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Preface
THE COLONIAL STATE as a subject of study has been in the margins of scholarly attention. In the rather meagre literature on the subject, one may see two tendencies: those specializing in political theory tend to think that historians merely narrate what happened, and historians are prone to dismiss ‘mere’ theory. Bearing that in mind, in this book, I chose a narrative strategy which is quite different from that of the ones I have authored earlier. I have tried to focus on different aspects of the colonial state, to offer in each chapter, a detailed narration of the developments in that area, and to situate those specific historical particularities in relation to the generalizable.
There were two possible paths one could take. One of these alternatives would have been to assemble a series of abstract generalizations about the attributes of the state in British India, with quotations from British ideologues or writings by civil servants, without looking at what happened on the ground. The other approach would have been the well-trodden path, which is to arrange a narrative of what happened in a chronological sequence without looking at the theoretical premises of action. Even if it were possible to adopt one of these approaches in a meaningful way to answer the questions I address, that would have been rather predictable and boring. The agenda in this work will be to present a series of interconnected studies, each narrativizing the specificities of a chosen field in the manner historians are expected to do, with a view to aggregating them into a generalizable theoretical perspective on the colonial state. An attempt is made here to weave together the discourse of state theory and the narrative of state practices. This approach is based on my argument in this volume, that theory was not something out there to guide practice. Empirical evidence suggests a more complex picture of interaction, where, within parameters structured by theory, the practice in turn produces and structures theory at each conjuncture.
The present work gives me an opportunity to draw upon and extend my research on various aspects of the history of the colonial state since I published in 1971, my book on the finances of the colonial state in the years following 1857. The Introduction will explain how the book is organized and provide an outline of the major arguments. In some chapters, I review and draw upon essays I published earlier in various journals or collections of papers, and I am grateful to the journals and editors for allowing me to do so. The appropriate acknowledgements will appear subsequently. I also wish to express my indebtedness to scholars I interacted with at conferences, where earlier versions of the arguments of this book were presented.
In India, in times bygone, there used to be a pushpika or a colophon at the end of a manuscript declaring the author’s individual identity, his signature, and an acknowledgement of his debts. Although in our times, the production and publication of academic research has become in some ways mechanical, there is still space for that human touch in the author’s dedication of his or her work. I offer this book to the memory of my father Nirmal Chandra Bhattacharya (1896–1986), who studied in 1914– 20, what used to be called in those days ‘political economy’, at Presidency College in Calcutta, and devoted his life to the study of political ideas.
Kolkata
SABYASACHI BHATTACHARYA
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Introduction
IT IS A PARADOX that although historical writings on modern India recognize that the state was the chief instrument for the creation of colonialism, the theory of the colonial state has received very little scholarly attention. Some of the important constitutive elements of colonialism have been studied in the form of the description and documentation of the apparatuses and activities of the colonial Indian government, and the narrativization of the political history of the struggle against that government—that is to say, in the form of administrative history and history of the nationalist and associated political movements. Arguably, there remains a doubt about the sufficiency of that enterprise so far as the question of characterization of the colonial state is concerned. There remains a question that needs to be addressed. What are the historical specificities of the ‘colonial’ state as distinct from other state forms?
This question need not concern us if we take for granted that the term ‘colonial’ is no more than just a time marker, indicating the period it belongs to, just as it is possible to talk about colonial postage stamps or colonial furniture. But the comfortable habit of taking it for granted may be legitimately questioned, because the historians’ usage presents it as a historical category connoting some attributes. It seems that the aggregation of the attributes of the government in British India is assumed to be the standard way to take, bypassing the question of characterization of the colonial state. Thus, one set of historians would look at the ‘rule of law’ and systematic administration established by that state, or the enlightening influence of education through ‘filtration’ from the top, or the introduction of representative institutions in slow degrees through legislation, etc., while another set of historians would look at other aspects such as its inclination towards a laissez-faire policy, or tariff policy inimical to indigenous industry, or the high level of administrative costs to the detriment of developmental investments, or the policy to promote communal divisiveness so as to subvert national unity, etc. Now, this perfectly valid method of aggregating attributes (leaving aside the fact that the attributions may be contested) may enable us to get a description of the British Indian government. However, that does not quite answer the question how the ‘colonial state’ may be defined in contradistinction to other forms of state.
Historiography of the colonial period has suffered from the absence of theoretical enquiries of the kind which have contributed to analysis of the post-colonial state (I refer to the discourse that began with the work of Michael Kalecki, Hamza Alavi, K.N. Raj and others).1 The scarcity of such enquiries in the context of the colonial state is all the more surprising because the study of state formation in ancient and early medieval period has burgeoned in recent years. The fact that very few historians of India addressed the theme of the colonial state might have been due to a perception that there is already a large corpus of writings on British Indian administration, which indeed was a staple item of research in the period before 1947. However, the study of colonial state power exceeds the boundaries of administrative history so that the identification of one with the other is absurd. Further, there seems to be a problem of disjuncture between the ‘theoretical’ and the empirical historical approach and methodology. The rare attempts to address the colonial state question theoretically, usually from the perspective of political scientists or historians of political thought, are delinked from historical narrativization and documentation; they do not offer historically testable propositions or evidence historians would look for. On the other hand, authors of historical narratives often display an aversion to ‘theory’; their narratives suffer from a disconnect with the politico-legal discourse of theories, and that leaves the theory-minded dissatisfied. Another limitation of modern Indian historical literature is that the low level and volume of research in the history of countries beyond the Indian subcontinent does not encourage us to look at the colonial and the post-colonial state in other parts of the world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in a comparative perspective, although the literature on the colonial state theory in Africa and South-East Asia is particularly rich. That literature heavily underlines the phenomenon economists call ‘path dependence’.
The influence of the historical experience of rule by the colonial state on the subsequent trajectory of development of the post-colonial state in some of these countries is beyond doubt. That provides another reason why I argue that the study of the colonial state is important. As regards Africa, Crawford Young’s (1994) influential work, Pierson’s (2000) study of path dependence in the political domain, Frederick Cooper’s (2002) Marxian perspective, and other works point to path dependence and continuities from colonial state to post-colonial politics.2 More immediately relevant to India are the studies of analogous continuities by Gita Subrahmanyam (2006) or Nandini Gooptu (2012) or Niraja Gopal Jayal (2013).3 However, one gets the impression that with some exceptions like Dipesh Chakrabarty (2001), historians of India have given little attention to post-coloniality and to the continuities which Africanists have focused upon.4 Among political scientists, Sudipta Kaviraj’s (2010) writings are exceptional in very insightfully looking at the post-colonial state as well as the colonial state. As regards study of the colonial state, his observations on the state of the art is accurate: ‘All study of colonialism must necessarily be compiled around the discipline of history. Yet a study of more abstract questions, such as the nature and structure of colonial power, cannot be produced by an unreconstructed discipline of history. Nor can it be produced by an unreconstructed state theory out of its own conceptual resources.’5 Perhaps Kaviraj’s focus has shifted, as he himself remarked, from a ‘reductionist’ to a historicist mode in recent years, but his engagement with history and reflections on the colonial state have been chiefly in the methodological domain. Finally, even in the study of law, the traditional site of enquiry into state theory in the days of Sir Henry Maine or Sir Courtenay Ilbert, the authoritative works on history of law, e.g. David Washbrook’s (1981) or Bernard Cohn’s (1996), do not directly address the issues pertaining to the characterization of the colonial state.6
If the concept of the ‘colonial state’ is not taken for granted, and the task of considering its connotations is not left to the kind of thinking that is done in asides, if one is to look for the differentia specifica which would allow us to distinguish the ‘colonial state’ from other state forms, the answer from the point of view of political and legal theory is self-evident: the assumption of sovereignty by a foreign political entity. Thus, at the base of colonial state theory is a theory of sovereignty which, as we shall see, was specifically designed to legitimize the colonial state. We shall take a look at that theory in the first half of this book; and shall also look at the obverse of the process of legitimation of the colonial state, i.e. the subversion or delegitimation of pre-colonial political authority—an aspect of colonial state building which has been neglected till now. The process which I have called ‘delegitimation of pre-colonial authority’ was an essential prerequisite for creating space for the authority of the colonial state. In the first half of this work, we shall also explore a third theme: how was colonial state power represented to the subjects of the colonial state? I am quite aware that I will have touched only the fringes of the issues regarding the colonial state vis-à-vis Indian society. But a beginning has to be made in breaking away from the tradition of looking at the colonial state exclusively in the light of what the English Physiocrats, Utilitarians, Liberals or the Manchester School said, or were supposed to have said according to the members of the Indian Civil Service. That is not adequate because the construction of colonial power was a dialogic process and it is vitally important to look at the perception of the state from below by the subjects of the state. The question is: how was the power of the colonial state made visible to the people subjected to foreign rule, how was that power evinced in the quotidian life of common people who were at a great distance from the discourse of high theorization about sovereignty?7 While on the one hand, legitimation of the colonial state was achieved by the East India Company, and after 1857, the Government of India under the British Sovereign, through redefining their relationship with the ‘country powers’, the descendants of the Mughal emperor, the princely states, etc., the builders of the empire in India simultaneously developed an agenda of making colonial power visible to the common people, so as to imprint colonial might on the perceptions of the common people. Another question addressed in the early half of the book is: how was the rule over a subject people theoretically legitimized in a new interpretation of sovereignty in terms of contemporary understanding of international law? Needless to say, it was done by internationally accepted transactions and instruments, such as the Treaty of Paris of 1814 after Britain secured global domination at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. More interesting is the unexplored history of the development and deployment of a concept of civilization in international law to rationalize British claim to sovereignty in the colony. That is the theme of Chapter 3 while the other ones mentioned above form the subject of Chapters 1 and 2. In these chapters, I have drawn upon some of my earlier publications.8
From the story of the growth of the colonial state in the political and legal domain outlined above, we turn to the ‘domination effect’ of that state in the economic domain in Chapter 4. François Perroux, a French economist who is not very widely known, insightfully invented the phrase: ‘The domination effect cannot be described purely and simply as either a difference in size or as a monopolistic regime. An economic unit exerting this effect does so through the combination of three elements: its relative dimensions . . . , its bargaining power which is the power it can apply to fixing the conditions of exchange, and its place in the whole scheme or the nature of its operations.’9 In my chapter on eastern India in the Cambridge Economic History of India, edited by Dharma Kumar and Meghnad Desai in 1983, I had used Perroux’s paradigm of ‘domination effect’ to describe the use of political power in the age of free trade; his work has been recently rediscovered according to Rene Sandretto (2009) in the light of the ‘neo-realist’ approach to power, especially power in international relations, in the economic sphere.10
It will be neither possible nor necessary to recount in the present volume, my findings in an earlier study, of the economic role of the post-1858 colonial state and the financial foundations of the British Raj. Evidently, the colonial state from the 1850s, while sailing under the flag of laissez-faire, was pursuing a policy that departed in major ways from laissez-faire. The British Indian government was a major player in the Indian economy on account of its investments in economic overheads like ports and roads, the state-guaranteed investments in railways, the irrigation system, remodelling of land regulations to promote European plantation investment and so forth, apart from its taxation and expenditure policies.11 In Chapter 4, I raise the question whether in the decades prior to that, given the discourse of free trade and the abolition of the monopoly of the East India Company, political power played a lesser role than it did in the last half of the nineteenth century. It is argued that the collusion between the servants of the East India Company and the free merchants formed a collective monopoly, and this was the basis of a domination that impeded the free operation of market forces. Thus, the economic role of the power wielded by the incipient colonial state was crucial.
While the focus till the fourth chapter is on colonial state formation in the nineteenth century, the next three chapters take us into the twentieth century. Chapter 5 looks at the evolution of the idea of ‘interest representation’, basically the idea of co-opting different strata and classes in the legislative machinery of the colonial state. The language of class was rarely used explicitly in the British Indian discourse of constitutional law. One must investigate the surrogate notion of interest representation in order to understand the ideational framework of the government’s approach to the issue of representation of social strata or classes. This notion of ‘interest representation’ in British Indian constitutional legislation and thinking has been neglected by historians since political and constitutional historians have focused on the notion of communal representation which was actually only a special application (‘the communal electorates’) of a general theory of interest representation (the ‘special electorates’). Faced with the task of structuring a system of representation that would have credibility and legitimacy in a society divided along both vertical and horizontal lines, the British bureaucracy evolved the idea of a separate representation of each ‘interest’ in society. The legislative translation of this was facilitated by the absence of universal franchise and the possibility of discriminatingly conferring franchise on special electorates. Originally, the idea was to ensure the representation of the landed aristocracy and British business interests in India. Later, in the twentieth century, the same idea was extended to cover Indian business interests (chambers of commerce), the educated urban professional class (the university constituency), urban labour, etc., and also to the Depressed Castes and non-Hindu communities. Thus, the legislative representation of some of the horizontal strata and vertically divided blocks was sought to be ensured—essentially a process of co-optation or incorporation.
That leads us to examine the contestation of the authority of the colonial state, the role of the urban educated middle class and their nationalist ideologues involved in the process of co-optation as well as resistance, and the construction of a hegemony countervailing the coercive colonial state (discussed in Chapter 6). Basically the question is how to characterize the colonial state and the contestation of its legitimacy? In an essay published in 1979, I had attempted an answer.12 It was argued that the important characteristics of the colonial state are: (1) ‘the externality of the state in relation to civil society—comparable to the externality of the world capitalist system that impinges upon the colonial economy’. (2) Further, ‘coercion is the ultimate basis of the colonial state, the ultima ratio regum, which is brought into play when other means of domination fail, just as the pre-capitalist economy is penetrated sometimes with violence (e.g. servile or plantation labour) and sometimes without, through market exchange, though unequal exchange’. (3) It was also argued that ‘although coercion is the ultimate basis of the colonial state, without resort to it domination is secured so long as the national bourgeoisie as a class does not pose a challenge by establishing its own hegemony over colonial civil society’. This countervailing hegemony essentially means the nationalist leadership’s monopoly of civil obedience contra the state monopoly of coercion. Hence, the concept of Civil Disobedience appears with a new significance. Since 1979, some historians have addressed these issues, most prominently Ranajit Guha (1998, 2002).13 That is the theme addressed in the sixth chapter in the following pages.
The last chapter attempts a survey of colonial historiography as a site of the formation of imperial ideology. Arguably, colonial historiography was part of an ideological effort to acquire cognitive authority over history as a means of establishing supremacy in the cultural domain and legitimizing British rule over India. The basic idea embedded in the tradition of colonial historiography was the paradigm of a backward society’s progression towards the pattern of modern European civil and political society under the tutelage of imperial power. Sometimes this agenda was presented as ‘the civilizing mission of Britain’. The intellectual lineages of the colonial ideology as reflected in mainstream historiography have been traced to Benthamite or Utilitarian political philosophy which represented Britain’s role as that of a guardian with a backward pupil as the ward. These and other thought trends such as Social Darwinism, to which colonialist historical thinking claimed affiliation, are examined in Chapter 7.
In these introductory pages, I try to outline what has been argued in the following chapters. Perhaps it is necessary to add that in this book, while looking at European colonial power in isolation from other aspects of Europe, we need to bear in mind that there was another Europe which attracted the respect and admiration of some of the finest minds in India. The need for such a caveat becomes clear when we recall Rabindranath Tagore’s considered judgement about that other aspect of Europe. ‘When in the beginning or middle of the Nineteenth Century we made our first acquaintance with European civilization, our joy and admiration freely went out to it in the belief that it had come into the world animated with a genuine respect for Man.’14 And again: ‘We saw an endeavour to undo the wrong human beings had suffered, we heard in political thought the idea of unshackling mankind, we saw efforts to stop commerce in human beings [i.e. slave trade]. We must acknowledge that there was much that was new in these ideas’, especially in India where the doctrine of karma, casteism, and inequality in the domestic sphere prevailed.15 From the French Revolution to the Civil War in the US, on the issue of abolition of slavery, Tagore recalled, the West upheld human values which inspired a reawakening in Asia. At the same time, Tagore also perceived in the history of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe, ‘the disastrous self-degradation of the modern Western nations’, the repudiation of a civilization of ‘its own best gift to humanity’.16 In 1941, in the last public statement he made, ‘The Crisis in Civilization’, Tagore looked at the consequences of Europe’s nationalist aggrandizement and clash of empires in World War II, and he perceived in that the debasement of a civilization that was once truly great in many ways. These are the aspects of Europe which we are not looking at in the following pages, our agenda is different. That is a caveat we might bear in mind while reading this book.
* * *
Till now I have focused on how this book is structured, and at this point it may be useful to look at some conceptual issues and also at scholarly works addressing those issues. It is, of course, possible to look at the term colonial in the ‘colonial state’ merely as a period marker. Thus, for instance, Peter Robb (1997) writes in his study of the role of the colonial state in the construction of identity in India: ‘I am using the term “colonial state” here in a neutral way, to mean the state during the colonial period. It is a separate question how far its characteristics were colonial in the sense of being produced by or for colonial rule, as opposed to partaking in more general trends also to be found in non-colonized countries.’17 That is a perfectly legitimate way of looking at things of the colonial times. However, in the present work, I shall be concerned only with writings which problematize the notion of the colonial state and the issues pertaining to that concept.
CIVILIZATION AND THE LEGITIMACY OF THE COLONIAL STATE
Perhaps one of the contentious issues I have raised in this book is the argument that the concept of ‘civilization’ was used for purposes of the legitimation of the colonial state (see Chapter 3). Probably it is not generally accepted that ‘civilization’ as a concept entered the theory of the Law of Nations in the nineteenth century, along with the expansion of European domination in Asia and Africa. The evidence which I have put together suggests that a legal discrimination between the ‘civilized’ and the ‘uncivilized’, made in the writings of John Westlake, theoretically allowed European Powers to deny some rights and privileges under international law to non-European sovereign and semi-sovereign political entities. Second, there was also a fundamental change in the nineteenth century, in Europe, in the replacement of the paradigm of Natural Law, associated with Grotius and Bodin, with a Positivist outlook such as John Austin’s. This was in part, the cause, and in part, the consequence of European state practice vis-à-vis non-European colonized and semi-colonized countries in Asia and Africa. The third development, the growth of the theory and practice of extraterritoriality, needs to be considered in the light of the above trends.
British political practice in relation to ‘country powers’ and the Indian states, or what remained of them, is to be read with reference to the European mainstream tradition of legal and political thought. I have argued that delinked from that context, the study of the political history of British relations with the ‘native states’ will remain trivially episodic and theoretically insignificant. The development of the concept of civilization, the Positivist interpretation, and the theory and practice of extraterritoriality, provided the conceptual framework to legitimize, internationally, and in Britain, British Indian colonial policies and practices. In origins, those policies were of course essentially pragmatic, rooted in Indian realpolitik—but in an interactive way, colonial state practice and European legal discourse contributed to and drew upon each other. The nineteenth-century ‘lndianists’ who expounded British policy were Sir C.L. Tupper as well as Sir William Lee-Warner (1846–1914) and a number of Foreign and Political Department officials, who were prone to theorizing on sovereignty and its limits at the drop of a sola topi.18 Among the nineteenth-century ‘mainstream’ theoreticians who applied their minds to the specificities of the Indian situation, were Sir Henry Maine, Sir Courtenay Ilbert and, particularly, Professor John Westlake. The Whewell Professor of International Law at Cambridge, a Queen’s Counsellor and Doctor of Law, John Westlake (1828–1913) was perhaps one of the most eminent exponents of the theory of International Law in England towards the end of the nineteenth century. While he was critical of John Austin’s approach to international law, on the whole, they both belonged to the same ‘Positivist’ school in respect of sovereignty and law. Westlake devoted a great deal of attention to explicate Indian problems in the light of contemporary theory in his Chapters on the Principles of International Law (1894). This work, along with The Government of India (1898) by Sir Courtenay Ilbert (1841–1924) who had been sent out to India to serve as a Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council in the years 1882–6, summed up the nineteenth-century advances in theory with reference to India.19 Another English jurist who was a Law Member in the Viceroy’s Council, Sir Henry Maine (1822–88), also contributed to this trend.20 In an essay I wrote in 2000, I had tried to outline these developments, with particular attention to the notion of extraterritoriality in princely India, Japan and China.21 That argument is elaborated here (see Chapter 3).
In some recent research, one can see the beginnings of an interest in this issue. For instance, Anthony Anghei (2005) points out:
[T]he existence of a distinction between the civilized and the uncivilized was so vehemently presupposed by positivist jurists, that the state of nature—and therefore naturalism—becomes epistemologically incoherent because its lacks this central distinction. . . . Given that the civilized, non-civilized distinction expelled the non-European world from the realm of [international] law and society, the question arose: Could non-European societies be regarded as sovereign ? . . . Positivist jurisprudence had to plausibly establish that cultural difference translated into legal difference.22
While that is a sign of the recognition of the use or abuse of the notion of civilization, there is a new discourse on the colonial ‘civilizing mission’. There is a good deal of naïve thinking about this mission even today, and some curious examples may be seen in a volume edited by Carey Anthony Watt and Michael Mann (2011).23 It has been argued by Alice L. Conklin (1997) that English ‘Liberal imperialism’ had a parallel in the mission civilisatrice, which from 1870 onwards, inspired the agenda of the Third Republic in France in respect of imperial expansion in French West Africa in 1895–1930.24 One also notices a tendency towards the racination of the notion of civilization. Catherine Hall (2002) points to that racination in her work on the colony in English imagination. She argues that the contraposition of the Aborigines of Australia or Jamaica and the differences between them and the ‘civilized’ English, constituted ‘Englishness’ in the imagination of the English, indicating the importance of race in English attitude to the colonial world, and the task England assumed to ‘civilize subjects’.25 Crawford Young points out that the racination of the discourse of colonization was particularly strong in Africa, since the ‘creation of the African colonial state coincided with the historical zenith of virulent racism’.26 Donald H. Wehrs (2008) has shown the strong element of racism in colonial narratives, mainly fictional, about pre-colonial Africa.27 In China, Dilip Basu’s (2014) study suggests that race certainly mattered a great deal, though in Chinese xenology, i.e. discourse concerning foreigners, mistranslation—such as the term ‘barbarian’—distorted the interpretation of Chinese concepts.28 There seems to be no corresponding study of the Indian perception of the rulers, but there can be little doubt that from the eighteenth century, the firanghis loomed large as a special category in Indian imagination, and the British did all they could to underline racial difference after 1857.
On the other hand, Cannadine (2001) argues that there is a tendency to overemphasize the notion of racial hierarchy in the history of imperialism. An explanation on ‘the basis of collective, institutionalized and politicized ranking of races exists’. But ‘this was not the only way in which Britons envisioned their empire, and its imperial society as essentially hierarchised organism . . .’.29 However, this plurality in attitudes notwithstanding, is Cannadine right in suggesting that this ‘alternative approach’ was at par in strength, in popular acceptance, with the racist point of view? His witty narrative leaves that question unanswered.
A REGIME OF ‘INDIRECT RULE’?
In an interesting study of imperial ideology, Karuna Mantena (2010) has addressed an important conjuncture in the history of political thought and the issue of legitimacy. ‘In contrast to the orientation of imperial historiography, one of the central aims of this book is to explore indirect rule as a distinctive ideological formation, whose conceptual roots are linked to the rejection of earlier liberal models of empire and to developments in modern social theory.’30 While the justification of empire was framed till mid-nineteenth century, in terms of ‘improvement’ and ‘civilizing progress’ of the natives subjected to imperial rule, after 1857, the ethical and moral justification, she argues, was eclipsed by a new agenda of ‘protection and reinvigoration’ of native society. ‘Native society here functioned both as pretext and solution, as an alibi for the fait accompli of empire. . . . Moreover, as a form of rule, empire was depicted as merely an epiphenomenal construct indirectly ruling through pre-existing native institutions and structures of authority.’31 Mantena argues that Henry Maine’s theoretical work on ancient or traditional society laid the foundation of the system of indirect rule that developed ‘first in post-Mutiny India and later in south-east Asia and colonial Africa. Building upon the work of Maine, administrators such as Alfred Lyall, Lord Cromer, Arthur Gordon and Lord Lugard, cumulatively elaborated a distinct theory of indirect rule, institutionally grounded in a policy of decentralization and normatively associated with cosmopolitan pluralism.’32 In situating Maine’s scholarly work in the context of the history of political thought nucleating around the idea of empire, this work is very insightful. However, from the point of view of imperial history, the fact that demands attention is that indirect rule in late nineteenth-century imperialism is not as relevant to India’s historical experience as it was in Africa or Cromer’s Egypt or Lugard’s topical Africa or Swettenham’s Malay. The practice of imperial governance ‘in which the native was thought to be best ruled through his/her own institution and structures of authority’, ‘deference to native agency’, the ‘less intrusive and less disruptive mode of power, indirect rule, the rule through native institutions’,33 these do not seem to be appropriate descriptions of the system in British India after 1857.
In Chapter 2, I shall discuss these issues again but it will be useful to note caveats which are needed in this context. Mantena’s argument is as follows: Henry Maine mentored the process of transition from the imperial agenda of liberalism to the principle of indirect rule.
The strategic abandonment of the liberal agenda in this case implied the turn to a very different philosophy of imperial governance one in which the native was thought to be best ruled through his/her own institutions and structures of authority. . . . As an ostensibly less intrusive and less disruptive mode of power, indirect rule, the rule through native institutions was often championed as both more efficient and more fruitful for stabilizing the imperial order.34
Maine provided to the theory of indirect rule a sociological rationale by emphasizing the threat to native societies and their impending dissolution under modern imperial rule. While attention has generally been focused on Maine’s theory of progress from status to contract, Mantena would like to give due weight to the fact that on the other hand, he also advocated protection of village communities and the structure of customs which kept primitive societies together. ‘Historically this ambiguity proved to be especially consequential, for despite his own reservations, Maine’s account of primitive society would be used to justify the conscious retreat from freedom of contract and the defense of custom under the rubric of indirect rule.’35
However, there are some caveats which demand attention. First, Mantena fails to give sufficient weight to the fact that the principle of indirect rule was practised mainly in some of the African possessions of England, not so much in India. Indirect rule, in principle and practice, was more relevant to Nigeria and some other African possessions than to the Indian subcontinent for a fairly simple reason: indirect rule was a compromise with the local powers and institutions as a last resort when and where the capability of the British system of governance was overextended and found unequal to the demands of practising direct rule in terms of resources, administrative personnel, and legal framework. British India was far from being in that situation in the decades following the suppression of the uprising of 1857. Where is the evidence in the archives of the Political Department that in British India, indirect rule was put forward as the principle of a new imperial order?
The second caveat is that as regards the Native or Princely states, it is difficult to generalize that the principle of indirect rule was invoked. In these states, the degree of power claimed by the colonial state was not consistently the same in respect of interference through the British Resident. The degree of interference depended on the treaties and engagements which C.U. Aitchison of the Indian Civil Service (ICS) had systematically recorded for the guidance of the Resident and the Foreign Political Department of the Government of India. Those treaties and engagements were usually made long before the concept of indirect rule was propounded. Further, the application of the letter of law as recorded in sanads and treaties was qualified by the political circumstances of the day as well as the size and importance of the Native Prince whose ancestors had in the past entered into treaties and engagements with the British. The principle of indirect rule was decidedly the weaker element of policy compared to the Doctrine of Paramountcy, i.e. the principle of treating the British government of India as the paramount power in the Indian subcontinent allowing on sufferance suspension of exercise of that power in some instances. As regards the major part of the subcontinent falling outside of princely states, there is no evidence in state papers that indirect rule was a principle invoked.
The third factor qualifying Karuna Mantena’s thesis is that the imminent dissolution of native society does not figure prominently in the discourse of the ICS or that of the Foreign Political Department. Where is the evidence that apprehension of such a threat to and dissolution of native society was playing an important role in policy level decision making? It was not that part of Maine’s thesis which acquired importance; it was the other part, concerning the emergent contractual relationship which figures in the imperial discourse during and after Henry Maine’s tenure in office as the Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council and his writings after he returned to England.
The view that there was a strong tendency to lean towards indirect rule and a kind of laissez-faire policy in respect of native society and institutions on account of an apprehension that they were fearing imminent dissolution, is open to question for another reason: Maine, as the Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council during 1862–9, continued the trend of intensive legislation and codification started by Lord Macaulay; Macaulay’s Benthamite agenda was followed by his successors. The Indian Penal Code came into effect in 1861 and about 200 pieces of legislation (including the Native Marriages Act of 1872) were enacted while Henry Maine was the Law Member. Next came Sir Fitzjames Stephen, who helped in piloting the crucially important Evidence Act and Contract Act as well as a revised Criminal Procedure Code (1861). Collectively, this series of legislative actions constituted intervention in Hindu customs and institutions. The Native Marriage Act—a clearly progressive step—was a clear intervention in native social institutions. It is true that after 1857, the Queen’s proclamation assured the subjects of non-interference in religious matters, and that those native states which remained loyal to the British were assured that their rights under the treaties and engagements with the British would be protected. But a policy for ‘protection and rehabilitation of native institutions’ was scarcely noticeable in India. That is why, as Mantena concedes, the term ‘indirect rule’ was scarcely used in British India. ‘Although with respect to British India, indirect rule is more often associated with the residency system of the princely states, it was never used to describe any actual imperial arrangement in India.’36 As a rationalization of the practice pursued by Lugard or Cromer, ‘indirect rule’ is part of African imperial history, but it was far from being relevant to administrative practices in British India. As regards the princely or Native States, it is difficult to put them all under the umbrella category as agents in an arrangement for indirect rule. Barbara N. Ramusack is correct in arguing that it is far from being true that princes were all cowered into subordination during the creation of a system of indirect rule; many princes sought political and material benefits from the agreements they entered into with the British Indian government.37
There is another idea associated with the set of notions discussed above. It is the idea, often implicitly or explicitly adopted by certain historians of the ideational basis of imperialism, that there was an influential ‘liberal’ view of the empire, and an interesting exposition of this view was made in Thomas Metcalf ’s (1994) survey of the imperial ideology in the new series of Cambridge History of India. Metcalf summed up his argument in this book in a prefatory note. ‘At the basis of this volume is the contention that there existed, as the British contemplated India, an enduring tension between two ideals, one of similarity and the other of difference.’38 He goes on to elaborate these ‘ideals’ and says: ‘At some times, for some purposes the British conceived of the Indians as people like themselves, or as people who could be transformed into something resembling a facsimile of themselves.’ And, on the contrary, there was the notion of enduring qualities of Indian ‘difference’. While an antinomy of this kind is an acceptable idea, indeed common sense perceives such antinomies in respect of most ideologies, the empirical evidence is very thin in respect of the presence or salience of the liberal view erasing ‘differences’.
Metcalf ’s own account shows the overwhelming preponderance of the theme of ‘difference’ in the colonial discourse. On the opposite side, John Stuart Mill and at certain moments, T.B. Macaulay, are the only defenders of the faith in ‘similarity’, in radical universalism; and after 1857 and the ‘crisis in liberalism’, it is the notion of ‘difference’ which prevails virtually unchallenged. Apart from the weakness of the thesis giving centrality to the tension between the ideals of similarity and difference, another problem with Metcalf ’s approach in this work is that he deliberately chooses to exclude ‘the Indian response to the ideologies imposed upon these by the British’. While some of Metcalf ’s contemporaries, most prominently Bernard S. Cohn and Christopher Bayly, focused on imperial ideas and practice in India as a dialogue, and thus Indian response mattered, Metcalf keeps that out of his narrative and analysis. There are indeed moments when Metcalf gets into real time, e.g. when he talks of the Anglo-Indian household (a microcosm of the empire), or the meta-architecture of the ‘civil lines’ and the ‘bungalow residence’ (‘difference’ made visible for the benefit of the subjects), or ordering of relationships with the princes (recognizing differences among the subjects) described by Metcalf in Chapter 5. However, since the business of governance is undoubtedly a dialogic process, to exclude the subjects’ response—and that is the choice made by Metcalf—makes it impossible to get out of the antique mould of traditional historians of political thought who were content with the narration of European opinion and exegetical commentaries.
COLONIAL POWER AND MICRO-SOCIAL TRANSACTIONS
We may now turn to my argument in this work that analysis of the architecture of colonial power will remain incomplete unless it is sensitized to the process of its constitution at the micro-social level, in quotidian life and the most mundane actions of ordinary people, below the overarching framework that one calls the colonial state; how such an agenda of micro-social investigation articulates with the study, both empirical and theoretical of the macro-structure, is also a question that we shall address (see Chapter 1). When I wrote extensively about representation of colonial power and ‘colonial power and micro-social interactions’ in 1991, it was not a theme historians usually addressed.39 Bernard Cohn in his study of the Delhi Durbar of 1877 to proclaim Victoria the Empress of India, opened up investigations into the symbolic and cultural construction of new colonial authority.40 However, Cohn did not raise one question that seems to be pertinent: how much of the rituals of empire such as the Delhi Durbar of 1877 was accessible to the vast majority of the subject race? Is it not probable that the affairs at the Delhi Durbar would not be within their knowledge? That was the question addressed by me. It led to a host of issues. How was the supremacy of colonial authority brought home to ordinary people in their daily life? How was the new dispensation made perceptible to the people whose acquaintance with the colonial state was no more than the totalization of their life experience insofar as their life was touched by the remote extremities of the limbs of the state such as the ‘daroga’ and his minions, the ‘sheristadar’ and the like in the collector’s cutchery, the adalat of the Small Causes Court, and so forth? Given the macro-structure of colonial power, how are its messages translated into micro-social practices in daily life? How is an abstract notion of authority transmitted to the recipient people in concrete mundane interactions with the possessors of authority, e.g. in the huge fuss that was made by the latter about natives wearing and not wearing shoes in their presence? How are certain stereotypical social gestures like taking off shoes adapted or created by the colonizer to signal superordinate-subordinate relationships in everyday interactions with the colonized people? What are the means used to stage interactions between Englishmen and natives in a manner appropriate to the representation of the superordinate position of the English? I tried in my essay of 1991 to look at these questions. I revisit the theme in the present study, and look at the history of the constitution of colonial power in quotidian practices, in micro-social interactions, below the overhanging framework defined in terms of theoretical constructs of sovereignty and symbolized in terms of a spectacular event like the Delhi Durbar.
Some of these issues have begun to receive attention chiefly from the point of view of cultural studies and political anthropology. While in the following pages we have used the insights available in the work of Erving Goffman, from another angle, an interesting approach has been opened up by George Steinmetz (2008). He examines the differences in the style of colonial state making and functioning in south-west Africa, Samoa and Qingdao in China in response to the ‘constitutive role of [local] culture, language, semiosis, or meaning making on patterned social interactions and institutions’.41 There are now interesting studies of the performative aspect of the representation of the colonial state. In an innovative study of the colonial state in relation to gender issues in the social history of St. Helena, Sumatra and Jamaica in the eighteenth century, Kathleen Wilson (2011) has focused on the ‘performative’ aspect of the colonial state. ‘In colonial environments, state power was necessarily performative— creating through day-to-day practices the outlines of authority that a state would or could possess—and theatrically enacting hierarchies of authority, class and caste into realms of the everyday that institutional forms of power did not usually encompass.’42 The dichotomy postulated here in the notion of state power as ‘performative rather than rigidly institutional’, is difficult to sustain in historical narration because the chief agency and site of performative acts are the institutions of governance. Without making too much fuss about that dichotomy, it is useful to pursue the performative aspect of state functioning. This was attempted with signal success by Nicholas Dirks (1993) and Mohammed Umar-Buratai (2010) in respect of south India and Nigeria.43 The latter is rich in empirical detail regarding the Emirate court in northern Nigeria, but on India, there is very little beyond what Bernard Cohn had already said. Nicholas Dirks’s path-breaking work on the ethnography of an Indian princely state, Pudukottai, demonstrated how ‘the princely states became parodic theaters, stages on which British colonial fantasy could play itself out’.44 He deliberately limited his study to one princely state, not the more wide-ranging analogous phenomenon that is observed in British India. Nevertheless, Dirks in that work and subsequent enquiries, opened up an area of research which merited more attention than it received. In other cultural contexts, studies on this subject have raised the question how much and what did spectacular performances signify? As Lawren Benton (2002) has remarked in a survey of law and colonial cultures: ‘Staging loud and impressive theatrical events was relatively easy for the colonizers; making these displays mean what they were intended to mean was much more difficult.’45 Chapter 1 attempts to show how in everyday life, colonial power was made visible to the native subjects, e.g. by compelling them to take off their shoes as a mark of respect to the white man; taking off one’s shoes was originally an Indian gesture of respect but it was adopted by the British rulers to display their superior status. This kind of display in everyday life, I have argued, penetrated more deeply the subject people’s mind than the occasional theatrical events like the durbar, staged for the same purpose on occasions.
DELEGITIMATION
While the manipulation of cultural symbols, ranging from the durbar to the business of the natives taking off their shoes, was one of the ways of making colonial power visible to the natives, there was another process at work, once coercion had achieved subjection. That is what I propose to call the delegitimation of pre-colonial authority in political life. The latter process is less important in countries where only non-state entities or a very weak state existed before colonial intervention occurred. For example, in Australia or some parts of Africa that situation prevailed—or that is how the makers of the colonial state depicted the situation. In India, the colonialist view could not and did not deny the existence of the state in pre-colonial times. Thus, the erasure of its vestiges was important to the builders of the colonial state.
The delegitimation process was instantiated in innumerable displacements of individuals and institutions empowered by pre-colonial history. The most significant instance was the trial of the Mughal Emperor Bahadur Shah II in his own palace in Delhi in 1858. The significant thing about the trial was not only the symbolism and visibility of a trial of the eleventh successor to the throne after Aurangzeb conducted by junior English army officers, but also that the chief charge against Bahadur Shah was that of treason: ‘he being a subject to the British government in India, and not regarding the duty of allegiance did . . . proclaim and declare himself the reigning king or sovereign of India. . .’46 Such acts of delegitimation were accompanied by parallel displacements in authority structure at lower levels vis-à-vis the ‘country powers’, the chiefs, zamindars, and in particular, the Princely States.
A theory of sovereignty, essential to the construction of legitimacy of British rule in India, was contributed by distinguished legal experts in the latter half of the nineteenth century: Sir Henry Maine, Sir Courtenay Ilbert, Sir William Lee-Warner, Sir Charles Tupper, and Professor John Westlake of Cambridge University. The best chronicler of the development of that theory was H.H. Dodwell, editor of the fifth volume of the Cambridge History of India. Warren Hastings was clear sighted enough to state: ‘The sword which gave us the dominion of Bengal must be the means of its preservation; . . . the next proprietor will derive his right and possession from the same natural charter.’47 Thus, it boiled down to coercion as the basis of the empire. It may be said in a general way that this faith in coercion as the basis of British sovereignty coexisted with a legal point of view which was asserted at certain other moments: at those moments, the talk was about the cession of sovereignty to the British by pre-existing claimants to sovereignty who entered into treaty or agreements. This was the reasoning developed by lawyers from the late eighteenth-century to twentieth-century exponents like Sir Courtenay Ilbert and A.B. Keith. In Chapter 2, I examine those issues as well as the story of the delegitimation of pre-colonial political authority and the systematic demolition of the vestiges of such authority.
The most spectacular act of such delegitimation was the trial of the successor to the Mughal emperors, Bahadur Shah, after the defeat of the rebellion of 1857, on the ground that he was guilty of treason against sovereign British power. This was preceded by a steady erosion of the status of the descendants of the Mughal emperor from 1803. This has been ably recorded by many historians from Percival Spear to Amar Farooqui.48 Some landmarks in the journey of the Mughals down the slope were these events: Hawkins, the officiating Resident at Delhi between 1829–30, declined with disdain to observe the ceremonial courtesies which the Mughal court used to value as symbols of the past greatness of the ‘House of Timur’. Governor-General Lord Hastings refused to pay the nazr which was a symbolic obeisance to the Mughal. Governor-General Lord Ellenborough (in office from 1842–4) discontinued the practice in respect of lower grade officials like the Resident. Without the knowledge and consent of the Court of Directors, the British Indian officials stopped paying the nazr and in lieu of that made an addition of 10,000 to the peshkash paid to the Mughal in Delhi. To the British Indian policymakers, the repudiation of the obligation to pay nazr was justifiable because it entailed humiliation—and they regarded it, in any event, as a ritual which misrepresented the reality of the de facto position of the successors of the great Mughals in Delhi since 1803. This view was probably shared by the elite of Anglo-Indian society; Bishop Reginald Heber in 1824 presented the nazr and accepted the khelat in the Mughal court, but inwardly, the Lord Bishop of Calcutta regarded the whole affair disdainfully as pretensions to grandeur.49
Elsbeth Locher-Scholten’s research (2004) in the Dutch and Indonesian archives, suggests that in another colonial context, the Sumatran Sultanate, the Dutch colonists followed a policy similar to that of the East India Company vis-à-vis the Mughal dynasty.50 Gail Minault in her oft-cited essay, is certainly right in asserting that by the 1830s, court rituals had been repudiated by the British, but while this was true in practice, that did not get translated into formal repudiation; she fails to give due weight to the fact that the officiating Resident Francis Hawkins, after having made a spectacle of such repudiation in the Mughal court, was promptly transferred by the Company to a less significant post away from the court.51 Thus, the repudiation of the vestiges of Mughal sovereignty took place over a long period, and with occasional reversals. The semiotics of the symbolic delegitimation of pre-colonial authority and the legitimation of the colonial state have not yet been studied by political anthropologists in the manner in which the process has been studied in the African context. Very few anthropologists in India followed the lead given by F.G. Bailey (1960) in his study of politics in Orissa, or Surajit C. Sinha (1962) on state formation in central India, or Edmund Leach (1965) in his study of the political systems in highland Burma, while political anthropology flourished in post-colonial Africa, as exemplified in the collection of essays edited by Ronald Cohen and Judith Toland (1988).52
CHALLENGING THE COLONIAL STATE’S LEGITIMACY
Did this delegimitation of pre-colonial authority and sovereignty go unchallenged, or was there an alternative indigenous theory of sovereignty challenging British Indian ideas in this regard? In Chapter 2, I have argued that in the history of the construction of British sovereignty in India, a neglected theme is the challenge posed by an indigenous view of sovereignty. I have juxtaposed Raja Rammohun Roy’s arguments in defence of the rights and privileges of the Mughal emperor (articulated clearly for the first time during Roy’s mission to England to argue his case), with the political vision of the rebels of 1857 challenging firanghi rule. In the latter instance, one can see the incipient ‘native’ perception that sovereignty did not reside in the hands of the new foreign claimants. Roy did not challenge sovereignty but the abuse of sovereign rights assumed by the British. This aspect of colonial state formation has not received the attention of historians till now.
It is somewhat surprising that the transactions between Rammohun Roy, the Mughals and the British authorities between 1829 and 1833 have not been commented upon by historians, except by way of recording them in Rammohun’s biographies as an episode that led to his journey to England where he died in 1833. The episode merits attention for a number of reasons other than that. First, the various shauqas and documents issuing from the Mughal court on Rammohun Roy’s appointment as an agent or spokesman and the letters exchanged on the status of Akbar Shah II, are illuminating in respect of the Mughal conceptions of treaty obligations incurred by the East India Company and the propriety of their political conduct vis-à-vis the Mughal court. In a broader sense, the correspondence enables us to recover, despite the negligence of colonial historiography, the Mughal notion of the entitlements of the descendants of the chief ‘native’ power in India in the context of the British redefinition of those entitlements and the issue of sovereignty in India. The documents from the East India Company’s servants, from the Resident in Delhi up to the Governor-General of India, offer a running commentary on the Mughal ‘pretensions’ in their correspondence with one another, and also in their communications to the Mughal court and to Rammohun. The British, the new claimant to sovereignty, in course of their ascendancy, began a process of delegitimation of their predecessors. In the construction of the colonial state, especially in building its theoretical underpinnings, the period 1829–33 is vitally important.
Second, at this conjuncture in 1829–33, the contestation of the British representation of the theoretical position is equally interesting. The documents drafted by Rammohun Roy on behalf of the ‘king of Delhi’ contain his approach to the questions of equity and justice in relation to the premier pre-British dynasty—an approach that anticipates later nationalist thinking on British dealings with the ‘native’ princely states. Rammohun’s discourse of justice and equity uses notions which might have come from high political theory (British, of course, because he is addressing them for the redressal of injustice, and not necessarily because his entire discourse is borrowed from what he learnt from the British masters of India)—but his style of argumentation is strongly reminiscent of his training in Indian philosophy and logic. The challenge implicit in Rammohun’s efforts on behalf of the Mughals forced the British authorities to conceptualize their relationship with the former ruling ‘House of Timur’ in Delhi in new terms so as to clarify the British self-conception as the sovereign power in India—a process that culminated later in the post-1857 trial of the last Mughal on grounds of treason against the state.
