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Preface

This book braids two histories: a little history, and a grand one. The little history
is local, tracing the career of the English East India Company’s fortified settlement in Bengal from the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth century, Fort
William and the city of Calcutta that surrounds it became the capital of the
British Empire in India. In the twentieth century, Calcutta also became a major
place where nationalist modernity was fashioned and mass politics was organized. The conspiracies, ambitions, alliances, resistances, and confrontations that
mark this local history of Fort William and its environs constitute one strand
within this book. The grand history, on the other hand, is about the global phenomenon of modern empire from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. This
history, I claim, was fundamentally shaped by the unprecedented problems
posed by the fact of modern European states ruling over Asiatic and African
peoples, shaping in turn the norms and practices of the modern state itself.
Modern empire was not an aberrant supplement to the history of modernity but
rather its constituent part. It will continue to thrive as long as the practices of
the modern state-form remain unchanged. The continuing global history of the
norms and practices of empire constitutes the second strand of the narrative.
The two histories come together in this book in the story of the Black Hole
of Calcutta, the site of the alleged death by suffocation of 123 Europeans taken
prisoner by Nawab Siraj-ud-daulah of Bengal in 1756. There was a time not
too long ago when this account was widely known in many parts of the world.
Indeed, the phrase “the black hole of Calcutta” was once commonly used to
refer to any dark and suffocating place. Yet from 1758, the time of its first telling, the story has gone through many transformations, with each new version
drawing a different moral conclusion. The sequence of retellings of the Black
Hole story in the last two and a half centuries provides the narrative spine of
this book. Around this, I have built a history of the British Empire in India and
the nationalist resistance to it as well as a history of the global practices of empire as they have unfolded in the course of the frequently troubled relationship
between metropolis and colony, and the changing demands of economic interest, political power, and moral legitimacy. Needless to say, the history of empire
is densely entangled with the modern history of political theory, political economy, and international law. These entanglements work through abstract theoretical concepts and normative judgments.
My narrative commitment serves as a constant reminder that empire was
not just about power politics, the logic of capital, or the civilizing mission but
instead was something that had to be practiced, as a normal everyday business
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as well as at moments of extraordinary crisis, by real people in real time. The
braiding of the two histories around a story line allows me not only to elucidate
and reflect on the theories and ideologies of empire since the mid-eighteenth
century; I also present rich narratives of numerous events and characters that
make up the real history of empire. A historiography driven solely by debates
in political theory, economics, or sociology inevitably leads to harnessing evidence of one’s sources into a history that is nothing more than the ineluctable
passage of the past into the necessary forms of the present. My attention to
actual practices of empire as engaged in by real people in real time calls attention to the irreducible contingency of historical events that can never be fully
encompassed by conceptual abstractions, just as it also points toward the significance of historical tendencies that never fructified, or developments that
were arrested or suppressed. They are important elements of a history of empire
as a global practice of power.
Who can tell a story that deals with so many subjects, periods, and locations?
Instead of pretending to fill the role of the all-knowing author-as-historian, I
have chosen, like poets and chroniclers of old, to disperse the narrative function
over a more modest and indeterminate identity—that of the editorial “we.” I
hope my readers will not grudge being sometimes interpolated into the collective voice of the storyteller.
The entwining of the local and the global around a place—Fort William and
the city that grew up around it—has the further effect of highlighting the fact
that empire is not an abstract universal category floating around in some transcendental global space. It is embodied and experienced in actual locations.
This book is therefore also about places and things in the city of Calcutta—
neighborhoods and buildings, technologies and products, monuments and statuary, meeting halls, theaters, and sporting arenas. As we know, modernity was
first experienced, in both metropolis and colony, as an urban phenomenon. The
modern history of empire was thus lived and acted out in these places—places
where that history is sometimes still remembered, and at other times, has been
erased from memory. Both acts are part of the continuing history of empire.
The story of the Black Hole of Calcutta, for instance, has disappeared from
history books today. As we will see, this act of forgetting not only conceals a
complex story of collaboration and conflict between colonizers and colonized
but also is itself a powerful technique of empire that still forms a part of its
repertoire of practices.
Many debts have been incurred in the course of writing this book. The research
was carried out in the British Library in London, the libraries of Columbia
University in New York, the National Library in Kolkata, the Nehru Memorial
Museum and Library in New Delhi, and the Jadunath Sarkar Resource Centre
and library of the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta (CSSSC). I
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am grateful to Malika Ghosh for her valuable research assistance. I am deeply
indebted to Abhijit Bhattacharya and Kamalika Mukherjee of the Hitesranjan
Sanyal Memorial Archive at the CSSSC for their unstinting help with microfilmed and photographic material. I am also grateful to Annapoorna Potluri and
Rehan Jamil of the South Asia Institute at Columbia University for assisting
me with the visual material. Malini Roy, the visual arts curator of the British
Library, was immensely helpful in giving me access to the India Office photographs collection. My sincere thanks to Chitta Panda, Ghulam Nabi, and the
staff of the documentation section of the Victoria Memorial Hall, Kolkata, for
their generous response to my request for digital images of items in their collection. Thanks also to Susan Bean for her kind assistance with an image from
the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem. Amalendu De and Christopher Pinney
have generously given permission to use images from their books. I thank Rangan Chakrabarti, Sudipto Chatterjee, Amlan Dasgupta, and Swapan Majumdar
for their assistance with sources and information. Gopalkrishna Gandhi kindly
arranged for an instructive guided tour of Government House; I am grateful
to him for his ever-friendly encouragement.
Dipesh Chakrabarty and two anonymous readers reviewed the first, unwieldy
draft of this manuscript, and offered detailed criticisms and comments. I cannot
thank them enough for the guidance they provided for the subsequent pruning
of the text. Over the last few years, I have presented parts of this book at several
academic events: the Danz Lecture at the Center for the Humanities of the
University of Washington at Seattle, the Presidential Lecture at the Humanities Center of Stanford University, the plenary lecture at the North American
Conference of British Studies in Denver, the plenary lecture at the annual conference of the Royal Geographical Society and the Institute of British Geographers in London, the B. N. Ganguli Lecture at the Centre for the Study of
Developing Societies in Delhi, and in talks at the Shelby Cullom Davis Center
at Princeton University, the Center for Indian Studies at the University of California at Los Angeles, Brown University, and Tsinghua University in Beijing.
I have also discussed several chapters during seminars at the CSSSC and Columbia University. I am grateful to all who participated in those conversations.
Of my colleagues in Kolkata, Raziuddin Aquil, Sibaji Bandyopadhyay, Gautam Bhadra, Rosinka Chaudhuri, Keya Dasgupta, Pradip Datta, Anjan Ghosh
(who, sadly, is no more), Tapati Guha-Thakurta, Bodhisattva Kar, Udaya Kumar,
Janaki Nair, Manas Ray, Asok Sen, and Lakshmi Subramanian have been my
constant interlocutors as well as sources of support in this research. The graduate seminar that I have jointly conducted with Nicholas Dirks at Columbia
for over a decade was the breeding ground for many of the ideas in this book.
In New York, I have also had occasions to discuss parts of this book with Gil
Anidjar, Talal Asad, Janaki Bakhle, Akeel Bilgrami, Victoria de Grazia, Carol
Gluck, Wael Hallaq, Sudipta Kaviraj, Lydia Liu, Mahmood Mamdani, Mark
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Mazower, Uday Mehta, Timothy Mitchell, Sheldon Pollock, and David Scott.
Of my students at Columbia, I have learned a great deal from the dissertation
research of Mireille Abelin, Aparna Balachandran, Ayça Çubukçu, Rahul Govind, Ron Jennings, and Philip Stern. Sonia Ahsan, Ayça Çubukçu, Abhishek
Kaicker, and Philip Schofield have made valuable contributions to specific
chapters by providing information, translations, and suggestions. Others who
have significantly contributed to this volume through conversations with me
are Muzaffar Alam, Shahid Amin, Gyan Prakash, V. Narayana Rao, and Sanjay
Subrahmanyam.
I am grateful to Fred Appel, Diana Goevaerts, Sara Lerner, and Cindy Milstein of Princeton University Press for ably guiding this manuscript through
the process of publication, as indeed I am to Rukun Advani of Permanent Black
for doing the same for the South Asian edition. My thanks to David Luljak for
preparing the index.
Unless otherwise mentioned, all translations from Indian languages are my
own.

CHAP TER ONE

Outrage in Calcutta

The mythical history of the British Empire in the East begins in a black
hole. In the evolutionary history of stars, the black hole is a theoretical construct. Scientists tell us that most of the black hole’s properties cannot be directly observed. When the core matter of a star cools, contracts, and collapses
into a black hole, the space-time around it is so sharply curved that no light
escapes, no matter is ejected, and all details of the imploding star are obliterated. An outside observer cannot associate any meaningful sense of time with
the interior events, and hence, in the absence of any chronological equivalence,
no communication could possibly take place with an inside observer, if there
were one. Scientists do, of course, infer the existence of black holes from observing disks of dust or hot gas near the cores of stars, but no actual black hole
has ever been observed so far.
The Black Hole of Calcutta has a somewhat similar status in the history of
modern empires. Where exactly was it located, and what happened inside it?
How do we know anything about the place or event? To answer these questions,
we will need to excavate many layers of narrative and doctrine that lie buried
under our currently fashionable postimperial edifice of the global community of
nations.

The Travels of a Monument
Dalhousie Square is the heart of the administrative district of Calcutta, a city
whose name is now officially spelled, in accordance with the Bengali colloquial
form, Kolkata. Like many other colonial landmarks in the city, Dalhousie
Square too was renamed in the 1960s. The new name is mostly used as an acronym on buses and traffic signs: Bi-ba-di Bag. In Bengali, it sounds as though
the place has been named after parties in a legal dispute. But in its expanded
form, the name is Binay-Badal-Dinesh Bag, which memorializes three daring
young men who, on a winter’s day in 1930, walked into the Writers’ Buildings
and shot dead Lieutenant-Colonel Norman Skinner Simpson, the inspector
general of prisons, while he was sitting at his desk in his office. The massive
red-brick structure of the Writers’ Buildings in fact occupies and dominates
the entire northern side of the square, throwing a vast crimson reflection on the
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shimmering surface of the pool at the center. The principal ministries of the
provincial government are still housed in the Writers’ Buildings, as they were in
the days when the British ruled India. On the western side of the square stands
one of the more distinctive buildings of colonial Calcutta—the General Post
Office (GPO)—built in the classical style with Corinthian columns and a Renaissance dome. On a workday, the bustle around the place is overwhelming,
with hundreds of people scampering up or down the white marble semicircular
flight of stairs leading up to an elegant domed hall, encircled by dozens of
counters. On the pavement, along the tall iron railings of the post office, stand
innumerable vendors peddling the most disparate array of goods one can imagine, from food to envelopes and pens to lottery tickets. Hundreds of buses and
minibuses swerve around the GPO in or out of Bi-ba-di Bag every few minutes, honking frenetically and belching noxious fumes. No one here has the
least suspicion that the city has not always been this way. How can one imagine
a Calcutta without Dalhousie Square and the GPO?
An attentive visitor, however, may notice a small plaque high up on the
GPO’s eastern wall. It says, somewhat obscurely: “The brass lines in the adjacent steps and pavement mark the position and extent of part of the south-east
bastion of Old Fort William the extreme south-east point being 95 feet from
this wall.” The brass lines are difficult to find, but along one of the lower steps
there is a strip of what looks like wrought iron running southward for a few
yards and then coming to an abrupt stop. There is no further clue here as to the
mystery of the fort wall.
Just north of the GPO there is another red-brick public building known as
the Calcutta Collectorate, and further north, running all the way to the corner
of Fairlie Place, there is a grand nineteenth-century structure—the headquarters of the Eastern Railway. Rather incongruously, a modern building from the
1960s stands in between, housing the Calcutta offices of the Reserve Bank of
India. The entire northern and western sections of Dalhousie Square have an
unmistakable Victorian look—an aesthetic richness that is rudely spoiled, for the
purist, by the monumental banality of the Reserve Bank. There was once a less
grand nineteenth-century building at that spot, but it was pulled down in the
1960s. It used to be the Custom House.
The street running west out of the square past the GPO leads to the Hugli
River. This is Koila Ghat, literally the Coal Wharf. It is said that the name is a
corruption of Killa Ghat, which would associate the place with a fort. Leading
south from Dalhousie Square is Council House Street, which runs past the yard
of St. John’s Church, built in 1787 and serving until 1847 as the city’s Anglican
cathedral. Before its recent renovation, it was in a poor state of repair for a long
time. The churchyard has some of the oldest funerary architecture from British
Calcutta, including the mausoleum of Job Charnock, who founded the first
English settlement at Sutanuti, and the grave of Vice Admiral Charles Watson,
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Figure 1. The Holwell Monument at St. John’s Church. Photo: Abhijit Bhattacharya

who along with Robert Clive (1725–74) led the British reconquest of Fort
William in 1757. Both of these structures are remarkable for their distinctly
Islamic styles—a sign that local masons at the time had still not been trained
to build according to European designs. More interesting for the present purpose, though, is a monument standing near the churchyard’s western wall, surrounded by overgrown shrubs and piles of rubbish.
It is a white marble obelisk on an octagonal base, with inscribed tablets on
six of its sides and a floral frieze on the other two. The main inscription reads
as follows:
This Monument
Has been erected by
Lord Curzon, Viceroy and Governor-General of India,
In the year 1902,
Upon the site
And in reproduction of the design
Of the original monument
To the memory of the 123 persons
Who perished in the Black Hole prison
Of Old Fort William
On the night of the 20th of June, 1756.
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The former memorial was raised by
Their surviving fellow-sufferer
J. Z. Holwell, Governor of Fort William,
On the spot where the bodies of the dead
Had been thrown into the ditch of the ravelin.
It was removed in 1821.

The next tablet displays the names of twenty-seven persons whom John Zephania Holwell (1711–98) originally listed as having died in the Black Hole. Two
other tablets list fifty-four additional victims whose names have been “recovered from oblivion by reference to contemporary documents.”
The memorial is actually in the wrong place, because this is neither the site
of the Black Hole prison nor where the victims’ bodies were allegedly thrown.
At the base of the monument, there is another inscription:
This Monument was erected in 1902
by
Lord Curzon on the original site of the Black Hole
(North-West corner of Dalhousie Square)
and removed thence to the Cemetery of
St. John’s Church, Calcutta in 1940.

We are dealing, then, with two monuments. The original one, by all accounts,
stood somewhere on the northwest corner of what was then called the Tank
Square, long before James Andrew Ramsay, Lord Dalhousie (1812–60), was
memorialized there as an imperial hero. We know from the records that the
ruins of the old fort, including the site of the Black Hole prison, were demolished in 1818 when the old Custom House was built. The Holwell monument
stood outside the walls of the old fort—that is, somewhere in front of the present Collectorate building.
We also know that the original monument was designed and built, probably
in 1760, by Holwell, a survivor of the Black Hole incident, to whom we owe the
only detailed narrative of the event. The inscription on the front of the monument then had forty-eight names of those
who with sundry other Inhabitants,
Military and Militia to the Number of 123 Persons,
were by the Tyrannic Violence of Surajud Dowla,
Suba of Bengal, Suffocated in the Black Hole Prison of Fort William in the Night of the 20th Day of
June, 1756, and promiscuously thrown the succeeding Morning into the Ditch of the
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Figure 2. Holwell’s plan for his monument and inscription. Source: Holwell 1774,
frontispiece

Ravelin of this Place,
This
Monument is Erected
by
Their Surviving Fellow Sufferer,
J. Z. HOLWELL.

On the reverse of the monument, the inscription said:
This Horrid Act of Violence
was as Amply
as deservedly revenged
on Surajud Dowla,
by his Majesty’s Arms,
under the Conduct of
Vice Admiral Watson and Coll. Clive
Anno, 17571
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In 1756, there was no Dalhousie Square, no GPO, and not even the nownonexistent Custom House. The entire area from Fairlie Place in the north
down to Koila Ghat Street in the south, and from Binay-Badal-Dinesh Bag in
the east to the Hugli River in the west, which then flowed much further inland
than at present, engulfing all of Strand Road, was the location of Fort William,
the fortified town that served as the principal settlement of the English East
India Company in Bengal. We know this not from any material remains but
rather from records preserved in the archives and libraries. Yet to trace the movement of the Black Hole memorial is to unravel the mythical history of empire.

Old Fort William
The center of Calcutta in 1756 consisted of a small fort with earth and ballast
bastions and brick walls. It contained the trading hall or factory, warehouses,
governor’s residence, armory and magazine, barracks, and officers’ lodgings of
the East India Company. The square bastions at each of the fort’s four corners
mounted ten guns, and the main east gate had five. The brick curtain walls were
about four feet thick and eighteen feet high. Outside the fort, there was a settlement of private British houses, a church, a mayor’s court, a hospital, and a
playhouse.2 The small British population apparently lived ostentatiously in spacious town houses built in the European style, often surrounded by large gardens. The much-larger Indian section of the town was to the north, in what was
earlier the village of Sutanuti, separated from “White Town” by Indo-Portuguese
and Armenian quarters, in addition to another settlement toward the south in
the village of Gobindapur.
Calcutta had grown phenomenally in the first half of the eighteenth century,
and its total population in 1756 could have been in the region of one hundred
thousand.3 The British population probably numbered no more than four hundred, mostly male—a large portion of whom were soldiers.4 The Indian population residing in “Black Town” consisted of traders, artisans, and laborers who
worked or did business in the flourishing trading center called Bara Bazar, or
the Great Market, just north of the fort. Some of the Indian merchants of the
town, such as Gopinath Seth, Ramkrishna Seth, Sobharam Basak, or the muchmaligned Amirchand (called Omichund in the British sources), were major
suppliers of the cotton textiles, silk goods, saltpeter, and other commodities
exported by the East India Company and its officers. The Seths and Basaks as
well as Amirchand owned property in White Town, which they rented to Europeans. Around 1745, there was a concerted attempt to clearly separate White
Town from Black Town. After it was reported that “several Black people having
intermixed themselves among the English Houses, and by that means occasion
Nusances and disturbances to Several of the English Inhabitants,” the order
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Figure 3. Fort William in the Kingdom of Bengal belonging to the East India Company of
England, engraving by Jan Van Ryne, 1754. Source: Curzon 1925

went out that “Black People living in Town” must quit.5 This was followed by
instructions from London that “Houses belonging to our Servants or any English must not be sold to Moors or any Black Merchants whatsoever.”6
The company had held the three villages of Sutanuti, Kalkatta, and Gobindapur as the zamindar, with the right to settle people and collect revenues,
starting in 1698. As with its settlement in Fort St. George in Madras, the English company was keen to encourage a local population to take up residence
under its protection, engage in trade and husbandry, and contribute to the revenues.7 In 1717, the company secured a farman from Emperor Farrukhsiyar of
Delhi to trade without paying customs duties, rent thirty-eight villages adjacent to Calcutta, and mint coins out of its imported bullion. Whether these
imperial pronouncements were merely advisory, or whether the nawab of Bengal was required to implement them, remained a matter of dispute. Nawab
Murshid Quli Khan allowed the company’s goods to be transported without
duties, but not those that belonged to the company’s officials. Company servants, however, routinely tried to carry out their private trade under the company’s seal to evade customs charges. Murshid Quli Khan also refused to allow
the company to purchase additional villages, but through the early eighteenth
century, several villages were actually acquired under the nominal proprietorship of the company’s Indian employees.8 On the matter of minting coins, the
nawab flatly denied permission.
The company’s settlement in Calcutta, though, was steadily fortified through
the first half of the eighteenth century, sometimes with the permission of the
nawab’s government, but often without it. The company’s directors in London
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Figure 4. Section of map of Old Fort William and the town of Calcutta, 1756–57.
Source: Busteed 1888

were always concerned about the need to defend their settlement in Bengal in
order to protect their trade. As early as 1700, they were reminding their officials
in Bengal that “we have by every Shipping pressed you to make your ffortifications strong enough to discourage or sustaine any attempts of the Moors but in
as private a Manner as you can.”9 The instructions were repeated in 1709:
[Since] the greatest part of our Annuall Exportations are to the Bay our ffort there
may be Sufficiently Strengthen’d and made tenable against any attempts of the Moors
though they should have any Europeans among them to direct them in their Assaults and therefore we say take all opportunityes to make it so but without noise and
as Secretly as you can and be sure colour over your reall intentions by alledging that
such a building is to keep out the floods or for Additionall Warehouses to preserve
goods from fire or to keep the Walls from falling or any other such reasons as the
Case requires which may be true in fact tho’ they are not the whole truth.10
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The private trade of company officials was a matter of much dispute. There
is little doubt that for those who chose to sail to India in the company’s service,
the lure of a fortune acquired in a few years through private trade was the most
powerful attraction, because the actual pay was paltry. Writers were paid £5 a
year, factors were paid £15, and senior merchants, after at least a decade of
service in India, got £40. The average salary and official perquisites for all company servants, including governors, in the period before the battle of Palashi
(spelled in the English sources as Plassey) was under £150 annually.11 Most
who came from Britain hated the conditions in Bengal: “They disliked the
climate, they disliked the sicknesses that recurred so frequently, they disliked
the blacks.” But they all looked forward to returning home after ten or fifteen
years with enough of a fortune to live “free and independent like a gentleman.”
This could mean something like £25,000 in savings, which could allow one to
live the life of a small squire.12 Even members of the clergy were not immune.
“I am extremely anxious,” wrote one young man, “to go as a chaplain on the
East India fleet. The stipend is small, only £40, but there are many advantages.
The last brought home £3,000.”13
One variety of private trade, called the “country trade,” was the transporting
of goods in private British vessels between Indian ports and the Persian Gulf
and Red Sea, or China and Southeast Asia. By the 1720s, a large part of India’s
maritime trade was in private British hands, and Calcutta had overtaken Madras as its principal port. At this time, something like forty private Britishowned ships were fitted out from Calcutta each season.14 It appears that local
exporters favored British vessels, mainly because of the speed and dexterity
with which they were operated, and the valor with which they were defended.
Consequently, Asian traders were prepared to pay the higher freight charges to
ensure quick and safe passage.15 Company officials of all ranks, with the explicit
blessings of their seniors, regularly participated in the country trade to make
private profits.16 The directors in London sometimes wrote to their Indian officials to take steps to stop the practice. But the Fort William council responded,
“If the Company allowed no private trade, their servants must starve.”17
The other form of private trade was the participation of the company’s officials in the “inland” or internal trade in Bengal. Since they had little capital of
their own, company servants would take loans from Indian merchants and use
their positions of authority in the company to further their private businesses.
This could be done either through company employees stationed in inland factories or via Indian gumashtas traveling up-country. In 1723, it was reported
that the private trade of company servants in Patna was bigger than the company’s own business there.18 A common practice was to use the company permit
or dastak to clear private goods through the toll stations. Local officials would
retaliate from time to time by seizing the company’s goods. After protests and
haggling, the goods would be released on payment of a penalty. Sometimes, there
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would be a face-off, a test of wills. In 1702, when the faujdar (police chief ) of
Hugli served an order on Calcutta from the nawab’s government, the English
officials reported to London:
We found the design was to get money from us, but we resolved to part with nothing
choosing rather to spend your Honours money in powder and Shott than to be always giving to every little Rascall, who thought he should do us injury, . . . we wrote
him word we would not be at a Cowreys Charge, but put our selves in a good posture
of defence, mounted severall Guns round the Garrison, Entertained Eight or Ten
Europe men more in the Gunners Crew, made up the Company of souldiers, one
hunder’d and twenty men, and resolved to make a Stout resistance, the Government
hearing of our preparations made no attempt upon the place, altho’ we were dayly
Alarm’d with severall reports of forces comeing against us.19

