emergence of India as a country of mass emigration was the result of a complex combination of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, to use the classical vocabulary of migration studies. India’s post-independence education policy, geared towards the development of higher education rather than the generalisation of primary schooling, resulted in the production of a large number of graduates, mostly in medical, science, engineering and management fields. The Indian economy could not absorb all of them, but they were precisely the kind of people that the US economy was short of. Added to the fact that these graduates were generally proficient in English, it resulted in an almost perfect match between American demand and Indian supply. As to labour migration to the Gulf, it was mostly explicable in terms of an explosion in demand owing to the oil booms in a certain number of countries that each had a small population and suddenly needed many workers to implement massive infrastructural projects. India benefited by its proximity, the existence of ancient links to the region, and the vast reservoir of unskilled and skilled labour available owing to the massive unemployment or under-employment of a youthful and rapidly growing population.
Immigrants into India came mostly from neighbouring Nepal and Bangladesh. While the Nepali current was traditional, Bangladeshi migration was a relatively new phenomenon, and it took a mass character in Assam in particular, where it fed a ‘nativist’ agitation. There was also some return migration of Indians belonging to earlier migration waves. There were the traders who returned from Burma after 1962 and a few returnees from East Africa, but it was 1964 that saw the beginning of a mass return migration of Indian Tamil estate workers who had not been granted citizenship in Ceylon/Sri Lanka after the island had become independent. This movement was state-sponsored and, in its first twenty years of operation, it concerned more than 300,000 persons, many of whom were destitute and kept in camps for several years (Fries and Bibin 1984). Refugees also came from various war-affected countries, in particular from Afghanistan after 1979, and there was still a trickle of Tibetans seeking refuge in India from Chinese repression. The relatively good performance of the Indian economy in the 1990s, following the reforms of 1991, led to a small trend of economic immigration from Western Europe, mostly of young people. These replaced the hippies of the 1960s and 1970s who had been attracted to India (and Nepal) by the availability and the cheapness of cannabis. Despite this, by 2000, India’s place in the global migration system was clearly that of a sender more than that of a receiver, a trend that would only accelerate in the twenty-first century. The 2001 Census of India enumerated only a little more than 6 million immigrants, of whom 60 per cent were born in Bangladesh, more than 20 per cent in Pakistan and more than 10 per cent in Nepal. They represented only 0.6 per cent of India’s population, although the number of immigrants from Bangladesh in Assam was probably underestimated. Mass migration to the Gulf had many traits that recalled nineteenth-century indenture: Indian workers often saw their passports confiscated on arrival, which left them at the mercy of their employers, and labour conditions on construction projects were on the whole not much better than on the plantations of yore. But the great difference from the era of colonial migration was the existence of a significant emigration of middle-class professionals to First World countries. These highly educated Indians often made their mark in some professional fields in the host countries, particularly in the medical profession, in academics and in the IT sector, thus forming the embryo of an international middle class of Indian origin that was becoming a significant force in the globalised economy.
By 2000, the size of the Indian diaspora was estimated to be in the vicinity of 15 million. Almost half this number corresponded to descendants of the older indenture-kangani streams: their links to India were largely symbolic, although there were attempts to re-establish closer relations. The other half were recent immigrants, in the Gulf countries and in First World countries. They kept closer links with India and regularly remitted money there. Emigrants to the Gulf generally saw themselves as temporary and tended to return to India after a stint abroad of a few years, while most emigrants to First World countries sought permanent residence there and often took the citizenship of the host country. The government of India increasingly viewed the diaspora as a resource, and took measures to facilitate investment from this quarter: most of it, however, was in real estate rather than in businesses. The economic role of India’s diaspora was thus not comparable to that of China’s diaspora in boosting the domestic economy through investment. An estimate is that non-resident Indians (NRIs) in the 1990s accounted for less than 14 per cent of total FDI into India, a share that diminished throughout the decade (from 46.2 per cent in 1991–2 to a mere 3.0 per cent in 2000–1). Taking into account formal and informal remittances would lead to a more balanced view of the diaspora’s contribution to India’s economy. However, its importance varied widely in regional terms. In Kerala, remittances were estimated to contribute some 25 per cent to the state’s GDP in the early 2000s, the proportion reaching 50 per cent in the districts of major emigration. They fed a construction boom in the state but do not appear to have generated a process of development.
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3 India in the World of Wars and Peace
In the longue durée of India’s history, wars were a major factor, constantly reshaping the political map, making and unmaking dynasties and polities. India had long-standing warfare traditions, as attested to by its ancient epic literature and powerful warrior castes, but, between the tenth and the sixteenth centuries, it was repeatedly overrun by land invasions from Central Asia, resulting in a hybrid military universe. On the other hand, prior to the mid-eighteenth century, Indian states rarely projected themselves militarily outside the subcontinent. This situation was reversed during the colonial period, when India, once it ceased to be a battleground between the British and the French, became in the nineteenth century a major base for military expeditions to many lands in Asia and Africa, in which Indian soldiers known as sepoys (from Persian sipahi, a cavalry soldier),played an important role as auxiliaries in the service of the British Empire. In the twentieth century, the Indian sepoy army extended its reach to Europe in the course of fighting alongside the British army in the two world wars and contributed to giving India a place at the table of world powers. After independence, this colonial legacy somehow prolonged itself in the participation of the Indian military in international peacekeeping operations organised by the United Nations. The military dimension is therefore not to be overlooked when exploring India’s global role. One added reason is that soldiers were one of the most mobile categories of India’s population and their voyages left significant archival traces. Scrutinising that archive offers a rare insight into the way in which ‘ordinary’ Indians dealt with the outside world.
A Brief Survey of India’s Military History prior to 1750
Beginning in the tenth century CE, repeated invasions of the Indian landmass from the northwest brought successive waves of Turkic armed horsemen who defeated the armies of Indian rulers, through superior tactics rather than superior numbers, and established powerful states in Northern India, culminating with the Mughal Empire. They brought with them the mamluk system of military slavery that was prevalent in most of the Islamic world, although this did not become durably entrenched in Northern India: from the late fifteenth century onwards, armed peasants’ levies largely recruited from the Eastern Gangetic area, whose foot soldiers were known under the soubriquet of purbiya (eastern), provided the Muslim rulers of Hindustan with the bulk of their military manpower. Historian Dirk Kolff (1990) has documented the emergence of a kind of ‘military bazaar’ in which peasant-soldiers sold themselves to the highest bidder through intermediaries known as jemadars. The reason why this kind of locally recruited soldiery eclipsed the mamluk contingents was that, while the latter tended to be decisive in large-scale encounters, they could not control a countryside dotted with forts and deep ravines in which armed peasants were able to hide, providing a formidable challenge to mounted troops. The Mughals set up a different system, the mansabdar system, to recruit their cavalry from amongst free Muslim ‘frontiersmen’ and Hindu Rajputs and they combined this imperial force with local peasant levies of infantrymen (Abdul Aziz 1945). Such combined forces, supported by a powerful artillery, were sufficiently impressive to awe into submission all potential rivals of the Mughals in Northern India, amongst whom the most formidable were the Afghans, but not well adapted to fighting long-distance wars, as demonstrated by the failure of Mughal Emperor Shahjahan’s ‘expedition to the north’ of 1646–7, launched with the aim of prising away the Timurids’ original homeland in Central Asia from the hands of the Uzbek ‘usurpers’ (Foltz 1996). The emperors then turned their sights towards the neighbouring Deccan sultanates, where mamluk soldiers, originating from East Africa (Habshi, Abyssinians) or Central Asia, had retained an important military role. The conquest of the sultanates was brought to completion by Shahjahan’s successor Aurangzeb, but, in the Western Deccan, armed peasants of the Kanbi caste led by local warlord Shivaji Bhonsle (1627–80) opposed a stubborn resistance to the Mughal armies (Sarkar 2017). They laid the foundations of the Maratha ‘empire’, a constellation of warrior-states that established their domination over Western and Northern India in the first half of the eighteenth century. The same period saw also a new influx into India of Afghan horse-traders-cum-warlords who built polities based on tribal allegiances but were unable to consolidate in the face of the rising military strength of the Europeans (Gommans 1995).
Yet, the land armed forces mustered by the European powers appeared, prior to the 1740s, relatively insignificant compared to the huge armies of the Mughal emperors; this was in contrast with their powerful navies .These forces consisted of a mixture of Europeans of various origins (including German mercenaries in the service of the Dutch VOC), African slaves and locally recruited soldiers, mostly the ‘Topasses’ (from Hindustani dobashi, interpreter), Indo-Portuguese mercenaries who offered their services to the highest bidder. Such small forces proved, however, to be the nuclei of powerful military formations once they got combined with levies of indigenous soldiers. The first to understand the potential of such a combination was the French EIC official Joseph Dupleix (1697–1763), Governor of Pondicherry from 1741 to 1754. He raised the first contingents of sepoys, Indian soldiers trained in European methods of warfare and clothed in European-style uniforms, and deployed them successfully at the battle of the Adyar in 1746: 700 sepoys and 300 Frenchmen defeated the 10,000-strong army of the Nawab of Arcot, an ally of the British. Dupleix soon found a British imitator in Stringer Lawrence (1697–1775) (Biddulph 1901), who raised the first sepoy units of the EIC Madras or ‘Coast’ army. European and Indian soldiers thus fought side by side on Indian soil, but, on the other hand, the state of the Indian military labour market in the mid-eighteenth century seemed to preclude the possibility of using Indian soldiers in foreign campaigns. There was the added complication that high-caste Hindus, who formed part of the armies of Indian rulers, and were also enrolled in sepoy regiments, were reluctant to cross the sea or to march beyond the Indus for religious reasons. The few Indian soldiers serving abroad circa 1750 were mostly Baluchi Muslims from the Makran coastal area who had been recruited by the Omani rulers of Masqat and manned a string of small Omani garrisons on the East African littoral north of Cape Delgado.
Things changed significantly from the mid-eighteenth century, however, when India became a battleground in the global wars between the British and the French: the enlarged scale of military operations attracted a new crop of Europeans, as well as Arabs, also causing the EIC to start using sepoys in overseas operations. India thus became a major hub of circulation of military personnel, and it remained one till the end of the Second World War.

From an Indian to a Global Military Bazaar, c.1750–1815
The transformation of the EIC into a major military land power between 1740 and 1780 in the context of its rivalry with the French EIC was the main factor behind the globalisation of the Indian military labour market. For the Company brought into India a whole new set of military personnel, recruited from Europe, not exclusively from Britain but also from the continent, while using military personnel it had recruited in India in campaigns outside the subcontinent. As early as 1751, even before Stringer Lawrence raised the first units of sepoys in Madras, the EIC started recruiting foreign Europeans to fight in the Carnatic wars. It contracted with two Swiss military entrepreneurs, Sir Luke Schaub and Jasper Sellon, ‘to raise two companies of Protestant Swiss soldiers for the Company’s service in the East Indies’. They were bound to serve for seven years from the time of their landing. A first batch of over 200 men, mostly Swiss, with a few Germans, arrived in Madras in 1752, even before a first British regiment of the King’s army (not yet known as the British army) landed, and another contingent of Swiss followed in 1753 (Kilchenmann 1911). Recruitment ceased at the end of 1754. Although the British acknowledged that the Swiss had ‘behaved very gallantly’ during operations, a dispute developed around the difference in regulations between Swiss and British military formations. The Swiss were used to being allowed to retain their specific regulations, particularly those regarding court-martials, even when serving in foreign armies, and they objected to the British attempt to impose their ‘rites and customs’ upon them. The commanding officer of one of the Swiss companies, one Alexandre de Ziegler, even lodged a protest at the treatment of his troops in Bombay by a British officer. While there was no more recruitment in Switzerland after 1754, some Swiss soldiers and officers remained in India and some fought in the battle of Plassey as part of the Bengal European regiment. By then, the Carnatic had become a field of operations in the Seven Years’ War between Britain and France of 1756–63, which has often been described as the first ‘global’ war (Baugh 2011). To fight that war, both the British and the French brought into India, for the first time, significant bodies of troops from the home country to complement the forces raised in India. A growing number of regiments of Britain’s King’s army arrived in India from 1759 onwards and faced a large French expeditionary corps of 5,500 under the command of the Irish Jacobite Thomas Arthur de Lally-Tollendal (1698–1766). Lally relied entirely on his French soldiers, who were unfamiliar with the terrain and the population, and made no use of sepoys, while his British adversaries combined the two kinds of forces. This proved an important factor in their eventual victory. Lally’s capitulation in 1761, which led later to his being tried for treason and executed, left the British masters of the field in South India, although the French returned briefly to India at the time of the War of American Independence (1776–83), in alliance with Hyder Ali of Mysore, but failed to gain a decisive victory, leading to their durable eclipse from the Indian military stage.
The armed forces at the disposal of the EIC in the last decades of the eighteenth century appeared a patchwork of units drawn from various backgrounds. There were regiments of the King’s army raised in Britain that consisted largely of Scottish Highlanders and Irishmen, commanded by English and Scottish officers of often aristocratic background: they considered themselves superior to the regiments of the Company’s armies. Some of those were raised in India amongst the floating European population, both British and non-British, and had a poor reputation; others were brought directly from Europe. Thus, the Company ‘borrowed’ two Hanoverian regiments, a total of 2,000 men, from King George III in his capacity as Prince Elector of Hanover, to fight in the second Mysore War (1780–4): they took part in the undecisive battle of Cuddalore in June 1783 that pitted them against a Franco-Mysorean army, were joined by a third regiment in 1786 and, after having done garrison duties for a few years, returned to Europe in 1791–2 (Tzoref-Ashkenazi 2015). A different trajectory was that of the 1,125-strong Swiss De Meuron regiment (after the name of its owner and commander, a military entrepreneur from Neuchâtel) that the EIC ‘bought’ from the Dutch VOC when it took over Ceylon in 1796: it played a part in the siege of Seringapatam in 1799, in which Tipu Sultan of Mysore was killed. It then became a royal regiment, its owner having sold it to the King, but it continued to fight under its own colours. It fought against the Marathas in 1800, and against the Tamil ‘Poligars’ in 1801 and 1803 before being disbanded in 1806 (De Meuron 1982). Swiss and German mercenaries were a welcome addition of seasoned and disciplined soldiers to the meagre European forces of the Company, composed of men who were often recruited from the lower rung of the European population of India. The bulk of the Company’s forces, however, increasingly consisted of sepoy regiments.
Military cosmopolitanism nevertheless remained buoyant, and Indian powers also sought to recruit officers and specialists (gunners) amongst Europeans present in India. The second half of the eighteenth century was a golden age for military adventurers, who often entered the service of different rulers in succession. Thus, German-born Walter Reinhardt (c.1720/3–78), known as ‘Sombre’ (‘dark’ in French) because of his dark complexion, Indianised in ‘Samru’, started his military career in the service of the French EIC in 1754 and fought with Lally, then briefly entered the service of the Nawabs of Bengal and was eventually granted a jagir in Sardhana by Mughal Emperor Shah Alam, to which his Indian widow, known as ‘Begum Samru’, succeeded him. The Nizam of Hyderabad, Tipu Sultan of Mysore and the Maratha ruler of Gwalior Mahaji Sindhia all enrolled in their armies French and other European officers as well as, for the former two, Arab soldiers mostly recruited in Hadramaut.
Of European officers in the service of Indian rulers, the one who earned the greatest fame was the Savoyard (French-speaking Savoie was then part of the Italian kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia) Benoît de Boigne (1751–1830) (Young 1959). Of humble origins, he arrived in India in 1778 after having served in the French and Russian armies, followed by a period of captivity in Istanbul from which he was freed thanks to the intervention of the British ambassador. He stayed first in Madras, where he briefly joined a sepoy regiment, then spent a few years in Lucknow (present-day Lakhnau). His friendship with the Frenchman Claude Martin (1735–1800), a prominent member of an influential European circle in Lucknow, helped him gain an introduction to the court of the Nawabs of Awadh. He learned Hindustani and Persian, married an Indian wife and eventually moved to Delhi, where he entered the service of Sindhia in 1784 and raised a first regiment for his army. He quickly rose to the position of Commander-in-Chief of his entire forces, in which he continued for several years (1788–95), gaining many victories and earning a reputation as a master tactician. Such was the aura surrounding him that it was said that his name alone spread terror amongst the adversaries of the Marathas. He proved particularly innovative in the use of field artillery, introducing into Indian armies the tactics devised in France by military engineer Jean-Baptiste Vaquette de Gribeauval (1715–89), known as the ‘système Gribeauval’, which he had learned during his service in the French army. However, he failed to train a significant number of Indian officers, relying mostly on other European officers of various nationalities. After Mahaji’s death in 1794, while he was the de facto master of Hindustan, with a force of 100,000 soldiers, he resigned his command because of disagreement with his successor and sold part of his troops to the EIC, leaving the rest to his French deputy Pierre Perron (1755–1834), who proved a less talented general and later led Gwalior’s army to defeat at the hands of the British. De Boigne returned to Europe in 1796 with a large fortune; after he retired to his native city of Chambéry in 1807, he spent part of it on embellishments and charities there, for which he was honoured with an elaborate monument in 1838, after his death. This fountain, decorated with four elephants and topped by a column surmounted by a statue of de Boigne, has become a landmark in the local landscape. Thus, Indian loot contributed to the beautification of a provincial town in the Alps, an unexpected form of ‘global’ connection.
Although the French had ceased to play an important role in India, their influence lingered on in the techniques of warfare used by indigenous armies, and even in their vocabulary, for instance in the widespread use of the word ‘cartouche’ for cartridge, or the corruption of ‘peloton’ (French for platoon) into ‘paltan’, which became a Hindustani equivalent of regiment. The Swiss and the Germans, probably because they operated in close formations and did not mix much with the Indian troops, left fewer traces. The cosmopolitan military world of late-eighteenth-century India came to a sudden end in the early nineteenth century, although it went through a limited resurgence in the Punjab in the 1820s and 1830s when a few European officers who had fought in Napoleon’s armies, and found the atmosphere in post-1815 Europe hostile, offered their services to the ruler of the Punjab, Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1780–1839). Three of them, Frenchman Claude-Auguste Court (1793–1880) and Italians Paolo Avitabile (1791–1850) and Giovanni Battista Ventura (1794–1856) rose to become generals in the Sikh army, into which they introduced tactics learned on the battlefields of Europe, helping to transform it into a redoubtable war machine that conquered the whole of North-Western India (Lafont 2001). The Punjab army eventually proved a match for the British, and the two Anglo–Sikh wars of 1845–6 and 1848–9 saw the fiercest battles ever waged on Indian soil. The British victory came at a high cost, and it was only the superiority of their artillery that gave the British a decisive edge. In British India, however, a different configuration emerged, a sort of Indo-British hybrid formation that proved a huge success for a few decades. The enormously enlarged sepoy armies of the EIC were thence in a position to intervene in a significant way in campaigns outside the subcontinent.
In fact, during the Seven Years’ War, Indian sepoys had already taken part in a little-known expedition when, in 1762, following a request from the British government, the Madras authorities of the EIC contributed a contingent of troops for an attack on Manila in the Spanish Philippines. This episode, the first intervention of Indian troops in a war outside India, deserves some attention as a harbinger of things to come. Spain was allied to France in the Seven Years’ War under the ‘pacte de famille’ (family pact) between the two Bourbon monarchies. The Manila expedition of 1762 was part of a plan devised by British headquarters to strike at the very heart of Spanish commercial power, by targeting the two main hubs of Spanish global trade: on the one hand Havana in Cuba, where the Spanish convoys assembled before crossing the Atlantic; on the other hand Manila in the Philippines, which was the terminal of the route followed by the legendary ‘Manila galleon’, which twice a year brought a cargo of Mexican silver to the Asian markets and took back to the Americas Chinese silk and Asian spices. The reason why the EIC was roped into participating in the Manila expedition was simply that the British state did not have enough troops and ships of its own in the East to mount an expedition without Company support. To obtain the support of the Company authorities in Madras (which at the time were not yet subordinated to Calcutta), London dangled in front of them the prospect of a sizeable loot of treasure that was supposed to be ready for the taking at Manila, as well as the possibility of the annexation of new territories. The Madras authorities, which had few troops available, were hard-pressed to supply 650 sepoys (London had asked for twice as many) from their newly constituted ‘Coast army’ as well as ships and thirty ‘gun lascars’ to man the ship guns. These were to constitute almost half the total of the troops earmarked for the expedition, which also included 300 Frenchmen taken prisoner at Pondicherry in 1761. Militarily, despite the improvised and heterogeneous nature of the force thus hastily assembled, the expedition was initially a success, as Manila, which was defended only by a ragtag militia, fell to the British almost without combat (Tracy 1995). However, the wealth expected to lie within its walls failed to materialise, and the British occupation soon met with considerable resistance outside Manila from local Spaniards and Filipinos. Relations became tense between officers of the King’s army and their counterparts of the Madras army, and some of the former berated the performance of the sepoys, who were also accused of atrocities against civilians by some Spanish priests.1 In the meantime, peace negotiations started in Paris between the belligerents, and the British delegation, apparently unaware that Manila had been taken, failed to get any clause regarding the Philippines included in the final Treaty of Paris (1763). By 1764, the British in Manila had to consider withdrawal, which proved messy because of the uncertain situation on the ground as well as a shortage of vessels. Some sepoys were not repatriated to India before 1767 and a hundred of them, mostly sick and wounded, including some deserters, stayed behind. They forged relationships with local women, and their descendants are still recognisable in two towns on the island of Luzon (Rye 1993: 713). The expedition left a bad taste in the mouth of the sepoys, who, despite having received a significant amount of batta (prize money), expressed on their return a measure of discontent and were henceforth somewhat wary of overseas expeditions. That led Lord Cornwallis, once he had become Governor-General some twenty years later (1786–93), to recommend the regular despatch of batches of sepoys to garrison Fort Marlborough, a Company outpost in Bencoelen (Bengkulu), on the island of Sumatra, with the aim of familiarising them with overseas service.2
When the sepoys were again required for overseas expeditions, after three decades spent fighting in India to extend Company rule, some problems remained. The campaign against Dutch Ceylon in 1795–6 once again mobilised mostly Madras troops (1,800 sepoys out of a total expeditionary force of 3,200). Bengal sepoys had also been sent but had to be withdrawn because of their protests about the amount of batta given, which they found insufficient. The army sent from India did not meet with significant resistance from the Dutch, and Ceylon then became briefly part of the Madras presidency. In the following global confrontation with France and its new Dutch ally that occupied the period 1798–1815, sepoys were deployed on different theatres outside India.
The first significant deployment was on an expedition sent to Egypt in 1801 on the initiative of Governor-General Richard Wellesley (Lord Mornington) (1798–1805). Convinced that the real target of Napoleon Bonaparte’s Egypt expedition was India, Wellesley sent to Egypt a 3,000-strong expeditionary force that had originally been earmarked for an attack on the Ile de France (Mauritius), the last French stronghold in the Indian Ocean. By the time it reached the Egyptian shores of the Red Sea, the residual French force left behind after Bonaparte’s departure had capitulated at Alexandria, but the sepoys were nevertheless ordered to march to the Nile through a stretch of desert, a march that claimed hundreds of victims from thirst and exhaustion. They were then used for garrison duties for a few months before re-embarking for India. Although they had seen no real combat, the manner of their deployment earned them accolades from British commanders in Egypt, and they were thence considered a valuable instrument of war, although deemed inferior to British troops.
The next opportunity for their deployment overseas came in 1809–10 when Governor-General Lord Minto (1806–13) decided to put an end to the French naval threat in the Indian Ocean. From their safe anchorage in the deep harbour of Port-Louis on the Ile de France (Mauritius), the French corsaires launched regular attacks on British convoys travelling between Madras and Calcutta, causing serious damage to British trade. In 1809 a first expeditionary force of 400 sepoys of the Bombay army occupied the tiny island of Rodrigues, east of Mauritius, and in 1810 a full assault was launched against the two main French-held islands of Mauritius and Réunion. In all, 4,000 sepoys of the Bombay and Madras armies, representing a third of the total British force, were employed in this expedition to put an end to the French presence in the Indian Ocean and to the harassment of British convoys.
There remained, however, a Dutch presence in Java and the Moluccas in the Indonesian archipelago. As the Kingdom of Holland, under its king Louis Bonaparte, a brother of Napoleon, was a close French ally, Minto decided on the conquest of these islands. In 1811, a force of 12,000, including 6,000 sepoys of the Bengal and Madras armies, landed in Java and was involved in some fierce fighting. A smaller force occupied the rich spice islands of the Moluccas.
Indian sepoys thus played a significant part in the global war between France and Britain that ended in a British victory. By 1815, there were very few non-British European officers left in India, and no soldiers. Lack of qualified officers was a big handicap for the Marathas and partly explains their defeat at the hands of the British in 1817–18. The subsequent establishment of ‘Pax Britannica’ over most of the subcontinent left the large sepoy forces of the Company available for new ventures outside India.
It is worth asking how sepoys experienced such deployments outside India. One strand in the literature has treated this utilisation of sepoys in foreign wars as symptomatic of their oppression under colonial rule (Bandhopadhyay 2011), including exhausting marches in unfamiliar terrain (as in the above-mentioned Egyptian campaign) but also the provision of adulterated food during ship voyages, resulting in massive epidemics of dysentery and the death of thousands. The question of food looms large in the narrative of sepoy voyages. The British convinced themselves that high-caste Hindu soldiers, who accounted for 80 per cent of the roll of the Bengal army (but for a smaller proportion of the Madras and Bombay armies) would not accept food cooked onboard ships for religious reasons. Therefore, the sepoys were supplied with ‘dry’ food that had been cooked in ghee (clarified butter made from cow’s milk) onshore before embarkation; known as pakhi, it could be carried in a haversack. The problem was that, in a hot climate, given the lack of refrigeration, such food rapidly deteriorated. The British view of the sepoy as shackled by religious prejudice to the point of endangering his own life was in line with their paternalistic and patronising conception of the latter as a family man reluctant to be separated from his wife and children. The sepoy as victim is thus a trope common to colonial and nationalist discourses: the difference is that in colonial discourse the sepoy is victim to his own prejudices, while in nationalist discourse he is a victim of colonial racism that treated him as inferior to the British soldiery. It is, however, possible to see the sepoy in another light, as an actor endowed with a degree of agency, seeking to derive some benefit, material or otherwise, from his voyages. Regarding the question of bigotry, it must be pointed out that the obsession about the purity of food was mostly a trait of high-caste Hindu soldiers of the Bengal army and one not necessarily shared by other soldiers, either Muslims or lower-caste Hindus. Thus, the memoir of a religious teacher in Malacca who befriended Indian Muslim soldiers he met while they were on their way to the Java campaign in 1811 testifies to their being well acclimatised to the local food regime, contrary to their Hindu colleagues who fed only on cooked rice and were constantly sick (Abdullah Munshi 1955). The British tried to conciliate the high-caste Hindu soldiers of the Bengal army by decreeing that for them service overseas would be only on a voluntary basis, while in the Madras and Bombay army deployment overseas could not be refused when required. Despite this, there was never a lack of volunteers from the Bengal army for service abroad. One of the great attractions of service outside India was the amount of batta that could be earned, generally higher than in campaigns inside India. Participation in victorious foreign campaigns could also confer prestige, a consideration to which sepoys were not indifferent. It is thus mentioned that sepoys returning from the Second Opium War in China (1859–60) tended to display a feeling of superiority vis-à-vis their colleagues who had stayed in India.3 But there were other attractions, like access to foreign women or the possibilities of ‘sightseeing’. Regarding the first point, it is worth recalling the story of the Manila expedition: while some of the sepoys were accused by Spanish priests of having ‘raped women in the streets’, an accusation that was denied by the British Commander of the force, others forged durable relations with Filipinas, which induced part of them to refuse repatriation and settle permanently in Luzon. There is evidence that some sepoys, who were generally married men, acquired a second family abroad when they were deployed for some time. As to ‘sightseeing’, scattered evidence from the records of the Egypt and Java campaigns testifies to the curiosity displayed by some sepoys towards antiquities. In Egypt, some remarked on a certain similarity between sculptures in an ancient Egyptian temple and those in Hindu temples in India (Jasanoff 2006: 205). In Java, they seem to have been particularly impressed by their discovery of the old Hindu–Buddhist temples of Borobodur and Prambanan, which the British had excavated and which testified to ancient cultural links between India and Java. In one case, in Java in 1815, such cultural affinities resulted in the forging of a political alliance with local rulers. As historian Peter Carey (1977) has shown, a group of Bengal sepoys belonging to the Light Infantry Battalion, under the leadership of subadar Dhaukal Singh, a Rajput, planned to rise against the British in collaboration with some members of the ruling family of the central Javanese sultanate of Surakarta. Some of the high-caste sepoys of that regiment appear to have forged close links with the Javanese nobility during the four years they spent on the island, a few having even married into noble families. They had embraced the idea that Java, with its Hindu past, was the land of Brahma and that the ruler of Surakarta (although a Muslim) was a descendant of Rama. It is not clear whether they were instrumentalised by the Javanese grandees or, on the contrary, manipulated them, in the hope of carving for themselves a small raj in Java before the island was restored to Dutch rule following the 1813 Anglo-Dutch treaty, but they gave the British a serious fright. British officers of the regiment uncovered evidence of the conspiracy before the mutineers acted, and seventeen of them were summarily court-martialled and executed in Semarang, while fifty suspected accomplices were sent back to India in irons. This episode, which remained clouded in secrecy for a long time, was a warning that the prolonged stationing of Indian troops outside India could carry political dangers. The warning was apparently ignored.

The Sepoys as Imperial Auxiliaries, c.1825–1914
From the 1820s, Indian troops were used regularly in military operations in the neighbourhood of India, in the Persian Gulf, in Ceylon, in Burma and in Afghanistan, often in conjunction with British troops. The main rationale for their use was in terms of costs: sepoys cost less than British soldiers because their pay was lower and, as they were generally abstemious and frugal, their needs for ‘comforts’ (accommodation, food and drink) were fewer than those of the carnivorous, hard-drinking Scots and Irish, who formed the bulk of the British army. Furthermore, they were closer to the theatres of war and cost less in transport expenses. Additionally, their expenses were defrayed by the Indian and not the British treasury. Thanks to the availability of Indian soldiers, the British government could wage wars without risking parliamentary censure, although it did not escape criticism for profligacy and lack of preparation. Lack of preparation and misunderstanding of local conditions by British commanders often resulted in enormous human losses for the sepoy armies. Two campaigns stand out in this regard: the first Anglo–Burmese war of 1824–6 and the first Afghan war of 1839–43. In Burma, the high losses suffered by the 6,000 sepoys of the Madras and Bengal armies, part of a 10,000-strong expeditionary force, were as much owing to sickness that decimated their ranks as to battlefield casualties. Worse was to come, however: in Afghanistan, thousands of sepoys belonging mostly to the Bengal army were killed during the 1842 retreat from Kabul by Afghan tribal fighters (Norris 1967). That disaster left profound traces: the sepoys of the Bengal army nursed a strong grievance against their British commanders for having exposed them so callously to danger. The Afghan war sowed the seeds of discontent; the situation was brought to boiling point in the following period by the growing disregard shown by the British officer corps for the religious sensitivities of the high-caste Hindu soldiers that formed the bulk of the Bengal army sepoy regiments. In the second Anglo–Burmese war of 1851–2, British soldiers were used in greater numbers than sepoys, and the bulk of the sepoys came from the Bombay and Madras armies. Subsequently, however, lack of men for the Burma garrison led the British to promulgate in 1856 the General Service Enlistment Act that abolished the privilege granted to sepoys of the Bengal army of serving overseas only on a voluntary basis. This has often been construed as one of the causes of the Great Rebellion of 1857, although it should be noted that Bengal army sepoys had volunteered in significant numbers to join the 2,400-strong Indian contingent of the expeditionary force sent into Persia in 1856.
The Great Rebellion of the Bengal army sepoys in 1857–8 had complex causes that I will not discuss here. It saw sepoys massacre their British officers and launch an all-out assault against British rule that could be suppressed, after a year of fierce fighting, only thanks to the arrival of massive reinforcements of British troops. It led to a complete reorganisation of the army in India. By 1858, only eighteen of the eighty-two regiments of the pre-1857 Bengal army were still extant. Some of them took part in the Second Opium War in China (1859–60), fighting alongside French troops against the Chinese, and British commanders expressed some anxiety about their reliability, although they remained loyal. On the other hand, the number of British regiments present in India enormously increased. The Bombay and Madras armies, which had remained generally loyal to the British, accounted for the bulk of the remaining sepoy forces. In the wake of the Revolt, Northern India was subjected to a military occupation by a foreign army the like of which it had never known.
Since it was not possible to control India with a purely British, even considerably enlarged, garrison, continued use of Indian soldiers needed to be justified on new grounds. Colonial anthropology came to the rescue in the form of the providential theory of the ‘martial races’ (Streets 2004), which was elaborated by a few imaginative officers and given credibility thanks to the support it received from the most popular of all British generals Lord Roberts (1832–1914), the great hero of the Second Afghan War (1879–80), who was Commander-in-Chief in India in 1885–93. The basic feature of the theory was the sharp distinction it drew between the two sides of the Indian population: it deemed a small group of so-called ‘martial races’ located in the North-West of the subcontinent, composed of Pathans, Punjabi Muslims and Sikhs as well as some Hindu Rajputs, fit material for military recruitment because of physical and mental characteristics that distinguished them from the mass of India’s population, dismissed as too weak physically and too ‘effeminate’ to make good soldiers (MacMunn 1911). Although the theory was mostly an ad hoc construct meant to justify the exclusion from the army of the Hindustanis that had formed the bulk of the Company’s armies’ ranks, it proved fairly effective as the groups designated as ‘martial’ tended to internalise the categories devised by the colonial military anthropologists and responded positively to the recruiting drives launched by the British. This was particularly the case with the Sikhs, almost exclusively Jats, who enrolled in great numbers. The proportion of members of the so-called ‘martial races’ in the new unified Indian army, created in 1895–1902 by the fusion of the three armies of the ex-Company, grew steadily to reach 75 per cent by 1914 (Omissi 1994).
While this painstaking and gradual reconstruction process was taking place, Indian troops continued to be used in foreign campaigns. In 1867–8, 6,000 sepoys of the three armies, part of a 16,000-strong corps, supported by a large contingent of 19,000 ‘followers’ (mostly mule drivers and porters), took part in the Abyssinian campaign under the command of Sir Robert Napier (Figure 3.1). That expedition was a rescue operation in response to Emperor Theodoros II’s taking of a group of European hostages, including some British, in his Magdala mountain redoubt. The campaign involved formidable logistical challenges as there were no proper roads linking the coast where the expeditionary corps landed with the Ethiopian highlands where the Emperor had entrenched himself. Although there was little fighting, the invading force sustained significant losses owing to sickness: more than 500 sepoys and followers lost their lives (Chandler 1967). The expedition was also marked by a spectacular bout of looting, from which Indian sepoys did not benefit much. Those in India who benefited most from the expedition were a group of Parsi contractors in Bombay who had supplied the force with various necessities at exorbitant rates, thanks to a providential leaking of information that had allowed them to corner available supplies and thus dictate prices.4 This created a bit of a scandal as British businessmen in Bombay complained of having been left out of a profitable deal. Amongst the Parsi contractors was one Nusserwanji Tata: he gave his son Jamsetji (1839–1904) half of his gains, a sum of 500,000 rupees, which allowed the latter to purchase a cotton mill. The Abyssinian campaign thus contributed significantly to the birth of the Tata industrial empire that Jamsetji and his descendants built over the following decades.
Figure 3.1 Indian troops for the Abyssinian expedition, 1867.
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While the sepoys were marching through Ethiopia, in London a parliamentary committee was inquiring ‘how far it is advisable to employ certain portions of Her Majesty’s Native Army in Colonial and Military Departments or to organise a force of Asiatic troops for general service in suitable climates’. It concluded that it was advisable, within certain limits, to use Indian troops in preference to British troops in colonial wars in tropical regions. Hence, in the following decades, sepoys were used in a series of colonial expeditions (Metcalf 2007b): in 1875–6 in Perak (Malaya), 400 Gurkhas (Nepalese soldiers recruited thanks to an agreement with the Rana rulers of Nepal) of the Bengal army; in 1879–80 in the Second Afghan War, 5,000 Bengal army sepoys; in 1882 in the Egyptian campaign against U’rabi Pasha, 5,000 men of the three armies, who played a decisive role at the battle of Tell-el-Amarna that opened the road to Cairo for the British; in 1885, 2,500 men in the Sudan in the failed campaign that ended with Gordon’s death in Khartoum; in 1885–6, 4,500 men in the Third Anglo–Burmese War that resulted in the annexation of Upper Burma to the Bengal presidency; in 1897–8, 750 men in a campaign in Uganda. That period even saw for the first time the despatch of a sepoy contingent to Europe: in 1878, 4,000 soldiers supported by 1,700 followers did garrison duties for a few months in Malta in the context of heightened European tension linked to the Russo–Turkish War of 1877–8. The limits put on the use of Indian troops were, however, illustrated by the case of the South African War of 1899–1902: although an expeditionary force of 5,500 sepoys had been sent, it was confined to logistical tasks as it was found ‘inappropriate’ to engage ‘coloured’ troops in a fight ‘between white men’ (the British and the Boers). No such limitation applied, on the other hand, when the enemy was himself ‘coloured’: thus, Indian soldiers accounted for the bulk of the British corps that joined the Eight-Power expedition against the Chinese ‘Boxers’ in 1900 (16,000 out of a total of 18,000 men). As Christopher Bayly (2007) shrewdly observed, the despatch of Indian soldiers to China on a massive scale was also explicable by the need to rebalance the ratio between British and Indian troops in India that had been upset by the departure for South Africa of a significant share of the British garrison stationed there. A soon as the troops were back from China, in 1902, another 3,650 men of the new unified ‘Indian army’ left for Somalia to fight the ‘mad Mullah’, a local holy man who had launched a jihad against the British: they stayed for two years in Africa, having to face difficult conditions in a hostile country. In 1903, 2,500 soldiers, supported by 10,000 followers, took part in the expedition to Lhasa in Tibet: although there was little fighting against the Tibetans, the crossing of the high Himalayan passes was challenging.
Of the many colonial wars waged by Britain in the Victorian era (1837–1901), only three important ones were fought without any participation of Indian troops: the Anglo–Ashanti war of 1873–4 in Western Africa, the Zulu war of 1879 in South Africa, and the war against the Mahdists in the Sudan in 1898. Thus, it is possible to conclude that without Indian troops, British colonial expansion would have been a much costlier process, in terms of men as well as treasure, and therefore much more difficult to justify in the eyes of a British public that was not always enthusiastic for imperial adventures. If Britain clearly gained from the fact of having at its disposal this cheap auxiliary army, what of the outcome from the point of view of India and Indians?
That some segments of Indian society could derive benefits from India’s participation in colonial expeditions has been suggested by a look at the Abyssinian expedition of 1867–8. The inquiry into the financial aspects of the expedition revealed a widespread pattern of corruption in the provisioning, of which the beneficiaries were mostly Indian merchants. Although no subsequent expedition seems to have delivered the same bounty as the Abyssinian one, there is no doubt that Indian contractors often made large gains in supplying the army. Whether there was any ‘trickle down’ beyond that limited circle is, however, a moot point. A particularly vexing question is that of the myriads ‘followers’, mostly menial servants that accompanied the armies in their voyages. They were often much more numerous than the soldiers, and it would be interesting to know whether they gained any improvement in their hard lives from their participation in these expeditions. Unfortunately, no answer can be given as little archival material has come to light regarding this category of personnel.
Not that we are much better informed about the ways in which the soldiers themselves lived through their experiences of expatriation. We are lucky enough, however, to have one precious testimony on the Chinese expedition of 1900 in the form of a book written in Hindi and published in Lucknow in 1902 under the title ‘Thirteen Months in China’. It was penned by Thakur Gadadhar Singh, a non-commissioned officer in the 7th Duke of Connaught’s Own Bengal Regiment (7th Rajputs), who became a prolific writer (Yang 2017). As analysed by Anand Yang (2007), the text displays many ambiguities. The writer shows some sympathy for the Boxers, whom he views as rebel peasants, motivated above all by a hostility towards Christian missionaries that he seems to share, to a point. While he pointedly avoids referring to them as ‘devils’, as Western authors were prone to do, he dismisses them as lost causes because of their ignorance of modern military technology and their exclusive reliance on supernatural power (shakti). He does not hide his admiration for the efficiency of Western military technology as used by the Western armies but also by the Japanese, whom he praises for having emulated the Westerners, an interesting indication that, even before its victory over Russia in 1904–5, Japan was perceived by some in India as a rising economic and military power. If he admires the military prowess of the Europeans, he is also alert to their greed, singling out the French, Russians and Germans for their part in the looting of the Imperial Palace in Beijing, in which he admits that the Indian troops also took part, although on a more modest scale. While he is not shy about the atrocities committed by the invading troops against the Chinese population, including, to his shame, by some of his fellow Rajputs, he nevertheless avoids distancing himself from the rationale of the expedition, and takes Rajput pride in the participation of Indians in the victory of the coalition. His text is revealing about the ambivalence in the feelings of an educated and politically conscious soldier who thought of himself as an Indian patriot, serving an empire the power of which he admired but which he obviously did not love. It is difficult to know how representative his views were, but his text appears to have circulated widely in Northern India.
Despite their participation in various overseas expeditions, the bulk of the 152,000-strong (in 1914) sepoy army remained stationed in India. Most were engaged in garrison duties, but a significant number took part, with British troops, in a series of campaigns on the North-Western ‘Frontier’ against restive Pashtun tribes that appeared a constant threat to ‘Pax Britannica’. The most challenging of these campaigns was the so-called ‘Tirah’ campaign of 1897–8, launched in response to a general rising of the Frontier tribes. It revealed some weaknesses in the Indian army that led to a drive for reform under the stewardship of Lord Kitchener who was Commander-in-Chief in India in 1902–9. The conflict that erupted around this reform between Kitchener and Viceroy Lord Curzon famously led to Curzon’s resignation. Following the Anglo–Russian agreement of 1907 that seemed to eliminate the main external security threat to India, the reform drive was abandoned halfway. The growth of tension in Europe after 1910, however, led to a renewed reflection on the potential role of the Indian army in the case of a generalised European conflict. The new Commander-in-Chief in India, Douglas Haig (1909–11), prepared a mobilisation plan of the Indian army that envisaged for the first time the despatch of troops to Europe. The plan was shelved and ordered to be destroyed at the demand of the Secretary of State for India because of the open hostility shown by the government in London towards the prospect of a participation of Indian troops in a European conflict. But, owing to a bureaucratic oversight, it escaped destruction; when the First World War started and Britain found itself quickly short of troops, it was dusted off and used as a blueprint for the deployment of Indian troops on the European theatre of war. Thus, Indian sepoys were thrown largely unprepared into the fiery furnace of the first global war of the twentieth century.