The significance of Rammohun Roy’s agenda becomes clear if one considers the fact that there was on the one hand, the discourse of coercion where resided, as Warren Hastings put it so well, the ‘natural charter’ of British rule in India, and on the other hand, there was the discourse of reasons of law which had the whole tradition of Enlightenment behind it. In the last years of his life, in his advocacy of the cause of the Mughal in Delhi from 1829–33, Rammohun takes recourse to the discourse the British had brought to India, their discourse of law and legal entitlements and justice. His efforts meet with failure because the reality was that the British had superior powers of coercion. In the slice of history we have looked at, this encounter between the discourse of power and the discourse of reasons of law, both inherent in the construction of the colonial state, is as significant as the dramatic encounter between the old and the new era, between the Mughal Akbar Shah II of Delhi and Rammohun Roy of Calcutta.
The uprising of 1857 raised questions about the true habitation of sovereignty. Unfortunately, the literature on the uprising does not address the question—what kind of political thinking or historical vision went into the making of the rebellion? What kind of alternative polity was the objective? It is true that the rebels never deliberately set out to make a statement on those matters. Nor did the Levellers or the Chartists in England, at least not in the mode of stating political philosophy, but their unsystematic thoughts have been the subject of works by the finest British historical scholarship. Very little has been written about the political outlook of the Indian rebels. It is important to address the question—after all, the uprising of 1857 aimed to replace the British colonial state which had by the mid-nineteenth century developed a highly organized system of governance as well as a political theory of legitimation.
A characteristic of the rebel discourse in 1857 is a widespread acceptance of the idea of allegiance to the emperor in Delhi. I am aware that my evidence on this issue is incomplete (see Chapter 2). However, there is plenty of evidence that the authors of numerous rebel proclamations, parwanas, letters, official orders, and the like begin with these phrases: ‘The creation is God’s, the country is the Emperor’s and the present order is that of . . .’ (here comes the name of the author of the proclamation). In most cases, this was the reassertion of an old allegiance. But in 1857, even some traditional enemies acknowledged the suzerainty of the Mughal, e.g. Nana Saheb, despite the long history of Mughal-Maratha conflict. Bahadur Shah willy-nilly provided that essential focal point which imparted some measure of unity to the diverse elements involved in the uprising. Judging by contemporary accounts, he was by no means a heroic leader of a rebellion. But the emperor, whatever his personal limitations might have been, was of symbolic value. Some of the potentates sought to formalize the allegiance to him by payment of nazrana and there are a few documents containing the emperor’s diktat confirming such relationships. These means of legitimation of a counter-authority vis-à-vis British power were drawn from the tradition of Mughal state practices. Finally, 1857 was an unusual moment in the development of the common people’s political consciousness. Consider the significance of the Meerut rebels declaring Bahadur Shah, the emperor, and the same declaration later by numerous regional potentates. It is a political choice made by the common people as well as the traditional political elite, who till then had conquerors and their successors for their rulers. Likewise, the act of mutiny in the army or defiance of state authority by civilian population are acts of political choice. Such deliberate choices of a political kind were made by the common people in rare moments in our history. 1857 was such a moment. That is perhaps why the uprising of 1857 became a metaphor for the anti-British struggle in popular imagination.
SUBJECTION OF THE PRINCES
Notwithstanding these episodes, Rammohun Roy’s negotiations between 1829 and 1833 subverting the British Indian view of the status of the Mughal, and the uprising against firanghi rule in 1857, the sovereignty of the colonial state emerged triumphant in 1858. It is important to note that British sovereignty was postulated in the Native or Princely States in a manner different from that of the British Indian territories. It may be pointed out that in the last decades of British rule, the term ‘Native State’ was distasteful to the educated Indian middle classes, hence, the term ‘Princely State’ gained currency; but the plain-speaking Englishmen and Indians in earlier times found the term ‘Native States’ unobjectionable— and it is indeed accurate in focusing upon the essential characteristics, the indigenous origin and nature of those states, rather than the presence of a ‘prince’ in the state, an attribute shared with many other states outside of India. In the present study, I have preferred to use the term ‘Native State’, except in contexts where the princely character of the administration demanded attention.
The Doctrine of Paramountcy was a special form of the general theory of British sovereignty. ‘The power of the British government is not primus inter pares, but paramount, and it has never lacked the force to maintain its rights and compel obedience.’53 And this Paramountcy rested on four pillars according to Sir William Lee-Warner (1872). These were: Defence against external threat was the responsibility of the British government; the British government was ‘the sole medium of communication between the States [i.e. Native States] and Foreign Powers’; the British government reserved to itself the ‘right to exercise jurisdiction in the interior of native States’ and, finally, the government of India was guided by the necessities it perceived for ‘preserving the general tranquility of the Empire’.54 C.U. Aitchison’s (1876) compilation of treaties and engagements of the British Indian government provides hundreds of instances of the relationship between the paramount British government and the princes in the Native States. A few typical treaties will convey the tone and intent of the agreements with these states. For instance, the treaty with Duleep Singh on 29 March 1849 provides that he ‘shall resign for himself, his heirs, and his successors, all right, title and claim to the sovereignty of the Punjab’; he was to get a maximum of Rs. 5 lakhs per annum as pension ‘provided he remains obedient to the British government’.55 The sunnud given to the ‘Maharajah of Putialah’ by the Viceroy on 5 May 1860 recorded an undertaking: ‘The Maharajah will never fail in his loyalty and devotion to the Sovereign of Great Britain.’56 Treaty with the Maharaja of Kashmir: while under Article IX ‘the British government will give its aid to Maharajah Gulab Singh in protecting his territories’, it was declared under the next Article that ‘Maharajah Gulab Singh acknowledges the supremacy of the British Government’.57
Further, as Caroline Keen (2012) points out, the British government took care that the central message, assertion of the princes’ allegiance to the British Monarch, was not lost in translation. Lytton took note of a mistranslation of the words ‘loyalty’ and ‘allegiance’ as ‘friendship’ and ‘alliance’; he wrote to the Queen of this ‘intentional mistranslation’, and informed her that he forthwith demanded ‘a written acknowledgement of the supremacy of Your Majesty’s government over that of His Highness’.58 It is abundantly clear from such contemporary statements as well as the research in standard works like those of Ian Copland (1982) and Barbara Ramusack (2003) that the abridgement or denial of sovereign rights to the princes in India under the Doctrine of Paramountcy puts the Indian Native States in a totally different category as compared to potentates in the system of ‘indirect rule’ and protectorate status in Africa and other British colonial possessions.59 In 1947, the British government’s position on the reversion of sovereignty to the princes (and hence their right to accede to India or Pakistan) acknowledged that till 1947, the Princely States’ sovereignty had been in a state of suspension since they were in a ‘protectorate’ status.
DOMINATION EFFECT IN THE ECONOMY
In 1950, François Perroux invented a term, ‘domination effect’, to analyse the effect of power in relation to the market in situations where monopoly is insufficient as a category, and I shall employ that term.60 One recalls the words of Adam Smith: ‘The government of an exclusive company of merchants is perhaps the worst of all governments for any country whatsoever.’61 That statement by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations had arguably wider implications beyond the immediate context of the late eighteenth century debate about the East India Company’s charter of monopoly. Smith was not unaware of the collective monopoly of the servants of the Company and other European merchants in India who, in collusion with the East India Company, exercised political and economic power. ‘The East India Company’s interests are intermingled with the interests of their servants and dependents’; Smith surmised that ‘the interests of these servants and dependents’ might even ‘predominate in the court of proprietors’.62 The removal of one partner in this collective monopoly, the East India Company, by the Charter Acts of 1813 and 1833, left the other partners’ power and influence undiminished. Chapter 4 in this book is a case study of the manner in which the servants of the Company, in decision making positions in the government of Bengal, acted in collusion with the English Free Merchants in Bengal’s commerce in the 1830s to strengthen their monopolistic position as well as to secure the subordination of ‘native capital’. In fact, the term monopoly—or more accurately, the monopsony in the business of procurement of articles of trade for export may be considered inadequate, because it was not market operations but non-market factors which came into play. The system may be more accurately described as a ‘domination effect’.
In this context, Chapter 4 focuses on the relationship between British capital and indigenous merchant and moneylending capital in the early decades of the nineteenth century. One of the aims is to explore some aspects of what has been called comprador capital and the mechanism whereby the colonial state facilitated its subordination to foreign capital. The process of subordination, it has been argued, was the outcome of the monopolistic power (an unexpectedly premature phenomenon) exercised by a section of private foreign capitalists in the market, the non-market pressures exerted by the government actuated by the drive to widen the base of British capital in India, and the collusion between the Company’s servants and private British capital in India. With the increasing integration of India as a satellite in the world capitalist system, the subordinate role of indigenous merchant and moneylending capital becomes more well defined. However, crises in the metropolitan economy, such as that of 1825, weakened foreign capitalists vis-à-vis indigenous capital and during these crises, the former are supported by the colonial government which draws upon the surplus it extracts, primarily from the agricultural sector, in the form of revenue.
There are several well-documented studies of the career of Agency Houses and the events leading to the Charter Acts of 1813 and 1833, the period I shall be mainly concerned with. Attention has centred on the conflict between the idea of free trade and monopoly, contradictions between the private trader and the Agency Houses on the one hand, and the East India Company on the other, and the advance towards free trade and towards the managing-agency form of business organization with the downfall of the Agency House system. I have chosen one problem— the subordination of indigenous capital under the collective monopoly of Agency Houses and non-market pressures emanating from the government, to suggest that the use of monopolistic power was inherent in the colonial situation, irrespective of the existence of a body such as the East India Company, and that the subordination of indigenous capital to the needs of foreign capital was not left to the interplay of market forces alone. Thus, almost ab initio, the colonial state is seen in collusion with British capital in India.
‘INTEREST REPRESENTATION’
For two reasons, I have to give a good deal of attention to an idea neglected in Indian historical writings, the idea of ‘interest representation’ in the colonial state. First, the idea and the consequent system had a long-term influence on the post-colonial state’s policies. Second, discussion about that system comes nearest to the discourse of class in the colonial state; what Asa Briggs (1960) called the ‘language of class’, was rarely used by the British Indian bureaucracy, the preferred surrogate concept being ‘interest’.
Needless to say, the government in colonial India was not accountable to the public. In fact, the existence of the public was often denied, despite the huge output in the ‘vernacular newspapers’ and the English language periodicals controlled by natives. Sir Henry Bartle Frere (1871), a hard-boiled administrator, famously said, published opinion is not necessarily public opinion. However, as I have outlined in Chapter 6, for various reasons, the colonial state had to institute native representation in the decision-making bodies, first at the level of local and municipal government, and eventually at the Indian Legislative Council, and the rubrics of organizing such representation were provided by the concept of ‘interests’. It is widely acknowledged, for instance, by Sudipta Kaviraj that the colonial state played an important role in the construction of identities, including the national identity, through various forms of state activity such as enumeration, cartography, territorial definition, etc.63 In the process of identity formation in particular, enumeration through census operations by government agencies, as Sumit Guha (2003) points out, played an important role.64 A similar identity formation process was generated by the colonial state’s system of representing in the Legislature, ‘interests’ such as ‘Commerce’, ‘Labour’, ‘Backward or Depressed Caste’, and other similar categories. No doubt some of these were pre-existing categories, but entitlement to representation provided by the state also redefined and enhanced the recognition of these categories. After 1947, the stoutest survivor of that system of representation was the Backward or Scheduled Caste, undoubtedly, the best claimant of special representation. That was a lasting legacy of the colonial interest representation system. In Africa, the colonial state left behind an analogous legacy, of course, different in details, in the representation system, in for instance, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanganyika or Tanzania.65 Crawford Young’s (1994) wide-ranging survey of Europe’s African empires, the Portuguese, British and Dutch colonial possessions, set the trend to study the legacy left behind by the colonial states, and its impact on post-colonial development.66 Comparable to this work in influence, was Mahmood Mamdani’s (1996) contribution,67 and there followed a flood of research on colonial state making and patterns of governance; political scientists (for instance, P. Pierson 2000) adopted the economists’ concept of ‘path dependence’ to explicate political developments in post-colonial Africa.68 As yet, there is no comparative study of the historical experience of India and the African colonial and post-colonial states as regards interest representation; but the Indian Constituent Assembly debates, especially the reports of the Committee on Minority Rights and the incisive observations made by Dr B.R. Ambedkar, suggest that the post-colonial state had inherited in India, a hugely more complex problem than was the case in British colonial possessions in Africa.
Let us briefly turn to the question of ‘interest’ as a substitute for class in the ‘interest representation’ system in colonial India. The beauty of that system was that it accommodated both vertically and horizontally bounded categories, both classes and communities. However, our discussion in Chapter 6 focuses only on the rubrics within which colonial constitutional legislation accommodated the class issue, particularly the idea of a special representation of the interests of Labour and Capital.
The idea of interest representation can be traced back to the rather naive political discourse of nineteenth-century British India on the representation of ‘native opinion’. In the post-Mutiny decades, the dominant idea was to seek the opinion of the ‘natural leaders’ of society, who were then identified as members of the landed aristocracy: hence, the nomination of landlords and the representation of landholders’ associations to the Legislative Council.69 This left the other interests unsatisfied. As a prominent Indian journal put it, ‘the educated classes are as a rule ignored’.70 At the first session of the Indian National Congress, K.T. Telang outlined a scheme for representation (in the legislature) of the Chambers of Commerce, native political associations, universities, and local bodies. At the second session, R.L. Mitra, Chairman of the Reception Committee, observed that the non-official members of the Legislative Council represented no one but ‘their own good interests’.71 At that session (1886), the Congress resolved that the Legislative Council should be reformed in such a manner that ‘all sections of the community and all great interests are adequately represented’.72 Two years later, Dufferin’s committee on reform of the Legislative Council recommended measures for the representation of these interests: the nobility and landed classes; trading, professional and agricultural classes; and the European planting and commercial interests. Eventually, this recommendation took the shape of the Indian Councils Act of 1892. Further elaboration of the principle of interest representation was proposed in 1919 by the Franchise Committee, i.e. Lord Southborough’s Committee. The nationalist representative on this committee was Surendranath Banerjea who had framed the 1886 Congress resolution on the representation of all the ‘great interests’.
COLONIAL STATE DOMINATION AND COUNTERVAILING HEGEMONY
In an essay published in 1979, I had argued that the chief characteristic of the colonial state was that it was based on domination, in the ultimate analysis on coercion, and in the Introduction to this volume I have reiterated my position.73 Before developing that idea further, it may be useful to try to define some terms I shall use. There is a lack of conceptual clarity on account of a tendency in a segment of the current literature on modern Indian history, to obfuscate the difference between ‘power’, ‘authority’ and ‘influence’ in the colonial state. The abuse of the term ‘hegemony’ constitutes a collateral damage to conceptual clarity, but I shall come to that later. These terms need to be defined. When Ronald Cohen and Judith D. Toland (1988) attempted a comparative study of state formation and political legitimacy in diverse countries in Africa, Latin America and Asia, the terminological diversity, the difference between connotations attributed to terms like ‘legitimacy’ or ‘power’ in different discursive contexts, became evident; contributors like the political anthropologist Joan Vincent or Henri J.M. Claessen saw the necessity of defining the terms they used.74 Many writers appear to use terms like ‘legitimacy’, ‘domination’, etc., in some special sense, perhaps defined in a discourse not generally known. For example, Tatah Mentan (2010) in a ‘Marxian’ analysis of state building in Africa, describes the colonial state as ‘a conquest state imposed by force; its hegemony was excessively coercive, so that it enjoyed little legitimacy’.75 In Mentan’s work, terms like domination and hegemony have a connotation different from the sense in which these terms are used in the volume edited by Dagmar Engels and Shula Marks (1994) on ‘contesting hegemony’ and the creation of compliance with the colonial regime in areas like medicine or education in African and Indian societies.76 One can multiply examples of such differences in usage and consequent terminological anarchy in many contemporary works.
Therefore, it is necessary to define terms like ‘domination’, ‘authority’, ‘hegemony’, etc., used in the present work. One inevitably goes back to Max Weber’s oft-quoted words on the subject of domination and authority. It will be recalled that Weber meant by domination ‘the probability that certain specific commands (or all commands) will be obeyed by a given group of persons’.77 Indeed, the ability to command obedience is the crux of the matter, but Weber goes on to say that ‘every genuine form of domination implies a minimum of voluntary compliance, that is, an interest (based on ulterior motives or genuine acceptance) in obedience’.78 Further, to Weber, ‘authority’ is a legitimate type of domination. We must remember that actually Weber’s aim was not to offer a definition but to describe a system of relationship. If we want to define it, it is necessary to specify how ‘voluntary compliance’ under ‘domination’, is different from voluntary compliance under ‘authority’. On the latter, Weber’s view was that possessors of ‘authority’ are considered legitimate and are willingly obeyed, and he examines three types of authority—Traditional, Charismatic and Legal. From his description of the latter three types— sacral authority, authority by virtue of general acceptance of what is ordained by a charismatic personality, authority derived from acceptance of enacted rules and rationality, and so forth, it is clear that ‘authority’ implies voluntary compliance of a deeper and lasting kind than compliance under ‘domination’. Antonio Gramsci probably offers a schema of greater clarity in a series of contrapositions in a passage in the Prison Notebooks: he counterposes ‘force and consent, coercion and persuasion, state and church, political society and civil society’.79 Gramsci’s context was, of course, purely European, and he was making some comparative generalizations contrasting Eastern and Western Europe. The relevance of that to the colonial context is a debated issue. But the contrapositions in Gramsci takes us to the basic question. Later, C. Wright Mills made a similar insightful distinction between coercion, ‘the final form of power’ and ‘authority, powers justified by the beliefs of the voluntarily obedient’, and ‘manipulation, power wielded unbeknown to the powerless’.80 To sum up, it seems to me that it will be useful to focus on force and coercion as the basis of domination which commands at best unwilling compliance, and consent as the basis of authority which commands voluntary obedience. That is the sense in which the terms ‘domination’ and ‘authority’ have been used in the following pages as well as in my earlier writings (1979, 1991, 2000) on the subject.81
Needless to say, the definition above pertains to what Max Weber used to call the ‘ideal type’. In real life, the difference between coercion and consent, between unwilling compliance and willing obedience, gets blurred. Hence, there arises a misperception at times: the colonial state has been described by some historians as ‘hegemonic’, i.e. as a state based on willing obedience of the subjects. I regard it as an incorrect perception in respect of the colonial state in India because the only evidence in its favour is supposed to be the absence of overt coercion, i.e. the absence of the use of armed forces, the police, etc. Let us consider the evidence. To begin with, a question that immediately arises is whether in the discourse of legitimacy, spokesmen and legal experts of the colonial state claimed willing obedience of the subjects as the basis of state legitimacy. The answer is that there is scarcely any such claim made in the contemporaneous discourse from Warren Hastings to Sir Courtenay Ilbert. In that discourse, as has been noted earlier, the source of sovereignty was claimed to be conquest as well as the transfer of sovereign rights by treaties and engagements made by previous possessors of sovereignty. It was far from their thoughts whether legitimacy rested on the subjects’ willing obedience.
Further, if historians in later times retrospectively attribute that legitimacy claim to the colonial state, they seem to equate obedience under threat of force with willing obedience in the absence of such threat. It is true, that after 1857 the armed forces were rarely used but the vast proportion of the budget devoted to the army,82 the placement of army cantonments at strategic points in the subcontinent, the assiduous construction of transport network to make army deployment possible at short notice, the post-Mutiny policy of maintaining a large number of British regiments counterbalancing ‘native troops’, the restrictions on entry of natives into the position of Commissioned Officers, etc., indicate the importance of the army in the eyes of the builders and managers of the empire even in times of peace, when army action was unnecessary. The conclusion is inescapable, that the capability of the army was important to ensure peace and obedience. In any event, the use of the army for that purpose was the last resort, since the police force was the chief means of controlling the subjected people. That control and surveillance was a part of the everyday life of the subjects, particularly the poor and the oppressed and the marginal castes, of whom some were special objects of attention, being ‘criminal castes and tribes’. A third means of ‘keeping peace’ or ensuring obedience was legislation to disarm India. In the years following the suppression of the rebellion of 1857, the British Indian government seized and destroyed weapons of all kinds in the affected areas and this was followed by Act XI of 1878, known as the Indian Arms Act, which disarmed all native Indian subjects. Keeping, making and dealing in arms, ranging from daggers to cannons, became a criminal offence unless a specific license was obtained from the government in each instance individually; a special racist feature of this law was the exemption of Europeans from the operation of the Act. This disarmament of the native subjects enabled the state to avoid armed intervention. To interpret the infrequency of such intervention as an evidence of willing obedience commanded by the colonial state is absurd. It can be, and in fact, has been argued sometimes that the post-colonial state also used the same apparatus of coercion, and that there is no difference between the domination of the colonial and the post-colonial state. How far can one push that argument, or the argument that protection of the interests of some privileged classes was on the agenda of both colonial and post-colonial states?
That coercion continues to be used by the post-colonial state, is obvious. As the political anthropologist Ronald Cohen (1988) observes in a comparative study of state formation and legitimacy in some regions in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, coercion is ever-present. ‘New states do not necessarily create undying loyalties and acceptance of their authority by each and every segment. Often as not coercive force is necessary. . . . Nevertheless in some way a form of legitimacy emerges in which support for the new regime and the new system became not only acceptable but morally obligatory.’83 Cohen states here what one commonly observes: there is continued use of coercion by the successor state in the post-colonial stage, but ‘there is a difference in the circumstances and degree’, and it will be silly to forget that by degrees, a system may reach a qualitative change. Further, the discourse of subjecthood and citizenship that began with Mamdani’s (1996) influential work also points to a difference between the colonial and post-colonial states.84 Niraja Gopal Jayal (2013) sums up recent scholarly opinion on the subject: Indians were not citizens of British India; they were subjects among whom a few, on the strength of their property and privileges and right to vote, sometimes imagined they were citizens. ‘Subjects of an empire can scarcely be properly described as citizens, for a political community of free individuals would appear to be a necessary precondition for citizenship.’85
At the same time, there were certain ambiguities in Indian usage: a kind of ‘putative citizenship’ was claimed by a miniscule section of the natives and they enjoyed the right to elect some members of the legislative and municipal bodies whose powers were very limited. The Government of India Acts of 1919 and 1935 consolidated the voting right conceded to that miniscule minority. King Edward’s proclamation to his Indian subjects included a memorable statement: ‘Important classes among you, representing ideas that have been fostered and encouraged by British rule, claim equality of citizenship and a greater share in legislation and government. The politic satisfaction of such a claim will strengthen not impair, existing authority and power’86 [emphasis mine]. In short, while all Indians were subjects, some were special subjects. ‘The discourse of colonial citizenship, in which both the colonial state and the Indian elites participated, disguised the class hierarchy within the colony. All were equally subjects, but some subjects were allowed the delusion that they were citizens.’87 The citizenship which a few aspired for in 1908, when King Edward issued his proclamation, was attained in 1947. All the socioeconomic inequities of the past remained, nor was the meaningful exercise of citizenship rights suddenly possible for all, but the colonial subjecthood became decisively a thing of the past. That endowed the post-colonial state with a kind of legitimacy which the colonial ‘domination state’ did not possess. Finally, apart from these differences between the colonial and the post-colonial state and their legitimacy claim, there was a difference legal theorists pointed out in posing the question: where does sovereignty reside, in an agency in the country or outside of it? The obvious answer needs no elaboration. For all these reasons, it is difficult to accept the notion that coercion is equally the basis of the legitimacy of both colonial and post-colonial states.
In his brilliant exposition of the Subalternist approach regarding some of these issues, Ranajit Guha (1998) decisively refutes the view that the colonial state was hegemonic. His analysis in this regard stems from his endeavour to arrive at an Indian historiography, adequate in his judgement to the task of analysing the totality of nineteenth century social and political ideology, conceived as an ‘organic composition of power’. Therefore, the segment of his analysis which is relevant in the present context is more limited than it would have been if our agenda had been primarily historiographical. Guha’s innovative attempt to explore indigenous shastric concepts such as danda, dharma, etc., corresponding to equivalent notions in British Indian ideology, is a significant contribution to a discourse other than the one I am presently concerned with. What seems important, is the fact that he dismisses the characterization of the colonial state as ‘hegemonic’. His reasons may not be the same as the reasons which I have cited for rejecting the attribution of a hegemonic status to the colonial state. Where is the difference between my take on it, and that of Guha? He suggests that a state of hegemony, rule by consent, is never seen in India. The coexistence of proto-capitalist and capitalist relations of production under the colonial regime made it impossible for the bourgeoisie to speak for the entire society as they had done in ‘historic incarnations’ in 1648 in England or 1789 in France. One can see, he suggests, nothing in India comparable to the achievement of the European bourgeoisie in terms of rule by consent. I submit that there is room for difference of opinion when he reaches the conclusion that it is impossible to locate hegemony by consent in India, i.e. that both the British and the nationalist elite only achieved ‘dominance without hegemony’. If I have not misread that bottom line in Guha’s work, an important question arises. Is an alternative interpretation possible, postulating that the nationalist elite’s endeavour to challenge the colonial state’s domination was an agenda of building a hegemony countervailing colonial state domination?
The proposition that hegemony was never seen in India, follows from the view that it is an European phenomenon that was not replicated in India because of the non-realization of the ‘universalist tendency’ of capital to subjugate pre-capitalist relations ‘sufficiently enough to enable the bourgeoisie to speak for all of that society’. There can be no doubt that this is indeed a correct characterization of the colonial economy, but does it necessarily follow that it precludes the emergence of a hegemonic movement challenging the domination of the colonial state? Given the fact that capitalist transformation did not occur, that pre-capitalist and incipient capitalist relations of production coexisted, and that the indigenous bourgeoisie were not in a commanding position, do these conditions preclude the growth of a countervailing hegemony against colonial power? In 1979, I had ventured to suggest that such a countervailing hegemony did develop. The determining factors were: the ‘multi-structural character of the colonial economy, i.e. the synchronic existence of more than one mode of production’, pre-capitalist and capitalist; the weakness of the indigenous bourgeoisie, located mainly in the sphere of circulation than in the sphere of production; and the low level of ‘class-ness’ of the labouring poor in the absence of the defining presence of capitalism. These were precisely the factors which enabled ‘the Nationalist Elite’, as Guha calls them, to challenge in a protracted struggle, the domination of the colonial state and seize hegemony— or something as close to hegemony as one sees in real life. That ‘Elite’ appeared in the role of mediators between the denizens of different regimes of production relations, pre-capitalist and capitalist, and they acted as surrogates on behalf of the bourgeoisie who were not strong enough to strike for power. ‘Inter-class conflicts within colonial society are conditioned by and ideologically consciously subordinated to a “supra-class” contradiction between imperialism and so-called “national interests” in an ideology that objectively serves the interests of indigenous industrial bourgeoisie and supports capitalist growth in general.’88 I also argued that in the struggle for independence, one can see a dual monopoly model in operation, or more simply a set of antinomies: colonial state and civil society, domination and hegemony, coercion and civil disobedience. While the colonial state claimed a monopoly over the obedience of the subjects, a countervailing hegemony would claim an analogous ‘monopoly of civil obedience’, and hence, the lasting significance of M.K. Gandhi’s concept of Civil Disobedience. My essay of 1979 appears to me to be rather dated, but I have reproduced the argument here and stand by it (see Chapter 6).
THE LEGACY OF JAMES MILL’S EPISTEMOLOGY
Adam Knowles (2011) in an interesting study of the epistemological position of James Mill in his History of British India, points out that to Mill ‘knowing’ about India was not the same as it did in normal usage. Knowles contests the view of Javed Majeed (1992) that ‘Mill’s world is the world of measurable concrete objects’. According to Knowles, Mill’s epistemology defined ‘knowing’ as appraisal by the standard of European values and norms, not just acquaintance with concrete objects or facts.89 In my opinion, Knowles’s insightful statement takes us to the heart of the matter in respect of the approach in James Mill who stands at the fountainhead of colonial historiography.
When we try to situate historiography in the ideology of colonialism (see Chapter 7), the second characteristic that springs to the eye is how central colonialist historiography was to the agenda of imperialism. Historiography was part of an ideological agenda aiming to establish cultural hegemony and cognitive authority, towards legitimizing British rule over India. The basic idea embedded in the tradition of colonial historical writings from James Mill onwards was the paradigm of a backward society’s progression towards the pattern of modern European civil and political society under the tutelage of imperial power. The guiding hand of the British administrators, education combined with ‘filtration’ to the lower orders of society, implantation of such institutions and laws as the British thought Indians were fit for, and protection of Pax Britannica from the threat of disorder brought about by insubordination among the subject people—these were the ingredients needed for the slow progress India must make. Very often this agenda was presented as ‘the civilizing mission of Britain’ in India. That was indeed not a peculiar trait of the British in India. Alice Conklin’s (1997) work on ‘the mission to civilize’, Catherine Hall’s (2002) on the idea of ‘civilizing subjects’ in English imagination, Carey Anthony Watt and Michael Mann’s (2011) collection of essays on the record of civilizing missions in respect of education, medicine, etc., indicate that the same stance was adopted in respect of British colonial possessions elsewhere in the world as well.90
While some of these characteristics are to be commonly found in the writings of colonial historians, it will be unjust to ignore the fact that in the course of the first half of the twentieth century, historiography outgrew the colonialists’ paradigms or at least, presented more nuanced versions of them. However, the dominant colonialist paradigm had a long life, claimed respectable intellectual lineage in European thought movements, and played a formative role in actual imperial policymaking and the agenda of the colonial state. Unfortunately, the implications of the colonialist paradigm in historiography received little attention in standard works like the survey of historiography edited by C.H. Philips (1960), or the Oxford History of Historical Writing edited by Stuart Macintyre (2011).91 Their purpose was different. By way of describing the lineaments of the ideology of the Raj, Metcalf examined and illustrated some of the colonialist characteristics in historiography.92 Ranajit Guha’s (1982, 1988, 1998, 2002) works marked a radical departure and framed an agenda he pursued for four decades. His denunciation of elitist history writing was followed by a series of analytical essays which developed as a statement of his philosophical position in 2002, an important work where his aim was to ‘attempt to replace the space beyond World-history [in the Hegelian sense] . . . to try to think World-history in terms of what is unthinkable within its boundaries’.93 Guha (2002) perceives colonial historiography as a statist enterprise: ‘the originality of Britain’s paramountcy in the subcontinent as a dominance without hegemony, required the appropriation of the Indian past and its use for the construction of the colonial state. There was nothing in the structure or career of the Raj that was not fully involved in this statist enterprise.’94
Hence, his focus was on historiography in India—which must aim at the ‘expropriation of the expropriators’ of the Indian past. Writings by Sumit Guha (2004), Prachi Deshpande (2007) and Kumkum Chatterjee (2009)95 have focused mainly on indigenous historical writings in the colonial period, not so much on British colonialist historiography.
Here I will make do with a rough outline of what has been discussed in detail in Chapter 7. When we look at historiography as a site of the formation of imperial ideology, we ought to bear in mind that it will be incorrect to lump together all British historical writings on India in the colonial period. (The same caveat applies to the evaluation of Nationalist historiography in India—but that theme is not on the agenda in the present work.) It is not our aim to make a survey of British historical writings on India in the colonial period. The object is to examine the main paradigm or interpretive approach that seems to drive the colonialist enterprise in writing history. Despite differences in approach that developed over the decades between James Mill’s times and the end of the Raj, one can hazard a generalization that there were certain characteristics common to some leading historians who have been influential, and most of the historical narratives written by the British in the colonial period. First, the most common of these characteristics was an approach which is now called, following Edward Said’s path-breaking work in our times, an ‘Orientalist’ representation of India, generally tending to promote the idea of the superiority of modern Western civilization. As we shall see in the following pages, this was most prominent in the writings of James Mill. In fact, decades before Said, the Indian nationalist intelligentsia had identified and criticized this trend in British writings from James Mill onwards. Second, the idea that India had no unity until the British unified the country, was commonly given prominence in the colonialists’ historical narratives, along with a representation of eighteenth-century India as a ‘dark century’ full of chaos and barbarity until the British came to the rescue. This is true as much of Mill as of Mountstuart Elphinstone or Sir Alfred Lyall. Third, there was a commonly held notion of the hierarchy of civilizations. India was, in the opinion of many British observers, a stagnant society, arrested at an early stage of development. It followed that British rule would show the path of progress to a higher level; hence, the idea that India needed Pax Britannica. Fourth, in historical narratives, the mythification of heroic empire builders and ‘Rulers of India’ was a part of the rhetoric of imperialism. James Mill had said that the reason why Indian history was worthy of attention was that it was ‘a scene of action’ of the British; thus, in the British historians’ narrative, as Eric Stokes remarked, the actors were the British empire builders, India and the Indian people served as the background.96 This denial of agency to the natives had to be, of course, suspended when the nationalist movement was encountered in narrations of the late colonial period.
The intellectual lineages of colonial ideology, as reflected in mainstream historiography, have been traced to Benthamite or Utilitarian political philosophy which represented Britain’s role as that of a guardian with a backward pupil as the ward. It may, of course, be said that Jeremy Bentham looked upon all people in that light, European or otherwise. That is partly true. But this attitude could find clearer expression and execution in action in a colony like India. Another source of inspiration for the colonialist historian was Social Darwinism, particularly in the late nineteenth century. I have argued in this book, that explicitly or implicitly, colonialist historians adopted Social Darwinist notions about India; this implied that if history is a struggle between various people and cultures, akin to the struggle among species, Britain having come to the top could ipso facto, be legitimately considered superior and as the fittest to rule. This gave an appearance of scientific respectability to the notion that natives of India were below par; it was possible to say that here there were victims of an arrested civilization and leave it at that as an inevitable outcome of a pseudo-Darwinian determinism. A third major influence was Herbert Spencer. He put forward an evolutionary scheme for the explication of Europe’s ascendancy, and his comparative method addressed the differences among countries and cultures in terms of progression towards the higher European form. It was an assumption common among Europeans that non-European societies would follow that evolutionary pattern, with a bit of assistance from the European imperial powers. This mindset was not peculiar to British Indian historians, it was a characteristic of the ruling social strata in the heydays of mid-Victorian imperialism.
Finally, a caveat will be in order: the focus on the colonial state in this book is not to be read as an endorsement of ‘statism’ in historiography—on the contrary, it is a critique of that approach. In colonialist historical imagination, the state, the colonial state, held a central place. Arguably, some of that ‘statism’ was imbibed by Indian historians as well. It is interesting to recall that Rabindranath Tagore perceived statism as a more generalized phenomenon, for he saw that mindset at work in the early twentieth-century political discourse of the Indian elite negotiating with the colonial government for political space. He said so in various writings, and the essay he titled ‘Swadeshi Samaj’ in 1904, on the eve of the Swadeshi agitation, was the clearest exposition of his views. Later in his life he cited that essay often in his political writings.97 Tagore argued that European civilization was unlike India in elevating state power to a high level. In Europe, the ‘driving force of the civilization’ resides in State Power (raj-shakti), in India, it rests in the Social Order (samaja). A state-centric approach, Tagore said, became in his times, a characteristic of the Indian elite’s political thinking, and this was an aberration and totally inappropriate. (I should add that he writes here about ‘our’ political thinking, and what ‘we’ should do, in referring to the politically active section or the elite, without defining the latter term.) It was inappropriate because of the nature of the state in British India: ‘in our country the state is unrelated to our society, it is outside society’. On the other hand, ‘the European state is founded upon the consent of the members of the society, integrally related’.98 There was a second reason why Tagore thought that state-centred thinking was inappropriate: in India, in the past from ancient times, the state was never given a central place. Kings came and departed but the flow of social life went on undisturbed. Many functions expected of the state in modern times for the well-being of the people were performed in pre-British India by the members of society guided by traditional notions of dharma. Only under an alien government, India had begun look to the state for irrigation, for agriculture, for education, for relief for the indigent and so forth. Tagore’s conclusion was that Indian people must recover the capabilities they had lost, and not lament the failure of an alien government to perform welfare functions which traditionally were in the domain of society and not the state. The crux of the matter was that India must take to the path of self-empowerment (atma-shakti), and discard the misplaced faith in state power (raj-shakti). We are not concerned for the present with the factual accuracy of Tagore’s conception of the welfare functions of the samaja in India in olden times. What is vitally relevant is his approach to the colonial state, his perception that it was an organically unrelated implantation external to society, as distinct from the state in the European context where state power rested on the consent of the governed. Tagore’s characterization of the British Indian state was an intuition far in advance of the ratiocination of many of his more politically sophisticated contemporaries. That flash of recognition serves well as the ultimate judgement on the colonial state.
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CHAPTER 1
A View From Below: Colonial Power and Everyday Life
There can be no society that does not feel the need at regular intervals to maintain and strengthen the collective sentiments and collective ideas which constitute its unity and personality. . . . Hence there arise ceremonies that in their purpose, in the results that they produce and the procedure employed in them, are no different from religious ceremonies proper. What essential difference is there between an assembly of Christians celebrating the principal dates in the life of Christ, or Jews celebrating the exodus from Egypt or the handing down of the ten commandments, and a meeting of citizens commemorating the institution of a new charter of morality, or some great event of national life?
— EMILE DURKHEIM
MANY YEARS AGO, these were the words with which Durkheim opened up the discourse of political rituals.1 The seminal idea of political rituals as the vehicle for the representation of the ‘collective sentiments’ of a society, and, thus, the construction of a political culture has been a fruitful line of historical investigation. Such investigations have produced a rich corpus of literature since the publication of the path-breaking work of E.H. Kantorowicz on medieval European kingship2 and since the late 1970s in India, the study of the rituals and other symbolic and cultural means of legitimation in ancient and medieval India and rituals of royal validation, e.g. J.F. Richards (1978) and Romila Thapar (1978).3 In modern Indian studies, political rituals of colonial India have been studied by the Chicago school, most prominently by Bernard S. Cohn (1983, 1987), who insightfully studied the durbar in Delhi, and Nicholas Dirks (1987), who for the first time, scrutinized in detail, the political rituals in a south Indian princely state called Pudukottai.4 Nigerian historian Mohammed Umar-Buratai (2010) made a substantial contribution in respect of the institution of the durbar in Nigeria, while comparative studies in other colonial possessions have been made by George Steinmetz (2008) on south-west Africa and Samoa and Qingdao in China, and Kathleen Wilson (2011) on Sumatra and Jamaica.5
The research in the present chapter, originally published in 1991, departs from Cohn’s focus on political rituals, durbars and the like, at the top of the political pyramid. In an essay published in 1991, I had proposed that it was necessary to extend historians’ vision to a ‘view from below’ and the projection of colonial power in quotidian transactions of common people’s lives.6 In doing so, I found it useful to consider how the Durkheimian perspective on ritual was significantly extended by Erving Goffman (1972, 1959) and subsequent micro-sociological studies by Randall Collins (1981), K. Knorr-Cetina (1981), Nigel Fielding (1988) and others.7 Distinct from the tradition of symbolic interactionists and ‘role theorists’, and predating recent work by ethno-methodologists, Goffman framed an agenda of research that seems to have one central theme which is of interest to us—how ritual permeates daily life and the commonest interactions. There is probably in Goffman’s work an affinity with Durkheim, though the former has been reticent on the question of locating his approach in relation to recognized schools of thought. One may get certain insights from Goffman’s work and related investigations of the micro-social genre. In such an enterprise, what of course, has to be borne in mind, is the difference between the kind of data they deploy and the quality and texture of historical evidence as well as the differences between the colonial context and that to which Goffman applied his mind. The specificities of the ‘colonial situation’ are, of course, widely ramified,8 but I have in mind only three immediately relevant features.
First, and most obviously, the social situations to which originally micro-social analysis was applied (e.g. contemporary Western middle class Goffmanland), offer a contrast to the colonial ones (e.g. nineteenth-century Anglo-Indian land), because in the latter, a schism between the ruling race and the ruled generally structured social interactions between members of these two categories. This applies in various degrees even to routine everyday social encounters in the colonial context.
Second, representation of authority is more readily legible in societies where the superordinate and the subordinate share the same set of signifiers in a culture. On the other hand, a colonial society is characterized by an ethnic and cultural divide, and consequently, the absence of common signifiers of authority, and hence, messages across that divide are not readily received, or at least not with their full import. Hence, anxiety about ‘what do the natives think?’ is a constant refrain of British-Indian bureaucratic discourse in the nineteenth century.
Third, it follows that the British would have to appropriate bits and pieces out of the pre-colonial Indian cultural and social practices to refashion signifiers of authority to suit their own ends. In brief, there developed a protocol governing social interactions between the ruling race and the native subjects, a protocol specific to the colonial situation; the efficient representation of colonial power to the natives was hampered by the absence of signifiers common to the colonizer and the colonized; and, consequently, appropriation of signifiers from the pre-colonial indigenous inventory of significant symbols was a necessity.
THE HERMENEUTIC INTERSECTION
It may be useful to think of the above three processes in the following manner: in the colonial context, there coexist two (at least two, there may be more) sets of signifiers, those pre-colonial in origin, and those which the British bring with them. We can imagine them as two separate circles, and in course of India’s colonization, they move closer and intersect with each other. The area of intersection, that is to say, where the circles overlap, is the locale of a process of development of elements common between those two circles. That area of intersection hosts signifiers, appropriated from both British and native sources, and invested with new meanings. Thus, in the area common between the two circles, there develops a subset different from the set of signifiers in either of these circles. At this colonial hermeneutic intersection, as I propose to call it, there develops a stock of signifiers interpreted, indeed reinterpreted, in a manner common to both the colonial rulers and the natives who are ruled. That is what brought the colonial state within the perception of the vast majority of the natives under its rule.
At the beginning of the British-Indian encounter, this stock of common signifiers or symbols was small. Therefore, signs were misread. For example, prestatory gift was a deference indicator to a seventeenth-century Mughal noble, while it meant to the British, a bribe for favours. As colonialism settled into its grooves, signs were interpreted better. As the foreign power prevailed over the indigene, one meaning tended to countervail another. For instance, the honorific meaning of medallions bearing Victoria’s portrait in late nineteenth-century Hyderabad, prevailed over prejudice against the idolatrous meanings perceived by Muslim ruling princes.9 The most effective cultural interventions by colonial power would be at the hermeneutic intersection. Colonial state practice puts new meanings into old symbols and institutions.
Theoretical literature on micro-social transactions, especially Goffman’s empirical work, is of use in generating and framing questions, and in setting up an approach to the process of the construction of colonial authority, but one has to build upon the specificities of the colonial situation, and when so grounded (as will be hopefully evident from the empirical evidence that follows my rather abstract statement), the need for a reorientation of theory with regard to the specificities of colonial societies becomes clear.10
I propose to examine the constitution of colonial power in everyday social interactions. Data on that are not easy to access. Any one who has handled sources relating to British India will realize that. I begin by examining a simple act: that of taking off one’s shoes to show that even routine actions such as the Indian habit of taking off one’s shoes to show deference, acquired a new meaning in the colonial context as a means of demonstrating colonial power.
There is an apparently trivial incident, described in great detail, in the memoirs of Field Marshal Lord Roberts of Kandahar, Forty-one Years in India: From Subaltern to Commander-in-Chief. During the uprising of 1857, he says, the British were so pleased with the support given to them by the Kapurthala Army, among others, that ‘in order to pay a compliment to the officers and the principal men with the Kapurthala troops’, Edward John Lake (1823–77), the Commissioner of Jalandhar in 1857, invited them to his house. The officer who organized the affair was John Nicholson (1821–51), an officer famous in Punjab as a soldier (Nikkul Seyn Sahib) and a fierce administrator; he died during the storming of Delhi soon after this incident. Roberts was then a young subaltern under Nicholson, and the point of his narrative is to extol the merits of that famous empire builder. The event witnessed by Roberts at the close of Lake’s meeting with the Kapurthala officers was as follows:
At the close of the ceremony Mehtab Singh, a general officer in the Kapurthala Army, took his leave, and, as the senior in rank at the durbar was walking out of the room first, I observed Nicholson stalk to the door, put himself in front of Mehtab Singh and, waving him back with an authoritative air to prevent him from leaving the room. The rest of the company then passed out, and when they had gone, Nicholson said to Lake: ‛Do you see that General Mehtab Singh has his shoes on?ʑ11
Lest the English reader back home should miss the significance of these momentous words, Roberts adds here a footnote: ‘No native, in native dress, keeps his shoes on when he enters a room, unless he intends disrespect.’
Lake replied that he had noticed the fact, but tried to excuse it. Nicholson, however, speaking in Hindustani, said:
There is no possible excuse for such an act of gross impertinence, Mehtab Singh knows perfectly well that he would not venture step on his own father’s carpet save barefooted, and he has only committed this breach of etiquette today because he thinks we are not in a position to resent the insult and that he can treat us as he would not have dared to do a month ago.
That is to say, Nicholson apprehended that an Indian native chief was being disrespectful since he saw that the British were in a perilous position in the Mutiny. Eventually, Mehtab Singh was compelled to take off his shoes and carry them out of the room in his own hands. One may note that Nicholson spoke to Lake in Hindustani to convey to the third person, Mehtab Singh, the Indian rules of etiquette. Two points need attention. First, the breach of etiquette is seen as a political act. Second, the etiquette in question is explicitly derived from ‘native’ rules of proper behaviour.