By 1750, the British position in Bengal became entangled in the extension
of European political rivalries in Asia. The aggressive policies of the French governor Joseph François Dupleix of Pondicherry had led to major military and
diplomatic successes over the British in south India, and now he was looking to
Bengal. In 1751, he was writing to his general, Charles Joseph Bussy: “Nothing
can be easier than to humble the pride of that man [Nawab Ali Vardi Khan]
whose troops are as worthless as those you already know. By sending to Bengal,
Balasore or Masulipatam four to five hundred men . . . some light artillery . . .
that is all you need in Bengal where there isn’t a single fort and the whole country lies open to the first glance.” He added that “the English and the Dutch are
not in a position to give him [Ali Vardi] any help. . . . I defy them to furnish more
than three hundred soldiers.”20
The British, however, were not slow to pick up the cue. The fiercely competitive spirit of mercantilist rivalry between European nations had long traveled
to Asia. In addition, war clouds were looming over Europe. Senior officials of
the East India Company were deeply concerned about protecting the future of
their lucrative Bengal trade and denying any advantage to the French. Indeed,
there is a familiar argument among historians that even though the French
were unable to hold on to their initial successes, it was Dupleix who first demonstrated that it was possible for a European trading company to seek political
power in India to promote its commercial interests; the British only learned
this lesson from the French.21 The directors wrote to officials at Fort William
in 1748:
Experience having proved no Regard is paid by the French to the neutrality of the
Mogul’s Dominions, and that were the Countrey Government willing to protect Us,
they are not able to do it against the French, who having little to lose, are always
prone to violate the Laws of Nations to inrich themselves by plunder. . . . [Y]ou have
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our Orders to make Calcutta as secure as You can against the French or any other
European Enemy. . . . His Majesty will support the Company in whatever they may
think fit to do for their future Security; for though a Peace is now making with
France, no one knows how long it may last, and when War is broke out, it is always
too late to make Fortifications strong enough to make Defence against an Enterprising Enemy, as appears from what happened at Madrass.22

Robert Orme, who would later earn his distinction as the official historian
of the conquest of Bengal, was advising Clive as early as 1752 to consider toppling Ali Vardi. “The Nabob coming down with all His Excellency’s cannon to
Hughley, and with an intent to bully all the Settlements out of a large sum of
money; Clive, ’twould be a good deed to swinge the old dog. I don’t speak at
random when I say that the Company must think seriously of it, or ’twill not be
worth their while to trade in Bengal.”23
In December 1752, the company sent out Colonel C. F. Scott as the engineer general to examine and strengthen the fortifications in Calcutta, with special instructions that “keeping our Designs Secret will be the best means of
preventing any Troubles and Embarrassments in the carrying them into Execution, which may arise from the Countrey Government.”24 In 1754, the company directors in London sent fifty-nine cannons to Calcutta and suggested
that the fort be strengthened, with the permission of Ali Vardi, if it could be
obtained, and if not, by bribing his officials. Calcutta began to be further fortified in 1755 without the nawab’s permission.25
Another matter had often ruffled relations between the provincial government in Murshidabad and the company’s settlement in Calcutta. The nawab,
needless to say, insisted on his sovereign rights over the territory of the subah
of Bengal, including the trading settlements of the French, British, Dutch,
and Danish companies. Nevertheless, sometimes there were fugitives who took
refuge in Calcutta, and more contentiously, Indian residents of the British settlement or Indian agents of the company over whose property the provincial
government made a claim in accordance with the country’s prevailing law. The
East India Company refused to hand over such persons on several occasions,
claiming that it could not “think of subjecting our flag and protection to so
much contempt as to abandon our tenants and inhabitants and permit their
estates and properties to be seized and plundered.”26
Ali Vardi, it seems, was well aware of the economic opportunities that had
been opened up in Bengal by the European trade. “He used to compare the
Europeans,” wrote Luke Scrafton, a company official, “to a hive of bees, of whose
honey you might reap the benefits, but that if you disturbed their hive they
would sting you to death.”27 Ali Vardi was keen to prevent a combination of the
British and French against him, and so tried to play one against the other. He
also firmly resisted allowing the military fortification of any of the European
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settlements in his dominion. According to his admiring historian Ghulam Husain Tabatabai, Ali Vardi was apprehensive that after his death, “the hat-men
wou’d possess themselves of all the shores of Hindia.”28

A New Nawab
In March 1756, the eighty-year-old Ali Vardi was fatally ill. A power struggle
was brewing in his court in Murshidabad. His grandson Siraj-ud-daulah was
known to be Ali Vardi’s favorite, but his claims were vigorously opposed by Ali
Vardi’s eldest daughter, Mihr-un-nisa, better known as Gahsiti Begam. At this
time, Krishnadas, the son of Rajballabh Sen, the revenue administrator of Dhaka,
accused by the nawab’s government of embezzlement, took refuge in Calcutta.
Rajballabh was a close confidant of Gahsiti. Siraj took this as a signal that the
British were backing Gahsiti’s faction in the succession battle.29 When Ali Vardi
died in April and Siraj became the nawab, he immediately demanded from the
company the extradition of Krishnadas and a stop to any further fortification
of Calcutta. Narayan Singh, the bearer of the nawab’s letter, was unceremoniously dismissed by Roger Drake, the governor of Fort William, who then wrote
back to Siraj:
Some enemies had advised His Excellency without regard to truth, that we were
erecting new fortifications . . . that he must have been acquainted of the great loss our
company sustained by the capture of Madras by the French, that there was an appearance of a war between our nations, that, therefore, we were repairing our walls
which were in danger of being carried away by the river, and that we were not otherwise erecting new works.30

Narayan Singh, humiliated, returned to Murshidabad and complained: “What
honour is left to us, when a few traders, who have not yet learnt to wash their
bottoms, reply to the ruler’s order by expelling his envoy?”31 Siraj, by all accounts, was enraged. One group in his court advised caution, reminding him
that the English were like “flames of fire” and that confronting them might
engulf the whole country in a general war. But another group advocated firm
diplomacy backed by a show of force.32 The recent conflicts between the British
and French in south India, and the subjugation of the rulers of Hyderabad and
Arcot, were known in Murshidabad, and it was reasonable for Siraj to think
that he should not allow any of the Europeans to build fortified enclaves in
Bengal.33 In fact, he may even have been keen to nullify the privileges that the
British were enjoying in Bengal in comparison with the other European companies and treat all of them on the same footing.34
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Khwaja Wajid, an Armenian merchant of Hugli who traded with the English company, was appointed as an intermediary. Siraj explained to him that he
objected to the strong fortifications in Calcutta, the misuse of the company’s
dastak that had resulted in huge losses of revenue, and the protection that the
British had given to corrupt employees of the nawab’s government. On the
question of the dastak, Siraj did not raise the issue of its misuse by company
servants but rather its illegal sale to Indian merchants—a practice that was apparently quite common.35 He also wrote to George Pigot, the governor of Fort
St. George in Madras, declaring:
It was not my intention to remove the mercantile business of the Company belonging to you from out of the subah of Bengal, but Roger Drake, your gomasta, was a very
wicked and unruly man and began to give protection to persons who had accounts
with the Patcha [emperor] in his koatey [factory]. Notwithstanding all my admonitions, yet he did not desist from his shameless actions.”36

Yet Khwaja Wajid’s mission came to nothing. Drake would not listen to him
and virtually turned him away.
Siraj retaliated immediately. At the end of May 1756, his troops surrounded
the English factory in Kasimbazar, not far from Murshidabad, and forced William Watts, the factor, to sign an undertaking pledging that the company would
accept the nawab’s conditions. None of the company’s servants who surrendered
were subjected to violence, nor were the company’s assets seized. Watts later
wrote that “a proof that the Nabob’s intent was to accommodate matters, was
that he touched none of the Company’s effects at Cossimbuzar except the warlike stores.”37
Drake in Calcutta, however, decided that the nawab was merely creating
pretexts for seizing the company’s assets and expelling the British from Bengal.
He disregarded the repeated suggestions from Watts that he seek some sort of
reconciliation with Siraj. Instead, the council at Fort William wrote to Fort St.
George asking for reinforcements to be sent immediately:
We are again to request in the most earnest manner, as you tender the interest of our
employers so deeply concerned in this Settlement, as you regard the lives and propertys of the inhabitants, and as you value the honour of our Nation, all of which are
now at stake, that you do not on any motive whatsoever neglect to supply us with the
number of men we have demanded. . . . Should you after all we have said and urged
upon this head either refuse or delay the reinforcement we have demanded, we hope
your Honour &c. will excuse us, if we exculpate ourselves by protesting against you
in behalf of our Honourable Employers, for all the damages and ill consequences of
such default.38
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The Fall of Calcutta
On June 16, the nawab, personally leading a force of some thirty thousand
soldiers with heavy artillery, arrived in the vicinity of Calcutta. At Fort William, the number of armed men available to defend it was around five hundred,
of whom no more than half were European, including soldiers, militia members, and volunteers, with the rest consisting of Armenians, Indo-Portuguese,
and Indians.39
A council of war met at Fort William. It was suggested that the fort alone
should be defended and that all the British houses surrounding the fort should
be blown up to allow unrestricted fire on the nawab’s troops. But the idea was
rejected. The prevailing view seems to have been that Siraj would not really go
through with his threats in the face of determined opposition from the British.40 Instead, to deter the nawab’s advance, the bamboo and straw huts of the
Indian residents of Gobindapur were set on fire, and then looters plundered
Bara Bazar.41 Drake, the governor, noted later that except for Gobindaram
Mitra, a prominent Indian in the company’s service, no one in the native part
of town offered any help: “They are such a niggardly race of people that we
gained no assistance or strength to the place from any of those whose greatgreat-grandfathers had enjoyed the protection of our flag under which they
accumulated what they are now possessed of.”42 All European women as well
as the families of the Armenian and Portuguese fighters were given shelter in
the fort.
The nawab’s forces began an assault on all fronts on June 16. After three days
of battle, a majority of the council at Fort William was arguing in favor of
abandoning the fort and retreating to the ships anchored in the river. The nawab’s troops plundered the town “to such an extent that the rabble of the party
gave food and water to their beasts in china vessels. . . . For three or four days,”
wrote Yusuf Ali Khan, “the servants attached to the Nawab’s cavalry and infantry, and the rabbles of the market, numbering about sixty to seventy thousand
men, spared nothing in razing and burning, and looting properties worth lakhs
and crores.”43 Morale was desperately low inside the fort, and as Drake, the
fort’s governor, himself remarked, “Every black fellow who could make his escape” ran away. Thus, even though there were provisions in the fort, there were
no cooks, and Drake, in describing how distressing the situation was, noted
that “even the Governour had no servant but one slave boy.”44 One officer later
commented that “animositys amongst the persons who had the whole command and charge of the garrison in their hands did not contribute a litle to our
misfortunes.” There was much unruly behavior and drunkenness among the
soldiers: “Half of our men in liquor in the fort, no supply of provisions or water
sent to those in the houses without, the drum beat to arms three different times
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on alarm of the enemy’s being under the walls, but hardly a man could be got
on the ramparts.”45
On the night of June 18, it was decided that the European women in the
fort should be escorted to the boats waiting on the river. But crowds of IndoPortuguese women and children who had been given shelter in the fort pressed
forward to get on board: “It was thought hard to refuse them protection, as
their husbands carryed arms for the defence of the place.”46 Soon the governor’s house and the garrison had been abandoned. When it was discovered that
no more than two days’ ammunition was left in the stores, there was a demand
for a general retreat from the fort. Holwell, in particular, maintained that by
retreating to the boats at night, all Europeans as well as the company’s treasure
could be safely removed before daybreak. No firm decision was reached, though.
Amirchand, who had been imprisoned in the fort by Drake on the charge of
secretly conspiring with the nawab’s party, was asked to write to the nawab
seeking terms of negotiation, but Amirchand was in no mood to oblige his
captors.47 In any case, even the Persian writer employed by the company had
deserted.
When the nawab’s army resumed its assault in the morning, and the ship
Dodaly arrived up the river below the fort, there was a general desertion. Everyone who could find a place on a boat left. By noon, Governor Drake himself was gone, sailing downstream. Soon there were no more boats available,
even though many, including eight members of the council of war, were still
waiting in the fort, ready to leave. The expectation was that the company’s
ship, Prince George, waiting upstream, would arrive shortly to pick up the remaining Europeans. Yet at this critical moment, as ill luck would have it, the
ship ran aground and would not move. The defenders were stranded in the besieged fort.48
The governor having ingloriously deserted, the remaining council members
elected Holwell as governor of Fort William. He promised to distribute three
chests of the company’s treasure among the soldiers if they could hold the fort.
But with so many senior officers gone, it was impossible to maintain discipline.
Many European soldiers, most of them allegedly Dutch, virtually mutinied,
forcing their way into the stores, helping themselves to the liquor, and subsequently deserting in the night.49 On June 20, after further fighting, Holwell
was left with no more than a 150 fighters, demoralized, and “exhausted of
strength and vigour.”50 He signaled for a truce. By evening, the fort was occupied by the nawab’s troops.
Holwell was brought before Siraj, who expressed much resentment against
Drake. The Indo-Portuguese, Armenians, and Indians in the fort were allowed
to leave, along with some fifteen Europeans. The remaining Europeans were
left in charge of the nawab’s guard. At this time, according to one account, some
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Figure 5. Siraj-ud-daulah, from a contemporary portrait. Courtesy: © Victoria Memorial
Hall, Kolkata

of the Europeans, apparently under the influence of liquor, misbehaved with the
guards, at least one of whom received fatal injuries. It appears that some hostilities continued even after the fort had been taken. When this was reported,
either the nawab or one of his officers ordered that the Europeans be confined
within the fort. In the process, they discovered a cell, picturesquely called the
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Black Hole, which was used by fort officials to lock up unruly Europeans. This
was where the European prisoners were held during the night of June 20.

The Aftermath of Defeat
To understand the context in which the first narratives of the Black Hole
deaths were produced, we have to travel a few miles downstream from Calcutta,
opposite what was then the quite-nondescript rural market of Phalta, where
there was a Dutch pilot station for guiding ships sailing up or down the treacherous Hugli River. That is where Drake and those of his colleagues who had
decamped waited in their boats, to be joined by Watts and Collet from Kasimbazar as well as Holwell and other survivors of the fall of Fort William. For
several months, the East India Company representatives in Bengal operated out
of Dodaly, surrounded by a small flotilla offshore from Phalta.
The situation there was far from edifying. A week after the fall of Calcutta,
the Dutch company in Hugli refused to respond to a request from the Dodaly
for provisions and clothing: “We have viewed with surprise the presumptuous
recklessness of that nation in first bidding defiance to such a formidable enemy
as the Nawab, and afterwards, after offering little or no resistance, in abandoning their permanent fortress and matchless colony without making any provision for the few things that were absolutely required.”51 The French in Chandannagar (Chandernagore) were merciless in their condemnation of the English:
“Their shameful flight . . . covers all Europeans with a disgrace which they will
never wipe out in this country; every one curses, detests and abhors them. . . . In
short whatever one may say, these gentlemen, especially Mr. Drake, will never
free themselves from such an infamy, and Mr. Drake will never be able to deprive his nation of the right to hang him and all his Council.”52
The first letter from the council in Phalta to its superiors at Fort St. George,
containing the news of Calcutta’s fall, did not go out before July 13, more than
three weeks after the event, because of difficulties in arriving at an agreed-on
version of what had happened.53 When Charles Manningham was chosen to
carry this letter to Madras and report in detail, there was a written protest from
some in Phalta who charged that Manningham had deserted his post at Fort
William and could not be relied on to give a true account of the events there.54
Around the same time, Watts and Collet, then in Chandannagar after their
release from the nawab’s custody, wrote to the council in Phalta, charging: “You
incensed the Nabob to come against Calcutta and then deserted the place and
fled on board your ships, which in all probability and by all accounts was the
occasion of the loss of the place which might have been defended if you had
staid, and by which step we are of opinion you abdicated your several stations
and are now no longer to be deemed Servants of the Company.”55
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On July 17, Holwell wrote his first letter to Fort St. George from Murshidabad, where he had been taken in custody by the nawab’s officers, in which he
described the flight of Drake and others as an act of desertion and a “cruel piece
of treachery,” for which the remaining council members at Fort William had
resolved to suspend the deserters, “it being the only just piece of resentment in
our power.”56 William Lindsay in Phalta, on the other hand, writing to Orme
in Madras, specifically mentioned Holwell in his report on the fall of Calcutta:
“Mr. Holwell after the Governor was gone took the charge of the factory. It was
much against his inclination being there, two gentlemen having carried away
the budgerow he had waiting for him. I mention this as I understand he made
a merit in staying when he found he could not get off.”57
In early August, after Holwell’s arrival in Phalta, the antagonisms within
the council became sharper. Holwell refused to sign any papers relating to the
council, because he considered Drake and others, by quitting the fort’s defense,
to have “divested themselves of all right or pretensions to the future government of the Company’s affairs, or the colony.” He also maintained that the remaining council members at Fort William had elected him as governor and
administrator of the company’s affairs, and “the gentlemen at present constituting the Agency” did not have “any just power to divest him” of that appointment.58 He objected to the expenditure of 64,662 Arcot rupees for costs and
damages for Dodaly, because, he said, she had abandoned the defense of the
company’s fort for which she had been commissioned, and hence, no such expenses could be charged to the company.59 William Tooke, in his detailed narrative of the conquest of Calcutta, described Drake’s and Manningham’s actions as “something so scandalous and inhuman that it is a reflection upon the
nation. . . . [S]uch an unprecedented affair surely is not to be paralleled among
the greatest barbarians, much more among Christians.” He also said that in
Phalta, “the junior servants’ antipathy at last grew so great against some of the
Council’s ill conduct” that they began to question its authority, causing Drake to
drop the designations governor and council, and began calling themselves “agents
for the Company.”60
Another matter that rankled was the charge that the company’s treasures
held in the fort were stolen. This was a persistent topic in every report that
circulated among French officials in India at the time about the capture of the
English settlement and factories in Bengal by Siraj. When Holwell surrendered
on June 20, 1756, the nawab’s soldiers found only fifty thousand rupees in the
fort’s treasury; Siraj flew into a rage because he was expecting millions.61 Where
had the treasure gone? “It is no longer a matter of doubt,” said a French account, “from the way in which Mr. Drake behaved that he had formed a plan
with the Commandant of the troops and certain Councillors, and that they had
all agreed that these troubles offered an excellent opportunity to appropriate a
portion of the wealth confided in their care.”62 Holwell, in his first letter after
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his release in Murshidabad, mentions that on the evening of June 18, when it
was decided that the European women in the fort should be shifted to the boats
on the river, it was also resolved to remove the company’s treasure and books.63
He was more specific in his next letter, from Hugli:
Whether the treasure or books were embarked I cannot say, the late President and
Gentlemen below who have assumed the title and authority of “Agents for the Company’s Affairs” are the best judges. After the President’s departure, I made inquiry
after the Sub-Treasurer and keys of the Treasury, but neither one or the other was to
be found. I intended on the first recess to have opened the Treasury to have been
satisfied in this particular; but that recess never came.64

Holwell’s language is careful, but the aspersion is unmistakable. Tooke was quite
explicit in his allegations:
What was the reason we could not have acted as politically as they [the French and
Dutch], I cannot conjecture. There is certainly some reason to think we acted upon
some other scheme. . . . Indeed could we have resisted the Nabob’s forces till succours
arrived to us from the Coromandel coast and Bombay, there must have been glorious
plunder for some of our Gentlemen in Council, for those in particular of the natives
who had received protection of our flag would have been made to pay for it, as also
no small contributions raised round about the country; besides the plunder of the
river would have been very sufficient to have made a few persons’ fortunes . . . ; nay so
sure were some of them of success against the Nabob . . . that vessells were fitted out
to make prizes of the enemys ships homeward bound, two of which were taken . . . ;
and though the Company had then in the river several small vessells that might have
been sent on that expedition they were all put aside, and a vessell sent (which Mr.
Drake purchased a very considerable part of ) upon the expedition, that the whole
plunder might be their own.65

This is the backdrop for the first accounts of the Black Hole incident. Brijen
Gupta has carefully compiled a full list. There are thirteen such sources that
have come down to us, ranging from a mention in a letter written on July 3,
1756, some two weeks after Calcutta’s fall, by an anonymous Frenchman of
Chandannagar, to Holwell’s Genuine Narrative written in February 1757. There
is one more account—the fourteenth—by John Cooke, who was in the fort at
the time of its fall, but who narrated his version of the Black Hole story before
a select committee of the House of Commons in 1772, sixteen years after the
incident. Gupta shows with impeccable reasoning that Holwell was directly
involved in the production of every single one of these narratives—that is, they
are not independent pieces of evidence but rather all the result of consultations
with Holwell or a reading of his various descriptions of the event.66 It is to
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Holwell’s narrative, then, that we must turn, as indeed everyone else has in the
last 250 years, for an account of what happened on the night of June 20, 1756,
at Fort William.