India’s Role in the Two World Wars, 1914–1945
This remains a highly controversial topic. Nationalist historians generally took a negative view of the participation of the Indian army in wars which they considered ‘imperialist’, especially the First World War. They stressed the disproportion between the losses suffered by India’s armies (although they were limited in comparison with those of other belligerents) and the meagreness of the benefits accrued to India from its participation in these global conflicts. They harped on the widespread disruption caused to the Indian economy by its being harnessed to the war needs of Britain, which meant great hardship for the mass of the population, culminating during the Second World War with the Bengal famine of 1943 and the 3 million deaths it caused directly or indirectly (Greenough 1982). Some historians, however, pointed to the contribution the world wars made to India’s independence struggle. While those nationalists who tried to use the opportunity of the wars to free India from the British repeatedly failed, be they either the revolutionaries of the so-called ‘Berlin committee’ and the members of the San Francisco-based Ghadr (Revolution) Party during the First World War, or Subhas Chandra Bose and his Provisional Government of Free India and Indian National Army during the Second World War, the wars nevertheless, they argued, advanced the cause of Indian independence in many ways, often ignored by the participants themselves. In a global perspective, the world wars were, above all, decisive moments when India’s history was clearly shaped by global events that India also contributed to shaping.
India’s role in the First World War has recently attracted renewed attention thanks to the flurry of publications linked to the commemoration of the centenary of the conflict (Long and Talbot 2018). Military historians have revisited the performance of India’s armies and come up with a more positive assessment, compared to the prevailing conventional wisdom of an earlier period. In particular, the role of the sepoys on the Western Front, generally ignored or belittled by an earlier generation of military historians, is now shown to have been important, especially at the critical juncture when, following the disastrous Mons retreat in August 1914, the British expeditionary force sent to France and Belgium to stem the German advance found itself depleted. Without the arrival in October 1914 of the 45,000-strong Indian expeditionary force, consisting of two infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades, with a total of 28,500 Indian and 16,500 British troops, the British army would have been hard put to hold its 50 km-long sector of the front, previous to the entry into the field of Kitchener’s ’New Army’ in the summer of 1915, which relieved the pressure (Figure 3.2). In fact, the Indian corps under the command of General Willcocxs held a third of the line, that is, 17 km, for several months against constant German attacks, suffering a total of 8,000 Indians dead and 14,000 wounded, and taking part in a number of important although undecisive battles, such as Neuve-Chapelle in March 1915. Because the Indian corps was dissolved in October 1915 and the infantry sent at the end of 1915 to Mesopotamia (Iraq) to fight the Turks, leaving in France only 7,000 men of the cavalry and an equivalent number of auxiliary troops, the Indian contribution to the war in Europe tended to be forgotten. All the more so as serious doubts had been expressed by the British High Command regarding the performance of the sepoys, doubts that were used to justify the decision to remove most of them from Europe. The criticism of the sepoys’ performance centred on the supposedly high incidence of self-inflicted wounds amongst Indian troops as compared to British troops: it was viewed as a sign of poor morale and also linked to the massive depletion in the ranks of British officers serving in the sepoy regiments, many of whom were killed during the first months of the war. Since Indians were not considered good officer material, they were replaced by young British army officers who had no knowledge of the Indian army and, because of lack of proficiency in Urdu, no way of communicating effectively with the sepoys. Some military historians, uncritically echoing British commanders of the war period, painted a picture of an exhausted and broken Indian army on the verge of collapse when it was withdrawn from the Western Front (Greenhut 1983). Recent work by a new generation of military historians, however, has tended to somehow correct this bleak picture. They point to the role of racial stereotyping in the characterisation of Indian soldiers by British commanders, such as Douglas Haig, as unfit to fight in a modern mechanised European war. According to them, the evidence available supports the view that the sepoys, while at first surprised and disoriented by the shape and intensity of a kind of warfare so different from the ‘frontier warfare’ they were used to, which pitted them basically against tribal snipers, were going through the same learning curve in the tactics of trench warfare as the soldiers of other armies, a process that was interrupted at the end of 1915, making an objective assessment of their performance difficult (Morton-Jack 2014).
Figure 3.2 Indian encampment in France during the First World War: two soldiers about to sacrifice a sheep and a goat, from the ‘Pays de France’ French postcard series.

Source: Culture Club/Hulton Archive via Getty Images

Regardless of the controversies about the sepoys’ performance on the Western Front, most Indian soldiers sent overseas during the First World War fought on other fronts. While a total of 138,000 men (including 48,000 non-combatants) were sent to France and Belgium, 675,000 men fought in Mesopotamia, where a small force had been sent to occupy Basrah in August 1914, followed by a more massive deployment from early 1916 with the arrival of the troops withdrawn from France. They sustained heavy losses, accounting for the bulk of the total fatalities suffered by India’s armies during the conflict (62,000 to 74,000, according to various estimates). Their performance also drew criticism, but they suffered above all from the poor quality of British command, especially at the time of the disastrous defeat of Kut-al-Amara in 1916 (Gardner 2014). That campaign was also marked by the most serious mutiny of a regiment in wartime, that of the 15th Lancers in February 1916, a Muslim cavalry regiment whose soldiers invoked religious reasons to refuse to fight the Turks in the vicinity of the Holy Cities of Najaf and Kerbela (although there had been a mutiny by part of the 5th Light Infantry, also a Muslim regiment, in Singapore in February 1915, not directly linked to military operations). The role of the Indian army was ultimately decisive on this theatre, which was often considered of secondary importance in the overall picture of the conflict, although, for the British Admiralty, the conquest of the rich oilfields near Mosul was an important objective.
India’s troops were engaged on other fronts as well: East Africa, where a 48,000-strong expeditionary force took part, with East African and South African troops, in the campaign against the forces of German East Africa that ended only in November 1918 and suffered thousands of casualties owing mostly to sickness (Pradhan 1991); Egypt, where Indian soldiers took part in a series of engagements against the Turks along the Suez Canal, helping to keep open that essential waterway; Palestine, where the Indian cavalry, including regiments withdrawn from France in March 1918, played its part in Allenby’s victorious run to Jerusalem and Damascus that dealt the coup de grâce to the Ottoman Empire. Smaller contingents also took part in the brief China campaign of 1914 against German Tsingtao with the Japanese, in the expedition to the Dardanelles in 1915 where they fought alongside the ANZACs (Australia and New Zealand Army Corps) and in the Salonica expedition of 1916. Overall, 1.1 million Indian soldiers, out of a total of 1.5 million mobilised during the war, were despatched abroad, almost as many as the total number of indentured labourers who left India between 1834 and 1916.
Assessing the impact of this massive deployment on the soldiers themselves and on Indian society at large is not easy. The bulk of the men, being illiterate, left no direct written testimonies of their experiences. One of the few available is the diary of Amar Singh, a Rajput officer who was attached to the headquarters of the Indian corps in France, extracts of which have been published (Ellinwood 2005). They reflect a view of the war from the top that has little to do with the day-to-day experiences of the sepoys in the trenches. Fictional works inspired by the war are few: notable is Mulk Raj Anand’s English-language novel Across the Black Waters, written in 1937–9 and published in 1940 (Anand 2000). The writer, the son of an Indian officer (who did not fight in the war), manages to convey rather successfully some of the main features of the life of ordinary soldiers on the Western Front. The most informative source is the twenty-six-volume collection of extracts of soldiers’ letters assembled by British military censors in France.5 These extracts, translated and selected by Indian army officers cognisant of the main Indian languages used by the soldiers (Urdu, Hindi, Punjabi in the Gurmukhi script and Pashto), make fascinating reading, although their interpretation raises serious methodological problems. The voices of the soldiers come to us through a series of filters: as most of them were illiterate, the letters were generally dictated to scribes, Indian officers or literate soldiers, whose intervention in the writing is perceptible in the often stereotyped and formulaic character of the texts. A second filter was the mechanism of censorship itself: once the soldiers knew that their letters could be read by censors, they tended to use different devices to hide their innermost feelings, so as to avoid stigmatisation and punishment that could result from too frank an expression of ‘deviant’ sentiments or ideas. The third filter consisted in the process of selection of extracts by the Chief Censor, Evelyn Berkeley Howell, a polyglot colonial administrator turned officer whose literary leanings and pretentions sometimes led him to give preference to letters he thought ‘interesting’ rather than necessarily representative of the state of mind of the troops. Despite this, the collection offers a rare insight into the minds of ‘ordinary’ Indians confronted for the first time in their life with the reality of modern warfare and of European societies about which they knew nothing beforehand.
The overwhelming sentiment expressed by the soldiers about the fighting itself was one of amazement at its sheer intensity and at the abundance of material resources thrown into it. The size and firing capacity of the big German guns left them almost speechless: in the early days of combat, they did not know to run to shelter when the shells landed, which cost many lives. The metaphors they used to account for such fighting were often borrowed from the epics: a frequent comparison in the letters of Hindu and Sikh soldiers was with the Mahabharata (Muslim soldiers tended for their part to evoke Kerbela, a famous battle of the early period of Islam’s history). While they rarely expressed open hatred for the Germans and even took pride in treating German prisoners well, the sepoys considered it their duty to fight them to the bitter end. In some letters, feelings of loyalty towards the British monarch were adduced to justify their will to fight, a display which censors tended to find somewhat suspicious. But more often it was a sense of honour (izzat) that was invoked: it was not only the honour of the individual soldier that was at stake but, more broadly, that of the group to which he belonged, be that his company or regiment, or his caste or community. Such sentences as ‘We fight because we are Sikhs of Guru Gobind Singh’ (Sikhs of the Khalsa, the military-religious brotherhood founded by the tenth and last Sikh Guru) and ‘We fight because we are Rajputs and death in combat is the most glorious death for us’ are common in the letters. Besides eloquent proclamations of a desire to fight, which tended to be stereotyped and suggested the existence of a repertoire of formulaic expressions used by the scribes, there were also frequent complaints at the harshness of the physical environment of the trenches, at the coldness and humidity of the climate in France, at the insufficient quantity and poor quality of the food – all usual grumbles amongst armies in times of war. One more specific complaint, although not very often voiced (probably because of the fear of censorship), was the fact that wounded soldiers, once discharged from hospital, were often sent back to the front. This went against the sepoys’ sense of justice: for them, a wounded soldier was entitled to return home with honour and a pension. Lack of manpower made it impossible, however, to conform to that Indian army custom. The absence of home leave, justified by the distance and the potential cost of such a measure, was certainly the most painful aspect of the campaign for men who were often married and were known for their strong attachment to their families. It was not only emotions that were at stake but also interests: the prolonged absence of men often left their wives at the mercy of male neighbours who took advantage of the situation to prevail in long-standing land disputes, especially in Pashtun country, where such disputes and the attendant vendettas were only too common. In the end, resignation to their fate was probably the most common sentiment expressed by the soldiers, which the censors tended to see as a reflection of the fatalism of ‘orientals’ but which can as plausibly be explained in terms of a realistic appraisal by the soldiers of their situation. This did not prevent the men from displaying a strong curiosity about the lands where fate had taken them. They tried to use the opportunity of their deployment to gain an understanding of those countries, and their way of conveying the results of their observations to their families and friends at home is worth detailed examination.
The Indian soldiers encountered European civil society in two major locations: at the rear of the front, when they rested in the intervals between battles, and in the hospitals where they often spent long periods after they had been wounded or had fallen ill. The periods of rest were spent mostly in northern France in villages and farms situated near the front line, while most of the sojourns in hospitals took place in England, where the major facilities were located. Although both England and France were subsumed in the language of the sepoys under the same term of ‘Vilayat’ (also spelt Wilayat, Bilayut, Billait, which gave ‘Blighty’), which designated the whole of Europe, there was a difference in the degree of ‘exoticism’ of the two countries. While Britain evoked something even for the least educated of the sepoys, if only its monarch to whom they had sworn allegiance when joining the army, France was terra incognita, about which the sepoys had not even a vague image in mind. As colonial subjects of Britain, the sepoys had internalised a certain feeling of inferiority towards the country and its inhabitants that had been drilled into their minds in a systematic way. More specifically, they had been taught to look to their British officers as to paternal and omniscient figures on whom their survival in combat basically depended. Of British civilians, they knew little except that they were not supposed to seek closeness with them, especially with British women, the redoubtable memsahibs, whom they were told they could only look at from afar. But in the hospitals to which the wounded Indians were transferred, part of the staff was female, and these women often showed a degree of friendliness towards the sepoys which was both alluring and embarrassing. Once on the mend, the soldiers were allowed visits to town, particularly in Brighton where the main hospital was located, and there they met other women and girls who showed themselves even friendlier than the nurses in the hospital. Flirts or liaisons sometimes ensued that overturned all the codes of behaviour learned in India. The warm reception given to the Indian soldiers by Britain’s civilian population provoked a strong emotional response on the part of the men, and their letters are full of the delight they felt at being so rapturously welcomed. In this highly charged emotional atmosphere, there was little time left for serious reflection. Hence, the letters say little about Britain beyond the fact that it is a great place where people love Indian soldiers.
Regarding France, where some soldiers, especially men of the cavalry, spent as much as three and a half years without ever going to India on leave, the mix in the soldiers’ reactions was different, with less emotion and more reflection (Markovits 2010). The soldiers also met with an enthusiastic reception from French civilians, especially from women, from the day when they landed in Marseilles and were welcomed by huge cheering crowds, to the moment when they found hospitality in modest farms behind the front line. They responded by reciprocating the warm feelings and their letters are full of praise for France, described as a land of beauty and prosperity, and for the French, especially the women (the men were at the front and the soldiers rarely met them), often called ‘fairies’, although the ones they met were mostly farmers’ wives or widows, and servant girls. Such an expression obviously belonged to the repertoire of the scribes, who borrowed it from old Indian travellers’ accounts written in Persian in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Flirts and liaisons also occurred, in defiance of the military authorities’ interdictions, which could never be fully implemented, and they resulted in the births of mixed-race children who often suffered from stigmatisation after the war in rural communities unused to such adventurous behaviour on the part of women. The soldiers expressed open admiration for some traits in French society that struck them because of how different they were from those of India. The high level of literacy of the French rural population, including of the women, astounded the soldiers, who came from a countryside where few men could read and write, and where a literate woman was a rarity. Some of the men drew the conclusion that lack of education was the main reason for what they perceived as India’s ‘backwardness’, and in their letters they harangued their relations and friends about the necessity to educate children, including girls. Agricultural practices in French farms struck them as more advanced than in India, and they preached to their countrymen the adoption of some of them, such as more use of fertilisers or the mechanisation of certain tasks. Generally, they perceived French society as less conflict-ridden than Indian society, which was largely an illusion owing to the apparent unanimity created by the war. They were also misled in discerning a pattern of gender equality, an optical illusion born of the fact that, because of the massive mobilisation of the men, women had to perform tasks that in peacetime were male responsibilities. It was appraised by most of the men in positive terms, although there remains some uncertainty as to the sincerity of such declarations, which could have been inspired by a desire to please the censors. Some soldiers, however, used to the observance of purdah in their families and communities, perceived the freedom of women to move outside the home as a sign of licentiousness, and alerted their countrymen to the potential danger of adopting such habits. Another aspect that puzzled the soldiers and often provoked their censure was the lack of ostentatious religiosity in French society. Not aware of the complexity of the relationship between the Catholic religion and the officially secular French state, some of the soldiers concluded there to be a complete lack of spirituality in France and contrasted it with the situation in India. Since the opposition between ‘Western’ materialism and Indian spirituality was a major trope in the neo-Hindu discourse of Swami Vivekananda and other contemporary authors, it is difficult to know whether such observations were genuine or simply reflected the opinions of the educated fringe of the army as represented by the scribes.
While the censored mail adds up to a rich corpus of observations that sometimes borders on ethnographic ‘reportage’, implying a reversal of the gaze, with Indians playing the part usually reserved to Westerners, it is difficult to come to a definitive conclusion regarding the long-term effects of the sojourn of a significant number of Indian men in Europe for up to three and a half years. No obvious change in attitudes towards the Europeans in India was perceptible, despite the fears expressed by some British authorities that Indian soldiers would lose their inhibitions as a result of being exposed to war in Europe. The wave of agitation that swept through the Punjab in 1919 and culminated with the Amritsar massacre in April of that year does not seem mostly attributable to returning soldiers, but more to the influence of the Ghadrites and other revolutionary elements, and it was not durable: after a while the Punjab returned, at least outwardly, to its pre-war political quietude and did not figure prominently in the great nationalist agitations of the 1930s and 1940s. The boost given to nationalism by the war had more to do with a change in the attitudes of the educated middle classes than with the influence of veterans. As to more concrete outcomes of the stay in Europe, they are not easily identifiable either. Malcolm Darling (1934), an official with an in-depth knowledge of rural Punjab, noted in the course of his travels through the province in the 1920s and 1930s some minor changes in agricultural practices and consuming habits that he thought possibly linked to the European sojourn of some men. On the other hand, a recent study by an economist of educational outcomes concludes that they were limited: while the rate of literacy increased slightly for the male population of the Punjab in the 1920s, it remained stagnant for the female population, an indication that the harangues of the soldiers about the need to educate girls remained largely unheeded (Vanden Eynde 2015).
India’s place in the world was somehow enhanced by the participation of its army in the war. It received a seat at the League of Nations, a purely symbolic reward as its delegation had no real independence vis-à-vis Britain. It marked, however, India’s first steps on the international stage as a separate entity and cannot be totally dismissed as trivial. Yet, there were immediate reminders of India’s subordinate status, as shown by the role given to the Indian army in the repression of the great rising of the Shi’a tribes in Mesopotamia (Iraq) in 1920–1(Rutledge 2014): while British airmen bombed the insurgents from the sky without risking being shot at, Indian soldiers did most of the dirty work on the ground; they accounted for the bulk of the 2,300 fatalities suffered by the British forces (as against some 8,000 fatalities amongst the insurgents). In the inter-war period, Britain continued to use cheap Indian military manpower in the service of its foreign policy. Indian troops were deployed in the 1920s in China at several junctures, and they formed the bulk of the Hong Kong garrison. This became a serious bone of contention between the government of India and the Indian National Congress in the 1930s. Indeed, the despatch of reinforcements of Indian troops to Hong Kong and Malaya in August 1939 drew protests from the Congress and contributed to its decision to order the resignation of its provincial governments in October 1939. Thus, India entered the Second World War in a politically charged atmosphere, completely different from that of 1914.
The story of Indian troops’ participation in the Second World War is complex, full of unexpected twists and turns (Marston 2014). It falls into three distinct phases. In the first phase, in 1940–1, Indians fought mostly in Africa against the Italians and the Germans. A small corps of animal transport troops (mule drivers), 1,700-strong, was sent to France in December 1939, of whom a few hundred were captured by the Germans in June 1940, the rest having been evacuated to Britain. Deployment in Africa was on a much bigger scale. In North Africa, 31,000 men of the 4th and 5th Indian divisions fought against the Italians, contributing to the destruction of ten Italian divisions and the taking of 130,000 prisoners (Figure 3.3), but, with the arrival of Rommel’s Afrika Korps in March 1941, reverses followed, and 16,000 Indian soldiers were taken prisoner, first kept in Italian camps and later transferred to Germany. Indian troops were, however, present at the victory in the second battle of El Alamein in November 1942 and took part in the final drive to Tunis in May 1943. While there were ups and downs in North Africa, things were more straightforward in East Africa: there Indian troops played a major role in the campaign against the Italians, particularly in the fierce fighting at Keren in Eritrea in February–March 1941 (Khan 2015: 62–8), resulting in the liquidation of Italy’s African empire by November 1941. The second phase took place in 1942 in South-East Asia where Indian troops took the brunt of the Japanese attack on Burma and Malaya and suffered heavy casualties and the taking of 60,000 prisoners in February–April 1942. Although part of the troops from Burma managed to make their way back to India, that phase was an unmitigated disaster. India seemed then in danger of a Japanese invasion, although it is now known that the Japanese had no plans to invade. Cities on the east coast of India, including Calcutta, were subjected to regular Japanese bombings, but no attempt was made to land troops. The lull in the fighting was used to train a whole new army to prepare for the re-conquest of Burma and Malaya. In the meantime, the 4th Indian Division moved from Tunisia to Italy and distinguished itself at the battle of Monte Cassino in January–May 1944. In March 1944, the Japanese eventually invaded India by land from Burma, and, although this was a desperate rearguard action meant to delay the anticipated British attack on Burma, the battles of Imphal and Kohima were the bloodiest fought on Indian soil since the Anglo–Sikh Wars (Katoch and Dennis 2018). The Japanese were repulsed and suffered heavy casualties, and the British invasion of Burma soon followed, in which Indian troops played a major role. They went on to take part in the liberation of Malaya.
Figure 3.3 Indian forces in North Africa during the Second World War: soldiers of the 4th Indian Division decorate the side of their lorry with ‘Khyber Pass to Hellfire Pass’, Hellfire Pass being the nickname of Halfaya Pass which the British unsuccessfully attacked during ‘Operation Battleaxe’, 21 June 1941.

Source: Lt W. G. Vanderson, Imperial War Museum, London via Getty Images

The total strength of the Indian army reached 2 million by 1945, and more than half of them saw fighting outside India, a deployment almost equivalent to that of the First World War but geographically more extended. A great difference between the two wars is that in the Second World War India became a front-line country, and therefore a hub of military circulation, with the presence on its soil of large numbers of troops from Britain, West and East Africa, China and the United States. Notably, 250,000 US soldiers passed through India between 1942 and 1945. Given its proximity to the front line, Calcutta became the main waystation for the troops. While starving peasants from the famine-stricken districts of East Bengal crowded its streets, desperate for a handful of rice, American GIs with fat pay cheques patronised its brothels and nightclubs, introducing its denizens to the rhythms of jazz and the allure of Hollywood movies. As some memoirs of the times recall, those entering Firpo’s bar, the most popular venue amongst Americans, had sometimes to walk past the bodies of ‘dead beggars’. Some of the GIs were African-Americans; added to the troops from Africa, they contributed to the greatest influx of black people that India had known since the days of the slave trade. The reactions of India’s population to this influx were mixed: colour prejudice was not unknown, especially amongst the upper strata, and there were strong objections to sexual relations between African men and Indian women, which did not prevent their occurring at times. Calcutta’s upper crust, both British and Indian, was more welcoming towards white American GIs: they were received into families, and sometimes marriages ensued. Little has come to light, on the other hand, on Indian reactions to the presence of Chinese troops belonging to the Guomindang forces. Another category of foreign military personnel consisted of the prisoners-of-war, mostly Italian and Japanese, who were kept in camps scattered all over India. They had limited contact with the population and were quickly repatriated after the end of the conflict. A few stayed behind and settled durably in India.
The Second World War saw significant defections of Indian prisoners-of-war to the enemy. Amongst the 16,000 Indian prisoners taken by the Axis armies in North Africa, some 3,000 joined the so-called ‘Legion of Free India’ (‘Freies Indien Legion’), in fact the 950th Infantry Regiment of the Wehrmacht, formed in 1942 in response to the call of dissident Indian nationalist leader Subhas Chandra Bose (1897–1945), who had escaped from India, where he was under house arrest, in 1940 and reached Germany in 1941 after a long trek via Afghanistan and the Soviet Union. The soldiers of that regiment swore allegiance both to Hitler and to Subhas Bose and wore special insignia over their German uniforms. A few German officers were detached to command the regiment (Hartog 2001). As a fighting force, however, the legion proved singularly ineffective. First stationed in the Netherlands, it was moved in 1943 to south-west France, where it did garrison duties along the ‘Mur de l’Atlantique’, not a very onerous task. Following the Allied landing in June 1944, it was incorporated into the Waffen SS and followed the German army in its gradual retreat from France, occasionally engaging in skirmishes with the French Résistance. There was a breakdown of discipline, some men took to looting and raping, and twenty-nine ‘légionnaires’ captured by the Résistance were publicly executed on Poitiers’ main square in September 1944. The remains of the force ended up in Germany, and the legion was officially dissolved in March 1945. The men then tried to reach Switzerland, but most of them were caught by British and French troops. A few were summarily executed by Moroccan troops of the French army, but the majority were transferred to India where they were imprisoned awaiting trial, which eventually did not take place. They were not allowed to re-enlist in the army after the war but were awarded pensions by independent India.
In South-East Asia, Subhas Bose, who had reached the area in 1943 via Japan, where he had arrived by submarine from Germany, had more success with the Indian prisoners-of-war taken by the Japanese in Malaya and Singapore. Some 20,000 of the captured men joined the so-called ‘Indian National Army’ (INA) or Azad Hind Fauj formed before his arrival, of which he took command with the proclaimed aim of marching into India with a Japanese invading army (Lebra-Chapman 2008). The INA also recruited from amongst Indian civilians in South-East Asia, mostly in Malaya amongst Tamil plantation workers: 20,000 joined its ranks, including some women who formed a ‘Rani of Jhansi’ battalion, thus named after a heroine of the 1857 Rebellion. Part of the INA participated in the Japanese invasion of March 1944, but its entry into India failed to trigger the rising that Bose had hoped for, and the INA soldiers met with a determined response from their ex-comrades in the Indian army. Many were taken prisoner, and the rest retreated into Burma, where they soon faced an invasion from India. While, from a strictly military point of view, Bose’s attempt was a total fiasco, the political outcome of his adventure was more significant. The defection of a large group of Indian army prisoners was seen by the British as a serious blow, and it undermined considerably, in their eyes, the reliability of the entire army. Additionally, the British made the mistake of putting three of the principal commanding officers of the INA – one Hindu, one Muslim and one Sikh – on trial for high treason in 1946, which united the three communities in defence of the men, who became sort of national heroes. Eventually, the British had to abandon pursuits against the INA. The possibility of large-scale unrest in the Indian army was undoubtedly one of the factors that weighed into the final decision by the British to quit India. Eventually, the systematic use of Indian soldiers in foreign wars contributed significantly to the unravelling of the British Raj. It was in Java that the final act in the saga of the Indian army’s foreign campaigns was played out. Indian troops had been sent to Indonesia in August 1945 together with British troops to receive the Japanese capitulation but got caught up in a fight with Indonesian nationalists opposing the return of the Dutch (McMillan 2005). Things came to a head in Surabaya in October–November 1945 when an Indian brigade was confronted with a massive rising and took hundreds of casualties in the course of putting it down. This was to be the last intervention of the Indian army outside India in the service of the British Empire, putting an end to a history of almost two centuries that had started in Manila in 1762.
If the war contributed, even indirectly, to advancing the cause of Indian independence, it contributed more directly to giving India a place at the table of world powers. India’s role in the Allied victory earned it a place at the United Nations (UN) even before it achieved independence. And it is mostly through its participation in UN peacekeeping operations that independent India continued to play a global military role.

Indian Soldiers as International Peacekeepers, 1950–2000
India was the largest contributor in terms of manpower to UN peacekeeping operations between 1950 and 2000, providing a total of more than 40,000 men and sustaining close to 100 fatalities (Army Training Command 1997). A modest beginning was the despatch of a 326-strong field ambulance unit to Korea during the Korean War in 1950–3. The first significant deployment was in Indochina, following the Geneva peace agreement: India sent more than 7,000 troops over a period of 16 years, between 1954 and 1970. A second, even more massive deployment was with the UN Emergency Force that was stationed in the Sinai and Gaza after the 1956 Egypt–Israel war and remained there till the 1967 war between Israel and its Arab neighbours: it mobilised a total of 13,000 men, with 28 fatalities. The most dramatic intervention was in the Congo in 1960–4, with more than 12,000 men and 6 bombers, at a cost of 39 dead. There followed a series of smaller-scale operations: in Angola from 1989 to 1999 (1,000 men); in Cambodia and Mozambique in 1993–4 (respectively, 1,400 and 1,100 men); in Rwanda in 1994–5 (1,000 men); in Lebanon from December 1998 (650 men); in Sierra Leone from 1999. India also took part in the big UN operation in Somalia in 1993–4 with 5,000 men and 4 warships, suffering 14 fatalities. Furthermore, Indian generals took command of some operations in which Indian troops were not engaged, as in Cyprus in 1964.
How to account for such a significant effort? There is an economic aspect: UN peacekeepers earn much higher pay than Indian army jawans (literally youths, the term by which the privates in the army are generally known), and they are paid in US dollars, allowing men who take part in the UN missions to significantly improve their material situation at home. It is estimated that officers and NCOs who draw an average monthly pay of US$ 1,000 can save in one single year the amount they would accumulate at the time of their retirement after twenty or thirty years of service in India (Murthy 2007). But material incentives are not the only explanation. While service with the UN has been on a voluntary basis, the supply of troops clearly obeyed a foreign policy agenda of the Indian state. India’s refusal to take sides in the Cold War and its choice of non-alignment meant a risk of marginalisation. Despatching its powerful army in peacekeeping operations was a way of sending a double message: that India was a power that counted in the world and that it remained faithful to the Gandhian ideals of non-violence, using force only in a limited way to help put an end to conflicts and to maintain peace. This was also a way of countering perceptions by its neighbours of India as an aggressive power, based on the number of military conflicts it got involved in, with Pakistan in 1948–9, 1965, 1974 and 1999 (Kargil), with Portugal in 1961 (invasion-liberation of Portuguese India) and with China in 1962. There was also the disastrous intervention in Sri Lanka in 1987–90, when a large expeditionary force, known as the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF), which had been sent out following an agreement with Sri Lanka’s government, with the objective of putting an end to the war between the Sri Lankan army and the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam), ended up being involved in a series of violent clashes with the Tigers, costing it a total of 1,138 dead and 2,762 wounded (Singh 2007).This was to have political consequences, as ex-Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, campaigning to return to power, was assassinated by a member of the LTTE in India in 1991.
Apart from its prominent role in UN peacekeeping, has India been a force for peace in the post-colonial world? The question bears asking and is not easy to answer. By declaring itself openly a nuclear power in 1998, India has no doubt broken with Gandhi’s pledge, taken in 1945 on his receiving the news of Hiroshima, that it would never seek to obtain such weapons of mass destruction. On the other hand, it is possible to argue that the existence of mutual deterrence with a nuclear-armed Pakistan is one factor behind the uneasy peace that has prevailed between the two neighbours since 1971, barring the limited ‘Kargil war’ of 1999 (Frey 2006). That said, in 2000, the Indo-Pakistani confrontation over Kashmir was still one of the major sources of potential armed conflict in the world.
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4 India in the Global Exchange of Ideas
In the literature on global intellectual history, India figures mostly as a recipient of ideas that had their origins in the West; although Indians are afforded a degree of agency in the way they appropriated and often reworked imported notions, they have rarely been credited with significant innovations, except in the field of religion. This justifies treating religion as part of intellectual history, since our focus will be on religious ideas rather than on religious practices. If Indian contributions in that field have been recognised, it is largely because of the visible impact of Hinduism in the West, hence the privilege given to the same Hinduism as India’s unique world religion. This chapter will chart the rise of Hinduism as a world religion, but not to the detriment of an examination of India’s important role in the global transformation of Islam, as well as to its role in the rise of Buddhism and Christianity as world religions. The chapter will also pay attention to science and to political ideas, two fields in which India was mostly a recipient but not a passive one. The last section will focus on Indian contributions to the global academic field through a look at the case of the ‘Subaltern Studies’ collective.
The Rise of Hinduism as a World Religion
It has often been pointed out that Hinduism was an ‘etic’ rather than an ‘emic’ notion since, before the 1830s, the term itself was not in common use, and the Indic word ‘dharma’, its closest equivalent, was too broad to account for what became known at a later stage as a specific religion. Taxonomical questions in this case are but symptoms of deeper, anthropological issues, and it is generally recognised that the modern Western notion of religion as a separate sphere of life did not reflect the worldview of most non-Western societies, even less so that of Indian society. This led some authors to advance the idea that Hinduism as a religion was a Western, even more specifically a British nineteenth-century invention, a view which few, however, would still think tenable (Pennington 2005). Beyond the terminological problems, it is clear that there existed in the subcontinent, long before colonial intervention, a massive corpus of texts, traditions and practices to which most Indians adhered, at least in part, and which was sui generis distinct from the religions that had come to India from the outside such as (in chronological order) Christianity, Islam, Zoroastrianism and Judaism. Hinduism was part of a complex in which Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism had gradually emerged as distinct faiths. Although it was composed of distinct layers and contained a great diversity of beliefs and practices, there were some common traits that differentiated its adherents from practitioners of other faiths. However, for this highly heterogeneous corpus to become ‘exportable’ to the outside world, some developments specific to the colonial era had to take place.
In an earlier period, in South-East Asia, Hinduism had been the religion of various dynasties that had built impressive temple complexes in places like Prambanan in the Javanese kingdom of Mataram (ninth century CE) and Angkor Wat in the Khmer kingdom of Cambodia (twelfth century CE). Following the advance of Buddhism and Islam in the region, a very idiosyncratic form of Hinduism had even survived as a religion on the small Indonesian island of Bali. The Hindu scriptures had circulated in that entire area, and Brahmins from India had been present in several royal courts. Travelling Hindu merchants had built temples in localities as far-flung as Qanzhou (Zeitun) in South China, where the remnants of a fourteenth-century temple were recently excavated (Chen and Lombard 2000), and Masqat in Arabia, where a temple built in the fifteenth century has been in continuous use since (Allen 1981). But all this did not amount to ‘world Hinduism’ as we would now understand the term. Nor did the attempts made by some Hindus in the first decades of the nineteenth century to ‘modernise’ their faith by cleansing it of what they thought were recent accretions that had divested it of its original purity, as epitomised by the Vedas. The name of Rammohun Roy (1772–1833) is particularly associated with the creation of a form of ‘protestant’ Hinduism, of which his Brahmo Samaj was the principal incarnation (Kopf 1979). But Roy, although engaged in an at times contentious dialogue with Christians in India and in Britain, was aiming primarily at his compatriots and had no wish to extend the reach of his reformed Hinduism beyond the subcontinent. It was left to his successor Keshub Chandra Sen (1838–84) to proclaim during a voyage to Ceylon in 1859 that he wanted to ‘spread Brahmoism into every nook and corner of the habitable world’ (Sen 1888), an ambition that was never realised in effect. What was new in the second half of the nineteenth century was that Hindus emigrated in ever greater numbers to different lands under indenture or kangani, laying the foundations of a worldwide ‘Hindu diaspora’, and that a certain number of Hindu intellectuals started making claims about Hinduism as a ‘universal’ rather than a purely ‘Indic’ religion. Here, the focus will be on these claims and on their outcome in the emergence of Hinduism as one of the world religions.
As Tomoko Masuzawa (2005) has shown, the notion of world religion can be traced back to the work of some nineteenth-century Christian theologians, and it was part of an attempt to ground more firmly Christian claims to universalism through an exercise in comparative theology. Recognition of Hinduism as one of the world religions was largely the outcome of two separate interventions that somehow got combined to produce an overwhelming case. The first was philological: Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East (1879–1910) devoted twenty-one volumes of a total of forty-nine to Hinduism as against ten to Buddhism. The Oxford-based German scholar’s painstaking work of edition and translation of the Hindu scriptures put to rest any notion that Hinduism was a ‘primitive’ religion: it had texts that antedated the Old Testament, and this rich textuality largely made up for the lack of a single revelation. But perhaps even more crucial was the second intervention, Swami Vivekananda’s famous speech at the ‘world parliament of religions’ that accompanied the Columbian World Exhibition held at Chicago in September 1893 (Figure 4.1). Vivekananda (1863–1902), the main disciple of Hindu mystic and reformer Ramakrishna Paramahamsa (1836–86), had ‘gate-crashed’ the gathering but, according to all contemporary testimonies, taken it by storm, literally mesmerising audiences through the sheer force of his personality and rhetoric (Seager 1995: 111). He made the case for Hinduism as the universal religion par excellence because of its capacity to enclose the totality of the religious experience of mankind in its fold. In fact, the kind of Hinduism he was presenting to his Western audiences was a singular artefact that had little to do with Hinduism as it was actually practised in India. As shown by numerous scholars, it was a very eclectic mixture of traits borrowed from different traditions, primarily Advaita Vedanta but also Nyaya, Mimamsa and even Buddhism. Vivekananda’s position differed in fact from that of the original Advaita Vedanta in that he elevated experience to a status of authority higher than scripture (Hatcher 1999). The kind of ‘neo-Hinduism’ he crafted and preached was eminently adapted to a Western public: hence his success in recruiting adherents to his Vedanta movement, particularly in the United States.
Figure 4.1 Swami Vivekananda in Jaipur, c.1895.
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Hinduism benefited altogether from a favourable intellectual conjuncture in the Western world, where fin-de-siècle interrogations about modernity fed the renewal of a quest for new forms of spirituality. One of the most spectacular manifestations of this new frame of mind was the growth of theosophy. Although the Theosophical Society was founded in New York in 1875 by Russian spiritist Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–91) and American spiritualist Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832–1907), it transferred its seat to Adyar near Madras after its founders had moved to India in 1879. It had a chequered history in India, going through various crises and splits (Campbell 1980), but it is from that movement that, in 1909, emerged the ‘wonder boy’ Jiddu Krishnamurti (1897–1986), who was destined to become one of the most famous ‘spiritual guides’ of the twentieth century, spreading his message to the four corners of the world (Williams 2004). The relationship of theosophy to Hinduism was complex: its founders had borrowed some basic notions from Hindu (and Buddhist) scriptures, but their eclecticism was denounced by many Hindus as beyond the pale. Vivekananda, for his part, curtly dismissed the theosophists as ‘upstart humbugs’. Stressing the extent to which Blavatsky reinterpreted Hinduism to make it fit into a Western occultist framework, Christopher Partridge (2013: 328) perceptibly wrote that ‘[t]heosophy had become distracted by a reflection of itself in an Indian mirror’. Olcott, for his part, after Blavatsky’s departure from India, developed a closer link to Sri Lankan Buddhism. But the prestige of theosophy in Western intellectual circles undoubtedly contributed to the growing acceptance worldwide of Hinduism as a highly spiritual faith. There is no doubt that this acceptance was predicated upon ‘orientalist’ assumptions about the spiritual East as contrasted to the materialist West, but these assumptions were cleverly instrumentalised by publicists such as Vivekananda to claim superiority for Hinduism over Christianity, which was a complete reversal of implicit colonial hierarchies. The importance of the contribution made by Hindu ‘revivalism’ to the birth and growth of Indian nationalism has been much discussed. What deserves more attention in a global history perspective is the extent to which the discovery of Hinduism by the West impacted the intellectual life of Western countries.
Although this discovery owed a lot to the travails of British orientalist William Jones (1746–94) and of the group of British and Indian scholars he had gathered into the Asiatic Society of Bengal, founded by him in Calcutta in 1784 (Kejariwal 1988), its impact on intellectual life was greater in continental Europe than in Britain itself. While Jones himself somehow succumbed to the fascination of Hinduism to the point of writing a few Sanskrit hymns to Hindu deities, he found few followers amongst his compatriots. Evangelicals, who were on the ascent in Britain, gained increasing influence in India amongst the high officials of the EIC, and Charles Grant (1746–1823), President of the EIC Court of Directors, wrote in 1792 his tract ‘Observations on the State of Society among the Asiatic Subjects of Great Britain, Particularly with Respect to Morals and to the Means of Improving It’, in which he denounced Hinduism as a particularly abhorrent form of ‘Heathenism’ and called for the Company to support the cause of conversion to Christianity. Hinduism met with a more favourable reception outside Britain, more particularly in Germany. In 1808, Friedrich Schlegel (1772–1829) published his treatise ‘On the Wisdom and Language of the Indians’ (Schlegel 2001), in which, although critical of the ‘pantheistic’ character of Hinduism, he nevertheless acknowledged it as the ‘Ur-Religion’, the religion of the origins, and therefore the ultimate ancestor of Christianity. His views inspired many in Germany, and Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), in his famous treatise ‘The World as Will and Representation’ (1819), presented the Upanishads of the Veda as one of the most sublime metaphysical speculations ever produced by mankind. Schopenhauer knew the Upanishads through the Latin translation that French orientalist Abraham-Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron (1731–1805) had done of the partial Persian translation of the Sanskrit text produced under the patronage of Mughal prince Dara Shikoh (1615–59) in the seventeenth century, and he appears to have made numerous errors of interpretation in the text. This, a fact that has attracted the attention of many scholars (Bhatawadekar 2014), is telling of the way in which Indian religious texts were often misread in Europe. More generally, mis-cognition tended to be the specific mode of knowledge of things Indian in Europe, but it should not be equated with ignorance. Something, however flawed, was transmitted that contributed to intellectual debates in Europe. Notions derived from a reading of Hindu scriptures were mobilised by Schlegel and others in the service of a critique of Enlightenment rationalism that had far-reaching effects and was one of the major sources of European Romanticism. Whether Indian-derived ideas were consubstantial to that critique or just a contingent and coincidental element of it is of course difficult to decide in the absence of a counterfactual. But the impact of Hindu texts was durable in Germany, where they were even appropriated in the 1920s and 1930s within a racialist Aryan discourse that formed one of the pillars of Nazi ideology. One of the major figures of the Nazi regime, Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler (1900–45) made no secret of his admiration for ancient Hindu texts, of which he appeared to have had a reasonably good knowledge (Kurlander 2011).
Hinduism also had an impact in North America on the thought of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82) and Henry David Thoreau (1817–62). While Emerson was introduced to Hinduism through the work of French philosophers, he read some of the Hindu scriptures, including a copy of the Upanishads he borrowed from Thoreau, and his transcendentalism, America’s first original contribution to philosophy, was clearly indebted to the non-dualism of Advaita Vedanta (Versluis 1993). His poem ‘Brahma’ (1856–7) (Emerson 2015: 164–5) well expresses it:

If the red slayer think he slays,
Or if the slain think he is slain,
They know not well the subtle ways
I keep, and pass, and turn again.
Far or forgot to me is near;
Shadow and sunlight are the same;
The vanished gods to me appear;
And one to me are shame and fame.
They reckon ill who leave me out;
When me they fly, I am the wings;
I am the doubter and the doubt,
And I the hymn the Brahmin sings.
The strong gods pine for my abode,
And pine in vain the sacred Seven;
But thou, meek lover of the good!
Find me, and turn thy back on heaven.