The event was staged and the dramaturgical dimension of the interaction between the actors, British and Indian, was of crucial importance. The stage craft begins with ‘framing’ the interaction at a levee demanding certain stereotyped gestures and rituals of routine nature; it culminates in staging an act of repentance by the native who had failed to make the ritual signal of subservience or, at least, respect. The presentation of Nicholson’s self is, of course, dictated by a collective British conception (about themselves in relation to the natives), and may or may not have been a manifestation of his individual personality. Lake did not react initially the way Nicholson did, but he was brought in line soon enough and behaved as the collective British self-conception in this context demanded.
It is probable that Goffman owed to Durkheim the idea that individuals possess an inventory of shared orientations of a ‘collective’ kind. The twist in the colonial context is the appropriation by the colonizers of some of the orientations, often objectified in patterns of behaviour or even artefacts, belonging to the subordinated people, and in the process imparting a different meaning to actions or things predating the colonial regime. This is what makes the establishment of the rituals of quotidian interaction of people, a complicated affair. I have used some of Goffman’s analytical insights into everyday social encounters in a different social context, to understand an episode minutely observed in detail by a knowledgeable participant to show how a stereotyped signifier, taken from the native stock of such signifiers, was being recreated in the colonial context to sustain in daily and direct interactions, the superiority of one set of actors, the British, over another, the natives. Taking off one’s shoes as a mark of deference is one of the many items in the inventory of social rituals accumulating under British auspices.
A question often raised in the theoretical debates on micro-sociological approach is about the importance to be given to fragments of interaction or discursive practices. In other words, the methodological question is, how much do such fragments tell us about, the macro-structures, entities such as the state or class or caste, and so on, and in this instance, power? Evidently, the explanatory value to be given to evidence like the report of Roberts on an incident in 1857 at Jalandhar, would depend on the extent to which one can establish the observed piece of micro-social interaction as part of a recurring pattern. Otherwise, as Cicourel12 has put it, it is difficult to establish how ‘a few fragments of a conversation or even several pages of discourses can presume to stand for the complex social structures identified in macro-theory, such as large-scale political, economic, demographic and stratificational patterns’. In short, regularities in discourse and practice, need to be established to enable us to read the meaning of micro-social evidence. Such regularities are established in the present instance through a protocol of deference to be signified by the natives to the ruling race, and ultimately, the dominant colonial state.
AN EMERGING PATTERN
In the early 1830s, Hon’ble F.J. Shore, an old civil servant in the North-Western Province and the Central Provinces, i.e. present day Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, wrote of the Indian custom of taking off one’s shoes. He writes without getting unduly exercised about it. In his essay on ‘The Behaviour of the English towards the Natives’, he writes: ‘on the point of taking off one’s shoes, it may be observed that this, like any other mode of testifying respect, means nothing in itself beyond the idea that is attached to it; it is no more than taking, off our hats . . .’.13 Likewise, we find Sir Richard Temple taking off his shoes without any fuss about any damage to his dignity in the palace of the Nizam of Hyderabad. ‘On arriving at the threshold of the nizam’s room of audience I took off my boots (which was easily done in a moment) and walked forward.’ This was the right etiquette. It was taken for granted in the late eighteenth and even in the early years of the nineteenth century that this would be done. G.E. Harvey of the ICS, who served in Burma for decades, pointed out that ‘English officers were accustomed to kneel unshod in the presence of Indian kings. . . ’.14 (The problem with the Burmese was that they not only demanded that shoes be taken off before entering the palace, but also required the English envoys to the court of Ava to ‘prostrate themselves at gateways and spires’ as well as the virtual incarceration of the English envoy and his companions in ‘a scavengers’ island’.) One sees the same attitude to the issue in Bishop Heber’s recommendation, showing his ecclesiastical tact, that Europeans who did not want to unshoe themselves should not enter temples and mosques.
There came a change in the middle of the nineteenth century. This customary Indian gesture of respect by taking off one’s shoes became increasingly unacceptable to the majority of Englishmen facing natives, particularly in the latter half of the nineteenth century. It was, of course, well known, even to civilian and army officers, with or without a smattering of an Indian language, that taking off one’s shoes was a token of respect in Indian culture. It particularly applied to meetings with high dignitaries. Emperor Bahadur Shah II had gone to the length of including this as evidence in his defence statement during his trial in the Red Fort in 1858.15 ‘As regards the rebellious army it may be stated that, they never saluted me even, nor showed any mark of respect. They used to walk into the Hall of Special Audience [i.e. the Diwan-i-Khas] and the Hall of Devotion with their shoes on.’ If they came into the Imperial presence with their shoes on, how could Bahadur Shah be accused of accepting the allegiance of these soldiers? Thus, the arguments of the prosecution attributing to Bahadur Shah the leadership of the rebellious soldiers, according to the accused, could not be sustained. That was the defence put up by Bahadur Shah. This is one of the numerous examples of the significance attached to the removal of shoes as a mark of respect.
The recognition of the value attached in Indian culture, both Hindu and Muslim, to the simple act of taking off one’s shoes had two consequences as regards the behaviour of the Englishmen serving in India. First, in the later half of the nineteenth century, increasingly the British began to insist that natives were required to show respect to Englishmen in authority by taking off their shoes. Second, for Englishmen to take off their shoes in deference to an Indian was derogatory to the prestige of the ruling race and, therefore, to be avoided. As for the first, one has already seen the 1857 episode at Jalandhar recounted by Lord Roberts—a kind of richly detailed ‘thick’ description of how such things happened, which is much more effective than statements of a general kind.
To illustrate the other principle, not to jeopardize British dignity by taking off shoes in deference to a native, one may look at a minor event in Hyderabad in 1869. C.B. Saunders of the ICS was recently appointed the Resident at Hyderabad. For the past several decades, the British Residents had followed the custom of taking off their shoes before coming into the Nizam’s presence, an old etiquette of the court. In 1869, Saunders declined to do so. An opportunity to make his point presented itself: the old Nizam Afzal-ud-Daula died in early 1869 and his successor was a minor. Saunders thought that the application of the custom of taking off one’s shoes was derogatory to him and to other Englishmen who might visit the Nizam with him on the occasion of the new Nizam’s installation, or for that matter, on other occasions like calling upon him to express condolence on his father’s death. ‘The minister and the Amir-i-Kabir [the chief noble family of Hyderabad and hereditary head of the royal household forces] did not quite relish the idea and gave way somewhat reluctantly.’16 At the time of the Resident’s visit of condolence to the Nizam, the Indians divested themselves of their shoes, while the British party sat on chairs of European manufacture with their boots on. After a few days, at the more formal durbar installing the new Nizam, the same procedure was followed. Thus, ‘a practice which was not considered consistent with the British position in India and with the dignity due to a paramount power was quietly dropped’.17 The authorities in Calcutta thought that the British Resident in Hyderabad had acted with ‘most commendable promptitude’.18
It was a famous victory. The colonial government recorded that the Nizam accepted the departure from an old custom: what needs to be noted is that his age was two years and eight months. The local nobles’ demurral was brushed aside. The event may appear trivial in this day and age, but great importance was attached to it by the British policymakers. The Viceroy wrote personally to the Secretary of State in England about it. Resident Saunders had behaved ‘with great firmness’ to save Britons from ‘a humiliating ceremony’, wrote Lord Mayo to Lord Argyll.19
In the 1830s, a civil servant in Bengal Presidency noted that the custom of showing respect by taking off one’s shoes was dying in Calcutta. But then, the Bengalees were ‘lowest in habits and principles of all the people of India, and of the Bengalees, the inhabitants of Calcutta are, perhaps, the worst’.20 (According to urban folklore current in Calcutta, Pandit Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar was refused admittance at the Asiatic Society in Calcutta since he was not wearing proper shoes.) What began to happen was that natives who were habitually in Western dress in public, began to give up the custom of taking off their shoes and they were tacitly allowed to do so by the English. Shore, a veteran civil servant, did not approve of it and noted that this contagion was spreading so that ‘natives of rank were beginning to walk into our rooms with their shoes on their feet’.21 He surmises that ‘among themselves, they will boast of having been permitted to do so, and speak contemptuously of the English for allowing it’—though ‘they sometimes affect to tell us, that it is a matter of little consequence’.22 The latter point, the Englishmen thinking about ‘what the natives think’, is an important element in the process of micro-level interaction. It was, arguably, as important as the discourse of symbols of sovereignty was in imperial policymaking at the higher levels. This is not only because of a natural concern of the rulers as to how the ruled are reacting to their actions. It is also because a complicity of the native’s mind is needed to constitute colonial power, insofar as it is a cultural project.
One final point needs to be made about the colonial prescriptions about wearing and not wearing shoes. We have seen that Shore noted in the 1830s that Indians wearing Western dress were allowed to wear shoes by the British; by the end of the nineteenth century, this was not only allowed but obligatory, provided those were boots of the Western type worn with pseudo-Western dress. In durbars, for instance, Indians were expected to dress, including boots, in that fashion. And there is a touching story, a childhood memory recounted by Mahatma Gandhi in 1940. He recalls that when he was a child, his father had to occasionally attend as an official of the Porbandar state a durbar on the occasion of the visit of the Governor.
Our household was turned upside down when my father had to attend the Durbar during a Governor’s visit. He never wore stockings or boots or what were then called ‘whole boots’. His general foot-wear was soft leather slippers. If I was a painter, I could paint my father’s disgust and torture on his face as he was putting his legs into his stockings and his feet into ill-fitting and uncomfortable boots. He had to do this!23
And Gandhi goes on to describe how there were certain genuflections prescribed for Indians in a levee or durbar. Further, he mentions how Indian aristocratic families discarded their traditional apparel in British India: ‘the Rajas and Maharajas looked like second editions of Khansamas’, i.e. waiters or chefs, or more generally, native servants in the English household in colonial India. Gandhi’s point was to draw attention to the ‘cultural and spiritual degradation’ of Indians in such mundane everyday practices.24
THE MACRO-LEVEL ORDER
In closely looking at the fuss that was made about shoes, we have isolated only one of a large inventory of stereotyped actions, in face to face interactions denoting deference in Indian culture, appropriated and suitably used and valorized by the British rulers in India. What have been called ‘deference entitlements’,25 were varied in Indian society, and included (as in many other societies elsewhere) entitlement on the basis of birth in a certain caste, or kinship ties with say, a princely family or dominant lineages in a region. Thus, the claim of the British to deference on the basis of birth in a particular racial stock was not altogether foreign to a tradition in this country where deference entitlement could be acquired by birth.26 However, Indian compliance to this privilege could not be secured on that basis alone. Its real basis was an Englishman’s proximity, real or imagined, to those who wielded power derived from the colonial state. The enforcement of this kind of deference entitlement demanded that the English present a common front vis-à-vis the indigenous population. As the Maharaja of Scindia, speaking of the English as a race, put it in 1867: ‘you are not popular’, but ‘your prestige fills men’s minds’, in part, because of ‘the unity of feeling and loyalty to one another which exists among you’.27
A possible threat to this network binding Englishmen, often physically isolated in the district or a Princely State residency, was miscegenation. If the ethnic boundary becomes indistinct, the deference due to the ruling race would diminish. Hence, the great concern for preservation of that boundary which Kenneth Ballhatchet has documented.28 As the British Raj prospered and consolidated itself as a territorial power, the Eurasian became an embarrassment, and in 1791, the Court of Directors resolved to exclude them from superior civil, military and marine services, i.e. from covenanted service and army commissions. The rationale for this was that ‘to admit persons of half-blood to higher situations’ would detract from the prestige of the official elite, ‘for the native gentry of the country would look upon them with no respect’.29 By the end of the nineteenth century, the prejudice against miscegenation was strong in high decision making circles of British India. It was so strong that many at that level argued that if European bachelor officers must seek the company of native women (e.g. in Burma, where there were few European women), let their liaison be, secret and illegitimate. The Secretary of State, Lord George Hamilton, was of the opinion that ‘a legal marriage [with native women] would put the Europeans into a lower position in the estimation of the native, than if he kept the woman as his concubine’.30 That was in 1901, at the height of ‘Victorian puritanism’. Viceroy Curzon was equally strong in his view that inter-racial marriage must be discountenanced as strongly as possible. That shows how much political importance was attached to the issue of racial purity, a means of preserving the prestige of the ruling race in the eyes of the native subjects.
We have focused attention on one type of deference indicator, unshoeing oneself, as a representative instance. Such examples can be multiplied to show how similar rituals pervaded various interactive contexts. Shore wrote a great deal in the 1830s on how British rule in India might be ‘facilitated by adopting a mode of behaviour which will influence the natives to regard us with respect and favour’.31
The main point made by Shore was that ‘[T]he acts of government, even if they are unjust, often affect comparatively few; but the behaviour of individuals is felt by all in their daily and hourly intercourse with us . . .’. And further: ‘It ought to be the object, not only of every government servant, but of every Englishman in India, to strengthen stability of our rule; for dreadful indeed would be the state of the country, were the British authority suddenly to be withdrawn.’32 It was the political import of everyday interactions between the British and the Indians which Shore sought to emphasize.
Between these truly micro-social processes of everyday life we have been talking about, and the rituals and pageant of, say, the Imperial Durbar in 1877 at the symbolic centre of the Indian political order, there were a whole series of intermediate symbolic representations and rituals of imperial power. For example, the rituals of the British courts of law, it seems, deeply impressed the large numbers who attended the court. Along with many spaces for enacting power relations in Indian-British transactions such as the collector’s cutchery, the district police chief ’s office, the parade ground of the local commandant in the army cantonment, the court of law was a stage, and it had more than usually impressive rites.33
BETWEEN THE MICRO-LEVEL AND THE MACRO-LEVEL
Beyond the intermediate range of British-Indian transactional spaces like the court of law, the collector’s cutchery, etc., was the apex arena at the centre of the political system. The thrust of my argument has been that an exclusive concentration on the latter, provides a rather inadequate picture of the process of the constitution of colonial authority. Historiographic tradition is heavily inclined in favour of that apex-centred approach. And to the extent there has been any theoretical thinking about the colonial state and its formation, it has been locked into a cross-wire focused on the central processes in building the colonial political order. Scenarios with the colonial state as the actor, are all too familiar, and while the inherent reductionism has gone unquestioned, contestation has centred around the attributes of the entity called the colonial state. As distinct from this approach, the ‘micro-translation’ of the macro-order conceptualization and explanation may be useful.34
That is not to say that micro-social political phenomena alone constitute the reality. The position of some theorists of micro-sociology (e.g. Randall Collins and Rom Harre) push the argument to an untenable point in virtually refusing to recognize macro-phenomena as ‘real’ except as an aggregation of micro-phenomena.35 This is a position close to methodological individualism and takes us back to an old agency-structure debate. One recalls Max Weber on the need to ‘exorcise the spectre of collective conceptions’ so that social study ‘can proceed from the actions of one or more separate individuais’.36 Likewise, F.A. Hayek (1979) emphasized individual actions as the route towards understanding social phenomena.
Here, a caveat is in order. Does a research strategy centred upon social interactions, ultimately of individuals in the colonial context, as a means of studying the construction of colonial authority assume the premises of methodological individualism? Not necessarily. Admittedly my approach concedes centrality, at this level of analysis, to the individual as the agent. But is it possible to push the point farther and say that their dispositions and actions alone constitute small- and large-scale social-political phenomena, and that structural explanations are to be dismissed as imperfect compared to the explanations at the level of transactions and interactions between individuals? Some questions expose the untenability of such a position. Are the actions of individuals a product of their beliefs, or to use Pierre Bourdieu’s phrase, ‘dispositions’?37 Where do these beliefs and dispositions come from? Do they not come from collectivities of various orders? Does not explanation of macro-social phenomena exclusively in terms of individual actions and dispositions only relocate the explicandum from one level to another?
If then one rejects, with Steven Lukes among others, methodological individualism as ‘truistic’ at one level, and untrue to social reality at another, where does it lead us.38 It leads to a middle ground. The articulation between the micro-level and macro-level, different aspects of reality, needs to be recognized. It has been pointed out that Fernand Braudel’s massive enterprise of capturing the evolution of capitalism in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe at the level of everyday material existence is an example in this context.39 He identifies several economies in parallel evolution; for example, below the highly visible level of the market transactions which economic historians have been chiefly concerned with, there was a distinctly different province of practice in the routine, infra-economy of the rural grassroots level. Yet, these levels draw strength from each other, the formal and informal sectors interact with each other to build an overall capitalistic structure. More directly addressing the problem of so-called micro-macro and agency-structure differentiation, Anthony Giddens provides a very useful construct, ‘structuration’. Structure is ‘the medium and outcome of the conduct it recursively organises; the structural properties of social systems do not exist outside of action but are chronically implicated in its production and reproductions’. Thus, structure is continually in the process of being formed and itself forming action in a dialectical relationship. ‘The “dialogue between structure and conjuncture” which Braudel wants to capture is parallel’, Giddens writes, ‘to that which I seek to represent in a more detailed way in structuration theory’.40 Such an approach may help conceptualize the connection that has been postulated between everyday micro-social interactions and the colonial state.
CONCLUSION
A good deal of the above discussion may appear to be abstract and theoretical, but it is relevant to the question on our agenda, how was colonial power established in order to obtain compliance of the subjects? The answer till now has been in terms of the skilful representation of authority in political rituals like the durbar where the British monarch or the Viceroy and the Indian princes of the ‘native states’ and others appointed to the task played a role. But there was a level below that, where power needed to be represented to people lower down and in everyday life, and indeed, to all subjects high and low on occasions more frequent and common than durbars and levees. Hence, there was a need to deploy signifiers of colonial power in quotidian social transactions. These signifiers develop in what we have called ‘the hermeneutic intersection’ of two cultures, that of the rulers and of the subjects. One example of this process has been examined, the significance attached to wearing or casting off shoes, a significance in terms of power relationship. Thus, was colonial power made visible to the subjects in micro-level social transactions. It will be an error to ignore that and to focus only upon the higher macro-level dramaturgy of power. A view from below helps us correct that tendency in Indian historiography. However, the macro-level order and discourse of power, sovereignty, ‘paramountcy’, ‘protection’, etc., remains important. And we turn to that in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 2
Delegitimation:
The Relocation of Sovereignty
‘HE BEING A SUBJECT to the British Government in India, and not regarding the duty of his allegiance, did at Delhi on the eleventh May 1857 or thereabouts, as a false traitor against the State, proclaim and declare himself the reigning King and Sovereign of India . . . and as such false traitor did treasonably conspire. . . .’ These were the words in the charge of treason against Bahadur Shah II, the eleventh successor to the throne of the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb, at his trial in Delhi after the defeat of the uprising of 1857. This was the climactic moment in a series of policy decisions and actions of the East India Company to negate pre-colonial authority, and, thus, to legitimize the rule of the Company.
Building the colonial state involved on the one hand, the construction of its legitimacy, especially in terms of international law, and on the other, the delegitimation of pre-colonial authority. While the first process has received historians’ attention, the second has been overlooked. I propose to look at both the processes in this chapter. In the eighteenth century, the construction of legitimacy of colonial power, with the East India Company standing at the bridgehead of British penetration into India, was attempted intermittently. It was attempted because establishment of claims to land and resources as lawful was necessary in the process of territorial expansion by the East India Company, but it was intermittent because the authorities in England were wary of the tendency of the overbearing proconsuls of the Company to talk big about putative sovereign rights. It was easy for the Company’s men in India to do so because there was no one in late eighteenth-century India to talk back, except for those prepared to pay a high price for it in the battlefield. After some dithering, the idea of royal sovereign right over parts of India under the Company’s control emerged in a full-blown form as late as the second decade of the early nineteenth century. The sovereignty of the British Crown over parts of India under the control of the East India Company was statutorily declared in the Charter Act of 1813. Curiously, it was just stated as a fact in the Preamble of the Act that the British Crown held ‘undoubted sovereignty’ in the East India Company’s possessions; no justification in terms of the right of conquest or entitlement in terms of law was offered in the Act. In later times, both right of conquest and sovereignty derived from treaties and engagements with ‘Country Powers’, i.e. the native potentates, were claimed to be the sources of the Crown’s sovereignty in India. The next year, the same sovereignty was internationally recognized in the Treaty of Paris of 1814. Article XII of the latter reads: ‘His Britannic Majesty guarantees to the subjects of his most Christian Majesty [of France and Navarre] the same facilities, privileges, and protection, with respect to commerce, and the security of their persons and property within the limits of the British sovereignty on the continent of India as are now or shall be granted to the most favoured nations.’ And France promised not to erect forts or deploy troops in India without or within ‘the limits of British sovereignty upon the continent of India’. That is the substance of the standard version of the story of the development of sovereignty. The most authoritative account on the subject remains the chapter written by H.H. Dodwell in 1929 as the editor of the fifth volume on ‘British India’, in the Cambridge History of India.1 We plan to go beyond this standard version to try and understand the reorientation of the theory of sovereignty parallel to the reconfiguration of the relationship of the European Powers with the Asian countries they dominated in the imperial epoch, the nineteenth century.
Before attempting to do so, one point in the standard received version needs to be noted. The British Empire builders were divided on their conception of the source of the sovereignty they projected. One view was that it was the right of conquest. For instance, Warren Hastings in 1773, termed it the ‘natural charter’ from which Britain derived ‘right and possession’ and further: ‘The sword which gave us the dominion of Bengal must be the instrument of its preservation. . . .’2 The other view was that sovereignty had been ceded by treaty or grant by the Mughal emperor or local ‘Country Powers’. This view was reflected typically in the opinion given by law officers to the East India Company in 1757: that the source of sovereignty was its cession or acquisition ‘by treaty or grant from the Mogul or any of the Indian princes or governments’.3 While Dodwell noted this and the opinion of legal authorities like Sir Courtenay Ilbert endorsing that view, he did not take any notice of one dissenting voice in the ranks of English historians. This dissenting voice was that of F.W. Buckler of Cambridge in a paper in the Transactions of the Royal Historical Society in1922. Buckler’s argument was that the Mughal emperor, up to the deposition of Bahadur Shah II in 1858, was ‘the source of political authority and the suzerain de jure of the East India Company’.4 He went on to argue that ‘if in 1857 there were any mutineer, it was the East India Company’—a position that did not make him very popular with the British historians. He was forgotten, except that more than thirty years later, the same question was reopened by C.H. Alexandrowicz (1955), another forgotten scholar.
Recent research on legitimacy and illegitimacy of the pre-colonial and colonial state has been illuminating on account of the contribution of political anthropologists. Some of the earliest were those put together by Ronald Cohen and Judith D. Toland (1988), broadly on the theme of state formation and political legitimacy in different countries. These and other works which I found useful, were on countries outside the Indian subcontinent: Elsbeth Locher-Scholten (2004) on the Sumatran Sultanate in the period of Dutch colonial expansion, and George Steinmetz’s (2008) work on German colonial state building in South-West Africa, Samoa and Qingdao in China. The research on British India in relation to the ‘Country Powers’, later called ‘Native States’, or ‘Princely States’, has been on conventional historicist lines, e.g. Ian Copland (1982), Barbara Ramusack (2003) and Caroline Keen (2012). Occasionally, a different note is struck in the study of the cultural symbolization of legitimacy, as in the research of Nicholas B. Dirks (1987), Gail Minault’s (2003) study of the meanings of the pre-colonial courtly custom of robing, and Amar Farooqui’s (2013) work on the political practices of Anglo-Mughal Delhi between 1800 and 1850. However, these are works focusing chiefly on the representation of legitimacy rather than the theory of legitimacy. They also tell us of the course of historical events which subjected pre-colonial authority to delegitimation, though the concept of delegitimation plays no part in their narrative.
In what follows, we shall see how the legitimation of the colonial state’s authority was accompanied by the delegitimation of pre-colonial authority of claimants to sovereignty at levels ranging from the descendants of the great Mughals to lower levels such as the ‘native princes’, chiefs and the like. This was accomplished by: (1) in some instances, the denial of pre-existing sovereignty in constitutional law or statutory definition of sovereignty; (2) the denigration of pre-colonial authority in the representation of the past, i.e. in historiography; (3) the manipulation of political rituals to represent superior colonial authority; (4) the practice of ‘protectorate’ arrangements which were, incidentally, later extended outside of the Indian Empire to Britain’s African possessions.
Some of these trends are illustrated in the colonial state’s dealings with the Mughal emperor in the nineteenth century. Let us begin at the end. The initial process of delegitimation reached its climax in 1857 at the trial of Bahadur Shah II. As has been seen, the charge was treason. The proceedings of the court, now reprinted, show that the Prosecutor’s case depended mainly on the fact that Bahadur Shah had accepted ‘the allegiance and services’ of mutinous soldiers and had received 180 petitions submitted to him as ‘the adopted sovereign’.5 The prosecution view was that from 1803, the ‘Kings of Delhi became the pensioned subjects of the British’.
SYMBOLIC DELEGITIMATION
The trial of the successor to the Mughals on grounds of treason against the state was the end product of a long process of symbolic delegitimation. Till the early years of the nineteenth century, the British did not interfere with the symbols of kingship of the Mughal dynasty. For example, on the death of Shah Alam, the Resident in Delhi reports that the khutba was read in the presence of the Company’s troops and the Resident in 1806.6 Acknowledgement of Mughal suzerainty, although only nominally, was included in the inscription of the Company’s coins till 1835; its discontinuance evoked protests which were brushed aside.7 The highest gun salute was routinely offered till it was terminated in 1837, according to the Notification regarding Royal Salute of 1837.8
Certain other symbolic acts were, however, the subjects of contention. Thus, the Governor-General wrote in 1825 to the Court of Directors: ‘Considering it particularly desirable to seize every opportunity of discontinuing these observations which imply recognition of sovereignty of the Crown of Delhi over the Hon. Company’s possessions in India’, it was desirable to stop paying the nazr.9 Later in 1844, the Governor-General reported that in 1830, Amherst had converted the usual nazr to one lump-sum payment each year and in 1843, Ellenborough made that a part of the ‘royal stipend’, since the nazr was a ‘token of feudal submission’.10 As regards the khilat, the robe of honour, and titles conferred by the Mughals, General Lake accepted that without making any fuss about sovereignty in 1803.11 From 1813, after the statutory declaration of the British Crown’s sovereignty in India, the British were unwilling to accept these honours; ‘theoretical’ objections were cited, which was but natural since the Crown in England was the fountain of honour.12 The British were unwilling to ‘uphold the phantom of supremacy’ in the kingship in Delhi, wrote the Persian Secretary of the Governor-General in 1814. The British Indian state became the fountain of honour in India.
The correspondence, thereafter, between the descendants of the Mughal emperors and the Company’s Resident in Delhi and the government in Fort William of Calcutta is very instructive. A notable feature in the expostulations from the Mughals is the emphasis on the vocabulary of the Padshahi regime as well as titles and ceremonies considered appropriate to the ‘House of Timur’. The Mughals in their correspondence with the English used the term peshkash for what the English called his pension or stipend, the term nazr for inconsiderable gifts received from English officials, arz-dasht for letters received from the Resident and of course, any Indian, and so forth. It was not merely a matter of the mukhtar or the chief minister at the court or the head munshi or clerk retaining an old style: it was a matter of serious importance in that these words carried a connotation which mattered to the king and the court and became subject of extensive correspondence when any departure from the language or style was mooted. As late as 1834, the term peshkash was being used—it meant a presentation from an inferior to a superior authority, not unlike a tribute, for it was usually cash, which thus changed hands. The Resident in Delhi reported to the Political Secretary in October 1834 that ‘His Majesty at my request, communicated privately, has discontinued the use of the term Pesh Cush.’13 Under the arrangements made by Wellesley in 1805, ‘territory assigned for the support of His Majesty’ was specified, and this combined with the ambiguity regarding peshkash kept alive in the Mughal court, a notion of tributary relationship in form.14
The term nazr meant a gift to superior authority in all ranks of society; originally in Arabic, it meant a ‘vow’, symbolizing allegiance, and when the English translated it as ‘present, or gift’, it failed to carry the import the nazr had in Mughal political vocabulary. As has been noticed earlier, this was a contentious matter. We find in the records, the Mughal king’s complaint in 1825 that customary nazr was not paid to him; the decision of the Company’s government was to refrain from such practice, which had been discountenanced by the Earl of Moira in 1813, particularly because it was ‘desirable to seize every opportunity of discontinuing those observations which imply a recognition of the possessions in India’.15 The Mughal court referred, with pathetic perseverance, all communications from the Resident who was the practical ruler of Delhi, as arz-dasht, i.e. petition; the English style of addressing His Majesty as a matter of form, lent some thin credibility to the pretence. In the first half of the nineteenth century, these linguistic conundrums of the Mughal court increasingly became matters of contention between the Court and the Company’s Government. The Company’s officials began to drop the conventions of older times, and shortly after Rammohun was appointed as an envoy, Lord Amherst decided to further abbreviate formal recognition of the royal status of the Mughals. Akbar Shah complained bitterly: ‘His Lordship [the Governor-General] . . . had recourse to the novel procedure of setting aside the ceremonials and forms of address (ad ab wo alkab) observed by his predecessors, thus lowering me even in respect of the style of correspondence adopted towards me.’16 To sum it up, the Mughals, denuded of the reality of power, were clinging to some signifiers of authority traditionally established in their culture—these were symbols verbalized in concepts like peshkash, nazr, etc., and, thus, something more than niceties of language was involved.
Daud Ali (2004) has pointed to the long tradition of representing political supremacy through practices of courtly culture, while Gail Minault has shown how one particular custom, that of awarding robes of honour, worked. But on the whole, one feels acutely, the absence of other studies in that area.17 Even in their heydays, there were symbolic challenges to Mughal supremacy. But what occurred between 1803 and 1857 was something of a different order. It is possible that in the eighteenth century, the servants of the East India Company were unfamiliar with Mughal court practice, but in the early nineteenth century, there was an agenda: the symbolic delegitimation of pre-colonial authority, and in particular, the denial of the symbols of past authority of the Mughal in Delhi. There began at the same time, and more so after 1858, the symbolic construction of the legitimacy of the new claimant to sovereignty through spectacles like the durbars, artefacts like coins and medallions, the vocabulary appropriate to the new claim to sovereignty. That was accompanied by the enactment of the subject status of the natives in everyday social interactions, as we saw in the previous chapter.
PROTECTION AND PROTECTORATES
The concept of ‘protection’ was important in colonial bureaucratic discourse because it was deeply rooted in Indian political tradition—as indeed, it was, in the feudal polities of many other societies—and, on the other hand, the Janus-faced concept of ‘protection’ had an European aspect, legitimizing the European Powers’ relations with Asian and African countries. The notion of protection was important in respect of India because of the following reason: India could not be categorized as a country totally without civilization and government; therefore, India could not be claimed to be under European sovereignty established on the ground of discovery of terra nullius. Thus, European sovereignty had to be legally grounded either on right of conquest or on sovereignty derived from previous regimes. If the latter, either cession of sovereignty could be cited (of which there are a few instances in Indo-British treaties), or an intermediate status between complete and qualified sovereignty could be established under the guise of ‘protection’ arrangements with local regimes.
Around the beginning of the nineteenth century, ‘protection’ arrangements, established through a series of treaties between the Company and various Indian Princely States, were described by the author of the system, Governor-General Wellesley, as unmolested exercise of its separate authority by every such state under the general protection of British power. The system which came to be known as Subsidiary Alliance, enlisted in quick succession, Hyderabad (1798), the Peshwa (1802), Bhonsle and Sindhia (1803), Jaipur (1803), the Gaekwad (1805), Travancore (1805), Cochin (1807), Kota (1817), Jodhpur (1818), Bikaner (1828)—in fact, all the major states by the 1820s, excepting of course, Punjab and Sind states which came in later. The essence of the system was the assurance of British protection which the Native State paid for, by one or more of the following means: (1) cost of maintaining a contingent of the East India Company’s troops in cash; (2) cession of a part of the state’s territory to the Company; (3) the partial or complete demilitarization of the state; (4) restrictions on relations with foreign powers, and abstention from warfare without the Company’s approval; (5) acceptance of the Company’s Resident at the court to offer advice and instructions. According to some authorities, e.g. G.B. Malleson (1875), this system can be traced back to the eighteenth century.18 However, the treaties and engagements prior to 1798, appear to be more in the nature of mutual defence treaties with reciprocal obligations, unlike the unequal treaties from 1798, of a pattern authored by Wellesley. Awadh provides an apposite example, as Michael Fisher (1989) has documented extensively, how reciprocity on the basis of equality under international law, shaded off eventually into a dependence relationship under British protection.19
‘Protection’ was originally a means of extracting subsidy for troops under the Company’s control, just a mechanism for making the subordinated princes pay for the instrument of their subordination. It became a means of extending domination at the least cost to the Company’s resources. This feature appears in its purest form when the dependent is unable to pay back in any form, but is nevertheless, under ‘protection’, and a recipient of that was often called ‘pensioner’. This pure form is seen in the case of the Mughal emperor, reduced to the status of king of Delhi in the first half of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, the English Company was anxious to bring him under their protection. Governor-General Wellesley, conscious of the ‘great national and political importance’ of offering Emperor Shah Alam ‘protection of the British government’, instructed the Commander-in-Chief to make that an object of the war operations in 1803.20 As he wrote to the Court of Directors later, the Mughal continued to be at the symbolic centre of the Indian political system. ‘Notwithstanding his Majesty’s total deprivation of real power, dominion and authority almost every state and every class of people in India continue to acknowledge his nominal sovereignty.’21 Thus, protecting the descendants of Aurangzeb was a privilege in 1803, it became a burden in the next five decades, and in 1857, it was junked.
The concept of a ‘protectorate’ which was widely employed in Africa later, is the outcome of the ‘protection’ system vis-à-vis Indian Native States. Lee-Warner’s (1894) work on the protection system and, more importantly, Tupper’s (1895) four volumes on it, developed a concept of ‘protectorate’ for India.22 Later, the template came very handy in the partition of Africa.23 However, to equate that with ‘indirect rule’ will be an error, as we have argued in the Introduction earlier.
The protected Princely States underwent an abridgement of sovereignty beyond what was laid down in their original treaties and engagements with the British. As every student of Indian history knows, the Doctrine of Lapse and the Paramountcy Doctrine (allowing the British Indian government scope for intervention in succession to a prince’s throne and in internal administration in certain circumstances) reduced the princes to the status of wards under the supervision of a superior authority. The powers exercised by the Government of India were, thus, summed up by Sir William Lee-Warner (1872) as the ‘four pillars’ of Paramountcy. First, defence was the responsibility of the Indian government, i.e. the Native States must not maintain an army. Second, a Native State was not allowed to have relations with foreign powers. Third, the Indian government reserved to itself ‘the right to exercise jurisdiction in the interior of native states’. And fourth, a similar right of intervention was asserted in the interest of ‘preserving the general tranquility of the Empire’ if necessary.24 The latter point proved to be redundant because the native princes proved to be an amazingly docile lot, as did the large landholders since 1857. They accepted the Viceroy not as primus inter pares among them, but as a superior authority, and they accepted abridgement of the sovereign rights which some of them exercised earlier.
RAMMOHUN ROY VERSUS THE RAJ
The British Indian discourse of sovereignty I have outlined, did not go unchallenged in India, despite the dominant presence of the British. In 1857, the uprising was evidently rooted in a native conception of a different habitation of sovereignty. In 1829–33, Rammohun Roy devoted the last years of his life to argue that there had occurred gross abuse of sovereign rights assumed by the British. It is interesting to see how the forerunner of the new intelligentsia of colonial India argued his case. Therefore, it is somewhat surprising that the transactions between Rammohun Roy, the Mughals and the British authorities between 1829 and 1833 have attracted little attention from historians, except by way of recording them in Rammohun’s biographies, as an episode that led to his journey to England where he died in 1833. The episode merits attention for a number of reasons other than that. It was one of the earliest challenges to the British Indian government’s self-conception of British sovereignty in India. First, the various shauqas and documents issuing from the Mughal court on Rammohun Roy’s appointment as an agent or spokesman and the letters exchanged on the status of Akbar Shah II, are illuminating in respect of the Mughal conceptions of treaty obligations incurred by the East India Company, and the propriety of their political conduct vis-à-vis the Mughal court. In a larger sense, the correspondence enables us to recover, despite the negligence of colonial historiography, the Mughal notion of entitlements of the descendants of the chief ‘native’ power in India in the context of the British redefinition of those entitlements, and indeed of the issue of sovereignty in India. The documents from the East India Company’s servants, from the Resident in Delhi up to the Governor-General of India, offer a running commentary on the Mughal ‘pretensions’ in their correspondence with one another, and also in their communications to the Mughal court and to Rammohun. The British, the new claimant to sovereignty, in course of their ascendancy, began a process of delegitimation of their predecessors. In the construction of the colonial state, especially in building its theoretical underpinnings, the period 1829 to 1833 is vitally important.
Second, at this conjuncture in 1829–33, contestation of the British representation of the theoretical position is equally interesting. The documents drafted by Rammohun Roy on behalf of the ‘king of Delhi’ contain his approach to the questions of equity and justice in relation to the premier pre-British dynasty—an approach that anticipates later nationalist thinking on British dealings with the ‘native’ Princely States. Rammohun’s discourse of justice and equity uses notions which might have come from high political theory (British, of course, because he is addressing them for the redressal of injustice, and not necessarily because his entire discourse is borrowed from what he learnt from the British masters of India)—but his style of argumentation is strongly reminiscent of his training in Indian philosophy and logic. The challenge implicit in Rammohun’s efforts on behalf of the Mughals forced the British authorities to conceptualize their relationship with the former ruling ‘House of Timur’ in Delhi in new terms so as to clarify British self-conception as the sovereign power in India—a process which culminated later in the post-1857 trial of the last Mughal on grounds of treason against the State.
Apart from all that, there is a third reason why the contact between the Mughal court in Delhi and the bhadralok in Calcutta is of historical significance. It is a moment laden with dramatic interest—one of the last members of the fallen imperial dynasty in Delhi seeking the aid of a man who came to be known as the mentor of a new age in India.
To begin with, let it be noted that the effort of the Mughal court to appoint an agent to go to England took place despite strong resistance and explicit remonstrances from the British Indian government. First, the Resident was instructed to confirm from Akbar Shah II whether indeed he acknowledged Roy as his agent.25 Akbar Shah decisively acknowledged ‘the intention of deputing Baboo Ram Mohan Rao to England as his Agent’.26 Then the Calcutta government wrote to the Resident in Delhi to convey to Akbar Shah the government’s displeasure with the communication from Akbar Shah through Rammohun Roy to the King in England, for it was ‘against the forms of intercourse established’; further, there was an admonition:
His Majesty [Akbar Shah II] avows Rammohun Roy to be his agent for this appeal . . . you will give notice that His Lordship [the Governor-General] will be compelled to avoid an interview with His Majesty, and to suspend further written correspondence until the issue of this appeal shall be known.27
Despite the above threat, Akbar Shah declined to disown his envoy, Rammohun. Likewise, he refused to oblige the Governor-General again in July 1833, when the latter offered a compromise—mainly in the form of an increase in the amount payable by the Company to Akbar Shah; this offer was subject to a condition, laid down by the Governor-General, that Akbar Shah should ‘refrain from prosecuting further the claims which Rammohun Roy is urging in England’.28 Akbar Shah refused to accept the condition, rejected the compromise proposed, and preferred to await advice from ‘the Royal Agent I have sent’ to prosecute claims against the Company in England.29 A few weeks after this, Rammohun Roy died in England, and probably the news reached Akbar Shah sometime in 1834. In September 1834, Akbar Shah accepted the financial compromise originally proposed, but he never disowned Rammohun despite much pressure from the Calcutta government and the Resident in Delhi.30 Even after Rammohun’s death, Akbar Shah continued to respect the claims that, as he conceived it, the sons of Rammohun had acquired on the king’s support and protection. Akbar Shah’s khareeta to the Governor-General in February 1837 mentioned:
Raja Rammohan Rai Bahadur confiding in my promises and favour undertook the distant journey to England and fell a sacrifice. . . . [T]he family of a man who has sacrificed his life in the service of the master, ought to be maintained by that master—especially Rao Radha Pershard and Rao Ram Pershard, sons of the late Raja Rammohun Rai, who are my devoted servants. . . .31
Akbar Shah proposed that out of the money payable to him by the Company, a permanent allowance be paid to Rammohun’s family; among the papers connected with this proposal. The archives also contain a ‘memorandum given by Dwarkeenath Thakoor [i.e. Dwarkanath Tagore, grandfather of the poet Rabindranath Tagore] on the distribution of the allowance to the King of Delhi’, making a case for the grant of a monthly allowance for Rammohun’s sons.32 In the event, the Company refused to allow grant of money to any person other than the members of the Royal family at Delhi.33 The king refused to sign the razeenama, the deed of agreement, to the end, and it was left to his weak-kneed successor, Bahadur Shah Zafar to do so.
The above account, and the substantial number of shauqas, khareetas, responses to arz-dashts and records of personal conversations between the king of Delhi and the Resident allow us to form some impression of the system of political beliefs prevalent in the Mughal court in the first decades of the nineteenth century. In the Mughal value system, a high place was accorded to reciprocal obligations between the Lord and those who served him. One is reminded of European feudal notions of the obligation of the Lord towards his vassal, to protect and support those who serve him in terms of an unspoken pledge. Marc Bloch writes: ‘whatever the inequalities between the obligations of the respective parties, those obligations were none the less mutual’.34 This is, of course, merely an analogous sentiment, neither institutionalized nor verbalized in the fashion of Western and Central Europe.
To the conceptual framework established in the Mughal court described above on the basis of diplomatic correspondence, Rammohun Roy may not have been a complete stranger, for he was well versed in Persian language and culture. But he brought with him a new approach, a product of his knowledge of English law and politics. What was new about it?
The question is answered if one analyses the papers he drafted on behalf of Akbar Shah.35 First, Roy raises the issue of equality of states under international law, while conceding the inequality between the ruler of Delhi and the King of England in terms of political power they commanded. In the letter he drafted as an appeal from Akbar Shah to the English King, in the very first sentence, it was stated that while ‘the language of fraternal equality’ was used between them, Akbar Shah was ‘King only in name’. Second, Roy makes a distinction between the British Indian government and the Government in England. The East India Company are the latter’s subjects ‘permitted to exercise the government’ of India, but ‘these very subjects, although elevated to the dignity of empire, are still amenable to your Majesty (i.e. King of England) for every part of their conduct’. Third, Roy’s familiarity with British Indian laws enabled him to strengthen Akbar Shah’s claim in respect of his dues from the Company’s revenue. For the first time in the protracted dispute on this question, Roy points out that Regulations XI of 1804, VIII of 1805, X of 1807, etc., distinctly recognized certain territories as ‘assigned for the support of the Royal family at Dehlee’. Thus, ‘the code of Regulations by which this branch of the British Indian empire is governed’ clearly establish Akbar Shah’s claims to the revenue of ‘assigned mahals’ or ‘Khalsa lands’, though in 1829, the British Indian government rejected such claims. This was a telling argument to which, judging by the correspondence, the Company seemed to have no answer. Fourth, Roy emphasized the contractual obligations between the Company and the Mughal ruler, though he stopped short of posing the arrangement of 1805 as a treaty. Roy claimed that it was a ‘National Contract’ and the Company could not evade ‘mutual obligations of the contracting parties. . . . I cherish the confident persuasion that your Majesty will not sanction the principle that in my case a National Contract ought not or need not to be fulfilled because I am powerless to enforce its obligations.’ Fifth, while Akbar Shah and his predecessors harped on the greatness of the House of Timur and their pitiful condition since 1805, Roy claimed on behalf of Akbar Shah, a right and not a favour. ‘I will not resort to such a plea. I will not condescend to accept and your Majesty [i.e. King of England] will disdain to confer as a favour that which is due as a right.’ Finally, Roy chose to found his case on broad ethical and political principles. The incisive logic and language is clearly that of an Indian metaphysician. For example:
The original articles of agreement are either binding or they are not. If they are binding, then any alteration . . . without the consent of the other to whom it is injurious must be null and void. If they are not binding, this must be either because they were never entered into which cannot be affirmed, or because some subsequent voluntary arrangement between the two contracting parties has superseded their obligation. But no arrangement tending to supersede the original articles of agreement has ever been voluntarily recognised by my Royal predecessor or myself, and therefore the numerous and unauthorised deviations from the provisions which they contain constitute direct and systematic violations of truth, honour and justice.
A political argument was also put forward—that lack of observance of past engagements would impair the confidence of the surrounding states, naturally ‘jealous of their independence’, and cause anxiety to ‘neighbouring Princes who have beheld with alarm the progress of your Majesty’s arms’.
A weakness in the case Roy so carefully constructed, lay in the status of the appeal made to the King of England. Was it to be linked to the plea of a subject to obtain justice from the highest authority? Evidently not. Was it an effort of one sovereign to recall another sovereign to his treaty obligations under international law? That could not be claimed, for there was no such treaty between the Mughals and the British. Thus, the status of the appeal was ambiguous, for the Mughal ruler would not claim justice as a subject, and could not claim restitution of rights as a party to an international treaty. Roy might have been aware of this infirmity in the case, and his language is ambivalent, but generally tending to take the second of the above positions. The fact was that Shah Alam in 1805, was thankful for whatever the victorious British provided to him; this provision of money for his maintenance was a negotiated administrative arrangement which constituted an undertaking by the Company, endorsed by the Commander-in-Chief and the Governor-General, but it did not have the status of a treaty.