The “Genuine” Narrative
Though born in Dublin, Holwell came from a London merchant family with
education. He was trained as a doctor and traveled to India as a surgeon’s mate.
In Calcutta, he showed his skills in judicial and revenue administration, and
became the mayor and zemindar of the settlement as well as the youngest
council member. After his final return to Britain in 1760, he emerged as something of a specialist in Indian affairs, wrote historical and ethnographic tracts,
and became a fellow of the Royal Society. He was keen to display his superior
moral and intellectual qualities in comparison with the usual run of greedy adventurers who came out to India in the company’s service.
He wrote the Genuine Narrative on board the Syren in February 1757 on his
journey back to Britain from Bengal. By then, Calcutta had been recaptured
by Clive’s army. Holwell was now feeling much better. The sea air had, as he
explained in the opening page of the narrative, “had that salutary effect on my
constitution I expected; and my mind enjoys a calm it has been many months
a stranger to.” He had had “leisure to reflect,” and since no one who had survived the night when Fort William fell had written down a detailed narrative,
he felt it necessary to do so. “The annals of the world,” he believed, “cannot
produce an incident like it in any degree or proportion to all the dismal circumstances attending it.” His account might, he said, offer hope and confidence “to
such as may hereafter fall under like tryals, by giving them an instance (and sure
a stronger cannot well be given), that we ought never to despair, when innocence and duty have been the causes of our distress.”67
Holwell’s account was composed in the form of a letter to his friend William Davis, and first published in London in 1758 under the title A Genuine
Narrative of the Deplorable Deaths of the English Gentlemen, and Others, Who
Were Suffocated in the Black-Hole in Fort William, in Calcutta, in the Kingdom of
Bengal; in the Night Succeeding the 20th Day of June, 1756.68 By the time the narrative was published, Siraj had been defeated in Palashi and killed. Clive and
the East India Company were in full charge of political affairs in Bengal.
Figure to yourself, my friend, if possible, the situation of a hundred and forty six
wretches, exhausted by continual fatigue and action, thus crammed together in a
cube of about eighteen feet, in a close sultry night, in Bengal, shut up to the eastward and southward (the only quarters from whence air could reach us) by dead
walls, and by a wall and door to the north, open only to the westward by two win-
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dows, strongly barred with iron, from which we could receive scarce any the least
circulation of fresh air.69

Holwell and the other European defenders of the fort had been ordered into
the Black Hole prison at about 8:00 p.m. by the nawab’s guards and forced
through the only door. Somewhat improbably, considering the smallness of the
room in relation to the numbers that had to be packed inside, “like one agitated
wave impelling another, we were obliged to give way and enter; the rest followed like a torrent, few amongst us, the soldiers excepted, having the least idea
of the dimensions or nature of a place we had never seen.”70 So begins a tale of
innocence.
It was not Siraj, Holwell is careful to point out, who had ordered them to be
locked up in that particular room. In fact, the nawab had “repeated his assurances to me, on the word of a soldier, that no harm should come to us; and indeed
I believe his orders were only general, that we should for that night be secured;
and that what followed was the result of revenge and resentment in the breasts
of the lower Jemmaatdaars, to whose custody we were delivered, for the number of their order killed during the siege.” Before he went in, Holwell had been
approached by Leech, the company’s smith, who had earlier left the fort and
returned through a secret passage, offering to escort Holwell to a boat in which
he could escape. “I thanked him in the best terms I was able; but told him it was
a step I could not prevail on myself to take, as I should thereby very ill repay the
attachment the gentlemen and the garrison had shewn to me; and, that I was
resolved to share their fate, be it what it would.”71 Clearly, Holwell was eager to
emphasize that he was not a Drake or a Manningham; this was, after all, also a
tale of duty.
In his attitude and mental poise, Holwell was utterly different from most of
his fellow prisoners as well. They were far too susceptible to “the violence of
passions,” whereas he knew immediately “that the only chance we had left for
sustaining this misfortune, and surviving the night, was the preserving of a
calm mind and quiet resignation to our fate.” This is the dominant theme of his
narrative: not the perfidy of Siraj or cruelty of his guards, but instead the descent of a crowd of ordinary Europeans, placed in a situation of dangerous adversity, into mindless disorder, and his own heroic struggle to retain control and
discipline over his body. Soon after they had been incarcerated, Holwell began
to entreat them “to curb, as much as possible, every agitation of mind and body,
as raving and giving a loose to their passions could answer no purpose, but that
of hastening their destruction.”72
Looking out of the window, Holwell noticed that an old guard “seemed to
carry some compassion for us in his countenance.” He spoke to him and offered
to pay him a thousand rupees the next day if he would arrange to shift half of
the prisoners to another room. The guard went away and came back to say that
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it was impossible. Holwell offered to double the payment, on which the guard
went away again and came back to announce that the nawab had gone to sleep
and no one dared wake him up.73
At this time, Holwell noticed that having perspired profusely, everyone was
inflicted by a “raging thirst,” which “increased in proportion as the body was
drained of its moisture.” Holwell could only be a mute witness once again to
the folly of his ignorant fellow prisoners, who decided to take their clothes off:
“In a few minutes I believe every man was stripped (myself, Mr. Court, and the
two wounded young gentlemen by me, excepted). For a little time they flattered
themselves with having gained a mighty advantage.” Someone suggested that
they should sit down on their haunches. “This expedient was several times put
in practice, and at each time many of the poor creatures, whose natural strength
was less than others, or had been more exhausted, and could not immediately
recover their legs, as others did, when the word was given to rise, fell to rise no
more; for they were instantly trod to death, or suffocated.” When everyone was
clamoring for water, the old guard took pity and ordered some skins of water.
Holwell instantly knew this would have “fatal effects.” “This was what I dreaded.
I foresaw it would prove the ruin of the small chance left us, and essayed many
times to speak to him privately to forbid its being brought; but the clamour was
so loud, it became impossible.”74
Paradoxically, then, a humane gesture from a prison guard brought on the
destruction of a crowd of thoughtless prisoners unable to rise above their animal instincts. “I had flattered myself that some, by preserving an equal temper
of mind, might outlive the night; but now the reflection which gave me the
greatest pain, was, that I saw no possibility of one escaping to tell the dismal
tale.” As soon as the water arrived, there was a mad rush for it. Those near the
window filled up their hats to the brim, but “there ensued such violent struggles, and frequent contests to get at it, that before it reached the lips of any one,
there would be scarcely a small tea-cup full left in them.” The insufficient supply of water only increased the thirst. “The confusion now became general and
horrid. Several quitted the other window (the only chance they had for life) to
force their way to the water, and the throng and press upon the window was
beyond bearing; many forcing their passage from the further part of the room,
pressed down those in their way, who had less strength, and trampled them to
death.”75
Holwell, however, was “still happy in the same calmness of mind I had preserved the whole time; death I expected as unavoidable, and only lamented its
slow approach.” In a moment of weakness, he had cried out for water. Such was
the “respect and tenderness” that the other prisoners had for him that a full hat
of water was brought to him. But there was no relief, and realizing at once that
this was no solution, he firmly decided not to drink any more. Instead, “I kept
my mouth moist from time to time by sucking the perspiration out of my shirt-
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sleeves, and catching the drops as they fell, like heavy rain from my head and
face: you can hardly imagine how unhappy I was if any of them escaped my
mouth.” Soon he discovered that the man next to him, naked like the rest of the
prisoners, was also sucking his sleeve: “After I detected him, I had ever the address to begin on that sleeve first, when I thought my reservoirs were sufficiently replenished; and our mouths and noses often met in the contest.” There
was a hint of scientific explanation here, because Holwell seemed to be suggesting that unlike the rest of the crowd, he was aware that the salts in his sweat
were more useful in his condition than water. “Before I hit upon this happy
expedient, I had, in an ungovernable fit of thirst, attempted drinking my own
urine; but it was so intensely bitter there was no enduring a second taste,
whereas no Bristol water could be more soft or pleasant than what arose from
perspiration.”76
The scene inside the prison was one of violent confusion. The prison guards
seemed to find this amusing. Holwell was incensed. “Can it gain belief, that
this scene of misery proved entertainment to the brutal wretches without? But
so it was; and they took care to keep us supplied with water, that they might
have the satisfaction of seeing us fight for it, as they phrased it, and held up
lights to the bars, that they might lose no part of the inhuman diversion.”77 For
Holwell, it was unforgivable that native eyes should have been allowed to witness the descent of a group of Europeans into a state of natural savagery. All he
could do by way of retaliation was to transfer the attribute of “brutality” from
his benighted compatriots to the amused Indian prison guards.
By half past eleven (it is unclear how Holwell managed to read his watch so
often inside the dark prison cell), “the much greater number of those living were
in an outrageous delirium, and the others quite ungovernable.” They abused the
guards and cursed the nawab.
They whose strength and spirits were quite exhausted, laid themselves down and
expired quietly upon their fellows: others who had yet some strength and vigour left,
made a last effort for the windows, and several succeeded by leaping and scrambling
over the backs and heads of those in the first ranks; and got hold of the bars, from
which there was no removing them. Many to the right and left sunk with the violent
pressure, and were soon suffocated; for now a steam arose from the living and the
dead, which affected us in all its circumstances, as if we were forcibly held with our
heads over a bowl full of strong volatile spirit of hartshorn, until suffocated.78

Holwell needed to use some force himself to stay alive, because “from half an
hour past eleven till near two in the morning, I sustained the weight of a heavy
man, with his knees in my back, and the pressure of his whole body on my head.”
There was a Dutch sergeant seated on Holwell’s left shoulder, and a Topaz—
that is, an Indo-Portuguese soldier—leaning on his right. “The two latter I fre-
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quently dislodged, by shifting my hold on the bars, and driving my knuckles
into their ribs.” But by two o’clock, Holwell was so exhausted that he pulled out
his penknife, determined to slit open his arteries, “when heaven interposed and
restored me to fresh spirits and resolution, with an abhorrence of the act of cowardice I was just going to commit.”79 Soon, though, he passed out.
When day broke, some of the prisoners began to search for Holwell in the
hope that he might intercede with the authorities to get them out of the cell.
They recognized him by his shirt, buried under a pile of naked dead bodies, and
realized he was still alive. In the meantime, the nawab apparently gave orders
that the prisoners be released. “But oh! Sir, what words shall I adopt to tell you
the whole that my soul suffered at reviewing the dreadful destruction round
me? I will not attempt it; and, indeed, tears . . . stop my pen.”80
Holwell was taken to Siraj. On the way, one of the guards gave him the
friendly advice that he should tell the nawab where the company’s treasure was
hidden or else he would be blown from the mouth of a cannon. “The intimation
gave me no manner of concern; for, at that juncture, I should have esteemed
death the greatest favour the tyrant could have bestowed upon me.” Siraj noticed Holwell’s wretched condition and ordered that a large folio volume be
brought in for him to sit on. After a drink of water, Holwell tried to describe
to the nawab the terrible suffering that the prisoners had undergone. “But he
stopt me short, with telling me, he was well informed of great treasure being
buried, or secreted, in the fort, and that I was privy to it; and if I expected favour, must discover it.” Holwell disclaimed all knowledge of any treasure. Frustrated, Siraj ordered him to be taken under guard to Murshidabad.
My being treated with this severity, I have sufficient reason to affirm, proceeded from
the following causes. The Suba’s resentment for my defending the fort, after the
Governor, &c, had abandoned it; his prepossession touching the treasure; and thirdly,
the instigations of Omychund in resentment for my not releasing him out of prison,
as soon as I had the command of the fort: a circumstance, which in the heat and
hurry of action, never once occurred to me, or I had certainly done it; because I
thought his imprisonment unjust.81

Holwell’s trip to Murshidabad as a prisoner was arduous. At every step, he
was told that he was no longer the chief of the fort of Alinagar, the name that
Siraj had given to the town of Calcutta, and that he must obey. As he and three
other English prisoners were paraded down the streets of Murshidabad, the old
Begam, Ali Vardi’s widow and Siraj’s grandmother, apparently noticed and
took pity on them, probably interceding with the nawab on their behalf. The
prisoners were presented before Siraj the next day. “The wretched spectacle we
made must, I think, have made an impression on a breast the most brutal; and
if he is capable of pity or contrition, his heart felt it then. I think it appeared in
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spight of him in his countenance.” The nawab ordered that the chains be removed, and that Holwell and his companions be allowed to go wherever they
chose. Holwell was told that some of the courtiers had suggested to the nawab
that Holwell had enough funds of his own to buy his freedom.
To this, I was afterwards informed, the Suba replied: “It may be; if he has any thing
left, let him keep it: his sufferings have been great; he shall have his liberty.” Whether
this was the result of his own sentiments, or the consequence of his promise the
night before to the old Begum, I cannot say; but believe, we owe our freedom partly
to both.82

A final point must be made before leaving Holwell’s narrative. In the course
of his description of the chaotic scenes inside the Black Hole prison, Holwell
mentioned a certain naval officer called Peter Carey and added in parentheses,
almost as an afterthought: “His wife, a fine woman tho’ country-born, would
not quit him, but accompanied him into the prison, and was one who survived.”
On the morning of June 21, after Holwell, Court, Walcot, and Burdet were
ordered to be sent to Murshidabad, the rest of the prisoners were set free, “except,” noted Holwell, “Mrs. Carey who was too young and handsome.”83 Other
than this tantalizingly brief clause, not a word more is said about her. Much
would be made of Faliceo Maria Carey later.
There is no doubt that Holwell had an ax to grind. The settlement’s civil and
military leadership had disgracefully abandoned the fort, and Holwell had been
left behind to negotiate the inevitable surrender. The temptation would have
been overwhelming for him to paint the adversity of his situation and the heroism of his devotion to duty in the most dramatic colors, especially in a tract
intended for the company’s stockholders and members of the public in Britain.
It is also true that to protect himself from charges of inaccuracy and inconsistency, Holwell repeatedly invoked in his rhetoric the fundamental impossibility
of representing this “founding trauma.”84
A careful reader of the narrative, though, cannot but conclude that the predominant theme is not the brutality of the Bengal nawab or his soldiers; it is
the value of mental self-discipline and informed moral judgment in coping
with unanticipated disaster.85 In the narrative, the charge of brutality against
Siraj is nothing more than a prejudice, assumed as part of the background. The
nawab appears impatient and willful perhaps, yet not in any way cruel, and indeed not devoid of compassion. Some of his guards are positively helpful toward
the prisoners. Holwell’s tract is actually pedagogical, not accusatory. He was
writing to establish what may be called elevated principles of moral discipline as
self-governance for his own people. What the Indians had seen of Europeans
that night in Fort William had destroyed every claim of the civilizational superiority of white Christian nations. The task was, Holwell seemed to be claiming,
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the moral education of the British people to make them worthy of ruling over
Moors and Gentoos steeped in tyranny and depravity. We might say with hindsight that he was calling for the imperial nation to civilize itself before taking
on the task of civilizing others. In making this plea, he was somewhat ahead of
his times.

Reconquest and More
It requires a little effort to orient ourselves to the space-time coordinates of the
world of the eighteenth century. If we do it, however, we should not be surprised to discover that with the council in Madras taking several months to
decide on the correct version of events, the news of Calcutta’s fall did not reach
the East India Company directors in London until June 4, 1757, almost a year
after the event. Six weeks later, on July 22, 1757, they heard from Holwell, who
had just reached London after a remarkably quick voyage of five months, that
Calcutta had been retaken. In London, Holwell got involved in the labyrinthine intrigues of the company. He returned to India in 1758 and became the
temporary governor of Fort William when Clive left for England in 1760.
It was at this time that Holwell put up his obelisk outside the fort walls to
commemorate the Black Hole deaths. There is a painting, done in 1760 and attributed to Johan Zoffany, of Holwell standing in front of the monument under
construction, with a plan in his hand, instructing—or perhaps admonishing—a
cowering Indian mason. In his Genuine Narrative, written when Siraj was still
master of Bengal, he had taken care to emphasize that the nawab was not in
any way personally responsible for the confinement and treatment of the Black
Hole prisoners. On his memorial, however, now that Siraj was vanquished and
dead, Holwell inscribed on stone his judgment that a “horrid act of violence”
committed by Siraj had been “amply and deservedly revenged” by Watson and
Clive. In any case, within months Holwell found himself on the wrong side in
the factional wars, and as his letter of dismissal from service was making its way
across the seas from London to Calcutta, he himself put in his papers and left
for home.86
The history of Bengal and indeed India had, by then, taken what would prove
to be a decisive turn. This involved not a small amount of scandal, as Nicholas
Dirks reminds us.87 The debates over the loss of Calcutta concluded at Fort St.
George with the finding that there was little sense in approaching the Bengal
nawab for a compromise. Even if he allowed the English to return to Calcutta,
he would probably insist on terms that would rid them of all their privileges
and reduce them to a position similar to those of the Armenian traders. And
even then, there was no guarantee that the nawab would not flex his muscles
again. The decision thus was made in September 1756 to send a royal squadron
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Figure 6. John Zephania Holwell, Governor of Fort William, platinotype print from
painting, probably by Johan Zoffany, 1760. © The British Library Board. All Rights
Reserved. Source: British Library Images (P 587)

commanded by Admiral Watson, with company’s troops led by Colonel
Clive—forces that were available in Madras to move against the French in the
event of war breaking out in Europe—to retake the company’s settlement in
Calcutta by force. Clive was instructed to undertake such military operations as
would compel the nawab to consent to a treaty “for the best advantage of the
Company.”88 The council in Madras wrote to their counterparts in Bengal:
The mere taking of Calcutta should, we think, by no means be the end of this undertaking; not only their settlements should be restored but all their privileges established in the full extent granted by the Great Mogul, and ample reparations made to
them for the loss they have lately sustained. . . . We need not represent to you the
great advantage which we think it will be to the military operations . . . to effect a
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junction with any powers in the provinces of Bengal that may be dissatisfied with
the violences of the nawab’s government, or that may have pretensions to the
nawabship.89