He in turn influenced Thoreau, whose Walden (1854) contains various allusions to a reading of the Bhagavad Gita and a comparison of Walden Pond with the Ganges (Thoreau 1997). Thoreau’s vegetarianism and flute playing were also inspired by India, particularly by the figure of Krishna. Here was an interesting and rather unique case of circulation of ideas in both directions, as Thoreau’s writings on civil disobedience were an important inspiration much later for Gandhi.
While the discovery of textual Hinduism undoubtedly had an impact, although one difficult to measure, upon philosophical debates in Europe and North America, it did not, however, lead to actual religious conversions. Schlegel himself, a Protestant converted to Catholicism, showed increasing hostility towards Hinduism as a religion. It was only when the neo-Hinduism preached by Vivekananda became known in North America and Europe and took an organised form with the Ramakrishna Mission (Beckerlegge 2000) that a few conversions occurred, but no prominent intellectual was ever concerned. Despite Vivekananda’s claim that Hinduism had the potential of becoming the religion of humanity, and the recognition given to it in the West as one of the world religions, it remained in fact an ‘Indic’ religion that spread worldwide primarily through the agency of the diaspora. The same was true of two other ‘Indic’ religions, Jainism and Sikhism: they migrated with their adherents. Jainism was taken first to East Africa by some migrants from Gujarat, later to the United Kingdom and the United States by refugees from East Africa, and subsequently benefited by a direct migration from India. Leicester in England emerged as a major centre of diasporic Jainism, which kept close links with the Gujarati homeland of most Jain emigrants (Banks 1992). Sikhism, however, which has a more than one-century-old history in North America, gained converts there, the so-called ‘White Sikhs’, and was also propagated by the children of mixed Punjabi-Mexican families in California. In East Africa, some mixed-race children of Sikh men and black African women followed their fathers’ faith. On the other hand, Hindus in the diaspora rarely intermarried with non-Hindus. The survival of the Hindu religion amongst indentured workers in the nineteenth century appeared at first uncertain: Christian missionaries saw these vulnerable people, brutally cut off from their roots, as potential converts, and had some initial success with them, especially in the Caribbean colonies (Guyana, Trinidad) that were the farthest from India. But Hinduism (like Islam) proved resilient. It had difficult beginnings when it lived on the plantations in almost clandestine fashion. In the 1850s, in Mauritius, Christian missionary Patrick Beaton (1971) was led to remark that most of the Indians living on the island had ‘no religion’. In this earlier phase, as shown by a study of Hinduism in Surinam (Speckman 1965), Brahmins, as repositories of textual and ritual knowledge, tended to play a major role in keeping the faith alive. ‘Indenture Hinduism’ gradually became institutionalised and homogenised in the British colonies, largely through the efforts of ‘missionaries’ who came from India – both Sanatanists, upholders of an ‘orthodox’ Brahmanical version of Hinduism (Sanatan Dharma), and Arya Samajists, followers of a reformed Hinduism – who spread forms of Hinduism that tended to erase caste distinctions, with more emphasis on ritual in the case of the former and on textuality in the case of the latter. They tended to replace the Brahmins as sources of authority. Under their leadership, temples were erected and places of pilgrimage emerged, like in Mauritius where a spring has become a sacred place for the Hindus of the island as a local surrogate for the Ganges. The visibility of Hinduism in the public sphere increased considerably. Despite the Christian churches’ efforts, they had little success with the Indian immigrants: in Trinidad, it is estimated that by 1921, almost eighty years after the beginning of indentured immigration, fewer than 10 per cent of Indians had been converted. In the French islands of Réunion, Guadeloupe and Martinique, Hinduism faced even more of an uphill struggle to survive, in the face of the open hostility of planters and the indifferent attitude of the authorities, and it is only recently that a limited resurgence has taken place. It has been remarked that, in the diaspora, ‘Hindu’ as well as ‘Muslim’ tended to become ethnic rather than purely religious categories, which made for a degree of cohesion but prevented Hinduism from reaching to non-Indian populations. In the diaspora, Hinduism became embedded but also ensconced (Figure 4.2). Paradoxically, the trajectory of Hinduism in the diaspora made it more ethnic and therefore less universal and was thus in direct contradistinction to efforts to transform it into a universal religion.
Figure 4.2 The words ‘Sanatan Dharm’ (‘Eternal Religion’) written on the front of a Hindu temple to Vishnu in Paramaribo, Surinam, c.1955.
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Around 2000, several trends of ‘global Hinduism’ could be identified that had little to do with each other (Hatcher 2015): the neo-Vedantism of the more than one-century-old Ramakrishna Mission, aimed mostly at non-Indians, which was clearly on the decline; the neo-Vaishnavism of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), founded in 1966 in New York by Calcutta-born Swami Prabhupada (1896–1977), which had a growing presence in the diaspora, mostly in Britain and the United States, where it also gained non-Indian adherents; a homogenised ethnic diasporic post-indenture Hinduism resulting from a gradual merging of the Arya Samaj and the Sanatan Dharma currents, which did not rely so much on structured organisations; a politicised ethnic Hinduism exemplified by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) or ‘World Hindu Council’ founded in 1964 as a branch of the Sangh Parivar, the constellation of Hindu nationalist organisations created by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), of which the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is the political arm. The VHP, which started expanding abroad in 1970, was particularly strong in North America amongst Gujarati Hindus and took a large part in the worldwide campaign for the reconstruction of the so-called Rama Temple that culminated in the destruction of the Babri Masjid (a historic mosque supposedly built by Mughal emperor Babur on the ruins of a Hindu temple that marked the birthplace of Rama) at Ayodhia in December 1992 (Nandy et al. 1997). That event was a clear manifestation of the global reach of a certain kind of Hinduism, although its appeal in the diaspora remained largely limited to the middle-class sections influenced by the discourse of Hindu nationalism. There were also more sectarian forms of Hinduism, like the BAPS Swaminarayan Samstha, which spread widely through the agency of its adherents belonging to the powerful Gujarati business communities: from East Africa it moved to Britain and the USA with the relocation of East African Asians; in the late 1990s, it built a magnificent temple in London that attracted a lot of public attention.

India’s Role in the Global Transformation of Islam
Even after Muslim rule had come to an end in most of India, leaving only a few princely states under the nominal rule of Muslim sovereigns, of whom the most prominent was the Nizam of Hyderabad, India retained an important role in world Islam. Differences in colonial policies partly explain that Muslims in India were more able than their co-religionaries under French (in North Africa) or Dutch (in Indonesia) rule to initiate various movements that aimed to reshape Islam and that had an impact much beyond the subcontinent. British rule was certainly not particularly pro-Muslim, and it even at times took a decidedly anti-Muslim turn, as in the aftermath of the Great Revolt of 1857, when some colonial officials tended to emphasise the role of Muslims in a rising that had started in the Bengal army (where 80 per cent of the soldiers were high-caste Hindus). There was nevertheless no attempt on the part of the British to undermine Islam as a faith. In fact, Muslim scholars in India could never come to a unified position regarding the question of whether Muslims could ‘lawfully’ live under British rule. Calls to jihad were made at times, for instance by Sayyid Ahmad Barelvi (1786–1831) and his Tariqa-i-Muhammadiya in the 1820s, but the Sayyid left British India to raise the flag of Holy War amongst Pathan tribesmen against the Sikh rulers of the Punjab and was eventually killed in an encounter. He was a Sufi and had no links to or affinities with the Wahhabis of Arabia. He had no direct heirs, but, during the Great Revolt of 1857, some Muslims again raised the green flag of jihad, feeding British perceptions of Islam as a warlike religion. Fears of a ‘Wahabi plot’ were expressed by some officials in the 1870s, but, although Wahhabism was certainly known in India, where Muslims had maintained links with Arabia, in particular through the hajj, there was never much evidence of direct links between the Wahhabis of Arabia and their Indian co-religionaries. One reform movement with some Wahabi affinities was the Faraizi movement in East Bengal, founded by Haji Shariatullah of Faridpur (1781–1840) and organised into a powerful brotherhood by his son and successor Dudu Miyan (1819–62). It had a profound impact on the Muslim peasantry of East Bengal but declined after Dudu Miyan’s death (Ahmed 1981).
The British defeat of the 1857 Revolt was a trauma that led to a lot of soul-searching amongst the Muslim elite as to what their attitude should be to British rule and, more generally, to colonial modernity. Two opposite positions emerged, which can be schematically defined as ‘modernism’ and ‘fundamentalism’. The first was articulated by Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817–98), the scion of a gentlemanly family attached to the Delhi court, who had risen to the position of sadr-amin or sub-judge in the Company judiciary. He called on Indian Muslims to accept British rule and the teachings of modern science, which he thought not opposed to those of Islam, and to engage in worldly activities that would lead to their prosperity. To help in training young Muslims in a modern style of education, in 1875 he founded the Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh, first as a primary school and, gradually, as an institution of higher education that was renamed at a later stage the Aligarh Muslim University. His formidable argumentative skills assured him a small following, although he came under severe criticism from many of the more traditionally minded ulema. Two of the latter, Muhammad Qasim Nanotawi (1832–80) and Rashid Ahmad Gangohi (1828–1905), who were suspected of having taken part in the Revolt (although no convincing evidence was ever produced), in 1867 raised a small maktab (school) at Deoband, a town in the United Provinces, to a dar al’ulum (seminary) in which they taught the traditional Islamic disciplines. They defended an orthodox, although not sectarian, Sunni position that was clearly antithetic to that of Sayyid Ahmad Khan, even though they did not completely reject modern science. Their advice to Indian Muslims was basically to ignore the British, neither to collaborate with them nor to fight them openly. There were other schools of thought and movements in Indian Islam, but these two are singled out here because they had an impact much beyond India in the whole of the Islamic world.
Sayyid Ahmad’s direct influence outside India is difficult to chart. A complicating factor is that another great founding figure of Islamic modernism, Iran-born Jamal-ad-Din-al Afghani (1838–97), while sharing some of his positions regarding the necessity for Muslims to study Western science, attacked him in a pamphlet he wrote while in India in the early 1880s under the heading of Refutation of the Materialists (Keddie 1968), in which he took aim at his pro-British stance (Figure 4.3). Jamal-ad-Din’s strident polemical tone tended to obscure the similarities in the thought of the two men, as well as Sayyid Ahmad’s primacy in the formulation of a modernist version of Islam. The fact that he wrote in Urdu rather than in Arabic and Persian also limited the circulation of his writings outside India.
Figure 4.3 Jamal-ad-Din-al-Afghani by an anonymous artist, private collection.
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Deoband’s influence outside India manifested itself first through its attracting students from outside the subcontinent. By 1967, a century after its foundation, of the 7,147 graduates it had produced, 431 (around 6 per cent) originated from outside the subcontinent, with Afghanistan and Burma accounting for the largest contingents, followed by Russia and China (Metcalf 1982). The Deobandis, who adhered to the Hanafi legal school, offered both legal advice and spiritual guidance. Their role in the genealogy of modern Islamic fundamentalist movements was somewhat accidental and linked to the trajectory of their ex-spokesman Sayyid Abu’l A’la Mawdudi (1903–79), who broke with them in 1928, and in 1941 founded the Jama’at-i-Islami, the second-oldest ‘Islamist’ organisation in the world, after the Egyptian Hassan al-Banna’s Muslim Brotherhood (founded in 1928). Mawdudi objected to the ulema’s quietism and came to the conclusion that it was necessary to capture state power to implement the shari’ya (Jackson 2010). He moved to Pakistan after the Partition, and the majority of the Deobandi ulema also left. Mawdudi became an important reference for Islamists the world over and, following the massive influx of Afghan refugees into Pakistan after 1979, the Deobandi madrasas (Islamic schools) of the Northwest Frontier Province of Pakistan became the breeding ground of the Afghan Talibans in 1996. But the ulema who remained in India after the Partition had nothing to do with it.
India was, however, the birthplace of the most widespread Islamic transnational movement, the Tablighi Jama’at (TJ) (Sikand 2002), founded in 1927 by Muhammad Ilyas (1885–1944), who had been a pupil of the Deobandi alim Ashraf Ali Thanvi (1863–1943). The beginnings of the movement were linked to a peculiar conjuncture in the Mewat region of Northern India in the 1920s. Arya Samaj missionaries, acting with the support of the Hindu maharajas of Alwar and Bharatpur, had succeeded, through the public performance of shuddi ceremonies, in ‘reconverting’ some Meo peasants to Hinduism. (These peasants were traditionally Muslim but their religious practices retained some features of Hinduism.) This created anxieties amongst Muslims that there was a concerted attempt on the part of Hindus to weaken Islam. Different Muslim organisations sent ‘missionaries’ to Mewat to try to reclaim these lost Muslims for the faith. The TJ was created by Ilyas specifically for that purpose and the organisation, based on a system of small cells of volunteers, succeeded in entrenching itself durably in the area. Tablighs went for a basic non-sectarian version of Sunni Islam and took an apolitical stand, keeping aloof from the Pakistan movement and other forms of politicised Islam. Ilyas’s idea was that Muslims had first to learn to be good Muslims before they could preach to others. His movement became stronger in the 1930s; when the troubles of Partition led to a widespread massacre of Meos and the flight of many others to Pakistan, the TJ was left as the only Islamic presence in the area. The next step was a process of expansion abroad, which was initiated by Ilyas and continued by his successors, leading to a presence of the TJ in practically the whole world. Theologically, the movement was largely aligned with the Deobandis, but it had a wider appeal. It proved particularly successful in the UK with semi-educated lower-middle-class Muslims, especially Gujaratis, and the locality of Dewsbury, near Leeds in Northern England, has become a second hub of the TJ, which has its general headquarters in Delhi. The movement also had a powerful impact in Malaysia and southern Thailand where it appears to have been propagated by Muslims with Pathan (Pashtun) ancestry, as well as in Central Asia and in Gambia in Western Africa (Marsden 2013). The outwardly apolitical stance of the TJ helped with its diffusion because it spared it the suspicions attached to other Muslim transnational organisations like the Muslim brotherhood. Some suggest that the TJ has a hidden political agenda, but this is a controversial point. What is clear is that, through the TJ, Indian Muslims continued to play an important role in global Islam.
Another transnational Islamic movement, although an unorthodox one, that originated in India was the Ahmadiyya, founded in 1889 by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (c.1839–1908), a landlord of Qadian, in the Eastern Punjab (in present-day India), who claimed to have received a revelation from God that he was a prophet, a Messiah and a Mahdi. His claim to prophet status went against the basic Muslim tenet that Muhammad was the seal of prophecy, and he and his followers, a body which grew rapidly in the Punjab, were shunned and denounced by other Muslims. The sect, which split in two after the founder’s death, was, however, able to expand beyond India on the strength of Punjabi Muslim emigrants, as well as of soldiers of the Indian army, and established branches in several European countries (Jonker 2016), several countries in Africa, and in Indonesia. In Pakistan, where most of its members reside, it has been declared non-Islamic, and its followers have been persecuted. They also recently faced violent hostility in Indonesia. Although the head of the sect, the Caliph, has resided in London since 1964, Qadian in India remains the spiritual centre.
The continuing role played by India as a centre of Islamic thought and by Indian Muslims in the development of global Islamic movements has been largely obscured by the impact of Partition, which shifted attention to the majority-Muslim states of Pakistan and Bangladesh. It is often forgotten that India still harbours the third largest Muslim community in the world (after Indonesia and Pakistan) and that, despite facing increasing odds owing to the rise of the Hindu Right, this very diverse community is connected to the Muslim world in many ways, including through a pattern of emigration to Muslim lands. These connections work both ways: they brought into India Wahhabism and other currents of fundamentalist Islam, as well as, more recently, jihadi-inspired terrorist movements, but in the other direction India-based Islamic movements like the TJ have expanded across the world.

India and Other World Religions: Christianity and Buddhism
While Buddhism is indigenous to India, although it almost disappeared from the Indian scene in the medieval period before making a comeback in the twentieth century, Christianity has a long continuous history on the subcontinent.
The old Syrian church, with its long-standing links to the Middle East, had a complicated history, going through many feuds and schisms, partly owing to Portuguese interference. It was only in the twentieth century that the Syro-Malabar Catholic church and the rival Malankara church were definitely established with their own hierarchies (Puliurumpil 2013). The majority of Syrian Christians, however, adhered to the mainstream Latin Church that also included converts from Hinduism, generally low-caste people. These conversions occurred on a limited scale, except in Goa, where the powerful presence of the Portuguese Inquisition led to the closing of all non-Catholic places of worship. Protestant missionaries from Germany arrived in the seventeenth century and worked from the Danish settlement of Tranquebar but had little impact before the advent of British colonial domination. The Anglican church was at first limited to catering to the English population of the EIC factories and became established only in 1813 when, under the influence of the Evangelical movement, the new charter of the Company obliged it to allow Christian proselytism in its territories. In the nineteenth century, Protestant missionaries of all denominations came to India and deployed considerable activity, particularly in the field of education (Sengupta 2011). Although conversions never occurred on a massive scale, and the number of Christians in India did not exceed 2 per cent of the population, mostly amongst ‘tribal’ populations in Central and North-Eastern India, the missionaries had a significant influence over the entire religious field. The reason is that their translations of the Bible into most Indian languages and their development of religious polemics in the vernaculars contributed to a broader reconfiguration of religious identities. To refute the violent attacks launched by the missionaries against their religions, both Hindus and Muslims (Powell 1993) were led to reaffirm the principles of their respective faiths in a way that tended to harden the doctrinal differences between them and to erase widespread phenomena of ‘liminality’ that often blurred the boundaries between Hinduism and Islam at the level of everyday practice. Popular forms of religiosity were not directly affected: Hindus continued to frequent the tombs of Sufi saints as they had done for centuries, and many Muslims continued with their practice of ‘Hinduising’ rituals; but the crossing of religious boundaries was increasingly delegitimised and frowned upon by the elites, who sought to homogenise practices and impose the hegemony of their ‘orthodox’ interpretations, with a degree of success. Apart from its effect upon the domestic religious domain, Indian Christianity also tended increasingly to project itself outside the subcontinent. While India, during the colonial era, used to ‘import’ bishops, priests and members of religious orders from Europe and North America, after independence the picture was gradually reversed. The hierarchy and the clergy became largely indigenised. Christians in India tend to be practising, contrary to those in the West, and priestly vocations remain steady amongst them. India has thus become a significant ‘exporter’ of priests and nuns to the rest of Christendom, particularly in its Catholic version. It is not impossible to envisage the day when there will be an Indian pope.
The story of Indian Buddhism is complex. Almost wiped out by the so-called ‘Brahminical reaction’ in the seventh and eighth centuries CE, Buddhism went through a limited resurgence in the late nineteenth century with the foundation in 1891 of the Mahabodhi Society by the Ceylonese Anagarika Dharmapala (1866–1933). While the Society recruited mostly amongst the elite, more grass-root movements emerged in Tamil Nadu and Maharashtra. The most decisive moment in the history of Indian Buddhism took place in 1956 when, a few months before his death, the Dalit leader Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891–1956) took the momentous decision to convert to Buddhism, as a way of radically cutting the links between Dalits and Hinduism (Jhondale and Beltz 2004). His call was heard mostly amongst his fellow Mahars in Maharashtra, millions of whom adopted the new faith in an unprecedented movement of mass conversion. Thus, India became again a land of Buddhism, although the movement did not spread significantly beyond Maharashtra. Ambedkar’s version of Buddhism, known as Navayana, often translated as neo-Buddhism, was sui generis and did not fit within any of the major Buddhist traditions, even if Ambedkar had been particularly influenced by the Theravada school of Sri Lankan Buddhism: this may help explain that it did not expand outside India beyond the boundaries of the (small) Mahar diaspora. It has been pointed out that Ambedkar used Buddhist scriptures in a very selective manner (Fiske and Emmerich 2004), which led some to question whether he was really a Buddhist. His story confirms, however, the close link that exists in India between religious and political ideas. The late 1950s also witnessed the flight of the Dalai Lama and thousands of his Tibetan Buddhist followers to India, which made the small Himalayan locality of Dharamsala the new centre of Tibetan Buddhism. It is worth also noting the arrival into India of the Japanese Buddhist sect of Soka Gakkai (Seager 2006), an offshoot of Nichiren Buddhism that attracted a significant following amongst the Indian middle class in the big cities. These followers appear to be mostly ‘secular’ Indians in quest of some spiritual supplement to their lives, who appreciate the simplicity of the sect’s rituals, which can be practised at home. There appears to be little interaction between these different fragments of India’s Buddhist community. A thriving pilgrimage to the Buddhist Holy places such as Bodh Gaya and Sarnath attracts thousands of devotees each year from across Asia, from Burma to Japan.

India in Global Science
The question of India’s role in global science has for a long time been viewed under the angle of the diffusion of ‘Western’ science into India and the nature of the Indian response to that diffusion. Recently this ‘diffusionist’ paradigm has been challenged by a new school of historians of science. Kapil Raj (2006) has shown how modern experimental science, far from being a purely ‘Western’ artefact, has in fact been constructed through a process of interaction that, although asymmetrical, involved Indian actors as well as European ones. He focused on the period between the late seventeenth century and the mid-nineteenth century, with an emphasis on the circulation of instruments, practices and human agents between Europe and India, to challenge the orthodox view of a one-way circulation from Europe to India, and of a smooth translation of scientific ideas elaborated in one cultural context into a different one. Of particular importance here is his finding that scientific practices originating in Europe emerged somehow transformed from their acclimatisation to the context of early-nineteenth-century colonial Bengal, as the appropriation of modern science was inextricably linked to a process of self-fashioning by a section of the Bengali bhadralok elite, seeking to assert itself in British-dominated colonial Calcutta.
This leaves open the question of how to analyse the next phase in the story, when science became institutionalised in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century colonial India, both within and outside the direct ambit of the colonial state, which always retained an ambiguous attitude towards Indian scientists (Arnold 2000). The emergence of a group of distinguished Indian scientists, such as all-rounder Jagdish Chandra Bose (1858–1937), chemist Prafulla Chandra Ray (1861–1944) and, above all, physicist Chandrasekhara Venkata Raman (1888–1970), who discovered the ‘Raman effect’ in 1928 and was rewarded in 1930 with the Nobel Prize (Figure 4.4), is without parallel in the colonised world, but its interpretation is open to discussion. It could be used as an argument in favour of the diffusionist paradigm and the smooth translation of modern science from the West to India, except for the fact that at least two of these scientists, Bose and Ray, had largely unorthodox trajectories. Bose moved from work on electromagnetic waves, in which he acquired an international reputation despite lack of institutional support in India, to work on plant physiology that was highly controversial and probably cost him the Nobel Prize he appeared destined for (Nandy 1995). As for Ray, he was unorthodox in his methods of work and in his combining scientific work with the foundation of a chemical manufacturing firm that was directly connected to the Swadeshi movement of 1904–8. Both Bose and Ray were revered by their pupils as gurus in the Indian way rather than as mentors in the European academic fashion. Raman also had an unusual trajectory, starting his career as an official in the finance department of the government before moving to physics. Even more unusual was the career of mathematical genius Srinivasa Ramanujan (1888–1920), who was born to a poor Tamil Brahmin family and self-taught and yet made independently important discoveries. He attracted the attention of British mathematician Godfrey Harold Hardy (1877–1947), who had him invited to Cambridge where he stayed for a few years before returning to India to die in his early thirties (Kanigel 1991). He left a legacy of conjectures on which mathematicians are still working. Indian participation in global science retained rather unique features that tend to confirm the idea that there was no simple ‘diffusion’ of Western science from Europe to India; rather, a more complex process of interaction was at work. An intriguing aspect is the claim advanced by some, including amongst ‘modern’ scientists, of the antiquity of science in India. Thus, in 1902–8, P. C. Ray published a History of Hindu Chemistry in which he emphasised the early development of chemistry in India, first as a ‘handmaid’ to the indigenous Ayurveda medical system and later as an alchemical adjunct to medieval Tantric cults (Bhattacharya 2009). This later led some to claim that all the discoveries of modern science had already been anticipated in the Vedas, a position that is defended by many in today’s Hindu Right. Clearly, there were different modes of appropriation of modern science in India, but most Indian scientists would have accepted the fact that they belonged to a global community of scientists. After independence, science benefited from more direct support from the state, but it was also put more directly at the service of the state’s economic and defence policies. Many Indian scientists left the country in search of greener pastures, and this has resulted in the existence of a sizeable Indian scientific diaspora, particularly in evidence in North American universities, where Asian-Indians often account for a significant share of the staff of scientific departments and laboratories.
Figure 4.4 C. V. Raman, winner of the Nobel Prize for physics in 1930.
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India and Global Political Ideologies
This is one of the most controversial aspects of Indian modern history because it is closely related to the interpretation of India’s struggle for independence, a perspective that tends to dominate the study of the history of political ideas in India and to give it a teleological slant. Amongst Indian historians and political scientists, two opposed views can be identified. For mainstream nationalist historians, Indian political thought was an original contribution that built on the foundations laid by authors such as Mahadev Govind Ranade (1842–1901) and Dadabhai Naoroji (1825–1917) in the late nineteenth century to reach full maturity with Gandhi and Nehru in the twentieth century. Although influenced by various Western currents of thought, it produced a completely original synthesis that incorporated a crucial ‘Indic’ input, as evidenced by its vocabulary, with the three key terms of Swadeshi (economic self-sufficiency), Swaraj (political self-rule) and Satyagraha (truth force, the methodology of non-violent resistance) having no exact equivalents in non-Indic languages. Critiques of nationalist historiography, particularly those belonging to the Subaltern Studies collective, have tended on the other hand to decry Indian nationalist thought as a form of ‘derivative’ discourse, although historian Partha Chatterjee (1986), who forged the expression, somehow retreated from it in his later writings. What Chatterjee was aiming at was the bourgeois nature of Indian nationalism, which meant acceptance of capitalist bourgeois modernity as the inevitable outcome of historical development, a view that was also the object of Dipesh Chakrabarty’s powerful critique in his Provincializing Europe. The position taken here is that Indian political thought was neither entirely original nor ‘derivative’ but was part of global ideological trends that always took a specific form in India.
The question of whether there was a legacy of indigenous political thought that could be mobilised to construct a specific Indian idiom of politics is difficult to answer. The main treatise of the art of governing produced in Ancient India, the Arthashastra attributed to Kautilya, whose date of production remains disputed, was known only through commentaries that gave a partial view of it before a manuscript was discovered in 1905. It has often been compared with Machiavelli’s The Prince, but the resemblance can only be outward, given the temporal and civilisational gap between the two treatises (Liebig and Mishra 2017). It seems difficult to argue that there was a continuous Kautilyan tradition of statecraft in India, and the question of whether there was an identifiable Hindu tradition of political thought remains controversial, even if numerous authors took the opportunity of the discovery of the manuscript to claim the existence of one. These claims were always of a very speculative nature. On the other hand, Islamic state formations drew part of their inspiration from Persian ‘Mirrors of Princes’, specifically the so-called akhlaq literature, steeped in the ultimately Aristotelian tradition represented by the thirteenth-century Iranian author Nasir al-Din Tusi’s Akhlaq-i-Nasiri (translated as The Nasirean Ethics), which circulated widely in India between the fourteenth and the eighteenth centuries (Alam 2004). That literature was particularly influential in Mughal India, although its pragmatic and tolerant aspect opened it to the critique of orthodox Muslim scholars. Whether it represented ‘a kind of Indo-Islamic civic republicanism’, as claimed by Christopher Bayly (2012: 33), is, however, open to question, given the specific imperial context in which it flourished. Political thought in the Mughal Empire was also strongly affected by the intervention of Sufis in the political realm; this took various forms but tended to favour accommodation with local, that is, Hindu, esoteric traditions. Although no specific Indo-Muslim theory of statecraft was elaborated, yet, as Muzaffar Alam has convincingly demonstrated, ‘the idioms in which political ideas and ideals were expressed in Indo-Islamic polities [especially, one could add, in the Mughal Empire] had much that was original about them’ (Alam 2004: 195).
It would thus seem that Muslim elites were better equipped than their Hindu counterparts, in terms of their intellectual traditions, to deal with the challenge represented by the establishment of British rule. But it was from certain Hindu circles in colonial Calcutta that the first articulate response to the British challenge emerged. This had a lot to do with the politics of language. Muslim elites, which had tended in the eighteenth century to turn increasingly to Urdu as their language of culture and to partly jettison Persian, were slow to recognise the necessity of learning the language of the new conquerors. The budding Bengali Hindu elite of Calcutta was much quicker to grasp the needs of the new period and took the initiative of creating educational institutions where teaching was in English, starting with the famous Hindu College founded by a group of bhadraloks in 1817 without intervention or even encouragement from the colonial authorities. Their mastery of the new language allowed them to gain an insight into European political doctrines that had thus far remained largely unknown in India, where neither Machiavelli nor Hobbes or Locke had ever been objects of study, although the former was apparently not unknown. Once again, Rammohun Roy, who had a good knowledge of the Persian language literature on statecraft, played a pioneering role in calling attention to contemporary political developments in Europe. Roy’s contribution was in his introducing a cosmopolitan dimension into the nascent Indian liberalism that allowed it to emancipate itself at an early stage from too narrow an adherence to the basic tenets of British liberalism.
In mainstream Indian historiography, liberalism was generally seen as a reflection of the hegemony of colonial discourse over the minds of the emerging elite of Indian literati. It was linked to an earlier phase of Indian nationalism, when it was dominated by so-called ‘moderates’, and its durable eclipse after 1920 was analysed as the result of its failure to respond to the new challenges created by the eruption of the masses in the political arena. More recently, Christopher Bayly (2012) has offered a different view, stressing the strength, originality and durability of Indian liberalism, whose influence would still be felt in many hidden ways in Indian political discourse and practice. This exercise in rehabilitation deserves attention for its rich insights into aspects of Indian political thought that have often been overlooked (Sartori 2017). In Bayly’s conception, Indian liberalism appears highly polymorphic and displays great elasticity, to the point where at times one wonders whether there were really any non-liberals in India. Thus, even Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1883–1966), the theorist of Hindutva, is placed under the extended umbrella of liberalism, which appears to this author a bit far-fetched. What can be retained from Bayly’s wide-ranging survey is the idea of the originality of the Indian version(s) of liberalism in relation to the so-called British template represented by the canonical work of political philosopher John Stuart Mill (1803–79). Cosmopolitanism was one important dimension as the assimilation of some ideas derived from other European contexts, such as those of France, Spain and Italy, helped Indian liberals to define positions that departed significantly from Whig orthodoxy. These departures were in two main directions: on the one hand, liberals in India never fully espoused free trade, which they saw at an early stage as an instrument in Britain’s exploitation of India, while at a later stage they elaborated sophisticated ‘neo-Listian’ scenarios for the economic emancipation of India; there was also an element of welfarism in Indian economic thought that anticipated by a few decades similar developments in Britain. The second aspect was democracy: many Indian liberals felt more in sync with democratic movements in continental Europe, such as the French Revolutions of 1830 and 1848 or Mazzini’s revolutionary movement in Italy, than with the cautious gradualism of Britain’s successive Reform Bills, especially after the failure of the Chartist movement. The iconic status acquired in India by Italian revolutionary leader Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–72) is particularly worthy of note. He was admired by both ‘moderates’ and ‘extremists’ in the nationalist movement, and, in his 1909 pamphlet Hind Swaraj, Gandhi cleverly instrumentalised Mazzini in the service of his polemics against Savarkar, himself a devoted worshipper of the great Italian, regarding the most desirable way of advancing the cause of India’s liberation (Markovits 2017). What is clear is that Indian liberalism was no passive ‘mimicry’ of British liberalism but a highly original take on that so-called ‘model’. It had a lasting influence on the political field in India, and even beyond, as Bayly has identified clear connections between Indian liberalism and kindred movements in Ceylon and Malaya. A puzzling point, however, on which Bayly has little to say, is how poorly liberalism fared amongst the Muslim elite.
While there were links between liberalism and nationalism in India, the latter cannot be subsumed under the former. Some authors (Bose and Manjapra 2010) have drawn attention to the way in which Indian nationalism in the twentieth century was part of a global radical anti-colonial trend that affected the entire colonised world. Indian connections with this global movement could be through the circulation of individuals as well as through the circulation of ideas. A kind of ‘revolutionary diaspora’ of Indian exiles took form in the first decade of the twentieth century and continued to grow throughout the 1920s and 1930s. These exiles had different political affiliations and went to different countries. Four major destinations were France, Germany, the United States and Japan. France, with its tradition of welcoming political exiles, was a destination of choice in the early twentieth century for a certain number of political exiles, of whom the most famous was a Parsi lady, Mrs Bhikamji Cama (1861–1936), known as ‘Madame Cama’, who came to Paris in 1909 after a stay of a few years in England (Yadav and Bakshi 1991). She was notorious for having unfurled the Indian tricolour (the future flag of independent India) at the Stuttgart Congress of the Socialist International in 1907. There was already a small circle of Indian exiles in the French capital, including the sociologist Shyamji Krishna Varma (1857–1930), who had fled from London in 1907: a Paris Indian Society founded in 1905 had organised protests against arrests of radicals in India, but Madame Cama’s arrival gave this group a further boost. From Paris, she edited the newspaper Bande Mataram, the principal mouthpiece of the Indian revolutionaries, and started attracting the attention of the French authorities, especially after the ‘Savarkar affair’ in 1910–11 almost created a mini-diplomatic crisis between Britain and France.1 Savarkar was on his way to India to be judged in the case of the murder of District Magistrate Jackson in Poona, in which he was suspected of having sent from London the weapon used for the assassination. The SS Morea on which he was travelling under police guard anchored in Marseilles harbour on 8 July 1910 and Savarkar, taking advantage of a moment of inattention by his guards, jumped into the water, swam ashore and claimed political asylum. The French gendarme who arrested him, thinking he was a fugitive lascar, sent him back onboard the ship, which left the following morning for India. Madame Cama got wind of the affair and immediately alerted her contacts amongst the French socialists, including Jean Longuet, Karl Marx’s grandson and the principal foreign affairs editor at the socialist daily l’Humanité. Longuet wrote several editorials and launched a campaign for the return of Savarkar to France, arguing that his arrest on French soil had been in violation of both French and international law. Under pressure from the Socialists, the French government lodged a protest with London and demanded that Savarkar be returned to France. The British government refused, and, following a round of negotiations, it was agreed that the case would be adjudicated by the international arbitration tribunal in The Hague. In the meantime, a resolution was voted at the Copenhagen Congress of the Socialist International demanding that Savarkar be freed. Eventually, the tribunal decided in favour of Britain, and the Franco-British spat came to an end. But it led to the Indian exiles being put under police surveillance and, when the Indian expeditionary force arrived in France in September 1914, to Madame Cama being sent away from Paris.
During the First World War, Berlin clearly emerged as the principal European hub for Indian political exiles. A ‘Berlin committee’ created with the help of the German secret service tried to engineer a rising against the British in India; it failed, but links were forged between certain German circles and Indian radicals that proved lasting. In the early 1920s it was estimated that there were some 400 Indian political exiles in the German capital, the leading figure amongst them being Virendranath Chattopadhyay (1880–1937), alias Chatto, who had created an Indian Information Bureau that was very active in promoting the cause of Indian freedom. In Berlin, the Indian radicals rubbed shoulders with fellow radicals from other colonised countries, and these links resulted in the foundation of the League against Imperialism, in which Jawaharlal Nehru had his first experience of international politics. The League itself was short-lived, but the contacts established by Nehru were to serve him later. In Berlin, the advent of the Nazi regime led to the closing of the Information Bureau and the dispersal of most of the exiles. Chatto himself moved to the Soviet Union and disappeared in the great Stalinist purge of 1937.
In the first decade of the twentieth century, other leftist radicals found refuge in the United States, where the most active organisation was the Ghadr (Revolution) Party, which recruited mostly amongst Sikh immigrants in California. It had headquarters in San Francisco where it published a journal that was widely distributed in the Indian diaspora and called for a general anti-British rising (Ramnath 2011). Some of its members were indicted in the famous San Francisco Conspiracy Case in 1918 and accused of collusion with Germany, with which the United States was then at war. The Ghadrites were involved in aborted mutinies in the Indian army and several were executed. After the war, many Ghadrites joined the ranks of the communists.
In Japan, Indian political exiles were less identified with a radical leftist trend: the first significant figure was Rash Behari Bose (1886–1945), who claimed to have organised a failed bomb attack on Viceroy Lord Hardinge in Delhi in December 1912. He benefited from the protection of the ultra-nationalist Japanese politician Toyama Mitsuru and his Black Dragon Society, which helped him to avoid extradition as per the demand of the British government (Nakajima 2009). Rash Behari settled in Japan, married a young woman belonging to Mitsuru’s entourage, acquired Japanese citizenship in 1923, became a vocal supporter of Japanese imperialism in the 1930s and was installed in 1942 as the head of a puppet Indian national government-in-exile in Tokyo, before being replaced in that function by Subhas Chandra Bose in 1943. He was the moving spirit of a small group of Indian exiles who mostly wrote pamphlets criticising British rule and adopted a Pan-Asianist perspective that was largely inspired by Japanese views of the unity of Asia under Japanese leadership.
The radicals’ critique of imperialism was their major contribution. They built on the foundations laid by an earlier generation of authors such as Dadabhai Naoroji and R. C. Dutt (1848–1909), who had produced a powerful analysis of the impact of British rule on the Indian economy but had not thought beyond an alliance with British liberals to bring about a change in policy. The disappointing outcome of the reforms introduced by Liberal Secretary of State John Morley in 1906–10 had laid bare the weaknesses of such an approach, which could not produce significant change in the structure of imperial domination over India. The radicals, beyond preaching to different degrees the use of extra-parliamentary methods, including individual terrorism, also sought to forge links to anti-colonial movements outside India, especially those in other British colonies or protectorates. They perceived imperialism as a global phenomenon that had to be fought on a global scale. But, before the 1920s, they could not come to a unified stance as to the kind of alliances to pursue. Some advocated Pan-Islamic solidarity and supported the two independent Muslim states that appeared to offer perspectives of resistance to Western domination, the Ottoman Empire and Afghanistan. Others saw the best hope for the future in Pan-Asian solidarity, and advocated alliance with Japan and/or China. A few even started to develop an aspiration to unite all ‘peoples of colour’ against white imperialism. A degree of political clarification occurred in the 1920s when a communist movement took shape in India, be it on a modest scale, while Pan-Islamism and Pan-Asianism failed to consolidate.
India, with its massive poverty and enormous class contrasts, should have been fertile ground for the spread of communist ideology, and yet its progress was slow and uneven. British repression no doubt was a factor as the British became obsessed very early after 1917 with a ‘Bolshevik menace’, an obsession that in a way was also a replay of the pre-1907 Great Game (the Anglo-Russian rivalry over Central Asia). They took measures to prevent as much as possible the circulation of communist literature and communist personnel into India, with a measure of success. They systematically persecuted communist organisations and imprisoned their leaders after setting up spectacular trials, such as the Meerut conspiracy case (1930), which decimated the leadership of communist-inspired trade unions. But communism also met with obstacles and resistances of an ideological nature that were often more effective than police repression in checking its progress. Given the inexistence of a social democracy in pre-1917 India, the communist movement had to draw its first recruits from a variety of movements with diverse ideologies: the three major sources were the Pan-Islamist movements, the Bengali ‘terrorist’ groups (Anushilan and Jugantar) and the Ghadr Party. But, amongst Muslims as well as Sikhs, the small communist groups had to contend with the attraction of the Khilafat movement on the one hand and the Akali agitation on the other, which drew a massive response in the two communities in the immediate post-war period. The Bengali revolutionaries, generally belonging to the bhadralok upper-caste segment of society, had a sect culture that was not easily compatible with the creation of a mass movement. Besides, there was also the challenge of Gandhism, which influenced sections of the Hindu middle-class intelligentsia that otherwise could have been attracted to communism. As for the industrial working class, it was still too small and divided along lines of region and community to provide much of a base, except in the Bombay textile industry where, under the leadership of S. A. Dange (1899–1991), communists acquired a solid foothold in the trade-union movement before falling victims to repression. In effect, the internationalist dimension of the movement was rarely in evidence in India, in contrast with the implication of some expatriate Indians in the global communist movement. The figure of M. N. Roy (1887–1954) comes immediately to mind there (Manjapra 2010): the young Bengali revolutionary, born Narendra Nath Bhattacharya, after a stint in the Anushilan group, was linked to German intrigues during the First World War and ended up in the United States in an attempt to escape British repression. There he became attracted to Marxism and, after having been expelled from California, reached Mexico where he was directly linked in 1919 with the foundation of the Mexican Communist Party. He was one of the founders of the first Indian communist party in Tashkent and came to play an important role for a few years in the Third International, being involved in 1920 in a famous debate with none other than Lenin. Later, he was held partly responsible for the 1927 communist debacle in China and in 1928 Stalin removed him from any position of responsibility. He then relocated to Berlin, where he pursued a brief career as a dissident communist before coming back in 1930 to India where he was imprisoned for several years. His meteoric and cosmopolitan career is in sharp contrast with that of another founder, Muzaffar Ahmad (1889–1973), a Bengali Muslim who had early Pan-Islamist sympathies and rose to the leadership of the re-founded Communist Party on the strength of his working-class contacts in Calcutta, having never left India (Chattopadhyay 2011). The memoirs of Kerala communist leader A. K. Gopalan (1904–77) offer another insight into a political career that remained entirely regional (Gopalan s.d.). Gopalan’s commitment was first with lower-caste movements in Travancore, and international problems do not seem to have preoccupied him a lot. Stalinism, which reduced internationalism to the defence of the Soviet Union, offered an apparently easy way out for inward-oriented communists, to whom communism was in a way a form of supra-nationalism. Thus, only six Indians are known to have joined the International Brigades to fight for the Spanish Republic against Fascism, including writer Mulk Raj Anand, while communists from different countries enrolled themselves in their thousands. It would have been difficult to join from India because of British surveillance, but, amongst exiles, it is surprising that more did not join. Things came to a head, however, in 1941–2 when Indian communists were faced with a choice between giving priority to the defence of the Soviet Union in its war against Nazi aggression in which it was allied with Britain, or supporting the ‘Quit India’ movement launched by Congress to obtain the departure of the British, with the attendant risk of weakening the Anti-Fascist coalition. They chose the Soviet Union and it cost them dearly in the long run, although in the short term their pro-war position allowed them to develop their organisation legally. The gap between communism and nationalism manifested itself again at the time of independence when the CPI (Communist Party of India), prey to factional fights, adopted an ultra-left position of presenting independence as ‘fake’ and masking the continued domination of imperialism over India. This led to an impasse, as in 1948 the Party was declared illegal in West Bengal, where it went through a period of clandestine activity, and in 1951 the line was corrected, allowing for participation in the 1952 elections that saw the CPI emerge as a small but significant opposition party to the Congress.
Indian communism was always a kind of hybrid, torn between adherence to a global communist ideology, be it Stalinism or, for a dissident section in the 1960s and 1970s, Maoism, and the search for a specifically Indian revolutionary idiom. Attempts at synthesis were made, notably by E. M. S. Namboodiripad (1909–98), probably the most articulate Indian communist ideologue, but they did not result in the forging of a coherent theory. Parliamentary communism, mostly represented, after the 1964 split in the CPI, by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPIM), tended increasingly to become a form of political opportunism. Communists led coalition governments in Kerala and West Bengal; these made some reforms but had to accept compromises to stay in power (Mallick 1994). Dissidents rejected that course and they formed the Maoist-inspired Naxalite movement, born in 1967 and deriving its name from Naxalbari, a locality in West Bengal where local CPIM cadres launched an armed peasant rising in open defiance of the Party’s leadership. The Naxalites then went through a phase of urban terrorism in Calcutta (Ray 2002) and, after having been practically wiped out by repression, the movement gradually morphed into a militarised outfit that gained support mostly from ‘tribal’ populations in Central and Eastern India (Shah and Pettigrew 2009) where, circa 2000, it controlled small pockets of territory. It retained only a formal affiliation to some vague Maoist ideology but had no actual international connections, except with neighbouring Nepal. Whether there was a future for revolutionary communism in India was a question to which, in 2000, there was no obvious answer. The following twenty years have seen ups and downs, but the movement has survived intense repression without being able to significantly extend its reach.
On the other hand, the future appeared bright for a movement that had some historical link, be it limited and disputed, to fascism, the Sangh Parivar, with the electoral successes of the BJP at the 1998 and 1999 elections and the formation of a coalition government of which it was the main component. The question of fascism in India is a highly controversial one: a lot has been written about it (Banaji 2013) without any definite conclusion having been reached. The foundation of the RSS in 1925 by K. B. Hedgewar (1889–1940), to whom succeeded M. S. Golwalkar (1906–73), had a dual character: on the one hand it reflected the anxieties of a particular milieu of Nagpur-based Maharashtrian Brahmins in the face of the Khilafat agitation of 1920–3 and other forms of Islamic affirmation in India, and on the other hand it was also a reflection of a zeitgeist marked by the emergence of fascist movements in many countries (Jaffrelot 1996). Hedgewar and Golwalkar did not hide their admiration for Mussolini and, later, for Hitler, and they borrowed from them certain ideas and themes, but their movement also had a unique character, a reflection of its birth in a region of India little affected by the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the great metropolitan cities. The main difference between the RSS and the European fascist movements was that while the latter saw the capture of state power as the most urgent and important task, the RSS went in for a long-term strategy of seeking hegemony for its ideas through the careful manipulation of cultural symbols. The aim was, through patient grass-root work, to create a ‘Hindu public’ by unifying a Hindu community divided by caste and regional allegiances. To reach such unity, the favoured device was to create an ‘Other’, in that case the Indian Muslims, and to focus attention on it as representing a mortal danger for Hindus. The colonial state was not seen as a major problem as it would inevitably fade away at some point: the RSS did not think it necessary to take part in the independence struggle (although Hedgewar took part individually in the Gandhi-led Civil Disobedience movement of 1931), but nor did it oppose it. As to the other organisation of the Hindu Right, the Hindu Mahasabha, formally created in 1915, it kept a close link to nationalist politics till it was taken over in 1937 by the ex-revolutionary Savarkar, who, after his return from the penitentiary in the Andamans, had written in 1923 a pamphlet on Hindutva that proved highly influential. In it, Savarkar constructed Hinduism as a nationality rather than a religion (he appears to have been personally non-religious), with a territorial rather than a racial definition (Savarkar 1923). Although he stressed the ‘Aryanity’ of Hindus, he did not reject the non-Aryan aboriginal inhabitants. The target of his hostility was the Muslim invaders, bearers of a ‘Semitic’ religion, a trope that could be traced back to French author Emile Renan (1823–92), who had seen Islam as embodying the ‘frightening simplicity’ of the Semitic mind, but that had taken a new meaning in relation to fascist ideology. Savarkar distanced the Mahasabha from mainstream nationalism, claiming that Hindus had to learn the art of war from the British to prepare for the inevitable confrontation with the Muslims, which led him to support the British during the Second World War, in contrast with Gandhi’s position. After independence, he was directly involved in the assassination of Gandhi on 30 January 1948 by his disciple and ex-RSS member Nathuram Godse (Noorani 2002). In post-Partition India, there was a rapprochement between the RSS and the Mahasabha which contributed to the formation of the Jana Sangh party, the ancestor of today’s BJP. It was never very successful electorally before 1977, but its survival in a period when globally fascist movements had practically disappeared testifies to its strong local roots. The part its cadres played in the victory of the Janata Party in the 1977 elections, which saw the defeat of Indira Gandhi’s Congress Party, helped it to become part of the political mainstream and paved the way for the future electoral victories of the BJP, which split from the Janata in 1980. Whether it could still be viewed as a ‘fascist’ party is a question about which opinions are divided. It is only if we adopt a ‘generic’ definition of fascism, distanced from its specific historical form in 1930s Europe, that we can use it to characterise movements such as the BJP. However, the recent rise of hard right movements on a global scale makes this question increasingly relevant.
Leaving aside the question of organisations, what is striking in India is the interest that sections of the middle class have shown in fascist ideas over a long period of time. A good instance of this is the amazing popularity of Hitler’s Mein Kampf in the country since the 1930s. At first it was poorly received because of its racist rants against Indians, denounced by Hitler as degenerate Aryans, which led Subhas Bose, while on tour of Europe, to demand that they be excised from the text, a request he again presented Hitler with when he met him in Berlin in 1942 (Hayes 2011:5). However, it acquired a significant readership in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Historian Benjamin Zachariah mentions that in 1939 it was given as a Prize for Class VIII in a Calcutta school, where many teachers openly expressed their admiration for Hitler (Zachariah 2010: 178). The British communist Clive Branson, serving in the army in India in 1942, reported that, despite being officially banned, it was easily available from kiosks in Bombay (Branson 1945). When its first legitimate Indian edition was brought out by publishing house Jaico Books in 1988, it was an immediate success, selling many copies in a few months and going into several prints. In an article on the Indian readers of Mein Kampf, Suman Gupta drew attention to the fetishistic aspect of the cult of the book that is often viewed as a collector’s item rather than a political pamphlet. He also remarked that it was widely used in management studies as offering an example of a successful career (Gupta 2015), a disturbing banalisation of a book that is basically a call to mass murder.
Given the close connections that Indian Muslims had kept with their co-religionaries in the rest of the Muslim world, it is not surprising to find that Pan-Islamist movements developed in India. In the second half of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century, Indian Muslims focused their attention mostly on the Ottoman Empire, the last remaining Muslim empire, whose Sultan Abdul Hamid claimed the title of Caliph, a claim that was accepted by most Sunni Muslims worldwide. In India, solidarity with Ottoman Turkey took concrete forms on the occasion of various wars in which the Ottomans confronted Christian powers, starting with the Russo-Turkish war of 1877–8 and culminating with the Italo-Turkish war of 1911 and the Balkan wars of 1912 and 1913. Money and relief were collected in India amongst Muslims and a medical mission led by Dr M. A. Ansari sent to Turkey in 1912–13. As Michael O’Sullivan (2018) has shown, a total of 185,000 Turkish lira (equivalent to 1.7 million rupees, or 130,000 pounds sterling) was remitted from India in 1911–13, coming from all regions. It represented the bulk of the money contributed from the entire Muslim world. Various Indian Muslim organisations competed to outdo each other in their generosity, which was a way of acquiring prestige in the Muslim world at large and thus of contributing to the agenda of these groups. Pan-Islamism, far from being centrally controlled from Istanbul, was made up of different networks pursuing different agendas. With the entry of the Ottoman Empire into the First World War and the call to jihad launched from Istanbul by the Sheikh-ul-Islam, the highest religious functionary of the empire (Lewis 1975), Indian Muslims were confronted with a stark choice: should they remain loyal to the British Empire and support it in its struggle or should they respond to the call for jihad and encourage the Muslim soldiers of the Indian Army to desert and join the Ottomans? Most of them chose loyalism, and there were very few desertions amongst Muslim soldiers. Following the defeat of the Ottomans, Muslim opinion in India became preoccupied with the fate of the Caliphate. A powerful movement known as the Khilafat movement united most components of India’s Muslim community in the defence of that institution (Minault 1982). It mobilised the Muslim masses on an unprecedented scale and merged into Gandhi’s non-co-operation movement of 1920–2 to which it gave part of its mass base. The suppression of the Caliphate by Kemal Ataturk’s new Turkish republic in 1924 put an end to the movement, but it left traces. Pan-Islamism was one of the ideological components that contributed to the Pakistan movement in the 1930s.
While Pan-Islamism took at times a mass character, Pan-Asianism remained very much an elite phenomenon. Its origins went back to a book written in 1903 in India by visiting Japanese art administrator Okakura Kakuzo (1862–1913), with the help of Vivekananda’s disciple Sister Nivedita (born Margaret Noble in Ireland, 1867–1911) under the title The Ideals of the East (Okakura 1904). It was a manifesto for the existence of one Asian civilisation as exemplified through its artistic productions, in which Okakura detected an aesthetic sensibility radically different from that of the West. The translation of the notion from the aesthetic to the political was mostly the work of Japanese authors and benefited from the prestige conferred on Japan by its victory over Russia in 1904–5. It was mostly in the Bengali intelligentsia that the idea of the unity of Asia was embraced, including by the poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). But the rise of Japanese imperialism in the 1930s and its aggression against China created a rift between those like Tagore who denounced Japan, and others like Subhas Bose who considered it a potential ally in the struggle for Indian independence. Bose’s alliance with Japan in the Second World War did not bring many tangible benefits, and Pan-Asianism went into oblivion before being resurrected under the new name of Afro-Asiatism at the time of the Bandung conference in 1955. This was the beginning of a period of rapprochement between India and China that came to a brutal end in 1962 with the Sino–Indian war. It took another thirty years for India to again turn its sights towards Asia under the new ‘Look East’ policy. But Pan-Asianism left a limited legacy.