Despite this weakness in Roy’s case, he was able to put together arguments which appeared to make a dent in the Company’s hitherto inflexible position. The resultant compromise, an increase in the Mughal’s peshkash, or ‘pension’ in British officialese (offered to Akbar Shah long after Rammohun’s death in England), is intrinsically not of great interest to us. To cite large portions of the long document cited above, will be tedious. It is enough to note the major points Rammohun wanted to make, and what is interesting is the way Rammohun situated, in the document outlined above, the descendant of the great Mughals in a conceptual frame which combines the language of contemporary English political discourse and traditional Mughal cultural and political practice.
What is perhaps most remarkable, is the way Rammohun conceived his role as a representative, answerable to not only the king of Delhi but also the people of India. This notion is probably totally external to the political culture of the Mughal court which he expounded in defence of Akbar Shah II. This new notion of responsibility is best illustrated in a somewhat extraordinary statement, coming from an Indian in those times, in Rammohun Roy’s letter to Sir Charles Grant:
Any just man feels desirous to be informed whether the powers entrusted to his servants, particularly those in a remote country, have been properly exercised, and to prove that when any injustice has been done by them he is anxious to afford redress—a course which is calculated to discourage future injustice. But with regard to the Court of Directors, I am sorry to find that in my humble opinion the case is quite the reverse. In the meantime I am here so situated as to be responsible not only to the King of Delhi but to the whole body of my countrymen for my exertions in his behalf and for their welfare.36 [emphasis mine]
Here Rammohun is speaking on his own behalf, not on behalf of the king of Delhi. It is perhaps possible to read in Rammohun’s statement his awareness of his role as a public spokesman, even though a public sphere was as yet in an inchoate and underdeveloped stage, and the countrymen on whose behalf he spoke, were mere subjects, not citizens.
BRITISH INDIAN CONSTRUCTION OF SOVEREIGNTY
Let us now turn to the theory implicit in the British Indian government’s pronouncements and actions in response to Rammohun Roy. This theory is confronted by the challenge of Roy’s counterpositions, and, thus, the British Indian government now clarifies things left unspoken till now. First, the latter would not allow Rammohun Roy to accept the title ‘Raja’ awarded by the Mughal king. They wrote to Roy refusing to ‘acquiesce in His Majesty’s grant of a title to you’.37 Roy wrote to Bentinck that he was not ‘anxious for titular honour’, but in principle, past usage and a Resolution of the British Indian government in 1827 recognized the King’s power of conferring titles on his own servants.38 Roy happened to be technically correct, and his knowledge of the past actions of the British Indian government came useful.39 In the meanwhile, the Governor-General had conveyed to the Court of Directors, the British Indian government’s refusal to acquiesce in the grant of the title ‘Raja’.40 However, the Indian authorities said no more about the matter, perhaps conceding the technical correctness of Roy’s position in terms of their own earlier decision. From then on, however, the Governor-General decided to allow the power to grant titles, the prerogative of a sovereign, only in respect of the royal household and the Resident. This was in accordance with the legal principle of the British Crown being the sole ‘fountain of honour’.
Another issue that touched upon the question of sovereignty, was the right to communicate with the Government in England and to send an envoy, Rammohun. Upon being informed by Roy that he was appointed Akbar Shah’s ‘Elchee [envoy] to the Court of Great Britain’, the Calcutta government wrote to him within a week refusing to recognize the appointment.41 At the same time, as already seen, Akbar Shah was pressured to withdraw the appointment. In the event, these moves failed. Roy decided not to insist on his ambassadorial status, to divest himself ‘of all public character’ so as to be ‘exempted from all jealousy of a political nature’.42 That last phrase was a barbed reference to the British Indian authorities’ reluctance to allow the natives direct communication with their ‘Home authorities’. In their political theory, ‘protected’ status meant denial of the protected monarch’s right to communicate with foreign powers. It was essentially an abridgement of the native potentates’ sovereignty in exchange for benefits of British protection. Communication with the Government in England was not to be classed as ‘foreign relations’, but the British Indian government did not like being outflanked by Roy and Akbar Shah. Roy managed to reach the Court of Directors. In the course of the next two decades, a convention was formed that only through the British Indian government, communications might be made to the Directors in London. Thus, one finds, that in 1844, when George Thompson was nominated an agent by Bahadur Shah of Delhi, the Court of Directors refused to ‘recognise any agent, or representative of that Prince in England, nor hold communication with His Majesty through any other channel than that of the Indian government’.43 Thus, the Mughals were finally excluded from all direct communication with the international community of sovereign states. This was one of the final actions to delegitimize the pre-colonial sovereign power.
When the British historian F.W. Buckler presented in 1922, at the Royal Historical Society, a case in defence of the last Mughal, Shah Alam, accused of ‘treason’ in his trial after the rebellion of 1857, his critics reverted to the Indian government’s position outlined above.44 Buckler’s critics, Douglas Dewar of the ICS and H.L. Garrett, argued: the nominal sovereignty of the Mughal king in Delhi had been terminated in 1803, after Lord Lake’s victory in Delhi and the grant of a pension to the king, and the de facto power in India belonged to the British; thus, no other claim to sovereignty was sustainable; hence, Buckler was mistaken in questioning the validity of the charge of treason against Bahadur Shah in the post-Mutiny trial.45 This did not quite meet the points made by Buckler who demonstrated with elaborate documentation the ambiguities in the East India Company’s transactions with the Mughal king leaving it open for the latter to interpret British actions, in the light of Mughal political culture and practices, as actions consistent with Mughal sovereignty, and the fact that de jure sovereignty can be, and indeed was, undisturbed even if de facto power had ceased to rest in the hands of the Mughal. In their opinion, the ‘whining petition to King George IV is utterly inconsistent with Mr Buckler’s assertion’; the reason, they say, is that Akbar Shah speaks of ‘my fallen House’, i.e. the Timur dynasty, of himself being ‘bereft of power of dictating terms’ and the reality of ‘British rule in India’.
This stout defence of the British imperial point of view completely misses the point made by Buckler that the point at issue is, who was de jure the sovereign, there being no question about the situation of the ‘powerless House of Timur’ since 1803, nor about the superior coercive power exercised by the East India Company. Dewar and Garrett conclude the story with the statement that eventually the Court of Directors enhanced the Mughal king’s ‘stipend’ from twelve to fifteen lakhs but ‘Akbar Shah died on September 28, 1837, so never received the additional stipend. It was offered to his successor, Bahadur Shah II, who in the typical Oriental manner, started trying for a bargain. On February 20, 1838, he put forward ten requests none of which was granted. These related to various claims made by his father which had been disallowed.’46 Dewar and Garrett are quite explicit that the basic question is, who has the power to make his will effective.
If Akbar Shah was in fact the Mogul, he had but to issue an order to compel the British to leave India. No such order was issued by Akbar Shah. His failure to issue such an order must have been due to one of two reasons: either he was not the Mogul Emperor, or he was so happy and contented that he declined to give the Company notice to quit. . . . The fact is that no one knew better than Akbar Shah his utter helplessness and impotence.
Basically, we have here Dewar and Garrett in an irreconcilable debate with Buckler, whose position was in part anticipated in Rammohun Roy’s arguments regarding the injustice done by the British to the descendants of the Mughals who had de jure entitlements.
The bottom line for the British position at Bahadur Shah Zafar’s trial in 1857 (as in Dewar and Garrett’s defence of the trial proceedings) was, who holds real power? Thus, it boiled down to coercion as the basis of the empire. This was in tune with Warren Hastings’s famous statement: ‘The sword which gave us the dominion of Bengal must be the means of its preservation; . . . the next proprietor will derive his right and possession from the same natural charter.’47 It may be said in a general way that this faith in coercion as the basis of British sovereignty coexisted with a legal point of view which was asserted at certain other moments: at those moments, the talk was about cession of sovereignty to the British by pre-existing claimants to sovereignty who entered into treaties or agreements. This was the reasoning developed by lawyers from late eighteenth century to later twentieth century exponents like Sir Courtenay Ilbert and A.B. Keith. Thus, there was on the one hand, the discourse of coercion which was the ‘natural charter’ of imperial rule and on the other, the discourse of reasons of law which had a whole tradition of Enlightenment behind it. In the last years of his life, in his advocacy of the cause of the Mughal in Delhi from 1829 to 1833, Rammohun takes recourse to the discourse the British had brought to India, their discourse of law and legal entitlements and justice. His efforts met with failure because the reality was that the British had superior powers of coercion. In the slice of history we have looked at, this encounter between the discourse of power and the discourse of reasons of law, both inherent in the construction of the colonial state, is as significant as the encounter between the old and the new era, between the Mughal Akbar Shah of Delhi and Rammohun Roy of Calcutta.
CHALLENGE TO BRITISH INDIAN SOVEREIGNTY: 1857
After Rammohun Roy’s challenge to what he perceived as the abuse of the sovereign rights assumed by the British, a more direct challenge came in the form of the uprising of 1857. One of the frequently unasked questions about 1857 is, what kind of political thinking or historical vision went into the making of the rebellion? What kind of alternative polity was the objective? It is true that the rebels never deliberately set out to make a statement on those matters. Nor did the Levellers or the Chartists in England, at least not in the mode of stating political philosophies. But their unsystematized thoughts have been the subject of works of the finest British historical scholarship. Very little has been written about the political outlook of the Indian rebels. It is important to address the question. After all, the uprising of 1857 aimed to replace the British colonial state which had by the mid-nineteenth century, developed a highly organized system of governance as well as a political theory of legitimation.
To begin with, how did the leaders of the uprising view India’s recent history, the expansion of British dominion? The rebel leader Nana Saheb in his proclamation wrote: the English ‘came to this country under the pretense of carrying on trade. Afterwards, instigating sedition among our Surinjamdars and practicing treachery, they seized all the Hindoo and Mahomedan kingdoms . . . and driving others to beggary they themselves enjoy the country’.48 The Begum of Oudh in her proclamation, a response to counter Queen Victoria’s proclamation of 1858, recounts recent history: ‘the Company professed to treat the Chief of Bhurtpore as a son and seized his territory; the Chief of Lahore was carried off to London’, the Peshwa was ‘imprisoned for life in Bithoor’, ‘their breach of faith with Sultan Tipoo is well-known’, ‘they have left no trace of Chiefs of Behar, Orissa and Bengal’, etc. Finally, the proclamation says, referring to the seizure of Oudh by Dalhousie: ‘These are old affairs, but recently, in defiance of treaties and oaths . . . they took our country and property. . . .’49 The proclamation of 25 August 1857, purportedly from Prince Mirza Muhammad Feroz Shah, went into other histories. ‘It is evident that the Europeans, by the introduction of English articles into India, have thrown the weavers, the cotton dressers, the carpenters, the blacksmiths, and the shoemakers, etc., out of employ and have engrossed their occupation, so that every description of native artisan has been reduced to beggary.’50 This is a fairly accurate description of what occurred from roughly the beginning of the nineteenth century. This unusual proclamation, compared by a contemporary Anglo-Indian newspaper The Friend of India to Jack Cade’s pronouncements,51 also mentions the impact of British rule on the mercantile class, referring to what happened from the late eighteenth century onwards: ‘British government have monopolized the trade of all fine and valuable merchandise, such as indigo, cloth, and other articles of shipping [i.e. export trade] leaving only the trade of trifles to the people, and even in this they [the British] have their share of the profits, which they secure by means of customs [i.e. internal transit duties] . . . .’ This perception of history, often popular memories presented as history, was deployed with a purpose. The effort to build resistance to British rule not on the basis of religious sentiments alone, but on the basis of historical experience, was in itself quite significant.
Two features of the political thinking that went into the making of the uprising of 1857 are clear: a strong anti-British stance (often mixed with inimical attitude to Christianity), and repeated exhortation to Hindus and Muslims to be united. The rebel discourse in many parts of India included a reassertion of the old allegiance to the ruler of Delhi. A standard political formula that developed in the rebel proclamations was to say that ‘the creation is God’s, the country is the Emperor’s’. Against the grain of popular memory of a tradition of conflict, such allegiance was asserted even by Maratha leaders like Nana Saheb. The man thus acknowledged as the emperor, Bahadur Shah, despite the well-known ambiguity he maintained towards the rebellion, became a symbol of the unity of the diverse elements who joined the rebellion and received from them tokens of allegiance like nazrana in accordance with the old Mughal protocol.
Apart from the landed magnates and the old nobility drawing resources and support from the countryside, who, thus, declared their allegiance, what was the attitude of the urban population, especially the educated middle classes in the cities? Very little is known about that. Irfan Habib (2007) has pointed out that in Delhi Urdu Akhbar, a newspaper published in Delhi between May and September 1857, i.e. when the rebels controlled Delhi, there is evidence that the educated section in the city included many writers and readers who firmly opposed British rule. Judging by the surviving copies of that newspaper, the educated natives of Delhi were aware of the economic exploitation under British rule, looked upon the rebel army as fauj-i-Hindustani or the Indian army, and exhorted everyone to unite against the foreigners who were enemies of both Hinduism and Islam.52 Nariaki Nakazato (2014) has also shown how the leading ‘native’ newspaper of Calcutta, the Hindoo Patriot, and its editor Harish Chandra Mukherjee (1824–61), took what they called the ‘legitimist’ view of sovereignty in India. By the term legitimist, they meant that they regarded the descendants of the Mughal emperors, and not the East India Company, as the legitimate rulers of India. In 1857, the Hindoo Patriot featured an editorial entitled ‘Who are the rebels?’, arguing that a native of India ‘does not feel the same feeling for the House of Brunswick [i.e. the English Royal Family] that he does for that of Timure’.53 A more elaborate statement of this position was as follows: ‘The strength of legitimist feeling in India during the last hundred years presents to the European a historical phenomenon for which he is utterly unable to account. . . . Never was that feeling [of loyalty to the Mughals] stronger than when the fortunes of the Great Mughal were at their lowest ebb.’54 One of the reasons for the legitimist feeling in favour of the descendants of the Mughals was the disesteem for ‘merchant royalty’ like that of the East India Company; the Company ‘did not present the appearance of a representative of British power exclusively. It was a successful Mughal satrapy, and in that light was universally viewed in India.’55 In fact, the uprising of 1857, known to the British as the Mutiny, was called ‘the great Indian Rebellion 1857’ by the Hindoo Patriot.56 Educated native opinion was not unanimously in agreement with that journal, in Calcutta and other colonial cities, there were a great many native subjects loyal to the British in 1857, and their numbers increased in the following years. However, it is not without significance that the leading native journal took the ‘legitimist’ position against the British claim to legitimacy in 1857.
Legitimation was usually sought to be achieved by the rebels through authoritative religious prescription. Obvious instances are of course, the well-known maulavis’ fatwas and proclamations which sometimes provided the template for the proclamations of the political magnates. Imam Leeaqat Ali of Allahabad upheld in his proclamation calling for jehad, the authority of ‘the King of Delhi, the bona fide ruler of Hindoostan who is Shadow and representative of God’.57 There are numerous examples of this kind. There is also a rare and curious example in the middle of June 1857: Khan Bahadur Khan, acting on behalf of the rebel government of Bareilly, ‘called for a byawasta [vyavastha or prescription] from some Pundits and for a Futwa from the Mooftis. The question propounded to them was, “If a Raja or Nuwab is in want of money for public purposes, how much of his subjects’ immovable property may he take.”’58 The prescription of one pandit and two maulavis was that one-tenth of the subjects’ wealth may be taken, and thereupon, a committee was appointed to assess taxes.
The most remarkable thing about the rebel side was that they often opted for the Committee or Council system for decisions on governance. One of the first actions taken by the rebel sepoys from Meerut upon reaching Delhi, was to set up an administrative council, Jalsa-i-intizam-i-Fauji Wa Mulki, with a twelve-point constitution and regulations regarding conduct of business.59 The oath prescribed for the council members was not an oath of allegiance to a king: the members bound themselves ‘to carry on administration in a manner as to ensure the solidarity of the Government and the well-being and comfort of the subjects’.60 Apart from Delhi, there were similar committees appointed elsewhere. In Bareilly, an eight member committee was appointed to check disorder in the city and the district; it included three relatives of Khan Bahadur Khan as well as a pandit, a Muslim and a Hindu landlord, an ‘influential Muhammedan of the city’, and the kazi of Bareilly city.61 There seems to have been a superior council of four members headed by the dewan, Sobha Ram, appointed by Khan Bahadur Khan. There was a third committee, including three Hindu mahajans or bankers, for tax assessment. In Lucknow, after Begum Hazrat Mahal and her advisors put Birjis Qadr on the throne, a court was formed comprising the general of the army, the ‘collector’ of revenue, the naib, the officer in charge of the deewankhana, and about a dozen others representing the army and landlords.62 Later, we find that Maulvi Ahmadulla Shah set up a rival council in opposition to the above mentioned Begum’s council. Committees may have become a means of mobilizing support. This is probable. It is certain the composition of the rebel committees showed an acute sense of representing different interests. One can call it democratic only in a limited sense, in that representation was ensured, but it seems from the records that the representation was strictly within a given caste and class hierarchy, and that hierarchical order was not disturbed or even questioned. It has been suggested that the committee form was adapted by the Bengal Army sepoys from their experience of and exposure to the English system of committees in the armed forces and civil administration in British India.63 An alternative model might have been an Indian one: the elaborate system of panchyets which deliberated on village and caste matters, sometimes also dispensing writs which ran across village or district boundaries in distant areas inhabited by caste members. Whatever the source of inspiration, the committee system was a remarkable instance of the new political structures and ideas one comes across in the records of 1857.
Finally, what was the social vision embedded in the polity that the rebellion gave birth to, a polity that remained in an incipient stage? It is tempting to think of the uprising as an aborted harbinger of modernity. This is unsustainable, so far as the social agenda is concerned, insofar as that agenda is reflected in the proclamations of the leaders. The caste order was to be left alone and social hierarchy was to be maintained. If there were some signs of social mobility, if the landed magnates and the higher castes perceived any infringement of caste hierarchy under British rule, they considered that a part of the evils of British rule. For instance, the proclamation issued from the court of Birjis Qadr, Walee of Lucknow, distinguished clearly ‘the persons of a lower order such as Sweeper, Chamar, Dhanuk, or Pasee’ from the ‘persons of good descent . . . Syed, Sheikh, Moghul, or Pathan among Muhammedans or Brahmans, Chuttree, Bais or Kaith among the Hindoos’.64 The proclamation went on to say that the British did not recognize the ‘honour and respectability of the higher orders’, that ‘at the instance of a chamar they force the attendance of a Nawab or a Rajah’—whereas, ‘under a Native government’ people of different castes ‘retain their respectability according to their respective ranks’.65 Thus, the low Pasees are prescribed their hereditary role: the British had wrongly deprived the Pasees of their ‘hereditary profession’ of being watchmen and, therefore, ‘they should also in concert with the troops of this Sarcar and the zamindars, plunder the English, and their dependents, commit theft and gang robberies in their camps, and disturb their rest’. On the whole, the approach was in favour of status quo and caste hierarchy, and this is sometimes put in a language which was offensive to the lower castes in some rebel proclamations. No doubt, it will be anachronistic to expect the rebels of 1857 to break away from ideas about caste and hierarchy; indeed some of the rebel proclamations display a backward looking social outlook, e.g. what their leaders said in some proclamations against the recent legislation opposing the custom of burning widows (sati). Such statements came from Muslim sources as well, e.g. Khan Bahadur Khan of Bareilly vehemently condemns the fact that British laws were ‘contrivances to destroy our religions. For instance, first, when a woman became a widow they ordered her to make a second marriage. Secondly, the self-immolation of wives on the funeral pyres of their deceased husbands was an ancient religious custom; the English had it discontinued and enacted their own regulations prohibiting it. . . .’66 It is unnecessary to cite other examples from proclamations of this type. Tentatively, one may say that the uprising was undoubtedly a glorious struggle against foreign rule but it can be argued plausibly that the rebel point of view, to the extent the proclamations of the leaders reveal it, was insensitive to the issues of social justice in respect of caste and gender issues.
While there were a number of things in the agenda of the uprising which India had to reject and overcome later, those limitations do not define the uprising, they do not tell us what 1857 is about. It was about winning freedom from foreign rule, and it was an endeavour in which the Hindu and Muslim communities were together. The bold uprising as well as the vengeful ferocity with which the British punished not only the rebels but also many innocent non-combatants, left a deep and lasting mark on popular memory. For a people who were systematically disarmed, subjected to racial discrimination in everyday life, and disempowered by economic backwardness, that memory made a fight for independence thinkable. That is why it may be said that 1857, as it was in popular imagination or memory, proved to be a greater threat to British rule than the actual events of 1857.
Long before academic historians in India focused on the significance of that uprising, in the memory of the common people, the uprising became a symbol of resistance to foreign rule. In folk songs, the heroes and heroines of 1857 were remembered, in popular memory, 1857 recurred at moments of confrontation with British rule right up to 1942, in urban folk art and lithographs and so-called calendar pictures, the leading figures of 1857 like Rani Laksmibai, Nana Saheb and Bahadur Shah were iconized.
Why did this happen, what was so significant about 1857, what meanings were read in the events of that uprising among many others which made it so important to the common man? Perhaps one can point to several possible reasons. First, look at the scale of it. There had been uprisings and mutinies and battles against the British—but 1857 saw a movement in unison in distant parts of the subcontinent, from Barrackpore near Calcutta to Peshawar, from the focal point in Delhi to south Maratha country and parts of Tamilnadu, diverse elements in different regions united to launch a concerted attack on British rule. Though no doubt, the important site of armed conflict was northern and central India, it was a movement subcontinental in scope and geographical spread. This had no parallel in the past.
Moreover, unity in another sense was also achieved. 1857 was a great demonstration of Hindu-Muslim unity, a kind of unity that often eluded the grasp of political leaders in later times. The aristocratic elite in lead in the uprising of 1857 stressed the need for unity. One sees that in the proclamations of Bahadur Shah, General Bakht Khan, the Imams of Lucknow and Allahabad as well as in the proclamations of Nana Saheb and Rani Laksmibai. Among the common masses, the same spirit is reflected in the actions of the sipahis who fought side by side. Muslim sipahis fought under the command of Nana Saheb or Tantiya Tope, and Hindu sipahis under General Bakht Khan in Delhi or Dilwar Khan, the lieutenant of Kunwar Singh. Kings and commoners paid no heed to communal boundaries in a common endeavour.
Finally, 1857 was an unusual moment in the development of the common people’s political consciousness. Consider the significance of the Meerut rebels declaring Bahadur Shah the emperor, and the same declaration later, by numerous regional potentates. It is an act of political choice, a rejection of the British Indian government’s claim to sovereignty, made by common people as well as the traditional political elite, who till then, had conquerors and their successors for their rulers. Likewise, the act of mutiny in the army or defiance of state authority by civilian population, are acts of political choice. Such deliberate choices of a political kind were made by the common people in rare moments in Indian history. One such moment was 1857, and that is why, it is memorable to our people and became in Indian popular imagination a metaphor for the struggle for freedom.
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CHAPTER 3
Sovereignty and Civilization in International Law
WHEN IMMANUEL KANT projected in 1795, a somewhat idealistic framework of international relations and law in a tract on ‘Perpetual Peace’, he reflected the dominant trend of legal thinking till the turn of the century in positing a universal international law. Kant pointed out that due to advance in navigation and commerce on a worldwide scale, the old law of nations needed to be expanded to include a ‘conception of cosmopolitan law’. He says that the ‘inhuman behavior of the civilized, specially the commercial States of our continent, the injustice practiced by them . . . fills us with horror’. Of the ‘discovery’ and annexations made by them, Kant points out:
[M]ere visiting [was] being regarded as equivalent to conquest. America, the Negro lands, the Spice Islands, the Cape of Good Hope, on being discovered become treated as countries that belonged to nobody [i.e. terra nullius]; for the original inhabitants were treated as nothing. In the East Indies, under the pretext of intending merely to plant commercial settlements, the Europeans introduced foreign troops, and with them the oppression of the natives. . . .1
Immanuel Kant goes on to say that ‘a violation of rights in one place of the earth is felt all over it. Hence the idea of a cosmopolitan right of the whole human race is no longer a fantastic or overstrained mode of representing right, but is a necessary completion of the unwritten code which carries national and international law to a consummation in the public law of mankind’.2 When he spoke thus, the great philosopher was representing the best of European civilizational tradition.
Kant’s essential argument was that a globally inclusive cosmopolitan law was a practical necessity, it was not merely ‘an extravagant idea of morality’. International lawyers of the day endorsed Kant’s idea; G.F. de Martens, for example, writing in 1801, considered the de facto existence of Asian states a ground for their de jure status, irrespective of their formal recognition by European states. This tradition of universality of international law and membership of all sovereign states in the ‘family of nations’ went very far back to Hugo Grotius. He denied the right of Christians to deprive infidels of their civil power and sovereignty merely on the ground that they were infidels. He also recognized that in the East Indies, governments and legal systems existed, and, thus, there was no legal vacuum as far as the law of nations was concerned. Till the end of the eighteenth century, this was the predominant view in Europe.
In contrast, consider these views at the end of the nineteenth century: John Westlake, Professor of International Law at Cambridge, makes a distinction between ‘fully sovereign states of the white society’ and ‘semi-sovereign oriental or protected states’; in his opinion, the international society to which international law applied, comprised European and American states and a few Christian states in other parts of the world.3 ‘Our international society exercises the right of admitting outside states (e.g. Japan or China) to parts of its international law without necessarily admitting them to the whole of it.’4 In a treatise (1905) which remained a standard textbook for at least sixty years, Westlake’s successor in the Chair in International Law at Cambridge, L. Oppenheim, laid down that a state to be admitted to international society ‘must, first, be a civilized state which is in constant intercourse with members of the Family of Nations’. States may be excluded from such membership, partly or wholly, ‘because their civilization, if any, does not enable them and their subjects to act in conformity with the principles of international law’.5 In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, other major exponents of international law put forward similar views.
CIVILIZATION AS A JURIDICAL CONCEPT
‘Civilization’ was the new concept introduced in legal discourse on international law among sovereign states which accounts for this difference between pre-nineteenth and the nineteenth century. That ‘Civilization’ can be, and has been, for a long time, a juridical concept, needs to be taken into account in Indian colonial historiography. The distinction between ‘civilized’ and ‘colonized’ nations in international law became firmly established in the course of the nineteenth century and received general international acceptance in the latter half of the century. A historian of international law has summed up how the ‘law of Christian nations’ was replaced by the ‘law of civilized nations’.
From the perspective of the European centre, what had in the 18th and early 19th centuries been described on ‘the law of Christian nations’ in the public law of Europe had by the turn of the 20th century been slightly altered and largely redefined as ‘the law of civilized nations’. As the principle which distinguished ‘civilized’ from ‘uncivilized’ states, the standard of ‘civilization’ became an integral factor in the changing domain and rules of international law. International legal rights and capacities became contingent on fulfillment of the standard’s requirements; so did recognition of full [civilized] legal personality and admittance into the Family of Nations.6
This development of the concept of ‘civilization’ as a juridical concept to be applied in international law is traceable in the realm of European state practices vis-à-vis Asian states. In practice, the self-proclaimed ‘civilized’ states imposed European standards on the non-European members of the international community through a series of unequal treaties, ‘capitulations’ and protectorate arrangements. The theory is established through international treaties, and subsequently, in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century authoritative European works on international law. The overall impact of the criterion of ‘civilization’ as conceived in Eurocentric terms in the nineteenth century, was the categorization of states in a certain way. For example, Westlake (1894) recognized a gradation of civilization, ‘how the civilized part of the world’ is divided into lands in which lesser the degree of ‘civilization’, stronger the claim of civilized states to appropriate land by conquest, protectorate arrangement, or spheres of influence.7 ‘India’, he added, ‘presents no further kind of international relation to be added to these. . . .’8
It is this development of ‘civilization’ as a juridical category which imparts significance to what might otherwise seem to be empty rhetoric on the theme of civilization in colonial discourse. It is not just an outpouring of so-called ‘Orientalist’ prejudices when James Mill (1820) asserts how low he rates India on the ‘scale of civilization’, or Fitzjames Stephen (1883) lauds England’s ‘belligerent civilization’ against India’s, or E. Luard (1925) defends the expansion of the English Company’s ‘highly civilized state, placed in the midst of less civilized or less developed states’.9
It is well known that James Mill, a policymaker in the East India Company’s power-centre in London, founded a colonial tradition in Indian historiography when he began to write his multivolume History of British India in 1818. Mill devoted his first volume entirely to ‘Hindu civilization’. He contested Sir William Jones’s favourable evaluation of the high level of ancient Indian civilization. Jones had written that even in the first century BC, Hindu kings ‘gave encouragement to poets, philologers and mathematicians, at a time when the British were as unlettered and unpolished as the army of Hanumat’.10 Mill wrote that ‘it was unfortunate that Sir William Jones should have adopted the hypothesis of a high stage of civilization in the principle countries of Asia’.11 In reality, Mill thought, the Hindus were in a state ‘little removed from that of half-civilized nations’.12 Such judgements were not merely cultural. When we consider the subject of this chapter, we realize that such judgements on the level of civilization had implications in terms of international law. Significance was accorded in the nineteenth century to the notion of civilization in the legitimation of the colonial state in relation to non-European peoples and states. The latter, in Western legal theory, were not of a status equal to the Western states on account of the lower level of non-European civilizations.
We address here, an interesting instance of the translation of the discourse of culture into the discourse of power at the interface between European imperial powers and the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Asian states or non-state political entities (e.g. tribes in Australia or Africa). We are familiar with the oft-repeated discussions in the nineteenth century bearing upon the perennial question: was the Indian civilization at a lower level compared to that of the West? And that question spawned others: did India fall behind the West at some stage in her history, what were the reasons why that civilization stagnated, was India an instance of ‘arrested development’? I limit, for the present, our discussion to the issue of the development of the notion of ‘civilization’ in juridical theory, and show why the ‘civilization question’ mattered in the nineteenth century.
Here a caveat will be in order. Did theoretical thinking play an important role in policymaking in India? As I have argued elsewhere in this book, the colonial bureaucracy was mainly guided by pragmatic considerations, but theoretical thinking, affiliated to intellectual lineages in England, played a part in imparting respectability and in securing support from ‘Home authorities’. Thomas Babington Macaulay who spent several years in India as the Law Member of the Governor-General’s Council, provides a revealing description of the members of the ICS:
[The] great majority of the members of the services here seem perfectly willing to pass their lives in India; and those who go home talk with very little pleasure of the prospect before them. This is not strange. For they generally come out at eighteen or nineteen. . . . A lad who six months before was under strict discipline, who could indulge in few pleasures for want of money, and who could not indulge in any excess without being soundly scolded by his father and his pedagogue, finds himself able to feast on snipes and drink as much champagne as he likes, to entertain guests, to buy horses, to keep a mistress or two, to maintain fifteen or twenty servants who bow to the ground every time that they meet him, and suffer him to kick and abuse them to his heart’s content. . . . If he does not take his furlough—and not one civil servant in three takes his furlough,—he remains in India till he is forty five or fifty, and is then almost unfit for England.13
Such were the men who built the empire—men who were, it appeared to Macaulay, out of touch with the currents of thought in England, and invested all their thoughts and efforts in building the colonial state. It will be useful to bear in mind the limits of the influence of theory as distinct from pragmatic calculations of the decision making people in colonial India, but in the discourse at higher levels of decision making in England, and at the international level, the theory of law was considered important.
POSITIVIST THEORY OF LAW
While on the one hand, an ethnocentric notion of Christian or European civilization was elevated to a juridical criterion in nineteenth-century international law, legal Positivism worked in the same direction. The foundation of ‘natural law’ expounded in the seventeenth century by Hugo Grotius and Jean Bodin were being questioned in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. John Austin (1790–1859) put forth a species of Positivism which would look away from justice or rights conceived in terms of ‘natural law’ and focus exclusively on the actual legal system, i.e. the commands of the sovereign, independent of natural law criteria. International law was a term coined in 1780 by Bentham, also a legal ‘positivist’. In terms of the new theory, in international law treaties, engagements, etc., entered into by sovereign states and certain customs and conventions observed by them voluntarily, made the law between nations; hence, ‘natural law’ notions of universal norms became irrelevant. Thus, law would be derived by positivists solely from the practice of the states, in fact a small number of European states within the range of observation of international lawyers; hence, the abandonment of the ‘natural philosophy’ associated with Grotius and Bodin. This tendency was especially strong after the Congress of Vienna of 1815.
Thereafter, Asian and African peoples ‘who for centuries had been considered members of the family of nations found themselves in an ad hoc legal vacuum which reduced them from the status of international personality to the status of candidates competing for such personality’.14 Some Asian states were admitted to the family of nations in the course of the nineteenth century, e.g. Turkey was included in the Concert of Europe in 1856, but that was mainly due to non-legal reasons, a bid to frustrate Russians designs. Again, Japan may be said to have been admitted in 1899, when extraterritoriality of European Powers in Japan was abolished. This was a recognition of Japan’s emergence as a major power after defeating China. A Japanese diplomat is supposed to have said sarcastically: ‘We show ourselves your equal in scientific butchery and at once we are admitted to your council tables as civilized men.’15
It is self-evident that an approach to law which defines it as the sum total of state practice in the form of treaties, engagements, etc., eminently suits a rising power which is in the process of redetermining its own status vis-à-vis other states. This was true of Europe and it was also true of the British in India vis-à-vis the ‘country powers’ later called the Native States. Sir Henry Sumner Maine, in a memorandum he wrote in Calcutta as the Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council in 1864, observed: ‘I consider that the distribution of sovereignty can only be collected from the de facto relations of these states with the British government—from the course of action which has been followed by this government towards them. Though we have to interpret this evidence ourselves, it is in itself perfectly legitimate.’16 In his view, the theories of contemporary ‘publicists’ was that ‘sovereignty for purposes of international law [was] preeminently a question of fact’, i.e. the fact of exercise of sovereignty—‘If this were not so, international law would have to take notice of such pretensions as that of former Kings of England to be Kings of France . . . .’ The upshot of this line of reasoning, echoing contemporary international law, was that evidence of recent exercise of sovereignty must override whatever ancient claim that there might have been. This criterion clearly gave advantage to the British Indian government.
Further, Maine promoted the view that not only their subordination to British Paramountcy but also their self-interest should incline the Native States ‘to follow the usages observed by civilized states’17 [emphasis mine]. Maine’s growing international reputation as a jurist made him the chief authority on the British Indian government’s legal positions. All his minutes were printed and circulated by the Legislative Department and were frequently cited in a handbook curiously entitled Indian Political Practice consisting of legal opinions and precedents compiled by Sir Charles Aitchison, Sir Henry Durand and Sir C.L. Tupper.18
Sir Courtenay Ilbert, one of Maine’s successors in the Viceroy’s Council, and later, Clerk of the House of Commons, was also an ‘Indianist’ who pushed a similar legal view, particularly in using the concept of ‘civilization’, e.g. ‘the powers exercised by the British government, or by the Government of India as its representative, in territories where lower types of government or civilization prevail, may vary both in nature and in extent . . .’.19 He made a distinction between civilized and barbarous lands in terms of fitness of the application of extraterritoriality and compared the protectorates in Africa with the Indian protected kingdoms.20 In all this, his ideas are close to those of Westlake.
Writing about a decade after the Berlin Convention (1885), which laid down the rules of the game in the appropriation of parts of Africa, Westlake made a distinction between treaties establishing protectorates like those in India where there was a state predating European intervention, and the case of ‘treaties with uncivilized tribes’. According to him, the American and African tribes by and large, failed to meet ‘the international test of civilization, the existence of a government, for these tribes had not even of the poor kind of government that “Asiatic empires” provided’.21 The highly Eurocentric nature of this conception of a government is obvious. What is more interesting is the extension of the idea of protectorate type relationship to tribes so defined as ‘uncivilized’. Westlake suggests a common status in the case of the protected people of ‘dependent nations’, in the case of the American Indians in the United States of America, many tribes in British African possessions, etc. On the same ground, the land in the possession of tribal, and, therefore, non-state entities in Australia were regarded as terra nullius, and, therefore, open to annexation by Britain. Westlake cites Chief Justice Marshall’s judgement in the Supreme Court of the United States of America in 1831 describing the Cherokee Indians’ position in law: ‘they may . . . be denominated domestic dependent nations. They occupy a territory to which we assert a title independent of their will, which must take effect in point of possession when their right of possession ceases. Meanwhile, they are in a state of pupilage. Their relation to the United States resembles that of a ward to his guardian.’22 An earlier judgement of the US Supreme Court (1823) had similarly observed that ‘rights of the original inhabitants’ were impaired to the extent that while they could retain possession of the soil, ‘their rights to complete sovereignty as independent nations were necessarily diminished’.23 It appears from legal reports of cases in courts of law to settle claims to land and resources in Australia, New Zealand, some African ex-colonies, that the nineteenth-century practice of treating lands ‘discovered’ by Europeans as terra nullius inhabited by uncivilized tribes was quite widespread. It is not possible to pursue that subject here. But one general conclusion seems justified: the parallels between African protectorates, the colonial settlements in Australia, and American Indian reserves in the US, illustrate the tone of the discourse in legal theory in the nineteenth century in respect of ‘protection’ of non-European peoples and countries, and show the resonance between that and the colonial state discourse of nineteenth-century India.
EUROPEAN EXTRATERRITORIAL RIGHTS: AN ABRIDGEMENT OF SOVEREIGNTY
In international law, as it was known in modern Europe, possession of territory was usually regarded as a mark of sovereignty. On the other hand, territorial sovereignty and territorial boundaries were not very clear in the context of many countries in Asia and Africa. That was to the detriment of their claim to sovereignty. Henry Maine (1863), in his celebrated work on Ancient Law, wrote about the territoriality of sovereignty:
It is a consideration well worthy to be kept in view, that during a large part of what we usually term modern history no such conception was entertained as that of territorial sovereignty. Sovereignty was not associated with dominion over a portion or subdivision of the earth. . . .Territorial sovereignty—the view which connects sovereignty with the possession of a limited portion of the earth’s surface—was distinctly an offshoot, though a tardy one, of feudalism. This might have been expected à priori, for it was feudalism which for the first time linked personal duties, and by consequence personal rights, to the ownership of land.24
The implication of this was that absence of clarity regarding territoriality was not necessarily a ground for rejecting claim to sovereignty. It seems that as a historian of law, his awareness of diversity of socio-political arrangements over time and space was keen, though as a legal adviser of the Viceroy he took, as already seen, a positivist position. However, in the history of encounters between Asian states and European individuals or business corporations like the English, Dutch and French East India Companies, the issue of territory figured prominently from early modern times.
Extraterritoriality under capitulary arrangements was one of the oldest features of European relations with Asian states. It was known in the Ottoman Empire from at least the fourteenth century. In India, capitulary arrangements existed from the early seventeenth century— usually established by a firman of the Mughal or the local ruler or by treaty arrangements—allowing the foreign merchant companies jurisdiction over their own nationals in the Companies’ settlements. Alexandrowicz has shown in his study of such capitulary arrangements in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that ‘the East India Companies and the local rulers seem to have generally agreed on the formula “actor sequitur forum rei”. Its adoption meant in practice that each contracting party would try its own nationals (subjects) for offences committed in the territory of the Ruler within which the company had a settlement or other establishments.’25 Thus, up to the middle of the eighteenth century, there was reciprocity, and the treaties, by and large, were not unequal treaties, nor biased in favour of the rights of the foreign Companies. The East India Company’s jurisdiction over their nationals and servants in India was acceptable to the ruling principalities, perhaps in part because of the precedents of the Ottoman Empire and, since 1631, of the capitulation regime in Persia.
In contrast, from the last decades of the eighteenth century and through the nineteenth century, i.e. in the era of European imperial expansion, the reciprocity and equality inherent in earlier arrangements disappear. A classic instance, pointed out by Michael Fisher, is the kingdom of Oudh where ‘extraterritoriality in its most advanced form enabled Europeans, like the Resident in Awadh, to exempt not only themselves but their indigenous collaborators as well, from the authority of the local sovereign’.26 In 1788, in the treaty between Awadh and the English East India Company, Article XIV distinctly recognized reciprocity, giving the ruler (technically known as vazir) of Oudh jurisdiction over his subjects in criminal cases in the Company’s territory; moreover, presentation of cases were to be made not directly to courts on either side but through the diplomatic channel, i.e. through the vakeel of Oudh in Calcutta or the Resident in Lucknow to the Governor-General and the ruler of Oudh respectively.27 In the course of the first half of the nineteenth century, the reciprocal rights were ignored by the English Company ‘in favour of a more imperialistic form of extra-territoriality that gave the Resident his main means for the expansion of his authority in the Oudh capital’.28 By the abuse of extraterritoriality, the Resident built a large client group of European and local people who sought the protection of the Residency which became a focus of power, challenging the vazir’s authority. The anomalous situation was terminated only with the annexation of Oudh.
If one looks at the wider Asian context, similar instances are noticed in Article 11 of the Bowring treaty between Britain and Siam in 1855 (a Consul in place of the Resident in British India), the American-Japanese treaty of 1858, followed by the British-Japanese treaty next year granting extraterritoriality on the same lines, and a number of treaties between European Powers and China which secured extraterritorial jurisdiction in respect of foreign nationals right up to 1943.29 The practice was generalized by Westlake of Cambridge University in 1894: ‘Turkey and Persia, China, Japan, Siam and some other countries have civilizations differing from the European, and so far as they are not Mahometan from those of one another. . . . The Europeans and Americans . . . are therefore placed under the jurisdiction of the consuls of their respective states, pursuant to convention entered into by the latter with the local governments.’30 The professor of international law argued that the law of nations applied to countries with ‘equal civilization’, and in the absence of that condition, special arrangements were needed in the form of extraterritorial jurisdiction for European nationals.
The consequent abridgement of the sovereignty of the Asian states was presumably a cause of resentment but the only country to react effectively was Japan. While the Japanese ruling elite reacted against the national humiliation implicit in extraterritoriality granted to foreigners, there also developed a resolve to measure up to the Western standards of civilization. A significant anecdote: the Iwakura Embassy which toured fifteen American and European countries learnt quickly. It took only one appearance before President Grant of the United States on 4 March 1872 to convince them that Western custom dictated Western-styled dress, not silk and satin court Kimonos. ‘The group did not appear publicly in Kimonos again.’31 At any rate, the decisive factor was Japan’s growing military prowess.
The treaty of 1788 which secured for the English East India Company extraterritorial jurisdiction in Awadh, set the pattern for relations with other country powers and in the nineteenth century, the exemption of ‘British Europeans’ from the jurisdiction of ‘Native Sates’ was established. As in China, this claim was based on a perception of chronic ‘misrule’, and it is well known that the same reason was cited often by the British Indian government in defence of annexation. The question relevant here, is the theoretical one: what is the applicable principle of law? Professor Westlake’s answer was as follows. A ‘condition of chronic mis-government and anarchy’ was not contemplated in Europe because it could
[s]carcely be imagined as occurring in the international society of the white race, and therefore it cannot be expected that the law of that society shall provide for it. But it is unhappily a case by no means unknown among those states of other civilizations with which the white race is compelled to be in contact, and this is one of the causes why the primary rules of international law cannot be extended without limitation to the intercourse resulting from such contact. It is eminently an occasion for applying the principle that the want of rule to define the action allowable does not exclude all action, which has been noticed as having a large field in dealings between members of the international society and outsiders to that society.32 [emphasis mine]
This exclusion of the ‘states of other civilizations’, i.e. other than European civilization, was the crux of the matter, extraterritoriality and the consequent abridgement of sovereignty of the non-European states was one of the consequences.
REINTERPRETATION AT A HERMENEUTIC INTERSECTION
What I find interesting in the trends I have outlined above is the question regarding the context in which this new reading of the old concept of ‘civilization’ is to be placed. In an earlier chapter on the role of social interaction patterns in the construction of power in colonial India,33 I coined the term hermeneutic intersection to denote the sites of mutual exchange of signifiers of power, an exchange continually taking place between the colonizer and the colonized. One can visualize it as two intersecting circles or sets of signifiers with an overlap between the two; between the points where they intersect is the subset which is common between the two circles. This is the site for the new construal of meanings: colonial state practice puts new meanings into old indigenous symbols, institutions, and even routinized actions (e.g. the durbar analysed by Bernard Cohn, or the simple action of taking off one’s shoes as a mark of deference in India which we have discussed in Chapter 1). In the present instance, there is, at this site of intersection, a new meaning attributed to the old European concept of civilization. A new juridical significance given to ‘civilization’ in the nineteenth century (along with the Positivist reinterpretation of international law, recognizing state practice as a source of law), prepared the ground for the legitimation of imperialist appropriation of lands, subjection of peoples considered less civilized, and the introduction of the idea of extraterritoriality in the theory and practice of European relationship with non-European states. Among these instances, extraterritoriality was the most extraordinary: despite the commitment of the European states of the nineteenth century to the principle of territorial jurisdiction, a special case needed to be established to retain their jurisdiction over persons. The placement of peoples and states along the axis ‘civilized/uncivilized’ (which, incidentally, links up with Social Darwinism), made it possible to elaborate new theory and practices in the domain of international law. The hierarchization of civilizations, a necessary part of the construction of the ideational world of colonialism, was achieved through theorization in international law, and narrativization in historiography. One is familiar with this second process; it is the first which was addressed in this chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
The Domination Effect in the Economy
IN THE INTRODUCTION to this volume, I had deployed the concept of ‘domination effect’ in the economic domain, to extend the effort to understand the colonial state which is chiefly being examined in this work as a political entity. In 1950, François Perroux invented the term ‘domination effect’ to analyse the effect of power in relation to the market in situations where monopoly is insufficient as a category.