Clive speculated: “I flatter myself that this expedition will not end with the
retaking of Calcutta only, and that the Company’s estate in these parts will be
settled in a better and more lasting condition than ever.”90
Interestingly, officials of the French company had come to the same conclusion about the future prospects of European trade in Bengal. Siraj’s capture of
Calcutta had alarmed Chandernagore to no end: “His army elated with success
over the English only waited for orders to fall upon us.” Europeans in Bengal,
it was noticed, were being treated with contempt. “The Government at Hugli
now treats us with unbearable haughtiness, stops the course of our business and
cheats us without any pretence in the simplest matters.”91 The conclusion was
clear: “If this government continues on its present footing we shall have much
to suffer, and commerce will become extremely difficult.”92 As it happened,
Britain and France were heading toward a war in Europe that would, in the
end, last seven years. Clive knew what he had to do in that event: “The news of
a war may . . . interfere with the success of this expedition. However should that
happen and hostilities be committed in India, I hope we shall be able to dispossess the French at Char.nagore and leave Calcutta in a state of defence.”93
Siraj had left Calcutta in charge of his officer Manikchand. The nawab did
not make any attempt to pursue Drake and his fleet anchored outside Phalta. It
is likely that he expected the English to come to him asking for terms to return
to Calcutta.94 He probably did not anticipate that they would return with a force
strong enough to retake the fort. Calcutta was reoccupied by the company’s
troops on January 2, 1757, without any serious resistance by the nawab’s army.
But the intrigues did not cease. The company’s agents in Bengal complained
to officials in Madras about Clive: “We cannot conceive by what authority you
have assumed a right in giving that gentleman the powers you have done, and
therein treating us in the light of a subordinate. . . . [T]he authority and trust
invested in us by our Honourable Masters have been highly infringed by your
unprecedented conduct.”95 Clive in turn wrote about them: “The loss of private
property, and the means of recovering it, seem to be the only object which takes
up the attention of the Bengal gentlemen. . . . [B]elieve me they are bad subjects
and rotten at heart, and will stick at nothing to prejudice you. . . . [T]he riches
of Peru and Mexico should not induce me to dwell among them.” He also complained about “the mortifications” that he had received “from Admiral Watson
and the gentlemen of the squadron, in point of prerogative.” Watson had apparently insisted on naming himself the fort’s governor, even though Fort St.
George had given Clive the responsibility, and it had taken much persuasion to
force the admiral to step down.96
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True to his word, Clive did not stop with the reconquest of Calcutta. Armed
with his superiors’ permission “to attack Hughly or any other Moors’ town, or
to make reprisals in the river upon Moors’ vessells . . . and to dispose of the
prizes that may be so taken,” he immediately proceeded to attack and plunder
the nawab’s fort at Hugli.97 The pillage of Hugli by the British forces was massive, and when Khwaja Wajid, the local Armenian merchant, complained about
the huge losses that he had suffered, Clive explained: “I do assure you what was
done there was not meant against you, but against the city of Hughley in revenge for the ruin of Calcutta. You know very well with what barbarous circumstances the destruction of that place was attended, and it was resolved before we left Chinapatam [Madras] that that city should fall a sacrifice.”98
During the next few days, even as there were overtures and exchanges of
pleasantries between Clive and Siraj, the latter moved his troops to the neighborhood of Calcutta. Hidden behind the mist of a February morning, Clive
launched a highly risky surprise attack on the nawab’s troops and apparently
managed to unnerve him enough to induce Siraj to agree to a treaty, referred to
by historians as the treaty of Alinagar, by which he restored all the earlier privileges that the English had enjoyed.99 He even allowed them to fortify Calcutta
and establish a mint there. Siraj did not agree to provide restitution for the British losses in Calcutta, Kasimbazar, and Dhaka, but returned all seized cash and
treasure. It is said that Siraj was keen to make peace with the British because of
the threat of the Afghan ruler Ahmad Shah Abdali advancing eastward from
Delhi, which he had just occupied.100 In any case, Siraj returned with his troops
to Murshidabad.
There is a debate among historians as to who initiated and directed the
conspiracy that finally toppled Siraj from the masnad at Murshidabad. No
one doubts that there was a conspiracy, though. One set of arguments relies on
the personal unpopularity of Siraj among many of the powerful figures within
the military as well as the landed and financial elite of Bengal. Siraj was said to
be arrogant, strong willed, and even vicious in his dealings with those who expected courtesy and respect from a young nawab. Many stories circulated about
his cruelty, not only among Europeans, but even in the writings of contemporary Indian chroniclers familiar with the Murshidabad court. There were many
powerful people in Bengal, it is said, who would have been happy to see Siraj
deposed.
Another set of arguments stresses the importance of the European trade,
and its deep connections with the merchant and financial groups in Bengal.
The British had powerful allies in the court of Murshidabad who were their
collaborators in business, especially the cousins Mahtab Rai and Swarup Chand
of the house of Jagat Seth, among the wealthiest bankers in the world at the
time, or merchant politicians like Amirchand, Khwaja Wajid, or Khwaja Petrus Arathoon.101 They were eager participants in the conspiracy to get rid of
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the thoughtless Siraj, who had struck at the foundations of European trade in
Bengal.
Finally, there are those who believe that in spite of all these forces opposed
to Siraj, the die would not have been cast without the direct incitement provided by Clive, Watts, Scrafton, and other officials of the East India Company
who had made up their minds that the only way they could secure the future of
British trading interests in Bengal against the depredations of local rulers as
well as French competition was to put a pliable nawab on the throne in Murshidabad. Scrafton so much as said this in a letter to one of Clive’s close associates on the eve of the conspiracy: “For God’s sake let us proceed on some fixed
plan. . . . Give Mr. Watts a hint of this, the least encouragement, and he will set
about forming a party. . . . How glorious it would be for the Company to have a
Nabob devoted to them!”102
In the meantime, news reached Bengal that war had broken out in Europe
seven months before between the French and British. Clive was determined
to attack Chandannagar, but Watson insisted on securing the nawab’s permission. Siraj in turn announced he would not tolerate two foreign nations fighting their war within his territories, and to display his impartiality, gave the
same privileges to the French in Chandannagar that he had given to the British
in Calcutta. Clive began a siege of Chandannagar on March 14. A suitable
bribe ensured that Nandakumar Ray, the faujdar of Hugli, would not involve
the nawab’s troops in defending the French. About a week later, the French
surrendered, agreeing to leave Chandannagar and all their factories in Bengal
at the disposal of the nawab and Admiral Watson. Fort d’Orleans in Chandannagar was promptly plundered and destroyed by the victorious British troops.
In the middle of April 1757, the conspiracy to oust Siraj began with Yar
Lutf Khan, a relatively minor military officer, being pushed by the Jagat Seths
as the pretender. Within a few days, however, Mir Jafar, an Arab fortune seeker
from Najaf who was then the commander of the nawab’s army, became the conspirators’ choice. On May 1, British officials at Fort William formally resolved
to join the plot:
The Committee then took into consideration, whether they could (consistently with
the Peace made with the Nabob) concur in the measures proposed by Meer Jaffir of
taking the Government from Souragud Dowla, and setting himself up. . . . [T]he
Committee were unanimously of opinion that there could be no dependance on this
Nabob’s word, honour, and friendship, and that a revolution in the Government
would be extremely for the advantage of the Company’s affairs.103

A secret treaty was concluded by Watts, the company resident in the Murshidabad court, with Mir Jafar that set out the terms of his alliance with the British
after he became the nawab. This included a military alliance, turning over all
French possessions to the British, huge reparations for the losses suffered dur-
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ing Siraj’s occupation of Calcutta, and a promise by the future nawab not to
build fortifications to the south of Hugli.104 In addition to the Jagat Seth cousins, Rai Durlabhram Som, the nawab’s revenue minister, joined the plot.105
Amirchand, a key figure through whom the British dealt with members of the
nawab’s court, was so distrusted by Clive that his name was omitted from the
list of beneficiaries in the original copy of the secret treaty with Mir Jafar and
only included in a duplicate shown to Amirchand. Appalled by this trickery,
Watson refused to sign the false copy, at which point Clive, not one to be impeded by a squeamish conscience, had the admiral’s signature forged.106
All that remained was a pretext to break the peace with Siraj. On June 13,
Clive sent the nawab an ultimatum accusing him of not having observed the
treaty of Alinagar and began to move with his forces toward Murshidabad.
Siraj marched to meet Clive at Palashi (Plassey), about 150 kilometers north of
Calcutta and 50 kilometers south of Murshidabad. The nawab’s forces probably
numbered around fifteen thousand, while Clive commanded a thousand European and two thousand Indian troops. But the conspiracy ensured that three
of the nawab’s generals—Mir Jafar, Rai Durlabh, and Yar Lutf—would reduce
about two-thirds of his army to the role of silent spectators. The battle lasted
from the morning until noon with neither side gaining a clear advantage. At
this point, a sudden thunderstorm turned the battlefield into a swamp. Large
stocks of gunpowder in the nawab’s camp were rendered useless by the rain. The
heavy artillery could hardly be moved through the sludge. At around three in the
afternoon, Mir Madan, one of the more effective commanders in the nawab’s
army, was killed. Alarmed, Siraj pleaded with Mir Jafar and Rai Durlabh to save
his honor. Both advised him to suspend hostilities until the next morning. Siraj
commanded Mohanlal and the other officers to leave their positions. The British troops then began an assault that soon led to a complete rout of the nawab’s
army. Realizing that all was lost, Siraj himself left the field. The battle was over
by the fall of dusk.107
The next day, Clive wrote to Mir Jafar: “I congratulate you on the victory,
which is yours not mine. . . . We propose marching to-morrow to compleat the
conquest that God has blessed us with, and I hope to have the honour of proclaiming you Nabob.”108 Siraj, meanwhile, had returned to Murshidabad in the
darkness of night and left in disguise the next day. Mir Jafar was proclaimed the
nawab of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa on June 29. The following day, Siraj was
discovered, brought back to the capital, and brutally murdered under the direction of Mir Jafar’s son Miran on July 2, 1757.

Whose Revolution?
The Khoshbagh cemetery is across the Bhagirathi River from the town of Murshidabad. A pall of violent death hangs over this austere garden. One enclosure
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has nineteen graves belonging, it is said, to Siraj’s kin, all poisoned to death one
night after a feast arranged by Miran. There is the grave, allegedly, of Dan Shah
Fakir, a mendicant who recognized the fugitive nawab at the riverside near
Rajmahal and handed him over to Mir Jafar’s spies. The young man who works
as a guide at Khoshbagh feels it necessary to explain that Mir Jafar believed
that a fakir who could betray the country’s ruler for the love of money could
easily be bought over once more to betray the next ruler, so he had him and his
family put to death. None of the guide’s stories, however, are supported by the
official gazetteer, which mentions that most of these unmarked graves belong
to unknown members of Nawab Ali Vardi’s lineage.109
The modest mausoleum at the center of Khoshbagh shelters the grave of Ali
Vardi, who had ominously predicted the advent of the hatmen as rulers of the
shores of India, but even he could not have known that it would happen so
soon after his death. Next to him is buried Siraj, “the last independent ruler of
Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa,” as the guide says in a voice heavy with emotion. The
adjacent graves belong to Lutf-un-nesa, Siraj’s wife, and a younger brother, all
killed, the guide notes, immediately after the young nawab’s death. The history
books do not corroborate the details of the guide’s narrative. But he is entitled
to his dramatic license. Palashi may have been a nonbattle, but the revolutions
that followed in Bengal were immeasurably bloody.110
Historians have often speculated on the political thinking behind Siraj’s
actions against the British. It is doubtful that anyone will ever come up with a
satisfactory answer, given the fact that Siraj died in his early twenties and held
power for just over a year. Yet the popular judgment in Bengal on his successor
Mir Jafar is unambiguous. His palace at Jafaraganj in the town of Murshidabad
has vanished. All that survives is a massive gate, impressive even in ruin, known
in town as nimakharam deuri, the traitor’s gate.

CHAP TER TWO

A Secret Veil

It has often been said in the last two centuries that the British acquired the
territories of Bengal without ever having planned to do so. The description
was turned into a much-repeated aphorism by the historian John Seeley, who
remarked in 1883: “Nothing great that has ever been done by Englishmen was
done so unintentionally, so accidentally, as the conquest of India.”1 Of course,
it is necessary to remind ourselves that when considering large processes such
as the rise of modern empires, it is foolish to expect to identify world-historical
intentions in the careers of individual politicians or generals. The idea that
empires are founded by single figures of rare genius is a prejudice we have carried over from older histories of bygone empires. Modern empires, like modern
capitalism and modern nation-states, do not have founders, notwithstanding
the persistent desire in certain quarters to claim and celebrate them. Perhaps it
is only now, at this juncture at the beginning of the twenty-first century when
all three entities—capitalism, the nation-state, and empire—can be subjected
to systematic historical critique, that we can see this clearly. It is easier today
to argue that we should not expect to read intentions of empire directly out of
Clive’s letters, the council’s proceedings at Fort St. George, or the resolutions
of the East India Company directors in London. They must be sought in the
complex formations of discourse that shaped, through rules and precedents, precepts and advices, traditions and innovations, the conditions of practice for the
strategic move toward conquest and territorial empire.

The Conquest in History
What do we know about the discursive formation within which the East
India Company made sense of the geographic entity called India in the mideighteenth century? What were the strategic possibilities open to its agents in
London and India? Fortunately, a mountain of written records on this subject
has been available to historians for the last two centuries or more. It is thus
possible to sketch out the following outline of the parameters within which
Clive had to think and act.
First, there was a clear genealogy of claims of privilege—based on racial
and religious difference, going all the way back to the Portuguese—available to
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European traders in Asia in the eighteenth century. João de Barros, the Portuguese scholar, had stated the claim in the sixteenth century as follows:
For even though there does exist a common law which allows all navigators to sail
the seas freely . . . this law applies only to the whole of Europe and its Christian inhabitants, who have been placed within the fold of the Church of Rome by baptism
and by faith, and who are also governed by the Roman law in their polity. . . . But as
regards Muslims and Heathens, who are outside the law of Jesus Christ, . . . if these
are condemned in their souls, being the principal part of them, their bodies which
are animated by their souls cannot plead the privileges of our laws, since the adherents of those creeds are not members of the evangelical congregation, even though
they may be our neighbours as rational beings and though they may live to be converted to the true faith.2

This was an early, even though quite sophisticated, application of the rule of
colonial difference that would contend, many times in the next five centuries,
that a normative proposition of supposedly universal validity did not apply to
the East because of some inherent moral deficiency of the Oriental. Hugo
Grotius did not accept the argument that the East Indies were terra nullius, in
which the Portuguese or Spanish ruler could unilaterally claim sovereign powers
by the right of discovery or papal authority. He agreed with Francisco de Vitoria, the Spanish theologian who criticized the conquerors’ assertion of dominium over Amerindians, that “Christians, whether of the laity or of the clergy,
cannot deprive infidels of their civil power and sovereignty merely on the ground
that they are infidels, unless some other wrong has been done by them.”3 Yet
when Grotius went on to argue that the Dutch must, “by peace, by treaty or by
war,” maintain their right of trade with the East Indies, for “a common benefit
of the human race,” his definition of those who had this natural right of free use
of the seas for purposes of trade became scrupulously restricted to “the Christian nations.” Further, as Richard Tuck has pointed out, Grotius also alleged
that individuals, like states, had the natural right to use violence to defend their
possessions and punish others for wrongs done to them. This right was derived,
Grotius held, from “two precepts of the law of nature”:
First, that It shall be permissible to defend [one’s own] life and to shun that which threatens to prove injurious; secondly, that It shall be permissible to acquire for oneself, and to
retain, those things which are useful for life.4

These two natural rights gave such associations of individuals as trading companies the same rights as the sovereigns of Europe to wage war in order to expand and secure their commerce in the Indies.5
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John Selden, the English lawyer who sought in 1635 to refute Grotius on
the freedom of the seas, contended that in the beginning, the whole world—the
land and seas—was owned collectively by all men as a grant from God and that
all subsequent rights of private property had arisen through specific agreements
among men. He then claimed to cite Hebrew and other Oriental views on warfare to argue that for these people, “neither precedent injury nor safety were
necessary for war, but extending empire was a good enough reason.”6 He maintained that unless there were specific agreements between peoples to respect
one another’s territory, war for the sake of acquiring territory and imperial possessions was entirely legitimate. Tuck calls Selden’s perspective “the most extreme defence of war for aggrandizement which had yet been presented by any
European theorist,” and it is worth noting for our purposes here that he was an
important English legal theorist of his time.7
Such claims of privilege, whether of the older Spanish and Portuguese vintage, or the new Anglo-Dutch vintage, justified for the first time in the Indian
Ocean region the use of armed violence on the seas to assert power over commercial navigation. The Portuguese insisted that Indian vessels could only sail
with the cartaz or pass purchased from them—a regime enforced, often quite
brutally, by Portuguese boats fitted with guns.8 The change brought about in
the character of the seaborne trade in the region was irreversible: all European
naval powers—the Dutch, English, and French—continued the Portuguese
tradition of supporting their trade with the gunboat. “The arrival of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean abruptly ended the system of peaceful oceanic navigation that was such a marked feature of the region. . . . The importation by the
Portuguese of the Mediterranean style of trade and warfare, by land and sea,
was a violation of the agreed conventions and certainly a new experience.”9 On
this particular historical genealogy, the Portuguese precedent cannot be dismissed as merely a bigoted premodern practice later abandoned by the more
rational trading practices of the West European companies. On the contrary, as
we shall see, through the successive redefinitions of the criterion of colonial
difference, it represented a strong line of continuity from the period of Portuguese dominance to that of the maritime and mercantile rivalries between the
Dutch, English, and French.
Second, the European companies trading in Asia all decided, contrary to the
patterns of international trade between European countries, not just to buy
from or sell to local Asian merchants but also to actually set up “factories” surrounded by fortified settlements that were self-governing, asserting a fair degree of sovereignty. Unlike Arab, Iranian, Jewish, or Armenian merchants who
learned to deal with local commercial institutions and practices in India, the
European companies regarded these institutions as hazardous and unacceptable. They were also deeply suspicious of the intentions of the local “Moorish”
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governments toward foreign traders. Hence, the setting up of fortified settlements, generating their own revenues and defended by the force of arms, was
seen by the English East India Company as early as the seventeenth century as
a crucial lesson that it needed to learn from the Portuguese and Dutch.10 In
1684, for instance, it declared: “Though our business is only trade and security,
not conquest which the Dutch have aimed at, we dare not trade boldly nor
leave great stocks . . . where we have not the security of a fort.”11 Even as they
adopted coercive tactics that were quite unprecedented in the trading world of
India, the English merchants invariably felt that they were always the victims
of Moorish tyranny—a form of government that was intrinsically arbitrary and
despotic.12
The ideological effect, as Sanjay Subrahmanyam has pointed out, was not
necessarily produced by a real superiority of power, because in the seventeenth
century the English company, representing at best a middle-sized European
power, was trying to negotiate terms with an indisputably larger power, the
Mughal Empire. Yet the discursive framework was one in which representatives
of the English company even in the seventeenth century always described the
Mughal government as constitutionally corrupt and despotic. A particular tradition of political xenology was deeply inscribed within the discursive formation in which this “war of images” was carried out.13
Third, the English company did not just attempt to trade in India. It sought—
continually and strenuously—to extract special privileges not enjoyed by the
other European traders. “More than any other European nation trading with
India the English insisted on being exempted from the local customs payments.
The ideological justification for this policy was derived from a mental attitude
which regarded all Asian governments as oriental despotisms intent on extracting the maximum possible gain from merchants.”14 The argument was, in effect, that Europeans had a natural freedom to trade anywhere for profit, and
that if Oriental regulations came in the way, it was legitimate to overcome them
by whatever method was practicable, since Oriental laws had no inherent legitimacy. Thus, for more than a hundred years before Palashi, we find the East
India Company trying to extract—from authorities ranging from the Mughal
emperor himself all the way down to local governors of port cities and market
towns, and using methods that included persuasion, tact, duplicity, bribes, threats,
and sometimes force—differential privileges not enjoyed by other foreign or
local traders. The company frequently succeeded in its efforts. The imperial
farman obtained from Emperor Farrukhsiyar in 1717 made the English company perhaps the most privileged merchant in the whole of India.
Fourth, Clive’s campaign in Bengal was not the first time that the company
undertook an aggressive military strategy to defend and expand its trading interests against Indian rulers. There had often existed a “party of war,” so to speak,
within the company. In the 1680s, this party, under the leadership of Josiah
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Child, was in control. Child argued, clearly and forcefully, that the commercial
success of the Dutch in the East Indies was the result of its political strategy of
seeking dominion over its coastal enclaves.15 The English company, too, had to
acquire territories in India from which it could raise revenues and gain formal
recognition from the Mughal government as a company with the right to trade
as a sovereign power. In private communication, Child went as far as to say that
the first consideration, in my poor opinion, ought to be abstractively what powers a
National East India Company ought to have for the public good to hold up against
the Dutch and other foreign powers in India; and I say and will maintain it against
all mankind by reason and experience, that it ought to be not less than absolute
sovereign power in India.16