Gandhi’s Global Impact
The focus in this chapter has been mostly on the way in which global ideologies were received and transformed during their passage to India. But one major Indian political figure, Mahatma Gandhi, had an impact beyond India. He was the only figure of India’s independence movement to become influential globally, although India’s independence struggle resonated powerfully across the colonial world, even directly influencing the shape taken by nationalist organisations in such countries as Ceylon (Ceylon National Congress founded in 1919) and South Africa (African National Congress founded in 1912). While, at the ideological level, Indian nationalism was too eclectic to serve as a template for other nationalisms, Gandhi’s own ideas circulated in various ways over a long period of time. Gandhi is often presented as an entirely original thinker whose ideas were fundamentally ‘Indic’ and owed little to the West. This view, however, ignores the context in which Gandhi’s ideas came to maturation in South Africa between 1893 and 1914 (Guha 2013). Gandhi was a voracious reader and several European and American authors influenced him, starting with art historian and proponent of natural living John Ruskin (1819–1900), whose book Unto His Last Gandhi claimed had ‘changed his life’. This continued with American ancestor of environmentalism Henry David Thoreau, British New Age thinker Edward Carpenter (1844–1929) and, most crucially, Russian writer and critic of modernity in the name of a Christian socialist ethics Leo Tolstoy (1839–1910), with whom he corresponded briefly, and who gave his name to his first experiment in communal living in South Africa, Tolstoy’s Farm. It is true that the term satyagraha was Gandhi’s own invention, but it was more lexical than substantial as non-violent resistance already had a long history in Anglo-America, and the notion of civil disobedience was clearly borrowed from Thoreau. But there is no denying Gandhi’s capacity to achieve a creative synthesis of elements borrowed from foreign authors with ‘Indic’ notions, such as ahimsa, which belonged to Jainism. Gandhi was lionised by some European intellectual figures, of whom the most prominent was the French writer Romain Rolland (1866–1944), who wrote an apologetic biography of the Mahatma (Rolland 1924). Rolland misread Gandhi as a kind of Christian socialist and pacifist, overlooking his strong Hindu roots, but he contributed powerfully to the growth of a Gandhian legend in the West. From a certain moment in time, Gandhi started to think that his ideas were universally valid and that they offered possible solutions to the problems of humanity. He did not shrink from giving advice to people involved in conflicts outside India, as when he advised Jews in Germany to use his methods of non-violent resistance against persecution by the Nazi regime, which earned him a well-known rebuke from Jewish philosopher Martin Buber.2 As often with currents of thought originating from India, there occurred a degree of misunderstanding between Gandhi and his (few) European admirers. Pacifists misread Gandhi as a fellow pacifist, which he was not, as he made it clear that in some circumstances fighting was preferable to passive acceptance of oppression. They were thus shocked when he denounced the 1938 Munich agreement as a sell-out. Other admirers were puzzled when he addressed Hitler as ‘My dear Friend’ in a 1940 letter to the Führer.
During Gandhi’s lifetime, he was often revered as a symbol of anti-imperialism, especially in countries that were under British domination, where people felt a strong affinity with the Indian struggle for independence. This was the case in Egypt, where Gandhi became a real hero as testified to by the enthusiasm generated when he briefly passed through the Suez Canal in December 1931 on his way back to India from the Round Table Conference in London, although he did not disembark and was content with receiving visitors aboard ship. Egypt’s best-known poet Ahmed Shawqi (1868–1932) penned the following poem in his honour (Khan 2011: 167–8):

Children of Egypt, raise the laurels and welcome the hero of India …
Salaams to the milker of goats, salaams to the spinner of garments
And he who protects the salt and does not accept honey
And he who walks from India to Sindh
Salaams wherever you pray, naked or clothed
Or in a prison corner or tied in chains …
(translated by Noor-Aman I Khan)


Despite the enthusiasm he generated amongst the elites and the masses in many colonised countries during his lifetime, it is difficult to detect any measurable impact of his ideas. In Egypt, where several books were written about him in the 1930s, his advocacy of non-violence and his hostility towards modern industry were often criticised even by his admirers. In Republican China, as shown by Brian Tsui (2015), he attracted the attention of many prominent intellectuals, but Chinese views of Gandhi were characterised by a degree of ambivalence. Some saw in him an anti-imperialist fighter and compared him to Lenin, while others, close to the nationalist Guomindang, were more attracted to the ‘spiritual’ dimension of his movement and perceived him as a conservative anti-modernist. Most evocative of this ambivalence is the case of Hu Yuzhi (1896–1986), one of China’s most influential public intellectuals. In a series of articles written in 1922 in the widely circulated magazine Eastern Miscellany, he was full of praise for Gandhi, but, after he had come closer to the Chinese Communist Party in the 1930s, he produced an analysis of Gandhism that was much more critical, in particular regarding Gandhi’s hostility towards modern industry.

It was mostly after his tragic death that his ideas met with a significant echo from actors engaged in different types of struggle against colonial and racial oppression. Amongst those were Albert Luthuli (1898–1967) in South Africa, Kwane Nkrumah (1909–72) in the Gold Coast, Julius Nyerere (1922–99) in Tanganyika and Kenneth Kaunda (b. 1924) in Northern Rhodesia. While Luthuli could build on Gandhi’s own legacy in South Africa, he failed to make any headway against the apartheid regime, which led Nelson Mandela (1918–2013), also an admirer of Gandhi, later to depart from a strict adherence to non-violence. Kaunda was probably the most successful African disciple of Gandhi (Kaunda 1962: 90–1), leading a movement that brought about the fall of the North Rhodesian white settler regime in the early 1960s with a minimum of violence (Mulford 1967). Nkrumah and Nyerere were more eclectic in their affiliations, mixing Gandhian ideas with strong socialist views. The most important movement in which Gandhi’s influence could be clearly detected was the Civil Rights movement in the United States in 1957–65 under the leadership of Martin Luther King (1929–68). King was an enthusiastic reader of Gandhi, but his genius lay in applying Gandhian methods creatively in the context of America, where biblical metaphors were very much part of Afro-American identity. He was no slavish imitator and viewed Gandhi as an inspirator rather than a guide (Carson 1998: 67). The victory of the Civil Rights movement, despite the heavy price paid by King himself and others, remains the most enduring testimony to the power of non-violent resistance to vanquish oppression, but it has not been emulated often. In Europe, one often mentions the Italian activist Danilo Dolci (1924–97) and the struggle he led against the Mafia in Sicily, but it seems that Dolci developed his own ideas about non-violence independently of any Gandhian influence, and only at a later stage found it useful to present himself as a Gandhian (Bess 1993). Movements of non-violent resistance against communist regimes in Eastern Europe in the 1970s and 1980s often claimed inspiration from Gandhi. Vaclav Havel (1936–2011) in Czechoslovakia is the most prominent figure who comes to mind, although the Czech dramatist had little in common with the Mahatma in terms of either his ideas or his lifestyle. From the 1970s onwards, some ecological activists in different countries also claimed to be inspired by Gandhi’s ideas, although these claims were always slightly doubtful: making Gandhi an ancestor of political ecology is possible only at the cost of a very selective use of his writings. Also controversial is the claim of radical opponents of capitalist globalisation to find inspiration in Gandhi’s thought. The Mahatma was undoubtedly a critic of capitalism, but not from a radical point of view, and he always maintained close links to some of India’s biggest capitalists, such as G. D. Birla (1894–1983), who generously financed his activities. ‘Global Gandhism’ remains a slightly hazy notion.

A Global Indian School of Thought: Subaltern Studies
The birth of the Subaltern Studies collective in the early 1980s was linked to a specific political and academic context in India. A group of ‘radical’ historians, some of whom had been involved in the Naxalite movement in the 1970s, coalesced around the figure of Ranajit Guha (b. 1923), a maverick Bengali academic who was at the time based in Canberra in Australia after a period in Britain. He had been a kind of mentor to some young Naxalite-inclined intellectuals, and he put forward an ambitious historiographical programme that aimed at nothing less than a rewriting of India’s modern history from the point of view of the oppressed masses. The title of the series he started editing in 1982, ‘Subaltern Studies’, was directly inspired by the thought of Italian Marxist thinker and Communist leader Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), whose Prison Notebooks had recently been translated into English. Guha borrowed the term ‘subaltern’ from Gramsci but gave it a meaning derived from his own reading of India’s history, that of the demographic difference between the entire population and the elite. Guha was targeting two particular readings of India’s recent history which he dismissed as ‘elitist’: on the one hand the classical nationalist narrative focused around a few great leaders, which viewed the masses as passive and responding only to the stimulus of their social superiors; on the other hand the ‘revisionist’ version of India’s history developed by a group of British historians known as the ‘Cambridge school’, who saw the nationalism of the elites as mostly a response to initiatives taken by the British colonial power (Guha 1982). He proposed substituting a narrative focused around the subaltern groups of the population, particularly the peasantry, which he seemed to view as a homogeneous social group, departing from the Marxist doxa. The original group of contributors to the series comprised both historians based in India and others posted in foreign universities, two of whom were British. This was an India-centred historiographical project with a rather cosmopolitan ‘crew’. Its ‘globalisation’, however, had to await further developments. In the late 1980s, an encounter took place between Subaltern Studies and the ‘post-colonial’ school of thought that was flourishing in North American universities. This led to a new inflection in the focus of the ‘subalternists’, away from popular movements ‘from below’ towards a preoccupation with epistemic problems, the question of colonial knowledge and of the contestation of its purported hegemony. The references in the series tended to change from Gramsci and Marxist historians such as E. P. Thompson to the figures most revered by post-colonial scholars such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Pierre Bourdieu. Although Dipesh Chakrabarty (2002), who succeeded Guha as the most influential figure in the collective, refuted the idea of a simple absorption of Subaltern Studies by the post-colonial school of thought, the focus of the series undoubtedly changed, and some original contributors parted ways with the group. But the at least partial alignment with a trend that appeared ‘cutting-edge’ helped to spread the influence of the group. The term ‘subaltern’ acquired wide currency, although it became rather elastic, and there were followers amongst Latin American, African-American, African and other Asian studies departments, and even amongst some European historians (Lloyd 1996). For the first time, and probably not the last, an academic trend that had been born outside the West acquired a significant foothold in Western academia and gained a sort of global prominence, which is no mean achievement.


1 File 847, ‘Savarkar Affair’, IOR, Judicial and Public Department Annual Files 1911, L/PJ/6/994.

2 See Buber (1966: 269–82).



5 India in Global Cultural Circulations
From the late eighteenth century, India was involved in significant processes of circulation of cultural productions, both visual and textual, which had an increasingly global dimension. In these processes, India was both a recipient and an emitter. New techniques of cultural production, such as printing, oil painting, lithography, photography and cinematography, were successfully appropriated by Indians who turned them to use that was often profoundly original. One Indian cultural industry that came to play a significant role worldwide was cinema: Indian films circulated widely across the world from the 1950s onwards, much before the present-day era of so-called Bollywood. Writings by Indian authors circulated less widely, but a few authors and texts gained attention worldwide. Indian visual artists’ productions rarely reached the outside world, but art from around the world found a home in India. In this chapter, I shall look at different fields of cultural production and exchange, with a focus on literature, the visual arts and cinema.
India in World Literature
India had rich literary traditions in many languages. Some of its early productions, such as the great Sanskrit epic poem the Ramayana or the fables of the Panchatantra, had been widely known and imitated across South-East Asia and the Middle East. Between the fourteenth and the eighteenth centuries, some Indian authors had been significant participants in a Persian language cultural ecumene in which texts in manuscript form circulated across a vast geographical space. Persian did not disappear from the Indian cultural horizon with the advent of colonial rule, but European orientalist curiosity resulted in the rediscovery and large-scale diffusion of a body of ancient Sanskrit literature that had not been widely known outside India. The orientalists had at first shown interest mostly in religious and legal texts, but their attention was also drawn to literary productions. This new orientation and the concomitant entry of ancient Indian texts into a ‘global’ literary field owed much to Sir William Jones (1746–94), a judge at the Calcutta High Court and a linguist who had in 1784 founded the Asiatic Society of Bengal, the first société savante in Asia. In the same year, when the Parisian crowds stormed the Bastille and started a political revolution, he published an English translation of a then largely unknown Sanskrit play, Abhijnanasakuntalam, literally ‘the recognition of Sakuntala’ (generally abridged as Sakuntala) written by an author named Kalidasa who had lived in the fourth to fifth century CE. Jones, who had taught himself Sanskrit with the help of local pandits (traditional Hindu scholars), had discovered the play through a Bengali recension and first translated it into Latin with the help of pandit Ramlochan, who drew his attention to the text. He then produced an English version. The story of a Hindu queen who had lost a ring given to her by her royal husband, and was eventually reunited with him after many tribulations, originally an episode in the great Sanskrit epic the Mahabharata, the play immediately appealed to European sensibilities in a moment when the first stirrings of romanticism were felt. Suddenly an ancient Indian cultural production became an object of intense curiosity for the literati of Europe and was hailed as a major revelation. Its diffusion beyond India was made possible by the adoption of the technology of printing, a relative novelty in the subcontinent, and by the existence of a European ‘republic of letters’ in which texts were regularly translated from one language into another. As early as 1791, it was translated into German from Jones’s English version by German naturalist Georg Forster (1754–94), who had travelled in the South Seas with James Cook and developed a kind of ‘ethnographic’ curiosity for non-European people (Karyekar 2014). Sakuntala was rapturously received by German literati. Both Johann Wolfgang Goethe (1749–1832) and Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803), two major figures of the German intellectual scene, waxed enthusiastic about it: Goethe wrote on the spur of the moment a poem that ended with the famous line: ‘Nenn’ ich Sakuntala, Dich, und so ist alles gesagt’ (‘I name thee Sakuntala! and all at once is said’), and, a few years later, he borrowed from Kalidasa the idea for the famous prologue in heaven that opens his Faust (1808); Herder marvelled at the beauty and ‘freshness’ of the text, a vindication of his belief in the ability of all ethnic groups to produce great art. In the following one hundred years, forty-six translations of the play in twelve different European languages were published. Table 5.1 shows a list of some of the major ones (Figueira 1991).
Table 5.1 Principal translations of Sakuntala, 1792–1884
	Author 	Date 	Language 	Version translated from 
	Karamzine	1792	Russian	German (partial translation)
	Bruguière	1803	French	English
	Doria	1815	Italian	French
	Gerhard	1820	German	Bengali
	Chézy	1830	French	Bengali
	Hirzel	1833	German	Bengali
	Meier	1852	German	Sanskrit
	Lobedanz	1854	German	Sanskrit
	Rückert	1855	German	Sanskrit
	Foucaux	1867	French	Sanskrit
	Bergaigne	1884	French	Bengali


The prevalence of German translations is testimony to the extraordinary fortune of the text in the German lands, and the fact that all those subsequent to Forster’s early one had been translated directly from an Indian language manuscript shows the impressive progress of German Indology. In the same period, there were also Dutch, Danish, Swedish, Czech, Polish, Hungarian and Spanish translations, mostly from the German and English versions. In the twentieth century, the play was translated into most remaining European as well as Asian languages, increasingly from the Sanskrit version. Sakuntala was staged as a ballet in 1858 in Paris based on a libretto by French writer Théophile Gautier (1811–72), and for Franco-Russian choreographer Marius Petipa (1818–1910) this work was the inspiration for his creation of La Bayadère in St Petersburg in 1877 set to music by Austrian composer Léon Minkus (1826–1917). Franz Schubert (1797–1828) had also started writing an opera that remained unfinished at the time of his death. It was left to Italian composer Franco Alfano (1875–1954) to write an opera titled The Legend of Sakuntala using his own libretto in 1920, but it was rarely staged. As a play, Sakuntala was first staged in London in 1865, in Paris in 1895, in 1914 in Moscow. Various musical pieces were composed on the theme of Sakuntala, starting with the ‘Sakuntala Overture’ written in 1865 by Hungarian composer Karl Goldmark (1830–1915). The durable attraction of the text, well beyond the era of romanticism, is not easy to explain; all the more so as the Sanskrit aesthetics of Kavya that informed it remained often misunderstood by translators, commentators, directors and audiences alike. As an instance of such misunderstanding, one could mention Herder’s 1791 comments after he had read Forster’s German version: following Aristotle’s notion of tragedy, he sought catharsis and did not find it, which did not, however, prevent him from admiring the play. Interestingly, the success of the play abroad reverberated in India, where it was appropriated in the twentieth century by the middle classes as a moral tale about the proper role of women in society as submissive spouses (Thapar 2010) and as part of an authentic Indian/Hindu repertoire compatible with nationalist aspirations.
Goethe’s admiration for Sakuntala may have contributed to his elaboration of the notion of ‘world literature’ (Weltliteratur) as reported in the Conversations with Eckermann in the entry for 31 January 1827 (Oxenford 1984: 123), although the link is not explicit. The term, used by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto, was to have considerable fortune in the twentieth century (Damosch 2003). Yet, in the nineteenth century, European interest in the modern language literatures of India as contrasted with Sanskrit-language literature remained limited to small circles of scholars, such as French orientalist Joseph-Héliodore Garcin de Tassy (1794–1878), the author of a Histoire de la littérature hindoui et hindoustani, published in Paris in 1839–47. The privileged attention given to Sanskrit was linked to a reconstruction of India’s past that identified it with a golden age of Hindu civilisation, followed by a decline due to Muslim invasions. The literary productions in modern Indian languages were thus deemed to be of inferior quality and unworthy of much attention. In most of the Western world, and even elsewhere, the best-known ‘Indian’ author was Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936), whose Kim (1901) was a worldwide success. India-born Kipling is undoubtedly an important author in relation to colonial India, and he was no simple apologist of empire, as is sometimes advanced, but his work belongs to the hybrid genre of ‘Anglo-Indian’ fiction, a very specific segment of Indian literature. It remains a fact that no literary text written by an Indian modern author attracted significant attention outside India before Gitanjali, by Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941), suddenly captured the attention of the world in 1912, leading to the award of the Nobel Prize for literature to the Bengali poet in 1913.
The story of Tagore’s sudden rise to world fame and of his subsequent fall into relative obscurity is well known, but it deserves retelling here, so indicative is it of the ambiguities attached to the way in which Indian cultural productions were received by the rest of the world. Tagore, aged fifty-one, was already a towering literary figure in Bengal, author of a considerable body of poetry, prose and plays, when he suddenly burst upon the London literary scene in 1912. He benefited from the patronage of two important cultural figures, the painter and critic William Rothenstein (1872–1945) and the Irish poet William Butler Yeats (1865–1939). Rothenstein had travelled to India in 1910 and taken an interest in Indian art. Back in London, he had read one of Tagore’s short stories and started a correspondence with the poet, whom he invited to visit him in London. Tagore arrived with a set of his poems he had translated during the ship voyage, which he presented to Rothenstein, who wrote later: ‘Here was poetry of a new order which seemed to me on a level with that of the great mystics.’1 It was the beginning of a friendship partly based on a misunderstanding: to Rothenstein and members of his circle, Tagore appeared as more than a poet, rather as a seer and a sage endowed with all the wisdom of the East (Lago 1972). Rothenstein wrote to Yeats about Tagore and sent him some translated poems that the Irish poet immediately admired. The rest, as they say, is history: Yeats convinced Tagore to translate more of his poems, and corrected his translations, which led to a collection of 103 poems known as Gitanjali, published first in a limited edition by the India Society and then in a more popular one by Macmillan. Tagore suddenly became the cynosure of all eyes in London: young poets came to sit at his feet, the most assiduous being American Ezra Pound (1885–1972). The supreme consecration came the following year when the Nobel committee, largely at the instigation of Swedish poet Verner von Heidenstam (1859–1940), almost unanimously voted to award the Nobel Prize to Tagore. Suddenly the Bengali poet became the world’s poet, thanks to English translations that, as Tagore himself would recognise later, were not totally faithful to the Bengali original. The poet, with Yeats’s sometimes unsolicited help (he is supposed to have made as many as 300 corrections to Tagore’s manuscript; Radice 2017), had somehow ‘adapted’ his verses to what he thought were the expectations of a Western public. This was a highly successful move: poem 35 of Gitanjali became for a while probably the most often quoted piece of poetry in the world:

Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high,
Where knowledge is free,
Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow domestic walls;
Where words come out from the depth of truth,
Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection;
Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary desert sand of dead habit
Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening thought and action;
Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.


A few lines from another poem of the collection were found scribbled on the notebook of English war poet Wilfred Owen (1893–1918) after his death on the battlefield, as was revealed to Tagore in 1920 in a letter he received from the dead poet’s mother. It is difficult now to appreciate the intensity of the ‘Tagore craze’ that seized most of the world for one or two decades (Figure 5.1). Wherever the poet went, he was welcomed by adoring crowds. In Japan, Buddhist priests burned incense in his honour. In Germany, people queued to touch the hem of the floating robe he always wore, and a child thought that he was Jesus Christ. When he arrived in Saigon in 1929, a public holiday was declared in his honour. The Gitanjali was translated, from the English version, into most of the world’s languages and became an object of mass circulation. It was seen almost as therapy: when the guns fell silent on the Western Front on 11 November 1918, French President of the Council Georges Clémenceau (1841–1929) asked to have a few pages read to him. Some of the translators were amongst their countries’ greatest writers, such as André Gide (1869–1951) in France or Juan Ramon Jimenez (1881–1958) in Spain. While his early admirers like Yeats or Pound quickly lost interest in Tagore’s poetry, others were durably inspired by him. Jimenez, one of Spain’s major twentieth-century poets (he was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1956), was particularly influenced by Tagore’s poetry, of which he and his wife Zenobia Camprubi (1887–1956) made several translations. It has been suggested (Palau de Nemes 1961) that his notion of ‘Poesia desnuda’ (‘naked poetry’) owed directly to Tagore’s influence in the form of the opening lines of Gitanjali’s poem 7: ‘My song has put off its endearments.’ Chilean poet Pablo Neruda (1904–1973) published his first book of poems Veinte poemas de amor y una cancion desesperada (‘Twenty Love Poems and a Desperate Song’) in 1924, which clearly showed Tagore’s impact on a generation of Latin American poets. The Bengali poet’s influence is visible in five of the poems in the collection, and Neruda was even accused by fellow Chilean poets of having plagiarised Tagore in poem 16, which starts with the verse ‘En mi cielo al crepusculo eres como una nube’ (‘in my sky at twilight you are like a cloud’), which is strongly reminiscent of a verse in a Tagore poem, translated in Spanish in 1917 (Moran 2009: 143–4). Neruda himself recognised in 1938 that he had been directly inspired by Tagore’s poem and in subsequent editions the poem was presented as ‘Parafrasis a R. Tagore’(‘paraphrase of the 30th poem in Rabindranath Tagore’s “The Gardener”’) (Neruda 1969).Why Tagore’s poetry resonated so strongly amongst the Spanish-language literary world remains a bit of a mystery, but it seems that his appearance in the firmament of world poetry coincided with a reaction against the kind of modernist poetry embodied in the work of Nicaraguan poet Ruben Dario (1867–1916), which was strongly influenced by French symbolism. Tagore appeared as a liberating influence to a generation of Spanish-language authors seeking a new poetic idiom. A recent compilation on the global reception of Tagore (Kämpchen and Bargha 2014) reads at times like a Who’s Who? of world poetry, although there were also poets who ignored Tagore. By the 1930s the influence of Tagore was, however, clearly on the wane in the Western world, and in the following decades he fell almost into oblivion, being only recently rediscovered. On the other hand, his popularity remained largely intact in Asia, particularly in China, where his poetry is known by many. The first Chinese translations of his poems were done as early as 1915 by Chen Duxiu (1879–1942), a major literary figure and one of the founders of the Chinese Communist Party, and his 1924 visit left an enduring memory, although Chen Duxiu by then had changed his mind about Tagore. But another major writer, Guo Moruo (1892–1978), was a Tagore enthusiast, and translations of his poetry continue to this day (Tan and Wei 2014).

Figure 5.1 Rabindranath Tagore in London, June 1921.

Source: Topical Press Agency/Hulton Archive via Getty Images

Tagore’s initial success in Europe probably had a lot to do with the spiritual crisis the Western world was going through in the early years of the twentieth century, which was exacerbated by the horrors of the First World War. Tagore’s poems seemed to open a window on another universe of pure worship of God and nature, unpolluted by the chimneys and charnels of Western industrial civilisation. His voice fitted the moment and captured the imagination of those wishing to escape the nightmare that the West had become. This may explain the extraordinary success of his poetry in post-war Germany, where these trends were exacerbated by the legacy of defeat, feeding a mood of despair. As the 1930s ushered in a new era of nationalism and militarism, the voice of the poet became increasingly inaudible, and he had no place in the post-Second World War universe of capitalist reconstruction and Cold War. The centenary of his birth in 1961 sparked a flurry of celebrations in Bengal but was little noticed elsewhere. The recent renewal of interest in him is partly owing to the efforts of translators such as William Radice in going back to the original Bengali texts and overlooking all the accretions that had transformed his poems into something different. But he is far from being a household name in today’s world.
Tagore’s story remains exceptional: no other Indian literary author has reached such a degree of fame, albeit transitory. It was also indicative of the role of English as the indispensable medium for Indian authors to reach the outside world. Yet, the Indian literature in English that developed in the nineteenth century and achieved maturity in the twentieth century, with authors such as Raja Rao (1908–2006) and R. K. Narayan (1906–2001), did not reach international audiences before the 1980s, when Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) suddenly hit the headlines. Rushdie (b. 1947), born in India, had relocated to Britain and was part of a generation of Indian ‘diasporic’ authors, of whom the doyen was Vidyadhar Surajprasad Naipaul (1932–2018), a Trinidad-born author of Indian ancestry who was to be awarded the Nobel Prize in 2001. Rushdie has often been labelled as a practitioner of ‘magic realism’ in the lineage of Colombian writer Gabriel García Márquez (1927–2014), author of the 1967 novel Cien anos de soledad (‘A Hundred Years of Solitude’). Although Rushdie acknowledged such influence, his practice of that genre was profoundly original. As argued in a careful study by Ursula Kluwick, Rushdie’s fiction is characterised by an open disjunction between the ‘realistic’ and ‘supernatural’ modes of narration that diverges from the kind of harmonious fusion that is the mark of much Latin American magic realism (Kluwick 2011). Furthermore, the influence of specific South Asian narrative modes is visible in most of his work, which is also very much embedded in the historical reality of post-colonial South Asia. While authors such as Rushdie and Naipaul clearly belong to a genre of ‘world literature’ in English that has become a major trend, they are more difficult to situate in relation to Indian literature. It is not the fact that they write in English that is problematic: English has been an Indian literary language for two centuries. It is rather their location, not in the spatial but in the intellectual sense, that raises questions. Thus, Naipaul considered himself to be a British writer, and was dismissive of Indian literature. Rushdie’s statement in his 1997 preface to an anthology (Rushdie and West 1997) that the ‘Indian’ literature in English produced after 1947 was worth more than that in all the Indian vernaculars raised eyebrows. It uncannily recalled Macaulay’s famous 1835 broadside about one shelf of Western literature being worth more than all the literary productions of the Orient. Rushdie claimed that his judgement was informed by wide reading, but he recognised that he had had access to most vernacular texts through English translations. The literature produced in the Indian diaspora has been the object of much scholarly attention, including by critics belonging to the diaspora (Mishra 2007), and it cannot be overlooked in any study of the global aspect of Indian literature, but nor should it necessarily have pride of place.
It is at least as important to assess the way in which Indian vernacular literatures produced in India were part of global literary trends. In this respect, two major facts stand to attention: the development of the novel, and the emergence of forms of ‘modernist’ poetry. Regarding the novel, one major influence on nineteenth-century Indian authors was the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott, which were a source of inspiration for the great Bengali novelist Bankimcandra Chatterjee (1838–94). It has been shown that his first novel, Durgashnandini (‘The Chieftain’s Daughter’) (1865) was clearly influenced by Scott’s Ivanhoe in its description of a world of chivalry and tragic love set in Akbar’s India. His subsequent novels remained informed by a deep romanticism (Raychaudhuri 1988), but Bankimcandra was no imitator, and his writings largely shaped modern Bengali prose as well as strongly influencing the politics of the province, in ways that could be divisive as he took a rather negative view of the role of Muslims in Bengal’s history. French and Russian novels, known through English translations, were a significant inspiration for twentieth-century authors in different languages, and there was a turn towards realism. Some scholars of Indian literature (Clark 1970; McGregor 1974) point out the ‘artificiality’ and relative failure of the novelistic genre in the Indian vernaculars. But, as noted recently by Javed Majeed (2012), this judgement is based on a comparison between Indian novels and a template of novelistic achievement represented by the European realist novel, which was far from epitomising the totality of the European novelistic universe. Majeed reminds us that, in Europe, as shown by the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, the novel was basically a hybrid genre, and concludes that the obvious hybridity of the Indian novelistic genre is not necessarily a cause for summary dismissal. It is the conscious engagement with pre-novelistic forms of narration, be they the dastan or qissa of the Perso-Arabic tradition or the Sanskritic tradition of itihasa, he further argues, that defines the originality of the genre of the novel in India. Indian novels, according to him, should always be read as works-in-progress and not in reference to fixed aesthetic standards and narrative conventions. He recognises nevertheless that those Indian novelists belonging to the Progressive Writers’ Group, formed in the 1930s, of which the initiator was Munshi Premchand (1880–1936), who tried most consistently to root the realist novel in Indian soil, did not really succeed in their endeavour. Before the recent boom in Indian English literature, no Indian novelist had made it big on the international stage, despite being translated into English: these translations circulated mostly within India and were aimed mostly at an educated Indian public that saw English as the natural vehicle of communication between different linguistic segments of the Indian elites. Their print-runs were small, the market for ‘serious’ literature being limited in India. While the Indian vernacular novel may not have been an unqualified success, and did not circulate much outside India, the achievements of Indian modernist poets deserve more attention than they have generally been given.
The aesthetics of modernism were no doubt in complete contrast to Indian poetic conventions, even if some earlier poems in the vernaculars can sound strangely ‘modern’. Modernism’s adoption by some twentieth-century poets necessitated a break with these conventions, sometimes facilitated by being exposed to the work of modernist poets in Europe and America. There were, however, cases of coincidence: Sascha Ebeling (2016) recently drew attention to the way in which the 1907 poem ‘Veena poovu’ (‘The Fallen Flower’) by Malayalam poet Narayanan Kumaran Asan (1873–1924), recognised as a landmark in the history of Malayalam poetry, shared traits with ‘Blaue Hortensie’ (‘Blue Hydrangea’), composed in Paris in July 1906 by Austrian poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926). Both poems could be read as elegies for the self, thus sharing a common modernist outlook, although neither of the two poets was aware of the other’s existence. Indian modernist poets, even if they shared the same preoccupations with European poets, were no imitators and produced profoundly original work. Bengali poet Jibanananda Das (1899–1954) used his familiarity with English and European poetry to distance himself from the overwhelming influence of Tagore and came out with a decidedly original synthesis of a lyricism rooted in the Bengali countryside and of a modern urban-based idiom (Chaudhuri 1998). In the former mood is his 1934 poem ‘You can all go where you wish’:

You can all go where you wish. I by Bengal’s expanse
Will stay – to see jackfruit leaves fall in the dawn breeze.
Or the myna’s brown wings in the dusk turn cold as ice,
Her yellow legs under white down in darkness dance
Once-twice-upon the grass, then all at once
The hijal tree from the forest summon it close to its breast …
(translated by Sukanta Chaudhuri)


In contrasting urban mood is his 1938 poem ‘On the pavement’:

It is late at night – very late at night.
I am walking on and on
From pavement to pavement, pavement to pavement through Calcutta –
Feeling through all my blood the bitter poisonous touch
Of the tram-tracks stretching underfoot, like so many primordial serpent sisters.
(translated by Ujjwal Kumar Majumdar)

But modernity could also paradoxically flow from a use of traditional forms, like in the case of the great Urdu poet Faiz Ahmad Faiz (1911–84), whose poems often combine the structure of the ghazal, a short love poem, and an engagement with contemporary social and political issues, as in the 1943 poem ‘Do Not Ask’ (Hasan 2006):

Do not ask me for that past love
When I thought you alone illuminated this world
And because of you
The griefs of this world did not matter …
Everywhere – in the alleys and bazars –
Human flesh is being sold –
Throbbing between layers of dust-bathed in blood.
The furnace of poverty and disease disgorges body after body –
Pus oozing out of decaying flesh.
How can I look the other way? …
My love, do not ask me …
(translated by Daud Kamal)


This poem is somewhat reminiscent of one written a few years earlier in 1937 by Chilean poet Pablo Neruda in Espana en el Corazon (‘Spain in My Heart’) (Neruda 1997):

You will ask: how come his poetry
Does not speak to us of dreams, of the leaves,
of the great volcanoes of his native country?
Come see the blood through the streets,
come see the blood through the streets,
come see the blood through the streets!
(translated by Richard Schaaf)


Beyond the differences between the form of the ghazal and that of the sonnet, the same structure is at work, counterposing the enclosed universe of private feelings with the real world of misery and war, which demands the poet’s active intervention. I am not suggesting that Faiz was directly inspired by Neruda, but these two progressive poets gave form to the same idea.