The domination effect cannot be described purely and simply as either a difference in size or as a monopolistic regime. An economic unit exerting this effect does so through the combination of three elements: its relative dimensions . . . its bargaining power which is the power it can apply to fixing the conditions of exchange, and its place in the whole scheme or the nature of its operations.1
The significance of that concept, according to Rene Sandretto (2009) has been highlighted in the study of economic aspects of international relations.2 I had used the concept in 1983, in my study of the commercial history of Bengal in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.3 In the present context, the concept is useful in analysing the use of colonial power for the advancement of the interests of metropolitan capital to secure its dominating presence in the colony by means other than free operation of market forces.
The use of colonial power towards that end, it was once believed, was prevented by the principle of laissez-faire. It is now generally accepted that the colonial state in India from the 1850s, while sailing under the flag of laissez-faire, was pursuing a policy that departed in major ways from that principle. The justification of this departure came from, among others, a surprising source—John Stuart Mill.
At some times and places there will be no roads, docks, harbours, canals, works of irrigation, hospitals, schools, colleges, printing presses, unless the government establishes them; the public being either too poor to command the necessary resources, or too little advanced in intelligence to appreciate the ends, or not sufficiently practised in joint action to be capable of the means. This is true, more or less, of all countries inured to despotism, and particularly of those in which there is a very wide distance in civilisation between the people and the government: as in those, which have been conquered and retained in subjection by a more energetic and more advanced people.4
Thus, Mill, an apostle of non-interventionism to many contemporaries, justified state interventionism in economically backward countries in 1848, in his Principles of Political Economy. In 1861, in his treatise on Representative Government, Mill argued that functions of government tended to be more extensive in a backward than in an advanced society.5 He seems to endorse the view that a modern state would have a special role in backward countries, because lack of governance or misgovernment was the main deterrent to economic development in some backward Asian communities.6 Prior to that, Jeremy Bentham had recognized the fact that according to historical circumstances, the ‘agenda’ of the state would vary; the limited conception of state functions in England would not hold good in a less advanced country like Czar Peter’s Russia.7 Another classical economist, McCulloch, strongly condemned the parrot cry of ‘laissez-faire’.8 Thus, leading theorists of political economy conceded exceptions to the general prescription of non-interventionism which applied to an advanced country like England. In his well-known work on Indian administration in 1903, Sir John Strachey, a veteran of the ICS, quoted with approval, the passage from Mill, I have cited.9 It was a message congenial to the Utilitarian administrators in India.
Thus, theory did not stand in the way of state interventionism, and economic liberalism was not so portable that it could be brought to India. ‘The duties of the Government in India’, said Sir John Strachey, ‘go far beyond those which we expect from a Government in countries like our own.’10 Later, economic historians like J.B. Brebner contended that in some domains of economic activity, the principle of laissez-faire was a myth even in nineteenth-century Britain.11 If one considers the wide range of activity undertaken by the government in India, one might be tempted to generalize in the same fashion that laissez-faire was, no less a myth in India. Apart from the investments for the creation of economic overheads, which Mill talked about, there were other objectives, not unrelated, but working towards a different purpose: to promote the opening up of the Indian market, the development of the supply of raw materials, and the creation of a milieu for investment—involving in each case, the use of political power in a way reminiscent of mercantilism.12 In India, from the 1850s, the pattern of investment in economic overheads like ports and roads to provide certain external economies; state guaranteed investments in railway and irrigation companies; extraordinary measures taken to provide incentive to production of raw materials for British factories; remodelling of land regulations to promote European investment in plantations; expenditure of public funds to finance pilot projects to encourage European entrepreneurship in India—these are some significant instances of what might be called ‘discriminating interventionism’, as distinct from laissez-faire.13 For the period since the Crown took over in 1858, this general picture of the dominating presence of the state is generally accepted (setting aside for the present difference of evaluative opinion about developmental consequences). The question which usually remains unaddressed is about the early colonial period: what was the role of the putative colonial state, the East India Company’s administration, before the 1850s, before the post-1858 state becomes a major player in the economic domain which is commonly acknowledged? What of the era of free trade after the Charter Act of 1813, the abolition of the East India Company’s monopoly? That is where, it may be argued, François Perroux’s approach is very useful.
That is to say, my argument will be that in the era of free trade in the first half of the nineteenth century, political power played no less an economic role than it did in the last half of the nineteenth century, since collusion between the servants of the East India Company and the Free Merchants, representing fractions of private British capital, formed a collective monopoly which formed the basis of a domination effect to bring to that interest group, certain business advantages from manipulation, and not the free operation of market forces. Thus, the economic role of the power wielded by the incipient colonial state was vitally important in the early half of the nineteenth century. To examine this hypothesis, I shall draw upon data from Bengal since that was the site of the largest investments and export trade in that age.
To establish my hypothesis, I have to address three questions which arise from it, and produce the evidence. First, if we are postulating a ‘collective monopoly’, how did it become possible? Second, why was it necessary to use political power, i.e. the power of the East India Company’s government, and how did it work when that was needed? Third, what was the outcome of the use of governmental power by the postulated collective monopoly of the Company’s government and private English capital, i.e. what was the impact of the consequent ‘domination effect’?
WHAT MADE A ‘COLLECTIVE MONOPOLY’ POSSIBLE?
In introducing the notion of a ‘collective monopoly’ in this chapter, I offer an interpretation different from the commonly accepted version of the processes at work in the Indian context, in respect of the relationship between indigenous and foreign capital since the celebrated triumph of the principle of free trade, signalized by the Charter Act of 1813. In several well-documented studies by Amales Tripathi, the pioneer in the field, and R.S. Rungta, S.B. Singh and others, the emphasis has been on the defeat of the monopoly principle evinced in the gradual erosion of the monopolies of the East India Company culminating in the Charter Acts of 1813 and 1833.14 B.B. Misra believed that ‘the main contribution of Free Trade to the growth of the commercial middle class lay in the gradual removal of every hindrance to the growth of commerce’.15 An authority like C.H. Philips has stated that the British opened up avenues for engaging in business for Indian natives by introducing the Agency House or Managing Agency system: method of managing agency was introduced to make good ‘the lack of an Indian entrepreneur class’.16 Contrary to these views, in this chapter, it will be argued that while free trade terminated the monopoly of the Company, a collective monopoly of the private English capital organized as Agency Houses, in alliance with the servants of the East India Company’s government in India, was established.
What made it possible to form a collective monopoly? First, as regards the monopolistic power exercised by the Agency Houses, the evidence is quite conclusive. The number of Agency Houses was large: 29 in 1803, 20 in 1811, 24 in 1818, and 28 in 1828.17 But there was high concentration of business in a few hands. Out of 28 houses, according to the Court of Directors of the East India Company in 1828, only 6 accounted for ‘the principal part of the trade of Calcutta, at least in the important article of indigo’.18 It is recorded in the proceedings of the Governor-General in Council in 1830, that in 1829–30, these 6 houses handled 74 per cent of indigo business. In 1830, the top 6 owned or managed 65 per cent of the vessels belonging to the port of Calcutta, all the big dockyards, and the only textile mill and colliery in Bengal.19 Within this oligopoly, the bigger ones further strengthened themselves by taking a larger share of the government loans than others. Alexander & Co. obtained about 20 per cent and Palmer & Co. about 40 per cent of all the funds lent by the government to all the Agency Houses in Bengal.20 Governor-General Bentinck pointed out that the big Agency Houses had ‘as complete a monopoly of the floating money of the country as that possessed of the revenues by the East India Company itself ’.21
Although C.H. Philips has not drawn this conclusion, his data suggest that apart from monopoly in the economic sense, the top Agency Houses in Calcutta commanded power derived from a different domain. The big Agency Houses in Calcutta were connected with London East India Agency Houses which numbered about 20 by 1820. Individually, each House in London acted as the protector of the interests of its Indian counterpart. For example, Fairlie Fergusson & Co. of Calcutta was linked with David Scott & Co. and later Fairlie Bonham & Co. in London; Palmer of Calcutta was linked with Palmer-Mackillop, London; Mackintosh, Calcutta with Rickards-Mackintosh, London; Alexander & Co., Calcutta with Fletcher Alexander & Co., London. Collectively, the London East India Agency Houses managed to have their constituents represented in the Court of Director of the East India Company. They invested in buying shares in the East India Company and the profits were remitted by merchants and civil servants to England, and ‘the votes thereby obtained in the Court of Proprietors were usually put at the service of the Agency Houses who used them, especially in the election of Directors, to increase the strength of Private Trade and City interests’.22
Private British capital in the Agency Houses in India had influence on the government in India for a variety of reasons. First, as mentioned above, Agency Houses had access to the Court of Directors. Second, the interests of the Agency Houses were linked with the interests of the East India Company’s civil servants in India. The latter identified their interests with those of the Agency Houses because their own savings were invested in those firms, and these firms were also channels for remitting money home, i.e. to Britain. Third, the government in India was interested in keeping Agency Houses stable for the sake of securing its revenue; ‘in particular opium and the customs, are liable to be materially affected by the success or failure’ of Agency Houses. Finally, in the transfer of funds through triangular trade with China, and in subscription to public loans raised by the East India Company in India, the help of the Agency Houses was essential to the government.23
As regards the last two points, a convergence of interests was generally acknowledged by the East India Company. For example, the Governor-General in Council in 1814, defended the policy of pro-actively supporting private British business in India on the ground that ‘public revenue and in particular opium and customs’ revenue depended on revenue generation by British business in India.24
The other factor, the intermeshing of the interests of the Agency House merchants and those of the members of the Company’s civil and military service as an interest group, was rarely acknowledged, but that interlinkage remained a kind of open secret. This was perceived by the Court of Directors who wrote in 1828 that the Agency Houses obtained much of their capital ‘from our Civil and Military servants and other Europeans and [thus] . . . for the security of these interests of their servants the government finds it necessary to interfere and to support the Agents [Agency Houses] whenever the property of their constituents may be placed in jeopardy by commercial reverses’.25 It was an explanation, and implicitly, a justification of a government’s alliance with private capitalist interests. One exception to this general approach was seen in 1830, when the Court of Directors suggested that the government rushing to the support of Agency Houses, was not always wise, because in doing so, the latter ‘were encouraged in overtrading’; Governor-General Bentinck observed that the principles of non-interference were all very well in theory but they could not be practised in India because of ‘the special circumstances of this country’.26 Evidently, Bentinck’s hands were tied on account of the close link between the Agency Houses and the Company and its servants.
Some of the members of the Agency House oligopoly were enormously rich. I have examined the private papers of John Palmer, head of the biggest Agency House in eastern India, now available in the Bodleian Library, Oxford. He was the head of the premier Agency House of Bengal and the Bodleian Library records relate to his business activities in the period 1808–35. The main series of papers consist of ‘out-letter books’, and some received letters have also been preserved. Altogether the 59 volumes (MS Eng. lett. c. 67 to 125, Bodleian) contain more than 10,000 business letters; the correspondents include many Indian businessmen, and given the scarcity of business records in India, Palmer papers help fill up a gap in the sources of economic history. Palmer was possibly the richest European businessman in India in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. One can form an impression of his wealth from the fact that according to his only surviving account book, in a single year (1825–6), his household expense alone was Rs.70,000. In 1828, the assets of his firm were valued at Rs.1.53 crores.27 Thus, the big Agency Houses engaged in big business, and the East India Company gave their interests due importance. Yet, even such houses fell in big commercial crises. John Palmer’s business crashed in 1830, and his private papers show that after that he found it difficult to recover credit in the market and to rise again. All the Agency Houses, big and small, were dependent on the supply of circulating capital in the form of short-term loans from ‘native’ capital. Incidentally, in what follows, I use the term ‘native’ commonly used by the English and the natives alike in business correspondence in this period, without the pejorative sense it acquired later; it is possible to talk about ‘native businessmen’, etc., as ‘indigenous businessmen’ or ‘non-European businessmen in India’, but the term ‘native’ conveys the flavour of the period more effectively than the circumlocutions invented later.
WHY DID BRITISH PRIVATE CAPITAL NEED GOVERNMENT SUPPORT ?
The foreign private traders, or the Free Merchants, were heavily dependent on short-term money loans from native capitalists. Loans were generally short term in the Calcutta money market, because the returns were higher if capital could be rolled faster. Palmer writes of the man who loaned him money oftenest, Raghuram Gossain: ‘Money gets dearer [underlined in original to emphasise the pun referring to the high interest rate] to his heart every day, and because he can turn it frequently here, he is restive under delays.’28 While Palmer complained in this fashion, the same principle operated in his business too, ‘turning money’ as frequently as possible, for his profits were from the merchant capitalistic investment confined to the sphere of circulation. That was the crux of the matter, the constant need for circulating capital to enable Agency Houses to buy and sell commodities. On top of that, in the second and third decade of the nineteenth century, there was a new demand for fixed investments as well, mainly in indigo plantations. It was not the Agency Houses alone who depended on short-term loans of native capital. The European planters and traders the Agency Houses supported, were in turn, dependent on native capital. These Europeans were, Palmer writes to M. Ricketts:
men set up by us on a limited scale; and whose apparently regular and sure transactions with the shroffs tempt that class to proffer assistance the Agent never contemplated; and so the ball [starts] rolling on and accumulating, the Agency begins to demur, and shroff becomes wary and clamorous. Then comes the disclosure of embarrassment [i.e., inability to repay shroffs] and an urgent requisition [for cash advance from the Agency House] and for so much as the Agent’s credulity may be taxed at, the shroff gets satisfied; but the Agent then demands security to cover both his old and his new [cash] advance, believing that he has liquidated all claims [debts to shroffs], when in truth he had only discharged those which the planter or trader could not ward off.29
That is a detailed picture by a participant, and it conveys to us the flavour of the business climate. What captures attention is the demand for liquid circulating capital, i.e. for cash. Basically, the English planters, traders and Agency Houses were like conjurers keeping several balls up in the air at the same time—a trick, which dashed to the ground as soon as the circulating capital was withdrawn by the native capitalist whenever there was a sign of instability or business crisis. That is when they needed the government’s assistance.
In normal times, there was a steady flow of native capital for the English Agency Houses and planters and traders. The extent of participation of native capital in the Agency Houses in the business of loans in the money market cannot be quantified for want of sources. However, there is no doubt that from the 1820s, given the narrowing investment opportunities for indigenous capital and its virtual exclusion from foreign trade, native moneyed men found it profitable to loan money to the Agency Houses. It appears that the latter obtained indigenous capital mainly in the form of short-term loans (which could be renewed from time to time to effectively convert them into long-term loans) rather than in the form of partnership with European capital. Rarely did natives with capital enter into partnership with the English. Carr Tagore Co. was a rare instance, one of Dwarkanath Tagore’s entrepreneurial adventures. What was the reason why loan rather than partnership was the preferred form of native capital investment? From experience, native capitalists knew that the freedom of the European partners to suddenly withdraw their capital from a partnership, to remit it to England, and to leave India altogether, exposed their Indian associates in business to grave risk of losing what they invested. When an Englishman left India, his former Indian partners had no means of getting legal recompense, and in Indian courts of law, it was not easy to win against a British litigant. Thus, the best native business strategy was investing in short-term loans to English agents or private traders. That was so when the business world was stable. When it was unstable, the strategy would be either to stop handing out even short-term loans, or to charge an above normal rate of interest in view of the risk incurred by the lender. As a result, there was shortage of circulating capital needed by the Agency Houses, and that necessitated manipulation of the money market on their behalf by their friends in high places, the Company’s government.
Before I describe how such manipulation took place, it must be noted that the government was not unaware of the above situation. There were cases of failure of Agency Houses due to ‘over-trading’, or extending business beyond the capacity of capital in hand in expectation of more loans. For example, Holt Mackenzie writes in May 1830, five months after the fall of the Palmer house: ‘There exists among Native Capitalists an excessive distrust of all the European merchants grounded on the failure of Messrs Palmer & Co. . . . The consequence is a general refusal to make new advances or to renew old loans as herebefore.’30 It was also no secret that the probity of the agency management was not above suspicion. Sometimes, when there was a big swindle, even the East India authorities in England were compelled to take notice of it. There was one case of legal swindle which was so scandalous that the Court of Directors wrote: ‘[T]he [Agency] House was long insolvent and sold by a judgement bond to another firm which supported it while it was gatherin [sic] up mostly upon credit large quantities of produce of all kinds in the interior, and just at the moment when all had been collected or was in transit to the Presidency, judgement was entered on the bond in the Supreme Court’, thus defrauding all the creditors. Most of these creditors were natives. This sort of practice, the Directors said, had the effect of ‘irritating the Native Community of the Country against the European character and mode of transacting business’.31
Despite these glitches, as a rule in normal times, the flow of native capital in short-term loans to British private capital, in different incarnations like Free Merchants, Agency Houses, small traders, planters, etc., was available. But in times of business crises, due to international and local reasons, e.g. in 1811, 1814, 1825, 1827 and 1830 (some of these were international crises, as noted by Karl Marx in Capital), the European Agency Houses complained that the native capitalists were withholding funds from the money market causing distress to the Agencies.32
Given the tendency of native capital to withdraw at the least sign of a crisis, and the ability of the native capitalists to extort a higher rate of interest at such times, the European Agency Houses had to devise some means of keeping indigenous capital at their command at a cheap rate. This objective was secured to some extent by the very fact of the collective monopoly of the European agencies in the export-import trade, and the closure to indigenous capital of investment opportunities (other than urban property, zamindari, government securities, and minor internal trade). But what the European Agency Houses wanted was far greater control over the terms on which indigenous capital was recruited by them: that would help them beat down the native capitalists’ demand for a higher return for their money, especially at times when the tightness of the money market gave the capitalists some leverage. How could this be done? It could be done with the help of the government. Thus, the effort of foreign capital to subordinate indigenous capital, and to use it on cheaper terms spilled beyond the market.
The government could be pressured to grant loans to Agency Houses in periods when the money market was tight, native capitalists were reluctant to loan money, or charged high interest rate due to risk involved; government loans to Agency Houses would bring more money into the market, reduce the British private traders’ dependence on native moneylenders and, thus, bring down the interest rate. Therefore, from 1811 to 1833, on at least nine different occasions, British Agency Houses sought and obtained government loans. The ground on which they asked for it was, to cite a typical representation of theirs, ‘a very moderate advance [loan] on the part of Government would probably be attended with beneficial effects by inducing the native capitalists and others to come forward with funds, which were supposed to be withheld from the money market with the view of aggravating public distress [sic]’.33 Since the Agency Houses had influence over governmental policies, that influence in conjunction with their monopolistic position in the market enabled them to dictate terms to native money capital.
The government’s intervention was sought whenever a business crisis and tightness in the money market, allowed indigenous loan capital to bargain for better terms, i.e. high interest rate. At such times, as in 1811, 1812, 1814, 1818, 1822, 1826–7, 1830 and 1833, the government used three methods to intervene. First, it granted loans to Agency Houses out of public funds; the total sum, thus, loaned by the government to Agency Houses in this period was Sicca Rs. 1.47 crores.34 Apart from giving such loans, another method to relieve tightness in the money market was loan redemption by the government. That is to say, by repaying old loans, the government brought money into the market. That is what they did in 1823, when a loan of 1821 was redeemed. A third method was to lower the rate of interest on public loans, i.e. on government bonds. That diverted money in the market away from government bonds to private borrowers, i.e. primarily the Agency Houses. For example, this method was used in 1813 with instant effect on the money market.35 We might bear in mind the fact that these were times when the government had little cash to spare on account of expenditure on expansionist wars, e.g. those in Nepal, the Maratha country, the first Burmese War, and the siege of Bharatpur. Yet, aid was given to British private capital in Agency Houses by one or more of these three different methods. As seen earlier, the reasoning was that crises in English private business would affect the revenue earned by the government, but the unstated reason was that the personal savings of the members of the government bureaucracy were invested in the Agency Houses, hence, a prompt response to the problem they faced.
Finally, one should note that possibly the role of native loan capital in the Agency business has been underestimated by N.K. Sinha and some other economic historians of Bengal. From the government archives from 1811 onwards as well as the Palmer papers in the Bodleian Library, it seems that native capital played an important though subservient role. There was increased dependence on native capital in the late 1820s. In this period, well-known names such as Motilal Seal, Dwarkanath Tagore, Raghuram Gossain, Rustomjee Cowasjee and others, figure prominently in Palmer’s correspondence. Palmer writes to them repeatedly requesting loans, preferably long-term loans, and at a low rate of interest. In crisis years, such importunities did not work, and then the government was approached. On the brink of the crash of 1827, Palmer writes to the members of the government committee, requesting public loans to Agency Houses. According to him, the government should:
[d]eal out accommodation with an unsparing hand . . . in order that for a time the great merchantile houses [British Agency Houses] may become independent of the native money dealers whose continued hesitation to renew their wanted pecuniary transactions (not with us only but with every house in Calcutta) renders it absolutely impossible to count upon their assistance. . . . We know indeed that the principal Gomostahs [agents employed by moneyed men] of the great up country shroffs [moneylenders] and other capitalists have received and already executed orders from their employers, so that the actual means at the disposal of moneylenders in Calcutta are now induced [reduced?] in an alarming degree and many of the principal native residents have conceived a notion that the entire run of Calcutta is at hand. Our situation among the European Houses has the peculiarity that we hitherto enjoyed beyond comparison a more extensive command of native capital. . . .36
Palmer continued to expect to have compliant native moneylenders. His correspondence in 1832–4 is full of importunities for loans from former Indian business associates and clients.37 Raghuram Gossain, his Indian associate in the past, refused to loan money, and Palmer depended heavily on Motilal Seal and D.N. Tagore up to May 1835, by which time ‘RRG has resumed his relations with me thank Godʑ.38 The terms on which loans were obtained, were stiff: ‘I am staggered’, Palmer writes to ‘Mooti Lal Seel’, ‘by your short date loans and high rate of interest and trust you may conveniently be more indulgent to me in both respects’.39 By 1834, it is reported that ‘Rich Baboos’ were beginning to prefer ‘safe investments in government securities, and government Agents and savings Banks absorb the ready cash of commercial men; Rich Baboos make short advances at 10 or 12 per cent for commercial purposes and not within the reach of men without substance’.40 Given the dependence on native capital for circulating capital, Palmer along with other private British capitalists in India needed extra-market measures emanating from the government. These are the reasons why the support of the East India Company’s government in India was a necessity for private British capital.
WHAT WAS THE CONSEQUENCE OF GOVERNMENT SUPPORT TO BRITISH CAPITAL ?
Arguably, the most important consequence of the developments outlined above, was the gradual withdrawal of indigenous capital from involvement in the business done by Agency Houses and other fractions of private British capital in India. This was particularly true of Bengal, where the moneyed men preferred investment in zamindari, urban property, government bonds or public loans raised by the government, etc. In the received version of history, it is suggested that entrepreneurial outlook was lacking in Bengal. ‘Why were the people in Bengal who were so anxious to receive western education, so unwilling to imitate the British in trade, industry, and finance in the second half of the nineteenth century. What would explain this lack of entrepreneurial outlook’, asked N.K. Sinha. The explanation he offered was that ‘the joint family system . . . only led to very costly litigation and hindered capital accumulation’; ‘that acquisition of wealth led almost inevitably to investment in land which was also regarded as an investment in standing’; that there was ‘excess of luxury and fruitless expenditure on every social occasion’ and on ‘religion and charity’.41 In short, it was an instance of the failure of entrepreneurship.
This view needs modification in the light of the facts stated above. The facts indicate that it was perfectly rational for Indian capital to behave in the manner it did, given their exposure to extra-market operations to manipulate the money market, and the business environment in general. My argument is that withdrawal of native big capital into rentiership of various sorts was a rational reaction to the unfavourable terms forced upon native capital participating in Agency business, an outcome of the monopolistic powers exercised by the top European Agency Houses with the aid of the colonial government. An additional factor was the excessive risk involved in Agency business—given the possibility of the sudden withdrawal of European constituents and remission of capital to England, the possibility of the government’s intervention, and the near certainty of racial discrimination at every level of operation. An explanation in terms of culture, lack of entrepreneurial motivation, joint family system, waste of money on luxuries, etc., is probably inadequate, and certainly off the mark, in that it overlooks the compulsions of the colonial situation and the collective monopoly of government and British private capital.
Explanations in terms of cultural characteristics ascribed to the indigenous businessmen appear to be inadequate for other reasons as well. N.K. Sinha has compiled a good deal of evidence on the tendency of Bengali businessmen to ‘withdraw from any adventurous business activity’, but some of his explanations have been questioned. A.K. Bagchi has already demolished the view that the Permanent Settlement of the zamindari system in 1793 and the consequent diversion of capital to land explain the investment pattern of Bengal capital.42 As for the joint family system, it was as much a feature of Bengali community as that of the Marwari business community and, therefore, the differential performance of these communities can hardly be explained in terms of that factor. In fact, if we are to believe Milton Singer and Shoji Ito, far from being dysfunctional, the joint family system among the Chettis in the south played a positive role in the mobilization of capital and in management. Given these facts, it is surprising that this was ever offered as an explanation of Bengali failure.43
There is no doubt that native capital was slowly departing from big business in the first half of the nineteenth century. Since we do not have the private papers of businessmen in Bengal other than letters written by the Indian correspondents of John Palmer to him, let us look at some examples from that source. When Palmer was in need of loans for his business he tried to cajole his old associates. (They were associates but not necessarily friends. An example: Palmer writes often to ‘Dear Dwarkanath’,44 invites ‘Dwarka’ very sociably to ‘drop in occasionally’,45 but when Palmer writes to an English confidant, the same Dwarkanath Tagore is ‘Dwarkie’—an obvious pun referring to Darky’s colour.46 Incidentally, Palmer was extraordinarily respectful in his letters to Baboo Rammohun Roy.47 Cossinath Bose is approached by Palmer with a request for supplying korah textiles, and Bose sends instead, money ‘for investiture [sic] in government 4 per cent notes’, i.e. government bonds.48 Another trusted friend and businessman Radhamadhab Banerji is ‘very wisely laying out all [his] money in houses’.49 When Ranee Gunge Colliery was being sold by Alexander and Co., Palmer writes to ‘Mootee Lal Seel’ proposing investment of Rs.60,000, and gets no response; only an exceptional enterprise, Carr Tagore and Co., responded to this opportunity.50 Cossinath, Radhamadhab or Seal instantiate the general trend to leave the business field dominated by the Agency Houses. In explaining their behaviour, attention needs to be paid to the prevailing economic environment, i.e. their increasing subordination under the collective monopoly described above, than to presuppositions of cultural propensity. Is it not far better to exhaust possible explanations in the economic realm? Economic processes are best explained in economic terms, and only thereafter, for want of economic explanation, will it be appropriate to look for socio-cultural explanations.
CONCLUSION
Adam Smith’s judgement in The Wealth of Nations against the East India Company’s monopoly rights are often quoted: ‘The government of an exclusive company of merchants is perhaps the worst of all governments for any country whatsoever.’51 His opinion on the informal monopoly brought about by collusion between the Company’s servants in India and the English private merchants in India is less widely known. ‘The East India Company’s interests are intermingled with the interests of their servants and dependents’, further, Adam Smith hazarded the guess that ‘the interests of these servants and dependents’ might even ‘predominate in the court of proprietors’.52 He perceived with great insight the consequence of that situation—the collective monopoly of the servants of the Company and other European merchants in India. It was this monopoly (or more accurately, the monopsony in the business of procurement of articles of trade for export) which we have called the ‘domination effect’, bearing in mind the importance of the non-market factors in securing the monopoly. This was markedly visible, as we have seen, when the money market was tight and ‘native’ capital was available only at an abnormally high rate of interest to British private capital in India; during these crises, the latter are supported by the colonial government which enhances money supply by drawing upon the surplus it extracts, primarily from the agricultural sector, in the form of land revenue.
While on the one hand, the subordination of the indigenous merchant and moneylending capital was one of the major consequences of the domination effect secured by the putative colonial state in the form of the East India Company’s government, on the other hand, another consequence was the reinforcement of the dominance of British private capital in the Indian economy by the government’s action. The Agency Houses were chiefly involved in merchant capitalist activities, oriented by and large to the export market, the merchant activities of the native capitalists (who also engaged in moneylending) were mainly limited to the internal market, with a few exceptional individuals in opium export. Both groups required a large volume of circulating capital. The aim of the British businessmen was to secure as large a share of circulating capital as possible; their sources were the savings and the ill-gotten gains of the British in India and money obtained on short-term loan from native capitalists. The first source was not enough to meet the requirements of the trading activities of the Agency Houses and their remittances to London. Hence, they had to draw heavily from the money in the hands of native moneyed men. It was naturally the aim of the Agency Houses to get money as cheaply as possible, i.e. at a low rate of interest. It was usually available because investment opportunities for native capital were constricted due to the monopoly enjoyed by British private interests in big business, particularly external trade; thus, in normal times, there was a steady flow of native capital in the early decades of the nineteenth century. However, at certain times when the demand for circulating capital was high or in times of business crisis, the native moneylender acquired an advantage over the Agency House and could charge a high rate of interest. To terminate such a situation, and to ensure private trade supply of cheap money, extra market means had to be adopted, that is to say, governmental intervention in the form of loans to Agency Houses, redemption of old government loans to bring money into the market, and lowering of interest on government loans to divert investments from government bonds to private business. To beat down the native capitalist’s ability to obtain a higher rate of interest, and to enhance the supply of circulating capital, these measures were quite effective and among them government loans to Agency Houses were resorted to the oftenest. The government found it possible to do this by drawing upon the land revenue from Bengal.
These efforts to aid private British business in India were sometimes liable to be detrimental, in the short run, to the interests of the stockholders of the East India Company. However, seldom did the Court of Directors object. One such rare occasion was in 1828: ‘We wish to impress upon you, with our conviction that the state of things which you were compelled to relieve [with government loans to agency houses] would not probably have arisen if the merchants had not been taught to expect that such relief would be afforded when occasion required. . . .’53 The Directors recognized that the Government of India considered ‘the protection of commercial interests’, and warned their servants in India not to go overboard. But this warning had no long-term effect, and equally ineffective was the advice that the government in India should ‘remove from the parties concerned all expectation of assistance from the government’. In 1830, Governor-General Bentinck, specifically referring to the advice quoted above, said that ‘special circumstances of the country’ made it impossible to follow such advice.54
The Governor-General in Council wrote in 1814 to the Court of Directors about the identity of the interests of the Company’s government and English private merchants in India: ‘the Hon. Company and the British nation have evidently a direct interest in promoting the commercial prosperity of the Indian settlements, for many branches of the public revenue, and in particular opium and the customs, are liable to be materially affected by the success or failure of commercial venture undertaken by the merchants of this place’.55 Invoking British national interest was not mere rhetoric. The collective monopoly served to advance an agenda of broadening the base of British capital in India. The government’s efforts to ensure cheap money to the agency business has to be viewed in the context of a series of measures such as the legislation to facilitate recovery of indigo advances, regulation to encourage lease of land for plantation, efforts to remove internal customs duties, and to allow settlement of Europeans in the interior of the country, etc. The Agency Houses wanted cheap capital (for increasingly large fixed capital investments), and at the same time, there was a continual remittance of business profits of their constituents to England. The Governor-General in Council, in response to remonstrances of the court, pointed out in 1812 that ‘this country both with respect to the extent of its capital, the nature and foundation of its commercial credit’ and other circumstances, differs essentially from Great Britain, being a ‘distant dependency of a great empire’ and possessing ‘capital [which] is not perhaps in proportion to the agricultural and commercial resources of the territory’.56 Hence, the readiness of the government to supply capital to the British private trader in India. The costs of the Indian government’s policy to the sectional interests of stockholders of the East India Company was considered bearable by the Company in view of the larger stakes involved in the process of broadening and deepening the base of British capital in India. What has been documented in this chapter, indicates that the putative colonial state, even in its earliest incarnation as the East India Company’s government in India, in the early nineteenth century, had ab initio the advancement of the interests of private British capital in India on its agenda and colluded in the creation of a monopoly in the era of ‘Free Trade’.
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CHAPTER 5
The Colonial State and Interest Representation
THE DISTINGUISHING characteristic of the colonial state was that sovereignty resided outside the subjected country, and the government in colonial India was not accountable to the public. And yet the representation of ‘interests’ and their cooptation was part of the scheme of things in the colonial state. Was it in deference to public opinion? In fact, the very existence of public opinion was often denied. Sir Bartle Frere quotably observed in 1871 that published opinion was not necessarily public opinion.1 The writings of the native Indian journalists did not reflect, the colonial authorities surmised, what the opinion of the general public was. Viceroy Lord Mayo was dismissive about the opinion in the native press and the Anglo-Indian press; the former did not voice the views of the silent many, he said, and the latter expressed views of Englishmen in trade and industry who ‘came here to make as much money out of the Blacks as they can’.2 Notwithstanding this trend of opinion, in the years following the uprising of 1857, there developed an idea that the loyalist stakeholders in the Raj may be allowed to voice their views; however, it would be safer to have the ‘natives’ selected by nomination and in such small numbers, that they would not have the capacity to influence decisions. That is where our story begins. By the beginning of the twentieth century, there was a steady tendency towards instituting a sounding board to allow expression of ‘native opinion’ in the legislative bodies. The interest representation system in the colonial state is of historical importance for three reasons. First, the system cast a long shadow. One of the legacies inherited from colonial days by the post-colonial state was the instituted entitlement of certain segments of society for representation in legislative bodies and quotas of various kinds. Second, the bureaucratic discourse of the concept of ‘interests’ is of great interest because the closest the bureaucracy got to talking about ‘class’ was when they talked about ‘interests’, a surrogate notion for ‘class’. Third, interest representation also became a part of the nationalist discourse and the Indian National Congress from its early days included enthusiasts who internalized the idea of interest representation, though they were initially unhappy that the system devised by the government was not inclusive enough to admit them.
In this and the following chapter, I shall try to put together evidence on three questions. First, what was the formal structure that evolved under British rule to ensure representation of the interests of different classes or status groups? Second, was there an informal interest representation mechanism and how did it work? Third, how did these formal and informal structures interact and articulate with political parties, particularly the Indian National Congress which led the movement against colonial state power.
The first question involves a study of some of the basic categories of political thought (e.g. ‘interests’, ‘classes’, ‘interest representation’) in the ranks of the Indian bureaucracy, and various legislative measures incorporating the idea of ‘interest representation’. The second question leads into somewhat darker interiors behind the legislative-institutional facade, into the relatively unknown world of lobbies and pressure groups, and linkmen between legislators and interest groups. The third question takes us into the domain of politics of a different order, the arena of the National Movement, a game for much higher stakes than those within the range of interest groups and lobbies.
ORIGINS OF INTEREST REPRESENTATION
Should the colonial state be responsive to ‘public opinion’? Opinion in the bureaucracy was divided, particularly in the years following the uprising of 1857. There was in the folklore of the civil service, a tradition which expected that the subjects of the empire would have access to the civil servants. Perhaps, it was not so much the influence of John Stuart Mill or so-called ‘liberal imperialism’, but the tradition of civil servants and old ‘India hands’, who, as district collectors and magistrates, were not unaccustomed to sit under the tree to listen to the voice of the subjects. Bartle Frere, for instance, was quite alive to the necessity of studying the trend of opinion, or as he preferred to put it—feeling the pulse of the people. At a meeting of the East India Association in Bombay on 9 June 1871, Frere said: people sometimes ignore, or even deny the existence of public opinion in India, but this was not the feeling that actuated the civil servants in India of the earlier days, like Malcolm, Munro, Metcalf and Elphinstone who ‘felt the pulse of the people’.3 Another old India hand, Sir Charles Trevelyan, having served in India all his life, voiced in 1863, a sentiment he shared with his brother-in-law T.B. Macaulay: ‘In India . . . we are farther from real representation of local interest than ever.’4 Trevelyan protested that representation of tax payers was wanting. In the absence of a genuine representative system, public opinion might be expected to be a check on the government. But the opinion of the British community in India was being mistaken for public opinion. ‘The reduction from 20 to 10 per cent [duty] on the principal articles of European consumption in this country and the transfer to the free list of the principal raw materials of our home manufacturers have made the budget popular with the ruling class, which represents what we call public opinion.’ Trevelyan’s criticism of ‘class legislation’ could not be allowed to pass: while complaining to the Secretary of State, the Governor-General in Council singled out this passage as particularly exceptionable and dangerous. In another instance one finds in 1868, the veteran civil servants in the Madras Board of Revenue emphasizing the need to look at public opinion: ‘The increasing wealth and education of the people have begotten a spirit of independence and intelligence which cannot prudently be ignored. The measures of Government are now keenly scrutinised and intelligently discussed by increasing number of our subjects. . . . The people are rapidly ceasing to be an ignorant unreasoning mass, implicitly confiding in the wisdom of their rulers.’5
On the other hand, there was a contrary opinion voiced by many decision makers in the colonial state. Latent racialism, dividing the rulers from those ruled, became explicit in 1857. To use John Lawrence’s phrase, the Mutiny was generally regarded, as ‘a war of races’, and racial feeling ran high in the post-Mutiny period.6 This not only raised a social barrier between the subject and the ruling races, but also hardened opinion against bringing in natives into decision making. The most blatant instances of authoritarianism and racism were to be found in the writings of the Law Member (1869–1872) of the Governor-General’s Council, Sir James Fitzjames Stephen. In his book Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Stephen expressed ideas implicit in the attitude of the authoritarian bureaucrat: the basic inequality of men, ‘superiority of the conquering race’, the necessity of autocratic government by members of the conquering race.7 John Strachey quoted with approbation Stephen’s statement that Britain’s role in India was that of ‘a belligerent civilization’. Strachey was not conscious of any irony when he wrote, ‘because it is our highest duty towards India itself, we intend to maintain our dominion’.8 Nor was Secretary of State for India, Duke of Argyll trying out an epigram when he said, ‘it is one of our first duties towards the people of India to guard the safety of our own dominions’.9 James Wilson, the founding editor of The Economist, London, a lifelong participant in parliamentary politics, and the first Finance Member of the Viceroy’s Council, could contemplate only in the remote future, the prospect of preparing the natives of India for self-government.10 Even John Stuart Mill, very specifically rejected representative government system for India. In his celebrated tract of 1861, Considerations on Representative Government, he clearly said that India was not ‘one of the dependencies whose population is in a sufficiently advanced state to be fitted for representative government’.11 Further, European political ideas would be irrelevant to India’s governance, England needed in India ‘far wider political conceptions than merely English or European practice can supply’. Thus, to those who accepted the imperial ideology, England’s right and duty to rule in India was beyond question, and even to liberal thinkers like Mill, the space for representation of Indian opinion was very limited.
The absence of consensus among leading decision makers in British India on the question of admitting natives into decision-making bodies led to a half-hearted attempt to bring in a few of them, those with unquestionable reputation for their loyalty to the Raj, and as distant from the common people as possible. Who were they? In the first ten years, every Indian member nominated by the government to the Indian Legislative Council from 1862 to 1872 represented landed interests, and the majority belonged to the landed aristocracy. Out of a total of twelve nominees, three were ruling princes (Patiala, Jaipur and Rampur), five were landholders with the title of Raja, Maharaja or Nawab (Vizianagram, Kishenkot, Burdwan, Balarampur, Dacca), and the rest were jagirdars, taluqdars and zamindars (Deo Narain Singh, Dinkar Rao, Prasanna Coomar Tagore, Dheoraj Singh). Consultation with these non-official members of the Legislative Council was merely a matter of form. The Council met infrequently. In the first ten years (1862–71), for instance, there were on the average only twenty-nine meetings per year.12 In about one-third of these meetings, no Indian member was present. On occasions when they were present, their participation, judging by the record of proceedings, was negligible. Yet, the nomination of members of the landed aristocracy conveyed the weight given to them by the government. Prasanna Coomar Tagore did not quite belong to this crowd, but he represented the zamindar body in Bengal, the British Indian Association. He was also a landholder (in Bengal); so was Dinkar Rao (in Agra), whose additional claim to the honour of sitting in the Council was his loyal support to the Raj during the Mutiny. The Maharaja of Balarampore, nominated to the Council in 1868, was the President of the British Indian Association of Oudh for twenty years (1862–82). This was a taluqdar association whose opinion was consulted by the government (mainly on provincial matters); the Association was housed in the Kaiserbagh Palace given to them by Canning, and in 1876, its connection with the government was so close, that the government undertook to collect Association dues from taluqdars together with land revenue.13
The bias in favour of the landed aristocracy was severely criticized in the Indian press. Their main grievance was that this bias left no space for the literati or the intelligentsia, the representatives of the urban, educated and professional classes. For instance, the Hindoo Patriot, virtually an organ of the British Indian Association of Bengal, remarked that ‘the educated classes are as a rule ignored’, and that ‘Princes and chiefs . . . no more represent Her Majesty’s Indian subjects than would Louis Napoleon or Victor Emmanuel represent the commons of England’.14 That was in 1870–1, two years after Prasanna Coomar Tagore’s death, when there was no Bengali in the Council, the only Indian member who attended its meetings, being the Maharaja of Jaipur. The Hindoo Patriot exhorted the government to be prepared to share the responsibility of governing with ‘the natural leaders of the people’.15 It was conceded that ‘the freedom of person, thought and speech’ was gained under British rule. ‘But who can deny . . . that Legislative Council is a farce, that the additional members, official and unofficial, are ciphers, that though the law provides for native members in the Council, the educated classes are as a rule ignored in it. . . .’16 In the next decade, this resentment became stronger. In the first two sessions of the Indian National Congress, the demand for ‘sectional representation’ was voiced, for the leaders were anxious to open up the Council, so that, as Surendranath Banerjea put it, ‘all great interests are adequately represented’. In fact, at the very first session of the Congress in 1885, K.T. Telang proposed reform of the Legislative Council to include political associations, universities, chambers of commerce, and municipalities; at the second session in 1886, the chairman of the Reception Committee, at the opening of the Congress, reiterated that proposal, because the non-official nominees in the legislature represented ‘no one but their own good interests’; in 1886, the Congress formally resolved to urge the government to ensure the representation of all interests.17 Thus, it may be said that the politically active literati at that time accepted the government’s idea of interest representation, though their complicity was qualified by their dissatisfaction with the adequacy of representation and the exclusion of the ‘educated class’.
The bureaucracy maintained that the criticism in the press and political associations, i.e. the opinion of the ‘educated classes’ the Hindoo Patriot spoke of, did not merit attention. The government’s view was that whatever was written in the newspapers did not necessarily reflect the opinion of the people. As mentioned earlier, Sir Bartle Frere thought that the published opinion was not always public opinion, since the press, both English and native, reflected the opinion of a very small section of the people.18 Governor-General Mayo observed that the press reflected the opinions of few vocal individuals, and there was no means of knowing the opinion of the ‘silent many’. Mayo was contemptuous of the English owned papers which upheld the interests of the ‘non-official Europeans’ in India; as for the native papers run by baboos, Mayo believed that they looked after their own interests rather than those of the masses. That was written in confidence to the Secretary of State in Mayo’s private correspondence.19 Governor-General Lawrence also felt that there was a gulf of difference between the ‘classes whose voices are heard’ and the ordinary people who just ‘eke out a subsistence’.20 It is clear from the archival records that the ‘native press’, in English or vernacular languages, was carefully summarized, translated and reported to the members of the Governor-General’s Executive Council, in particular, to the Home Member. But the government was sceptical. In one of the despatches to the Secretary of State, the Government of India made a significant distinction between the opinion of the ‘classes’ and the ‘masses’; public opinion, the government maintained, should not only be the opinion of the classes which assemble in public meetings, but ‘the opinion of millions of Her Majesty’s subjects who contribute to the Exchequer’.21 On this issue, the government’s position, thus expressed in 1867, anticipated its position vis-à-vis the Congress later on.
The Legislative Council from 1862 to 1892 remained a small body consisting of a majority of British official members and a few Indian non-official members representing landed interests. The latter were without exception nominated by the government, there was no election. The Indian Councils Act of 1892 was expected to bring about a radical change in introducing the elective element. Indeed, that was initially proposed by Viceroy Lord Dufferin, but the ‘Home Government’ refused to consider that, and instead, it was decided that some constituencies may ‘recommend’ candidates who, thereafter, may be considered by the government for nomination. Thus, nomination by the Government of India remained the only route for non-official or Indian members. However, the exclusive club of rajas and landlords became a thing of the past; at the turn of the century both in provincial and central legislatures, nominated non-officials represented various ‘interests’, ranging from religious communities to municipalities and local bodies, universities, chambers of commerce, etc. The rationale was stated by the Government of India in their despatch to the Secretary of State: Indian society comprised ‘congeries of widely separated classes, races, and communities, with divergence of interest and hereditary sentiment’ and, hence, sectional interest representation was necessary.22 In the Indian Councils Act of 1909, the elective principle was at last recognized, while these sectionalized constituencies remained on the statute book.