It so happened that Child’s policy ended in disaster when in 1690 the Mughals
forcibly expelled the English from Surat, Bombay and Hugli. Through the early
eighteenth century, Child was castigated in company circles as a dangerous
adventurer who nearly wrecked the firm. But that is not to say that his theory
was disproved. It was available, ready to be picked up and set into action when
the time was propitious.
Fifth, as K. N. Chaudhuri has observed, the corporate structure of the Dutch,
English, and French companies trading in the Indian Ocean region, built on
the pillars of joint stock capital, a national monopoly protected by the state, and
a single integrated business organization stretched out across the seas, was a
major innovation in European commerce, and entirely unprecedented in the
trading and political world of Asia.17 This gave the companies cohesion, institutional continuity, and a sense of long-range purpose that was unthinkable for
any entity in Asian commerce.
Added to this were the close ties of mutual dependence between the British
Crown and the East India Company—a relationship that allowed the company
to act at times like a state within a state, at others as the external representative
of British sovereignty, and on occasion as even a rival to the British government. Its total trading capital was permanently lent to the British state—after
the Bank of England, the company was the second most important creditor of
the Crown—which in return gave the company protection against all competitors in the home market, and diplomatic as well as military support against
foreign powers, on sea and foreign soil. The company’s fortified settlements in
India were virtually sovereign enclaves, with governmental and judicial systems
organized on English principles, autonomous systems of revenue collection,
and a permanent armed force. The company exercised sovereign powers over all
British subjects in India, including the power to try and punish under English
civil and criminal law, and also to make necessary bylaws. British subjects could
reside in India only with the company’s permission. The company minted coins
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in Bombay in the name of the English king, even though the coins did not circulate much, and in all its settlements exercised its own legal jurisdiction over
Indian residents. It had the right to make war and peace anywhere in the East.
No other private body in Britain could claim “sovereign” powers of this kind.
“In the circumstances it is not surprising to discover that the Company’s organizational structure and bureaucratic apparatus shared many of the attributes
of a great department of state.”18
Finally, in relation to the immediate conjuncture in which Clive worked out
his plans of intervening decisively in Bengal’s political affairs, there was the
rivalry between Britain and France. A major constituent here was the discourse
of mercantilism, an economic doctrine proclaimed by many distinguished publicists in both countries in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which argued for the regulation of the nation’s economy by the state in order to augment
its power at the expense of other states. This was, in some sense, the economic
counterpart of state absolutism in Europe. Among the many principles of mercantilist economic theory was the idea that trade with other countries must
lead to the acquisition of precious metals as the repository of national wealth.
Another was that trade with the colonies must be the monopoly of the mother
country.
This line of thinking led to the regulation and unification by the state of the
foreign trade of all the European maritime countries—Portugal, Spain, Holland, England, and France. The French overseas trading companies set up in
the mid-seventeenth century under the ministry of Jean-Baptiste Colbert were
state-owned enterprises that became emblematic of classic mercantilist policy.
In England, the trading companies were formed by private enterprise, but were
granted monopoly privileges by royal charter to trade in designated parts of the
world and were incorporated by the state. The regulated companies and British
state developed close relations of mutual dependence, with the state relying on
them as a valuable fiscal source, and the companies seeking political and military support in their competition with other European mercantile powers. As
Eli Heckscher noted in his classic study—an assertion that has been refined and
substantiated by recent historians—it was through fiscal-military means that
the English state regulated the colonial trade to strengthen itself.19
Mercantilist doctrine in its pure form advocated the supervision of foreign
trade in the interest of state power. This effectively meant carrying out mercantile wars with rival states. Colbert was the most explicit advocate of this view:
“Trade is the source of finance and finance is the vital nerve of war.” In 1670,
he wrote to Louis XIV:
It seems as if Your Majesty, having taken in hand the administration of your finances,
has undertaken a monetary war against all European states. . . . There remains only
Holland, which still struggles with all its great power. . . . Your Majesty has founded
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companies which attack them [the Dutch] everywhere like armies. . . . This war,
which must be waged with might and main, and in which the most powerful republic since the Roman Empire is the price of victory, cannot cease so soon, or rather it
must engage Your Majesty’s chief attention during the whole of your life.” 20

Similar ideas prevailed in England too. Child argued that “this Kingdom being
an Island, the defence whereof hath always been our Shipping and Sea-men,
it seems to me absolutely necessary that Profit and Power ought jointly to be
considered.”21 Charles Davenant, an important writer on economic subjects
who was for some time involved with the East India Company, was even prepared to sacrifice domestic economic interests for the pursuit of power through
foreign trade: “England could subsist, and the Poor perhaps would have fuller
Employment, if Foreign Trade were quite laid aside; but this would ill Consist
with our being great at Sea, upon which (under the present Posture of Affairs
in Europe) all our Safety does depend.”22
By the mid-eighteenth century, the Dutch had been left behind, and the
chief maritime rivalry in Europe, now extended to the Atlantic and Indian
oceans, was between France and Britain. As recent historians of Britain have
shown, the eighteenth century was when the new identity of a British nation
was formed, with Protestantism at its core and enmity with France as its persistent rallying cry.23 What had begun in the seventeenth century as a fiscalmilitary instrument of strengthening the absolutist state became, by the time of
the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), part of a national struggle to acquire overseas
colonial territories in order to increase the power of the nation-state at the
expense of its rival.
In sum, there was a clear sense in the minds of virtually all the significant
figures in the English East India Company in 1756 that the only way to protect
the future of European trade in Bengal was to directly influence the center of
political authority located in Murshidabad, and that if the British did not do it,
sooner or later the French would. It was, as mercantilist theory insisted, always
a zero-sum game. What one competitor won, the others lost. There was no possibility of cooperative gains among European traders.

The Age of Plunder
“The first fruit of our success,” as Scrafton said in his description of the aftermath of the victory in Palashi,
was the receipt of near a million sterling, which the Soubah paid us on the third of
July, and was laden on board two hundred boats, part of the fleet that attended us in
our march up, escorted by a detachment from the army. As soon as they entered the
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great river, they were joined by the boats of the squadron, and all together formed a
fleet of three hundred boats, with music playing, drums beating, and colours flying,
and exhibited to the French and the Dutch, by whose settlements they passed, a
scene far different from what they had beheld the year before, where the Nabob’s
fleet and army passed them, with the captive English, and all the wealth and plunder
of Calcutta. Which scene gave them more pleasure, I will not presume to decide.24

Soon there would follow many more fruits of the revolution in Bengal. With
the installation of Mir Jafar in Murshidabad, the fortune seekers in the company’s service quickly fanned out into the Bengal countryside in the singleminded pursuit of private gain.25 Most company servants wanted to be sent
outside Calcutta and the traditional factories of the company to, as it were,
virgin territories where they could grab a slice of the “inland” trade. Besides, the
company’s army now virtually became the nawab’s army, and its officers were
stationed in Murshidabad, Patna, or even further north, where unsupervised by
civilian eyes, they could engage in some gainful trade. The more successful private traders would employ ten or fifteen Indians as gumashta to visit the outlying markets and buy or sell on their behalf. One estimate says that by 1763,
British participation in Bengal’s inland trade was worth over five hundred thousand pounds.26 The first impact was on the nawab’s government, which started
to incur huge losses in customs dues because the company’s dastak was now
used without any restraint at all, not only by company servants, but also by their
private Indian agents, no matter how distantly related.
But the impact of the company’s newly acquired political dominance was
not limited to its officers claiming immunity from taxation. They began to use
the company’s troops to support their private trade against competitors and dictate prices. There are many recorded instances of company agents using armed
force to sell their goods at 50 percent above the market price or buy much
cheaper than what producers regarded as a remunerative price.27 Harry Verelst,
soon to be governor, declared that when another English trader had sided with
a local official of the nawab to hurt Verelst’s trade, Verelst had responded by
sending the company’s troops to protect his own agents. In 1764, the council
in Calcutta agreed “that European agents could no longer be trusted to operate
outside Calcutta without behaving oppressively.”28
Yet another consequence of the “revolution” in Bengal was the entry of Europeans into commodity trades that the nawab’s government had so long tried
to protect. Salt was the most important such commodity. By 1760, two-thirds
of all Bengal’s salt came under the control of British traders, and in 1765, when
the company obtained the position of diwan or revenue administrator of Bengal, the entire salt trade was taken over. The scale of some of these private British enterprises is staggering. A certain Archibald Keir was said to have employed
13,000 workers to manufacture 12,000 tons of salt on his behalf in 1762.29
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William Bolts, a company official, employed 150 Indian agents to manage his
private trade, with 20 of them acting as “head gomastas” supervising the rest.30
Tobacco, betel nut, and opium were also commodities in which the private
British presence became overwhelming. In the 1760s, profit margins for British
traders in Bengal were two to three times what they could have expected in
Britain, and in terms of commodities like salt, betel nut, or tobacco, the rate of
profit was routinely 75 percent or more.31 And it was not merely unsupervised
junior officers who indulged in these practices. The abuse began from the top,
with senior officials like Verelst and Henry Vansittart leading the way.
Even the supremely malleable Mir Jafar, beholden to the company for his
position as ruler of Bengal, was forced to complain about the depredations of
the British private traders. Powerful sections among the company officials in
Bengal then decided that Mir Jafar must go.32 He was replaced in 1760 by Mir
Qasim, who after obliging his benefactors for the first few months, started
resolutely to lay down the law against the abuses of the private traders. He
moved his capital north to Munger, proceeded to build a new army, and in
October 1762, ordered the boats of European traders stopped for the nonpayment of dues. Governor Vansittart tried to strike a deal with him, promising
that private traders would pay customs at 9 percent on all dutiable commodities. But Vansittart’s colleagues thought this outrageous, and alleged that the
governor had made a private arrangement with the nawab to exempt his own
business from taxation. Moreover, it was not so much the rate of duty; the
traders were keen above all to ensure that they would no longer be required to
submit to the nawab’s authority in pursuing their independent ventures. This
was what they construed to be the legitimate benefit of their newly acquired
power.33 Curiously, Vansittart himself voiced this attitude best when replying
to a critic: “We are men of power, you say, and take advantage of it. Why, man,
what is the use of station if we are not to benefit from it?”34
Mir Qasim responded by removing duties from all trade carried out by all
Europeans. The prospect of an end to their special privileges vis-à-vis their
European competitors could only be greeted with hostility by the British. This
was the last straw. In June 1763, open clashes broke out between Mir Qasim
and the company. Several British trading posts in different parts of Bengal were
attacked by the nawab’s troops, and some Europeans were killed. Even as Mir
Qasim resisted in Bihar, the British decided to reinstall Mir Jafar as the nawab
in Murshidabad. Dutiful as ever, Mir Jafar immediately paid out five million
rupees as compensation to the company for the damages inflicted by Mir Qasim.
The latter’s intransigence finally ended with his defeat at the hands of the company’s army in the battle of Baksar in October 1764.
Apart from the inflated profits from private trade extracted by not paying
taxes or through sheer coercion, a major means of Bengal’s plunder in the decade after Palashi consisted of “presents” to company officials from Indians eager
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to please them. Clive, who regarded himself as morally superior to his greedy
and self-serving compatriots in Bengal, appears to have stayed away from private trade, but probably took home the largest fortune of all, consisting mainly
of money, jewels, and precious objects gifted to him, often from the government treasury, by prominent people in India. In addition, Clive obtained a personal estate from Mir Jafar within the company’s zamindari lands, giving him
a lifetime annual income of twenty-seven thousand pounds from the Bengal
revenues.
But Clive was not the only one. Everyone of consequence in the company
used their position to ask for and receive presents from the Indians they dealt
with. Even Holwell, self-proclaimed model of rectitude and devotion to duty,
is on record complaining from Britain in 1763 to Nawab Mir Qasim that he
had only received fifty thousand rupees of his promised present of two hundred
thousand rupees.35 On obtaining copies of these letters from Holwell, the directors in London were convinced “that Mr. Holwell and others received large
sums of the late Nabob Cossim Ally Khan for seating him in the subahship by
the deposal of Meer Jaffier,” and “the lucrative view of individuals had too great
a share in bringing it about.”36 It was noted by an official committee in Britain
that between 1757 and 1765, presents worth more than two million pounds
taken out of Bengal could be actually listed.37
A third source of the plunder of Bengal was the series of collusive contracts
awarded by the company to favored private traders for the supply of various
commodities. This practice was said to have been particularly common in 1772–
85, when Warren Hastings was India’s governor general. These contracts contributed to the private fortunes of European traders in Bengal at the expense
of both the company as well as the primary producer, although Francis Sykes,
company resident in Murshidabad and a major beneficiary of the practice, advanced an ingenious argument in its defense:: “Toward the Company I have
ever been attentive nor would one sixpence I enjoy ever come into the Company’s treasury; the question was this: whether it would go into a black man’s
pocket or into my own.”38 Defrauding the company in this way was, of course,
a major abuse that contributed to the widespread uproar in Britain in the 1770s
and 1780s calling for a thorough inquiry into Indian affairs. As Narendra
Krishna Sinha has pointed out with a disarming show of naïveté, however, “so
far as Indians are concerned it was immaterial whether the wealth was extracted
by the East India Company or its servants,” even though “from the British point
of view there was some difference.”39
Clive himself appears to have been aware that under the new conditions of
its political dominance, the organizational resources of the company were inadequate for imposing the necessary discipline even on its own personnel. The
task of governing the population of Bengal was not, at this time, anywhere
within the horizon of the company’s political thinking—the assumption being
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that the existing machinery of the nawab’s government would take care of the
job. In 1759, on the eve of his return to Britain from Bengal, Clive wrote: “But
so large a sovereignty may possibly be an object too extensive for a mercantile
Company; and it is to be feared they are not of themselves able, without the
nation’s assistance, to maintain so wide a dominion.”40 When he returned to
Bengal in 1765, he found that the abuses had reached such a state that the
“name of the English stink in the nostrils of a Jentue or a Mussalman.”41 Clive
was indeed quite eloquent on this subject:
In a country where money is plenty, where fear is the principle of government, and
where your arms are ever victorious; in such a country, I say, it is no wonder that corruption should find its way to a spot so well prepared to receive it. It is no wonder
that the lust of riches should readily embrace the proffered means of its gratification,
or that the instruments of your power should avail themselves of their authority,
and proceed even to extortion in those cases where simple corruption could not keep
pace with their rapacity.42

Clive’s efforts at the “cleansing of the Augean stables” did not have much
effect other than breed resentment against him among the company’s servants,
leading to an aborted mutiny by European officers and soldiers along with a
failed conspiracy against his life.43 On the political front, however, Clive quickly
followed up the defeat of Mir Qasim and his ally Shuja-ud-daulah of Awadh
to conclude an agreement with the Mughal imperial government by which the
East India Company was appointed diwan of the provinces of Bengal, Bihar,
and Orissa, responsible for collecting the revenues and transferring an annual
sum of 2.5 million rupees to the imperial treasury, while keeping the rest to
itself. In August 1765, the emperor Shah Alam II, then in Allahabad, personally handed over the proclamation to Clive, promising to “leave the said office
in possession of the said Company, from generation to generation, for ever and
ever.”44 The emperor was glad, one presumes, to have found someone in effective power to rely on to deliver the vital Bengal revenue to the imperial coffers.
But Clive himself was looking far ahead: “We have at last arrived,” he wrote
in 1765, “at that critical Conjuncture, which I have long foreseen, I mean that
Conjuncture which renders it necessary for us to determine, whether we can, or
shall take the whole to ourselves. . . . It is scarcely an Hyperbole to say that the
whole Mogul Empire is in our hands.”45
At this time, there was some debate in Britain on the status of sovereignty
in Bengal. The company argued that its right to collect revenues in Bengal was
merely a grant from the Mughal emperor who continued to hold sovereign power
in the eastern provinces of India. On the other hand, its critics maintained that
the grant had been obtained by a prolonged war of conquest carried out by the
company in which the British state had provided substantial assistance, and
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hence the revenues were the spoils of war and should belong to the British
Crown. As one participant in the public debate put it, the question was whether
the company’s acquisitions should be regarded as a “mercantile purchase or
acquest by mutual bargain and reciprocal treaty, or the fruit of arms and of
terms imposed by conquerors through the terror of military force, and coercion
over a naked and defenceless possessor and inhabitants.”46 The government of
William Pitt the elder, now Lord Chatham, was keen to assert its claim over
the company’s possessions in Bengal. But for the company, it was vital to carry
on the deception. Even though Clive boastfully referred in Parliament to the
Mughal emperor as “de jure Mogul, de facto nobody at all” and to the nawab of
Bengal as “de jure Nabob, de facto the East India Company’s most obedient
humble servant,” the company insisted that sovereignty in Bengal belonged to
the Mughal emperor and his representative the nawab.47 As it happened, the
company did not lack influential supporters in the treasury benches in Parliament. In the end, in May 1767, a compromise was hammered out by which the
company agreed to pay an annual sum of four hundred thousand pounds to the
British Crown in return for which a decision on the question of sovereign right
was postponed indefinitely.48

Early Histories of Conquest
Orme (1728–1801) was the first British historian of the conquest of Bengal.
He had put together the first archive of the company’s papers relating to this
period, and on his return to Britain from India, published the first volume of
A History of the Military Transactions of the British Nation in Indostan in 1763.
The second volume, not published until 1778, took the history of the company’s
advances in India up to the year 1762.49 Orme tried hard to adopt an objective
narrative voice that rose above the disputes and blaming games in which he
himself had sometimes been a partisan. He was still not writing the history of
an empire, as the title of his work indicates, but rather only the story of the wars
in which “the British nation” had become involved in India. Yet he knew what
effect his work would have on its readers: “I have wrote one book which comprises the loss of Calcutta, and I have looked forward into the subject far
enough to see that the Bengal transactions will not do my countrymen so much
honour as they have received from the first volume.” He decided not to take the
story beyond 1762.
It is these cursed presents which stop my History. Why should I be doomed to commemorate the ignominy of my countrymen, and without giving the money story,
that has accompanied every event since the first of April 1757, I shall not relate all
the springs of action, that is I shall be a Jesuitical Historian, two terms which Vol-
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taire says are incompatible, for no Jesuit could ever tell a true tale, much less write a
true History.