India in the Global Universe of the Visual Arts
The Indian universe of the visual arts underwent major transformations during the colonial era, linked to the entry of new techniques such as oil painting, chromolithography and photography, and to a change in sculptural and architectural practices. The traffic between India and the rest of the world was more asymmetric than in the case of literary texts, as India ‘imported’ more art than it ‘exported’. While there was growing appreciation of ancient Indian art in Europe and North America, thanks mostly to the influential writings of Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy (1877–1947), the Ceylon-born art critic and historian, most modern Indian artistic productions remained geared to a domestic public, and few found wide appreciation abroad. This is true, for instance, in the case of paintings. In the second half of the eighteenth century, India attracted a certain number of British painters, drawn to it both by its ‘picturesque’ landscapes and by the existence of a market for portraiture amongst both Britishers and Indian grandees. The best-known is the German-Bohemian Johann Zoffany (1734/5–1810), well established in London as a painter of theatrical scenes, who spent six years in India in 1783–9, mostly in Lucknow, where he was attached to the court of the Nawab of Awadh (Oudh) and painted such memorable canvases as Coronel Mordaunt’s Cockfight. Other British artists who travelled to India were Tilly Kettle (1735–86), a portraitist; William Hodges (1744–97); Thomas Daniell (1749–1840); and his nephew William Daniell (1769–1837), who specialised in landscapes. On the other hand, the ‘orientalist’ school of painting that flourished in Europe in the second half of the nineteenth century rarely represented Indian scenes; it privileged the Middle East and North Africa. Indian painters, for their part, continued to favour traditional techniques over oil painting: the so-called ‘Company school’ painting represented a hybrid form that flourished in the first decades of the nineteenth century, combining the technique of miniature painting with the adoption of European-style perspective. It was only in the second half of the nineteenth century that an Indian school of oil painters emerged, following the foundation of a certain number of art schools in the main Indian cities. A few Indian artists travelled to Europe to complete their training: amongst them was little-known Sashi Hersh (1869–?), who spent several years studying in Italy and Germany, returning in 1900 to Calcutta where he had a successful career as a portraitist (Mitter 1990). At the outset, these painters were content to follow the conventions of European academic art, in which they had been trained, even if the subjects of their paintings were often borrowed from Hindu mythology. Typical of this trend was Ravi Varma (1848–1906) of Kerala, the first Indian painter who achieved fame, largely through his use of the process of chromolithography to reproduce his paintings for a wide public.
A reaction against European academism occurred in Bengal in the early twentieth century with Abanindranath Tagore (1871–1951), who found inspiration in Japanese painting. He benefited from the fact that, following art administrator and critic Okakura Kakuzo’s sojourn in India, Japanese painters Yokoyama Taikan (1868–1958) and Hishida Shunso (1874–1911) spent time in Calcutta, demonstrating their techniques to Bengali art circles. While he borrowed techniques from Japanese painting, Abanindranath aimed to promote an authentic Indian art, in tune with nationalist aspirations. He founded what became known as the ‘Bengal school’, of which another prominent member was Nandalal Bose (1882–1966) who spent some time in Japan familiarising himself with Japanese painting techniques, and painted frescoes in a style reminiscent of that of the paintings of the Ajanta caves. Others took their cue from Indian folk art, such as Jamini Roy (1887–1972) who turned from an early style of painting heavily influenced by European impressionism to the elaboration of an original pictorial idiom. The influence of European modernism was increasingly felt from the 1920s, with the 1922 exhibition in Calcutta of paintings by Klee, Kandinsky and German Bauhaus artists attracting the attention of local artists. In the inter-war period, Amrita Sher-Gil (1913–41), of part-Punjabi, part-Hungarian ancestry, who had trained in Paris, achieved in her tragically brief life a synthesis of European modernism and Indian traditions that remained largely unique (Dalmia 2014). From the 1940s, Indian painters became increasingly attuned to international trends such as Cubism and abstraction, often in an imitative manner, but some went beyond mimicry to develop their own pictorial language. One author borrows from Edward Said the notion of ‘affiliation’ to define the way in which these Indian artists related to international modernist trends (Khullar 2015). Of these artists, Maqbool Fida Husain (1915–2011), a member of the Bombay artists’ collective known as the Progressive Group and founded in 1947, is the one who achieved the greatest reputation internationally; in India, however, he came under attack from Hindu fundamentalists who objected to his representation of Hindu goddesses, leading to physical threats and numerous court cases, which forced him to end his life in exile. Exile was the condition of many of India’s best twentieth-century artists as the country proved often inimical to artistic innovation in the name of the defence of religion and tradition. Recently, Indian ‘tribal’ art has found an appreciative international audience in the West as part of a global trend of renewed interest in so-called ‘primitive’ art, a label that most Indian tribal artists would reject. This is but another instance of the kind of misrepresentation that often characterises the circulation of Indian cultural productions.
If Indian painters’ works rarely circulated outside India, and only a few of their works were bought by foreign museums, with one of the largest collections being in Japan in the Fukuoka Asian Art Museum (Jindal 2011), in colonial India there emerged a small group of collectors of European art. Their legacy is found in a few museums. Their purchases appear to have been based not so much on connoisseurship but rather on a ‘patriotic’ desire to provide India with art collections of an encyclopaedic character. This was the case with the two major Indian collectors of European art, the Maharaja of Baroda Sayyaji Rao III Gaekwar and Sir Ratan Tata, of the famous Bombay industrialist family. In the 1890s, Sayyaji Rao (1863–1939) had founded a museum in Baroda that was filled mostly with Indian art objects, but he decided in 1908 to add a picture gallery with a collection of European paintings. His aims were mostly educational, the idea being to complement the recent establishment of an art college in Baroda by providing original works as well as copies for emulation by students. He entrusted prominent British dealer and art critic Marion H. Spielmann (1858–1948) with the task of assembling a collection of some 200 paintings to represent the main European schools (Codell 2003). Because of the war, the collection could not be sent to India before 1920, and the Baroda picture gallery was inaugurated in 1921. Old Masters paintings, Italian, Flemish and Dutch, as well as British portraiture, formed the bulk of the collection (Doshi 1995). Despite the Maharaja’s wealth, few masterpieces could be acquired, but the collection provided art students and a broader public with a comprehensive panorama of European classical painting. There were no purchases of modern paintings, although at a later stage some copies were provided. Around the same time, Sir Ratan Tata (1871–1918), who had purchased a sumptuous residence near London and was well known for his generous giving to various charities, assembled a large collection of mostly British nineteenth-century paintings (Spear 2008), with a few Old Masters that were donated after his death to the newly opened Prince of Wales Museum of Western India in Bombay (nowadays Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya). Ten years later, his cousin Sir Dorab Tata (1859–1932) added another fifty paintings, mostly British. Why Indian collectors favoured Old Masters and British academic art over more modern productions is probably to do with the influence of the colonial art establishment, whose outlook was very conservative. Some collectors were more forward-looking: the Maharaja of Indore Yashwant Rao II Holkar (1908–61), a rather eccentric personality, bought three spectacular sculptures of birds in space directly from avant-garde Paris-based Romanian sculptor Constantin Brancusi (1876–1957) in the 1930s; they were destined for a temple of love and peace he was planning to erect in the grounds of his palace, but they were never installed and were eventually sold. Another, more eclectic collection was assembled in Hyderabad by Nawab Mir Yusef Ali Khan, known as Salar Jung III (1889–1949); it formed the nucleus of the Salar Jung Museum, opened in 1951 (Kotaiah 1999). It included a few Old Masters and some nineteenth-century British and European academic paintings, which were exhibited next to much larger holdings of Indian, Chinese and Islamic art. A significant collection of British paintings, both portraiture and landscape with direct links to India, was also assembled in the Victoria Memorial in Calcutta (inaugurated in 1920). More recently, the National Gallery of Modern Art in New Delhi acquired a few modern and contemporary European and American paintings. What deserves notice in the Indian case is that the major collectors of European art were Indian princes or wealthy industrialists, and not Britishers. Although their collections included a lot of British art, they displayed some eclecticism in their purchases. In Indian museums, European art was exhibited alongside Indian and other Asian art, as part of ‘world art’, a way of assigning it a place that was not necessarily prominent. Hence, the constitution of these collections need not be analysed as a manifestation of mimicry and of a recognition of the superiority of Western art, as in the case of other colonial collections of European art. Most museums in India displayed exclusively Indian art.
The circulation of oil paintings, whether imported or locally produced, remained limited to an elite public of rich urban dwellers. On the other hand, chromolithography permitted the mass production of images that found a place in the dwellings of ordinary Indians: this was calendar art that circulated widely in the bazaars of India (Jain 2007). It consisted mostly of religious images but also included political ones, such as representations of Gandhi or of the revolutionary martyr Bhagat Singh (1907–31). Images of Hindu gods circulated beyond India, mostly to countries with Indian diasporic populations, but, in one surprising instance of long-distance cultural transfer, they became an element in vodun religious practices in Benin and Togo on the coast of West Africa; it seems that they were first imported by Indian (Sindhi) merchants active in the region and caught the fancy of worshippers of the vodun deities. It is reported that in 1955–6, one company in Bombay reproduced 12,000 copies of a calendar depicting the vodun spirit Mama Wata for traders in Kumasi, in the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) (Rush 1999).
In public spaces, it was statuary that came to occupy a significant place during the colonial era. This was a new development, as, under the pre-colonial Islamicate regimes, statues were found exclusively in Hindu and Jain temples. Colonial urbanism, with the great thoroughfares that it created, demanded statuary to fill these spaces. The main Indian cities saw a mushrooming of public statuary, mostly representations of British monarchs and colonial grandees, the work of British sculptors (Groseclose 1995), which became an embarrassment after independence; most of them were then displaced or destroyed (McGarr 2015), to be partially replaced by statues of Gandhi and other heroes of the freedom struggle. This proliferation of statuary was part of a process of ‘globalisation’ of Indian urban landscapes, which, however, found its main expression in architectural developments. These were characterised by a break with long-standing traditions without an open embracing of modernity, resulting in altogether disappointing outcomes.
The architectural legacy of the colonial era has been analysed mostly within a paradigm linking it to the representation of power. Colonial public buildings have been interpreted as statements of a will to mastery over space and men. The stylistic eclecticism of colonial architecture was, however, striking. It ranged from the ‘neo-Palladian’ great piles of Company era Calcutta (Figure 5.2) to the ‘neo-Gothic’ architecture of colonial Bombay represented by the massive Victoria Terminal (1878–88) designed by Frederick William Stevens (1847–1900) and the tentative ‘Indo-Saracenic’ synthesis of architects Charles Mant (1840–81) and Richard Fellowes Chisholm (1840–1915), with Mayo College in Ajmer (1885) as its most representative work. It culminated in the late-imperial fantasy mixture of neoclassical and ‘neo-Mughal’ architecture visible in New Delhi thanks to Edwin Lutyens (1869–1944) and Herbert Baker (1862–1946). Such eclecticism has been linked with the difficulty and ultimate failure of the British quest for an adequate imperial architectural language (Metcalf 1989). Consideration of the architectural legacy of the regime of the Nawabs of Oudh, as can be seen in their capital of Lucknow, suggests the possibility of a more harmonious synthesis of European and ‘Saracenic’ (both Iranian and Mughal) elements (Tandan 2001), although it was cut short by the annexation of the state to British India in 1856. No Indian architects were contracted to colonial public projects, and when the sons of industrialist Jamsetji Tata founded a steel town in Bihar in 1908, which they later renamed Jamshedpur, they entrusted the design to a firm of American architects from Pittsburgh who did not strive for originality but produced a blueprint characterised by a strictly utilitarian perspective. At the time, Indian architects were mostly busy designing homes for the nascent Indian middle class and were not considered capable of handling large-scale projects. In domestic architecture, hybridity prevailed, as in the case of that typical Anglo-Indian dwelling known as the bungalow (from Bengali bangla, referring to a type of house typical of Bengal), which diffused much beyond British India, all the way to California and Australia. In Bombay, rich Parsi merchants built great houses on Malabar Hill in an eclectic style that mixed European and Indian traits.
Figure 5.2 ‘The Esplanade, Calcutta’, 1860: British troops parading with cannon; by artist E. Radclyffe.

Source: The Print Collector/Hulton Archive via Getty Images

Except for one building commissioned by the eccentric Maharaja of Indore, the Manik Bagh Palace, designed by German architect Eckart Muthesius (1904–89) in 1930–3, modernist architecture came to India only after independence. Its late arrival is probably explained in terms of the conservatism of the British architectural profession, and the hold it maintained on the Indian building sector till the end of the colonial era. Indian nationalist leaders, with the sole exception of Jawaharlal Nehru, tended to be traditionalists in their tastes and to view modernism with disfavour. After independence, it was largely owing to Nehru’s personal intervention that the building of a new capital for the province of Eastern Punjab, rendered necessary by the Partition, took the form of a spectacular modernist architectural project. The Chandigarh project even acquired global significance after Franco-Swiss pioneer of modernist architecture Le Corbusier (Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, 1887–1965) was put in charge of it in 1950, following the retreat of the American architects who had originally been entrusted with it. It was Le Corbusier’s only full-scale urbanistic project and ranks as one of the great architectural achievements of the twentieth century. Le Corbusier designed the master-plan according to his slightly mysterious concept of the ‘Sept Voies’ (‘Seven Roads’), and also designed the group of government buildings known as the ‘Capitol’, but he was seconded by other European architects, while Indian architects were employed only as junior assistants. The city was officially inaugurated in 1953 but the construction phase was not finished till 1966. It received mixed reviews at first. In a 1966 book, Norma Evenson, an American writer on architecture, thought it ‘a disappointment’, mostly because of the lack of attention paid to the actual needs of the population. More recently, there have been more positive assessments (Joshi 1999), and the city attracts visitors as the only fully realised Le Corbusier urbanistic project. It is generally recognised that the local population has made the city its own, at the price of some ‘Indianisation’ of the pristine modernist layout (Figure 5.3). Despite this, it remains the most spectacular large-scale modernistic urban project realised in India, although there are others, such as the new steel town of Durgapur in West Bengal, designed by American architects.
Figure 5.3 Living quarters at Chandigarh, October 1953.
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‘Brutalism’, of which Le Corbusier was a prominent exponent, flourished in India, especially in Delhi, between the late 1960s and the 1980s: a group of Indian architects, two of the most prominent being Kuldip Singh and Raj Rewal (both b. 1934), designed spectacular buildings such as the National Cooperative Development Corporation (Singh) and the State Trading Corporation (Rewal). Sadly, some of these buildings were recently demolished as brutalism fell out of fashion, viewed as ‘un-Indian’. Foreign and Indian architects less influenced by Le Corbusier’s brutalism designed significant modernist buildings in some of India’s other major cities. American Louis Kahn (1901–74) designed the Indian Institute of Management in Ahmedabad (completed in 1974), which became a landmark for its clever use of indigenous materials and its adaptation to the climatic environment. Amongst Indian architects, Charles Correa (1930–2015) was praised for having achieved an original fusion of international modernism and Indian architectural traditions, as in his Kanchenjunga apartments in Bombay (1983) in which verandas are used to minimise the ravages of the monsoon climate. Modernism, however, failed to acclimatise itself durably in India, probably because of the Indian elite’s reservations about a style of architecture that appeared too ‘Western’ in its inspiration.
Architecturally, Indian towns and cities are thus characterised by a mixture of styles, which gives them the appearance of a hotchpotch. Traditional wooden architecture is still visible in the havelis of merchants in the towns of Rajasthan and the palatial homes of Chettiar bankers in the Chettinad area of Tamil Nadu. The colonial legacy, apart from monumental public buildings in various states of disrepair (with a few exceptions like Fort William in Calcutta which the army keeps in good condition) and railway stations built in the typical style known as PWD (Public Works Department), mostly takes the form of bungalows. The post-independence period saw the arrival of the skyscraper, on a relatively modest scale, in some of the major metropolitan cities, but the enormous expansion in the urban population, from 62 million at the 1951 Census to 377 million at the 2001 Census, mostly led to a proliferation of poor-quality housing in which most of the urban poor dwell. Indian urbanisation thus shares traits with that of many countries in the developing world, including in the recent mushrooming of shopping malls. With the notable exception of Chandigarh and a few other specifically designed new towns, this urbanisation has been anarchic and largely shaped by the vagaries of the real estate market, whose lords do not care much for beauty. Slums remain a massive reality in many Indian towns and cities. Why India, which had great architectural traditions, was not able to create a modern architectural idiom adapted to its climate and the needs of its population remains an unresolved question. This failure somewhat reflects uncertainties about modernity itself and widespread doubts as to whether ‘Indian’ and ‘modern’ are two compatible categories. In India’s big cities, beyond the uncertainty about the shape of the built environment, there developed in the twentieth century forms of sociality that were decidedly modern, such as eating out or movie-going, but there remained anxieties about the threat that this modernity could represent for the social order. These anxieties centred a lot on the place of women in the city, given that the urban setting offered women more opportunities than the village to escape confinement in a domestic space. Despite such anxieties, cinema was the innovation that was embraced the most enthusiastically by all classes of the population and, more than any other, it also helped to connect Indians with the world outside.

India in World Cinema
Of all Indian cultural industries, the film industry was the most successful and the one with the greatest worldwide appeal. Why this was the case remains a matter of interest. Film, being a pictorial language, has a sort of universal appeal, but Indian films, especially of the popular variety, were a priori not attuned to international audiences, being very culture-specific products. Given that Indian cultural norms were little known and understood abroad, the success of Indian films could be largely the result of coincidences. In fact, they answered different needs in different places at different moments in time.
The Indian film industry had early beginnings, with the 1913 historical drama Rajah Harischandra directed by Dundiraj Govind Phalke (1870–1944). During the era of silent film, India became an important market for the film industries of Britain and the United States, but its own film industry remained on a relatively small scale. The advent of talkies was to prove a crucial boon to Indian filmmakers, as the foreign producers could not offer films in Indian languages that were likely to attract mass audiences. Indian producers filled the gap, and film studios were set up in different cities to cater to different linguistic segments of the Indian market. Hindi film production became concentrated in Bombay, although it was not the city’s main language; this was largely because of the availability of capital, which in turn attracted expertise and talent. There was also the legacy of Parsi theatre, which had flourished in the second half of the nineteenth century and created both a public and a milieu of actors and actresses, some of whom were employed by the early cinema industry. Bombay Talkies, created in 1934 by Himansu Rai (1892–1940), a director who had spent some time in Germany where he had co-directed The Light of Asia (1926), an Indo-German venture, became the largest studio. It kept close links to the German film industry, from which it borrowed technicians as well as one talented director, Franz Osten (1876–1956), who directed several films between 1934 and 1940 of which the most remarkable was Achhut Kanya (‘Untouchable Maiden’) (1936), a social realist drama. It featured actress Devika Rani (1908–94), Rai’s wife, in the lead female role as an untouchable girl and introduced future star Ashok Kumar (Kumudlal Ganguly, 1911–2001) in the role of her Brahmin paramour. Devika Rani belonged to a distinguished Bengali family, being Tagore’s great-niece, and her playing the role of an untouchable created a stir but also contributed to making the profession of cinema actress somewhat ‘respectable’. In the development of Tamil cinema in Madras, an important role was played by American Ellis Dungan (1909–2001) who arrived in 1936 and directed the highly melodramatic film Sati Leelavathi (‘The Chaste Wife’), based on a popular novel, in which future mega-star Marudhur Gopalamenon Ramachandran (known as MGR) (1917–87) made his début. Dungan was to stay in Madras till 1950 and to direct several successful films. In its earliest phase, the Indian film industry was thus characterised by a degree of cosmopolitanism, but its attempts to enter foreign markets were not very successful, except in countries with a large Indian diaspora population, such as Mauritius, Ceylon or Malaya. Prior to the 1950s, India imported more films than it exported.
Things changed in the 1950s when the Bombay film industry developed a film formula in which dialogue was combined with songs and dances that proved extremely successful with popular audiences both in India and abroad. The formula had indigenous roots in the Parsi theatre but also borrowed from American musicals, although it was put in the service of high melodrama rather than light comedy. The musical scores sung by playback singers, notably Lata Mangeshkar (b. 1929) and her sister Usha Mangeshkar (b. 1935), which showed a strong influence from Indian classical music, were an essential ingredient of these films, as well as the dances in which actresses with a background in cabaret dancing distinguished themselves; one such was Helen (born Helen Ann Richardson in 1938), of part Anglo-Indian, part Burmese ancestry. Indian audiences were the main target, as post-independence restrictions on import of foreign films (owing mostly to scarcity of foreign exchange) significantly enlarged the market for domestic productions. But Indian films also found enthusiastic audiences abroad, in a way that surprised even the producers themselves. The main foreign markets for Indian films were found in the Middle East and Africa, including in countries without significant Indian populations, such as those of Francophone Africa. In these countries, there were not many theatres and those that did exist had been neglected by American distributors, which created a window of opportunity for Indian producers. There was not much competition from local film industries, either (although in the Arab world the Egyptian film industry was important). As a result, Indian films captured a significant share of the market in several of these countries: audiences loved the simple storylines and the songs and dances. Some actors became great favourites: Raj Kapoor (1924–88) gave a ‘Chaplinesque’ performance in Awaara (‘The Vagabond’) (1951), a film he also directed, that drew crowds around the world. One film with ‘social’ content, Mother India (1957), with Nargis (Fatima Rashid, 1929–81) as its female protagonist and directed by Mehboob Khan (1907–64), was also a huge success. In a later era, actors such as Amithabh Bachchan (b. 1942) and Shahrukh Khan (b. 1965) became worldwide celebrities, as popular as Hollywood superstars.
The importance of Indian films went beyond their box-office success. In many countries, they became one of the most appreciated forms of popular entertainment and an essential component of popular culture. The case of the Soviet Union is particularly exemplary, and we are lucky to be able to draw on Sudha Rajagopalan’s (2008) insightful study. In the Soviet Union, import of Indian films started on a small scale in 1949 at the end of the Stalinist era, and the main aim of Soviet film industry managers at the time was in fact to get access to the Indian market for their own productions: import of films from India was seen mostly as a way to facilitate export of Soviet films to India. At first, films with social content were privileged, but the unexpected success of different kinds of Indian film with the Soviet public, as revealed by the huge crowds attending the first Indian film festival organised in Moscow in 1954, called attention to their potential. They could be bought for roubles in the framework of Indo–Soviet trading agreements, without need to spend scarce foreign exchange, and they were judged ideologically ‘harmless’, contrary to American and other Western films, even if some critics keen to stick to an orthodox Marxist line judged them politically dubious. But it was precisely their lack of obvious political content, their ‘escapist’ character, that appealed to Soviet audiences wary of the kind of didactic films churned out in their hundreds by the Soviet film industry. The ‘exotic’ and colourful character of the décors and the distinctiveness of the music also appealed to Soviet viewers, as it contrasted with the general ‘greyness’ of the Soviet visual and musical environment. Interestingly, the Soviet public, which had been exposed to an aesthetics of realism, saw in the fantasy world of Bombay films a reflection of Indian realities, about which it was little informed. It did not therefore perceive a contradiction between an image of glamour and a gloomier reality. The way the heroes in the films dealt with moral dilemmas drew a deep emotional response from Soviet viewers: tears flowed in the cinema halls in a sort of collective catharsis that served as a release of pent-up feelings in a society where the open expression of personal emotions was considered unworthy. Rural audiences were particularly enthused, and even more so in the Central Asian periphery of the Soviet Union, which had old-standing cultural affinities with South Asia. In the kolkhozes (collective farms), according to various testimonies, the arrival of ‘the Indian film’ was a major event, breaking the monotony of everyday life: all flocked to see it. Urban audiences may have been a little more ‘blasé’, but they also loved these films. The songs of some films were on everyone’s lips: it is even reported that Marshal Nikolai Bulganin (1895–1975), the number two of the regime, sang Awaara’s title song a cappella in the Kremlin during a meeting with Nehru in 1955. Raj Kapoor became an instant celebrity in the Soviet Union, mobbed by huge crowds during his visits. Awaara, released in 1954, booked 63.7 million entries in the country, which made it one of the most popular films of all times, and later such films as Raj Kapoor’s Bobby (1973), starring his son Rishi Kapoor, and Disco Dancer (1982), starring Mithun Chakraborty, were also huge hits. Indian cinema had its fans, who formed clubs and wrote letters to film magazines. One could argue that, in the post-Stalinist Soviet Union, Indian films became an important element in the cultural management system: they provided the kind of mass entertainment that the regime was unable to offer its population, without openly undermining the official socialist ideology. That is why the import and distribution of those films was facilitated by the authorities, despite their non-conformity to Soviet ideological norms. Indian films were also widely distributed in other countries of the so-called Soviet bloc, but they did not achieve the same level of popularity as in the Soviet Union, probably because the tastes of the public were more ‘European’ there. Outside the Soviet bloc, the European country where Indian popular films were the most appreciated was Greece, where they also drew large audiences. Greece was going through hard times in the post-war era, with a cruel civil war, repression and poverty, and its own film industry was little developed; Indian films seem to have provided the kind of light entertainment the people were pining for. In his analysis of the Greek reception of Indian films, Dimitris Eleftheriotis (2006) pointed to the reluctance of Greek scholars to deal with it and recalled that one Greek commentator expressed his dismay at the way that Greece had been transformed into a ‘cultural colony of India’. He identified traits in Indian films such as the prevalence of melodrama and the central role of singing and dancing that appealed to a Greek popular public, in a country that had been under Ottoman rule for centuries and had only recently sought to become culturally more ‘European’. He pointed to the direct influence of Hindi film music on Greek popular music, such as the bouzouki genre. In neighbouring Turkey, similarly, Awaara’s title song became part of folk culture when Turkish folklorist Ilhan Basgöz recorded a version of it in 1957 (Rajadhyaksha 2016: 97).
Indian films were particularly popular in Africa and the Middle East, where largely illiterate audiences were drawn to their flamboyance and the quality of their musical scores rather than to their plots. There, too, their role at times went beyond simply providing entertainment. As analysed by Brian Larkin (2005), in Northern Nigeria, where Indian films started being shown in the 1950s in the original version, without subtitles, Hindi film songs became hugely popular and, from the 1970s onwards, some of them were appropriated within a Sufi repertoire in the Hausa language, a remarkable example of a cultural transfer that had nothing to do with the intentions of the (mostly Lebanese) distributors, who just wanted to make money. The musicians who adapted these songs were known as ‘Bendiri’ musicians and developed a whole new style of music. These songs became a weapon in a cultural war within North Nigerian Islam between upholders of an orthodox version of religion and Sufis, who became known as ‘Lovers of India’. A theory of cultural and linguistic affinities between Hausa and Hindi (which were not related in any way) was elaborated to justify that move. The popularity of Indian films was such in Northern Nigeria that some local film producers sought to evolve a synthesis of Indian and Hausa culture, starting in 1990 with the film Turmin Danya (‘The Draw’), based on a popular novel, which was a big success. This Hausa cinema became known as ‘Kannywood’, a term first used in 1999, because the studios were in Kano. Different forms of appropriation of Indian films emerged in Senegal, another West African country, where a cultural movement coalesced around the organisation of ‘soirées hindous’ [sic] in which dancing to the tune of Hindi film music became a kind of challenge by a lower-middle-class public to the cultural dominance of a Francophone elite (Steene 2008). Other forms of cultural transfer linked to the popularity of Hindi films have been noticed in various countries: in Algeria, brides at upper-class weddings often wear an ‘Indian’ outfit modelled on the dresses worn by Bollywood actresses. As a signifier, Indian cinema displays remarkable elasticity, standing in for many different things that its producers certainly did not have in mind. It could be viewed as a form of ‘cultural globalisation from below’, which preceded by a few decades the present wave of popularity of Bollywood films.
There was a random aspect to the diffusion of Indian cinema: sometimes, Indian films gained unexpected success in countries that had no previous history of predilection for them. Thus, in Japan, which had remained largely unaffected by Bombay film mania, K. S. Ravikumar’s Tamil film Muthu (1995), with star actor Rajinikanth (b. 1952) in the lead role, proved a major box-office success when released in 1998, being shown continuously in Tokyo cinemas for twenty-three weeks and grossing total revenue of US$ 1.6 million. Commentators have been at pains to find explanations for this sudden and unexpected success (Rajadhyaksha 2008). Amongst those that have been put forward, some revolved around Japan’s economic situation at the time, marked by the burst of a property-led bubble, leading to a rise in unemployment and a serious bout of depression in the population. The film would have been found to boost the spirits of people and help lift them out of their depression. Other explanations focused more on the film’s content and its imagery: with the story being about the relationship between a tenant and a zamindar, its ‘feudal’ setting would have held a special appeal for the Japanese public. A last type of explanation was in terms of the particular charisma of Rajinikanth, who is the object of a real cult in Tamil Nadu: a Japanese Rajinikanth fan club was created and boasts 3,000 members, although other Rajinikanth films failed to make it as big in Japan.
On the other hand, Indian popular cinema remained for a long time a slightly despised genre in major Western countries such as the United States, Britain, France, Germany and Italy. Before the box-office success of Ashutosh Gowariker’s 2001 Lagaan in the early 2000s, no Bombay film had done very well in the West. Screenings of Indian films were mostly meant for an Indian diasporic public and took the form of special Sunday shows in slightly out-of-the way theatres, prior to the advent of video and then DVD players that allowed people to see these films at home. In Western countries it was more Indian art films that were appreciated by a public of cinephiles, following the success of Pather Panchali (‘The Song of the Little Road’) (1955), directed by Satyajit Ray (1924–92), at the 1956 Cannes film festival (Figure 5.4). Although young French critic and future prominent filmmaker François Truffaut (1932–84) famously panned the film, which he (mistakenly) found ‘miserabilist’, in the French film journal Les Cahiers du Cinéma, Ray, whose later cinematic oeuvre was considerable, was soon recognised as one of the greats of world cinema, without ever reaching mass audiences. His cinema had absorbed various influences, from French director Jean Renoir (whom he had met in Calcutta when Renoir was filming Le Fleuve (‘The River’), based on a Rumer Godden novel) to Italian neo-realism (Vittorio de Sica’s Bicycle Thief was recognised by Ray as a major influence), but was also steeped in Bengali high culture, which gave it a profoundly original character, though it did not make it necessarily very accessible to a wide audience. Ray was a real Renaissance man who designed the décors of his films (he had been trained as a commercial artist and had worked in advertising in Calcutta) and composed the musical scores himself. His international reputation, as consecrated by an Oscar for lifetime achievement given to him on the eve of his death, was always greater than his fame in India, where, outside his native Bengal, his films never reached a wide audience. Even less appreciated outside Bengal was the other giant of Bengali cinema, Ritwik Ghatak (1925–76), a tormented genius whose greatness was recognised mostly after his death: he is a cult figure for cinephiles but is little known by a wider public. Born in East Bengal (today’s Bangladesh), Ghatak created cinema that revolved very much around the tragedy of Partition, and, apart from the melodramatic flamboyance of his plots, he was unrivalled in the way that he captured on screen the aquatic landscape of Bengal and the lives of ordinary people. There were other important Indian directors, such as Mrinal Sen of Bengal (1923–2018), Shyam Benegal (b. 1934) and Adoor Gopalakrishnan of Kerala (b. 1941), whose films circulated regularly outside India on the festival circuit, but none of them reached the same degree of international fame as Ray or Ghatak.
Figure 5.4 A scene from Satyajit Ray’s film Pather Panchali (‘The Little Road’), 1955.

Source: William Daran/The LIFE Images Collection via Getty Images

In India, the line between popular cinema aimed at entertaining the masses and art films meant for sophisticated urban audiences was clearly drawn and there was little traffic between the two segments of the industry. Two Indian makers of popular films nevertheless managed to break the barrier between the genres and to be appreciated by an international public of cognoscenti: one was Raj Kapoor, whose films, while pleasing to a vast audience, were also recognised by film-lovers for their imaginative use of lighting and their poetic quality; the other was Guru Dutt (Vasant Kumar Padukone, 1925–64), whose baroque masterpieces Pyaasa (‘The Thirsty One’) (1957) and Kaagaz ke Phool (‘Paper Flowers’) (1959), with their haunting musical scores, using the very codes of Bombay popular cinema to somehow subvert them, made him a cult figure, in France in particular, long after his death.
If the reception of Indian films outside India raises many interesting questions and is a promising field for further research, the reception of foreign films by Indian audiences is also of interest, although it attracted less attention from scholars in film studies. Particularly worth investigating is the way in which foreign films with Indian settings were received. British and American films with Indian content have been generally analysed through the notion of ‘empire cinema’, which has given rise to an important scholarly literature (Chowdhury 2000). A basic premise in such writings has been that these films participated in the creation of an imperialist imagery that in its turn contributed to imperial domination. These studies, however, did not as a rule look at the way that audiences in Britain or America reacted to the films, as no surveys were ever done. It was simply assumed that the images reflected and in turn reinforced existing prejudices about India and Indians. On the other hand, enough evidence is available as to the manner in which foreign films with Indian content were received by Indian audiences because the reactions of the Indian public were closely monitored by the British colonial authorities, worried about the possible disorders that could be triggered by their depictions of India. Paradoxically, the way that Hollywood films portrayed India, which is held by post-colonial scholars to have conformed to a broad imperialist agenda, was considered very unsatisfactory by the British colonial authorities. In the second half of the 1930s, with the rise of Indian nationalism and the formation of Congress-led provincial governments, they feared that these films would be seen as ‘offensive’ to the sensibilities of parts of the Indian public, more particularly to Muslim sensibilities, at a time when they were trying to conciliate Muslim opinion in the hope of detaching it from the Congress. As a result, several Hollywood productions were exhibited in India only after scenes deemed ‘offensive to Muslim sentiments’ had been excised.2
A significant controversy developed around George Stevens’ Gunga Din (1939), which is based on a Kipling short story. The film was attacked by nationalist critics as ‘imperialist trash’, while it was in fact replete with ambiguities and has even been viewed by some recent critics as somewhat ‘anti-imperialist’ (Jaher and Kling 2008). The problem in reading Hollywood films through a political lens is that it misses the point that these films were meant to make money and not to carry a message, for or against imperialism. For American producers and filmmakers, India was a décor for adventures that could as well have taken place in the American Far West but gained added piquancy from the exotic location. They were not particularly concerned with how their films would be received in India, given that the Indian market accounted for only a small part of their earnings. Thus, they took no precautions in their presentation of India, for which they often relied on advice from British retired military personnel, as a rule not a culturally sensitive group. This could easily lead to misunderstandings, as the Indian public focused on points that, to the American filmmakers and audiences, were of no special importance. Gunga Din is a good instance of those misunderstandings: it is a complex film with two largely separate plots. One is classical American ‘screwball comedy’ with a touch of misogyny, centred on the irruption in a Northwest Frontier garrison town of a female temptress (Joan Fontaine) who threatens to break the male bond between three fun-loving British soldiers (Cary Grant, Victor McLaglen and Douglas Fairbanks Jr), whose capers occupy a good part of the film and were obviously meant as the crowd-pullers (Figure 5.5). The other one revolves around Gunga Din, the humble Indian ‘follower’ who dies heroically helping to save the regiment in an encounter with Indian rebels, who appear to be a reincarnation of the long-gone but fearful thugs, one of the most enduring colonial myths about India, but have also been perceived by some as a not too subtle allusion to the Mutiny of 1857. The way in which the British military is portrayed is not altogether very flattering, but the Indian rebels are depicted as a murderous lot, and therefore the sympathy of the viewers tends naturally to go to the British. One can see there the reflection of American attitudes towards British imperialism that were always ambivalent, but, in the context of 1939, they acquired added meaning. Presenting the British as a slightly comical but on the whole rather endearing lot could be read as a way of taking a stand against American isolationism, and it may have been the intention of the film’s Jewish producers, who, like many of their Hollywood colleagues, were constantly attacked by the right-wing Hearst press as ‘warmongers’ for their hostility to Nazi Germany. This was one of the ‘subtexts’ informing the film that post-colonial scholars totally missed. As to the character of the villain in Gunga Din, the so-called ‘Master of the Thugs’ [sic], many thought he stood for Gandhi, although he preached violence against the British (though this could have been a way of suggesting that Gandhi was a hypocrite), but others noted that the Italian actor Eduardo Cianelli’s shaved head was more reminiscent of Mussolini. The film in its original version was prohibited in India as containing ‘portions which might have had an undesirable effect on the relations between different communities and between the Army and the public’, although a later version, from which several contentious passages had been excised, was released. All this throws up some serious doubts as to the film’s instrumentality to an imperialist agenda. Many other American and British films with Indian content were similarly exhibited in an excised version, such as Alexander Korda’s The Drum, for fear of the Indian public’s reactions. One of the major objections to those films raised in the Indian press was that they had been made without recourse to Indian advisers who could have alerted the filmmakers to inadequacies in the way that India was portrayed. To try to assuage the worries of the Indian side, in 1939, British film magnate Alexander Korda agreed, following discussions with a representative of the Indian Film Journalists’ Association, to refer any future film with Indian content to Indian advisers. But no similar agreement was concluded with the American industry, and there were threats in India of a boycott of all films produced by studios that had made films deemed offensive to Indian sentiments, although it does not appear to have been implemented.
Figure 5.5 Cary Grant, Victor McLaglen and Douglas Fairbanks Jr in Gunga Din, 1939.
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While the Indian public often reacted negatively to the way in which India was depicted by Hollywood, American films in general were very popular with Indian audiences, and the Indian film industry often produced remakes of Hollywood films, such as the above-mentioned Disco Dancer, a 1982 remake of 1977 box-office success Saturday Night Fever. The two big dream factories of Hollywood and Bollywood in fact had a lot in common, the latter partly modelling itself on the former. It is worth noting that Bollywood in its turn largely served as a model for the main Nigerian film industry, which became known in the 2000s as Nollywood (distinct from Kannywood). It is thus possible to talk in terms of a global chain connecting these three film industries, which together provide a significant part of the world’s population with entertainment. As to the reception of other foreign films by Indian audiences, little is known about it. Apart from art films that were shown mostly in university cinema societies, however, there were some films that reached a mass audience: for example, Japanese director Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon (1950) drew large crowds when it was released and its original narrative technique inspired some Indian filmmakers, particularly in the Tamil cinema industry. Kung-fu films from Hong Kong also attracted large audiences in India. On the other hand, it seems that Soviet films were never terribly popular with Indian audiences, in any case much less so than Indian films with Soviet viewers.
Apart from the sheer volume of its production, which is the largest in the world, the Indian film industry has been an essential component of world cinema, popularising a film formula mixing dialogue with songs and dances that has gained worldwide attention. The question of whether it has been an instrument of Indian ‘soft power’ is, on the other hand, difficult to answer. Since these films, with a few exceptions, did not seek to deliver a message, political or otherwise, one is left with no obvious way to measure what benefit the Indian state may have derived from their success abroad, and therefore the question will remain open. The equation of India with Bollywood in the minds of many of the world’s inhabitants is not necessarily conducive to the kind of consideration that Indian governments would wish for.


1 Cited in  Aju Mukhopadhyay, 2014, ‘Tagore’s Gitanjali: A Critical Appraisal’, IIS University – Journal of Arts, 3/1: 12–20; see https://pdf4pro.com/view/tagore-s-gitanjali-a-critical-appraisal-iisjoa-org-4e7326.html.

2 ‘Films Offensive to Indian Public Opinion’, IOR, Judicial and Public Annual Files, 1940, L/P&J/8/126.



6 Indians and Others
A considerable body of literature has scrutinised the manner in which India has been imagined by the outside world: it has been almost exclusively concerned with Western perceptions. This literature has been largely shaped by the ongoing debate around Edward Said’s notion of ‘orientalism’ (Said 1978). Followers of Said tend to emphasise a direct link between orientalist constructions and European imperialism and look mostly at British views of India in the colonial period, while others favour a long-term approach and pay more attention to the contributions of other Europeans, such as the Portuguese, the French and the Germans. There are also different assessments of the role of the ‘native informants’ in the formation of orientalist knowledge. Rather than revisiting this forty-year-old debate, I choose instead to widen the picture to include other regions of the world that were not involved in the production of ‘orientalist’ knowledge but were often more directly connected with India. It would be utterly presumptuous, and beyond the powers of a single author, to claim complete worldwide coverage of India’s perceptions. Nor would it be feasible to offer a comprehensive view of the way in which the outside world was perceived from India. The Indian side of the picture has attracted much less scholarly interest than the European one. ‘Occidentalism’ has not been considered on par with orientalism: in terms of literary output, the two were certainly not equivalent. Besides, the lack of a coherent Indian xenology, it must be said, resulted in an extraordinarily fragmented picture. Even amongst the elites, a diversity of viewpoints, varying in terms of the regional and religious backgrounds of those holding them, held sway: an ashraf Muslim’s perception of the outside world would have little in common with that of a Chitpavan Brahmin, a Bengali bhadralok’s with that of a Sikh military officer. The focus of our attention will be those perceptions derived from the experience of travel, both by Indians and by others. How were those who moved physically both from India and to India not only viewed but also treated by the people who received them, not always willingly? For on both sides a degree of coercion was part of the picture. Even if we reject the assimilation of indenture to a new system of slavery, it must be recognised that neither the indentured workers nor their new neighbours (with the exception of a few officials and their direct employers) were particularly keen on their moving from Bhojpur or Tamil Nadu to Mauritius or Trinidad. In the case of kangani or maistry migrations, the push factor was stronger than the pull factor for the Indians, and those at the receiving end had not been consulted in any way (with the same exceptions). Even when emigration was entirely voluntary and not a direct outcome of imperial policies, as in the case of the Sikh migrations of the early twentieth century, the receiving societies were far from welcoming to the newcomers. As to the case of migrations into India, a distinction must be made between those that were a direct outcome of the political subjection of the country, such as the arrival of the British in senior administrative, military and economic functions, and others that resulted from more ‘normal’ patterns of mobility induced by the insertion of India into global networks of exchange. We can assume the former to have been generally resented, a resentment that could not, however, express itself too openly. On the other hand, non-official migrations were more open to criticism from the ‘natives’. Once India became independent, the first kind of migration disappeared, but whether attitudes to the other kind changed is worth considering. This chapter will look at the manner in which Indians were perceived and received outside India as well as at the way they perceived the countries to which they travelled and their inhabitants and received those who came to India as visitors or settlers.
Indians as Guests and Reactions to Their Migration and Settlement
Little is known about the way Indian sojourners or settlers outside the subcontinent were perceived by their hosts prior to the 1830s, which saw the beginning of indentured migration. Certainly, Indian banias were often excoriated for their sharp commercial practices, suspected of overcharging and of tampering with weights in buying crops from peasants, but these accusations were also levelled at them (with some justification) in India. It is difficult to fathom the level of ‘ethnic’ and religious stigmatisation that attached to them in the African and Asian regions where they were active. They also benefited by the prestige often attached to the goods they brought, especially textiles. Indian cloth, it is known, was not only seen as utilitarian merchandise; it figured prominently in economies of gift-giving in East Africa and Central and South-East Asia, and was used in rituals, which conferred extra-economic value on it. There could thus exist a degree of ambivalence in the reception of Indians by their hosts.
There is evidence, however, that, in some Muslim polities, Hindu traders met with a certain level of official hostility. Circa 1830, in the Central Asian emirate of Bukhara, where Hindu traders from Shikarpur in Sindh occupied an important economic position, they were suddenly forbidden to cremate their dead, which led to a short-term exodus: after a while they were recalled, the state finding it difficult to dispense with their services.1 Episodes of mass expulsion of Hindu traders, of the kind that Jews in Europe regularly experienced in the medieval and early modern era, are not reported. As to the attitude of the host societies, as distinct from that of the states, one possible indication would be the way they looked at marriages between the outsiders and local women. Evidence from Central Asia tends to show that these were not accepted in the case of Hindu traders: those wishing to marry local girls had to undergo conversion to Islam,2 which seems, as a result, to have occurred frequently. This appears to indicate that the locals objected more to the religion of the outsiders than to their foreign status. Indian Muslim traders, on the other hand, were apparently well accepted: marriages between them and local women were not uncommon, although the same traders often had a wife in India, too, which was permitted under Islamic law. The fact that most of these merchants had some Sufi connection helped them develop links with local merchants that could be useful for their business as well as providing hospitality and friendship. While Hindu traders could not make use of such connections, and the road to matrimony was closed to them unless they accepted conversion, they could nevertheless make friendships and be accepted socially. This was the case, for instance, in Masqat, where the Hindu community had roots going back to the fifteenth century and appears to have been well integrated into local merchant society (Allen 1981). The linguistic skills that Indian traders often possessed helped them forge links with their hosts, although their degree of fluency in the latter’s languages could vary, as well as their mastery of the written languages. In any case, prior to the mid-nineteenth century, in no place was the influx of Indian traders of such magnitude as to elicit strong hostile reactions. Non-trading Indians such as artisans or religious specialists, who were not numerous, were generally welcome for their skills and knowledge.
Things took on an altogether new dimension with the advent of indenture, which saw the arrival of Indians in great numbers in a few island societies with a scant population. In Mauritius, with a population of fewer than 80,000 in 1834, the sudden entry of thousands of Indian indentured workers was bound to affect the local population deeply. The recently emancipated slaves of African and Malagasy origin who had remained on the plantations under a system of apprenticeship were massively evicted when the Indians arrived as a substitute manpower, after having refused the meagre wages they had been offered by planters who were confident of having replacements for them (Carter 1995: 19). Many found themselves unemployed, eking out a miserable existence on the fringe of society. It is not surprising that they strongly resented the newcomers. Additionally, the latter were culturally alien, speaking incomprehensible languages and ignorant of the local Creole vernacular that was a crucial link amongst ex-slaves with varied origins. Religious differences, namely the Indians’ adherence to Hinduism and Islam, also set them apart from the Catholic ex-slaves. As a result, relations between the two groups were marked from the outset by a degree of mutual suspicion and even hostility that was never completely overcome. It must be added that, to the Indians, especially the high-caste Hindus who represented a significant proportion of the immigrants, the ex-slaves, with their black skins, must have appeared as uncivilised beings with whom they felt no empathy. During the first decades of the Indian presence, tense confrontations between the two groups occurred. Neither the local authorities nor the planters did much to prevent these, as this mutual hostility made common workers’ action extremely improbable, a boon for the employers. The Mauritius pattern of relations was reproduced, with minor variations, in most of the colonies where Indian indentured labourers were sent.
The fact that most emigrants chose eventually to settle rather than to return to India, as had been certainly at first expected of them, led to a new pattern of relations marked by a degree of accommodation between the two groups of workers (Figure 6.1). Since it was becoming clear that the Indians were there to stay, their neighbours had no choice but to accept them, given the fact that the imperial overlords were obviously favourable, or at least not hostile, to their settlement. Gradually there developed a form of cohabitation between the Indians and their black neighbours, but there was no move towards a fusion of the two populations, no métissage. Neither of the two groups appears to have desired such an outcome, although the Indians were probably the most adverse to it. This is shown by the fact that while sexual relations across the race divide remained rare, marriages even rarer, there was a degree of asymmetry in the limited sexual exchanges that took place: while Indian males sometimes managed to carry on relations with black women, Indian females (of which there was a relative scarcity) practically never forged relations with black men. Not only did Indian males tend to exercise greater control over the bodies of their female compatriots than Africans over those of their own, but popular perceptions amongst African men were that Indian women were ‘dangerous’. In the French Caribbean, a widespread rumour was that their pubic hair would ‘cut’ those who approached them (Hardwick 2014). This asymmetry became a factor of tension especially when the indentured labourers were joined by ‘passenger Indians’ belonging to the trading classes, who were sometimes in a position to extract sexual favours from black women in exchange for credit in their shops. In the South African colony of Natal, this contributed to creating a climate of interracial tension between Indians and Africans that was openly nurtured by the dominant white settlers. The religious factor also encouraged separation: while a few Indians converted to Christianity, especially in the Caribbean colonies of Trinidad and Guyana, the vast majority remained faithful to their Hindu and Islamic faiths. On the other hand, no ex-slaves adopted Hinduism (which was in any case not something Hindus encouraged) and few converted to Islam. The gradual institutionalisation of Hinduism and Islam in the colonies of indenture reinforced the tendency to separation. It led, after an interval of a few decades, to a degree of relinking to India on the part of the ex-indentured, as epitomised by the regular visits to the colonies of Hindu and Muslim ‘missionaries’ and by the organisation of pilgrimages to sacred (Hindu) places in India. There were, however, cases of religious ‘hybridisation’, on a limited scale, that appear to be a recent development. From Trinidad, it was reported in the 1970s that some Indians had become active in the Shango/Orisha cults practised by the African origin population of the island (Mahabir and Maharaj 1989). Cases of identification occurred between Hindu deities and deities of the Sango/Orisha cult, as between the god of war Ogun and the monkey-god Hanuman. While these phenomena of religious syncretism were always on a limited scale, Indian linguistic adaptation was a massive fact. Most Indians learned the languages of the host societies (while few members of other groups apparently made efforts to learn Indian languages) and often abandoned their own languages, although this did not necessarily facilitate relations between them and their black and Melanesian neighbours.
Figure 6.1 Indians and Creoles in a Port-Louis street, Mauritius, 1881.