THE COLONIAL STATE’S AGENDA OF INCORPORATING INTERESTS
Surprisingly, this notion of ‘interest representation’ in British Indian constitutional legislation and thinking has not received as much attention as it deserves from historians. The attention of political and constitutional historians has been focused on the notion of communal representation that was actually, to start with, a special application (‘the communal electorates’) of a general theory of interest representation (the ‘special electorates’).
Faced with the task of structuring a system of representation that would have credibility and some claim to legitimacy in a society divided along both vertical and horizontal lines, the British bureaucracy evolved the idea of a separate representation of each ‘interest’ in society. The legislative translation of this was facilitated by the absence of universal franchise and the possibility of discriminatingly conferring franchise on special electorates. As already seen, originally the idea was to ensure the representation of the landed aristocracy and British business interests in India. In the twentieth century, the same idea was extended to cover Indian business interests (chambers of commerce), the educated urban professional class (the university constituency), urban labour, etc., and also to the Depressed Castes and non-Hindu communities. Thus, the legislative representation of some of the horizontal strata and vertically divided blocks was sought to be ensured. That the system was not egalitarian, that it might have perpetuated divisions, even if it did not create them, are obvious features that will not be elaborated here. I am now only concerned with the rubrics within which colonial constitutional legislation accommodated the idea of interest representation.
We have seen that in 1892, the Indian Councils Act partially accommodated the representation of these interests: the nobility and landed classes; trading, professional and agricultural classes; and the European planting and commercial interests. The cast of mind in the well-known Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms was reflected in further elaboration of the principle of interest representation proposed in 1919 by the Franchise Committee, known by the name of the chairman as Lord Southborough’s Committee. The nationalist representative on this committee was Surendranath Banerjea, who had framed the 1886 Congress resolution on the representation of all the ‘great interests’.
The Franchise Committee of Lord Southborough made the following observation on the issue of ‘class or interests’ in representation:
In assigning the number of seats in each council to which non-official representatives may be appointed by nomination, we have been guided by the existence of important classes or interests which could not be expected to obtain representation by any practicable system of election. . . . We have indicated in each province the special interests which we consider should receive such representation (including Labour, where the industrial conditions seem likely to give rise to labour problems) . . . .23
It was the Franchise Committee of 1919 which first proposed the representation of Labour as a new ‘sectional interest’ that needed to be represented through the nomination of a member by the government; in the Indian Legislative Council, the Labour member (nominated under the Act of 1919) for the greater part of the 1920s was N.M. Joshi.
As for other special interests, the Franchise Committee recommended the maintenance of landlords and university constituencies and ‘increased representation to Indian commerce’. The committee observed: ‘These special interests are now represented in the provincial legislative councils by members returned by chambers of commerce and by traders’, planting, mining and mill owners’ associations. These are in the main, though not exclusively, representative of European commercial interests.’24
The general trends of the discussions in 1919 around the legislature reform question was to give sectional interest representation a permanency. Viceroy Chelmsford and his Council saw the unwisdom of a formula ‘to stereotype the representation of the different interests in fixed proportions’, but they could offer no viable alternative which would ensure ‘progress towards normal methods of representation’.25 The Viceroy in his letter to Montagu, the Secretary of State, called the special interest constituencies ‘class’ constituencies and compared them with ‘communal’ constituencies.26 Some of them could indeed be called class constituencies, except that the representation allowed to each was not in proportion to its numerical strength. Before 1919, the Indian Legislative Council included six members representing landholders and two members representing the Chambers of Commerce of Bombay and Bengal. The Franchise Committee of 1919 allotted in the new Indian Legislative Assembly ten seats to landholders, six to ‘European commerce’, and four to ‘Indian commerce’; these were to be elected, while the lone member representing ‘Labour’ was to be nominated by the Governor-General.27
INTEREST REPRESENTATION IN THE PRE-INDEPENDENCE DECADES
This peculiar system of interest representation in the colonial Indian state system was further elaborated in the 1920s until the enactment of the Government of India Act of 1935. Interestingly, the logic of the language of interest representation led the government to invent the term ‘political class’. In 1930, Irwin’s government, commenting on the Indian Statutory Commission Report, employed the following categories:
The political class: The Government of India uses this term and the way they define it is close to the notion, ‘educated classes’, used by the Congress. ‘In the larger towns that are to be found those elements which give direction or active support to the political forces of the day . . . what you may call the political classes.’28 And who were they?
They consist of the professional classes, in particular lawyers, journalists and those connected with education; an appreciable portion of the trading classes; those engaged in clerical occupations; the large number of students at the universities and colleges; the melancholy army of those who having sacrificed much to go through the scholastic curriculum find at the end that their country offers them no employment: and, lastly, the small but growing body of educated women who are throwing themselves with enthusiasm into the new world of political affairs. These are perhaps the chief elements that go to make up what we may call the political classes. Their thought is profoundly influenced and unified by the writings of the press.
And such people were operating in a political environment where the Indian government said, there were ‘tendencies making for unity of view’.
The fact that the dominant power in India is in the hands of a foreign race cannot fail to offer to those who attack existing conditions the opportunity of a racial appeal. Again, a common desire for changes in the form of the Government acts as an inducement to preserve a united front, and to keep in the background such differences as exist.
The commercial classes: ‘Though men prominent in industry and commerce have for many years played their part in public affairs, the feeling that improvement in trade and industry is to be sought through political channels is a development of comparatively recent times. The extreme illustration of the way in which this idea has gripped the business community is to be found in the attitude of the commercial classes in Bombay during the present Civil Disobedience movement.’ The Government of India went on to say:
After all allowance is made for the religious and emotional appeal of Mr. Gandhi’s name for his own countrymen, the Gujeratis, who form such a large element in the life of Bombay city, it must be recognized that the commercial community of Bombay has in pursuit of political power been lending its support, both moral and material, to a movement in defiance of the law, which might have been expected to have no attraction for those whose interests depend on stable and peaceful conditions.29
The landholders and agricultural classes: The oldest claim to interest representation recognized by the government was that of the landlords, but by 1930, their loyalty to the Raj was in question. Of the larger landholders, the Indian government said in 1930:
In many parts of the country they still retain in their estates and villages a traditional authority, which, though it may now meet with some challenge, is yet one of the active forces in the life of the community. The spread of education and the influence of the press tend constantly to enlarge the number of landholders who might be included in what we have called the political classes. On the whole they remain at present a conservative force, conscious that their influence is likely to suffer from too rapid political changes, and beginning to realize that the defence of their interests requires a more active participation in public life.
As regards the peasantry below that level, the government was uncertain, but some of them were no longer part of ‘the unthinking masses’.30
Industrial labour: ‘Living in towns they are more closely in contact with political movements than are the agricultural classes, but it is doubtful whether the ordinary political ideas make much appeal to them. In the towns too are to be found those lower strata of population which can be easily worked up into mob demonstrations and violence.’31 Finally, the Indian Government observed: ‘the classes affected by political opinion form a wide circle which is steadily expanding’. Apart from the appeal of nationalist opinion, ‘one of the marked effects of the present Constitution [i.e. that of the 1919 Act] . . . has been the recognition of the fact that any group or section which has a common bond of interest can secure its object only through organization’.32
There is in this analysis of the Government of India under Viceroy Irwin, a good deal of clear headed political thinking, and there is little doubt that though the authors purportedly were Irwin and members of his Executive Council, civil servants with experience in the Home Department and the Intelligence Branch took part in making the above assessment. It is a document of great importance since it was a rare attempt at a sort of class analysis on the part of the government. As will be seen subsequently (Chapter 6), this prognostication partly anticipates the class alliance that eventually developed in the last days of British rule and the early regime that was in a position to participate in the transfer of power to the post-colonial state.
Specifically as regards the representation of business interests, neither the Statutory Commission nor the Viceroy’s Council had any proposal marking a departure from the previous policy. However, on the question of Labour representation, some change was in the offing. In 1924, the Reforms Enquiry Committee had recommended the principle of election and enlargement of the number of Labour representatives in the provincial legislatures. In 1926, the Government of India rejected election as unfeasible, but did marginally increase the number of Labour seats. It was recognized at the time that criticism might be directed to the fact that the only response to the recommendations of the committee was to increase from six to ten, the number of seats definitely assigned to the representation of labour since the Government felt that British India was a country which claimed a prominent place in the industrial countries of the world and, whose legislatures were avowedly designed to give separate representation to separate classes of interests.33
In 1932, the Franchise Committee (headed by Lord Lothian and including R.R. Bakhale, a labour leader of Bombay) reconsidered the above proposals in detail and reported:
We propose that the existing representation of commerce and industry, the universities, and the landlords should be maintained but that the number of seats allotted to each of these should not be increased. . . . As regards labour, in addition to lowering the qualifications so as to enfranchise larger numbers of the industrial employees in the towns we have made provision for the direct representation of industrial labour in the Federal Assembly and in all the provincial legislatures.34
The Franchise Committee was apparently influenced by three factors. First, the Royal Commission on Labour in India (1931) had emphasized that ‘there is hardly any class with so strong a claim to representation’ under the special electorate system as the industrial labour class.35 Second, the Franchise Committee found ‘substantial support throughout India for the principle that if special representation is to be granted to capital through the reservation of seats in the legislature for commerce and industry, representation should be accorded to labour’.36 Third, it was felt that even with the lowering of franchise qualifications, the proportion of urban workers on the electoral rolls would be so small that they would be unable to return representatives of their own choice through general constituencies.37
As regards representation of business interests, the Franchise Committee was rather defensive in response to the criticism that such a special constituency was unnecessary since the general constituencies could return members who could ‘speak with authority on commercial and industrial questions’. The committee defended special representation of business interests on two grounds. The first was the need for legislators who could speak ‘from the expert and technical point of view’. The other reason was interesting, particularly, in the way it was phrased: legislators returned from general constituencies ‘may on occasion find that the claims of that constituency are difficult to reconcile with a wholly dispassionate examination of particular economic issues’.38 There seems to be a suggestion here of possible conflict between general public interest and special class interests of the ‘business class’. At any rate, the upshot of the Franchise Committee’s deliberations was the recommendation that trade and industry should continue to constitute a special electorate, and that the ratio of those special seats to the total in the new legislatures be diminished.
In these discussions preceding the enactment of the Government of India Act of 1935, a very important feature was the establishment of the principle of election in Labour constituencies in place of nomination. (As mentioned earlier, nomination was hitherto the method of representation for Labour seats.) The Franchise Committee of 1932 recommended election of Labour representatives through registered trade unions and special Labour constituencies. Election from the business community was to be effected through the agency of chambers of commerce and business associations, which were the agencies earlier.39
Thus, the notion of interest representation remained a central concept in British-Indian constitutional thinking right up to the preparation of the Government of India Act of 1935. However, of the several special electorates, the communal electorate drew most attention, being the subject of contention. That was the central question to which the Motilal Nehru Committee (1928) of the Congress addressed itself. The committee had little to say about other special electorates. However, the Madras Congress resolution proposing this committee to draft the ‘Swaraj Constitution’, desired the representation of ‘political, labour, commercial and communal’ organizations on the committee.40 The All Parties Conference, which met in several sessions to discuss the Nehru Report, included representatives from trade unions and peasant organizations as much as chambers of commerce.41 At any rate, the Nehru Committee’s espousal of universal adult franchise cut at the basis of special electorates, and the question of a communal electorate overshadowed all other issues. It is interesting to recall in this context that the Nehru Committee somewhat optimistically declared that communal parties would be superseded by other parties formed ‘entirely on other grounds, chiefly economic we presume’, after India had attained independence.42
The acronym GDC or the term ‘group differentiated citizenship’ is not in common use, but now it seems to be current in the discourse of constitutional law relating to citizenship. According to Niraja Jayal (2013), theoretical thinking is in favour of group differentiated citizenship as opposed to universal or undifferentiated. The agreement in favour of group differentiated citizenship seems to be that it is desirable to ‘provide mechanisms for the effective representation and recognition of the distinct voices and perspectives of those . . . that are oppressed or disadvantaged’.43 Stanley Wolpert has also pointed out the long tradition in the colonial discourse favouring separate sectional representation; Wolpert traces it back to the days of the Morley-Minto reforms in the beginning of the twentieth century.44 Sir William Lee-Warner played an important part in giving support to the idea of sectional interest representation, now reborn as ‘group differentiated citizenship’.45 There is extensive literature on GDC which has been critically surveyed by Niraja Jayal (2013), but that need not detain us now. The important point she makes is the influence of the pre-independence sectional representation system in the six decades after independence and ‘a proliferation of claims to group differentiated citizenship’, i.e. in the form of caste and community based quotas. The colonial propensity to provide institutional incentives for the entrenchment of identities was the cause of that tendency towards proliferation of claims.
It is not possible within our present limits to pursue the later development of the notion of interest representation. So far as business interests are concerned, the developments surveyed, secured increasing representation to Indian business interests; representatives of the latter were superadded to those representing British business interests. Labour representation in the legislature (beginning from 1919) was disproportionately small, both at the central and provincial levels. In the 1930s, moves were afoot to increase Labour representation, and this was achieved eventually in the Government of India Act of 1935. In handling the question of class, the basic digit of discourse in this period was the notion of ‘interest representation’. It was an essential category of political thinking in the colonial constitution making process.
However, the representation of commercial and industrial capital, industrial labour, the rich peasantry and land owners, the so-called ‘educated class’, etc., in the legislature secured them only a voice. It did not secure influence in the colonial political system. We have to look at the administrative and political practice to trace the processes that secured influence to pressure groups representing special interests.
BEYOND LEGAL REPRESENTATION TO POLITICAL PRACTICE: PRESSURE GROUPS
In my work on governmental policies in the years following the creation of Crown Government in 1858 in India, I have examined the late nineteenth-century interface between the pressure groups representing sectional interests and the colonial state.46 In what follows, I shall focus on the twentieth century. The constitutional changes of 1919, known as the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, provided more room for pressure group politics than ever before. Although it was not a ‘responsible’ government, the forms prescribed for interpellation and discussion of the budget, and legislation (circumscribed as it was by the Viceroy’s reserve powers) gave a bargaining position to non-official legislature members who could act as spokesmen of general ‘public interest’ or of specific interests. Further the ‘fiscal autonomy’ conceded to the Indian government (at the recommendation of the Joint Select Committee on the Government of India Bill in November 1919), and the reversal of the fiscal centralism of the post-Mutiny decades in conjunction with political devolution in 1919 (on the recommendation contained in the Montagu-Chelmsford Report), gave a certain leverage to Indian lobbyists on economic issues. Simultaneously, so far as Bombay city was concerned, the 1919 Reforms brought in an extension of franchise in municipal government (e.g. Bombay Act IV of 1922), thus admitting to municipal politics large numbers hitherto excluded. Thus, the post-1919 framework was an arena for a game that had not been possible before. In particular those groups, such as the Bombay industrialists, who were wary of agitational party politics along Congress lines, were deeply in the proto-political game of pressure politics.
Since the term ‘pressure group’ has been used in a variety of senses by different authors, it may be useful to define the sense in which I shall use it.47 I have applied it here to groups of persons who have common objectives in relation to certain issues within the domain of government policy, and a supposed or real community of interest. What were the processes through which they tried to gain access to the people who had ‘authority’ in terms of the formal structure of decision making? I shall apply the term ‘influence’ to the result of such access, i.e. to the ability (by rendering advice, by persuasion, by manipulation, etc.) to affect the outcome of the decision-making process in the hands of others who possess ‘authority’. Several groups in unison may command greater influence. These may be called ‘interest constellations’. For the present, I am interested in the more clearly identifiable organized pressure groups, because generalizations about larger aggregates are easy to make but difficult to test.48
The organized pressure groups in this period are broadly of two types. Type I consists of those which were relatively homogeneous in terms of economic interests and pursued objectives specific to those interests. On the other hand, a pressure group of Type II was more heterogeneous (but nonetheless united in a formal organization), and operated at the proto-political level, offering general policy prescriptions; the heterogeneity of composition restrained the tendency towards special pleading in the interests of a single economic group. There is a certain symmetry and cohesiveness in the first type. A group belonging to the second type is rather like an uncomfortable coalition formed through mutual accommodation. In terms of homogeneity of interests, depth of consolidation, and specificity of objectives, these two types are analytically distinguishable. Examples of Type I groups in Bombay are the Bombay Mill Owners’ Association (BMA), the Bombay Chamber of Commerce, the Indian Merchants’ Chamber (IMC), the Grain Merchants’ Association, Native Piece Goods Merchants’ Association, etc. Examples of Type II are the Indian Currency League, the Municipal Reform Association (MRA), the European Association, the Anti-Non-Cooperation Society, etc. In other cities, there were business lobbies of similar types like the Bengal Chamber of Commerce (European), and Bengal National Chamber of Commerce (Indian) in Calcutta, the Madras and Karachi Chambers of Commerce, the Jute Mills’ Association and Tea Planters’ Association in Bengal and Assam, Leather Merchants’ Associations in several cities, or Grain Merchants’ bodies, and so forth. To help focus our discussion here, we may look chiefly at Bombay where associative activity among business men and other interests was most well developed.
Overarching the two types of pressure groups mentioned above, were the large all national interest constellations that developed in the 1920s, the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and the Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry. Below them were the Type I groups of Bombay like the IMC (representing Indian business groups), the Bombay Chamber of Commerce (dominated by British business groups, but including a good number of Indians, unlike its Calcutta counterpart, the Bengal Chamber), and the BMA (including both Indian and British industrialists), which were represented after the 1919 Reforms, on the Bombay Legislative Council, the City Improvement Trust, the Bombay Corporation, and the Port Trust. In the Legislative Assembly, seats were reserved for the IMC and the BMA (the latter sharing it in alternate years with the Ahmedabad Mill Owners’ Association).
Trade associations tended to be organized not only on national lines (i.e. British and Indian) but also on a ‘community-wise base, a region-wise base, and a language base’.49 This sometimes reached extreme proportions: in the case of the Bombay cotton trade, not less than seven associations had developed by 1930—Bombay Cotton Trades Association (European), Bombay Cotton Exchange (Indian mill owner controlled), Bombay Cotton Brokers’ Association (Marwari and Gujarati brokers), etc.50 Likewise, the pressure groups in Bombay municipal politics were divided on linguistic and ethnic lines. Nevertheless, the basic interests in municipal politics were ‘the landlords, the large merchants involved in foreign trade, and the industrialists’,51 and their alignments cut across ethnic or linguistic lines. Generally, the community of interest prevailed over those dividing lines. Moreover, many of the smaller business associations had a function-defined membership (e.g. the Bombay Shroffs’ Association, the Grain Merchants’ Association, Native Piece Goods Merchants’ Association), and, therefore, included Parsis, Gujratis, Marwaris, etc.
Type II pressure groups possess far less homogeneity of interests than Type I, and, therefore, acted as general public interest spokesmen—or so they claimed. For example, the Indian Currency League recruited support from merchants in Bombay, Ahmedabad and Poona, public men like D.C. Karve and Vallabhbhai Patel, intellectuals like professors at Fergusson College, and ordinary citizens who were enthusiastic petition signers. Started by Sir Purshottamdas Thakurdas in 1926, it publicized the case for Re.1 = 16 d. sterling ratio in opposition to the government policy of enforcing an 18 d. ratio. The real motivating force came from the Bombay mill owners who suffered from severe monetary stringency and non-availability of capital due to the deflationary measures taken by the government in support of the 18 d . ratio. But the Currency League obtained general support, far beyond the business associations, since the case for 16 d. was presented as a national cause. Another pressure group of this type was the Municipal Reform Association organized by Joseph Baptista (a Tilakite lawyer who figured prominently in labour and municipal politics and who became the Mayor of Bombay and President of the All-India Trade Union Congress). The MRA objective was to lower the franchise so as to enfranchise about one-fifth of the city population, and to replace government nominees in the Bombay Municipal Corporation with a wholly elected body. In this endeavour, it drew support not only from labour and the middle classes, but also from mill owners who wanted to dislodge the dominant landlord interests (responsible for high housing costs of industrial workers).52 The position of the Maharashtrian dominated People’s Union led by Rao Saheb R.V. Vandekar was very similar. Finally, there was the Anti-Non-Cooperation Society set up by Sir Purshottamdas Thakurdas, C. Setalvad, Cowasji Jahangir, Sir Pheroze Sethna, Jamnadas Dwarkadas, etc., in 1920.53 Its objective was to conduct propaganda against the Congress Non-Cooperation Movement; naturally, it received the support of European businessmen and the National Liberal Association. This was, by and large, the conservative industrialists’ effort to drum up popular support and met with little success. It was the futile attempt of some industrial interest group leaders to fight the Congress, unlike the other pressure groups which were oriented to pressure the government.
The techniques used by pressure groups are more limited in a colonial system than in a democratic set-up. The commonest channel to obtain access to the organs of government was of course, the memorial or petition. Sometimes these were quite massive efforts: the Currency League collected 4,000 signatures in Gujarat in 1927 and 5,000 businessmen signed another currency memorial at the instance of the Bombay Native Share and Stock Brokers’ Association.54 A Tariff Board or Currency Committee or the Franchise Committee received dozens of such memorials. The second method was to send deputations. While this was the method of the middle classes, far from the Olympian heights of the Governor’s residence, the upper class interest group leaders appeared as more respectable spokesmen of special interests at the Governor’s garden parties or Willingdon Club gatherings. Propaganda in the press was, of course, easier for business groups to command, than for the less privileged middle classes; however, the latter seem to have found a reasonably good forum in nationalist newspapers like the Bombay Chronicle. Further, lobbying in the legislature was an art that was acquired fairly quickly. The presence of business leaders like Sir Cowasji Jahangir, Sir D.M. Petit and Sir Vithaldas Thackersey in the Bombay Legislative Council, and of Sir Victor Sassoon or Sir Lallubhai Samaldas in the Assembly in the 1920s gave industrial interests an immense advantage in this respect. Equally important as a method of promoting an interest group objective was representation on various government committees. Endless jockeying took place to gain admittance to such committees. Thakurdas’s nomination as a member of the Currency Commission in 1925, for instance, attracted almost as much press notice as the report itself.55 Finally, social contacts were used to secure ‘sympathy’. In the absence of a ‘responsible’ government no group, however influential, could apply sanctions if their demands were not satisfied. All that the pressure groups could do was advise, put up a case, and generally make a fuss.
To obtain ‘sympathy’ was, therefore, essential. Hence the usefulness of social contacts. In Bombay, the social distance between the British and the ‘natives’ was probably far less than in Calcutta or elsewhere. Nevertheless, the access of British business interests in India and in England to the apex of the bureaucracy gave them, possibly, an advantage over others. However, we need to know a great deal more about the links between British civil servants and their compatriots, and the role of shared norms of conduct and mutual expectations, before generalizing about social pressure as a means of influencing decisions.
Some prominent instances of the success of British business interests in pressuring the Government of India are: the rejection of the majority report of the Tariff Board regarding protective duties in 1927; the retraction of proposals to increase Indian tariff on imported piece goods in 1929; and the reversal of public announcements on the rupee-sterling link by the Indian government under the pressure of the Treasury and Secretary of State in 1931. In the first two cases, Lancashire pressure was blatant; in 1929, the British prime minister himself, drew attention to the risk of alienating opinion in England just before the election.56 The only occasion when an Indian government decision went against Lancashire interests was the removal of the ‘countervailing excise duties’ on Indian cottons in 1925—and this was done after explicit approval was obtained from the Manchester Chamber of Commerce.57
That is not to say that British pressure groups could always get what they wanted. There were constraints on the decision makers in the government. First, the imperial governmental system itself had certain systemic needs—above all the maintenance of its financial viability, i.e. the budgetary constraints. Thus, for example, revenue reasons compelled the government to raise import duties on cottons in 1930–1 despite angry noises from Lancashire (the blow was softened by the policy of Imperial Preference and the Lees-Mody Pact of 1933). Second, another systemic need was the preservation of the government’s public image: it wished to appear responsive to Indian opinion, even if it was not a responsible government in law. It is clear from the private correspondence of the Secretaries of State and Viceroys that a factor that entered their calculation was the cost of decisions on tariff or currency in terms of Indian opinion, particularly moderate opinion over which Indian business had some influence. Third, the Fiscal Autonomy Convention of 1919 presented another constraint on gearing Indian decisions to extra-Indian necessities. On some occasions, the Secretary of State might have threatened to countermand the Indian government’s decisions or public pronouncements (e.g. Birkenhead vis-à-vis Irwin’s government), but such a public demonstration of the superior authority of the India Office did not occur. Matters came very close to this in 1931 on the issue of the rupee-sterling link.
Finally, the government machinery was constrained by another factor: British interest groups or considerations of ‘larger imperial interests’ might dictate a policy which ran counter to an opposite trend from within the British Indian bureaucracy. The imperial system consisted of a series of subsystems, each of which defended itself as best it could from excessive demands on its resources and tried to avoid the political costs of meeting such demands. This was the pattern of reaction of each subsystem: of each department vis-à-vis the central authority, of each provincial government vis-à-vis the Indian government, and of the Indian government vis-à-vis the British empire as a whole. Sentiments like ‘fair play’ and ‘justice’ might also have played a role in the bureaucratic mind, but above all, it was the natural tendency of each subsystem to react against infringements on its own resources or against decisions from above that would be politically costly to those below. Thus, the government of Bombay urged the removal of excise duty on Indian cottons in 1925: the Governor was anxious to avoid the problems arising out of the depression in the textile industry, unemployment, strikes in cotton mills, etc. Again, the Bombay government in their private correspondence urged the acceptance of the Re. 1 = 16 d. sterling ratio, thus favouring the Indian mill owners’ case against the express wishes of the Home authorities.58 Likewise, in 1927, the finance minister of the Viceroy’s Council, Sir Basil Blackett, resisted the pressure of the Secretary of State to accept the Re. 1 = 18 d. ratio. Eventually, the latter, Birkenhead, bludgeoned Blackett and Irwin into submission by sharply reminding them of his superior authority: ‘frankly that particular department [Finance, Government of India] of your government is at times, apt to take the bit between its teeth in a way that makes harmonious cooperation between the government of India and the Secretary of State in their official capacity very difficult, and I thought it wise to call attention very clearly to the constitutional position’.59
What emerges is a picture of a very complex game. A large number of pressure groups were participating, each trying to obtain decisions favourable to itself. The outcome of the process of interaction between the decision makers in the bureaucracy and the pressure groups was affected by the cross-pressure of competing interests, and by constraints external to the particular relationship between each pressure group and the government. Thus, one could not predict the outcome each time, but some outcomes were always more probable than others: British interest groups stood a better chance of obtaining decisions favourable to themselves.
The awareness of this reality informed the approach of Indian pressure groups. They could not fail to see that the dice were loaded. The memorials, deputations and press propaganda, and associated activities in the legislature and the public arena, were useful up to a point. Beyond that point, political agitation or alignment with a political party held a promise. We turn to that theme in the next chapter.
REPRESENTATION OF INTERESTS AND CITIZENSHIP
Before we conclude this chapter, we may note that there was an incipient discourse of citizenship in the early twentieth century which was connected with the issue of representation. Citizenship would constitute right of representation, but were Indians citizens or subjects? There was a contestation from the point of view of law. As Niraja Gopal Jayal (2013) has pointed out, there was a debate from the legalistic point of view. On one side, were authors like Sir William Lee-Warner or Professor R.N. Gilchrist who aimed at ‘citizenship education [which] was a response to the challenge to imperial legitimacy’ and their books were made text books for school or college students by order of the government.60 Their agenda for the ‘creation of obedient political subjects’ was implicitly rejected by Indian legalists like V.S. Srinivasa Sastri or S.V. Puntambekar who alerted British Indian subjects of their subjecthood and absence of rights. S.V. Puntambekar, after graduating from Oxford, was trained as a barrister-in-law, but he served as a Professor of history and politics at Banaras Hindu University. In his tract on citizenship (1929), he pointed out that the British emphasis on duties of ‘citizens’ lacked an essential counterpart, a reciprocal set of rights of citizenship. His list of rights denied in British India, included the following: ‘the absence of habeas corpus; the fact that government was both Prosecutor and Judge; racism in public service appointments; restrictions on the liberty of speech, free movement, and the right of association; taxation without representation; executive interference in many areas where the judiciary could not intervene; and, above all, the right of resistance’.61 Srinivasa Sastri (1869– 1949) was a conservative politician, being a leader of the Liberal Party, and at the same time, a prominent nationalist, active in the Servants of India Society and the Madras Legislative Council from 1913. He did not frontally challenge the legitimacy of the colonial state but he defended the citizen’s right to resist if he was convinced that such resistance would contribute to public welfare. It was not his legal right, but a moral right— indeed it was, in such circumstances, his moral duty. Sastri wrote thus in 1926, Puntambekar in 1929—their ideas are not unconnected with the impact of Mahatma Gandhi’s call for resistance movements, in particular, Non-Cooperation. By that time, defying the British Indian government was on the political agenda, and Sastri and Puntambekar are legalistic in their attempts to justify resistance. They pushed their argument as far it was possible within the limits of a legalistic discourse. In fact, as the defence lawyers found in the trial proceedings in the numerous cases of sedition trials, such as those of B.G. Tilak or Aurobindo Ghose, it was not effectively possible to question the legitimacy of the colonial state from within the legal discourse. And that is the bottom line since domination was the ultimate basis of the colonial state, not the voluntary acceptance of its legitimacy by its subjects. That is our argument in the next chapter.
In this chapter, we have looked at the formal interest representation system as well as into the politics of groups and lobbies in order to understand the processes that secured for fractions of class interests, a role in the decision-making process of the government within the limits set for them by the government. We may now consider the developments at the interface between interests and the colonial state in the site of construction of a new political power, the Indian National Congress. We turn to that theme in the next chapter which considers the domination exercised by the colonial state as well as the challenge to it, and the role of class interests in the formation of a countervailing hegemony.
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CHAPTER 6
Colonial Domination and a Countervailing Hegemony
IN THE INTRODUCTION to this volume, in the section entitled ‘Colonial State Domination and Countervailing Hegemony’, I have anticipated what appears at the end of this chapter as the bottom line. I have argued that the important historical characteristics of the colonial state were the following:
(a) the externality of the state in relation to civil society, comparable to the externality of the world capitalist system that impinges upon the colonial economy;
(b) coercion is the ultimate basis of the colonial state, the ultima ratio regum, which is brought into, play when other means of domination fail, just as the pre-capitalist economy is penetrated sometimes with violence (e.g. forced collection of commodities for export to metropolis, extraction of labour from servile or bonded labour) and sometimes without, through market exchange, though unequal exchange;
(c) there develops a challenge to the domination of the colonial state by a countervailing hegemony of the national bourgeoisie, the claimant to power in the successor state, corresponding to the struggle of indigenous independent capital, primarily in the sphere of production rather than circulation, contra foreign capital;
(d) under that countervailing hegemony, inter-class conflicts within colonial society are conditioned by and ideologically consciously subordinated to a ‘supra-class’ contradiction between imperialism and projected ‘national interests’ in an ideology that objectively serves the interests of indigenous industrial bourgeoisie and supports capitalist growth in general. The bourgeois hegemony is constrained by the multi-structural character of the colonial economy, i.e. the synchronic existence of more than one mode of production, and to this one has to trace the class alignments in the post-independence successor state.1
This was also my argument in a paper I published in 1979. This chapter elaborates that interpretational schema to underline some of the basic points made earlier. However, this chapter also offers an opportunity to consider some important conceptual problems and empirical research since 1979, and to reconsider the excessively economistic slant in the earlier formulation, though my basic argument about the colonial state being a domination state remains what it was.
The approach outlined earlier obviously draws upon the insights of Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks.2 His contrapositions in comparing Eastern and Western Europe are well known. He counterposes ‘force and consent, coercion and persuasion, state and church, political society and civil society’.3 Gramsci’s context was, of course, purely European and he was making some comparative generalizations contrasting Eastern and Western Europe. Nevertheless, his approach in pointing to certain basic antinomies is not irrelevant to the question of characterizing the colonial state. Later, C. Wright Mills made a similar insightful distinction between coercion, ‘the final form of power’ and ‘authority, powers justified by the beliefs of the voluntarily obedient’, and ‘manipulation, power wielded unbeknown to the powerless’.4 Arguably, these antinomies are useful in the colonial context to focus on force and coercion as the basis of domination which commands at best unwilling compliance, and the absence of consent as the basis of authority which commands voluntary obedience. It is true that in real time, the difference between coercion and consent, between unwilling compliance and willing obedience, gets blurred. Hence, there arises a misperception at times: the colonial state has been described by some historians as ‘hegemonic’, i.e. as a state based on the willing obedience of subjects. We have argued in the earlier chapters that it is an incorrect perception in respect of the colonial state in India because the only evidence in its favour is supposed to be the absence of overt coercion, i.e. the absence of the use of armed forces, military weapons, etc. Let us consider the evidence, even if that entails some repetition. To begin with, a question that immediately arises is whether in the discourse of legitimacy the spokesmen and legal experts of the colonial state claimed willing obedience of the subjects as the basis of state legitimacy. The answer is that there is scarcely any such claim made in the contemporaneous discourse from Warren Hastings to Sir Courtenay Ilbert. In that discourse, as we have noted earlier, the source of sovereignty was claimed to be conquest as well as the transfer of sovereign rights by treaties and engagements made by previous possessors of sovereignty. There is no evidence of a contrary claim to legitimacy. It was far from their thoughts whether legitimacy rested on the subjects’ willing obedience.
Further, if historians in later times retrospectively attribute that legitimacy claim to the colonial state and, hence, ‘hegemony’ based on voluntary consent, that is tantamount to equating obedience under threat of force with willing obedience in the absence of such threat. It is true that after 1857 the armed forces were rarely used, but the vast proportion of the budget devoted to the army,5 the placement of army cantonments at strategic points in the subcontinent, the assiduous construction of transport network to make army deployment possible at short notice, the post-Mutiny policy of maintaining a large number of British regiments counterbalancing ‘native troops’, the restrictions on entry of natives into the position of Commissioned Officers, etc., indicate the importance of the army in the eyes of the builders and managers of the empire even in times of peace when army action was unnecessary. The conclusion is inescapable, that the capability of the army was important to secure peace and obedience. In any event, the use of the army for that purpose was the last resort, since the police force was the chief means of controlling the subjected people. A third means of ‘keeping peace’ or ensuring obedience was legislation to disarm India. In the years following the suppression of the rebellion of 1857, the British Indian government seized and destroyed weapons of all kinds in the affected areas and this was followed by Act XI of 1878, known as the Indian Arms Act, which disarmed all native Indian subjects. Keeping, making and dealing in arms, ranging from pistols to cannons, became a criminal offence unless a specific license was obtained from the government in each instance individually; a special racist feature of this law was the exemption of Europeans from the operation of the Act. This disarmament of the native subjects enabled the state to avoid armed intervention. To interpret the infrequency of such intervention as an evidence of willing obedience commanded by the colonial state is absurd. These are some of the empirical evidence which lead us to the conclusion that the claim that the colonial state was hegemonic in nature is incorrect. While Ranajit Guha refrained from providing such empirical evidence, his characterization of the colonial state as ‘dominance without hegemony’ was correct, though on other issues we might differ from his brilliant exposition.6 One hopes that this disposes of the dubious notion attributing willing compliance to the subjected people.
CIVIL SOCIETY VIS-À-VIS THE COLONIAL STATE
Another set of conceptual problems which belong to the top drawer of contemporary thoughts on Gramsci’s schema relate to the notion of ‘Civil Society’. Sunil Khilnani (2001) comments on the revival of the notion around the time Gramsci’s notebooks in prison were publicized and translated: ‘Although central to classical Western political theory, the concept of Civil Society was largely moribund during the days when state-led modernization dominated both liberal and Marxist conceptions of social change and development. It was recovered during the 1970s and 1980s. . . .’ 7 From the 1970s, arcane debates took place in the ranks of Marxologists on the use of the concept of civil society.
To start with, there was a section of Marxist opinion, which looked upon this concept as suspect, on the grounds that it was part of Hegelian heritage, that it is to be found only in Marx’s early works, and that it was discarded in his later works. A prominent exponent of this view was Louis Althusser (1918–90). His influence on Marxologists in India, especially since the English translation became available in 1970, was deep, if not widespread. Apropos of his analysis of Gramsci’s antinomies, Perry Anderson (1977) made a significant contribution to the debate. He showed that although the economic content of the concept of ‘civil society’ is superseded in Marx’s later writings by concepts of ‘forces and relations of production’, the term is retained by Marx to designate a whole range of non-state institutions. Further, in Gramsci, civil society does not refer to the sphere of economic relations, but is precisely contrasted with it as a system of superstructural institutions that is ‘intermediate between economy and state’.8 In Europe, these are the so-called private institutions, the church, trade unions, schools, etc. The wider connotation in Gramsci’s writings is not inconsistent with the later writings of Marx. If defined in a much more limited way with reference to economic relations alone, Althusser’s criticism of the civil society concept would be valid— perhaps not so much because of the Hegelian stigma, but simply on the ground of redundancy. The point is that it was not defined in that limited way by Marx or Gramsci.
The second problem in our way is that the familiar counterpoint between the state and civil society has been historically developed in European thinking, up to Hegel and since then, almost exclusively with reference to the European experience, and it is, in a way, unfamiliar in non-European societies. Is the notion of civil society relevant in the colonial context? Undoubtedly, the concept of civil society and the accompanying concept of hegemony have to be located in the European historical context. However, concepts and theories are conditioned by their experiential origins, not necessarily limited by them. Gramsci used the concepts of civil society and hegemony to analyse the structure of bourgeois power in Europe: but in our present context, some of these analytical tools are useful. This does not mean a simple extrapolation of Gramsci’s schema on the colonial scene. In fact, on the contrary, one should be careful to guard against the temptation to mistakenly identify theoretical generalizability with a certain non-specificity in some of Gramsci’s statements in the Prison Notebooks (a result of the prison conditions that constrained his freedom of expression).
Third, there is the problem of definitional shifts and, thus, room for substantially different interpretations of different parts of the main text where Gramsci elaborated and enriched the concepts of civil society and hegemony. Perry Anderson clarified this question by sorting out the definitional changes; especially those of ‘state’ and ‘civil society’, and demonstrated how ‘both the terms and relationship between them undergo different mutations’.9 Among the three Gramscian models he reconstructs, it is the first which seems most relevant to our problem. It illuminates the great divide between ‘class power’ and ‘state power’, between hegemony and domination. Anderson (1977) has represented the main Gramscian model, as follows:
	East Europe
	West Europe

	State
	Civil Society

	Civil Society
	State

	Coercion
	Consent

	Domination
	Hegemony


What is the specific significance of the state/civil society model in the colonial context? Its general significance is obviously its uses in exploring the distinction between societies where the State has primacy, and Civil Society is subject to coercion and domination, as distinct from societies where there prevails a class hegemony ensuring voluntary obedience to a state based on consent. Specifically in the colonial context, those digits of Gramsci’s analysis can also be useful in exploring the colonial state/ civil society relationship. Coercion was the ultimate basis of the colonial state, but without resort to direct use of coercion, the state’s domination was secured so long as the national bourgeoisie as a class did not pose a challenge by establishing its own hegemony over colonial civil society. Such a hegemony is, of course, hampered by the non-development of fully capitalist production relations due to colonial constraints, and hence, a coexistence of pre-capitalist and capitalist forms in a multi-structural economy. Thus hampered, the bourgeoisie have to depend on a class alliance which would include the rural rich and the educated urban middle classes. The consequence is the growth of a sort of bourgeois hegemony, aided and also haltered by that alliance, based on a consent which the British Indian subjects deny to the colonial state. This is the challenge to state power in the subtext of the struggle for independence. And this challenge develops towards acquiring a near monopoly of civil obedience. Thus, the independence struggle can be, if you so wish, read as a struggle between that ‘monopoly’ of civil obedience, i.e. a countervailing hegemony, and the ‘monopoly’ of coercion in the hands of the state. This dual monopoly model is, of course, an abstraction. The converse of hegemonic claim to civil obedience is, of course, civil disobedience vis-à-vis the colonial state. The term civil disobedience has a special meaning in the Indian National Movement since 1919, and has the disadvantage of carrying for Indians, an emotional penumbra; but the term, as it has been used here, is evidently not restricted to the forms of political struggle in post-1919 India under Gandhi’s leadership. To sum up, if one is looking at the configuration of state and civil society relationship in the long term historical perspective in the light of the Gramscian schematic, that configuration may be tentatively represented as follows:
	Colonial State
	versus
	Civil Society

	Coercion
		Countervailing Hegemony

	Domination
		‘Civil Disobedience’ against State


My schematic abstraction is not very satisfactory, but it serves the purpose of taking us to the core of the problem. The transition from unwilling compliance under colonial state domination to obedience to a class alliance which secures national bourgeois hegemony, the class alliances to be forged within a civil society where the ‘classness’ of many constituent fractions was not yet fully developed, and above all the representation of bourgeois class agenda as the supra-class national agenda, in aggregate, constituted an ideological battle. It was a ‘battle for consciousness’,10 to borrow Miliband’s expressive phrase in another context, and in this terrain, the educated urban middle classes played an important role. This was the class which was sometimes called ‘the Political Class’ in British Indian political discourse. For instance, the Governor-General in Council writes to the Secretary of State for India on 20 September 1930: ‘It is in the larger towns that are to be found those elements which give direction or active support to the political forces of the day . . . what you may call the political classes.’11 These were the ‘educated class’, as we have seen earlier, in the language of the Indian National Congress. Conventional historical writings are content with the term ‘middle class’. We may use the term ‘intelligentsia’, divorced from its historical associations in Russia or France, or a descriptive term ‘the educated urban middle classes’.
THE ‘INTELLIGENTSIA’
We need to look at the notion of the ‘intelligentsia’, or the ‘political class’, or ‘educated urban middle classes’, to appreciate not only the important role they played vis-à-vis the colonial state, but also to understand why Gramsci’s interpretative framework is important in the colonial context.
Steve Jones (2006) points out the centrality of the intelligentsia in Gramsci’s scheme. ‘Gramsci’s analysis of the intelligentsia is not simply a theory of revolutionary action but also an account of how authority has been exercised by dominant social groups. Gramsci observes that within modern capitalist society, the category of intellectuals has “undergone an unprecedented expansion”.’12 Some of them, Jones says, are seen by Gramsci as ‘autonomous of production even while they act in the interests of capitalism’. Another commentary on Gramsci from Paul Ransome (1992) elaborates on the wider social function of intellectuals: ‘each social group or class . . . generates a need for intellectuals who both represent the interests of the class and develop its ideational understanding of the world’.13 Earlier, Thomas Bates (1975) had similarly underlined the role of intellectual leadership in Gramsci’s writings: ‘The hegemonic struggle requires the leadership of intellectuals, for, on a mass scale, “critical self-consciousness” signifies historically and politically the creation of intellectual cadres. A human mass does not “distinguish” itself and does not become independent by itself ’ in Gramsci’s analysis, ‘without organizing itself (in a broad sense), and there is no organization without intellectuals . . .’.14 Apart from the Marxist expositions of Gramsci, from the 1960s onwards, there developed a huge social science literature on the intelligentsia or elite leadership, in consequence of the decolonization process and a widespread urge to understand the politics of newly independent Asian and African countries.