He also predicted in 1767: “Parliament in less than two years will ring with
declamation against the Plunderers of the East.”50 Whatever one thinks of
Orme as a historian, he was without doubt a perceptive reader of political
fortunes.
The nodal event in his history of the Bengal’s conquest is, of course, the fall
of Calcutta, and the key explanatory element that supplies a narrative logic to
it is the character of Siraj. “The disorderly brain of Surajah Dowlah, his excessive cowardice, his tyrannical ideas, and the instigations of his minions, representing Calcutta as one of the richest cities in the world, sufficiently account . . .
for his inflexible perseverance in a resolution which flattered the pusillanimity
and other vices of his own mind.” Having driven the British out of Calcutta, he
made no effort to ensure that they did not return.
But there always reigned so much confusion in his mind, that he rarely carried his
ideas beyond the perfect appearance of things; and, soothed by the compliments of
his courtiers into a belief that the reduction of Calcutta was the most glorious and
heroic achievement that had been performed in Indostan since the days of Tamerlane, he imagined that the English nation would never dare to appear again in arms
in his country; and, . . . he neglected to pursue the fugitives.51

Siraj’s faults were not unexpected, Orme indicated repeatedly, given the
deep moral deficiencies of the people of India. Most of the Indian characters
that appear in his account—the nobles and merchants who play a prominent
role in Bengal’s politics—come out as crafty, devious, and venal. Certainly, the
morally dubious methods of Clive and others can hardly be concealed, but they
are described as consistent with the way things had to be done in Indian courts
in the legitimate pursuit of corporate profit and private fortune, which were the
reasons why Europeans had come to India anyway. Orme thus prefaced his account of the discussions in the Fort William committee over the colossal reparations it demanded from Mir Jafar as the price for his elevation to the position
of nawab by suggesting “the committee really believed the wealth of Surajah
Dowlah much greater than it possibly could be.” So it kept adding to the terms
that Watts had proposed following his secret negotiations in Murshidabad.
In this persuasion they increased the restitution to Europeans [in Calcutta] from
three to five millions of rupees; but allotted only two instead of three millions to the
Gentoos, and only 700,000 instead of one million to the Armenians. . . . It was then
agreed to ask a donation of 2,500,000 rupees to the squadron, and the same sum to
the army. A member then proposed that it should be recommended to Mr. Watts, to
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ask a donation from Meer Jaffier to each of the members of the committee; and this
likewise was resolved.52

Orme’s account of the fall of Calcutta in June 1756 emphasized the military
unpreparedness of the defenders against the overwhelming force deployed by
the nawab’s army rather than the moral failings of the company’s officials. He
described a scene of extreme confusion in which Governor Drake, “utterly
unexperienced in military affairs,” makes his departure without being able to
properly communicate his orders to others. Orme also acknowledged the dissensions among the company’s men while they waited in Phalta:
The younger men in the company’s service, who had not held any part in the government, endeavoured to fix every kind of blame on their superiors, whom they wished
to see removed from stations, to which they expected to succeed. At the same time,
the members of the council accused one another, all concurring to lay the severest
blame upon the governor.53

Given this background, when the expedition was sent out to Bengal, “it
would have been absurd,” said Orme, “to intrust the re-establishment of the
company’s affairs to those, who, by their own accounts, had ruined them.” It
nevertheless was decided to allow Drake and his council to retain their powers
in commercial and civil matters as well as give carte blanche in military matters
only to Clive. The object was nothing less than a change of government in
Bengal that would avenge the ignominy of the defeat at Calcutta, and place
the economic fortunes of the company and its servants on favorable and secure
foundations.
This is the narrative frame within which Orme described the Black Hole
incident. He mainly followed Holwell’s account, summarizing it in eight pages
and emphasizing the descent of civilized humans into an artificially created
state of brutish struggle for survival. “This scene, instead of producing compassion in the guard without, only excited their mirth; and they held up lights to
the bars, in order to have the diabolical satisfaction of seeing the deplorable
contentions of the sufferers within.” When the ordeal was over for Holwell and
the other survivors, “the Nabob, who was so far from shewing any compassion
for his condition, or remorse for the death of the other prisoners, that he only
talked of the treasures which the English had buried; and threatening him with
further injuries, if he persisted in concealing them, ordered him to be kept a
prisoner.” Orme added that “an English woman, the only one of her sex amongst
the sufferers, was reserved for the seraglio of the general Meer Jaffier,” which
needless to say, was a substantial embellishment on Holwell.54
It is interesting to note that Holwell himself did not think much of the
methods employed to secure the victory in Palashi. In one of his many pamphlet
wars carried out after his return to England, Holwell pointed out to Scrafton:
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Let it in the first place be remembered that however happy in its consequences the
defeat at PLASSEY proved to individual sufferers, the means by which it was obtained should rather be forgot, nor should you blazon that defeat with the semblance
of a military act of prowess, which was solely owing to the treason and treachery of
ROYDULLOB and MHIR JAFFIER, two of SURAJAH DOWLA’s generals, the
highest in office, as well as in the confidence of their master.55

Orme, however, chose not to make this qualification. The reconquest of Calcutta and Siraj’s defeat in Palashi were, in his account, a just retribution. Such
methods of effecting changes in government, Orme remarked, were routine in
India.
Thus perished Surajah Dowlah, in the 20th year of his age, and the 15th month of
his reign, by the hands of violence, as his father and grandfather had perished before
him; and by means not unlike those that were employed by both his grandfathers to
destroy the heir of their benefactor, by whom they, as Jaffier by them, had been promoted from obscurity to the highest ranks of the state. . . . Tyrant as he was, if he had
respected the advice of his grandfather Allaverdy, and not have excited the determination of the Gentoos, at the same time that he was rendering himself dreadful to
the principal Mahomedan officers of his court, the English would have found no
alliance sufficient to have ventured the risque of dethroning him: but it is probable
that the same iniquity of character, which urged him to the destruction of Calcutta,
would soon have called forth other avengers of other atrocious deeds.56

In sum, Orme’s history is one of the barbarity of Indians, the political stupidity of Siraj, and just retribution for his crimes against the English. But the
latter are still guided entirely by their private interests, generally considered
legitimate by Orme because they were pursuing the interests of commerce.
Native politics was vicious and corrupt; Clive and others played that politics,
backed by arms, in a way that was entirely appropriate to native conditions.
In this, the English were only pursuing their self-interest by putting a pliable
nawab in power and driving out the French. There is no conception here at all
that they would rule the country better.
Indeed, no matter what the legal quibbles and deals in Parliament, the historical justification of Bengal’s conquest that had been worked out among the
East India Company officials was the one expressed most elaborately by Orme
in his History. Unlike the earlier debates over the empire in America, there was
no attempt here to apply the Roman law concepts of dominium and imperium.
Nor was it possible to claim, in the manner of John Locke, that the British had
title to the land in India because they were the first to productively cultivate
it. Rather, the historical fiction was that the native inhabitants of India were
industrious and skilled manufacturers and cultivators, adept at commerce, but
naturally servile and inherently incapable of defending themselves with arms.
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Orme lays out this argument clearly in “a dissertation on the establishments
made by Mahomedan conquerors in Indostan” inserted as an introduction to
his History.57 The native inhabitant of India (“the Hendoo”) “shudders at the
sight of blood, and is of a pusillanimity only to be excused and accounted for by
the great delicacy of his configuration. This is so slight as to give him no chance
of opposing with success the onset of an inhabitant of the northern regions.”
But the Indians had made great advances in manufactures.
Not content with the presents which nature has showered on their climate, they had
made improvements when they felt no necessities. They have cultivated the various
and valuable productions of their soil, not to the measure of their own but to that of
the wants of all other nations; they have carried their manufactures of linnen to a perfection which surpasses the most exquisite productions of Europe, and have encouraged with avidity the annual tributes of gold and silver which the rest of the world
contest for the privilege of sending to them. They have from time immemorial been
as addicted to commerce, as they are averse to war. They have therefore always been
immensely rich, and have always remained incapable of defending their wealth.”58

Not surprisingly, they had been conquered and ruled for centuries by warlike
Muslim invaders who had imposed a vicious tyranny that was hostile to trade
and commerce. “It has been observed,” Orme said with beguiling authority,
“that all the Mahomedans established in India acquire, in the third generation,
the indolence and pusillanimity of their original inhabitants, and at the same
time a cruelty of character to which the Indians are at present happily strangers.”59 The British, drawn into the politics of the country to defend their trading interests, had been forced to seize power, and replace the tyrannical Moors
in order to protect and promote commerce. There was no promise at this juncture that the British would, under the given conditions, provide better government to Indians.
There are two elements in Orme’s account of the conquest of Bengal that
would persist in different forms in imperialist histories written in subsequent
decades and even centuries. The first is that of the natural servility of the inhabitants of India, who are constitutionally incapable of defending themselves by
the strength of arms and therefore are always under the sway of more warlike
peoples. This tapped directly into the venerated classical Aristotelian tradition—
one that would be transmitted right through the nineteenth century by way of
the patrician education imparted by the English universities to generations of
imperial civil servants—that spoke of the “natural slavery” of barbarians. It also
invoked the more recent European humanist tradition in which the French
jurist François Connan could say that “liberty was born with servitude . . . there
was no one free, when no one was a slave,” or Nicole Oresme, yet another French
Aristotelian, could argue that it was just to wage war to subjugate those who
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were naturally servile because such war “does not have a new servitude as its
cause”—one was not subjugating a people who were naturally free.60 Even
Charles de Secondat Montesquieu, who was not persuaded by Aristotle’s defense of natural slavery, accepted that because of climatic conditions and the
historical prevalence of “political slavery,”—that is, despotism—a “very gentle
right of slavery” did exist in countries such as India.
As all men are born equal, one must say that slavery is against nature, although in
certain countries it may be founded on a natural reason, and these countries must be
distinguished from those in which even natural reasons reject it, as in the countries
of Europe where it has so fortunately been abolished.61

The idea of slavery based on natural reasons would be easily transmuted later
into one that claimed that the imperialist had to defend those who were incapable of defending themselves, or indeed of acting politically.
The second element in Orme is that of the right to retaliate and punish an
offending power for injuries caused by its actions. The idea was well established
in European legal discourse, even when it was only a trading company that was
exercising the sovereign right of punishment. As we have noted before, the
Anglo-Dutch tradition of international law, illustriously represented by Grotius, specifically asserted that such a right naturally belonged to individuals and
associations of individuals just as it did to hereditary monarchs. This is where
the story of the Black Hole would play a crucial role in subsequent histories of
empire.

The Modern State and Modern Empires
It is useful here to return to our sketch of the discursive formation in which the
debate over the implications of Bengal’s conquest took place in Britain in the
second half of the eighteenth century. Although Britain (earlier England) had
possessed extensive colonial settlements in the Americas and on the Caribbean
islands for two centuries, the term “the British Empire” began to be used in
public discourse for the first time in the period of the Seven Years’ War, when
Britain made significant gains over France in winning overseas territories.62
Now the problems of the old American colonies, on the one hand, and those of
the new Indian conquests, on the other, came to occupy the center of British
politics. What were the conceptual moorings of these debates that are relevant
to our story? We will be somewhat schematic here, but schemes are useful for
analytic clarity.
First, the cartographic imagination of political space became, by the midseventeenth century, generally accepted among the European powers as the basic
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technical form of delineation of sovereign boundaries. The Treaty of Westphalia of 1648 is often mentioned in this context as inaugurating the general practice of appending certified maps to territorial agreements between European
states. This corresponded with the emerging conception of sovereignty in international law—authoritatively formulated in the eighteenth century by the
Swiss jurist Emerich de Vattel—that insisted that there could be only one recognized sovereign power over any bounded territory; if there were more, the
territory was disputed. Writing at more or less the same time that Clive was
marching toward Palashi, Vattel strongly emphasized the need for states to
clearly demarcate the boundaries of their territories, even when these were overseas possessions.
Since the least encroachment upon the territory of another is an act of injustice, in
order to avoid being guilty of it, and to remove all occasion of strife and dispute, the
boundary lines of territories should be clearly and precisely determined. If the men
who drew up the Treaty of Utrecht had given to this important matter the attention
it deserved we would not find France and England in arms to decide in a bloody war
the extent of their possessions in America.63

The actual delineation of sovereign jurisdictions in the everyday practices of
government would, of course, acquire the clarity and intensity we know today
only in the nineteenth-century nation-states, if not even later. But the juridical
idea of cartographically represented territorial sovereignty was transported by
the late seventeenth century to the overseas possessions of the European powers.
Working through the mutual recognition by European powers of the territorial
boundaries of their colonial jurisdictions, the cartographic representation of
national boundaries that is now the foundation of the geographic knowledge
of schoolchildren everywhere in the world was universally established by the
global spread of modern empires.
Second, among the territories that are known in history as the European
overseas empires, we can distinguish three types for our analytic purposes here.
One type consisted of the colonies of European settlers in North and South
America. At one end of this range were the white settler colonies of farmers,
craftspeople, and immigrant workers, of British, French, and later other European origins, of the North Atlantic seaboard. At the other end were the provinces of the Spanish empire, populated by a Creole elite of Spanish origin, a
mixed-race (mestizo) group in the middle, and a subordinated indigenous population. The second type was made up of the plantation colonies, with a small
group of European settlers owning huge amounts of land, worked by a subordinated population of African slaves. Brazil was the largest colony of this type,
but most British, Dutch, and French colonies of the Caribbean shared the
same characteristics, as indeed did colonies such as Virginia, the Carolinas, and
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Louisiana. These two types—the settler and plantation colonies—were all in the
Americas and suggest how deeply the perceptions of early modern Europe’s
relations with the rest of the world were marked by its American experience.
The third type emerged with the Portuguese possessions in the Indian Ocean
region in the sixteenth century, but assumed its characteristic historical form in
the second half of the eighteenth century with the British and Dutch (and later
French) territorial conquests in South and Southeast Asia and Africa. These
were lands containing large, dense native populations with old and complex
military, political, economic, and cultural institutions over which the new European conquerors claimed suzerainty. Each type of overseas possession posed
a different set of problems for modern European political thinking.
From Madrid, the Crown directly administered the Spanish possessions
in the Americas via the Council of the Indies, which legislated and governed
through correspondence, and acted as the final court of appeal. The American
colonies themselves were governed as viceroyalties subdivided into provinces.
The doctrinal history of Spain’s sovereignty over its American possessions is
marked by fierce controversies in the sixteenth century. On one side were humanists such as Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda who insisted that the Spanish monarchy had conquered the Americas in a just war because it had been chosen by
God to rule over the Native Americans, whose barbaric customs violated natural law and thus constituted a moral provocation to civilized humanity. The
legitimacy of Spanish imperium lay in its responsibility to subjugate the Amerindians and bring them over to civilized Christian ways of living. On the
other side were theologians such as Domingo de Soto, Francisco de Vitoria, and
most radically, Bartolomé de Las Casas who argued that the Spanish Crown
could claim true dominium over the Americas only if the indigenous people
could be persuaded to give their consent to Spanish rule.64
In Spanish legal theory, the indigenous Americans were full subjects of the
Crown and thus could not be enslaved.65 Several methods were found, however, ranging from serfdom to debt peonage, to force them into the position of
a subordinate peasantry. Alongside, there was a cultural project of assimilating
the Native Americans into European religion and ways of life. Large sections
were converted to Christianity and introduced into the Spanish language.
Nowhere was there an indigenous American elite pressing for a share in the
colonies’ governance. In economic dealings, the Spanish Crown imposed strict
monopolistic regulations, characteristic of mercantilist economic doctrine, excluding all foreign merchants and vessels from the trade with the colonies. The
Portuguese also sought, by the end of the seventeenth century, to control their
colonies directly from Lisbon through viceroys and captains general. Spanish
and Portuguese forms of colonial government until the eighteenth century were
wholly authoritarian; colonies were the overseas territorial possessions of the
Crown and mother country.
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The French colonies in the Americas were started by dozens of chartered
companies, but by the late seventeenth century all of them became direct royal
possessions. The colonies were administered through governors, usually belonging to the French nobility, who were advised and kept in check by intendants, mostly lawyers sent from France who could be relied on to hold the line
of metropolitan control. Until the mid-seventeenth century, the colonies also
had quasi-legislative councils that could make laws, but in 1763, in a sudden
wave of royal absolutism, these powers were abolished. Until the French Revolution, therefore, French colonial administration was royal, centralized, and
autocratic.
British and French justifications of dominium over their American possessions did not rely much on the argument of just war. Rather, they preferred the
idea of terra nullius, insisting that the American lands they had conquered
were, for all relevant purposes, uninhabited because they belonged to no one. In
the British case, this was strongly supplemented by Locke’s argument that the
land truly belonged to those who mixed their labor with the soil. Since Native
Americans did not cultivate, the land could not belong to them. The French
and British conquerors were, by this claim, colonists, or the first settlers of the
vast American lands that they now claimed to possess.66
The peculiarity of the English (later British) ideology of empire lay in its
reconciliation of a critique of Continental empires as land-based absolutist
tyrannies with its own possession of overseas territories. This was achieved by
the myth of the “empire of the seas”—a constellation of far-flung territories
and outposts held together not by the might of armed forces but rather by
commerce, producing, it was maintained, an imperial system that was entirely
consistent with the requirements of liberty. English writers in the seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries enthusiastically followed John Selden’s arguments in Mare Clausum to make the claim that both by fact and right, the
English Crown possessed dominium in and imperium over the seas around its
realms. This was combined with seventeenth-century republican doctrines, such
as that of James Harrington in Oceana, which beginning as a criticism of the
failure of Oliver Cromwell’s protectorate to preserve liberty while expanding its
imperium, invoked the Ciceronian idea of a well-ordered republic that could
expand—in this case as a maritime empire of colonial settlements—without
endangering the liberty of its own citizens.67
By the 1730s, Britain and its empire started to be seen as a single political
community that was “Protestant, commercial, maritime and free.”68 The idea
was, in fact, voiced most powerfully at this time as part of an oppositional
rather than official discourse—by merchants’ lobbies and libertarian writers
who resented the preoccupation of Robert Walpole’s government with the European balance of power, and pushed for a more aggressive policy against Spain
and France. As Kathleen Wilson remarks: “Empire would be the antidote to
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aristocratic cultural treason and effeteness, the bulwark and proving ground of
the true national character, of national (and middle-class) potency, identity and
virtue.”69
In the mid-eighteenth century, the Caribbean possessions such as Jamaica
and Barbados as well as colonies such as the Carolinas, Virginia, and Georgia
were the most valuable parts of the British Empire. These were plantation
economies owned by European settlers growing tropical crops like sugar and
tobacco, produced by the labor of African slaves. The New England and midcontinental colonies of white settlers produced little of use to Britain, and
sometimes threatened to compete with it in the coastal Atlantic trade. Their
social structures, consisting of white immigrant farmers, craftspeople, and laborers, seemed to replicate those of British society. Several of the colonies on
the American continent as well as in the Caribbean were started by chartered
companies, which unlike the successful East India Company, folded up quickly,
and by the late seventeenth century, their settlements were directly administered by the English Crown. Some colonies like Maryland and Pennsylvania,
though, were feudal properties, owned until the American Revolution by English aristocratic families. Thus, even in America, where the validity of indigenous laws and proprietary customs were not even acknowledged by British
settlers, there remained a variety of forms by which sovereignty was exercised
by the British state. Indeed, it has been argued that while imperium was unitary, dominium was divided, since various proprietors, patentees, and royal governments claimed quite different rights of property over their possessions.70
The fact that the colonists were all European settlers and no native political
institutions intervened meant that the principles and practices of British constitutional government flowed steadily into the governance of the colonies. Regardless of the particular form of attachment with the British state, all colonies
had representative assemblies, elected by eligible white settlers, which made
laws that were usually approved by the British Crown if they did not contravene the laws of Parliament. They had British courts that applied English common law and English institutions of local government. By the mid-eighteenth
century, even though the American colonies did not have a ministerial system as
in Britain, the white colonists exerted considerable powers of self-government
through their elected assemblies to put pressure on colonial governors. In the
domain of trade, however, relations with the American and Caribbean colonies
were rigidly controlled from London to protect the interests of the metropolitan economy. The Navigation Acts ensured that all trade to and from the colonies was carried out exclusively in British vessels, sailing in and out of British
ports. It was also a matter of policy to see that the American colonies did not
threaten any branch of British industry.
It soon became apparent that if the colonists were to be acknowledged as
British subjects with full entitlements to natural and hence legal freedoms, then
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the modern form of British representative government (and indeed, as Adam
Smith would argue, the modern British doctrine of free trade) could hardly
be withheld from them. Yet that would require a fundamental resolution of the
problem of sovereignty. The contradiction reached a breaking point with the
American Revolution.
To continue with our schematic view, then, it would not be overstretching
the point to say that with the American and French revolutions at the end of
eighteenth century, the political course for colonies of our first type became, for
the most part, historically determined. Republican sovereignty in the United
States was followed, some three decades later, by the Creole republics of Spanish America. This was also, in essence, the form of transition in Canada through
the nineteenth century, even though a fictive form called “dominion” was invented to retain the facade of British sovereignty. The same course lay in store
for Australia and New Zealand, settled through the nineteenth century by
British colonists who, as in the Americas, found it possible to sweep aside all
aboriginal practices of property and governance. If modern empire was only
about colonies of the first type—that is, the white settler colonies—its problems were, at least in theory, largely resolved in the political and economic transition to the modern nation-states of Western Europe in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries.
But there were the second and third types. The plantation colonies survived
the Creole revolutions as well as the futile Haitian uprising. Even though profound ethical problems were raised in the early nineteenth century regarding
the compatibility of slavery with a constitutional government that claimed to
protect the legal freedoms of all subjects, this crisis too was averted. In the British colonies, the transition was made from an economy supplied by African
slaves to one that imported indentured Indians who had ostensibly entered
into voluntary labor contracts.71 The property and civic freedoms of white colonists as well as the sovereign control of the metropolitan state and economy
remained largely intact until the twentieth century—including in the curious
case of Jamaica, where the abolition of slavery was followed by colonial selfgovernment only to revert, after the Morant Bay uprising of free black peasants
in 1865, to the status of a Crown colony. One could say the same about the
Dutch colonies of the Caribbean, and possibly of the French ones too, after
considering the marginal modification in the pattern brought about by the
policy of assimilation of a small colonized elite into French culture and citizenship. Only in the United States was the second type destroyed in a bloody
civil war, and incorporated into the modern nation-state and industrial economy, even though traces of the plantation economy were vividly displayed in
discriminatory civic entitlements until the mid-twentieth century, and arguably remains visible in many aspects of political culture in the United States to
this day.
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But colonies of the third—the Oriental—type posed unprecedented conceptual and strategic problems in the late eighteenth century. There were new
compulsions brought about, above all, by what was clearly seen in Britain as
a worldwide contest for naval, strategic, and mercantile superiority over the
French. But the discursive forms made familiar by colonies of the first and
second types provided the initial grid within which the new problem of the
Indian territorial acquisitions had to be understood, even as that grid would
turn out to be inadequate and, for some, even inappropriate. As we will see, the
resultant process was crucial for the emergence of the modern state as we know
it today. Had there been no Oriental colonies, the modern state in Europe and
the Americas would have undoubtedly looked quite different now.