Source: Magazine illustration from The Graphic, XXIV/614, 3 September 1881 (DEA/Biblioteca Ambrosiana/De Agostini via Getty Images)

In fact, with the advent of mass politics in the late colonial era, differences between the two groups of population were instrumentalised by politicians who used the ‘communal’ factor to carve an electoral base rather than seeking to unite diverse populations around a common notion of citizenship. Attempts to build labour parties uniting Indian and Creole workers often failed, as shown by the case of the Mauritius Labour Party, which was started in 1936 by a Creole politician as a multiracial party but was soon taken over by Indian politicians who made it a vehicle for Indian aspirations, as a result of which it lost the support of Creole workers. In Mauritius, the negotiations leading to the independence of the island in 1968 took place in an atmosphere of acrimony, giving rise to episodes of violence between Creoles and Indians (Simmons 1982). In Trinidad, a pattern of emerging solidarity between African and Indian workers, which culminated in their joint participation in a wave of strikes in 1937, was later reversed (Samaroo 1974) and gave way to a certain degree of hostility between the two groups. That was also the story of the Progressive People’s Party (PPP) in Guyana, founded in 1950 by Indo-Guyanese radical Cheddi Jagan (1918–97) on his return from study in the United States. At first it was able to attract multiracial support, but the split that occurred in 1964 between Jagan and his main lieutenant, Forbes Burnham, of African origin, originally the outcome of personal rivalry, gradually assumed a ‘racial’ dimension as the former’s charisma continued to cast a spell on the Indo-Guyanese masses, while the Guyanese of African descent rallied to the latter’s call (Palmer 2010). Widespread violence ensued. In Surinam, most Indians supported an openly ethnic party, the United Hindustani Party (VHP, Vereenigde Hindustani Partij in Dutch), founded in 1949 (Dew 1978). It formed a coalition with the main Creole party, the Nationale Partij Suriname (NPS), which split after independence (acquired in 1976), leading to a short-term military takeover. But the Hindustanis’ fears of being dominated by the Creoles, added to economic difficulties, led to a mass emigration to the Netherlands.
Of all the colonies of indenture, leaving aside the case of South Africa under apartheid, the one where the situation of the Indians remained the most precarious was Fiji. In that South Pacific colony, Indians were not allowed to own land; they could only lease it from indigenous Fijians. The Fijian chiefs whom the British retained as their collaborators never accepted that the presence of the Indians was permanent: already in 1888, less than ten years after the beginning of indentured migration, they questioned the colonial governor about the Indians’ future position and, from 1933 onwards, periodically demanded their repatriation to India, although the Indians played a prominent role in the economy of the islands. Anti-Indian feelings were also widespread amongst ordinary Fijians, staunch Methodists, for whom Indians were ‘pagans’. From the 1880s, Fijians were advised by their leaders and the authorities to keep away from the Indians and not to adopt their ‘ill-mannered ways’. Indians were not to stay in Fijian villages, and villagers were forbidden to harbour fugitive Indians, an act that was made unlawful and punishable by imprisonment (Naidu 2004). In such a setting, the two populations remained largely separate. In his beautiful evocation of his childhood in a rural area of the Fijian island of Vanua Levu (Lal 2001), Indo-Fijian historian Brij Lal testifies that ‘Fijians were at the outer edge of our consciousness’ and that, though there was a Fijian koro (village) close to the Indian settlement, the local Indians had practically no connections with it. He remembers that there was one Fijian woman who visited regularly his family and was on friendly terms with his parents, but that there was no other Fijian presence in the world of his childhood. Indian and Fijian children went to separate schools and were not in the habit of playing together. This prevented the development of lifelong friendships across the ethnic barrier, although Fijian writer Pio Manoa had different recollections from his own childhood in Vanua Levu, marked by more regular interaction with Indians (Manoa 1979). But he also testifies to an increasing hostility towards them on the part of the indigenous Fijians. Indian farmers fought their own struggles against the Australian company that owned the sugar mills, including a long strike during the Second World War, but they got neither sympathy nor support from their Fijian neighbours. As some Fijians had joined the army, the strike was seen by them as ‘unpatriotic’. From the 1940s, the slogan ‘Fiji for the Fijians’ became popular amongst the indigenous population. During the negotiations leading to independence from Britain (proclaimed in 1970), the Fijian chiefs managed to successfully reject the principle of the common roll for elections to the Parliament, and a system of communal electorates was set up that removed any possibility of Indian politicians coming to power, although Indians accounted for 50 per cent of the population. Following seventeen years of rule by the Alliance Party, which represented the interests of the Fijian chiefs (although it had some support from middle-class Indians), it was the threat to that ruling group represented by the formation of the multiracial Fiji Labour Party in 1985 and its strong showing in the 1987 elections that led to the first Fiji military coup of 1987, resulting in the beginning of an exodus of Indo-Fijians (Howard 1991). And it was the 1999 accession of Indian politician Mahendra Chowdhury to the post of Prime Minister in a multiracial coalition government that triggered the second coup of 2000, which was accompanied by widespread anti-Indian violence and an amplification of the exodus. In all the ex-colonies of indenture, politics before and after independence revolved very much around race, which helped to mask the existence of class tensions and undoubtedly benefited the white economic elites, either local (Franco-Mauritian planters in Mauritius) or transnational (the big sugar firms Bookers Bros in Guyana and CSR in Fiji), whose domination remained largely intact. It was only in the French départements d’outre-mer (overseas departments) in Martinique, Guadeloupe and Réunion that politics were not ‘ethnicised’ to the same degree: there, Indians tended to support pluri-ethnic leftist parties. In Réunion, members of the Tamil working class, known locally as ‘Malbars’, were even the main electoral base of the powerful Parti Communiste Réunionnais (PCR), although the leadership of the party was largely Creole.
The countries of kangani and maistry migration – Ceylon, Malaya and Burma – presented a different picture. Indians had been going there for centuries, in various capacities, as traders, artisans or religious specialists, but they had become largely assimilated and had not formed separate communities. In some of the Malay sultanates, Indian traders occupied a privileged position as ‘regal merchants’ (saudagar rajas) and in the Straits Settlements, Muslims of Indian origin, known as Jawi Peranakan, played a major role after 1870 in the emergence of a Malay ‘public sphere’, through their foundation of the earliest journals in the Malay language (Khoo 1993). Massive arrivals in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries changed the picture and led to the emergence of tensions between the newcomers and the local populations. In Ceylon and Malaya, most Indians were Tamil plantation workers who toiled for low wages and lived relatively isolated lives in enclosed environments, be it in the tea gardens of Upland Ceylon or the hevea plantations of the Malayan peninsula. There was also a migration of traders and bankers who were often the visible face of capitalism for the rural masses, while the dominant British interests remained largely hidden from sight. In Burma and Ceylon, the current image of the Chettiars and other Indian moneylenders was that of bloodsucking leeches, but in Malaya they were viewed in a more positive light as good-hearted (baik hati) persons whose friendship was valued (Khoo 1993). This difference in perceptions is probably explained by the fact that, in Malaya, Chettiar loans often helped in the starting of enterprises by Chinese and Malays, as was the case in the rubber sector. In Ceylon, because of both the proximity of India and the majority Sinhala population’s largely unfounded fears of a conjunction between the local high-caste Ceylon Tamils and the immigrant low-caste Indian Tamil workers, the latter became a pawn in the communal politics of the island and elicited strong hostile reactions from Sinhala chauvinists. This hostility extended to immigrants from Kerala, mostly shop-owners and workers in Colombo and other towns, who, in the 1930s, became the target of a hostile campaign by a prominent labour leader, A. E. Goonesinha. In 1936, he organised a boycott of the Malayalis, accused of stealing jobs from the Sinhalas, and the slogan ‘Kotchi marana’ (‘kill the Cochins’, referring to the main city of Kerala) was often heard, although violence remained on a limited scale (Wickramasinghe 2006: 136–7). After independence, state policies covertly sought to deny citizenship to most of the Indian immigrants, who, as a result, found themselves stateless. As mentioned earlier, an agreement was signed with India in 1964 about the repatriation of most of these non-citizens, although many were left in limbo (Kanapathipillai 2009). In Malaysia, the fears of the Malay population were directed at the large Chinese minority (30 per cent of the population) that occupied strong positions in the economy rather than at the much smaller (less than 10 per cent of the population) and poorer Indian minority. However, after independence, this did not prevent the denial of citizenship to some of the Indians, leading to the departure of a significant number. It is recognised that, after independence, the Indians fared the worst of the three main groups of Malaysia’s population (Belle 2015). While Muslims of Indian origin could take limited advantage of a policy of ‘Islamisation’ carried out by governments that relied mostly on the Malays for support, Hindus, who account for 80 per cent of the Indian population of Malaysia, met with a certain level of hostility that led recently to the development of movements with an open agenda of defence of Hinduism.
In Burma, whose British conquest had been accomplished in the nineteenth century with a partly Indian army, and which had been made a province of India till it was separated from it in 1937, there was a strong current of anti-Indian hostility running through the majority Burman (Bamar) population, both the elites and the masses. In that country, Indians had come in great numbers both as capitalists, the most conspicuous of whom were the Nattukottai Chettiar bankers, and as workers in the fields (a mostly seasonal migration coinciding with the rice harvest) as well as in the cities (Chakravarti 1971). Thus, they could, at the same time, be denounced as greedy exploiters of the Burman peasantry and be despised as job-stealing menials. While some of them adopted the Burmese language and style of dress, they were generally seen as threatening aliens, more particularly the Muslims, despite the fact that they were also the most integrated as they often took Burman wives. A mixed community, known as Zerbadi, resulted from these unions (Ikeya 2017), but it did not act as a bridge as it was strongly rejected by the Burman side. The British, who had largely organised or at least encouraged the migration of Indians, presided over the increasingly tense scene like Buddhas, claiming that they alone could maintain a precarious peace between the two groups. There were nevertheless several episodes of anti-Indian violence in Burma in the 1930s that will be examined in the next section. The Indian population decreased considerably between 1942 and 1965 because of the war and the Japanese occupation, followed by the nationalisation of the economy by the Ne Win military regime. Despite their reduced numbers, Indians, and especially Muslims of Indian origin (leaving aside the Rohingyas of Rakhine), continued to be stigmatised and used as scapegoats by the military regime: thus, they were held partly responsible for the 1988 popular rising, in which they played no role (Egreteau 2011). ‘Anti-Indianism’ in present-day Burma presents certain similarities with anti-Semitism in countries of Eastern Europe where there are very few Jews left.
In the specific ‘semi-colonial’ context of early-twentieth-century Treaty Port China, the Sikh policemen of the Shanghai Municipal Police in the International Settlement, generally ex-Indian army sepoys, became hated figures for the Chinese population. They were known as hongtu asan, which translates as ‘red-headed monkeys’ or ‘turbaned number threes’, and they had a reputation for brutality, which increased after they had shot demonstrators in the so-called ‘May Thirtieth Incident’ of 1925 (Jackson 2012). The strong impression made by Sikh policemen comes out from a reading of the 1962 memoirs of Hong-Kong-based writer Cao Juren (1900–72). Recalling his experiences in Shanghai from the 1920s to the 1940s, he wrote: ‘ When I came to Shanghai, my first impression of this city was Sikh policemen in streets, whose faces were black and who wore red turbans’ (Cao Yin 2015) (Figure 6.2). In the Chinese racial hierarchy, the Sikhs and the Indians in general were ranked even lower than the despised whites.
Figure 6.2 Indian policemen on horseback patrol in Shanghai’s International Settlement, 1 March 1939.

Source: The Asahi Shimbun via Getty Images

Racism against Indians was of course particularly pronounced in the white settler colonies of the British Empire. Gandhi encountered it in South Africa in a series of episodes that have become legendary, such as his expulsion from a first-class train compartment in the middle of a journey, which forced him to spend a night in Pietermaritzburg railway station, now a pilgrimage spot for Indian visitors to South Africa. But such feelings of hostility were not limited to colonies in the British Empire. A case in point is the attitude of the Argentinian immigration authorities towards Sikh immigrants who had come in small numbers (a total of 500) to that country before the First World War. As reported by the British Consul in Buenos Aires in 1912, the Director General of Argentinian Immigration, in a letter to foreign shipping companies advising them not to accept Indian passengers, described them as belonging to ‘a conquered race, indolent and weak … who worship the cow’ and claimed that they ‘were useless for work’ and that their presence was ‘in every way undesirable’.3 Such utterings found an echo two decades later in neighbouring Brazil, when a group of 500 already contracted rural labourers from India were barred from entering because, according to an official, ‘Brazil had always been opposed to the Hindu immigrant who is undesirable … because of his physical incapacity, as well as other defects that make assimilation difficult, or perhaps impossible’ (Lesser 2013: 147).
Table 6.1 is a record of episodes of anti-Indian violence during the twentieth century; it underscores the precarious situation in which Indians often found themselves, and the hostility to which they were often exposed.
Table 6.1 Main episodes of anti-Indian violence in the twentieth century
	1897: Gandhi almost lynched by a white mob in Durban

1899: Anti-Indian rioting by whites in Umtali (Southern Rhodesia)4

1907: Anti-Indian riot in Bellingham, Washington State (USA)

1913: Several Indians killed in South Africa during the Gandhi-led satyagraha

1919: Racial riots in Britain, marginally affecting Indian lascars

1930: Anti-Indian riots in Burma

1933: Local riot in Karghalik in Xinjiang (China), targeting Shikarpuri moneylenders

1938: Anti-Indian riots in Burma

(1947: Independence of India and Pakistan)

1948: Riots in Gold Coast; Sindhi shops targeted

1949: Anti-Indian riots in Durban, South Africa

1964: Rioting between Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese in British Guyana

1965: Riots in Mauritius between Hindus and Creoles

1968: Riots between Indian Muslims and Creoles in Mauritius

1969: Attacks against Indians in Malaysia following massive anti-Chinese riots

1972: Mass expulsion of Asians from Uganda

1984: Anti-Indian riots in Kenya

1985: Attacks against Indians in Durban

1987: First military coup in Fiji and scattered anti-Indian violence

2000: Second military coup in Fiji and widespread anti-Indian violence





The first three episodes all involved white settlers, and they were clearly related to the great wave of anti-Asiatic agitation that spread across the white settlers’ countries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While its primary target, especially in North America and Australasia, was the Chinese, it also affected the Indians, particularly in Southern Africa (Natal and Southern Rhodesia), where they were present in much greater numbers than the Chinese. Hostility towards Indian traders from European traders fearful of competition was the cause of the Umtali riot in Rhodesia, in which prominent figures of the local Chamber of Commerce took part. They reacted to the arrival of a few Indian traders from neighbouring Mozambique and were hoping to scare them off. The white supremacists’ agitation resulted in the de facto closure of these countries to Asian immigration, as epitomised by the Immigration Acts passed by most of them, such as the 1917 ‘Asiatic Barred Zone Act’ in the United States, which prohibited immigrants from Asia from settling and put severe restrictions on their visiting and studying. Although, in North America, some Indians, claiming Aryan ancestry, refused to be labelled ‘Asiatics’, they could not get their claim recognised, and a ruling by the US Supreme Court (US v. Bhagat Singh Thind case) closed the door on them in 1923. This early closure explains why there were few episodes of anti-Indian violence by whites after 1907, although, in South Africa, violence against Indians from white overseers and policemen was a matter of routine, as it was for Africans, and resulted in several deaths at the time of the great 1913 Gandhi-led satyagraha. In the 1919 racial riots in London, which were mostly directed against black sailors and workers, some Indian lascars were attacked, but they were not targeted in a systematic way.
The epidemics of anti-Indian violence in Burma that flared up on two occasions in 1930 and 1938 were the result of the underlying tension previously described between Indians and Burmans, aggravated by the onset of the world depression that was particularly severe in Burma. It tended to target Indian Muslims more than Hindus, for reasons that were partly economic, owing to the fact that often Indian Muslim shopkeepers were direct competitors of Burman traders on the markets, and also because of the frequent occurrence of marriages between Indian Muslim males and Burman women. This led to the cry of ‘danger to the race’ taken up by Buddhist monks. The first episode of anti-Indian rioting, on 26–28 May 1930, was the outcome of a labour dispute in Rangoon harbour pitting Burmans brought as strike-breakers against striking Indian dock workers. The latter were Telugu, considered the lowest of the Indian coolies, and when, having reached an agreement with their employer, they returned to work and were confronted by the Burmans hired as replacements, who had not been told by their employers that the dispute had been settled, violence ensued. The dispute quickly escalated into a massive anti-Indian pogrom across Rangoon (Khin Yi 1988) in which 250 Indians were killed, 900 injured and property worth 1 million rupees destroyed. It was only when a regiment of Cameron Highlanders was sent in that the violence stopped. The outburst appears to have been largely spontaneous, revealing the depth of anti-Indian hostility amongst the Burman population of Rangoon, which had been reduced to a minority in the capital city of Burma, as was revealed later by the 1931 Census (122,000 Burmans as against 213,000 Indians). When the so-called ‘Saya San’ rebellion broke out amongst the Burman peasantry in 1931–2, new killings of Indians took place in the rural districts of Lower Burma, where Chettiars had acquired land on a massive scale owing to the default of many Burman peasant debtors ruined by the depression and the fall in the price of rice. As the repression of the rising was largely carried out by Indian soldiers acting under British command, it did not make for an improvement in Indo–Burman relations. The next episode of anti-Indian rioting in 1938, which took place after the separation of Burma from India, was a more complicated affair and partly the outcome of rivalries between Burman politicians. It was triggered, bizarrely, by the publication of a novel in which were included passages of an earlier text written by an Indian Muslim author deemed to be offensive towards Buddhism. Some Burman politicians with close links to extremist Buddhist monks used it to stoke Burman anger and to direct it more specifically at Indian Muslims. On 26 July, a procession led by Buddhist monks left the Shwedagon pagoda and marched towards the Soortee Bara Bazaar, the main market frequented by Indian Muslim traders (mostly Gujaratis from Surat, hence the name). Slogans chanted by the crowd were openly anti-Indian: ‘Kala-Kala yaik-yaik’ (‘assault Indians’, who were known by the derogatory term ‘kala’, the origins of which are a matter of dispute). When they reached the market, they attacked Indian shops and Indian passers-by. This went on for two days, till by 28 July Indians started retaliating and attacking Burmans. Rioting continued till 17 August and then, after a lull, restarted on 2 September. Unrest spread to a certain number of districts where Indians were attacked and shops, mosques and temples damaged. In the rioting, according to an official (under) count, 139 Muslims, 25 Hindus and 17 Burmans were killed, hundreds injured, while police firing resulted in the killing of 56 Burmans and 3 Muslims. Added to this, 113 mosques and a few Hindu temples and Buddhist pagodas were attacked and sometimes burned to the ground, and property worth 2 million rupees was destroyed, mostly Muslim-owned shops and warehouses.5
Burma being the fulcrum of anti-Indian violence in the 1930s could be explained by the fact that the Indian presence in that neighbouring country was particularly overwhelming and could be viewed as a threat to Burma’s national identity in a period of growth of Burman/Burmese nationalism. It remains a matter of dispute how deep anti-Indian feelings were amongst Burmans. A look at Burmese literary production of the 1930s reveals some ambivalence in the attitude of educated Burmans towards the Indian presence. The immensely popular San Shar detective stories written by Shwe U Daung (1889–1973), inspired by Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes mysteries, are often characterised by a sympathetic view of some Indian characters, for instance in ‘A Murder Case in Boundary Road’ (1936) in which San Shar helps an Indian man who is a victim of an Indian criminal society (Takahashi 2012). On the other hand, Thein Pe Myint (1914–78), later a major writer, wrote a pamphlet in 1938 for the Dobama Asiayone (‘We Burmans Association’), a nationalist organisation, of which more than 100,000 copies were distributed. In it he pointed to the complicity of Indians in the capitalist exploitation of Burma under the British. He was personally more anti-capitalist than anti-Indian, having spent two years as a student in Calcutta, and later he served for a time as a liaison man between the Indian and Burmese Communist Parties. But the Dobama was not averse to making use of anti-Indian feelings to advance its nationalist agenda.
The pogrom that took place in March 1933 in the small locality of Karghalik in Xinjiang, in which eight Indians, all Shikarpuri moneylenders, were killed, alongside a number of Chinese, was an incidental consequence of a general anti-Chinese rising in that western province of China, which was mostly inhabited by Uighur Muslims. As recounted in a British Foreign Office document: ‘At Karghalik, Non-Moslem Chinese and Hindus were killed and their property looted. It was a case of mob violence, the people were in no mood to halt and enquire which of the stories were true: That the Hindus were infidel, That they were sheltering Chinese, That they were firing on the crowd, That they refused to hand over their Turk wives. The Hindus were mostly moneylenders and the mob hoped thus to cancel their debts.’6 Apart from the usual grievances against moneylenders, the Uighurs particularly resented the fact that Shikarpuris had generally acquired Uighur wives as collateral for loans from borrowers who were so poor that they had nothing else to pledge.
India’s independence had ambivalent consequences for Indian expatriates in the colonial world, especially in Africa. On the one hand, the colonised took hope from the fact that British imperialism had been forced to retreat and looked to independent India as a beacon of hope and a potential source of help in their own liberation struggles. Many African nationalists went to India to study or to visit, like the three main leaders of the radical nationalist group in Northern Rhodesia, Munukayumbwa Sipalo, Simon Kapwewe and Kenneth Kaunda (Mulford 1967). On the other hand, the Indians who lived in Africa and occupied an intermediary position in society between the white colonists and the African masses did not benefit in any way from the new prestige attached to India. In effect, they lost the protection previously afforded by their status as British subjects, while independent India, for its part, took a very cautious line towards protecting the interests of expatriate Indians. Thus, when a spate of riots erupted in the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) in February 1948, owing mostly to the economic grievances of the African population, the shops belonging to Sindhi traders in the main cities became the target of attacks, and property worth millions was destroyed.7 The Sindhi shops were attacked not because the Africans in the Gold Coast harboured anti-Indian feelings (there were too few Indians for that) but because they dealt mostly in goods that Africans could no longer purchase owing to spiralling prices. The government of India tended to ignore the calls for help it received from traders who had found the British colonial authorities unsympathetic to their demands for compensation.
In South Africa, however, part of the African population of Natal undoubtedly harboured anti-Indian sentiments and these contributed to the scale of the Durban riots of January 1949. This episode figures prominently in the history of race relations in South Africa (Webb and Kirkwood 1949). It started as a banal dispute between an African boy and an Indian shopkeeper and rapidly escalated into an anti-Indian pogrom as Indians were assaulted by African mobs and their shops attacked by arsonists. At least 50 Indians lost their lives and more than 700 Indian shops were destroyed or damaged as well as some 1,500 dwellings. As a result of this, 25,000 Indians found themselves homeless, while police firing resulted in the death of 87 ‘natives’ (Africans). Different explanations were advanced for the riots. While some mentioned grievances against Indian shopkeepers accused of hiking food prices as the main cause of the violence, other studies pointed to the increasing competition for space in Durban, a fast-growing city that was attracting migrants from the countryside, Indians as well as Africans. Owing to the scarcity of housing, many Africans lived in Indian-owned tenements in crowded quarters, which added to the tensions. Attention was also drawn to the fact that some whites, particularly women, openly encouraged the Africans to attack the Indians. They visibly relished the fact that ‘the coons [racist slang for Africans] had taken on the coolies’ and claimed that the Indians ‘had it coming to them’ as the independence of India had boosted their self-confidence to the point of arrogance. In a short story entitled ‘1949’ by South African Indian writer Roonie Govender (b. 1934), the white owner of a garage harangues his African employees to attack Indians and promises them paraffin free of charge. Most of them respond positively, and the story ends with the killing of an Indian family. The author ascribes the violence to the manipulation of ‘simple’ African minds by ‘cunning’ whites, which leaves largely open the question of African agency in the riots (Govender 1996). The episode left deep scars and complicated the task of anti-apartheid activists who were trying to create a united front of Africans and Indians. Although it in effect benefited the racist regime, the rioting was claimed as a victory by some Zulu chauvinists, who continued to excoriate Indians as exploiters of the African masses. There remained an undercurrent of hostility between Africans and Indians in Durban that found expression again in a small-scale riot in 1985 in the late years of the apartheid regime. The Phoenix ashram founded by Gandhi was one target of the rioters, which, symbolically, was a hard blow to Indian pride. With the end of apartheid, there are signs that the relationship may have become less antagonistic. In a novel by Zulu writer Maurice Vukumisi Bhengu (b. 1943), The Guineafowl’s Chicken (1998), a love affair between a young Zulu man and an Indian girl develops into a happy marriage, despite the prejudices of the lovers’ parents (Swanepoel 2012). However, South African Indian writers, such as Ahmed Essop (b. 1931), were more pessimistic about the future of Indians in the country, a pessimism which largely fed a wave of emigration to Britain and Australia
The Durban riots resonated powerfully across Africa in the countries where significant Indian minorities were mostly engaged in trade and were often perceived as taking advantage of African consumers. In Uganda, there were anti-Indian riots in 1949, although on a limited scale, but African politicians started raising the ‘Indian question’ in a threatening manner. When the Kikuyu rising known as the Mau-Mau Rebellion erupted in Kenya in 1952, there were attacks on Indians, a few of whom were killed by the insurgents, although their prime targets were white settlers and African ‘collaborators’. Nehru’s advice to the Kenyan Indians was to seek an alliance with Africans rather than side with the British. Some heeded that advice: African nationalist leader Jomo Kenyatta was defended by a team of Indian lawyers at his trial, while the labour activist, communist militant and Punjabi poet Makhan Singh (1913–73) played a major role in the development of African trade unions and spent many years in jail (Patel 2006). Men like Makhan Singh took a clear stand in favour of Kenyan independence, but many Africans in Kenya remained resentful of the Indians’ economic success. Neighbouring Uganda was again the scene of anti-Indian boycotts in 1954 and 1959, accompanied by a degree of violence and intimidation. With the coming of independence to the countries of East Africa in the early 1960s, Indians were confronted with difficult choices: should they opt for the citizenship of the host countries, retain Indian (or Pakistani) citizenship, or choose British citizenship, a right the UK reluctantly conferred on them as ex-imperial subjects? While the East African Asians divided themselves over the issue, the majority choosing the British option, in Uganda it did not make any difference when the Idi Amin regime decided on mass expulsion in 1972 (Twaddle 1975). Amongst the 72,000 who were expelled, more than a third (26,000) had Ugandan citizenship, while 37,000 had British passports and 9,000 Indian or Pakistani passports. Why Amin decided on such a radical step has been an object of debate, and there is no doubt that the departure of so many qualified people dealt a severe blow to the Ugandan economy. Despite the important contribution made by Indians to the country’s life, it appears that few amongst the Africans objected to their expulsion, a reminder that the position of ‘middleman minorities’ is inherently precarious. The Asians were allowed to take with them only a few of their possessions and were subjected to taunts and threats from both crowds and officials. Rapes did occur, as recounted in Yusuf Dawood’s novel Return to Paradise (2000), in which the author imagines that the exiled Amin is killed in revenge (with the help of a Mossad agent!) by a Pathan whose sister had been violated. It was a traumatic experience for people who were mostly middle-class and had generally lived sheltered lives in their own neighbourhoods. This mass expulsion (fortunately) remained a unique event, but its shadow loomed large over Indians in Africa. In neighbouring Kenya and Tanzania, the local Indians were exposed to growing hostility and discriminatory measures aimed at reducing their economic role. This hostility erupted into violence in Kenya in 1984, but more generally many Indians, especially those who held British passports, left East Africa. As a corrective to this gloomy picture, a recent novel by Kenyan author Peter Kimani (b. 1971) focused on the story of Indian indentured workers on the East African railway, presenting a picture of Indo–African relations that departs from the usual narrative by its emphasis on a certain degree of cultural fusion in the field of music, as well as a widespread pattern of interracial sexual relations between Indian men and African women (Kimani 2017). Whether it is representative of a turn in perceptions of Indians in Africa remains to be seen.
Violence erupted in British Guyana in the early 1960s, culminating in May 1964 in an episode known as the Wismar massacre, which saw the entire Indian population of that small locality, situated in a bauxite-mining area, violently attacked by black rioters and forced to flee. It was the direct outcome of the escalating tension between the Indian-dominated PPP and the black-dominated People’s National Conference (PNC) of Forbes Burnham, abetted by American and British interests worried about Cheddi Jagan’s pro-communist leanings during a period of intensified Cold War in Latin America and the Caribbean in the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution (Jagan 1966). It led to the fall of the Jagan-led government, despite the good showing of his party at the December 1964 elections. In the riots, 176 people, mostly Indo-Guyanese, were killed, 920 injured and property worth US$ 4 million destroyed, mostly Indian-owned shops and warehouses.
Indians were also targeted in the massive Kuala Lumpur race riots in Malaysia in May–June 1969, although the Chinese were the main target. On 28 June, Sentul, a working-class suburb mostly inhabited by Indians, was attacked by a Malay mob, and some Indians were killed. The attackers are alleged to have shouted: ‘We have killed the pig (the Chinese), let us now kill the goat (the Indians)’ (Belle 2015). The episode triggered a small exodus of Indians out of Malaysia.
The arrival in Britain of many East African Asians at first provoked some hostile reactions from the British population, coming as it did just a few years after conservative politician Enoch Powell’s famous ‘rivers of blood’ speech. Yet, as they were mostly middle-class with a high level of education and proficient in English, they soon managed to carve a place for themselves in British society. While the immigrants earned their living mostly through trade, the second generation benefited by a good British education and often entered the professions. If they were not immune from the hostility of white racists, they were less of a target than the Pakistani immigrants.
In First World countries where they settled in increasing numbers from the late 1960s and 1970s, Indians, who were mostly Hindus and Sikhs, tended to attract less hostility than Muslim immigrants. Their achievements, both financial and educational, helped to get them accepted into the ranks of the middle class. The class dimension is therefore of importance in discussing the fate of expatriate Indians. In a study of a small Punjabi Sikh community in a rural locality of Australia, Woolgoolga, Australian Marxist scholar Mary de Lepervanche argued that it was mostly the capacity of the Indians to become landowners (owners of small banana plantations) and to join the ranks of the petty bourgeoisie that allowed them to carve a niche for themselves, however precarious, in the hyper-racist environment of ‘White Australia’ (de Lepervanche 1984). Additionally, the ‘spiritual’ aura that surrounded Hinduism in the West contributed to this acceptance and protected non-Muslim Indians from the growing wave of Islamophobia that engulfed Western societies. Sometimes, however, Indians were victims of the Western public’s ignorance of nuances of attire: thus, in the United States, some turban-wearing Sikhs were targeted in the aftermath of 9/11 because their headgear was found to resemble that worn by Osama bin Laden.
The reception of Indians in the Gulf countries to which they have been flocking since the 1970s has been characterised by a mixture of indifference and hostility, mitigated by the class factor. While manual workers have been harshly treated, deprived of basic rights and even physically assaulted, Indians who work in white-collar occupations such as accounting have met with more favourable treatment. There have also been differences amongst the various countries: Bahrain, Kuwait and Oman, where the Indian presence has a long history, have been more welcoming than Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. A novel in Malayalam by Benyamin (Benny Daniel, b. 1971), Aadujeevitham (‘Goat Days’) (2008), throws a crude light on the plight of the poorer emigrants. Based on a true story, it tells the tale of a Muslim worker from Kerala, Najeeb Muhammad, who, on his arrival in Saudi Arabia, is literally kidnapped and put to work in the desert tending goats. His life there is so lonely and miserable that he sees himself as closer to a goat than to a human being. Eventually, after having escaped and been imprisoned for a while, he is expelled to India by the Saudi authorities. How deeply the story resonates in Kerala is suggested by the fact that, in ten years, the book has already gone through a hundred reprints.
Despised as coolies, often resented as moneylenders (with the exception above-mentioned) and feared as policemen, Indians tended to be viewed negatively in most societies of the colonial and semi-colonial world. Their reluctance to marry outside their group did not make for increased popularity. The image of Indians tended thus to contrast with that of India, which was often highly idealised: to Buddhists across Asia it was ‘Holy India’, a place of pilgrimage for those seeking the traces of the Enlightened One; to Africans battling European colonialism it provided a comforting hope of liberation from colonialism’s shackles. It is difficult to reconcile these two sets of images, but, to add to the complexity, a third one emerged at the end of the twentieth century, that of a hub of technology: Indians are seen as technologically savvy, and the IT specialist is now probably the most representative Indian in the eyes of many, although some Bollywood actors and actresses have become global icons, projecting an image of glamour.