In that literature, we might note that while there is a surprising degree of agreement among social scientists on the salience of the role of the intelligentsia in underdeveloped, colonial or ex-colonial countries, there is a delightful diversity of nomenclature. ‘Elite’ is probably the reigning favourite, our old friend ‘western educated’ still finds employment to everyone’s surprise, and ‘modern intellectuals’ have distinguished adherents; however, ‘middle class’ is no longer considered very classy, and ‘neo-bourgeois’ is a bit of an upstart, and not seen in the best circles. The colonial intelligentsia, by whatever name they are called, were recognized as playing a crucial role in their society and polity. For instance, Edward Shils: ‘The gestation, births and continuing life of the new states of Asia and Africa, through all their vicissitudes, are in large measure the work of intellectuals. In no state formation in all human history have intellectuals played such a role.’15 Peter Worsley found the ‘predominance of the new intelligentsias’ a common element in the socio-political structure of Third World countries.16 Harry J. Benda went to the extent of describing the intellectuals or intelligentsia (he uses the terms as substitutable) as ‘the ruling class par excellence’ in non-Western societies.17
In the context of colonial India, the reason why the Gramscian interpretive approach became important from the 1970s, was that it provided a critique of the then dominant interpretation in terms of ‘elite analysis’. The main conceptual framework that gained dominance was ‘elite analysis’. Along with studies on South Asia, elite analysis was the framework employed in the study of many other colonial or ex-colonial countries, e.g. William R. Roff ’s (1967) study on Malaya, Tom Kersteins’s (1966) comparative study of India and Ghana, H.H. Smythe and M.M. Smythe (1960) on Nigeria, and P.C. Lloyd (1966) on tropical Africa.18 Edward Shils was perhaps the most eminent among sociologists who addressed themselves specifically to the problem. His work on Indian intellectuals, facing in Janus fashion, ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, has been influential, particularly his observations regarding their role in ‘civil politics’.19 In his view, intellectuals are ‘all persons with an advanced Western education and the intellectual concerns and skills ordinarily associated with it’.20 He makes no distinction between ‘intellectuals’ and the general body of the educated. The educated class he says have ‘a special calling from within’, and that explains their predominance in politics. That apart, Shils observes, during the colonial period, the unemployed intellectual was always a worry to the foreign ruler, and to constitutional politicians, and a grievance to the leaders of the independence movement.21
This figure of the ‘educated malcontent’ appears over and over again in the writings of historians of the Indian elite, Anil Seal (1968), J.H. Broomfield (1968) or B.B. Misra (1961). The work of J.H. Broomfield, Elite Conflict in a Plural Society (1968), deserves special attention because it is one of the few historical works which elaborately defines and systematically applies the ‘elite’ concept. He begins with the equation of the term elite with a local term of indigenous origin and known only in Bengal, the bhadralok. Broomfield uses this term ‘as an analytical category’22 and defines it as:
[a] socially privileged and consciously superior group, economically dependent upon landed rents and professional and clerical employment; keeping its distance from the masses by its acceptance of high-caste prescriptions and its command over education, sharing a pride in its language, its literate culture and its history; and maintaining its communal integration through a fairly complex institutional structure that it had proved remarkably ready to adapt and augment to extend its social powers and political opportunities.23
‘The use of the word underlines the cardinal fact that this was a status group [in Max Weber’s sense of the term] not an economic or occupational class.’24 Yet, Broomfield uses occupation as one of the differentia in defining the group and, what is more important, posits occupation as the only factor in the process of differentiation within this group. A weakness in this conceptual framework is that, while the characterization of the bhadralok emphasizes the status aspect, when it comes to processes or changes over time, Broomfield depends on the economic aspects for an explanation of the growth of that social group as well as differentiation within it.
Anil Seal (1968) also shares with Broomfield, a preference for a non-class conceptual scheme. He sees in India of the 1870s and 1880s, certain groups politically active and ‘since these groups can be largely identified with men educated in western styles, and since it was these men whose hopes and fears went into the building of the new associations that emerged as the Indian National Congress, a conceptual system based on elites, rather than on classes, would seem more promising’.25 And why were the elite politically active? ‘In large part the answer to the question why modern Indian politics began when they did, depends on defining the period when the [British] regime was no longer able to satisfy enough of these competing aspirations.’26 The educated malcontents, the job-hungry babus, dominate this scenario. One feature of this scenario is too obvious to be missed: it is, that ideology is assigned a marginal role in the explication of nationalist politics. Does this retrospective de-ideologization of nationalism offer an adequate explanation of what made men in leading positions, of ‘elite status’ if you prefer, jeopardize their individual fortunes in a struggle against heavy odds? If the answer is ‘interest’ then the question arises, whose interest? The individual’s or that of the ‘group’, the caste or community or whatever? Is there a congruence between the interests of the individual, say a leader of the ‘group’, and those of the group he leads? Is the interest of any such group just the aggregation of the individuals comprising the group? If the answer is ‘no’, then Seal’s use of the category group interest is unwarranted; if the answer is ‘yes’, why deny the aggregation of interests in the form of national interest? And finally, ‘interest’ in what sense, subjectively perceived or objective interest? How is subjective agreement on what the common interests are brought about except through ideology? Is it possible to identify the short-term goals of individuals or groups with their objective interests in the long run? These questions are not faced squarely in Seal’s work. The explanatory adequacy of this conceptual schema is judged here in terms of the implicit theory of motivation, aggregation of interests, and perceived and objective interests. In these respects, the poverty of the theoretical framework is perhaps due to an unconscious acceptance of premises of a dominant trend of thinking in the 1960s, ‘elite analysis’.
While one can argue about the success or failure of the above variants of the same conceptual and theoretical framework, the problem is the absence of such a framework in the other major work concerning the Indian intelligentsia, B.B. Misra’s Indian Middle Class (1961). He shows, like many Indian academics, a tendency to look upon the intelligentsia just as a subset of the category ‘middle-class’. Perhaps, this is in part, the result of the revival of interest in Britain and USA since the 1950s in ‘social stratification’, as seen in Yogendra Singh’s work (1974), and in the ‘middle class’ in particular: the works of G.D.H. Cole (1955), Roy Lewis and Angus Maude (1950) and David Riesman (1950) are representative of a trend which had an impact on India; Misra specifically mentions Lewis and Maude’s work as a formative influence.27 Misra is content with describing the middle class: ‘From the circumstances of their growth the members of the educated profession, such as government servants and lawyers, college teachers and doctors, constitute the bulk of the Indian middle class.’28 They also dominated the Indian National Congress and entered Legislative Council as Congressmen and the reason was their ‘thwarted aspirations of entry into the bureaucracy’.29 In a section on the ‘unemployed malcontents’30 this thesis is elaborated, it is an earlier and less sophisticated version of the theory of Seal and Broomfield in this respect. One commendable feature of this work is the recognition of the new relationship between ‘the literary and the business class’. ‘The middle classes in general advocated indigenous capitalist development. . . It tended to effect a radical change in the traditional relationship of the literary and business classes. The intellectual and the plutocrat; who had in the past pulled in opposite directions, were under the British drawn closer together. . . .’31
Misra, Seal and Broomfield are historians, and one might expect greater theoretical richness in the sociologists’ approach to the question. In the sociological studies of the intelligentsia, the stress has been mainly on the structure and recruitment of the so-called bureaucratic and professional elites, the occupational structure and ‘ethos’ of the educated professionals, à la Shils, e.g. T.B. Bottomore (1965), H. Tinker (1966), while the role of the political elite has been focused upon by R.S. Khare (1970) and D.B. Rosenthal (1970).32 There is little interest in the subject now, but for sociologists, then and now, the model consists of a plurality of elites, jostling each other for furtherance of their particular interests, and the boundary of each of these elites—bureaucratic, professional, intellectual, etc., is defined in terms of occupation. Insofar as there is an attempt to define relationships with the rest of society, it is in terms of simple elite-mass dichotomy. There has been no attempt to locate these numerous and ubiquitous elites in the overall class framework, nor is there the historical depth required to investigate the continuity and change in the elite role of the intelligentsia in political and civil society from colonial times onwards.
To sum up, there is a family resemblance between the conceptual frameworks of both historical and sociological studies of the role of the intelligentsia in colonial or ex-colonial societies. That approach, Frank Cunnigham (1975) said in his critique from the Marxist point of view, was ‘vitiated by a “narrow subjectivist interpretation of interests” and this approach was accompanied by ‘a crypto-functionalist theory of conflict which is unable to produce explanations of most long range social changes, and hence leads its adherents to piece-mealism.’33 Given the obvious inadequacies of ‘elite analysis’ of the 1960s and 1970s, one can appreciate the reason why Antonio Gramsci’s approach acquired many adherents.
At the same time, the replication of the Gramscian approach in the colonial context, has its inadequacies as well. Extending Gramscian analysis to the colonial countries of Asia and Africa calls for rethinking in order to accommodate their anti-imperialist struggle and the politics that went into nation making as well as the class alignments which developed in the run up to the formation of post-colonial successor states. The rejection of elite analysis is not enough. It provided a neat little box that worked in a limited sort of way for those who did not want to look beyond a plurality of elites, each trying to promote its own interest, jostling about in the limited space a foreign government gave to them; that paradigm failed to ask how to locate the so-called elite groups in relation to the overall class framework. Those who have addressed the question came up with two answers. One was to dismiss the elite as self-interested agents manipulating the political change which the anti-imperialist movement brought about in the Afro-Asian colonial countries, and the other was to elevate them to the status of missionaries of a national struggle where class interests were at most secondary, if they are at all to be recognized. Without entering the complex historiography of these mutually exclusive approaches, and the inadequacies in both of these approaches, we need to recognize the fact that considering the historical importance of the anti-imperialist struggle in the Asian and African colonial possessions of the European Powers, and the historical continuity of class alignments, we cannot dismiss the nationalist movements in these countries, their class composition, and the eventual emergence of claimants to hegemony in the post-colonial successor state. The need for that broader perspective persuaded us to refer, in the Introduction to this volume, to recent research on African and Asian countries demonstrating continuities between the colonial and post-colonial state and society.
CLASS STRUCTURE AND CONTESTING STATE DOMINATION
It is our contention that the character and the role of the group variously known as the elite, intellectuals, intelligentsia, educated middle class, etc., in colonial India, cannot be adequately analysed unless we frame the problematic with reference to the historical specificities of the colonial class structure. Here we have to reiterate a point made earlier, that the structural characteristic of South Asian countries (I have in mind mainly India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka) in the colonial period was that capitalist relations were not sufficiently generalized.34
There was in this respect a qualitative difference from the metropolitan areas of the world which today are called countries of the North. While in the countries of the North in the 19th and 20th centuries capitalist relations adequately, if not always exhaustively, defined and specified the class structure, in colonial South Asia, right up to World War II and perhaps even beyond that pre-capitalist and capitalist organization of economic life coexisted. The resultant stratification or class structure is inchoate, in the process of being formed and classes, particularly the working class, were in the stage of incomplete transition to capitalism. Even four decades ago in India one could travel from the industrial city of Jamshedpur into the countryside to the south and virtually travel through time; one could meet industrial wage workers in a capitalist enterprise using advanced technology, and at the other end of scale people in the hunting and gathering stage of civilization while travelling for less than three hundred miles from Jamshedpur to say the Bastar forests.35
This coexistence of different production regimes (different ‘stages’ of evolution to the capitalist mode, according to one view) imparted a peculiar character to the class structure in colonial South Asia. In Marxist writings of the late twentieth century, this was called ‘a multi-structural economy’, a consequence of the slow and stunted growth of capitalism under colonial constraints. Non-Marxist observers also recognized the incomplete transition. Given this situation, it was not possible for capitalist interests to strike for power. However, the fact that India did not experience the replication of the European pattern of development, the rise to power of their national bourgeoisie, does not necessarily mean that state domination is an inevitability. The claimant to power in the post-colonial future, the capitalist class in alliance with the rural rich and the urban middle classes, were able in the last decades before political independence, to pursue an agenda towards developing a countervailing hegemony vis-à-vis the dominant colonial state. Representatives of the interests of national capital endeavoured: to mediate between participants in different regimes of production relations, pre-capitalist and capitalist, towards forging an alliance which would challenge the domination of the colonial state; to develop an ideology that represented the interest of the capitalist class as ‘national interest’, on the ground that the primary conflict was between indigenous and foreign capital; and to muffle class conflict in the rhetoric of mutuality and complementarity of interests of owners of industry and industrial workers, landlords and farmers, employers and employees, etc., so as to present a common front in the anti-imperialist political struggle. Although ultimately and objectively, these moves served the interests of national capital, particularly industrial capital, the endeavour was perceived as a national cause by a wide enough section of the subjects of the colonial state to bring into existence a paradigm of hegemony in place of domination, political power based on consent in place of unwilling compliance. That is what we have called a countervailing hegemony confronting the colonial state.
In this process, the intelligentsia played an important role. There are many limitations to be kept in mind when we talk of the intelligentsia as a collectivity. First, it is an intermediate category which stubbornly resists definition of its boundaries. At the cost of some simplification, we can say that the predominant majority of the intelligentsia is a part of the petty-bourgeoisie (in terms of objective class division, leaving aside the criterion of consciousness for the present). The long-standing debate on the stratification of ‘white-collar’ workers and the class termed by Nicos Poulantzas36 as the ‘new petty-bourgeoisie’, can be fortunately bypassed since it is more relevant to advanced capitalist societies. We would note, however, that even with limited industrial development, there is from the intelligentsia, some spillover to the class above, sometimes to the extent of participation in a marginal way in capitalist enterprise as investors and functionaries.
Second, the intelligentsia is far from being homogeneous in some respects: it contains large income differences, differing levels of educational attainments, varying structures of opportunity and life chances for individuals, and varying ‘status’ in society. Though from the beginning to the end of colonial rule, a substantial section of them were in government service, and, thus, indirect participants in the mechanism of coercion and domination of the colonial state, in the twentieth century, diversification of occupations reduced the proportion of middle class people in government employment. So far as their position in the social division of labour is concerned, the intelligentsia were chiefly in the ‘service sector’, not directly involved in material production. They were located in a wide range of levels from routine non-manual work to decision making positions. Entry into these occupations was controlled by educational prerequisites, usually ‘western’ education. Thus developed, a cultural identity and solidarity of the intelligentsia, an epiphenomenon or a contingent feature, subject to fragmentation. Broomfield (1968) is compelled to divide his status category, the bhadralok, into economic subgroups including lower class bhadralok. The inequalities within the intelligentsia get enlarged, and life situations get more diversified as a result of whatever little advance capitalism makes. Thus begins the process of decomposition of the petty-bourgeoisie. M.N. Roy, in 1922, suggestively characterized the ‘petty-intellectual workers’ as a ‘different kind of proletariat’.37
Third, the intelligentsia as a group, is subject to considerable change in composition over time with growing recruitment into and slippage out of this group. Though social placement, in terms of Weberian status, is not entirely the result of education, entry into the intelligentsia’s occupational roles certainly was. Caste barriers, unequal access to education, the expensive character of advanced education (i.e. expensive in relation to the level of national income), the reinforcement of pre-colonial non-class stratification as a result of monopolization of access to professions in some groups, the differential advantages enjoyed by second or third generations of professional families—all these factors were significant hindrances to social mobility. Thus, in the late nineteenth and the early half of the twentieth century, it was a relatively high status social group where entry was not easy; in the latter half of the twentieth century, an upper section of the intelligentsia remained in place, but in the lower deck, there occurred an expansion of population through cheaper channels of education and diversification of occupations which accommodated what was tantamount to educated coolie labour. In thinking of the intelligentsia we are talking about here, we have to bear in mind this change in the composition of that social group.
Fourth, although in the existing literature that we have cursorily surveyed, conventionally, both the terms intelligentsia and intellectuals are used to denote the same group, it may be useful to make a distinction here, between the intellectuals and the intelligentsia. The terms have, of course, been divorced from their original narrow connotation in nineteenth-century France and Russia. All intellectuals are members of the intelligentsia, or almost all are, but not every member of the intelligentsia is an intellectual. If we define as intellectuals all who were educated (as Edward Shils does), we lose sight of the social function of the intellectual. If we define only creative ideology producers as truly members of the intelligentsia, we reduce the denotation of the term to a narrow list of individuals who hardly constitute a social group. Shils includes among ‘intellectuals’ persons in ‘civil service, journalism, law, teaching (particularly college and university, but also secondary school teaching), and medicine’.38 No doubt these professions ‘require either intellectual certification or intellectual skill’, but not all these professions allow its members to function in society as intellectuals. Here one recalls, Antonio Gramsci’s paradox, that in a sense, all men are intellectuals, but not all perform the function of intellectuals.39 Marx, in German Ideology, called intellectuals ‘active, conceptive ideologists’.40 We may use the term intellectual with that connotation. The groups described by Shils as ‘intellectuals’ should properly be termed ‘intelligentsia’. It is interesting to recall that W.F. Wertheim (1956) distinguished ‘intellectuals in Indonesia’ from ‘near-intellectuals’.41 Of the category, intelligentsia, intellectuals form a subset distinguished by their special role as producers and transmitters of ideology. Thus, R.C. Dutt was a civil servant, B.C. Pal a journalist, B.G. Tilak a journalist, and M.K. Gandhi a lawyer—but not all colleagues in their professions were intellectuals, though they were certainly members of the intelligentsia. We should add, that there seems to be no reason to exclude the traditional learned professions from the intelligentsia: in the ideological cultural realm, they sometimes played a crucial role, in nationalist politics, e.g. in the formation of Pakistan and Indonesia.
With such qualifications in mind, we can talk of the intelligentsia as a collectivity. Out of this intelligentsia, there arose some who were able, through their theoretical comprehension of colonial realities and historical movement, to assume the role of what Gramsci called ‘organic intellectuals’. Such intellectuals did not, of course, constitute a class. They represented class interests. Thus, they were surrogate spokesmen of the industrial and commercial capitalist class in general, but some of them also became spokesmen of the interests of the oppressed peasantry and the industrial working class. They were able to mediate between various social segments in a society vertically and horizontally divided, and, thus, they were perceived by the bureaucracy as the ‘political class’. They brought about an alliance across social and economic divisions. In terms of Marxian categories, while the intelligentsia, in respect of their social position, constituted a subset of the category petty-bourgeois, the social function the intelligentsia, and in particular, the intellectuals performed, was to establish national bourgeois hegemony. This was the historical role of the predominant part of the colonial intelligentsia. The opportunity to do so developed under a class alliance which the intelligentsia conceptualized and nurtured.
If contesting the domination of the colonial state (based on the unwilling compliance of its subjects) was a possibility, if we suppose the political agency of one or more political parties, what would be their strategy for collecting the willing support of a substantial section of the subjects of the British Indian government towards that end? Who were the actors in the scenario, possible partners in an alliance? Let us for the moment use everyday language and forget categories like national bourgeoisie, the intelligentsia, and so forth. Among the actors are the big farmers, the small farmers and the landless agricultural workers as well as some small traders and moneylenders in the countryside; in the towns and cities, there are members of the business class, the middle classes in various occupations requiring a modicum of education, and the urban poor who found employment in factories and workshops as well as in the service sector. Who among them would strike for power, or even begin to contest the colonial state’s domination? The business class was as yet weak, some of them were involved in subordinate collaboration with foreign capital, the independent indigenous capitalist was far from being technologically advanced enough to challenge British industrial might, and all of them were keenly aware of the high cost of being seen as opponents of the government. Nor would a national party find enough general public support for a political agenda where the interests of the business class were exclusively focused upon. Therefore, political support from various social groups had to be mobilized, and the best partners national capital could find were the rural rich and the urban middle classes.
The big farmers were partners with the petty traders and moneylenders in a local oligarchy; moreover, the big farmers had control over the small farmers, tenant cultivators, and landless agricultural labourers whom they employed in cultivation, and sometimes the rich farmers engaged in moneylending and trading as well. An overwhelming majority of the poor peasantry, in a state of subordination to rich farmers and moneylenders and bond masters, were not free agents any way in the economic and political domain. The urban middle classes were the most vocal, and took the lead in articulating issues pertaining not only to their own class interests but also the interests and aspirations of other classes. Such a surrogate role was possible and necessary. It was possible because a large section of the educated middle class were not in government employ, they were equipped to take advantage of the civil rights (limited though they might have been) which British Indian administration allowed, and they were able to rise above local or regional interest networks to adopt a wider perspective. Such surrogate spokesmen were a necessity. The reason was that due to the failure of capitalist production relationships to be sufficiently generalized, the ‘classes’ we have been talking of, were in an inchoate state, in a process of transition to being full-fledged participants in a capitalist system, and, therefore, in need of surrogate spokesmen to articulate their interests. There was a need for spokesmen who pitched the discourse at a national level above locality and region. The peasantry, rich or poor, displayed their inherent tendency to be circumscribed by localness and that inability to act as a class. Even the business class, which served an extra-regional national market, and had the benefit of experience of negotiating with the Indian government as pressure groups, needed their spokesmen, the nationalist economists who pleaded their case in the court of public opinion as well as bureaucratic decision-making forums. The working class in factories, mines, and plantations, were the worse off. With a low degree of ‘class-ness’, unable to articulate their own interests due to the absence of literacy (one does not meet among them the autodidacts who speak to us in the pages of E.P. Thompson or Eric Hobsbawm), dependent on the leadership of ‘outsiders’, and disadvantaged by their numerical insignificance in the total economically active population (as a proportion of the EAP (Economically Active Population) was never more than 10 per cent), the working class was bound to be left out of the process of formation of the incipient class alliance. The rural poor were similarly left out.
Let us stop to look for a while at these losers. Arguably, we are looking at the same class in the cities and the countryside, people one may call ‘the labouring poor’. Commonly, when we talk of the working class, we focus upon wage labour under full-fledged industrial capitalism. This tends to obscure from our vision, the historically observed tendency of the simultaneous existence of plural forms of labour, whose boundaries were not only so permeable as to permit periodic migrations between these forms, but were also so elastic that workers could be drawn into more than one labour form at the same time. Defying our academic categories, there were, and there still are, movements from one labour form to another (or simultaneous participation in more than one labour form), e.g. the movement from labour as poor peasant and sharecropper to labour as agricultural wage worker and migrant labour force, to labour in mines, plantations, construction, transport, etc., and finally, to wage work in the factories in the cities as well as employment in ‘the informal sector’. It seems that if we consider this fluidity, the multiform nature of labour, the porosity of the boundaries between conventional class categories, and the fact that individuals and families are simultaneously located in more than one of the conventional class categories which contrapose wage labour and non-wage labour, it will be appropriate to use the broad category, ‘the labouring poor’, to describe all of those whose means of livelihood is the realization of the value of labour power in these various forms. ‘Labouring poor’ may be a fuzzy concept without sharp edges at the boundaries, but that is precisely why it matches the fuzziness of the reality of ‘transitional’ economies. The advantage of thinking in terms of the category ‘labouring poor’, is that it enables us to see how the fates of the rural poor and the urban poor are linked. They were the losers in the emerging dispensation under an alliance of the business class, the urban middle class, and the rural rich.
It helps us to get back to what was happening on the ground if we look at how the decision makers in the colonial state assessed the situation. Viceroy Irwin and his Executive Council, i.e. those heading the chief departments of government, wrote in 1930, a dispatch to the Secretary of State in London about their assessment in these words: ‘The time has passed when it was safe to assume the passive consent of the governed. The new [constitutional] system must be based as far as possible on the willing consent of a people whose political consciousness is steadily being awakened.’42 Why are the custodians of the colonial state talking about the consent of the governed? In the past, there were sectional interests based on caste, religion, etc., but that was to be expected at a time when ‘broader ideas have not yet succeeded in establishing themselves’ and there was also ‘local and provincial patriotism’. It was also comforting to the rulers to reflect on the fact that the anti-British struggle was founded mainly on ‘support from the educated Hindus of all classes . . . [who] have not actually joined’ but ‘have shown unmistakable sympathy with its aims’, and that the minority communities ‘are concentrating their attention on the protection of their rights’. But even the minority community, the Indian government apprehends, ‘to a large extent share in these broad nationalist aspirations’. Therefore, in 1930, having experienced the impact of the Non-Cooperation and Civil Disobedience Movements, the governing authorities apprehended that something new had appeared in the political scene:
All these indicate the real emergence of a public opinion and a general will, in a form however restricted, expressing themselves through the relations which most closely concern and interest the masses of the people. Forces of this kind reach elements of the population which are untouched by the ideas of nationalism, but it must be remembered that they are always at hand to be utilized for nationalist ends.
When the decision makers in the Government of India begin to talk about the consent of the government and ‘general will’, perhaps one may read that as an anticipation of a challenge to the domination of the colonial state, the development of a countervailing hegemony of an alliance of diverse interests.
THE IDEOLOGY OF NON-CLASS POLITICS
If indeed, many classes were to be aggregated in an alliance in the anti-British struggle, and support and compliance secured from different classes, an ideology purportedly of a non-class or multi-class character was a necessity. In a manner, this need was addressed in the Gandhian and Nehruvian approach to the class issue.
At the cost of some simplification, it may be generalized that two dominant ideas guided the elite leadership at the head of the intelligentsia in the crucial political decades from the 1920s to the 1940s: the idea that it was possible to reconcile the interests of landlords and dependent peasantry, or those of capitalists and the industrial working class, postulating mutuality of interests; second, the idea that even though such a reconciliation proved to be unrealistic, prioritizing a united anti-imperialist struggle over divisive class objectives was a political necessity. By and large, the Gandhians are associated with the first approach, and the second approach was Nehruvian. In order to understand the ideological basis of the type of class alliance envisaged in the agenda for building a countervailing hegemony, we might take a look at these approaches.
Mahatma Gandhi’s fundamental ideas on class relations were in the process of forming at Champaran, and then at the Ahmedabad mills in a massive strike in 1918, but these ideas found clearest expression in the next few years in his writings in Young India and Nava Jivan, often reflecting on his experience in the Non-cooperation Movement in Bombay. We choose to focus on the relationship between capital and labour, since that was where conflict was most acute in contemporary perception. The basic ideas may be summed up as follows:
First, he stresses the mutuality of interests of the worker and the employer. He took care to point out, even when the Non-Cooperation Movement was at its peak, that ‘there is no Non-cooperation going on with capital and capitalists’.43 Malaviya, acting as arbitrator in the Ahmedabad mill strike in October 1921, stated the nationalist objective clearly: ‘to promote harmonious cooperation between labor and capital in the further development of a great and growing national industry’.44 A few weeks earlier, Gandhi had similarly exhorted Ahmedabad mill hands ‘to identify themselves with the interests of the millowners’. Thus, the workers ‘will rise and with them will rise the industries of our country’.45 Gandhi often preferred to convey this message in terms of familial relationship. With reference to the strike in Bombay, he wrote on 8 June 1921: ‘there is only one royal road before you, viz., to elevate the workmen by creating between the two parties [i.e. workmen and millowners] family relationship’. This is contrasted to the European class relationship where ‘the laborer does not trust the capitalist and the capitalist has no faith in the laborer. . . . They fight to the bitter end.’46
Second, Gandhi stresses the notion of justice and fair wages. In some stray passages, in the pages of Young India (particularly in 1921, a year of industrial strife), an approach to a definition of ‘fair wages’ was hinted at. Thus, ‘a respectable proportion between dividends, wages and prices’47 is desired; ‘the profits of the big concerns must bear relation to the wages of the workers’.48 ‘When the laborer asks for enough wages to enable him to maintain himself and to educate his children decently’, that is defined by Gandhi as ‘an altogether lawful demand’.49 Fair wages is posited as a mean between the employers’ desire for ‘maximum service with minimum payment’ and the labourers’ desire for ‘maximum pay with minimum work’.50 One fails to notice anything closer to a definition of fair wages than these statements. Gandhi does concede that workers justly ‘regard themselves as being chiefly instrumental in enriching their employers’ and, that, ‘in the struggle between capital and labor, it may be generally said that more often than not the capitalists are in the wrong box’.51
Third, the concept of ‘non-violence’ is extended to the realm of labour-capital relations.
It would be suicidal if the laborers rely upon their numbers or brute force i.e. violence. . . . If, however, they take their stand on pure justice and suffer in their person to secure it, not only will they always succeed but they will reform their masters, develop industries, and both master and man will be as members of one and the same family.52
At the same time, Gandhi applied the notion of ‘brute force’ to unjust practices of employers as well. Writing about the European tea plantations in Assam, and the many labour protests about this time, he declared that interests ‘supported merely by brute force but not by people’s good will’, and, thus, ‘based on injustice’ could not possibly ‘survive the fire of Noncooperation’.53 Here, Gandhi seems to have recognized institutionalized coercion in the employer-employee relationship as a product of ‘brute force’ at par with overt violence in workers’ action. His concept of nonviolence led him to the rather singular conclusion that on the occasion of strike or hartal ‘an employee who gives himself leave uses violence, for he commits a criminal breach of contract of his service’.54 Further, strikes brought about ‘violence in the shape of intimidation, incendiarism’ and so forth55 as well as ‘violence used against non-strikers’.56 While Gandhi regarded strikes in this light, he conceded, as we shall see later, the legitimacy of strikes in particular situations. Gandhi’s attitude to strike action was derived from his central notion of volition as an essential element in the individual’s association with or dissociation from collective action of any manner, ranging from obedience to the state to the smallest act of disobedience. He was particularly wary of latent ‘violence’ in ‘political strikes’ in association with his own Non-Cooperation and Civil Disobedience Movements; thus, he characterized the strikes in Bombay mills on the occasion of the boycott of celebrations of the visit of the Prince of Wales on 17 November 1921, as ‘criminal disobedience’.57 Strikes are, thus, the last resort. ‘Strikes should not be risked without previous negotiations with the mill-owners. If the mill-owners resort to arbitration, the principle of panchayat should be accepted.’58 In an essay entitled ‘Wages and Values’ in 1921, he put it more strongly: ‘I know that strikes are an inherent right of the working men for the purpose of securing justice, but they must be considered a crime immediately the capitalists accept the principle of arbitration.’59
Notwithstanding these representative statements of Gandhi’s position on class issues, and the care he took to keep the labouring classes out of hasty involvement in the Non-Cooperation Movement, it did not necessarily prevent the Congress under his leadership from forming links with class organizations. The most visible demonstration of this was their prominent participation in the All-India Trades Union Congress (AITUC) at the founding session in Bombay on 31 October 1920 (a gathering of 801 delegates representing 60 unions; 42 other unions expressed their support but could not send delegates).60 The President was Lajpat Rai, who had presided over the Calcutta session of the Indian National Congress a month earlier. Among the leaders who attended the AITUC session were Annie Besant, C.F. Andrews, Motilal Nehru, Vithalbhai Patel, and those involved specifically in labour problems like N.M. Joshi, Diwan Chaman Lall and B.P. Wadia.61 The Indian National Congress ideological stance on the labour question was clearly reflected in Baptista’s plea for ‘the higher idea of partnership’ between the workers and capitalists, and Lajpat Rai’s programme, ‘organise, agitate, educate’.62 Moreover, in 1920, at Nagpur, the Indian National Congress, for the first time since the beginning of the century, adopted two resolutions specifically addressed to the labour question.63 The first resolution read: ‘The Congress expresses its fullest sympathy with the workers of India in their struggle for securing their legitimate rights through the organisation of trade unions.’64 The second resolution expressed similar sentiments and requested the All-India Congress Committee to appoint a committee. It is of interest that the second resolution was so framed that it seemed to be directed only against foreign capital: ‘This Congress is of opinion that Indian labour should be organised with a view to improve and promote their well-being and secure to them their just rights, and to prevent the exploitation (1) of Indian labour, (2) of Indian resources by foreign agencies.’65 INC at its Gaya session in 1922, again resolved: ‘this Congress, while welcoming the move made by the All-India Trades Union Congress and various Kisan Sabhas in organizing the workers of India, hereby appoints a Committee . . . to assist the Executive Council of the AITUC for the organisation of Indian labour . . . to improve and promote their well-being and secure their just rights’.66 Even a man far to the Left, Comintern member M.N. Roy, wrote in December 1921, that although the Congress leadership lacked what he called ‘a scientific understanding of the various social forces’, particularly the peasantry and the working class, Gandhi had, indeed, broken ‘the class insularity’ of the Congress. There was in progress, an effort to make the Congress ‘truly representative of the national aspirations of all classes of Indians’. In this endeavour, non-violent non-cooperation was ‘the only road open to Indian patriots under the present regime of force’.67 This positive assessment was rejected by Roy himself later, but many observers like him perceived resolutions of the Congress and the participation of the top echelon of the nationalist leadership in the AITUC, even if Gandhi conspicuously remained aloof, as the signal of an effort to incorporate the burgeoning labour movement within the frame of the National Movement.68
However, while Congress contact with the trade unions lasted, its influence over the AITUC attenuated through the 1920s. For one thing, the withdrawal of the Non-Cooperation campaign in 1922 itself, was a reason for the decline in enthusiasm in the AITUC. While the first two sessions of the AITUC attracted a large number of khadi (cotton clad), Gandhi capped delegates, the number of delegates fell precipitately in the following years: from 801 delegates in 1920, to 100 in 1923, to 150 in 1924, to 66 in 1925, and to 100 in 1926.69 The Labour Committee appointed by the National Congress in 1922 was conspicuously inactive. Nor did the big leaders in the Working Committee take any notice of them. The members of INC’s committee on labour matters included C.F. Andrews, J.M. Sengupta, and Singaravelu Chettiar. The few surviving papers of the AITUC (now available at the Nehru Memorial Library, New Delhi) of this period suggest that it was Andrews who served as liaison on behalf of Congress and Gandhi, and N.M. Joshi was his confidant in the AITUC.70 No report from the committee is available in the AICC papers, no action in this regard was discussed by the Working Committee of the Indian National Congress; a typical note in a Working Committee minute: ‘Labour organisation: Nothing to be done in view of the weakness of the present AICC finances.’71 The lethargy of the Congress on this front pushed pro-labour enthusiasts like K.N. Joglekar out of the Congress. The drift to the Left was natural, for the action from the 1930s, was in the ranks of the new Left leadership, men like S.A. Dange, B.T. Ranadive, R.S. Nimbkar, Muzaffar Ahmed, and others organizing the labouring class.
The man who seemed to stand against this drift and apathy towards labour in the Congress, was Jawaharlal Nehru. He was prepared to accept that class conflict was a fact that could not be wished away, at the same time, he was keen on building unity across the class divide, since the primary task was in the area of the struggle against imperial rule. And Nehru seems to have been aware of a potential internal contradiction in this position.
One of his major statements in this regard was his Presidential speech at Nagpur where he said that class war is a fact of history and further: ‘For those at the top it is easy to ignore it and to preach moderation and goodwill.’72 A few years later, Nehru reflected on the 1928–30 period: while ‘the labour movement was becoming class-conscious, militant’ and ‘the political situation was also developing fast’ under Congress leadership, ‘the two were separate and unconnected’. Nehru claimed that in this period ‘such importance as I possessed as a socialist worker lay in the fact that I happened to be a prominent Congressman’, whereas the majority in the Congress ‘thought largely in terms of the narrowest nationalism’.73
It was not unexpected that Nehru in this statement would like to think of himself as a ‘socialist worker’. With his friends in the British Labour Party, his association with international labour leaders in the League Against Imperialism from 1927–31, his election as President of the All-India Trades Union Congress in 1928 with S.A. Dange and Muzaffar Ahmed as other office bearers, his record of supporting the communist Girni Kamgar Union of Bombay (his casting vote as President admitted Girni Kamgar Union into the AITUC)—and the rare ‘theoretical’ comments he made on class issues in politics, led to an expectation that he would resist the surrender of the Congress to the Gandhian position outlined earlier. Nehru occasionally, did take a radical position, particularly in the late 1920s. In September 1928, his address to the All Bengal Students’ Conference was mainly directed against those who fear the word ‘socialism’ out of plain ignorance.74 In the Bombay Presidency Youth Conference in December 1928, he was very forthright: ‘Ally yourself to the masses of the country—the peasantry and the industrial worker. . . . And if you do so you will automatically avoid the pitfalls of reformism and petty compromise.’75 In February 1929, in a speech at Lahore, he condemned the principle of gradualism in progress towards socialism and ridiculed the government which ‘sees red in everything’.76 He wrote in March 1929 to R.R. Bakhale of his distress at the tendency of N.M. Joshi to ‘take things lying down’, meaning Joshi’s silence about the arrest of labour leaders.77 In May 1929, he issued press statements in support of the communists in Girni Kamgar Union of Bombay.78 In July 1929, he writes as President of Great Indian Peninsular (GIP) Railway Kamgar Union to his secretary, Johri: ‘the policy pursued by the conservatives is harmful to the trade union movement as a whole’—and he warned Johri that the moderates would soon split away from AITUC.79 Thus, Nehru was conducting in the late 1920s, a regular campaign against the tendency to brush under the carpet class issues, and against what he sometimes called ‘gradualism’.
While on the one hand, such a stance was taken by Nehru, he also prioritized the support that was due to the Indian National Congress as a united movement, whatever be the claims of the labouring classes. His sympathy for the labouring classes and his appreciation of the work of the trade union leadership notwithstanding, the scale was swayed by the mass and volume of popular support that the Indian National Congress could mobilize through links with the labour movement. Time and again, Nehru made this point and he made no bones about it even when he was addressing the trade union leadership. ‘Of course everyone knows’, he wrote to D.B. Kulkarni, ‘that the Congress is not a labour organization. It does not pretend to be one. To expect it to act as a pure labour organization is a mistake.’80 When C.B. Joshi of the GIP Railway Union proposed a labour organization to be set up under Nehru’s leadership, Nehru decidedly declined: ‘All my activities must be through the Congress.’81 These are instances which illustrate our contention that the Congress position outweighed all other factors in Nehru’s mind. This was because he thought that the struggle for independence must have priority over all else, and the Congress was the only effective instrument towards that end, whatever may be his personal difference with the party line. This was clearly articulated by Nehru in 1931 in his speech to the mill workers in Bombay: ‘The Congress has now become really a mass organization and if any section of the Indian community keeps aloof from it, it will in no way do any harm to the Congress, but it will certainly weaken that section.’82 Two turning points in Nehru’s political career illustrate his total dependence on the Indian National Congress. The first of these was Nehru’s silence in 1934, soon after the withdrawal of the Civil Disobedience Movement, when the Congress accepted a resolution denouncing the notion of class war as repugnant to the spirit of nonviolence, and recommending ‘healthier relationship between capital and labour’.83 The second event was at the Lucknow Congress of 1936: Nehru’s Presidential address spoke of affiliation of working class trade unions and peasant organizations to the Congress party in a more proactive way. But as business leader, Ghanshyam Das Birla noted: ‘no new commitments were made by the Congress. Jawaharlal’s speech in a way was thrown into the waste paper basket, because all the resolutions that were passed were against the spirit of his speech.’84 Nehru accepted this victory of the old guard and nominated them to the Working Committee (the only three socialists out of the ten nominated were Narendra Deva, J.P. Narayan and Achyut Patwardhan). Nehru rationalized: ‘I felt that bourgeois as the outlook of the National Congress was, it did represent the only effective revolutionary force in the country. . . . And I hoped that the course of events and the participation in direct action would inevitably drive the Congress to a more radical ideology and to face social and economic issues.’85 Later, with his usual intellectual honesty, he reflected upon this position and wrote that his expectations came to nothing: ‘It was, perhaps, a vain hope, for nationalism can go far in a socialistic or proletarian direction by ceasing to be nationalism.’86
To some contemporary observers, the non-class approach to politics in the Gandhian approach as well as the Nehruvian position on multi-class unity, were ab initio based on wrong postulates. Sir David Petrie, the astute head of the British Indian Intelligence Department, attempted in his own fashion, a class analysis of the situation. ‘Generally speaking, there has been little identity of interest between the average member of the Congress and the labouring classes.’87 He held the view that ‘the cause of labour . . . was likely to be second to personal interests’ of the leaders; ‘it remains to be seen how some of the Congress leaders would reconcile their capitalist interests with the proposals that the labour movement should be directed into the path of class war’. Petrie appeared to be correct in his description of what was happening. First, ‘the Congress has long coquetted with the idea of capturing labour’, but ‘the activities of the Congress in this direction have amounted to little more than a mere pious resolution’; only a few, such as Jawaharlal Nehru and Subhas Chandra Bose, ‘more as individuals than as Congress members . . . have identified themselves with labour’; there remained between the industrial workers and Congress as a body, a ‘lack of any bond of interest or sympathy’. Second, even if the Congress tries earnestly to capture labour, Petrie predicts, ‘it will not have things entirely its own way’, and it will meet very active opposition from the communists who ‘have been antagonistic to the Congress as a bourgeois organisation which was scarcely less hostile to the interests of labour than British capitalism itself ’. Such opposition would be active in Calcutta; this would be ‘still more true of Bombay’. As Petrie expected, the communist critique of the Congress claim to represent all classes was sharp and uncompromising. Muzaffar Ahmed in 1928 asked: ‘What will be the Kidgery system’ [i.e. the mixture] that would unite ‘the tiger and goat?’ (i.e. the exploiter and the exploited). ‘The exploited and the exploiters can never unite in this world.’88 Likewise, K.N. Joglekar and R.S. Nimbkar in 1927, proposed that the Congress programmes are ‘of benefit only to an insignificant section of the people, the big capitalists and their allies, the intellectual and professional upper classes. . . . In the interests of the vast majority of the people it is urgently necessary to force the Congress from the narrow shackles of class interests.’89 The Communist International in 1931 argued that so long as ‘the National Congress could manoeuvre and fool the masses, pretending to be a national, non-class organization’, ‘so long as the propaganda of class cooperation . . . i.e. the subjection of the working class to the leadership and interests of the national bourgeoisie’ continued to ‘influence the proletariat in the dis-organizing sense, so long will this propaganda prevent the proletariat from freeing itself from the influence of national reformism’.90 The Left criticism was forceful, but the point perhaps, was not whether the Indian National Congress was objectively a ‘national non-class’ organization, which it evidently was not, but whether it was perceived as such by a sufficiently large section of the people to enable it to develop a class alliance in the task of challenging colonial state power.
The alliance we spoke of earlier, is no doubt an abstract schema. The actual course of historical events was much more complicated. The schematics outlined, allow us to reflect on the foreshadowing of the characteristics of the post-colonial state, ‘the intermediate regime’, which Michal Kalecki (1964), K.N. Raj (1973) and others analysed in the years following the demise of the colonial state.91 In Kalecki’s schematics, the senior partner in the alliance in control of the post-colonial state was capital, primarily industrial capital. We may now look at the role of that class in the period we are concerned with by examining some aspects of the actual course of historical events.
BUSINESS INTERESTS AND MATTERS OF STATE
An interesting exchange took place in 1929 between Sir Dorabji Tata and G.D. Birla. Tata wrote that ‘our political leaders have failed to safeguard the interests of the country’, and desired a ‘strong capitalist organization’ for political intervention.92 Birla wrote back that it would be counterproductive to set up such a party. ‘What we capitalists can do . . . [is to] cooperate with those who through constitutional means want to change the government for a national one.’93 These letters in the collection of private correspondence of another business leader, Sir Purshottamdas Thakurdas, are revealing. The road to political power was through the path paved by intermediaries, and in this instance, Birla had in mind, the conservative section of the Indian National Congress.
However, that does not mean that the Congress, or leading members of the intelligentsia, were to become tools in the hands of the business class; that is a sort of simple-minded conspiracy theory which is not supported by evidence. On the other hand, the view that the nationalist leaders were supported by business leaders who were motivated by patriotism alone to get close to the Congress and some of its leaders, is also not sustainable. We need to look closely at the evidence which we present below.
The ideology of economic nationalism had, since the late nineteenth century, paved the way for the alignment of indigenous business interests with the Indian National Congress. But that path was not equally easy for all. Middle class interests were not so inconsistent with the kind of agitational politics the Congress had launched since 1919. For capitalist interest groups, such politics was fraught with many threats: in the short run, association with the Congress and agitational politics would cost businessmen the government’s goodwill; further, interest group leaders tended to lose their position as brokers of influence as a result of being superseded by more influential political leaders with a mass base; and, in the long run, the effect of agitational politics on the politicization of the masses, particularly the industrial labour class, could be disastrous for industrialists.
Therefore, the dilemma of Indian capitalist interests was that political agitation in conjunction with the Congress was likely to be costly, while it could extract from the government concessions beyond the range of interest group manipulations. The dilemma of such interest group leaders is clearly reflected in the private letters of Sir Purshottamdas Thakurdas. On the one hand, he felt that ‘the Government of India were listless and will not attend to genuine and apparent grievances’. On the other hand, he disliked what the Congress had brought about: ‘the non-cooperation movement . . . has given the masses the very dreary and dangerous satisfaction of resting content with destructive work’.94 Or, as his friend Sir Pheroz Sethna put it more frankly, ‘the Gandhi crowd are really endeavouring to upset all law and order’.95 Moreover, Thakurdas knew very well that ‘the commercial community [were] not at all organized for political party propaganda’.96
The task of Thakurdas or Birla, opinion leaders in business circles, was to slowly build links with the national political party, and at the same time, distance themselves sufficiently from it to leave room for manoeuvring. The game was one of calculated brinkmanship: to wheedle concessions from the government by pressure group tactics if possible; to point to the threat of agitational politics under Congress leadership to ensure more concessions; and, only as a last resort, to align openly with the Congress to struggle for political influence. That is not to say that individually, business leaders were not patriotic; indeed, some were closer to the Congress than others; yet despite the heterogeneity of attitudes to the Congress in the business class it is possible to identify a general pattern.
In the early 1920s, the attitude to the Congress in Bombay business groups was sharply divided. Some sections, small merchants in particular, showed marked sympathy to the Non-Cooperation and Boycott Movements. On the other hand, many of the industrialists were extremely wary of the disruptive potentials of the movements. In the previous chapter, we have touched upon the Non-Cooperation phase, particularly the role of the Anti-Non-Cooperation Society.97 The outcome was an ambivalence towards the Congress after the collapse of the 1920–1 struggle. However, in the mid-1920s, the tone towards the Congress began to change. For one thing, the boycott of foreign goods had gained for Indian mills, a larger share of the home market; moreover, the Congress in its periods of quiescence was not as much a threat as it was in periods of political turmoil; and, above all, the Congress, particularly the more moderate leaders, were useful allies in the struggle of Indian business groups to gain concessions from the government.