The Nabobs Come Home
In February 1769, in the House of Commons, Clive boasted of his achievements in Bengal on behalf of the British nation:
The East India Company are at this time sovereigns of a rich, populous, fruitful
country in extent beyond France and Spain united; they are in possession of the labour, industry, and manufactures of twenty million of subjects; they are in actual receipt of between five and six millions a year. They have an army of fifty thousand
men. The revenues of Bengal are little short of four million sterling a year. Out of this
revenue the East India Company, clear of all expenses receives £1,600,000 a year.72

Clive was exaggerating; the financial picture was not quite so rosy. Nevertheless, for the previous three years, ever since the news of the company’s acquisition of the diwani in Bengal had reached London, India stocks had traded at a
volume never before seen in Exchange Alley, not even during the Seven Years’
War.73 Even Edmund Burke (1729–97) was impressed. He complimented
Clive in Parliament: “He has laid open such a world of commerce; he has laid
open so valuable an empire, both from our present possessions and future operations; he has laid open such manufactures and revenues, as I believe never was
laid before any committee in so short words.”74 Clive was a much-celebrated
British hero, who in 1761 purchased an Irish estate called Ballykilty and changed
its name to Plassey in order to become Baron Clive of Plassey, County Clare,
in the Kingdom of Ireland.75
The interest of the East India Company and its officials was at this time
lodged deep within the structures of British political life. It is said that Indian
money first played a big role in the parliamentary elections of 1768. Twentythree percent of the members of that Parliament owned East India Company
stocks, which would have made the company one of the most powerful interest
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groups in the whole country. Company stocks offered attractive returns, as high
as 12.5 percent a year, but many members of Parliament were even keener to
take sides in the bitterly fought partisan contests for control of the hugely influential East India Company. Several were prominent members of the elected
General Court of the company.76 Besides, there was the so-called Arcot interest, consisting of a dozen or so members of Parliament whose elections had
been financed by former company officials who, after their return to Britain,
were still in the pay of the nawab of Arcot, because they, like most company
officials in Madras, were private creditors to the nawab.77 This does not mean,
of course, that British politicians, or indeed directors of the company, were
particularly knowledgeable about Indian matters; a well-known, if apocryphal,
story is that of the director who asked Clive if “Sir Roger Dowlat,” the former
ruler of Bengal, was actually a baronet.78 But the financial stakes ensured that
there was always a great deal of interest among members of Parliament in participating in debates and committee hearings having to do with India or the
company.79
In 1769–70, there was a massive famine in Bengal, memorialized forever in
the Bengali language in the phrase “the famine of seventy-six,” referring to
1176, the year according to the Bengali calendar. Historians estimate that a
third of the population of Bengal was killed, making it one of the worst famines in modern history.80 Its effects did not show up in the company revenues,
though, because collections from landowners and cultivators were, according to
official reports, “violently kept up to its former standard.”81 Yet it was apparent
to all informed observers that there was a massive problem building up with
the administration of the conquered province of Bengal. In addition, in 1772,
the financial improprieties and incompetence of the East India Company’s directors precipitated a huge crisis in London banking circles, in which a dozen
leading banks in the city went under and the Bank of England had to struggle
to keep the rest afloat. But by then, a major public campaign had been unleashed in Britain against the misrule and corruption of company officials in
India along with the menace of the returning “nabobs.” After the banking crisis
of 1772, the climate was so hostile to the company that most members of Parliament seemed to be “in a humour to hang both Directors and servants.”82
Early that year, William (Willem) Bolts, a Dutch officer dismissed from the
East India Company’s service and deported from India, published a book on
“the present State of Bengal and its Dependencies.”83 It became something of
a sensation. The first edition sold out in a few months and a second edition appeared by the year’s end, while extracts were published in journals such as the
London Magazine and London Evening Post.84 At the same time, Alexander
Dow, a Scottish officer suspended from the Bengal army for his alleged involvement in a mutiny against Clive, wrote a three-volume history of India based on

A Secret Veil

•

57

Persian sources, and inserted into his third volume an essay titled “An Enquiry
into the State of Bengal with a Plan for Restoring That Province to Its Former
Prosperity and Splendour.”85 Bolts and Dow were severe in their condemnation of the way that Bengal was being governed under the company’s direction.
To top it all, in summer 1772, Samuel Foote, a popular playwright, launched a
production at the Haymarket Theatre titled The Nabob, lampooning the Indiareturned moneybags seeking desperately to enter the privileged circles of British
aristocratic society. In the climactic scene, Sir Matthew Mite, the nabob, announced: “This is not Sparta, nor are these the chaste times of the Roman republic: Now a-days, riches possess at least one magical power; that, being rightly
dispersed, they closely conceal the source from whence they proceeded.”86
Neither Bolts nor Dow were disinterested observers; both had taken up the
pen to join the fierce partisan struggles in the company directed against Clive
and his successor, Verelst. But their campaigns managed to bring to the fore
of national political debates in Britain the crucial question of the place of the
Asiatic colonies in the future British Empire. Bolts spared no effort to suggest
that the task of governing the populations of Bengal was the last thing on the
minds of company officials: “The loaves and fishes are the grand, almost the sole
object.” He also identified a possible contradiction between conquest and the
interests of commerce: “Views of conquest seem to have so engrossed the attention of this Company, . . . they appear to have been . . . regardless of the true
commercial interest of the Kingdom.” He pointed out the inequity of the company’s prohibitions on private trade, “repugnant to the true spirit of mercantile
affairs”; it was, he said, “the same thing as telling a man he may have a right to
live, but no right to use the means of his profession for acquiring wherewithal
to support life.” Company officials were “unjustfully imprisoning the natives and
black merchants and by violence extorting great sums of money from them,”
and yet the people of India had no remedy because their local courts had been
superseded and the company directors were thousands of miles away. The company was every day only adding “to that dangerous despotism in India which
they have long ago assumed.”87
Dow was more blunt. It was commercial greed, he claimed, that was ruining
Bengal; India was, he said following Montesquieu, a country long subjected to
despotic rule. But the Orientalist in him prompted Dow to add that it was a
mild and benevolent despotism.88 In fact, if there was at this time in some informed British intellectual circles an appreciation of something like an ancient
constitution of the Mughals, as Robert Travers has recently suggested, it is in
Dow that one finds its clearest statement.89 It was conquest by a commercial
nation like Britain that had now brought disaster to the country. “Peculiarly
unhappy, an unwarlike but industrious people, were subdued by a society whose
business was commerce. A barbarous enemy may slay a prostrate foe; but a civi-
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lized conqueror can only ruin nations without the sword. Monopolies and an
exclusive trade joined issue with additional taxations.” Bengal, Dow said, was
being drained of its wealth by the policies of the company.
We may date the commencement of decline, from the day on which Bengal fell
under the dominion of foreigners; who were more anxious to improve the present
moment to their own emolument, than, by providing against waste, to secure a permanent advantage to the British nation. With a particular want of foresight, they
began to drain the reservoir, without turning into it any stream to prevent it from
being exhausted.90

His economic ideas firmly rooted in the principles of mercantilist theory,
Dow identified the main cause of Bengal’s ruin in the export of specie from the
province by numerous channels opened up and fostered by the company’s policies. “The evils of a forced state of society increase. Famine, with all its horrors,
ensues, and, by sweeping away some millions of wretched people, gives, to the
unhappy survivors, the respite of a few years.” Dow painted a picture of complete collapse of the revenue and judicial system: “Men who retained some
property in spite of the violence of the times, instead of being protected by
British laws, found that they had not even the justice of a despot to depend
upon when they were wronged.” He added that it was not “the inhumanity of
the British governors” that brought about the chaos; “the kingdom suffered more
from a total want of system, than from any premeditated design.”91
The pamphlet war heated up to boiling point. Verelst joined the fray to defend himself against the charges made by Bolts, while a dozen others took up
one side or the other.92 But probably for no other reason than his larger-thanlife status, Clive became the center of controversy. Horace Walpole had said of
him in 1762:
For, as this age is to be historic, so of course it will be a standard of virtue too; and
we, like our wicked predecessors the Romans, shall be quoted, till our very ghosts
blush, as models of patriotism and magnanimity. What lectures will be read to poor
children on this area! Europe taught to tremble, the Great King humbled, the treasures of Peru diverted into the Thames; Asia subdued by the gigantic Clive! For in
that age men were near seven feet high.93

In 1772, however, Clive’s virtue and even heroism were seriously questioned,
and his stature dragged down by several notches. After contentious hearings
in a select committee of the House, a motion was moved in Parliament in
May 1773, charging Clive with having abused his powers to illegally acquire
£234,000 in Bengal, “to the evil example of the servants of the public.” In his
defense, Clive told Parliament: “Consider the situation in which the victory at
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Plassey had placed me. A great prince was dependent on my pleasure; an opulent city lay at my mercy; its richest bankers bid against each other for my
smiles; I walked through vaults which were thrown open to me alone, piled on
either hand with gold and jewels! Mr Chairman, at this moment I stand astonished at my own moderation!”94 After a nightlong debate, Clive was found to
have received presents, but was cleared of any criminal wrongdoing. In June
1773, Frederick, Lord North, steered a regulating bill that imposed a limited
degree of parliamentary control over the East India Company, including the
appointment of a governor-general nominated by the government and approved
by Parliament.
Eight years later, though, the controversy resumed with no less a figure than
Burke leading the charge in Parliament against the company and its governorgeneral, Hastings. Through protracted hearings and votes over more than a
decade, during which Hastings complained more than once of being “tried by
one generation, and . . . expect[ing] judgement from another,” Parliament debated the charges of high crimes and misdemeanors against Hastings, who,
claimed Burke, had brought “the British Name and Character” into “great Discredit, Disgrace and Dishonour.”95 Hastings, he said, was “the greatest delinquent that India ever saw.”96 Along with the scores of other company officials
who had misused their powers to prey on the “unfortunate and plundered inhabitants of India,” Hastings had imbibed Eastern corruption. “This was the
golden cup of abominations; this the chalice of the fornications of rapine, usury,
and oppression, which was held out by the gorgeous eastern harlot; which so
many of the people, so many of the nobles of this land, had drained to the very
dregs.”97 The real danger was that Eastern corruption was now making its way
into British society. “They marry into your families; they enter into your senate;
they ease your estates by loans; they raise their value by demand.”98 This was the
dangerous underside of commerce that threatened to destroy virtue. Burke was
determined to prevent such a disaster.
In his defense, Hastings invoked difference. India was not Britain, he said;
it could not be ruled by British principles. If he had, in his own conduct, deviated from British norms, it was because Indian conditions demanded it. “The
whole history of Asia is nothing more than precedents to prove the invariable
exercise of arbitrary power. . . . Sovereignty in India implies nothing else [than
despotism] . . . and these are every where the same from Cabool to Assam.”99
Burke, in his reply, was merciless:
These Gentlemen have formed a plan of Geographical morality, by which the duties
of men in public and in private situations are not to be governed by their relations to
the Great Governor of the Universe, or by their relations to men, but by climates,
degrees of longitude and latitude. . . . As if, when you have crossed the equinoctial line
all the virtues die.
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This was a license for corruption and abuse of power. “My Lords,” Burke thundered, “we contend that Mr. Hastings, as a British Governor, ought to govern
upon British principles. . . . We call for that spirit of equity, that spirit of justice,
that spirit of safety, that spirit of protection, that spirit of lenity, which ought to
characterise every British subject in power; and upon these and these principles
only, he will be tried.”100
In sum, Burke’s claim was that Indians had their own ancient constitution,
laws, and legitimate dynasties. Even the much-reviled Muslim conquerors of
India, Burke noted, “very soon abated of their ferocity, because they made the
conquered country their own. . . . Here their lot was finally cast; and it is the
natural wish of all, that their lot should not be cast in a bad land. . . . If hoards
were made by violence and tyranny, they were still domestic hoards; and domestic profusion, or the rapine of a more powerful and prodigal hand, restored
them to the people.” Yet it was exactly the opposite under British rule.
The Tartar invasion was mischievous, but it is our protection that destroys India. It
was their enmity, but it is our friendship. Our conquest there, after twenty years, is as
crude as it was the first day. . . . Every rupee of profit made by an Englishman is lost
for ever to India. . . . England has erected no churches, no hospitals, no palaces, no
schools; England has built no bridges, made no high roads, cut no navigations, dug
out no reservoirs. Every other conqueror of every other description has left some
monument, either of state or beneficence, behind him. Were we to be driven out of
India this day, nothing would remain, to tell that it had been possessed, during the
inglorious period of our dominion, by any thing better than the ouran-outang or the
tiger.101

Government in India under Hastings had become “an oppressive, irregular,
capricious, unsteady, rapacious, and peculating despotism.”102 Instead of ruling
by true British principles, and respecting the time-tested institutions and customs of the country, Hastings had arrogantly cast them aside in order to introduce British forms with the substance of despotism. “But your Lordships,” Burke
appealed,
will shew him that in Asia as well as in Europe the same Law of Nations prevails,
the same principles are continually resorted to, and the same maxims sacredly held
and strenuously maintained; and however disobeyed, no man suffers from the breach
of them, that does not know how to complain of that breach; that Asia is enlightened in that respect as well as Europe; but if it was totally blinded, that England
would send out Governors to teach them better; and that he must justify himself to
the piety, the truth, the faith, of England, and not justify himself by having recourse
to the barbarous tyranny of Asia, or any other part of the world.103
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In short, empire had to become a sacred responsibility, a patriotic duty answerable to the British nation; it had to become a business not of intrigue and loot
but rather of virtue.
Hastings, in turn, insisted that he should be judged not by abstract principles but instead by the consequences of his actions. “Did I,” he asked, “act
prudently and consistently with the interest of my superiors, and of the people
whom I governed?” If he had moved aggressively against local rulers, it was
because he believed “that extraordinary means were necessary, and those exerted with a strong hand, to preserve the Company’s interests from sinking
under the accumulated weight that oppressed them.” Pointing out that “the resources
of India cannot, in time of war, meet the expenses of India,” he reminded the
members of Parliament that he could not do “what every Minister of England
has done since the Revolution—I could not borrow to the utmost extent of my
wants during the late war, and tax posterity to pay the interest of my loans.”
Comparing his performance as an imperial governor with the governance of
other parts of the empire, Hastings concluded his defense by asserting that
despite the extraordinary situations he faced, he had “maintained the provinces
of my immediate administration in a state of peace, plenty, and security, when
every other member of the British empire was involved in external wars, or civil
tumult.”104
Hastings was in the end exonerated. But by bringing him to trial in Parliament, Burke, as Nicholas Dirks has argued, “made empire safe for British sovereignty. . . . [It] was not only no longer threatened by empire, but was simultaneously autonomous from it and yet able to encompass it through its justificatory
logic that the good despotism it provided was much better than the bad despotism India had known before conquest.”105
By this move, a crucial step was taken to resolve the deep theoretical problem posed by Britain’s acquisition of a territorial empire in India. The contest
with France in the Seven Years’ War had spurred on a determined effort in
Britain to exercise effective sovereign authority over all its overseas possessions,
including Ireland, the Caribbean, the North American colonies, and the newly
conquered territories in India. The reluctance of the ruling groups in Britain to
concede a suitable measure of representation to the American subjects of the
Crown eventually led to revolt and the loss of the thirteen colonies. But an
independent and sovereign United States could easily claim to have achieved
the conditions of freedom that it had sought within the empire and had been
denied. The American Revolution did not produce any crisis for the received
tradition of English political theory. On the contrary, it only confirmed its fundamental tenets.
In India, on the other hand, the force of arms had acquired a territorial
empire and had then become the means of its permanent defense. This meant
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ensuring continually expanding sources of territorial revenues to meet the expenses of raising native armies and fighting wars. It also meant—as P. J. Marshall, the premier historian of British ascendancy in India in the eighteenth
century, has pointed out—the inclusion, sometime during the Seven Years’ War,
of the East India Company, a monopolistic trading corporation, into the body
of the British state and its emergence as a distinct agency of the British Empire.106 By the logic of English political theory, it was a certain recipe for tyranny. How could Britain hold its subjects in servitude? And if it did, would not
freedom be threatened at home? Burke presented one account of this looming
danger. Yet it was also apparent to some perceptive American observers, one of
whom said in 1773: “For the future, the story of Lord Clive will be that of every
military plunderer. . . . It begins in blood and plunder, it ends in servility and
dependence. . . . In a few years the two houses will be filled with Omrahs and
Subehdars, nurtured in the corruption and despotism of the East. What will be
the consequence? We must fall as Greece and Rome have fallen.”107
The solution was found in the aftermath of the Hastings trial. Imperial Britain was desperately seeking to cope with the loss of the American colonies.
Hastings himself had written in 1778: “If it be really true that the British arms
and influence have suffered so severe a check in the western world, it is the
more incumbent on those who are charged with the interests of Great Britain
in the east to exert themselves for the retrieval of the national interest.” To do
this, a benevolent autocracy, accountable to Parliament, had to be established
in India—a “despotick power [that] is constantly amenable to impartial justice.”
Such benevolent despotism overseas could be domesticated within the empire
without threatening liberty at home. “A people secure in their freedom would
not be corrupted, as the Romans had been, by exercising autocratic rule in Asia.
Men of high principle would be chosen for service in India, who would be accountable to the law and subject to the unremitting vigilance of parliament for
any deviation from rectitude.”108

The Critique of Conquest
Virtually canonical in the field of European knowledge in Indian history in
the nineteenth century, The History of British India by James Mill (1773–1836)
was first published in 1817. Mill was a utilitarian and a reformist thinker in the
new radical tradition launched by Jeremy Bentham. He shared Bentham’s distaste for the “priest-ridden, lawyer-ridden, lord-ridden, squire-ridden, soldierridden England,” and opposed the conservative political and social ideology—
enunciated so eloquently by Burke—that seemed to dominate British public
life in the wake of the French Revolution. In his History, Mill applied entirely
new criteria to write a “judging history” of the depraved and worthless religious
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and political institutions of India as well as the corrupt and ineffective practices
introduced by its new British rulers.109 His chapter on the capture of Calcutta
by Siraj mentions the Black Hole incident, but frames it within a paradigm of
social ethics that would have been incomprehensible to the eighteenth-century
narrators we have encountered so far.
Mill described the confusion and disorder surrounding the retreat from the
fort on June 19, 1756, as bordering on criminal negligence of duty, but something that should have been expected given the lack of proper principles of
governance in the East India Company’s affairs at the time. After the surrender
of the fort, Mill said, following Holwell’s narrative, Siraj did not show any
cruelty to the British captives.
When evening, however, came, it was a question with the guards to whom they were
intrusted, how they might be secured for the night. Some search was made for a
convenient apartment; but none was found; upon which information was obtained
of a place which the English themselves had employed as a prison. Into this, without
any further inquiry, they were impelled. It was unhappily a small, ill-aired, and unwholesome dungeon, called the Black Hole; and the English had their own practice
to thank for suggesting it to the officers of the Subahdar as a fit place of confinement.

In a footnote, Mill here digressed on the subject of British penal practices—a
favorite subject of Benthamite reformers: “The atrocities of English imprisonment at home, . . . too naturally reconciled Englishmen abroad to the use of
dungeons: of Black Holes. What had they to do with a black hole? Had no black
hole existed (as none ought to exist anywhere, least of all in the sultry and unwholesome climate of Bengal), those who perished in the Black Hole of Calcutta would have experienced a different fate.”110
There is little doubt that Mill regarded the “plotting and intrigue” that led to
Siraj’s overthrow as utterly scandalous. “In manufacturing the terms of the confederacy,” he observed, “the grand concern of the English appeared to be money.”
Once again in a footnote, Mill remarked: “That General, Admiral, and Members of the Select Committee, were alike influenced by a grasping and mercenary spirit is undeniable, and they seized, with an avidity which demanded a
lamentable absence of elevated principles, upon an unexpected opportunity of
realizing princely fortunes.” Mill called the deception against Amirchand “a
piece of consummate treachery.” When Watts’s proposals for the secret treaty
with Mir Jafar came to Calcutta,
the sum to be given to Omichund, even as compensation for his losses, seemed a very
heavy grievance to men who panted for more to themselves. To men whose minds
were in such a state, the great demands of Omichund appeared (the reader will
laugh—but they did literally appear) a crime. They were voted a crime; and so great
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a crime, as to deserve to be punished—to be punished, not only by depriving him of
all reward, but depriving him of his compensation, that compensation which was
stipulated for to everybody: it was voted that Omichund should have nothing. They
were in his power, however, therefore he was not to be irritated. It was necessary he
should be deceived. . . . Not an Englishman, not even Mr. Orme, has yet expressed a
word of sympathy or regret.111

Mill also narrated the trial of Hastings with a detailed account of the charges
against him, and bemoaned the fact that instead of a proper judicial examination, the whole process was subjected to the fickle forces of popular opinion: “If
his accusers could not prove his guilt, it is still more certain that he [Hastings]
has not proved his innocence.”112 It was not so much the moral character of
officials like Clive or Hastings that Mill saw as the problem: in fact, it has been
suggested that his History is “singularly devoid of human interest,” because his
commitment to utilitarian ethics and enthusiasm for “systems” of law and government made him not “care about the play of human character.”113 He repeatedly traced the problem to the utterly inadequate system of government in India
after large territories came under the East India Company’s domination.
Mill was a philosophical radical. He did not have any sympathy for Burke’s
reverence for traditional institutions, whether in India or Britain. But curiously,
even as the proponent of the radical reform of government in India, Mill shared
Burke’s intuition that the scandalous story of the founding of Britain’s empire
in Bengal should not be retold. Referring to Clive’s territorial acquisitions in
Bengal, Burke had said at Hastings’s impeachment in 1788: “Many circumstances of this acquisition I pass by. There is a secret veil to be drawn over the
beginning of all governments. They had their origins, as the beginnings of all such
things have had, in some matters that had as good be covered by obscurity.”114
A similar sense of discomfort appeared through the pages of Mill’s History
dealing with the early years of British rule, relieved only by his frequent admonition that such improprieties were not to be repeated. He also insisted that
as long as the correct and universally valid principles of government were followed, it did not really matter whether a country’s rulers were native or foreign:
“The aversion to a government, because in the hands of foreigners; that is,
men who are called by one rather than some other name, without regard to the
qualities of government, whether better or worse, is a prejudice which reason
disclaims.”115 Mill was here initiating a new mode of argument that would
demand that the ethics of colonial conquest should be judged not so much by
the motivations but rather by its consequences—a contention that would acquire great importance later in the nineteenth century and still remains an influential historiographical trope. But whether one regarded the story of the
British acquisition of the Indian Empire as shameful or a mere happenstance,
by Mill’s account there was little in it worthy of memorialization.