Indians as Travellers, Sojourners, Settlers and Their Views of the Outside World
From the time of the arrival of the Portuguese on the west coast of India, some Indians were travelling to Europe with the Portuguese and other European fleets. The names of some of these travellers are known, but none seem to have left narratives of their voyages. The first group of Indian travellers to the West who left written memoirs were Muslim aristocrats such as Mirza Sheikh I’tesamuddin (1730?–1800?) and Mirza Abu Taleb (1752–1806?) who, in the second half of the eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century, penned travel accounts in Persian. They travelled in some kind of official capacity in relation to the affairs of the EIC, and in their narratives they tended to show effusive admiration for Britain, as epitomised by the title of I’tesamuddin’s (2002) narrative Wonders of Vilayet, combined, in the case of Abu Taleb’s Masir-i-Talibi Bilad Afrang (Hasan 2005), with fairly dismissive remarks about Britain’s neighbour and arch-enemy France, which he visited on his way back to India. Also worth mentioning is the Varthamanappusthakam, a narrative written in Malayalam by Cathanar Thomman Paremmakkal (1736–99) who, in 1778–9, accompanied Bishop Mar Joseph Kariyattil, a dignitary of the Malabar (Syrian) Church, on his journey to Europe, reaching Lisbon and Rome via the Carreira da Indià, that is, Benguela in Angola and Bahia in Brazil, on a mission for the church (Paremmakkal 1971). The text includes interesting descriptions of the Portuguese capital and parts of Italy that are characterised by a certain ‘matter-of-factness’. The author is not dazzled by Europe, although he expresses some admiration for the industriousness of Italian agriculturists, whom he thinks his countrymen in Malabar would be well advised to try to emulate. Some visitors left significant archival traces in Europe, like the mysterious Ahmad Khan, who claimed (falsely) to be a son of the defunct Nawab of Bharuch (Broach) and accompanied one of the (true) sons of the Nawab through France in 1793–4, at the height of the Great Terror, on his way to London on a mission to claim redress from the EIC Court of Directors for prejudice caused to the Nawab’s family by the Governor of Bombay. His companion having died in Lyon, he managed to reach Paris and to obtain a subsidy from the Comité de Salut Public, which explains his presence in the French archives of the revolutionary period. He left no narrative of his travels but helped the Professor of Persian at the Collège de France, Pierre Ruffin, to translate into that language the Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen. This made him suspect in the eyes of the British and led to his arrest and short-term imprisonment in Bombay when he came back to India from London (Markovits forthcoming). His odyssey testifies to the ability of some educated Indians (he may have been a munshi) to successfully navigate the currents and eddies of European politics in the age of revolutions. These early travellers were the forerunners of a growing category of Indians who travelled for business or pleasure, taking advantage of the facilities offered by the development of steam navigation in the second half of the nineteenth century. Most of them belonged to the middle class, but there were also travellers of more modest means who rarely left written traces of their travels. One special case is that of the sepoys, dealt with in Chapter 3. Amongst elite travellers, Bengalis were particularly well represented, and they have been the subject of an important study by Simonti Sen (2005).
One of the earliest narratives of travel to have been published by a Bengali (in English) was Keshub Chandra Sen’s ‘Diary in Ceylon’, which narrates a visit to Ceylon made in 1859 (he was then twenty) by the future leader of the Brahmo Samaj (Sen 1888). It is noteworthy for the detached attitude it takes to the country and its inhabitants: despite its geographical closeness to India, the island is described as alien and its inhabitants are ‘exoticised’ in a manner that recalls that of European travel narratives. The head priest of a Buddhist temple is described as ‘so very black and rude looking that it is hard to distinguish him from a negro’, while the same is excoriated for his ignorance of Sanskrit. Anxious to ‘gain some knowledge of the manners and customs, social and domestic economy, religious and literary institutions of the people’, the Indian traveller deplores that he has been able to acquire ‘only superficial acquaintance with the natives’ (p. 34). Yet he seems obsessed with phrenology, remarking that ‘the Ceylonese have various and peculiar sorts of faces’ (p. 34). He notes that ‘generally speaking they seem to be of the Malya [Malay?] tribe’ but that ‘some of them look exactly like Burmese, some … like Musulmans, some like Feringees, and some like Bengallees’. Adding that ‘some are jet black like Cafrees’, he claims that ‘in some cases it is difficult to distinguish males from females mainly by the features of the face’. He offers some remarks on their attire, which he finds close to that of Hijrahs (eunuchs) in India, and on their hairstyles. He is inspired by a visit to a Christian school and invites his ‘Brahmo brethren’ to emulate the hard-working Christians in spreading their faith to the entire world, but also records that he has been told by some informants that those who have converted to Christianity amongst the natives ‘have done so only to win the favour of Sahibs’ (p. 51). Regarding the cultural productions of the island, he is somewhat ambivalent: while recognising that some ‘nigger songs [sic]’ (p. 42) he listened to ‘transported’ him and his friends ‘out of (them)selves with joy’, a spectacle of ‘devil dance’ (pp. 54–5) to which he has been invited inspires him to comment that ‘it bespeaks well the low tastes and barbaric rudeness of the people’. In another passage, however, he reports a conversation with some ‘Moodaliars’ who told him of ‘the great progress made by the natives in civilization in the last ten or fifteen years’. An encounter with an Englishman who tried to entice the young Bengalis to accompany him on a visit to ‘a place of debauchery’ leads him to alert travellers to the dangers they can be exposed to in a ‘strange land’. He recognises that Ceylon is superior to India in the fact that social intermingling amongst people of different religions and castes occurs quite frequently. Having noticed that some Christian ‘gentlemen’ have Buddhist wives and live ‘peacefully’ with their families, he comments that ‘such a thing would not be tolerated among my countrymen and would agitate the whole orthodox community with frenzy and indignation’. The social and religious reformer in him is pleased to note that ‘in Ceylon, although caste is recognized by the natives, it is not at all a religious institution but a purely social one and depends upon their professions and callings’ (p. 46). One would expect the mixture of ‘otherness’ and familiarity that Keshub perceived in the neighbouring island to be absent for Indian travellers west of Suez: yet, for some elite travellers, Britain was not unfamiliar territory, so steeped had they been in British history and literature.
The emergence of a travel literature in English by Indian authors, starting with The Travels of Dean Mahomet (1794), is worth noting as a sign of a deep process of acculturation at work. The same Dean Mahomed, as Michael Fisher (1996) has shown, was the first successful Indian entrepreneur in Britain. He opened the first ‘Indian restaurant’, a venture that proved a failure, but did better later with the opening of a bathing establishment in Brighton in which he promoted the use of ‘shampoo’, a novelty in Britain. Narratives of travel in Britain became a minor genre, characterised by a certain degree of uniformity in the way in which the country and its inhabitants were pictured. One of the few complaints voiced by Indian authors concerned the excessive scrutiny by the British public their appearance provoked, although they did not perceive it as motivated by anything other than curiosity. Some of them, however, remarked on the striking contrast in behaviour towards Indians between Britons in India and Britons at home. While the former exhibited a kind of despising arrogance, the latter tended to be welcoming. Generous hospitality was often extended to visiting Indians, including by Anglo-Indians, and they showed their appreciation. Some of the visitors were not blind to the less savoury aspects of British reality and commented on an urban poverty which they found worse than in India. Racial prejudice was of course not absent in Britain; while visiting Indians rarely mentioned it, Indian residents, who were few, could be victims of it. One of its most notorious manifestations was the Edalji case (Visram 2002: 79–82). George Edalji, a lawyer, was the son of an Anglican clergyman of Parsi origin who came to England in the 1870s, married an English wife and was given the living of the parish of Great Wyrley in the Midlands in 1876. He was never fully accepted locally and was constantly the butt of pranks and threats. In 1903 George, then twenty-seven and a rising lawyer, was arrested on suspicion of having mutilated a horse and of having himself written some of the threatening anonymous letters received by his family. He was sentenced to seven years’ penal servitude: his case became a cause célèbre and he was released after three years but never officially pardoned. It seems that the Chief Constable of Staffordshire Police had decided that he was guilty, despite the lack of proof, and conducted a biased investigation. The young lawyer may have been a victim of his own success, which made him appear ‘uppity’ and above his station as a man of colour. His cause was taken up by white sympathisers, including Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and does not appear to have attracted the attention of the small Indian community present in Britain. Nor was it widely commented upon in India. A certain degree of cringe is perceptible in most Indian narratives of visits to Britain, which tends to suggest that many members of the Indian elite had somehow internalised the notion of a superiority of British over Indian civilisation. The end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century saw the beginning of a reversal, as some Indian visitors started to contrast Western materialism with Indian spirituality and claim superiority for the latter. Indian visitors also began to venture beyond Britain, in increasing numbers, and to compare Britain with its continental neighbours, starting with France. The comparison was not always to Britain’s advantage. Swami Vivekananda, who spent some time in Paris, was full of praise for France, which he saw as offering a counterpoint to Britain thanks to the legacy of the Revolution (Vivekananda 1909). Experiencing the actual diversity of Europe helped a few Indian authors to set some distance vis-à-vis the notion that Britain was the most perfect incarnation of European civilisation. Germany emerged as an important point of fixation in the emergence of a more critical view of Britain, too, although few Indians wrote about their travels in the country. In the early twentieth century, Japan became a destination for travel and attracted praise for its ability to adopt elements of Western modernity without losing its traditional culture. Rabindranath Tagore, who went there in 1916 to give a series of conferences and was at first given a hero’s welcome by his Japanese hosts, wrote a few lyrical pages about Japan, although, in his 1919 Bengali book Japan Yatra, he was also critical of aspects of Japanese reality and deplored the lack of spirituality of Shintoism. As observed by Simonti Sen (2010), his narrative had a ‘triadic’ structure as the ghost of Europe always intervened in his observations about Japan. A different tone was struck in the narrative penned in 1912 by Bengali housewife Hariprabha Takeda, whose Japanese husband took her on a visit to his family in Aichi prefecture (Sen 2010). She was able to gain an insight into the everyday life of a Japanese family and was alert to resemblances to, as well as differences from, life in India, but her view of the country and its inhabitants was decidedly on the positive side. For her, travel was not part of self-fashioning, as it was for most bhadralok travellers (although she was actually from a Brahmin family). Her narrative went largely ignored until it was reprinted in 1999, when it attracted some attention as being representative of a rare subaltern and female view of a foreign country.
Probably the most comprehensive Indian travel narrative was the one that Pandita Ramabai (1858–1922) penned in Marathi on her return from a three-year stay in the United States in 1886–9: it is entitled The Peoples of the United States (Kosambi 2003). This extraordinary woman, a Mahratta Brahmin converted to Christianity who is considered one of India’s earliest feminists, produced a real compendium of America, with a special emphasis on the fate of women. She professes great admiration for the country and contrasts it favourably with both Britain and India in the level of political and religious freedom enjoyed by its citizens, which she commends for emulation to her compatriots. She is particularly impressed by the progress of women’s emancipation, which she links to the advancement of female education. Her text has undoubtedly strong anti-colonial undertones, but, at the same time, it is complicit with some colonial discourses about India as a land of oppression, especially gender oppression. She also shows a degree of blindness regarding the question of race in the United States. While she recognises the existence of a deep white hatred for the blacks, as well as for the Amerindians and the Chinese, she expresses a degree of optimism regarding the future of interracial relations. She invokes a scene she witnessed in an overcrowded railway station of a black man being allowed to sit at a table next to a white man. Her emotional reaction to such a scene is probably overdetermined by a realisation that in India no Brahmin would have allowed a lower-caste person to sit next to him. But she seems to be unaware that her visit took place precisely at the time when the Jim Crow laws were increasingly encroaching on the legal rights of the Afro-Americans in the Southern states (which she does not appear to have visited during her travels across the land). This partial blindness is probably explicable in terms of her avowed intention of presenting the USA to her Indian readers as a model; such an aim would have been compromised by putting too much emphasis on American racism.
One Indian traveller who left a significant body of writing about his travels was none other than Gandhi, although for him travel was part of a process of self-discovery, and not so much an encounter with others. It is interesting to ponder the way in which Gandhi dealt, in his writings, with South Africa, where he sojourned for almost twenty years (Figure 6.3). In effect, the land figures little in his narratives, be it the Autobiography or Satyagraha in South Africa, both written in India after his return. There are a few lines in the introduction to Satyagraha in which he briefly enthuses about the beauty and fertility of the land, but they appear perfunctory (Gandhi 1928: 6). Nor did he pay much attention to the inhabitants, especially to the Africans, a point for which he has often been blamed in post-apartheid South Africa. This indifference to the land recalls that expressed by a group of old Indians in Trinidad, as recounted in V. S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr Biswas: ‘They could not speak English and were not interested in the land where they lived; it was a place where they had come for a short time and stayed longer than they expected’ (Naipaul 1961: 194). This was also the case for Gandhi, who had come to South Africa for a year and stayed for twenty. The almost exclusive focus of his interest was the Indian community, which he saw basically as an offshoot of the Motherland. He called on the local Indians to remain connected to India as much as possible and not to lose their cultural identity. As Isabel Hofmeyr (2011: 34) has shown, his journalism practice in Young India aimed at reporting events in South Africa through the filter of India, as if it were possible ‘to inhabit two spaces at the same time’. This ability to remain in India in the spirit while being elsewhere in the body appears typical of a certain Indian mode of travelling. It may partly explain the relative absence of Indian travel literature, especially in relation to the enormous amount of travelling that Indians did.
Figure 6.3 Gandhi outside his law office in Johannesburg with Henry Polak, Miss Schlesin and two office clerks, 1903.
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In the post-independence period, the range of travel by Indians broadened and led to the production of some interesting travel narratives in different vernacular languages. Amongst such writings, those of Malayalam writer S. K. Pottekatt (1913–82) have recently attracted some scholarly attention (Devika 2018). Pottekatt, a prolific writer and a well-known literary figure in Kerala, wrote several accounts of his travels in Africa, Europe and Asia. The African travelogues are marked by a degree of ambivalence, as Pottekatt’s anti-colonial viewpoint is juxtaposed with openly racist views about Africans that reflect widespread prejudices common to Europeans and Indians. While he displays strong hostility to the Gujarati businessmen active in Africa, whom he views as exploiters, he is less severe about his compatriots from Kerala, even when engaged in the same kind of activities. His case appears to show some of the limits in the solidarity amongst victims of colonial oppression, although it is difficult to judge how representative his writings are of Indian attitudes towards Africans.
In contrast with this ambivalence of feeling towards other non-whites, a process of linguistic adaptation, often in the guise of ‘Creolisation’, took place amongst Indian communities, although it could take different forms (Sharma and Annamalai 2003). In the French colonies of Réunion, Guadeloupe and Martinique, the planters strongly encouraged the Indians, most of whom were Tamil speakers, to adopt French Creole, which was the working language on the plantations, as well as to embrace Catholicism. Tamil survived as a purely domestic language amongst the immigrants and was not transmitted to the next generation, which led to its quasi-disappearance at an early stage, although recently there have been attempts at a revival of the language. In Mauritius, there was a much more gradual shift towards the adoption of French Creole, at the same time as the Bhojpuri dialect (a regional variety of Hindi spoken by most of the ex-indentured) itself became ‘Creolised’ and was partly adopted by the speakers of other Indian languages. In Surinam, an interesting and rather unusual development was the creation of a new language, known as Sarnami (Yakpo and Muysken 2014). It was neither a classical Creole nor a pidgin but a sui generis linguistic formation that evolved gradually over a period of several decades. At first, there was a process of ‘koineisation’ which amalgamated the different languages spoken by the Indian indentured labourers – Bhojpuri, Awadhi, Magadhi and Maithili. Then, at a later stage, that ‘koiné’ was subjected to the dual influence of Dutch, the official language of the colony, and Sranan Tongo, the English-derived Creole spoken in the coastal region of Surinam. The new language was never the only one spoken by the Indians, who also spoke Sranan Tongo and, to a lesser extent, Dutch, but it was the first language of the majority of them, spoken, according to the last Surinam census (in 2004), by 15.8 per cent of the population, while ‘Hindustanis’ accounted for 27 per cent. The situation in that Dutch ex-colony contrasted with what was happening in the neighbouring ex-British colonies of Guyana and Trinidad, where the local Creolised Bhojpuri gradually gave way to forms of Creole English. One possible explanation of this contrast may be that, in Guyana and Trinidad, Bhojpuri was coupled with Standard Hindi as the ‘low’ form of the language and that as Standard Hindi increasingly gave way to English as the ‘high’ language, Bhojpuri fell by the wayside. In Fiji, Fiji Hindi, which had absorbed influences from both the indigenous Fijian language and English, established itself as the only Indian language to the detriment of South Indian languages. It appears that this was partly owing to the policy of the planters to make it the sole language on the plantations, although it was also coupled with Standard Hindi and, increasingly, English. In South Africa, the Indians, 60 per cent of whom originated from the South – Tamil and Telugu-speakers – and 40 per cent from Gujarat and Northern India – Hindi, Urdu and Gujarati speakers – had no koiné for communication. At first, they tended to use a local African–European pidgin, known as fanakalo, for communication amongst themselves as well as with the Africans, but they gradually shifted to English, although quite a few in the rural areas of Natal became fluent in isiZulu. In South Africa, official census figures (which may not be totally reliable) reveal a massive fall in the number of speakers of Indian languages between 1960 and 1980 from a total of 400,000 to fewer than 100,000 to the almost exclusive benefit of English (although the use of Afrikaans also marginally increased). South African Bhojpuri, which had been in widespread use in Natal, practically disappeared, and Tamil and Telugu were similarly affected. On the other hand, Kokni (Konkani in India), spoken by a small Indian Muslim community in the Capetown area, proved surprisingly resilient, largely owing to close links being maintained with the villages of origins of the migrants (Meshtrie, Kulkarni-Joshi and Paradkar 2017). In East Africa, many Indians knew Swahili, the main vehicular language of the area, and quite a few were also fluent in the vernaculars, like Kikuyu or Luganda, although Gujarati and Punjabi remained in wide use amongst them, despite a partial shift to English. Indians’ ability to retain a specific identity while gradually jettisoning their own languages is one of the most intriguing traits of the story of Indian expatriation. The attachment that most expatriate Indians felt for their ‘Indic’ religions (including Indian Islam) is certainly part of the explanation, but ethnic pride and a desire to maintain ‘purity of blood’ also figure in the picture. It should not obscure the fact that phenomena of hybridity occurred, albeit on a limited scale. One of the better-known ones is the emergence of mixed Punjabi–Mexican families in early-twentieth-century California, as documented by Karen Leonard (1992). Punjabi farmers in California’s Imperial Valley, not being able to bring brides from India because of strict immigration rules, turned to Mexican women as a substitute: the latter in turn were attracted to the financial stability that these prosperous farmers could offer. In Malaya, a small ‘Chinindian’ community evolved from the union of Indian men with Chinese women (Devarajoo 2009). These, however, were exceptions, and Indian overseas communities as a whole were characterised by a high degree of inbreeding.
The ex-indentured did not engage in much writing about their experiences. Given their low rate of literacy, they expressed themselves mostly through songs. Some of these songs, which are in English Creole dating from the first decades of the twentieth century, have been collected by Trinidad historian Noor Kumar Mahabir (1985: 41–2). They tend to display feelings of hostility towards the Africans, as in the following example:

Nigger Nigger
Come for roti [bread]
Come for roti
Come for roti
All de roti done
When de coolie raise de gun
All de nigger stand to run.


This fantasy about armed coolies putting blacks to flight had a curious echo in a completely different context. In the South African colony of Natal, the white colonists apparently saw the newly arrived Indians as potential military assets against the local Zulus. In 1865, 1,000 muskets were sent from India to be distributed to the coolies in case of emergency (Thiara 1999), although they were not actually used. This shows that the hostility between Indians and Africans was taken for granted by the whites, who did everything to keep it alive.

Few narratives by ex-indentured labourers have been published, but two have attracted a measure of attention. The first one, by Totaram Sanadhya (1876–1947), was penned in Hindi with the help of an Indian journalist and published in India in 1914 as ‘Twenty-One Years in the Fiji Islands’ (Kelly and Singh 2003). It is a damning indictment of the horrors of indenture, written in a very polemical style, and it contributed in its small way to the abolition of the hated system by making available to a wide audience a vivid description of the plight of the indentured. The text, on the other hand, has little to say about Fiji and the Fijians, although, in a shorter narrative entitled ‘The Haunted Line’, Totaram recounts how, while he was starving and about to commit suicide, he was saved by the providential intervention of a group of Fijians who had been workers on the same plantation and gave him food. The text includes a section devoted to a presentation of Fijian society that, although blinkered in some ways, is nevertheless not devoid of empathy: Totaram was quite fluent in Fijian, and his text seems to be a rare example of intercultural endeavour by an Indian, although he returned to India in 1914 and did not afterwards keep close links with Fiji.
The second narrative is the Jiwan Prakash written in 1943–5 by Munshi Rahman Khan (1874–1972) in Hindi in Surinam and recently translated into English via a Dutch translation itself based on an earlier English version of the text (Sinha-Kerkhoff, Bal and Deo Singh 2005). It is a fascinating document by an educated Muslim who became a sardar (overseer) on a plantation and it presents a nuanced picture of the world of indenture. Although he spent most of his life in the Dutch colony, he has little to say about the land and its non-Indian inhabitants, despite having had constant dealings with Dutch plantation owners, as well as black and Javanese workers. But his main preoccupation, as was the case with Gandhi, is with his own Indian compatriots. He offers a severe indictment of the role of the Arya Samaj in Surinam, which he accuses of having created strife between Hindus and Muslims, in the form of a boycott of the latter by the former that lasted nine years, from 1934 to 1943. His text is also noticeable for a strikingly positive assessment of Dutch rule, ending as it does with a gushing poem in honour of Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands. Non-British colonial rule, whether French or Dutch, came under less criticism by the ex-indentured than British rule, although in fact it was the British who had authorised emigration to non-British colonies.
Amongst works of fiction about the Indian communities born of indenture, those by V. S. Naipaul stand out. From a reading of his celebrated novel A House for Mr Biswas, which is set in Trinidad in the 1940s and 1950s, it appears that, on that Caribbean island, relations between Indians and Africans were characterised by a pattern of mutual indifference rather than of mutual hostility. In the novel, the main Indian character, Mr Biswas, having moved from his rural location to the capital city of Port-of-Spain to live in a black neighbourhood, admits to being baffled by the ‘strangeness’ of his new neighbours: ‘The other tenants were all Negroes. Mr Biswas had never lived close to people of this race before, and their proximity added to the strangeness, the adventure of being in the city’ (Naipaul 1961: 311).
For the countries of kangani and mistry migration, a look at vernacular texts, particularly those in Tamil and Telugu, would probably provide some clues as to Indian attitudes, but no survey of this literature is available. Regarding Indians’ views of their Burmese hosts, one interesting testimony has recently come to light in the form of the memoirs of a small Tamil trader, M. P. Mariappan, as recorded by his grandson Anand Pandian, a social anthropologist (Pandian and Mariappan 2014). Mariappan belonged to a family of Nadars from a village in Tamil Nadu, who had been trading in Burma for two generations, and he spent a decade in Okpo, a small town of Lower Burma, managing a provision shop. He testifies to the fact that, for Indians of his background who belonged to a class of small traders, Burma represented a Land of Plenty where one could live a better life than in India, despite the fact that his stay in the country coincided with the years of the Great Depression. It was also a land where one could be largely free of the rigid social norms of village India, where caste rules were not strictly enforced and men could find sexual partners without entering into a formal marriage. As he sees it, there were no rules in Burma regarding relations between men and women. Although he is discreet about his own entanglements, he points to his good relations with the local Burmese population, on both a business and a social level, made possible by his fluency in the language. However, he matter-of-factly describes his Burmese neighbours as prone to anger and, when in that state, liable to come at you with a sickle. He also recalls that, in Okpo, the atmosphere of easy amity between Indians and Burmans gave way to one of open tension in 1938. A mob of Burman peasants marched on the town with the intention of looting the Indian shops; it was stopped only by police firing. He started being insulted regularly and called ‘kala’, which had never happened before. He gives no explanation for this brutal change of atmosphere, and, when he left Burma in the wake of the Japanese invasion to join the massive Indian exodus from the land, he still entrusted a Burman friend with his shop. He does not display any bitterness towards the country or its inhabitants and made a brief trip to Burma in 2002. He still had relations there and managed to locate his father’s tomb. His story can be viewed as a kind of corrective to the dominant narrative of Indian exile from Burma. It points towards a pattern of circulation over a long period of time that is not yet completely over. In the post-war period, nostalgia for the ‘loss’ of Burma was widespread in Tamil Nadu, where many former emigrants had settled, and it found expression in the hugely popular Tamil film Parasakti (1952), the story of three brothers from a prosperous Rangoon-based Tamil family who went through various trials and tribulations after having been forced out of Burma (Amrith 2013: 232).

Indians as Hosts and Their Attitudes towards Outsiders
Although, for many centuries, various groups of foreigners landed on India’s shores or crossed deserts and mountain passes to reach the plains of Hindustan, in search of the proverbial riches of the land, they did not necessarily leave deep traces in the memory of the local inhabitants. India was often compared to a sponge that had an infinite capacity of both absorption and indifference. Its literati showed little interest for the various intruders, whose presence is rarely recorded in their writings. Indian attitudes often have to be reconstructed through the writings of the foreigners themselves, who were of course not devoid of bias. With the establishment of British rule, the foreign rulers took it upon themselves to reveal to their Indian subjects the truth about their society, a hubristic act of appropriation that was not, however, without offering emancipatory possibilities, upon which some of these subjects were not slow to seize. In putting forward their claim to omniscience, the same foreign rulers were exposing themselves to scrutiny on the part of their subjects. Even if that scrutiny was at first rather gentle and respectful, it gradually took on a different dimension, as a new kind of literati turned sharp analytical faculties to dissecting the mechanics of British rule. This is well known, but less is known about Indians’ feelings towards those Britons who made their home in India, temporarily or permanently. Certainly, the events of the Great Revolt of 1857 revealed the existence of a deep hatred of the white conquerors on the part of a section of the population, especially in the towns and cities where most of them were located. The ferocity of the British repression of the rising also left deep traces, especially amongst the Muslim population of the Old City of Delhi that had been exposed to a high level of brutality on the part of the British soldiery. In a well-known novel in English by twentieth-century Urdu writer Ahmed Ali, Twilight in Delhi, the bitter hatred felt towards the British by scions of old Delhi Muslim families still finds ample expression at the time of the 1911 Durbar, during which Edward VII was solemnly crowned as Emperor of India (Ali 1940). Three decades later, in 1945, the future historian of India Eric Stokes (1924–81) testified to the looks of ‘cold hatred’ he encountered from the locals when he walked in his British army uniform through the streets of the native quarters of Calcutta and confessed that he felt ‘like a Nazi officer … walking along a Paris Boulevard’.8 It is difficult to know how far these feelings were shared amongst the population. It has been suggested that Indians differentiated clearly between two categories of British: the gentlemen, known as sahib log, towards whom there was a degree of respect mixed with fear, and those of inferior social rank, mostly private soldiers, known as gora log (whiteys) and openly despised (Yang 2017: 19). There is, however, the intriguing case of one of these ‘whiteys’, a railway guard of Irish origin called J. B. Miller (b. 1880) who became an important trade-union leader in Lahore in the inter-war period and was known as ‘General Miller’, a sign of the prestige he enjoyed with his fellow Indian workers in the Mughalpara railway workshops (Azhar 2019). His story appears exceptional and was never apparently replicated elsewhere, the bonds of race tending to be stronger than those of class in a colonial context.
Most Indians in the countryside probably never saw British people, except in periods of serious political turmoil when British regiments were sent on flag marches throughout the land. The ‘Tommies’ were thus the only British figures even remotely familiar to the mass of Indians. While they were generally despised and feared, it would be interesting to know in more detail how they were represented in folksongs, in popular literature and plays; that said, to my knowledge, no survey has been done of this material. The few British soldiers that penned narratives about their Indian stay do not give much information on their reception by the population outside the cantonments, where prostitutes and traders catered to their needs but, for obvious reasons, kept their deeper feelings to themselves. One such narrative, dated circa 1885, paints a quasi-idyllic picture of the life of British soldiers, harping on the amount of leisure they had and the attentive care they got from a whole array of ‘natives’, about whom the narrator tends to hold dismissive but not very hostile views (Patterson 1885?). It is difficult to know how representative it is. What is certain is that British soldiers, whose regiments practically all did at least one tour of duty in India, tended to become quite attuned to the Indian environment. Robert Graves, in his candid memoir of his war years Goodbye to All That, thus recounts that, in France in 1914, soldiers of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, a regiment of the old British army, tended to treat French peasants as if they were Indian ‘natives’, addressing them in broken Hindustani and being very surprised that they did not understand them[!] (Graves 1960: 107). Regarding the attitude of Indian civilians towards the British soldiery, some incidents during the ‘Quit India’ campaign of August–September 1942, when a few isolated soldiers were assaulted and killed by furious mobs, reveal a pattern of deep hostility that remained repressed in ‘normal’ times but could easily erupt into open violence.
Socialisation between Britons and elite Indians attracted more attention from actors who were literate as well as from scholars: it went through different phases. In the first decades of colonial rule, Britons were often invited to nautch parties thrown by rich Indians and willingly graced them with their presence. There followed a long phase, starting in the 1830s, when such gatherings were becoming increasingly rare, as Britons’ participation in them was viewed as a sign of ‘going native’ and frowned upon by the majority in white society. Towards the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, new forms of socialisation between Britons and elite Indians arose around sport such as cricket and polo. In the inter-war period, as more Indians entered the ranks of the Indian Civil Service and the army officer corps, their British colleagues had to accept a certain degree of intermingling, although it remained quite formal and there was no return to the kind of easy intercourse of the early years of colonial rule. There is no doubt that a certain category of elite Indians craved acceptance by the British and tended to mimic them, which made them the butt of jokes both amongst the whites, who made fun of ‘wogs’ or ‘babus’, and amongst their compatriots who derided them as ‘toadies’ and bootlickers. All this did not of course prevent the existence of friendships across the race divide, although interracial love affairs were increasingly rare. How complicated navigating such friendships could be in a racially polarised society comes out well from the story of the relationship between the Englishman Fielding and the Indian Aziz in E. M. Forster’s (1924) A Passage to India. Racial tension between British and Indians, always an undercurrent in everyday life situations, came out in the open in the few spaces where close encounters in effect took place, such as railway compartments or offices. Indians boarding first-class compartments in trains were always in danger of facing violent reactions from white passengers, although there was no law preventing them from travelling first-class, and in business firms’ premises in Calcutta, Indians were often not allowed to use lifts. These forms of petty racial discrimination particularly irked elite Indians and no doubt contributed to their growing alienation vis-à-vis British rule. Marwari business magnate Ganshyamdas Birla (1894–1983) endured such a humiliation when he was only sixteen and traced in it the origins of his lifelong nationalist sympathies (Birla 1953). Of ‘ordinary’ Indians, the ones interacting most regularly with the British were the servants in British households: they were often badly treated and subjected to physical abuse, although forms of intimacy also developed between British masters and Indian servants, which could be ambiguous. Unfortunately, those Indians who had the most to say about the British have left no testimony of their experiences. The same was true of the relations on the plantations between white managers and Indian labourers: physical violence did not prevent intimacy, and most estate managers had Indian mistresses and often fathered their children. These children were generally sent away to be educated in schools in nearby towns, such as the one known as ‘Dr Gordon’s Homes’ in Kalimpong, which specialised in catering to that segment of society, and some later emigrated to New Zealand, but it seems that their fathers tried to keep links with them (McCabe 2017).
That most Britons on their part failed to sink deep roots into India is shown by the scale of their emigration in the post-independence period. While, contrary to what happened in the Dutch East Indies, there was no official policy aimed at favouring the departure of the British, within twenty years the British population of India had been reduced to a few thousand. Those who stayed behind were generally pensioners, who sometimes had an Indian spouse and could not face the prospect of relocation to a Britain with which they had no more links. Such a couple is sensitively portrayed in Paul Scott’s novel Staying On (Scott 1977) which attracted less attention than his Raj Quartet. It does not appear that the departure of most Britons caused widespread anguish amongst the Indian population, although in some cases long-standing friendly relations were no doubt interrupted.
If Indians’ relations with their white guests were marked by contradictory features, what of their relations with other, non-European visitors and residents? Little is known about that aspect, as these non-Europeans were few and rarely attracted a lot of attention. Muslim immigrants from Afghanistan, Iran and Arabia seem to have been accepted by fellow Indian Muslims without too many qualms and to have gradually become part of the community, although there were varying degrees of acceptance depending on the social pedigree of the newcomers. Those who could claim to be Sayyids or Pathans, who were considered ashraf, were certainly accepted more easily than others of lower social origins. Non-Muslims such as Armenians, Baghdadi Jews or Chinese lived in a kind of ‘grey area’ like Eurasians, on the fringes of white society but not accepted as Indians either. In Calcutta, some long-standing Chinese residents forged close relations with their Indian neighbours, including with Dalits, and there were Kali temples in the Chinatowns where the Chinese worshipped, although there remains a degree of uncertainty as to what this worship meant exactly for them (Banerjee 2015). Armenians and Jews, although also apparently on good terms with their Indian neighbours, were amongst the first to emigrate after independence, while Chinese faced serious hostility after the 1962 war, as recorded in personal narratives that mention stones being thrown at the trains leading them to the internment camp (Banerjee 2015) (Figure 6.4). Tibetans were a special case as they benefited from privileged treatment by the Indian state; however, partly because of that, they attracted increasingly hostile reactions from local populations in the Himalayan localities where they relocated, especially in Dharamsala. Apart from the case of the Chinese and Tibetans, African students were often victims of discrimination and violence, particularly in Delhi, where many of them studied. Indian society has not been immune from manifestations of xenophobia, but, given the small numbers involved, the presence of foreigners rarely provoked violent reactions. Intercommunal and inter-caste violence was always on a much bigger scale.
Figure 6.4 Indian students raid Chinese shops in New Delhi, November 1962.
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7 Two Global Indian Events
To illustrate in a different way how Indian history can be thought of as global history, I focus on two major events in Indian history that clearly had a global dimension: firstly, the Great Rebellion of 1857–8, also known as the Sepoy Mutiny or the First Indian War of Independence; and secondly, the 1947 Partition of British India between the two Dominions of India and Pakistan.
The Great Rebellion as a Global Event
What began as a mutiny of a few sepoy regiments of the Bengal army of the EIC quickly escalated into one of the biggest and bloodiest risings of the nineteenth century (Sen 1957). The mutinied sepoys took control of a large part of Northern India and attempted to restore the Mughal Empire, putting at the head of the rising the old emperor Bahadur Shah. To defeat them, the British had to bring in massive reinforcements and it took them more than a year of often fierce fighting to prevail. Major episodes in the rising were: in June 1857, the fall of Cawnpore (present-day Kanpur) to the mutinied sepoys, followed by the massacre of British women and children ordered by one of the chiefs of the revolt, Nana Sahib (1820?–1859?); the siege of Delhi by the British, which allowed them to retake the city in September 1857, after six days of street fighting; the capture by the British of the Residency in Lucknow on 25 September 1857; the taking of the city of Lucknow on 1 March 1858; the fall of the fortress of Gwalior, the last stronghold of the revolt, on 20 June 1858, with the death of the Rani of Jhansi (1828–58), who became a legendary figure of Indian resistance. The return to peace was proclaimed on 8 July 1858 by Governor-General Lord Canning, although guerrilla operations continued till the capture and execution by the British in April 1859 of the last leader of the revolt, Tatya Tope, also known as Tantia Topi (1814–59). There was huge loss of human life, mostly owing to British repression, and the revolt left in its wake a significant trail of physical destruction.
It was the only Indian event in that century that attracted significant international attention. And yet it has rarely been treated as a global event in the overabundant historiography that developed in the immediate afterward of the rising and has not ceased to expand since then. This is owing mostly to the iconic status that the revolt acquired both in British historiography as a crucial moment in the crystallisation of Victorian imperialism and in Indian historiography as the first stage on the road to independence, a teleological view that has proved enduring despite its fragile empirical foundations. Those few historians who have tried to frame it within a broader context have either emphasised its quasi-simultaneity with other major turbulences in the Eurasian landmass, such as the European revolutions of 1848–9 or the Tai-ping rebellion of 1851–64 in China (Stokes 1986), or focused on the repercussions that it had across the British Empire (Bates and Carter 2013; Bender 2016). If the democratic and anti-absolutist European revolutions of 1848–9 had undoubtedly a nationalist dimension, as in the case of the Italian, Czech and Hungarian risings against Austrian imperial power, it is difficult to find any similarity there with an Indian revolt that ignored ideas of popular sovereignty (Ray 2004) and aimed at the restoration of the Mughal Empire. Furthermore, there is not a shred of evidence that the revolted Indian sepoys or civilians who joined in the struggle were inspired in any way by the failed European revolutions of a few years before, whose echo in India appears to have been very faint and mostly limited to the colonial port-cities, which remained largely unaffected by the 1857 rising. There is no evidence either that any significant participant in the European revolutions found his way to India, although quite a few sought refuge in Britain. Whatever link existed between the two events was at the level of perceptions. A curious example is provided by the case of the ex-Chartist and early British socialist Ernest Jones (1819–69), author of a long poem glorifying the Indian revolt, ‘The Revolt of Hindustan’, who was, as reported by Karl Marx’s wife Jenny, busy ‘making Kossuts [sic; allusion to Lajos Kossuth, the leader of the Hungarian revolution in 1848–9] of all the Hindus’ through his addresses in numerous public meetings in London (Acharyya and Saha 1957). But his linking of the Indian revolt with the European revolutions of 1848–9 was obviously idiosyncratic and did not meet with a wide echo. On the other hand, the Tai-ping rebellion was still in full bloom when the Indian revolt broke out, but the two insurrections had different objectives and followed completely separate courses. Nor is there any evidence that the Indian rebels were aware of the events in China and drew inspiration from them, despite the presence of Indian traders and soldiers in China during the years of the Tai-ping rebellion. Furthermore, while the Indian revolt had a strong anti-Christian component, being originally triggered by the fear of forced conversion to Christianity on the part of the sepoys of the Bengal army, the Tai-ping rebellion was on the contrary marked by a direct Christian inspiration, and it was at the outset viewed sympathetically by the Western powers, including Great Britain, although at a later stage the same powers helped the Qing imperial authorities crush the rebels (Platt 2012). Actually, the Tai-ping revolt indirectly helped the British to repress the Indian uprising, as the 1,700-strong expeditionary force sent to China in 1857 to put pressure on the Qing imperial authorities under the leadership of Lord Elgin was detained in Calcutta and sent to the relief of Delhi, an intervention that proved providential. It appears altogether difficult to speak of a global revolutionary conjuncture in Eurasia in the mid-nineteenth century, linking events in Europe, India and China.
The only ‘global’ dimension immediately perceptible in the rising was the fact that some Muslim civilian participants, in its second phase, when it extended much beyond the military, proclaimed it as a jihad and called on Muslims outside India to join it. But there is no evidence that such a call was successful and that Muslim volunteers from outside India joined the rebels in significant numbers. Nor did Muslim-ruled states such as Persia, Afghanistan, the Central Asian khanates and the Ottoman Empire offer any actual support to the rebels, despite appeals for help made by the latter, particularly to the Ottoman sultan. On the other hand, it appears that the Indian rising attracted the attention and sympathy of many in the Muslim world. In Egypt, home to a small community of Indian Muslims, they publicised it; those reports helped nurture a growing tide of anti-Christian feeling, as noted by the British consul in Cairo (Cole 1989: 113). A few years later, in 1865, another British official mentioned that an Indian fugitive from the revolt had played a major role in a peasant revolt in Upper Egypt (Cole 1989). Some detected a general upsurge of anti-Christian feeling in the Muslim world, as epitomised by an anti-European riot in Jeddah and a massacre of Christians in Damascus, both occurring in 1860, and thought that the 1857 revolt had been a forerunner of it, although more specific links are difficult to prove. It is also worth noting that the activist Jamal-ad-Din al-Afghani was in Bombay in 1857, and that his witnessing of the revolt (although remotely since the great port-city was not directly affected) is credited with having contributed to shaping his strong anti-imperialist views. Further research is needed about the echo of the revolt in the Muslim world.
Some leaders of the revolt appear to have had hopes of support from Russia as it was the only neighbouring power with some military clout and had clearly shown itself to be hostile to British rule in India, but their hopes were quickly dashed as the Tsarist authorities, while momentarily tempted to use the opportunity, concluded that there was nothing to be gained there (Karatchkova 2013). France, which had started a rapprochement with Britain under Emperor Napoleon III, did not move either and its remaining Indian establishments, mostly situated in the South of the subcontinent, offered no possible refuge to fugitive rebels. The same Napoleon III is even reported to have advised the British Commander-in-Chief the Duke of Cambridge against any complacency vis-à-vis colonial populations, with the comment that ‘a mutiny was a very catching thing’ (Bender 2016). It was to the neighbouring Hindu kingdom of Nepal that the last remnants of the rebellion fled in 1859, but the regime of the Ranas was too scared of the British to offer any actual help to the rebels.
On the other hand, the revolt did affect people in different ways the length and breadth of the British Empire, which at the time was still far from having reached its maximum expansion. It was mostly the settler colonies, such as those of Southern Africa and Australasia, that felt the impact of the rising. News of it created a kind of panic, particularly in the Cape colony, which had close relations with India and was used as a rear base for the struggle against the rebellion. There was also a panic in Singapore, which was still part of the Bengal presidency and had a garrison of Indian troops drawn from the Madras army, whose soldiers did not join the rising initiated by their comrades of the Bengal army (Rai 2013). That panic appears to have had roots in local events, the impact of which was magnified by the alarming news from India. Its main consequence was the renewal of demands for separation of the Straits Settlements from the Bengal presidency, which took place ten years later, in 1867. In the Cape colony, British settlers, like their compatriots in Britain itself, felt emotionally close to the British population of India in its hour of trial and sent supplies and other forms of help. On the other hand, no revolutionary ‘contagion’ from India spread to the indigenous populations of the settler colonies, although some British officials expressed fears on that account. In none of these colonies was there an indigenous army comparable in size to the armies of the EIC, and those indigenous groups that were still resisting British encroachments, such as the Xhosa warriors on the Cape Colony’s Eastern Frontier or the Maori tribes of Northern New Zealand, were not in a position to take advantage of the Indian rising and in turn create diversions that could have hampered the concentration of British forces on the Indian theatre of war. As far as New Zealand was concerned, 1857 coincided with a lull between the first wave of the so-called ‘Maori wars’ in 1845–8 and the second wave in 1860–72 (Belich 1986). In the Cape, 1856–7 had been marked by the ‘Great Xhosa Cattle Killing’, a millenarian movement started by a young ‘prophetess’ in the hope of provoking a resurrection of the ancestors who would put the English to flight. It had resulted in a widespread famine and an influx of Xhosa refugees into British territory. A South African historian has argued that the example of the Indian revolt played a role in the development of a ‘black consciousness’ in the Cape Colony and has quoted some writings by an African intellectual, Reverend Tiyo Soga, that pointed to the emergence of an idea of transnational solidarity amongst people of colour (Williams 1987). Jill Bender, however, argues that the evidence points more to British fears of such a consciousness rather than to its actual emergence. It was probably in Ireland and in the Irish diaspora in North America that the Indian revolt awakened the deepest echo, as noted by Christopher Bayly (2004a: 160) in his global history of the nineteenth century. Members of Fenian circles rapturously welcomed the rising and celebrated it in ‘sepoy ballads’ that circulated widely (Morris 2013). Irish nationalists identified strongly with the Indian rebels, although there were many Irishmen in the ranks of the British army in India who took part directly in the repression of the rebellion, Brigadier John Nicholson (1821–57), of Irish protestant stock, one of the British ‘heroes’ of 1857, being the foremost example. Thus, Irish opinion about the revolt was divided along the familiar Catholic versus Protestant lines. Such manifestations of sympathy from other imperial subjects led some to detect the beginnings of the development of a kind of global anti-colonialism, but the evidence for it is a bit thin to be fully convincing. In the case of South Africa, when a few years later the first Indian indentured labourers landed in Durban, feelings of solidarity amongst people of colour were not particularly in evidence.
On the other hand, the revolt helped to solidify white racism in the British Empire and to reinforce prejudices against all people of colour. In the following decades, any attempt at revolt on their part would tend to be tarred with the brush of ‘Cawnpore’ and the rebels assimilated to ‘sepoys’, a term that became synonymous with ‘devils’. This was the case, for instance, in Jamaica with the so-called Morant Bay rebellion of 1865: Governor Eyre used the trope of Cawnpore to justify a ferocious repression totally disproportionate to the actual challenge to colonial rule represented by that small-scale rebellion. The ferocity of the repression was judged excessive in London and even led to Eyre’s repeal. In New Zealand, similarly, the Maori chief and prophet Te Kooti, the founder of the Ringatu sect, was compared to Nana Sahib after he had been involved in the massacre of some fifty Pakeha (white) women and children in Poverty Bay in 1872.
Moving beyond the British imperial framework, it is mostly at the level of ideas, perceptions and the informational order that the global dimension of 1857 is the most perceptible. In a world that had only started to get connected through the web of telegraphic wires, news of the event spread still mostly by mail steamers and took some time to reach the world’s major cities. It generated great interest everywhere. The London Times’s war correspondent, William Howard Russell, who arrived in India in January 1858, became the principal source of information on the military operations, thanks to his privileged access to British commanders (Kaul 2013). Although he tried to maintain a level of balance between the two camps, his reporting was inevitably biased towards an emphasis on the ‘atrocities’ committed by the rebels, such as the Cawnpore massacre, rather than on those committed by the British in the course of the repression of the rising, although those were on a much bigger scale. Whether he wanted them to or not, his despatches contributed to the development of a kind of patriotic hysteria in Great Britain, though elsewhere sympathy was often expressed for the revolt. This was the case in the French press, especially in conservative newspapers like l’Univers, such sympathy, however, being difficult to disentangle from schadenfreude at the difficulties of the English hereditary foe (Frith 2011). Similar ambiguities characterised the response of the press in the Germanic lands and in Italy (Cherubini 2011).
Eventually, the most enduring ‘global’ legacy of the revolt was the vast literary production it spawned in many countries beyond Great Britain, where ‘Mutiny novels’ became a kind of literary subgenre. American journalist Hilda Gregg noted in an 1897 article in Blackwood’s Magazine on ‘The Indian Mutiny in Fiction’ that ‘[o]f all great events of this century, as they are reflected in fiction, the Indian Mutiny has taken the firmest hold on the popular imagination’. A recently published volume (Mazumdar 2011) surveys the literature that was produced in several European languages including German, Czech, French, Portuguese and Spanish, mostly by authors of ‘popular’ novels, some of whom, like Jules Verne (1828–1905) in France and Emilio Salgari (1862–1911) in Italy, are household names, while others, who sometimes achieved a degree of fame at the time, have since fallen into oblivion, such as Hermann Goedsche (1815–78) in Germany, writing under the nom de plume of Sir John Retcliffe (Bhatti 2011). On the other hand, the great German novelist Theodor Fontane (1819–98), who followed closely the events from London, where he was posted as a correspondent for a Prussian newspaper, although tempted to publish a piece about Jessie Brown, a popular British heroine of the revolt, eventually decided against it (Reichel 2011). Why the revolt appealed more to authors of ‘popular’ literature than to more highbrow writers is worth pondering. Part of the fascination for the revolt in Europe and North America had to do, no doubt, with orientalism. The rebels were often seen as a new avatar of the infamous thugs (a largely imaginary group of highway bandits who strangled travellers and were systematically hunted by the British in the 1830s and 1840s) and appealed thus to a whole imaginary that was titillating as well as terrifying. They embodied the dangers of the ‘Orient’ rather than its seductions and lent themselves well to the simplifications that were the mark of pulp fiction rather than to the nuances that defined serious literature. There was a pornography of the revolt, with a sexual undertone, although it was never proved conclusively that white women had actually been raped by the rebels. In a very heterogeneous and uneven literary corpus, a few works stand out for their originality or literary qualities. Jules Verne’s La Maison à Vapeur (1882) is remarkable for its fairly balanced view of the event and the role it gives one of the principal Indian protagonists of the revolt, Nana Sahib, a much reviled figure in British accounts who takes on another dimension in the French novelist’s book (Dasgupta 2011). But Jules Verne was a popular writer with a difference, whose works were always the product of deep research. Belonging to a more serious genre of literature and original because of the unusual pedigree of its Goan author is the Portuguese novel Os Brahmanes (1866) by Francisco Luiz Gomes (1829–69), the first Indo-Portuguese writer of note (Machado 2011). It is not directly a novel about the revolt, but the event is clearly the background to the plot, which centres on the confrontation between an Englishman and an Indian Brahmin. The lesson Gomes derives indirectly from the event is that colonialism could become a civilising influence but only if it managed to liberate itself from the kind of racialism practised by the British in India, and he seems to view implicitly Portuguese colonialism as a possible model for British India. As a testimony to the durable impact of the revolt in the European literary world, one could mention the play El dragón del fuego (‘The Fire Dragon’; 1904) by Jacinto Benavente (1866–1954), who received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1922 and was one of Spain’s foremost twentieth-century dramatists: it is a very transparent transposition of the revolt into an imaginary world (Venkataraman 2011). Why a Spanish author writing in the early twentieth century would use an almost fifty-year-old Indian event to convey a message to Spanish audiences can appear puzzling, but it is probably explained by the fact that the revolt had become in European imaginations the incarnation of some of the dilemmas of colonialism, a theme that probably resonated with Spanish audiences in the wake of the loss by Spain of most of its colonies following the Spanish–American War of 1898. Far from writing in a spirit of nostalgia for the lost colonies, Benavente was basically telling his compatriots to forget about the colonies and move forward.
To conclude this brief survey of the impact of the revolt outside Britain, it is appropriate to dwell at some length upon the most famous contemporary commentator of the event, Karl Marx. The German revolutionary exile was at that time the London correspondent for the radical American newspaper the New York Daily Tribune, founded in 1841 by Horace Greenley and the mouthpiece of the New York Republican Party, at the time a stronghold of American radicalism. In a series of despatches, Marx informed his American audience about the events in India. These despatches were published as a collection in Moscow in 1959 under the misleading title of ‘The First Indian War of Independence’ (Marx and Engels 1959), a term that Marx of course was not aware of, since it was used for the first time in 1907 in a book written by Indian revolutionary Vinayak Damodar Savarkar. These texts make fascinating reading as we see Marx grappling with events happening thousands of miles away in a country of which he did not have direct knowledge but about which he had very definite ideas. These had been exposed in two articles written for the Daily Tribune in 1853 under the titles ‘The British Rule in India’ (25 June 1853) and ‘The Future Results of the British Rule in India’ (8 August 1853). In those texts, situating himself clearly within a Hegelian paradigm and in spite of his own revulsion at the crimes it had committed, which he would later forcefully denounce in the chapter on primary accumulation in Das Kapital, Marx presented British rule in India as offering India the possibility of at last entering history, a stage that Hegel famously thought that the country had not yet reached. According to Marx, Britain had been the agent of a social revolution in India and had a dual historical mission of destruction of the Indian ancien régime and ‘Westernisation’ of the country through economic development that he saw as a necessary moment in the history of both India and humanity. Given this frame of thought, it was difficult for Marx to perceive in what appeared at first a simple mutiny of indigenous soldiers the prodromes of a revolution. Marx’s first despatches in 1857 were attempts at presenting a coherent narrative of events that appeared confusing, but without giving much attention to theoretical considerations. He seemed to think that the revolt was not going to last and did not seriously threaten British rule. However, with the prolongation of the fighting before Delhi, his position appeared to be shifting and, in a despatch dated 31 July and published in the 4 August 1857 issue, he used the expression ‘national revolt’, which Disraeli had also used in a speech to the House of Commons. As he became increasingly persuaded that the British were in a tight spot, even the fall of Delhi in September 1857 failed to convince him that the rising was doomed. Finding it difficult to comment on military developments, he let his friend Friedrich Engels, better informed about military strategy, redact a few despatches in which he also tended to exaggerate the difficulties with which the British were confronted. Evidently, for the two revolutionary thinkers, the Indian rising was not easy to characterise; nowhere did Marx analyse it clearly as a revolution, but nor did he see it as a ‘reactionary’ rising, as some historians have claimed. In a rarely quoted passage, Marx noted that the rising had started not amongst the oppressed peasantry but amongst a relatively privileged soldiery, a trait that was common to most revolutions. It is particularly interesting to note the difference between Marx’s attitude towards the Indian revolt and his view of the Tai-pings. In an 1862 article in the Viennese newspaper Die Presse, he dismissed the latter as savages and the product of ‘a fossil form of social life’ (Avineri 1969: 442–4). The difficulty felt by Marx in analysing the revolt as well as the rather sympathetic curiosity shown by him about it are indications of the way in which the unexpected storm fascinated observers of the world scene but challenged European understandings of historical developments.
The reinterpretation of the revolt as a ‘War of Independence’ developed by Savarkar at the time of the fiftieth anniversary (Savarkar 1909?) could be seen as an attempt at ‘globalising’ the event by situating it within a framework of interpretation that was familiar to Western historians: the Indian War of Independence could thus be placed in a sequence in which it succeeded the American War of Independence, the South American Wars of Independence, the Greek War of Independence of 1821–2, the successive Italian Wars of Independence, the Hungarian War of Independence of 1848–9. This ‘globalising’ move by Savarkar was, however, combined with a strong reaffirmation of the unique character of the rising as a war for the defence of din (faith), which Savarkar justified by an ‘orientalist’ reading of Asian history as essentially different from Western history because of the strong link between religion and nationality. It is only much later, at the time of the celebration of the centenary, that readings of 1857 as a peasant revolt started appearing (Chaudhuri 1957). They came mostly from authors of a Marxist persuasion, culminating with the attempt by Ranajit Guha (1987) to define a specific form of Indian peasant ‘insurrectionality’. This focus on the role of the peasantry tended in its turn to erase the global dimension of the rising, since it could not be put in relation with a general wave of peasant risings. Reading the Great Rebellion as a global event remains an endeavour shrouded in uncertainties.