The Congress was persuaded by Manu Subedar, S.R. Bomanji, H.P. Thackersey and others to back the Bombay businessmen who had suffered from the collapse of the rupee in December 1920.98 The growing demand for a Re.1 = 16 d. sterling ratio became in the mid-1920s a major subject of lobbying. Thakurdas himself took the lead. Among the Swarajists, there was the section favouring the Re.1 = 16 d. ratio, and another quite undecided about it,99 but eventually Motilal Nehru backed Thakurdas, and there developed between these two, a close relationship.100 It is well known that Gandhi included, among many other old-standing economic demands of the Congress, the Re.1 = 16 d. ratio in his famous Eleven Point Charter to Viceroy Irwin in 1930 on the eve of launching Civil Disobedience. He also included protective tariff against foreign cloth and measures for the protection of Indian coastal shipping interests—both long-standing Bombay pressure group demands. However, as soon as the Civil Disobedience Movement began, the fears of some business groups surfaced again. The boycott issue was particularly acrimonious, especially because pickets and hartals affected both Indian and foreign cloth sales indiscriminately.101 The fear of the impact of political turmoil on urban workers was another factor. In 1930–1, according to one view, the pressure of the industrial capitalists was a major cause of the hasty truce Gandhi concluded with Irwin to terminate the Civil Disobedience Movement.102
Simultaneously, the Congress also tried to bring under its flag, urban workers, particularly those in the organized sector. Their leaders like N.M. Joshi or R.R. Bakhale were close to the Congress to begin with, but contact with the mass of workers began from 1919. In part, this was the achievement of the followers of B.G. Tilak in Bombay, especially Joseph Baptista (referred to earlier, as the leader of the Municipal Reform Association). The latter’s Mill Workers’ Union, the activities of the Home Rule League workers among the millhands, and the textile mill strike of 1919, caused the government intense concern.103 In 1919–21, Gandhi addressed a number of meetings of millhands, and their participation in hartals was so enthusiastic, that he was compelled to discountenance their violent activities (riots in mill areas on the occasion of the arrest of Gandhi on 11 April 1919 and the visit of the Prince of Wales on 17 November 1921).104 In the meanwhile, as we have seen earlier in this chapter, the Indian National Congress adopted at the Nagpur session a resolution, the first ever, addressed to the problems of industrial workers, and there developed links between the Indian National Congress and the newly founded All-India Trades Union Congress (1920). The AITUC was dominated for the major part of the decade by nationalists, and even after the split between them and the Red TUC, they continued to have a hold over a large chunk of trade unions. However, the rise of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Party and the communist activists in the labour front from 1927–8, did dislodge the Congress from the commanding position it had on the all-India labour scene in the early 1920s.105
Just as labour leaders found it necessary to organize an all-national apex body in the AITUC, business leaders were led by the logic of the new politics of the post-1919 period to form the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce (FICC, later known as FICCI). In 1923, G.D. Birla wrote to Thakurdas: ‘I have been watching very closely the activities of the Associated Chambers [the European lobby] for the past few years and I feel that their strong organisation will be very detrimental to Indian interests if steps are not taken immediately to organise a similar institution for Indians.’106 Their joint efforts led to the foundation of the FICC in Madras on 27 December 1927, thus enabling Indian interests to offer a counterweight to the organized British business lobby. In parleying with the Congress as well as the British Indian government, the FICC had a far better bargaining position than individual pressure groups could ever hope for.
Some of the interest group leaders in the business world wanted to go a step further and sponsor a political party. Those who were not happy with the ‘extremist’ methods of mass agitation practised by the Congress, and were apprehensive of the ‘socialist’ elements in it, tended to think on these lines. We have noted earlier the correspondence in 1929 between Sir Dorabji Tata and Seth Ghanshyam Das Birla on this issue. Tata recommended to fellow-businessmen a ‘strong political organisation’ to act on their behalf, for the then political leaders, in his judgement, had failed to neutralize the ‘Red leaders’.107 On the other hand, more cautious and possibly nationalistically inclined business leaders rejected this as counterproductive to their purposes. Thakurdas was keen not to alienate the Congress party which, he thought, was already favourably disposed on issues of tariff protection, rupee sterling ratio, etc.108 Birla said as much, and went further: ‘a purely capitalist organisation is the last body to put up an effective fight against communism . . .’.109 Later, in 1934, when the socialist presence in the Congress was more visible, Birla thought: ‘Vallabhbhai, Rajaji and Rajendra Babu are all fighting communism and socialism. It is therefore necessary that some of us who represent healthy capitalism should help Gandhiji as far as possible and work with a common object.’110
The Indian National Congress was a complex organism, not simply a tool of Indian capitalists. The Congress response to the latter (and to other pressures) was conditioned by two constraints, quite apart from its ideology and the integrity of its leadership. These were, first, that the promotion of special interests could undermine the general social support needed by the Congress to preserve its bargaining position vis-à-vis the government. Second, that the Congress was an umbrella under which various shades of political opinion were accommodated, and it could not, therefore, take up issues likely to be internally divisive with the same enthusiasm, as issues that united all sections of Indian opinion against imperialism.
For this reason, particular interests often found it difficult to obtain the support they sought from the Congress. For example, Gandhi and Motilal Nehru were, at least up to 1928, doubtful if the demand of the Bombay industrialists for the revision of the rupee-sterling ratio was truly a ‘national’ cause. There was a doubt that wages would suffer if the ratio was lowered from 18 d. to 16 d., and K.T. Shah, Sapurji Saklatvala, Wadia, etc., argued this vehemently. ‘An alliance between the Congress and capitalists who are bent on profiting by the suffering of the nation is an impossible one’, said Motilal Nehru.111 And about the same time, we find the General Secretary of the Congress, Jawaharlal Nehru, writing to a labour spokesman: ‘The Congress is not a labour organisation. It does not pretend to be one.’112 Such an idea of the Congress being ‘above interests’, almost as if it was the state, is expressed clearly within the Congress in 1927: ‘Congress should aspire to act not as a propagandist for one particular view of national salvation, much less for any particular interest in the country. It should be . . . taking upon itself the duty and responsibility of reconciling as far as possible the growing conflict of different interests in India.’113 It is not our contention that the Congress did indeed attain this position of being supra-class and above all interests. Business interests stood a fairly good chance of recruiting Congress support on most issues— currency, tariff protection, legislation for relief or protection to shipping, representation in decision making bodies, etc. Nevertheless, it was equally important for the Congress to be seen as a supra-class entity, an arbitrator or mediator, a consensus making body. Thus, the Congress could lead a struggle of the people as a whole, and prepare itself to take over the successor state in the post-colonial period.
COLONIAL STATE DOMINATION VERSUS COUNTERVAILING HEGEMONY
We began this chapter with the reiteration of the point made in the Introduction of this book, that colonial state domination was challenged in the twentieth century by a countervailing hegemony that originated in developments in the civil society. In order to situate that proposition in the context of the class relationships under the constraints of the underdevelopment of capitalism in colonial India, we have tried in this and the previous chapter to map the complex interaction of three structures: the interest representation system the colonial state provided; the interest groups that increasingly played a salient role in influencing decision making; and, the political party that emerged in the course of the anti-colonial struggle. It is possible that in our historiography, the conventional separation of so-called specializations (‘constitutional history’, ‘economic history’, ‘political history’) comes in the way of understanding the articulation and interaction of these different structures. Further, these structures need to be situated in the multi-structural economy where transition to capitalism was incomplete, and pre-capitalist and capitalist production relations coexisted. The weakness of the capitalist class necessitated their alliance with the rural rich and the intelligentsia or the educated urban middle classes if the domination of the colonial state was to be contested by a countervailing hegemony in civil society. We first looked at the simplest of the political structures, the formal representation of classes and non-class segments of society in legislature, and saw how informal processes and structures in interest group politics worked. In handling the question of class, right from the nineteenth-century discussions on the constitution of the legislative bodies, the basic digit of discourse for the colonial state was ‘interest representation’. This was a surrogate for class (and caste/community/ethnic) representation in the task of designing a system of separate constituencies for segments of the horizontally and vertically divided colonial society. However, interest representation ensured a presence in the legislature, it did not secure influence over policies. We examined the organization and techniques of pressure groups to understand how influence on the decision-making process was secured. The distribution of influence was naturally uneven. Although the colonial state operated under some constraints which made it difficult for British interests to get all that they wanted, by and large, British pressure groups stood a better chance than the natives. Ultimately, political pressure of a different order, through the agency of a national political party, could decisively change the structure as a whole to bring to Indian interests (especially to the capitalists), the influence that would extract concessions beyond the range of the proto-political pressure game. At the same time, participation in the new political game cost business interests the goodwill of the government in the short run, and in the long run, the threat of the politicization of the working class. Further, the national political party was not exactly an instrument for business interests, it had its own constraints; a major constraint was to maintain balance between promotion of a particular interest (e.g. interests of capital) on the one hand, and obtaining general social support on the other. The period from 1919, the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms and the Non-Cooperation Movement, witnessed the working out of a new system of relationships between the colonial government, the interest groups, and an incipient class alliance between capital, the rural rich, and urban middle class. This was a prelude to the politics of the successor state after decolonization. 1947 saw the beginning of another game.
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CHAPTER 7
Historiography and the Imperial Theme
TO BEGIN WITH, LET us look at a statement made in 1920 by Lala Lajpat Rai, neither a historian nor a major nationalist ideologue, but a front rank political leader, in a tract he published in London.1 ‘Our critics and calumniators assure us that we have been and are a “barbarous” people, that “there never was a civilization in India”, that our case is that of “arrested progress”, and that we have never achieved anything remarkable in the world of thought, or discovery, or invention, or action.’ Lajpat Rai went on to mention James Mill, who had indeed said all that in his History of British India published in 1817. As we shall see subsequently, the very words cited by Lajpat Rai are to be found in many of the works by colonial historians. While Lajpat Rai was critical of the colonialist bias, we must note that he did not, in the manner of parochial fundamentalists, rebound to the other direction to glorify all that was there in the Indian past. He would not have ‘the dicta of ancient Rishis . . . blocking the road to progress. No progress is possible unless we have an open mind and do away with the superstition that all truth was revealed to us in the beginning of the world. . . . It is essential that we realize that we live in a new world.’ The intellectual lineage of Lajpat Rai’s denunciation of colonial historical writings may be traced to a wide-ranging thought movement that goes back to the late nineteenth-century writings of Bankim Chandra Chatterjee or his contemporary R.G. Bhandarkar, the representation of history in the reinterpretation initiated by M.G. Ranade or Rabindranath Tagore and their peers, the rewriting of history and the programmatic statements of the National Council of Education since the Swadeshi Movement in Bengal, the spiritual spin given to the idea of ‘national education’ by Aurobindo, the Hindu nationalist interpretation of history by Bal Gangadhar Tilak, the call for boycott of state sponsored educational establishments during the Non-Cooperation Movement, the endeavour to create alternatives to the colonial model in institutions at Santiniketan or Sabarmati or Banaras, and a whole range of ideational movements aiming to challenge the cognitive authority of the West in some domains, and to decolonize historical imagination. I cite these instances and Lajpat Rai’s words to point to the fact that historiography mattered in national life, public intellectuals engaged in contestations about how history was written and taught, historiography created responses far beyond the confines of the historians’ discourse. Likewise, colonial historical writings mattered to the empire builders, and in this chapter we may reflect upon the question why that was so.
The term colonial historiography has been commonly applied to both historical narratives of countries under colonial domination and to the ideas and approaches commonly associated with historians who were or are characterized by a colonialist ideology. In British India the term was used in the first sense, and only since independence, the second meaning of the term has come into prominence. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many of the front rank historians were British colonial officials, and the term colonial history, when it was used at all, was meant to refer to the subject rather than to the ideology embedded in that history. Probably it will be appropriate to use a different category, ‘colonialist historiography’, when we focus on historical writings which were the site of the formation of imperial ideology. Therefore, we will now introduce the term ‘colonialist historiography’. All colonial historical writings are not colonialist, some are.
Arguably, the classic period of colonialist historiography was roughly the century from the publication of James Mill’s History of British India (1817) and the last edition of Sir Alfred Lyall’s Rise and Expansion of British Dominion in India (1911) in the author’s lifetime, roughly corresponding to the high noon of empire from the Treaty of Paris (1814) signalizing Britain’s emergence as a global power in the Napoleonic Wars and the beginning of World War I. In this period, colonialist historians display a lack of self-reflective consciousness of the ideological dimensions of their historical writings. This was, however, a characteristic not only of colonial historiography in the nineteenth century but also in general of contemporary British historians influenced by a Positivist outlook. The influence of Leopold von Ranke and the Positivist school of history had, for the major part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, created a belief in the ‘objectivity of the historian’, and this made it difficult to perceive the possibility of ideological leanings in historians’ discourse. As R.G. Collingwood remarked long ago, the Positivist historians ‘never asked themselves the difficult question, how is historical knowledge possible? . . . They were precluded from asking this question by their false analogy between scientific facts and historical facts.’2 The Positivistic attitude tended to mean that ‘history could only be the history of external events, not the history of thought’ and, hence, a certain aversion to considering ideological issues in the construction of history. When Collingwood wrote thus in 1946, he echoed the contemporary tendency around that time to rethink the Positivist tradition in British mainstream historiography. Colonial historians of earlier times show a curious innocence in this regard. In the collection of essays edited by C.H. Philips, The Historians of India, Pakistan and Ceylon (1961), the ideological dimensions were scarcely touched upon (except in a few contributions to that volume, e.g. that of Eric Stokes) in an otherwise fairly comprehensive survey of historiography.3 Scholars who contributed to the relevant volume in Stuart Macintyre’s Oxford History of Historical Writing (2011) also preserved the same kind of ideological innocence. In T.R. Metcalf ’s Ideologies of the Raj (1994), which is quite widely used as a textbook, a chapter on colonial historiography does address ideological issues. Metcalf summed up his argument in this book in a prefatory note. ‘At the basis of this volume is the contention that there existed, as the British contemplated India, an enduring tension between two ideals, one of similarity and the other of difference.’4 He goes on to elaborate these ‘ideals’ and says: ‘At some times, for some purposes the British conceived of the Indians as people like themselves, or as people who could be transformed into something resembling a facsimile of themselves.’ And, on the contrary, there was the notion of enduring qualities of Indian difference. Metcalf ’s thesis has one basic problem, the inadequacy of empirical evidence in respect of one part of this dichotomy, the evidence in respect of the British belief in the idea of ‘similarity’ postulated by Metcalf. While there are substantial chapters on the ‘creation of difference’, there is very little evidence adduced in support of the argument that there was a perception of ‘similarity’ between the rulers and the subjects in India. Who were the people with such a perception in England? James Mill, John Stuart Mill and T.B. Macaulay, of whom only J.S. Mill might come close to the role of looking at Indian people as ‘similar’, in the remote future of course.5 In Metcalf ’s narrative, reality intervenes when he comes to 1857 and draws upon his excellent earlier work on the Mutiny. He sees a ‘crisis in Liberalism’, and that is the end of the ‘radical universalism’ posited in Liberalism represented by J.S. Mill.6 Even if we ignore the fallacious conflation of subjective intentionality with objective practice, it is clear that there were few takers for the liberal view regarding ‘similarity’. This is particularly true of colonial historiography. On the whole, the self-reflexive thinking that history of historical writings generates, is conspicuously missing so far as colonial historiography is concerned. Among the influential historians in that school, James Mill, Mountstuart Elphinstone and Alfred Lyall— judging their influence in terms of reprints and citations of their works— only Mill has received appropriate scholarly attention. Javed Majeed (1992, 1995) and Adam Knowles’s (2011) work help us situate Mill’s History of British India in the broader context of its intellectual lineage. On the whole, in the Indian academia, a critique of the colonialist historians’ interpretation failed to articulate itself in the writings of professional historians; it did not go very far beyond the generalized critique offered by political ideologues mentioned earlier. This failure in articulation, Ranajit Guha (1998) contends, in a brilliant and controversial analysis, was due to the limitations of the elitist vision of history of the indigenous bourgeoisie who were unable to secure hegemony and unwilling to take to the path of insurrectionary nationalism which would empower the subaltern classes, the peasantry and the working class. While the historical critique and comprehension of the post-colonial ruling class as well as their predecessors in the colonial period was thus constrained by their class limitations, appropriation of history was on the agenda of the colonial state in their path to secure domination.7 We have discussed in the Introduction to this book, Guha’s view that neither the colonial state nor the post-colonial regime attained hegemony in the Gramscian sense of the term.
SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF COLONIALIST HISTORIOGRAPHY
Needless to say, colonial historiography as a subject of study and colonialist ideology are interconnected, in that the theme of empire building in the historical works of the British, more often than not, naturally gave rise to a set of ideas justifying British rule in India. This justification included, in different degrees, in different individual historians, a highly critical attitude towards Indian society and culture at times amounting to contempt, a laudatory attitude towards the soldiers and administrators who conquered and ruled India, and a proneness to laud the benefits India received from Pax Britannica. We shall look at that cast of mind in this chapter, insofar as it is relevant to the colonial state as a justificatory discourse.
The tendency of the colonialist historians to claim the innate superiority of Western civilization and the denigration of the backwardness of Indian civilization began roughly from the beginning of the nineteenth century. There were, of course, unfavourable observations made regarding Indian civilization earlier as well. For instance, one such statement was made by Charles Grant who wrote Observations on the State of Society among the Asiatic Subjects of India in 1792. The comparison was between a Christian and a heathen civilization and as an evangelical enthusiast, Grant developed the thesis that it was the ‘divine destiny’ of the British rulers of India to bring to the country, the light of Christianity. The darkness of primitive religious faiths was underlined, but the superiority of Western civilization was not emphasized in the manner of full-blown colonialist historians of the nineteenth century. In the first decade of the nineteenth century, Britain’s emergence as a global power after her victory over France, the maturing of the Industrial Revolution, brought an awareness of power and prosperity the British had never attained before. This awareness seemed to have altered the attitude of the British in India towards Indians and their level of civilization. The backwardness of India at that point of time led to the retrospective re-evaluation of India in the past. The favourable judgement of the early Orientalist, Sir William Jones and his contemporaries, began to be questioned. Thus, for instance, James Mill dismissed Jones’s judgement. ‘It was unfortunate that Sir William Jones should have adopted the hypothesis of a high stage of civilization in the principle countries of Asia.’8 Mill believed that Jones was in the habit of ‘exalting the Hindus’ and exaggerated the attainments of the ancient Hindus, a judgement which was ‘too favourable’9 to the Hindus. Mill dismissed Jones’s praise of ancient Indian literature; poetry, Mill said, can be written by people relatively uncivilized, but works which needed ‘intellectual muturity’ did not exist in ancient India.10 On the whole, Mill believed that in his times, the inhabitants of India were in a state ‘little removed from that of half civilized nations’.11 Almost a century later, another influential British historian, Sir Alfred Lyall echoed Mill’s judgement and pronounced, that in fifty years of British rule, India had advanced more than in all her past history. ‘The moral and material civilization of the Indian people has made more progress in the last fifty years than during all the preceding centuries of their history.’12 Further, Lyall perceived the superiority of England compared to other European countries in the modern period. He noted ‘in England the tolerant and progressive ideas of the eighteenth century’, ‘rationalization and liberal principles’ compared to the state of culture in Spain, Portugal and France; in Lyall’s judgement, this progress in England created ‘the moral conditions that were advantageous to the East India Company in contending for supremacy in India’.13
The depiction of the anarchy that followed the fall of the Mughal Empire and of the chaos of the dark century, the eighteenth, was a favourite theme of colonial historians. In particular, it was emphasized that India possessed no unity until the British established political unity under their rule. For instance, Elphinstone remarks that the final end of the Mughal Empire at the Battle of Panipat of 1760 brought to India the prospect of unity: ‘A new race of conquerors has already commenced its career, which may again unite the empire under better auspices than before.’14 Or again, Vincent Smith remarks in his survey of Indian history, a standard textbook for half a century. ‘From time to time a strong paramount power has arisen and succeeded for a few years in introducing a certain amount of political unity, but such occasions were rare . . . such political union never was enjoyed by all India until the full establishment of British sovereignty . . . .’15 This judgement as well as the narration of Indian history by Smith and others of the colonial school, suggested to the Indian reader the lesson of history: the fragility of India’s unity, the outbreak of chaos, and the onset of general decline in the absence of a strong imperial authority, make it obvious that India needed the iron hand of imperial Britain. James Mill who was nearer to the eighteenth century than the other historians we have looked at, was particularly conscious of the hard-won victory of the British against India’s tendency to fall apart. He quotes James Rennell’s opinion that ‘rebellions, massacres and barbarous conquests makeup the history of this fair country’.16
As we have noted earlier, an implicit belief in the superiority of the civilization of Europe, and the fitness of Britain to rule India, was accompanied by a notion of hierarchy of civilizations. This notion goes back to the early nineteenth century and James Mill. Mill stated in the first few pages of the first volume of his work that his object was to write ‘a critical history . . . a judging history’17 [emphasis mine]. The judgement delivered by Mill was that the historical approach to India must be informed with a sense of ‘stages of social progress’ and the ‘relative position of nations . . . in the scale of civilization’.18 To him, this was not merely a historical issue but ‘an object of highest practical importance’.19 In order to rule India, the British must ‘ascertain the true state of the Hindu in the scale of civilization’. This was in the spirit of utilitarianism, Mill professed, and in accordance with the utilitarian agenda of being the guardian of India’s ‘moral and material progress’. Mountstuart Elphinstone, however, was sceptical of some of Mill’s judgements. As Elphinstone put it in his Preface, Mill’s history ‘left some room for doubt and discussion’. As regards Elphinstone’s views on Indian civilization, it was closer to Sir William Jones’s rather than James Mill’s evaluation.
Hindus were once in a higher condition, both moral and intellectual, than they are now; and, as even in their present state of depression, they are on a footing of equality with any people out of Europe, it seems to follow that, at one time, they must have attained a state of civilisation only surpassed by a few of the most favoured of the nations, either of antiquity . . . or of modern times.20
At the same time, he had no doubt that Britain played a beneficent role in India. Hence, his epitaph on the Mughal Empire in his concluding remarks on the Battle of Panipat of 1760: as the Mughal Empire dies in 1760 ‘a new race of conquerors has already commenced its career’ who put India ‘under better auspices than before’.21 Sir Fitzjames Stephen, the Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council was no historian, but he expressed what was probably the vision of history in his generation, when he wrote in 1883: ‘The English in India are the representatives of a belligerent civilization’; here were two unequal civilizations and the ‘superiority of the conquering race’ could not be questioned.22
Sir Alfred Lyall in his historical writings, took a theoretical position that India was behind Europe on the scale of civilization. In his times, the idea had developed further in the form of ‘Social Darwinism’. On the track of development, India had stopped at a stage which was called, ‘arrested development’. On the one hand, that meant the possibility of future development for India, but on the other, it provided a neat justification of British domination in India, for their position itself proved that they were the fittest to rule. Not only was he convinced that Britain had put India on the path of progress,23 but he was also convinced of Britain’s legitimate right to rule over India and he was sceptical of the Indian natives’ ‘desire for a larger share in the government of their country’.24 Sir Alfred Lyall was true to his role as a civil servant and an ‘empire builder’ in defending his great predecessors. For instance, he vigorously defended Warren Hastings, ‘a man of highest character’ against critics like Edmund Burke whose speeches were widely admired in India in the early days of the rise of Indian nationalism. In Lyall’s judgement, Hastings’s ‘integrity was virulently aspersed, and all his public acts wantonly distrusted in speeches that invoked against him the moral indignation of partisans engaged in the ignoble wrangle over places, pensions and sinecures . . . ’.25
Lyall’s work was a literary success but not an ideal textbook. If one were to look for the successor to Elphinstone’s work as an influential textbook, one would probably turn to the History of India by Vincent Smith who stands nearly at the end of a long series of British Indian civil servant historians. In 1911, the last edition of Elphinstone’s history of ‘Hindu and Muhammedan India’ was published, and in the same year, Vincent Smith’s comprehensive history, building upon his own earlier research in ancient Indian history and the knowledge accumulated by British researchers in the decades since Elphinstone, saw the light of day. From 1911 till about the middle of the twentieth century, Smith’s was the authoritative textbook on the syllabi of almost all Indian universities. While Smith’s book approximated to the professional historians’ writings in form and was unrivalled as a textbook in summing up the then state of knowledge, in some respects, his approach to Indian history seems to have been coloured by his experience as a British civil servant in India. The rise of the nationalist movement since 1885 and the intensification of political agitation since the partition of Bengal in 1905, may have influenced his judgements about the course of history in India. For instance, time and again he referred to the fragility of India’s unity, the outbreak of chaos and the onset of general decline in the absence of a strong imperial authority: his emphasis on the disintegration and decline experienced in ancient and medieval India at the end of great empires, suggested an obvious lesson to the Indian reader, viz., it was only the iron hand of imperial Britain which kept India on the path of stability with progress, and if the British Indian Empire ceased to be, there would be the deluge which will reverse all progress attained under British rule. As regards the potential of the nationalist movement and the fitness of Indian subjects to decide their own destiny, Smith did not pay much attention to that ‘political’ question.
THE OWL OF MINERVA AT THE DUSK
The political question, however, was assuming increasing importance in the last years of British rule and a historical work more accommodative to Indian aspirations and sentiments appeared in the last years of imperial rule. This work, Rise and Fulfillment of British Rule in India (1934), was different from all the previously mentioned books, in that it was written from a view which was sympathetic to Indian nationalism to a great extent. The authors were Edward Thompson, who taught for many years in a Christian missionary college in Bengal and became a good friend of Rabindranath Tagore, and G.T. Garratt, a civil servant in India for eleven years, and thereafter, a Labour Party politician in England. Given their background, Thompson and Garratt were disinclined to toe the line laid down by the civil servant historians of earlier days. By the time they published their history of British India, a few works by professional historians were available, e.g. those by P.E. Roberts and David Dodwell. In particular, there was the multi-volume Cambridge History of India, vol. V edited by David Dodwell (1929). Thompson and Garratt were critical of these works since they contended that these were written keeping in view the ‘official’ line on how history was to be written in a manner that would help British efforts to keep Indian nationalists from influencing the public mind through criticism of the British record of ruling India. Thompson and Garratt wrote in their Preface that it was necessary ‘to write objectively’ of that record, but there was ‘an informal censorship’ in that the British readership was influenced by the spirit of partisanship which dictated that ‘he that is not for us is against us’. All issues were ‘approached from the stand point of administration’ and this exercised ‘a constant silent censorship, which made British Indian history the worst patch in current scholarship’.26
In many points of detail, the critical approach of Thompson and Garratt showed up the difference between them and the general run of history written by contemporary British historians. One example will suffice. Lord Wellesley’s machinations to bring Indian Princely States under subservience was admiringly spoken of by British historians. For instance, P.E. Roberts is cited by Thompson and Garratt: about the annexation of Oudh, Roberts wrote (in India Under Wellesley) that the Governor-General ‘looked through the immaterial barriers of treaties and agreements to the wretched condition of the administration of Oudh, which he eagerly desired to rectify’. Thompson and Garratt on the other hand, thought that the annexation could not be defended in that manner: ‘No serious writer has ever pretended that the episode was from first to last anything but a bullying exercise of overwhelming strength.’27 Thompson and Garratt faced adverse criticism from conservative British opinion leaders; on the other hand, many Indians found this work far more acceptable than the officially prescribed textbooks. Published less than fifteen years before India attained independence, this book is a landmark indicating the reorientation in thinking in the more progressive and liberal circles among the British; it was in accord with the mindset which later made the transition of 1947 acceptable to the erstwhile imperial power.
We began this chapter by positing the question, how to situate historiography in the ideology of colonialism. Arguably, colonial historiography was part of an ideological effort to establish cultural hegemony and to legitimize British rule over India. The basic idea embedded in the tradition of colonial historiography was the paradigm of a backward society’s progression towards the pattern of modern European civil and political society under the tutelage of imperial power. The guiding hand of the British administrators, education combined with ‘filtration’ to the lower orders of society, implantation of such institutions and laws as the British thought Indians were fit for, and protection of Pax Britannica from the threat of disorder brought about by nationalism among the subject people—these were the ingredients needed for the slow progress India must make. Sometimes this agenda was presented as ‘the civilising mission of Britain’. By the 1930s, when Thompson and Garratt produced their history, a more perspicacious and accommodative vision of history had developed.
PATHS LESS TRAVELLED
From James Mill to Thompson and Garratt, historiography had come a long way. This period, spanning the beginning of the nineteenth century to the last years of British rule in India, saw the evolution from a Eurocentric and disparaging approach to India towards a more liberal and less ethnocentric approach. The two World Wars, the gradual decline of Britain from the position of being the premier Great Power, the experience of fighting a losing battle against the ascendancy of nationalist politics in African and Asian colonies, the beginnings of decolonization— all this accounted for the transformation. There remained, of course, rearguard actions by defenders of the old empire as well as ‘revisionist’ attempts of subtler kinds, but the mainstream of British mind has perhaps gradually moved far away from the old imperial theme which was at the core of historiography in the colonial period. We have selectively focused on some influential historians in that historiographic tradition—James Mill, Mountstuart Elphinstone, Alfred Lyall, Vincent Smith and Edward Thompson and G.T. Garratt, to offer a survey of the main trends. At the end, we may also note a few lesser historians who left a mark on the historiography of India.
Apart from the general histories from Mill onwards, there was a genre of historical writing which was of importance in the colonial period. This was a carry-over from the eighteenth-century English tradition of biography. An influential writer of this genre was Lord Macaulay. Macaulay’s essays on some great British Indian personalities like Robert Clive were published in the Edinburgh Review. His literary style made Indian history readable, though his essays were flawed by poor information and poorer judgement about the ‘native’ part of British India. It was a great change from the uncommonly dull and censorious writings of James Mill. Macaulay’s lasting influence was the establishment of a tradition of writing history in the biographical mode. This was widely imitated later, and, hence, an abundance of biographies of Viceroys and the like and histories of their administration. The most widely read author in this tradition later was Sir William W. Hunter. He was the editor of a remarkably good series of Gazetteers and the author of a pedestrian work on the history of British India. From 1899, he began to edit a series of biographies called The Rulers of India. The series lauded the makers of empires in India—mainly the makers of the British Indian Empire, though one or two token Indians, like Ashoka and Akbar, were included. The series was endowed with government sponsorship and the volumes found place in official libraries and syllabi. The object was to present history in a popular form and very often included not only solemn moments of resolve to do good on the part of an empire builder, but also cute stories of incidents in their childhood back home. As it has been said, the ‘hard-boiled types’ of empire builders were chosen for immortality in a biographical form— British civil servants who sympathized with India were excluded.
Next to biographies, colonial historians excelled in writing the history of law and connected institutions including administration. The latter theme was of purely local interest and intellectually rather pedestrian, but in the history of law, signal contribution was made by Sir Henry Maine. A great juridical historian, Maine applied himself to the study of ancient Indian institutions while he was for a short period, the Law Member of the Governor-General’s Council in India. His Ancient Law (1861), and his work on Indian village communities were path-breaking works in history. Maine changed the course of European thinking on the development of law by looking at laws and institutions beyond the domain of Roman law. There were, however, few mentionable contributions by British Indian scholars to follow up Maine’s tradition in legal and institutional history. His impact was limited to European scholarly work in the late nineteenth century. One can see his influence at work in the development of sociology in the hands of Max Weber and others. In the area of legal history, the works which British Indian authors produced were of a level different to, and indeed, inferior to Maine’s. Thus, for instance, Sir James Fitzjames Stephen, also a Law Member of the Viceroy’s Council, wrote a defence of British administration under Warren Hastings: Edmund Burke, he argued, was wrong in thinking that the punishment awarded to Nanda Kumar by Justice Elijah Impey was a case of miscarriage of justice. This was the subject of Stephen’s Story of Nuncomar and the Impeachment of Sir Elijah Impey (1885). In reaction to this, an ICS officer, Henry Beveridge, wrote in support of the impeachment and in condemnation of the trial and punishment of Nanda Kumar: The Trial of Maharaja Nanda Kumar: A Narrative of a Judicial Murder (1886). Similarly, again in defence of previous British administration, Sir John Strachey of the ICS, wrote Hastings and the Rohilla War (1892). Thus, there were legal historical debates about a thing in the past, Warren Hastings and his impeachment and Edmund Burke’s criticism of British administration. The site of this kind of debate was history, but the hidden agenda was contemporary—to present British conquest and administration of India as an unsullied record which must not be questioned.
The third notable area where British colonial historians contributed was economic history, mainly in the first two or three decades of the twentieth century. A basis for that had already been laid in the works of many British civil servants who examined economic records and formed broad conclusions about the course of agrarian relations and agricultural history. This they did as district collectors or magistrates responsible for ‘land revenue settlement’, i.e. fixation of tax on agricultural income in order that land revenue may be collected by the government. Among such civil servants, an outstanding historian emerged: this was W.H. Moreland who examined the economic condition of India at the Death of Akbar, published in 1920. This work was followed by another contribution on the economic history of the period, From Akbar to Aurangzeb (1923) and, finally, a history of The Agrarian System of Mughal India (1929). To some extent, Moreland’s approach was flawed by a preconceived notion that the economic condition of India was better under British rule than what it was in medieval times. He tried to prove this preconception by various means in his works, including his writings on Indian economics in the twentieth century. Moreover, his response to the Indian economic nationalists’ critique of the economic impact of British rule was far from being adequate. One of his junior contemporaries was Vera Anstey who wrote on similar lines; she taught at the University of London and wrote a standard textbook on The Economic Development of India (1929). However, her work lacked the historical depth which Moreland attained. Moreland’s outstanding contribution was to lay in India, the basis of a new discipline of economic history. However, economic and social history remained marginal to the concerns of the typical colonial historians. This is evident from the classic summation of all the work by British historians on British India in the volume of the Cambridge History of India (1929) edited by David Dodwell as well as P.E. Roberts’s textbook, History of British India (reprinted often since 1907). Neither Indian economic and social conditions, nor indeed, the people of India were in focus in such works, their history was all about what the British soldiers and civil servants did in India. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century colonial historiography, reflecting the trend in England among professional historians, was generally silent about the common people and their lives and works. Thompson and Garratt insightfully commented on this: ‘The writer of Indian history must recognise the narrow limits of the world which he has described. The little group of alien officials and leading Indians, who have moved across the stage, draw too much attention’ while the vast majority of Indians receive no attention.28
IMPACT OF COLONIALIST HISTORIOGRAPHY
While it will be incorrect to lump together all of British historical writings on India in the colonial period, given the fact that different approaches and interpretative frameworks developed within the colonial school in the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a consistent characteristic of colonialist historiography was to promote the idea of the superiority of Western civilization and what Edward Said has described as the ‘Orientalist’ representation of the East.29 Second, the idea that India had no unity until the British unified the country was commonly given prominence in the historical narratives by colonialists; along with this thesis, there was a representation of the eighteenth century as a ‘dark century’ in India, full of chaos and barbarity until the British came to the rescue. This is true as much of James Mill, as of Elphinstone or Lyall. Third, there was a commonly held notion of the hierarchy of civilizations. Particularly in the late nineteenth century, British historians adopted Social Darwinist notions about India; this implied that if history is a struggle between various peoples and cultures, akin to the struggle among species, Britain having come to the top could ipso facto be legitimately considered superior and as the fittest to rule. India was, in the opinion of many British observers, a stagnant society, arrested at a stage of development. It followed that British rule would show the path of progress to a higher level; hence, the idea that India needed Pax Britannica. Fourth, the mythification of heroic empire builders and ‘Rulers of India’ in historical narratives was a part of the rhetoric of imperialism. James Mill had said that the reason why Indian history was worthy of attention is that it was ‘a scene of action’ of the British, the actors were the British empire builders, and the country and its people served as the background. Finally, when in the last decades of the nineteenth century, the nationalist spirit was displayed by the Indian middle classes, the initial reaction was sceptical, e.g. the attitude of Lyall who clearly saw in it a threat to the good work done by the British in India. At a later stage, when the movement intensified, the attitude became more complex, since some historians showed plain hostility, while others were more sophisticated in their assessment of Indian nationalism (e.g. Thompson and Garratt). In general, while some of these characteristics and paradigms are commonly to be found in the colonial historians’ discourse, it will be unjust to ignore the fact that in the course of the first half of the twentieth century, historiography outgrew them or, at least, presented more nuanced versions of them, at times even making allowances for the possibility of Indian self-government in the future.
The above ideological characterization applies to the dominant trend in historical thinking in the colonial school. But it will be inaccurate to apply this without discrimination. It is well known that among the British officers of the government of British India there were some like Thomas Munro or Charles Trevelyan who were widely regarded as persons sympathetic to the subject people, although as officers they served an alien and exploitative regime; there were British officers and British missionaries (e.g. C.F. Andrews, author of Renaissance in India, 1925) who sympathized with the Indian National Congress; and there were also those, like say Garratt of the ICS, and later, of the Labour Party in England, or George Orwell of the Indian Police Service who were inveterate critics of the empire. Likewise among the historians. But the inclinations of lone individuals were insignificant in the face of the dominant tradition among the servants of the British Raj. The dissident individual had to contend with the pressure of peer group opinion and official encouragement and sponsorship of a way of representing the past which would uphold and promote imperial might. Our characterization of the ideology at the root of colonial historiography addresses the dominant trend and does not apply in every respect to every individual historian.
Despite the colonialist ideology embedded in historiography in British India, the early British historians of India made some positive contributions. Apart from the obvious fact that colonial historians laid the foundations of historiography according to methodology developed in modern Europe, their contribution was also substantial in providing in institutions like the Asiatic Society and Archaeological Survey of India, opportunities for Indian historians to obtain entry into the profession and into academic research. Further, despite an ethnocentric and statist bias, the data collected by the British colonial historians as well as the practice of archiving documents was, and remains an important resource. The teaching of modern Indian history, with all the limitations we have noted earlier, began from the very inception of the first three universities in India in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras in 1858.
In this chapter, we have focused on mainstream historiography by selecting some of the influential authors, rather than listing a string of names like those of Orme, Marshman, Thornton, Keene, Wheeler, and so forth. What was the impact of the history that was taught in British Indian educational institutions? The history that was taught under colonial auspices was highly biased in favour of the imperial point of view. The textbooks were those produced by the school of colonialist historiography. Along with the history of India by James Mill or Elphinstone, Indian students also read histories of England and Europe and there is a widely prevalent notion that thus were implanted in the minds of the educated Indians, ideas of liberty, freedom, democracy and equity, as exemplified in European history, the lessons of the Magna Carta, the Glorious Revolution, the American War of Independence, the struggles of Mazzini and Garibaldi in Italy, etc. Anyone familiar with the early Moderate phase of the development of nationalism in India, will see the relevance of these ideas acquired through reading history. After their exposure to historiography in the European mode, professionally trained Indian historians began to engage in writing history. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, writing history on modern lines with documentary research and the usual apparatus of scholarly work was no longer a monopoly of the amateur historians of British origin. Indians, professionally trained, began to engage in research, first in learned associations like the Asiatic Society, then in the colleges and universities, and in the government’s educational services, particularly the Indian Education Service.
Colonial historiography had an important unintended consequence. The history which the Indian students were made to read, the books by British civil servant historians of the nineteenth century, created a critical reaction against that historiography. The first graduate of an Indian university, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, repeatedly challenged the British interpretation and raised the question: When shall we write our own history? Rabindranath Tagore put it most eloquently: in other countries, he wrote, ‘history reveals the country to the people of the country, while the history of India the British have gifted us obscures our vision of India’; in those historical writings, Indians were unable to see their own country.30 This reaction was typical of the intelligentsia in late nineteenth-century India, and it led some of the best nationalist minds to search for a new construal of history. Sometimes that endeavour led to the mindless glorification of the past and as we have seen earlier, Lajpat Rai among others, warned students of history against that tendency of the nationalist mind.
HISTORIOGRAPHY AND THE COLONIAL STATE’S ARCHIVING POLICY
There are quite a few published surveys of British historiography of the colonial period, but none of them considers an important aspect of it, the archiving policy of the colonial government which provided the sources of imperial history. When I began to look into the records of the Imperial Record Department to find out what was the colonial bureaucratic thinking and policy about archiving the records, I made a curious discovery. Contrary to the normal expectation that the Indian colonial bureaucracy would accord importance to archiving in order to preserve and present to the world the history of their glorious empire, till the end of the nineteenth century, they were reluctant to set up a central record office, and till the 1930s, they were disinclined to allow its use for purposes of historical research.
The Imperial Record Department was set up as late as 1891. From the end of the East India Company’s rule till then, the Government of India resisted the idea of a central record office or what was then called a ‘muniment room’. The Secretary of State and other authorities in England desired its creation but their suggestions were deftly evaded repeatedly by the Government of India, usually on the ground that it was unnecessary and expensive. From 1861 to 1872, a Record Committee in Calcutta dithered over the question whether a record department was needed to preserve records ‘statistically or historically valuable’ and eventually decided in the negative.31 The lone member of the Viceroy’s Council who was in favour of that proposal was A.O. Hume, later to become one of the founding members of the Indian National Congress.32 It is clear from the Proceedings of the Government of India in the Home Department that the other members, as well as highly placed persons consulted, were against the idea. Sir Edward Clive Bailey (1821–84) who had an exceptionally long tenure as Home Secretary from 1862 to 1872, did not mince words about the danger of making records easily accessible in a central muniment room in Calcutta. ‘There are records even of the last century which it might cause inconvenience to throw open to the public.’33 Sir William Hunter, veteran administrator and historian, wrote in a note that in India ‘there is no class of men of letters and leisure to use such a Central Office’ of Records, none who could engage in ‘those greater researches which a State Paper office in a European capital subserves’.34 Therefore, he said, to set up an expensive central record room was useless. To those serving in the Indian government, it seemed that records were of value insofar as they provided guidelines to government departments, to build policies on the basis of previous practices and precedents. But the presentation of the imperial past was not appreciated as a reason to preserve records.
It is clear from the correspondence of the Indian government with the Home authorities that the latter, Secretaries of State for India from Sir Charles Wood onwards, were more keen on creating a central archive appropriate to a great empire, while the Indian government regarded record keeping mainly as a convenience of practical importance because, as they put it in their despatch to the Secretary of State, records might be needed ‘to make their contents available for reference in the discussion of current affairs’.35 Even after the central archive was set up in 1891, the Imperial Record Department remained a prisoner of the superior bureaucracy. The head of the department was as a rule a domain expert, a historian or editor, not of the ICS; therefore, he was merely a low-grade official, equal in rank to an Assistant Secretary. Being a professional historian, C.R. Wilson, the Keeper of Imperial Records, proposed in 1904, that historical researchers, including Indians, be allowed into the record room. The Home Department immediately objected: ‘it would probably be considered very undesirable to allow the public such free access in the records as Mr Wilson appears to contemplate’.36 H.H. Risley, Secretary, Home Department, also known for his ethnographic research, minuted his apprehension: ‘I am absolutely opposed to turning people loose to rummage in our records. . . . There would, in my opinion, be very great danger of the materials thus obtained, being unfairly used for political purposes.’37 For another three decades, the records of the government of India remained closed to researchers, only colonial officials had access to them. In 1934, access to records was given to researchers who were approved by the Home Department of the Government of India, provided no copies of records were taken out of the Imperial Record Department without due official scrutiny and censorship.
It will be absurd to deny that India happens to be one of the countries richly endowed with enormous sources of historical knowledge left behind by the British Indian government. Late eighteenth century onwards, there were excellent collections of records from the district level upwards and in the provincial and Indian governments’ departments of Revenue, ‘Foreign Political’, Commerce, Law, Public Works, Military Department, etc., and a great deal more data were generated for purposes of efficient governance and securing colonial power. Nevertheless, as we have seen, systematic archiving towards building a central record depository occurred in colonial India only in the last sixty years of British rule; that began despite the apathy and sometimes resistance of the colonial bureaucracy who regarded the archives as the exclusive preserve of government officials seeking precedents and past practices. In consequence, those archives were opened to researchers, under strict surveillance only thirteen years before the end of British rule.
How do we reconcile that attitude to historical sources with the fact that historical writing was accorded importance from the beginning of the nineteenth century and became a major site of the formation of imperial ideology? Perhaps, a part of the explanation is that a good deal of the records of the Government of India were available in the India Office and other archival depositories in England; they became available to researchers long before that happened in India where only officials had access to them. It followed that England was the privileged site of generation of historical knowledge. The individuals or educational institutions in India engaged in knowledge enterprises were performing their desired role in the transmission of knowledge, while knowledge generation occurred in the metropolitan centres in England. That was as true of the natural sciences as of other forms of knowledge including the historical. Thus, British cognitive authority was secured. There were, of course, other factors: the perception that James Mill voiced, that Hindus were not civilized because ‘they had no history’, the advancement of European culture’s capability for knowledge generation in historiography due to advance in methodology, the Macaulayan disesteem for ‘native’ systems of knowledge, the material disadvantages suffered in the colonial educational system by those at a distance from the fonts of knowledge in England, and so forth. But these were things epiphenomenal compared to the central fact that control over sources of historical knowledge and cognitive authority resided in Britain. Thus, the archiving policy of the colonial state, or the lack thereof, is perfectly consistent with the characteristics of colonial historiography, serving the same purpose in the same cultural agenda.
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