The 1947 Partition of India as a Global Event
The Partition of British India between the two dominions of India and Pakistan attracted less global attention from contemporaries than the Great Rebellion, mainly because it coincided with the beginning of the Cold War, although it resulted in a massive displacement of population, accompanied by widespread massacres. It was the result of complex developments in the politics of India, as the nationalist Congress Party failed to rally to its cause a large part of the Muslim minority (25 per cent of India’s population) that threw its support behind the Muslim League and its leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah. In 1946–7 the tensions between the two major communities became such that dividing the country appeared to be the only option. While largely ignored at the time, the Partition often figured prominently in later global studies on partitions. Two different modalities of analysis emerged. One was decidedly comparatist: situating the Indian Partition within a global long-term twentieth-century sequence starting circa 1918 with the Partitions of the three Empires of Austria–Hungary, Turkey and Russia, continuing with the Partition of Ireland in 1921, and ending with the Partitions of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia in the early 1990s, it sought to identify some generic traits of partition as a way of dealing with problems of relations between territoriality and ethnicity, and concluded on its failure to do so (Glasson Deschaumes and Ivekovic 2003). More recently, in the spirit of connected histories, the 1947 Partition was analysed as part of a more time-limited and specifically late British imperial attempt at managing the decolonisation of multi-ethnic and multi-religious societies in which the three cases of Ireland, India and Palestine were linked through actual connections, with the same pessimistic conclusion regarding its long-term viability (Dubnov and Robson 2019).
To take up the imperial narrative, it is clear that the 1921 Partition of Ireland between Ulster and the Irish Free State, which was justified on the basis of the religious antagonism between Catholics and Protestants, could have been an inspiration for a Partition of British India that was also based on the supposed antagonism between two religious communities, the Hindus and the Muslims, although the similarities between the Irish and South Asian religious situations were apparent only to the superficial observer. Besides, in both cases, it could be analysed as an attempt by the imperial rulers to contain a surge of anti-imperial nationalism through territorial division, even if, in the case of India, British intentions are susceptible to contradictory interpretations. Whether the Irish example in fact inspired the South Asian actors involved in the Partition of India is, on the other hand, a difficult question. In ascribing responsibility for the Partition to the British policy of ‘divide and rule’, Indian nationalists were no doubt reproducing earlier strictures by Irish nationalists, but whether there was a direct inspiration is not clear. At least one contemporary observer, the Indian leftist journalist and Bengali poet Samar Sen (1916–87), talked of the project of partitioning India as a form of ‘Ulsterisation’,1 but, beyond drawing a general inspiration from the example of Irish nationalism, few Indian nationalists appear to have drawn that kind of parallel. Jinnah and other Muslim advocates of partition only occasionally evoked the precedent of Ulster to justify the creation of a separate Muslim state, although they may have more or less consciously assumed that the British themselves would have had such a precedent in mind. As to the latter, it is difficult to fathom how much they were alert to the apparent similarities between the situation of Ireland in 1921 and that of India in 1947 (Mansergh 1978). However, the openly pro-Muslim and pro-Pakistan stand taken by some high British officials, contrasting with the pro-Indian attitude of the last Viceroy Lord Mountbatten, suggests that they at least viewed Muslims as an endangered minority, a view that may have been inspired, albeit unconsciously, by the perception of a degree of similarity between their position and that of Northern Irish Protestants.
The quasi-simultaneity of the Partition of India and of the acceptance by the United Nations of a plan for the Partition of Palestine in November 1947 would suggest the possibility of a connection between the two events. However, the idea of a partition of Palestine had pre-Second World War roots, when a first plan proposed by the so-called ‘Peel Commission’ in 1938 had been rejected owing to the adamant opposition of the Palestinian Arabs, and the relationship between the Palestinian and South Asian cases was complex. One could imagine that the debates around the 1938 Palestine plan had an echo in India, but it does not appear to have been the case, as the idea of a territorial partition of India was not seriously entertained by anyone before the Muslim League adopted the famous ‘Lahore resolution’ in 1940, a resolution which was in any case ambiguous as it left open the possibility of a federal solution. The historian Faisal Devji (2019) has argued that the movement for Pakistan had some affinities with Zionism; he has drawn attention to the way that Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938), the poet often credited with being one of the ‘spiritual fathers’ of Pakistan, saw clear parallels between the fate of the Jews and that of India’s Muslims, both communities being threatened by the rise of territorial nationalism. But the Muslim League and Jinnah did not share Iqbal’s fascination with the Jews and always opposed the Partition of Palestine by solidarity with Palestinian Arabs, which made for an uncomfortable position, arguing for partition in one case and opposing it in another. The Pakistani delegation at the United Nations voted against the Palestine Partition plan. Independent India, under its Congress government, also voted against the Palestine Partition plan because of a desire to conciliate the Muslim world, to avoid finding itself isolated vis-à-vis Pakistan. It meant that Nehru favoured the kind of ‘federal’ solution for Palestine that he had clearly rejected for India, another inconsistency that was noticed by some at the time. As to the British, although the idea of partitioning Palestine was not originally theirs but appears to have been ‘sold’ to them by Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann (Golani 2019), their rallying to it in 1947 was partly inspired by what they reckoned to be the ‘success’ of India’s Partition, overlooking the bloodbath that had accompanied it (Chester 2019).
The idea of partition undoubtedly circulated across the British empire between 1921 and 1947, in governing circles and associated think tanks; it was treated as a possible solution to problems of ethnic and religious nationalism that appeared not solvable within the framework of a unitary political structure. That circulation can even be traced through the trajectory of some personalities who were involved with it at different stages. One such was Sir Reginald Coupland (1884–1952), an academic well connected in ruling circles who played a direct role in the Partition of Ireland and was implicated somewhat in the 1938 plan for the Partition of Palestine and more indirectly in the decolonisation of India, although he did not support partition (Dubnov and Robson 2019).
However, in the next post-1947 phase of decolonisation of the British empire, that ‘solution’, with the enormous human-life cost it involved, appears to have largely lost its appeal. Although there is no direct evidence to that effect, and more detailed research would be needed, it appears plausible that the memory of the 1947 bloodbath and the realisation that the Partition had resulted in a state of permanent hostility between India and Pakistan contributed to the rejection by the British of the demand put forward in 1950 and 1953 by some members of the Muslim feudal elite of Northern Nigeria for the partition of Nigeria between a predominantly Muslim North and a predominantly Christian South. They favoured instead the instauration of a federal system, which was adopted by a constitutional conference held in 1954 that opened the way to the independence of Nigeria in 1960 (Kirk-Greene 1971). Whether the consequences of that decision were positive or negative in the long term is of course an entirely different matter. The memory of India may also have influenced the British in the case of Cyprus, although this remains in the realm of hypothesis. The rejection of the demand of the Turkish Muslim population for partition (taksim) at the time of the independence of the island in 1960 could be explained by other factors, and it did not prevent the partition being eventually imposed by the Turkish military invasion of 1974 (Panteli 2000) . What can be said is that, in the process of decolonisation of the British Empire that peaked in the 1960s, the 1947 Partition of British India did not serve as a template for managing problems of religious pluralism. On the contrary, it may have played the role of a warning against the dangers of partitioning territory along religious lines. Moving beyond the British imperial framework, it seems difficult to identify similarities between India’s Partition and that of the ex-communist states in the early 1990s. These Partitions tended to separate constituent units of federal entities, such as Soviet or Yugoslav republics, and not to create entirely new units like Pakistan, although the more specific internal Partition of Bosnia-Herzegovina between the Serbian Republic of Bosnia and the Muslim-Croat Federation, following the massacre of Bosnian Muslims by Serbian forces at Srebrenica, inevitably recalled the Indian tragedy of 1947. In the global history of the twentieth century, the exact place of the South Asian Partition of 1947 is bound to remain a topic for continuing discussion and re-evaluation.


1 In a telegram to Eamon de Valera, the Irish taosaich, dated 4 May 1946, quoted in O’Malley (2019: 320 n. 5).



Conclusion
Writing this text in October 2019, I find it impossible to avoid reflecting on what the recent political developments in India mean in terms of India’s global history. I am referring to the second consecutive victory of the BJP at the 2019 Lok Sabha elections. While the earlier victory of that party at the 2014 elections could be viewed as a kind of accident, explicable by the electorate’s having grown weary of the Congress Party that had ruled India for ten consecutive years, the second victory appears to signal the durable entrenchment of the adherents of Hindutva in a position of political dominance. It is all the more remarkable considering the limited achievements of the BJP in power: the promised boost in India’s economic growth did not happen – on the contrary, there was a slowing down of the economy – while the announced reforms proved to be largely illusory. But then the economy was never the priority of the RSS, the Hindu ‘cultural’ organisation of which Prime Minister Narendra Modi is a lifelong adherent. This organisation relentlessly pursues its agenda of making India a ‘Hindu rashtra’, first defined by its founders in 1925, as recounted in this book. For its adherents and followers, the economy is at best a tool, but it is not the ultimate prize. Making India prosperous is second to making it Hindu, although the two objectives are not perceived as contradictory. Prosperity, in the eyes of the Hindu nationalists, is desirable primarily as a means of making India strong in the face of the challenges presented by Pakistan and China, whose strategic partnership is viewed by them as India’s main security threat; it also explains the continuing rapprochement with the United States, despite the trade disputes between the two countries.
But, under the BJP dispensation, the rapprochement with President Trump’s America goes beyond geopolitics. As shown by the recent meeting between Trump and Modi in Houston before an enthusiastic audience of 50,000 Indian-Americans (although others, less numerous, protested), the rapprochement also has ideological overtones and must be understood as part of the mounting wave of right-wing populism that threatens to engulf the world. There is, thus, clearly a global dimension to the recent rise of the BJP in India: the party draws a lot of support from the worldwide Hindu diaspora, especially in the United States, not only in financial terms (which is far from being unimportant) but also in terms of technological savviness. It is partly thanks to its dedicated team of young US-based IT specialists that it has been able to conduct a sophisticated electoral campaign that none of its rivals could emulate. At the same time, it has put forward a world view in which Hinduism is placed at the centre, not so much as a religious faith but as a category of ethnic identity that is basically exclusivist, rejecting non-Hindus, and more specifically Muslims, as being outside the boundaries of the Indian/Hindu nation. This ‘Hindu supremacism’ shows some affinities with white supremacism, although it is not couched in a racialist language. Islamophobia, which is in the DNA of the RSS, acts as a powerful link between the Hindu nationalists and the global Hard Right in Western countries: French far-right leader Marine Le Pen, for instance, does not hide her admiration for Narendra Modi. The recent developments, I would argue, in some way present a degree of continuity with the entire trajectory of India’s global history as charted in this book, while also standing as a profound break.
One of the basic assumptions in this book is that India’s trajectory could not be understood without it being situated within a broader, global framework, starting with the conquest of India by the EIC, which not only was a confrontation between the Company and Indian powers but also formed part of a worldwide Franco-British struggle for dominance. To counter the French threat, the Company not only drew on the financial and military resources of the British state and its Indian allies but also brought in Swiss mercenaries, German soldiers, Arab horsemen. It sent its sepoy army to Manila, Egypt, Mauritius, Réunion and Java to fight the French and their Spanish and Dutch allies. Thanks to its control of the persons of the Mughal emperors, it penetrated Persianate cultural networks and institutions, although it could not totally subvert them, and they contributed to the Great Rebellion that threatened Company rule in 1857. From the 1770s onwards and until 1833, the Company derived most of its profits from the China trade, through the import of tea and the export of opium. British colonial rule in India always had to be situated within a broader framework of empire also including territories not under direct imperial rule, such as Treaty Port China or the sultanate of Zanzibar. During the second half of the nineteenth century, Indian capital and Indian labour played an important role in the development of commodity production in many lands in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and Oceania. Sugar, cotton, tea, rice and rubber, to name but the most important of these commodities, were partly produced by Indian agricultural labourers, then brought over from India under indenture or through the kangani system, or by peasants who received advances from Indian moneylenders (in the case of Burma). After the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815, Indian soldiers again shed their blood on many foreign soils in the service of the EIC and the British Crown. In this book, special emphasis was laid on the important and often overlooked role of the Indian army in the two world wars, during which it provided Britain with large contingents who took part in several important battles. Apart from this essential economic and geopolitical dimension, the colonial era saw India being drawn into global cultural currents that largely redefined its literary and artistic productions, some of which found success worldwide like Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry or, after independence, Indian films. Indians were involved in cultural exchanges in which they were receivers as well as emitters; their practices were often transformed, and those of others were also impacted. Significant connections of various sorts were thus forged between India and large parts of the world, beyond Britain and the other European colonial powers present on Indian soil, that is, Portugal and France. Both Portuguese and French India were involved in global connections that this book, because of constraints of space, has tended to ignore. Portuguese India retained close connections to Mozambique, even after that colony had been administratively separated from the Estado da Indià, and looser ones to Brazil, Macau and Timor. French India had significant links both to French West Africa through the textile trade and to French Indochina through the emigration of administrative personnel. I mostly drew attention to the importance of the connections forged during the colonial era between British India and various foreign countries amongst which the United States, China and Japan took special place.
Significant economic and cultural connections developed between India and the United States very soon after the USA had acquired its independence from Britain, connections that in some ways were a prolongation of those forged earlier between the then thirteen colonies and British India. ‘Yankee’ traders were a force in Indian trade in the 1794–1810 period, and some of them developed close relations with Indian merchants in Calcutta; through these contacts, Indian artefacts and texts travelled to America. The artefacts contributed to the birth of a textile industry in New England and the texts to the emergence of an original philosophical school, transcendentalism, which registered a strong influence from the Indian philosophy of Advaita Vedanta and whose main exponent was Ralph Waldo Emerson. Later, it was from Chicago that Swami Vivekananda, with his famous intervention at the World Parliament of Religions in 1893, made his claim for Hinduism as one the ‘world religions’, and it was in America that he recruited the first adherents to his Neo-Vedanta movement. It was also in America that the Theosophical Society was started, whose founders, Madame Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott, later moved to India and had some influence on religious and political developments there. Earlier, the American Civil War, by creating a worldwide shortage of cotton, ushered in a boom in Western India that was short-lived but that helped Bombay to become a serious rival of Calcutta as an economic metropolis, and in the 1890s the influx of American silver into India led indirectly to the creation of a multilateral system of international payments known as the gold standard, which allowed Britain to use Indian trade surpluses to square the deficit in its balance of payments. In the twentieth century, American investments became significant in some sectors of the Indian economy. During the Second World War, the presence of 250,000 American GIs in North-Eastern India and the erection of airfields and military bases by the US army resulted in the forging of closer ties between the two countries. In politics, the United States served as a base for one of the most radical anti-British movements, the Ghadr Party, which recruited mostly amongst Sikh migrants in California. Further, from 1919 onwards, both the British colonial authorities and their nationalist adversaries were keen to influence American public opinion, which was torn between the contradictory impulses of racial affinity with the British colonialists and anti-imperialist solidarity with Indians fighting British rule. Gandhi’s Salt March of 1931 attracted a lot of attention from American audiences and did much to spread the fame of the Mahatma beyond the small circles of his admirers. Whether American pressure played a role in the British withdrawal from India in 1947 remains an open question, on which opinions are divided. In the United States, the Indian struggle resonated most significantly with the Afro-American intelligentsia, as epitomised by the visit of a delegation from Howard University to India in 1935–6. This affinity culminated in the Civil Rights movement in 1957–65, under the leadership of Martin Luther King, adopting tactics of non-violent struggle directly inspired by Gandhi, who himself had been influenced by the writings of nineteenth-century American philosopher Henry David Thoreau on civil disobedience. Dalits in India, whose historical leader Dr B. R. Ambedkar had studied in the United States and been alert to similarities between the fate of Afro-Americans and that of Dalits, in their turn drew inspiration from the American Civil Rights movement to fight against the discriminations they suffer in India. In the cultural field, architecture and cinema were two domains marked by a significant level of interaction between Americans and Indians. Hollywood has been an important, although not exclusive (German cinema also had close links to the emerging Indian cinema industry in the 1930s) influence on Indian cinema, and some American architects have built significant modernist buildings in India (even if the major Chandigarh project was implemented by a European team under Le Corbusier). After 1945, American universities developed important programmes of South Asian studies, and the American contribution to the field has been essential. After 1965, the United States became a destination of choice for Indian emigrants, who made their mark in various domains, from technology to medicine and academic disciplines. The technological hub of Silicon Valley drew a lot on Indian (as well as Chinese) talent and enterprise. Indians in the United States retained close links with India, invested there, primarily in real estate, and intervened in Indian politics, mostly in support of the Hindu Right but also, in a less visible way, in support of radical causes. The influence of Indian classical music was recognisable on American rock music and more generally the hippie movement of the 1960s and 1970s bathed in (largely fake) Indian ‘spirituality’. By 2000, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, India and the United States were involved in an ever-closer relationship that reached new heights during the Trump presidency, which coincided with the rise of Hindu nationalists to power in India.
During the colonial era, China became a major economic partner for India, resulting in a revival of links that had been largely severed for centuries, following the end of the tributary Ming expeditions of Admiral Zheng Ho circa 1433. India–China trading relations mostly concerned a few commodities. The massive purchases of Chinese tea made by the EIC led it to promote the export of Indian cotton and opium to avoid sending too much silver to China to pay for the tea. Later, the EIC encouraged tea-growing in India and a few Chinese specialists were brought to Assam to help with the beginnings of tea cultivation. Opium sales, which had been banned by an imperial edict, put the EIC on a collision course with the Qing imperial authorities, resulting in the Opium Wars of 1841–2 and 1859–60 in which India was directly involved as a base and as a provider of troops. The opium trade also helped some Bombay-based Indian traders, mostly Parsis, accumulate capital that they invested in cotton mills that later specialised in spinning yarn for export to the Chinese market. Indian troops were used on a large scale at the time of the Eight-Power expedition of 1900 against the Chinese Boxers, and they continued to provide the bulk of the Hong Kong garrison till 1941. In the Treaty Ports, especially Shanghai, Indians, mostly Sikhs, provided part of the police personnel, and they became very unpopular with the Chinese population. In a kind of reverse exchange, some Chinese troops of the Guomindang government were stationed in North-Eastern India during the Second World War. India–China relations were thus largely defined by the economic and political priorities of Britain, but some connections were less dependent on British intervention. Some Chinese emigrants came to India from the late eighteenth century in a movement that was not sponsored by the colonial state, and by 1910 there had emerged two separate Chinatowns in Calcutta. After independence, there followed a period of closeness between Communist China and India that culminated at the time of the 1955 Bandung conference, but the border conflict between the two countries that started in 1959, culminating in the disastrous Chinese war of 1962, led to a cooling of relations and the departure of part of the Chinese population, viewed by India’s rulers as a potential ‘fifth column’. Politically, the 1960s also saw the emergence in India of a radical movement that claimed direct inspiration from Mao Zedong’s thought: young Naxalites belonging to the CPI (ML) brandished the little red book and had as one of their favourite slogans ‘China’s chairman is our Chairman’, exposing themselves to ferocious repression from the state and from another communist faction. The reborn Naxalites of later decades have become less vocal about their Maoist affiliation and do not appear to have any link with post-Maoist China. Some separatist guerrillas in India’s North-East, such as the Nagas, benefited at some point from Chinese support. China has thus been a factor of some importance in the politics of independent India, although it is not the case anymore. On the other hand, bilateral trade has been booming from the 1990s, with China emerging as India’s foremost commercial partner, a large deficit being incurred by India. The small Indian communities of the Chinese Treaty Ports melted away owing to the Sino-Japanese War followed by the coming to power of the Communists and, after 1949, it was only in Hong Kong that a significant Indian community remained, made up mostly of traders, although some of its members left after the return of Hong Kong to China in 1997. Some Indian businessmen were attracted to the opportunities offered by the rapid development of mainland China’s economy, and, in the 1990s, an Indian community re-emerged in Shanghai and a few other cities. Culturally, after a long period of mutual ignorance, significant links were forged from the 1920s, largely through the agency of poet Rabindranath Tagore, whose poems were immensely popular in China and whose Vishwa-Bharati University in Santiniketan welcomed Chinese scholars and encouraged Chinese studies. Yet, by 2000, there remained a high degree of mutual suspicion between the two giant countries of Asia, which eyed each other uneasily, having still not solved their border dispute.
Japan also looms large in the story of Indian connections with the outside world. Despite the spread of Mahayana Buddhism from India through China and Korea in medieval times, and the establishment of some links through the Portuguese in the late sixteenth century, it was only in the late nineteenth century that India and Japan established significant economic and cultural relations. Cotton was the commodity that created a significant Indo-Japanese tie, as the Japanese cotton mills in the early twentieth century became major purchasers of Indian raw cotton. Japanese traders as well as scholars and Buddhist pilgrims travelled regularly to India, while Indian students started frequenting Japanese universities and Indian traders came to Yokohama and Kobe to purchase silk and sell Indian products. Sindhi traders developed a thriving worldwide trade in Japanese silks and curios, taking advantage of the Western craze for Japanese objects, known as japonisme. In the inter-war period, India became an important destination for Japanese exports of cotton piece-goods, which were viewed as a problem by Indian manufacturers, who complained of ‘dumping’. The overall Indian view of Japan, however, tended to be positive. Japan’s victory over Russia in the 1904–5 Russo–Japanese war was applauded enthusiastically in India as across the whole of Asia as it seemed to presage the end of the world dominance of the Europeans and the resurgence of Asia. At the cultural level, the publication in 1904 of Okakura Kakuzo’s book The Ideals of the East inaugurated a trend of Pan-Asianism that found a profound echo amongst the Bengali intelligentsia. The ‘Bengal school’ of painting in Calcutta borrowed some of the techniques of Japanese painting in its attempt at rejecting European academic models, and visits were exchanged between Japanese and Indian painters that resulted in some mutual influencing. Rabindranath Tagore was fascinated by Japan’s ability to modernise itself while remaining faithful to its traditions, and he expressed his admiration during a trip to Japan in 1916, where, following the award to him of the Nobel Prize, he received a hero’s welcome. Tagore’s romance with Japan, however, was short-lived and in the 1930s he denounced Japan’s aggression against China. Others remained wedded to Japan; that was the case of revolutionary Rashbehari Bose who fled to Japan in 1912 to avoid police arrest and forged links to Japanese ultra-nationalists that led him eventually to became the head of a puppet national government of India set up in Tokyo in 1942. In this post he was succeeded in 1943 by Subhas Chandra Bose, who had fled to Germany in 1941 and then been transferred by submarine to Japan. His alliance with Japan took the form of the raising of an Indian National Army (INA) from amongst Indian army soldiers captured by the Japanese in 1942 in Malaya. It took part in the brief and ill-fated Japanese invasion of Assam of March 1944; that did not bring about the expected collapse of British rule but contributed indirectly to the end of the Raj by sowing serious doubts about the loyalty of the Indian army in the minds of the British. Thus, the Japanese factor played a significant role in the political evolution of India in the first half of the twentieth century. Admiration for Japan was widespread amongst Indian elites and contributed to entrenching a view that modernisation need not mean Westernisation, which was influential. After the Second World War, significant economic relations redeveloped between the two countries and Japanese investments in India were large, but the ‘Japanese model’ lost part of its attraction for Indians in the 1990s with the recession that hit the country. It should be noted that Japanese scholarship about India, long centred on Buddhism and ancient Indian history, recently developed significant expertise on modern Indian history.
There were other countries with significant connections to India at the intellectual and political level. Ireland and Italy were important as providers of political models that had a durable influence on the Indian nationalist movement. While Fenian circles in Ireland and North America welcomed with enthusiasm the Indian rebellion of 1857 and celebrated it in ‘sepoy ballads’, in the early twentieth century Irish agitation for Home Rule was a direct inspiration to Indian nationalists of different political hues, as shown by the creation in 1916 of Home Rule Leagues that were inspired by the Irish example. One of their leaders was even an Irish woman, Annie Besant (1847–1933), a prominent theosophist who was also a towering figure of early Indian nationalism. The Irish Sinn Fein’s use of violence to attain its objectives was an inspiration to some of India’s revolutionary groups in the early twentieth century. Whether the 1921 Partition of Ireland between the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland somehow inspired the 1947 Partition of British India between the Dominions of India and Pakistan is a point that has been taken up in the last chapter of the book. The influence of Italy’s struggle for independence manifested itself mostly through the cult that developed in India around the figure of Giuseppe Mazzini, who was revered by both ‘moderate’ and ‘extremist’ nationalists. In the 1920s, Mussolini’s Fascist movement was an important inspiration for the founders of the RSS and, in the 1980s, the thought of Italian Marxist thinker and Communist leader Antonio Gramsci was a major influence on the Subaltern Studies school of historians. France attracted a significant degree of attention in the nineteenth century from Indian literati, some of whom knew French: a young Bengali woman, Toru Dutt (1856–77), even wrote a novella in very pure French (Dutt 1878), and other Bengali writers were influenced by French literature. In the political field, Hindu reformer and founder of the Brahmo Samaj Rammohun Roy expressed great admiration for the French Revolution of 1830. Another major Hindu reformer, Vivekananda, also found inspiration in France as a counterpoise to Britain, and the revolutionary Aurobindo Ghosh, in his early days an admirer of the French Revolution, took refuge in French India to escape the Raj police. Other nationalists formed a vibrant community of Indian political exiles in pre-First World War Paris around the figure of Madame Cama. The arrival of a large Indian expeditionary force of Indian sepoys in France in 1914 led to even closer links between the two countries: thousands of sepoys died on French soil and others forged intimate relations with local women, leaving behind hundreds of mixed-race children who often suffered discrimination in the post-war era .
Following the 1917 Russian Revolution, the Soviet Union became a beacon for many in India, not only for Communists who developed fierce loyalty to the ‘Socialist Fatherland’ but also for nationalists of a leftist orientation who viewed Soviet planning as a model for the future development of an independent India. After independence, following a phase of uncertainty under Stalin, there developed, starting in 1955, a pattern of growing Indo-Soviet ties that culminated with a Friendship Treaty in 1971. These ties were also cultural and, for Indians outside the major cities, they were often their only window on the outside world. The Soviet connection was an entry into a kind of humanistic world culture that became available to vast Indian audiences. The Soviet alliance was a major pillar of India’s foreign policy and the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s came as a shock to most in India, obliging the country to revise entirely its system of foreign alliances, although, under Vladimir Putin, good relations have been established with post-Soviet Russia.
One country that developed a particularly close connection to India was South Africa. Apart from the presence of a significant Indian community, a specific link was forged through the person of Gandhi, who started his political career during an almost twenty-year-long stay in South Africa, and whose legacy (although contested by some who stressed his relative indifference to the fate of Africans) continued to inspire the fight of black South Africans against the oppression by the white minority till the end of apartheid in 1994. Links of various importance and strength were forged with many other countries where Indians settled in significant numbers, but, even when there were no such movements of population, the example of India could play a role in political developments, as in the case of Egypt or the Dutch East Indies.
In the post-independence era, India’s place in the world was largely defined by its leading role in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) that had emerged in the aftermath of the Bandung conference of 1955, as well as by the prominent part its army took in the peacekeeping operations of the United Nations. In the 1950s, India was hailed as a beacon of freedom by anti-colonialist fighters in Africa, but its prestige suffered from its defeat at the hands of China in the 1962 war and from the resurgence of communal tensions between Hindus and Muslims from 1964. This led to India being refused admission to the Organization of Islamic Cooperation at its founding Rabat summit in 1969.
If the policies of the Indian state were not always viewed favourably outside India, Indian films gained an astonishing popularity in large parts of the world. It was mostly through these films that India became known to many people, and in some cases, like those of the Soviet Union, Greece or Northern Nigeria, Indian films became important components of local culture and were appropriated to various uses. The image the films projected of India was not a realist one: while a few films with social content were popular, it was mostly a world of fantasy and glamour that attracted foreign audiences. Hindi film music became a kind of international musical language, and many people with no knowledge of the language could sing film songs faultlessly. Some Indian actors became worldwide celebrities with large fan clubs.
Connections did not, however, necessarily generate cognition. A major argument in this book has been the salience of forms of mutual mis-cognition between India and the rest of the world. This goes beyond Edward Said’s argument about the birth of orientalism in France and Britain as a precursor to colonial conquest. Germany, largely overlooked by Said, is crucial to that story. German intellectuals, starting with Goethe and Herder, followed by Friedrich Schlegel, Hegel and Schopenhauer, were major producers of discourse about India in Europe. Not directly implicated in the business of colonial rule, the Germans nevertheless developed ideas that had a profound influence on the way that India was perceived by the outside world. Two different strands can be identified in German views of India. One, with Herder, Schlegel and Schopenhauer as its earlier exponents, was anti-rationalist and tended to romanticise ancient India and to instrumentalise it as a weapon in its critique of Enlightenment values, contributing to the emancipation of the German intelligentsia from a strong French influence. The other, represented by Hegel, also saw India as radically different from Europe but, far from romanticising it, stressed on the contrary the negative side: for Hegel, ancient India had not reached the stage of history and its thought had not reached the level of philosophy. Hegel’s view decisively influenced the young Karl Marx’s own reading of Indian history: for him, British rule, in spite of the crimes it had committed, which he later denounced in a chapter in Das Kapital, had the positive effect of making India enter the stage of history. All these German authors used translations of Sanskrit texts that had been first produced by British and French scholars, and often made major errors of interpretation on those texts. Although German orientalist scholarship later contributed significantly to the knowledge of Indian history and culture, there remained in Germany a legacy of instrumentalisation of India in the service of anti-Enlightenment thought that culminated under the Nazi regime, contributing to the forging of an aggressive Aryan mythology which inspired the Holocaust. Its main architect, Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler, we noted, was a great admirer of ancient Hindu civilisation and had a good knowledge of its sacred texts. He strongly impressed Subhas Chandra Bose with his knowledge when the two men briefly met in 1942. I am not of course implying that the main drive behind the extermination of the Jews by the Nazis was the latter’s admiration for ancient India, but the coincidence is worth noting. Indian intellectuals tended to be appreciative of the Germans’ admiration for their ancient culture, which contrasted with the dismissive attitude displayed towards it by British authors such as James Mill (1817), in his famous History of British India, probably the most influential British text on India. The weight of German scholarship reinforced a reading of Indian history, to which Sir William Jones had been an early contributor, that had then been marginalised following Mill’s influential strictures on it, but it became well established in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in which the imaginary splendour of a Hindu India was counterpoised to a decline brought about by Muslim invasions. The idea of a decline was inspired by European historiographical models such as Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, and had little to do with historical facts, but it came in useful to explain the apparent facility of the British conquest. That version of history was widely disseminated, both at an academic and at a popular level, and was later incorporated into Hindutva ideology; it is being enshrined as official history by the present BJP regime. It differs significantly from the secular version of history that was developed during the Nehruvian era: it held that medieval India had seen the development of a composite culture amalgamating Hindu and Islamic traits, and viewed the Mughal Empire under Akbar and his successors as an era of splendid civilisational achievements, of which the Taj Mahal was the symbol in stone, although it also concurred with the idea of an eighteenth-century decline owing to Emperor Aurangzeb’s intolerant policies.
The kind of history promoted by the votaries of Hindutva, while it tends to largely ignore the colonial period, also runs clearly contrary to what has been the main thrust in the global history charted in this book, which does not privilege Hindus and Hinduism but views them as one thread in the rich and varied tapestry that is India’s global history. Excising all that relates to Islam would render that history largely meaningless. Connections with the Islamic world remained important for India, even after Muslim rule had come to an end. Not only would India without Islam be largely meaningless but so would Islam without India. Prior to Partition, India was home to the largest Muslim population in the world by far, accounting for close to a third of the faithful worldwide. Indian Muslims were important participants in global Muslim currents of thought, whether of a fundamentalist or of a modernist orientation, as epitomised by the Deoband seminary and Aligarh Muslim University, two institutions with a global outreach. Even after Partition, India remained significant for global Islam, and Islam for global India. The most widespread global Islamic movement, Tablighi Jamaat, is based in India, and Muslims represent a significant segment of the Indian diaspora, especially in the Gulf, where Kerala Muslims (but also others) have gone in large numbers. I also argued that the attempt to make Hinduism a world religion that started in the late nineteenth century with Vivekananda and others, while it gained a degree of recognition from intellectuals in Europe and North America, was not an unqualified success. Hinduism, we noted, tended, in its diasporic avatar, to become an ethnic religion the appeal of which was largely limited to those of Indian ethnicity. And while Indian ethnicity was increasingly perceived as equivalent to Hindu ethnicity, the term itself is in a way an oxymoron. This is why the present Indian regime has to engage in a delicate exercise in acrobatics, on the one hand celebrating the growing integration of India into the world capitalist economy and on the other hand claiming for India an absolutely unique trajectory, in which all contemporary developments were somehow anticipated in Vedic times, waiting only for a regeneration following the dark ages represented by the Islamic conquest and, to a certain extent, the era of British rule. The claim is made that all major scientific discoveries and recent technological advances are to be found described in the Vedic texts, provided one knows how to read them. These extravagant claims beggar belief, but they are advanced with the utmost seriousness by the spokesmen of the present regime, although it is difficult to know how seriously they are taken by the population. The simple fact that such statements are uttered by persons in power testifies no doubt to a degree of singularity in India’s trajectory. Despite the appearances, they point not to the uniqueness of India but rather to what one could call a ‘perverse hybridity’. It is significant that the Hindu nationalists want to show that they are ‘modern’, scientifically minded and technologically savvy but also want this modernity to be perceived as an essential character of Hindu civilisation and not the result of foreign influences. Their démarche is strangely reminiscent of that of Islamic fundamentalists who claim for Islam a kind of ahistorical modernity. There are no doubt explanations available for these phenomena in terms of the trauma inflicted by the European conquest on Asian societies that had reached a high level of development, but the originality of the Indian case is that there is a kind of trauma transfer: Hindu nationalists claim that India is still suffering from the consequences of Muslim conquest even three centuries after the end of Muslim rule over most of India, much more than from those of a colonial regime that ended only seven decades ago. It is true that the creation of Pakistan is viewed as having added to the original trauma by partitioning the sacred body of Mother India. Hence the only possible resolution for the Hindutva faithful passes through the reunification of the entire land covered by the three post-colonial states of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh under a single Hindu domination.
If it is possible to trace the influence that a certain kind of European misreading of India’s past historical trajectory had over the shaping of India’s present historical trajectory, what of the reverse? Did Indian misreadings of the world outside India affect that world in any way? One would be tempted to answer that they did not, and to explain the contrast through a (pseudo)-Foucauldian reading of the equation between power and knowledge. Indian views did not matter, so the argument would enfold, because Indians were dominated and not dominant. However, a more dialectical approach would question Indians’ lack of agency. It could be argued that Indian perceptions of Europe’s history, which tended to shift from an early-nineteenth-century pattern of unalloyed admiration of European literary, scientific and technological achievements to a late-nineteenth-century summary dismissal of the so-called ‘Western civilisation’ (‘an interesting idea’, according to one of Gandhi’s most famous quips) as lacking in the spiritual dimension that characterised Indian civilisation, were not without influence on the self-perception of Europeans. The discontent with the downside of rapid modernisation that manifested itself in fin-de-siècle Europe found a possible outlet in the flourishing of various forms of India-inspired manifestations, whether in dance, yoga or meditation. Imagining India was not only a way of exercising power over it; it also helped some Europeans to survive through the trials and tribulations of their bloodstained twentieth-century history. Think of the extraordinary popularity of Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry in post-First World War Germany, or the unexpected bestseller success of the book of reminiscences about Gandhi in occupied France during the Second World War by Gandhi’s main French disciple Lanza del Vasto (1943). India as an antidote to the poison of modernity was a theme embraced by many in Europe and North America. Some Indian cultural entrepreneurs surfed on that wave and were successful in promoting Indian practices, especially those relating to Westerners’ anxieties about health and ageing. The first instance of this was probably Dean Mahomed’s promotion of shampoo in Britain in the early nineteenth century, but in the twentieth century, yoga, a practice that had become fairly marginal in India, became big business in the West, and from there was, so to say, re-exported to India. The present regime promotes yoga as a crucial identity marker of Hinduness/Indianness. Various Indian gurus acquired huge followings worldwide. Whether they were charlatans or not is not the question: what is interesting is that they answered a need in Western (and also other) societies for spiritual guidance, a role that their Indianness seemed to particularly fit them for. An imaginary India became an important resource for dissenting voices in the West, unhappy with the dizzying pace of capitalist modernisation.
But what of the impact of ‘real India’ on the world’s global historical trajectory, a question we asked at the start of the book? If we engaged in a small exercise in ‘counterfactual’ history and tried to plot an alternative course for world history by removing India from the equation altogether, we would be led to rethink some of the most momentous historical developments of the 1760–1840 period. Without the influx of Indian textiles into Europe in growing quantities in the eighteenth century, it is possible to imagine a different kind of industrial revolution, not starting in the cotton textile industry, with unfathomable consequences. Similarly, without the availability of Indian opium, there would have been no opium wars and the ‘opening’ of China might have followed a different course. When it comes to India’s role in the expansion of the British Empire, a counterfactual perspective becomes almost impossible to behold, so pervasive was this role. In many ways, the British Empire was an ‘Indo-British’ empire, which is not a way of saying that Indians were equal partners in it. In the early twentieth century, Viceroy Lord Curzon famously declared that, without the possession of India, Britain would be reduced to a third rank power, and to an extent that is what happened to Britain after 1947, although the loss of India is only one of the many causes, and not the major one, of Britain’s post-Second World War fall in world ranking. Without the initial conquest of India in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Britain would not have been in such a commanding position in the race for empire that characterised the late nineteenth century. Apart from the material gain linked to the control of India’s wealth, ruling India allowed the British to forge a whole lexicon of imperial rule that was put to use later in other contexts, including by other colonial powers such as the Netherlands (that benefited from the innovations introduced in Java during the 1811–15 period of British rule) and Russia, which drew direct inspiration from India for its rule in Central Asia. Between 1860 and 1939, the control of vast Indian material and human resources helped Britain to retain a prominent place in the world economy, regardless of the dents in its supremacy made by its main rivals, the United States, Germany and Japan. India’s independence, contrary to the hopes of British statesmen, led to a rapid erosion of the links between the two countries, and India, while engaging in a process of economic development that was quite impressive, managed to carve for itself a strategic position in the world of the Cold War by promoting non-alignment. These were the heydays of India’s global role, as it appeared as the potential leader of the NAM, a brief moment of glory brought to an end by the defeat in the 1962 war with China. From the late 1960s, its increasing closeness to the Soviet Union threatened India’s position as a champion of non-alignment and left it exposed in the new post-1990 ‘world disorder’, which led to a rapprochement with the United States. It is not without danger vis-à-vis its powerful neighbour China, which is involved in a close relationship with India’s arch-rival Pakistan. As of 2019, the position of India in the world is probably more uncertain than ever, despite all the rhetoric about its emergence as a major power and its possession of nuclear weapons. Its economy seems to have become somewhat stuck, and it faces daunting prospects in relation to climate change that could even threaten its hard-won food security. But then the fate of the world is closely entwined with that of a nation that represents one-sixth of humanity and neither will save itself without the other. That is why the recent turn to a form of inward-looking and somewhat aggressive nationalism is so disturbing and dangerous, not only for India but also for the rest of the world.
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