A Secret Veil

•

65

Figure 7. A View of the Writers’ Building from the Monument at the West End, aquatint
by James Baillie Fraser. Source: Fraser 1824

This was the intellectual climate in which Holwell’s Black Hole monument
was demolished in 1821. Henry Busteed, a major campaigner for the monument’s restoration, wrote in 1886 that after looking through all available records,
he had been unable to trace the reason. Some thought that the Marquis of
Hastings, the governor-general, had ordered its demolition in 1821 because “its
continuance had become politically undesirable, either as likely to wound the
sensibilities of our native fellow-subjects, or to recall prominently at the seat of
Government a hideous disaster to British arms, which it would be wiser to locally bury in oblivion.”116 Others, while acknowledging the speculation that the
monument was pulled down because “it was inexpedient to perpetuate the memory of the disaster,” insisted that “the most likely reason was to make room for
the Custom House.”117 Kathleen Blechynden wrote in 1905:
The predominant feeling at the beginning of the nineteenth century appears to have
been a desire to forget all that was disagreeable in the past, and, in 1821, the monument was taken down, and its commemorative tablet mislaid and lost. The spot which
should have been held sacred by every Englishman was occupied by a lamp-post.118

It is also likely, though, that the governor-general had nothing to do with
the decision, and that it was more the monument’s state of disrepair and inappropriate use by local people that created an opinion leading to its demolition.
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An early nineteenth-century illustration by James Baillie Fraser that shows the
original Holwell memorial set against the background of the then–Writers’
Buildings drew the following comment from Evan Cotton, a twentieth-century
British historian of Calcutta:
The obelisk in the last named engraving looks at least 50 feet high and is not surrounded by any railings. It seems in consequence to be the lounging place for lower
class loafers of all sorts who gossip squatting around and against it. A barber is seen
plying his craft in the favourite posture of these Eastern experts. His back is to the
base of the monument, while overhead is stretched his outspread cloth between the
upper ledge of the pedestal and three or four stakes. The tent thus improvised shelters the operator and a few of his customers. All this unsightliness may explain why
the historic structure had a few years before the date of this engraving disappeared
from the City of Palaces, after, as tradition says, it had been struck by lightning.119

In any case, we have a report in the Calcutta Journal in 1821, edited by the
controversial freethinker James Silk Buckingham, announcing: “The monument
over the well-remembered ‘Black Hole’ of Calcutta is at length taken down,
and we think should long ago have been demolished.”120
It stayed that way until the end of the nineteenth century. There was nothing
in the city of Calcutta, the capital of the British Empire in India, memorializing the events of the Black Hole.

CHAP TER THREE

Tipu’s Tiger

Mirza Shaikh Ihtishamuddin (c. 1730–c. 1800) set sail in January 1766
from the port of Hijli, now in the district of Purba Medinipur, several miles
downstream from Calcutta. After four days of slow maneuvering through the
treacherous currents of the Hugli River, the ship finally entered the Bay of
Bengal. Ihtishamuddin was on his way to Vilayet.
He was by no means the first person from his part of the world to undertake
the sea voyage to Europe. We know of many sailors as well as domestic servants
of both sexes from Bengal who went, or were taken, to Britain in the eighteenth
century. Rozina Visram’s and Michael Fisher’s studies have given us the outline
of a social history of these visitors about whom little is otherwise known.1 Thus,
we have shipping records of more than a thousand such Indians in Britain by
the end of the eighteenth century showing, for example, that there were among
them more women than men. Although more of them came from the Coromandel Coast in the earlier half of the century, by the end of the eighteenth
century the flow was mainly out of Bengal. Most were Muslim, a few were
Indian Catholics, and there were almost no Hindus.
Unfortunately, ayahs and lascars were not people who wrote anything about
their visits, and except for indirect and sometimes fictional accounts, we have
no stories about their experiences in the West. The only significant exception is
the remarkable Shaikh Din Muhammad, who settled down in Ireland and
wrote of his travels in 1794.2 If we also leave aside the autobiographical letters
of Joseph Emin, the Armenian adventurer from Calcutta living in Britain in
the middle decades of the century, then Ihtishamuddin’s is the earliest journey
to Britain by a scholar-bureaucrat from Bengal about which we have a booklength narrative.3 It tells us many interesting things about the initial responses
of the Indian elite to the revolution that had just occurred in the political affairs
of Bengal.4

A Bengali in Britain
Ihtishamuddin came from a family of minor officials. His ancestral home was
in the neighborhood now known as Kazipara in the small town of Chakdah in
Nadia District. Ihtishamuddin’s elder brother Ghulam Mohiuddin was a mufti
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in Nawab Ali Vardi’s court in Murshidabad.5 Ihtishamuddin himself began his
career as an apprentice munshi or letter writer in Nawab Mir Jafar’s court and
continued under Mir Qasim. In 1762, he became a Persian munshi in the East
India Company’s service. It appears that he was present in the camp of Colonel
John Carnac during the fateful battle of Baksar in 1764.
Soon after this, Ihtishamuddin entered the service of Shah Alam II, the
Mughal emperor, then residing in Allahabad, and was responsible for preparing
the Persian draft of the treaty by which the emperor assigned the office of
diwan of Bengal to the company “from generation to generation, for ever and
ever.”6 But the emperor kept complaining to Clive that although the company’s
affairs had been settled to its satisfaction, his interests had been ignored, because the company was doing nothing to provide him with the necessary military assistance to enable him to return to Delhi. Clive, it seems, offered the
excuse that none other than the king of England could authorize the company
to go to war, which prompted Shah Alam to decide to send an embassy to
London consisting of Captain Archibald Swinton, formerly of the East India
Company, and Ihtishamuddin as the Persian scribe. Yet Clive had no intention
to facilitate direct contact between the two monarchs. He intercepted Shah
Alam’s letter to the English king and persuaded Swinton to keep quiet about it.
Only after arriving in Britain did Ihtishamuddin learn that they were not carrying a letter, there would be no audience with the king, and in effect, they had
no mission to accomplish. He was, needless to say, filled with bitterness at the
“deep game of deceit” played by Clive.7
Ihtishamuddin decided to make the most of his visit to Vilayet, though. He
was gifted with a critical faculty and was prepared to question many conventional truisms that he had inherited from his cultural background.8 While on
board the ship, he made a careful study of the different kinds of seagoing vessels
used by Europeans, the different winds and how they could be turned to advantage, and above all the compass and navigation charts that allowed European
vessels to sail night and day without anchoring. “Truly,” he concluded, “the
Firanghees have attained astonishing mastery over the science of navigation.”9
But Ihtishamuddin also got direct evidence of the sharp practices engaged
in by senior English officials in their role as private traders. Landing at the
French port of Nantes, he noticed that his companions Swinton and Peacock
handed over gold, silver, fine clothes, and other valuable goods to transporters,
who were supposed to smuggle them into Britain by hiding them inside consignments of fruits and vegetables. All of this, Ihtishamuddin gathered, was
a regular practice and French customs officials, suitably compensated, willingly
turned a blind eye.10 There was no reason for Ihtishamuddin to believe that
trading methods in the East were any more corrupt than in the West.
“The English had never seen a Hindustani dressed as I was. They considered
me a great curiosity and flocked to have a look.” At first, Ihtishamuddin was
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somewhat taken aback by the impression he created, even though he found the
hospitality of his English acquaintances warm and kind. He realized quite soon,
however, that the English had stereotypical images of India, and he was being
made to fit one of them.
The English had never seen an Indian munshi before, but only lascars from Chittagong and Jahangirnagar, and were consequently unacquainted with the clothes and
manners of an Indian gentleman. They took me for a great man of Bengal, perhaps
the brother of a nawab, and came from far and near to see me. Whenever I went
abroad crowds accompanied me, and people craned their heads out of windows and
gazed at me in wonder. Children and adolescents took me for a curious specimen
and ran into their houses crying, “Look! Look! A black man is walking down the
street!”—at which the elders would rush to the door and stare at me in amazement.
Many children and small boys took me for a black devil and kept away in fear.

But soon things changed.
Within a couple of months, everyone in the neighbourhood became friendly. The
fear which some had felt vanished completely, and they would now jest with me familiarly. The ladies of the bazaar approached me and, smiling, said, “Come, my dear,
and kiss me!”11

Ihtishamuddin’s curiosity about new technologies along with the improvements in productive activities and civic life that could be brought about by their
application is evident from his appreciative descriptions of streetlights and
garbage removal in London, and a new proposal for the piped supply of clean
drinking water. He understood the benefits of “labour-saving inventions” such
as the water mill, windmill, and “spinning mills where a single operator turns a
large wheel whose motion is automatically transferred to about twenty other
wheels.” He saw the widespread use of watches and clocks in public places, by
which “in Vilayet people of all classes keep track of time.” Ihtishamuddin was
impressed by the public entertainment offered in the theaters, where unlike private concerts in wealthy homes in India, people from all classes could buy tickets
and enjoy performances fit for royalty. “Truly, the Firanghees can accomplish
great things at little expense.” He visited the “great madrasa” at Oxford and after
seeing the “model of the universe” in the physics laboratory, was convinced that
“the English scientists have much more accurate knowledge of the universe”
than scholars in the East. He saw that the technology of printing had made
books cheap, so that even the lower orders were able to read, write, and count.
The wise men of Vilayet say that the acquisition of worldly wealth is necessary to
make life pleasant and easy, while education increases one’s knowledge and wisdom

70

•

Chapter Three

and enables one to show the right path to those who seek advice. Worldly riches
ought not to be squandered on luxurious living, on fine clothes, choice cuisine and
dishes, and on collecting a bevy of singing and dancing women with whom to spend
endless days and nights, as the wealthy noblemen of Hindustan are wont to do.12

He summed up the normative English lifestyle in the following words: “Till
forty the English apply themselves in business and also to travel, and study the
wonders and curiosities of the world. Then they return home with their amassed
wealth, marry, and live in pleasant retirement with their families.” Ihtishamuddin then made the inevitable comparison:
In contrast, the behaviour of Hindustanis fills me with shame and sorrow. Indian
parents arrange marriages for their sons when they are still mere boys. . . . But then
men have to leave their wives to seek employment. This is very cruel on the wives.
This state of affairs must be age-old, for the ancient literature in Persian as well as
in Hindi, Brij and Bengali, is replete with poems expressing women’s grief at being
separated from their husbands.13

Thus, Ihtishamuddin, it would seem, imbibed something of the new bourgeois morality that was becoming dominant among the growing middle classes
of Britain in the second half of the eighteenth century. He was also clearly
convinced that the new knowledge of science and technology was becoming a
potent source of strength that the British could use in reorganizing their own
social institutions as well as in dealing with other countries and peoples. Yet
there is nothing in his account, completed in 1784–85, long after his return to
Bengal, which suggests any recognition of the subordination of his people to a
European power. On the contrary, despite his criticism of many of the beliefs
and practices that he had grown up with in India, he remained firm in his assertion of the integrity and coherence of his culture and identity. He wore his
Indian clothes on the streets of London and Edinburgh, and with the assistance
of his Indian servant, observed the ritual rules concerning food and prayers.
Indeed, when his servant decided to return to India, Ihtishamuddin too resolved to do the same, despite the protests of his English patron Swinton.
This led to an angry exchange. Swinton, boasting of his knowledge of Muslim customs, insisted that there was nothing in Islam that prohibited a Muslim
from relaxing his dietary rules when traveling. Ihtishamuddin retorted, “But I
am not compelled to travel.” Swinton charged: “So you Muslims think we are
filthy eaters.” Ihtishamuddin replied that the food of one country was different
from that of another and there was no point comparing them. “We should remember in particular that between your manners and customs and ours there
is the difference of east and west.” Swinton then suggested that his visitor was
being hypocritical, because in India he had met many clever people who would
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proclaim their piety in public, but enjoy forbidden food and drink in private.
“Why do you behave like the blockheads of Calcutta? . . . The only reason I can
think of for this is that you are a Bengali, and Bengalis are notorious among
Indians for their folly and stupidity.” Ihtishamuddin was incensed. Summoning
every ounce of cultural pride, he declared: “I am a poor man of Sayyid descent,
who has been allured by the prospect of gain to travel to this country. Forlorn
and friendless, subjected to continual hardship and unable to help myself, I
must patiently wait the issue.”14 Ending a trip lasting nearly two years, he returned to Bengal in November 1768.

Contemporary Indian Histories
If the Black Hole incident played such a dramatic part in the British story of
the foundation of the Indian Empire, even when the motivations and modalities
of that acquisition were sought to be disavowed, what role did it have in Indian
histories of the same period? There are several accounts in Persian by contemporary historians of Bengal that describe the political events of Siraj’s brief
reign. Of these, Ghulam Husain Salim and Karam Ali did not mention the
Black Hole incident.15 Neither did Ghulam Husain Tabatabai (born c. 1727),
the preeminent historian of the period and author of the Sair al-mut’akkhirin,
who was no admirer of Siraj and who had close contacts with British officials.
Indeed, he wrote of Mirza Amir Beg, an officer in the nawab’s army, delivering
a group of marooned European women in his custody to the flotilla in Phalta
by boat. Haji Mustafa, the English translator of the Sair, added a footnote to
Ghulam Husain’s text with the following comment:
There is not a word here of those English shut up in the Black-hole, to the number
of 131, where they were mostly smothered. The truth is, that the Hindostanees wanting only to secure them for the night, as they were to be presented the next morning
to the Prince, shut them up in what they heard was the prison of the Fort, without
having any idea of the capacity of the room; and indeed the English themselves had
none of it. This much is certain, that this event . . . is not known in Bengal; and even
in Calcutta, it is ignored by every man out of the four hundred thousand that inhabit
that city; at least it is difficult to meet a single native that knows anything of it; so
careless, and so incurious are those people.16

It is not true, however, that no contemporary Indian account of Siraj’s capture
of Calcutta mentions the Black Hole. Yusuf Ali Khan specifically talks about it:
He [Siraj] confined nearly a hundred Farangis who fell victim to the claws of fate on
that day, in a small room and entrusted the management of the Factory to some of
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the officers. . . . As luck would have it, in the room where the Farangis were kept
confined, all of them got suffocated and died. And the bodies of others, about twenty
or thirty in number, who were killed by the strokes of guns etc. during the days of the
siege, were in pursuance of an order thrown into the trenches of the Factory, with the
feet of one against the face of the other.17

Yusuf Ali, a follower of Mir Qasim, fell into disfavor with Mir Jafar during
his second term as the puppet nawab. But he does not appear to have any particular ax to grind in the matter of Siraj.18 Even though he is the only known
Indian chronicler to mention the Black Hole event, he clearly does not blame
anyone for it and ascribes it to the accidental circumstances likely during a war.
Two of the first printed Bengali histories, published in the first decade of the
nineteenth century under the auspices of the Fort William College in Calcutta,
were severely critical of Siraj, and lauded the climate of peace and justice established by the East India Company’s rule. Rajiblochan Mukhopadhyay spoke of
the tyranny of Muslim rule and emergence of the English as saviors of Hindu
dharma.19 Mrityunjay Vidyalankar discussed the damages inflicted on Calcutta
by Siraj’s army and generous compensations paid to the residents by the British
after his defeat.20 Yet not once did the two authors mention the Black Hole.21
A Bengali almanac from 1835–36 providing information on the country’s rulers mentioned that Siraj attacked Calcutta and put 143 English prisoners in
a small cell; 123 died in the course of the night.22 By then, Charles Stewart’s
History of Bengal had established a narrative in which the tragedy proceeded
“entirely from stupidity, and not from malevolence or cruelty,” on the part of
the nawab’s officers dealing with the prisoners in Old Fort William.23
It should be pointed out that none of these contemporary Indian histories
have any nationalist agenda in portraying Siraj as a patriotic defender of the
country’s sovereignty against foreign invaders. On the contrary, they frequently
blame him for being arbitrary, thoughtless, and cruel. Yusuf Ali says: “There
was never a day when he would not mete out some kind of dishonour and insult
to respectable men.”24 Ghulam Husain Salim noted: “Siraju-d-daulah treated
all the noblemen and generals of Mahabat Jang [Ali Vardi] with ridicule and
drollery, and bestowed on each some contemptuous nick-name that ill-suited
any of them. . . . [N]o one had the boldness to breathe freely in his presence.”25
Ghulam Husain Tabatabai thought Siraj “was ignorant of the world, and incapable to take a reasonable party, being totally destitute of sense and penetration,
and yet having a head so obscured by the smoke of ignorance, and so giddy and
intoxicated with the fumes of youth and power and dominion, that he knew no
distinction betwixt good and bad, nor betwixt vice and virtue.”26 Several stories
about his depravity and cruelty circulated among the Hindu landed families
of Bengal, especially in connection with his alleged attempt to abduct the widowed daughter of Rani Bhabani of Nator.27 Still, none of the contemporary
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Indian histories described the political revolution brought about by Siraj’s defeat and death as just retribution for his mistreatment of the English.
This raises the complex and ambiguous question of the Indian response to
the British conquest of Bengal in the eighteenth century—a topic that has been
thoroughly clouded by later nationalist mythmaking as well as more recent attempts to exculpate British imperialism. To gain a clearer picture of that period
and distinguish between several contradictory tendencies that emerged at the
time, it is necessary not to see the late eighteenth century through the powerful
but not entirely accurate lenses made familiar in the period of high imperialism
in the nineteenth century. We need, in fact, to find other angles of vision.

The Early Modern in South Asia
In his book Penumbral Visions, Sanjay Subrahmanyam proposes the idea of the
early modern as a concept for writing comparative history.28 He points out the
usefulness of this notion in questioning the rigid orthodoxies of the Kemalist
historiography of the Ottoman Empire, which insisted on a sharp, ideologically prompted break between the medieval and the modern, and suggests that
a similar move could be made in South Asian history writing. Specifically, he
claims that the period from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century, when looked
at from a global comparative perspective, reveals several conditions of potential
historical change that are common to many regions of the world.
First, it is an era of unprecedented travel, “discovery,” and geographic redefinition. Second, the period sees the heightening of a long-term structural
conflict between settled agricultural and urban societies, on the one hand, and
nomadic hunter-gatherers and pastoralists, on the other. This is true not only
for Asia; the entire history of European conquest and settlement of the Americas can be seen in this way. Third, there is an unprecedented rise in the volume
and range of long-distance trade, including the trade in slaves, leading to profound economic, social, and political consequences in most regions of the
world. Fourth, an important political effect of all these material developments
was the new content provided to the idea of universal empire—in Europe, Ottoman Turkey, Mughal India, and possibly also China. There certainly is the
emergence of large polities on several continents on a scale unknown in earlier
history. In the European case, especially the English one, it produced that specific early modern combination of representative institutions of government at
home alongside the pursuit of imperial possessions and colonial settlements
overseas. And fifth—most speculatively—Subrahmanyam hints at the emergence of new literary and artistic forms in many regions of the world that may be
seen as a response to these new historical conditions. Whether we can call them
the rise of humanism, individualism, or something yet to be named depends, of
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course, on a much more systematic comparative research agenda than has been
attempted so far.29
In a similar vein, Sheldon Pollock argues for the usefulness of a notion of
early modernity as a means for comparatively studying the intellectual histories
of Europe, the Islamic world, India, and China in the period from the fifteenth
to the eighteenth century. He offers three “master categories” that one might
look for: a new sense of the individual, a new skepticism, and a new historical
sensibility. But more generally, he contends that it is not only a matter of establishing a threshold that describes “how various the world was at the moment
before what would become the dominant form of modernity—colonial, capitalist, Western—achieved global ascendancy.” We can go further with the concept of early modernity:
Since the material world changed dramatically during the three centuries before this
threshold, and changed universally, there is good reason to ask how the systems
devised for knowing the world responded—or why they failed to respond—to the
world that was changing objectively. . . . Everyone began to participate in a new world
economy, to live in new, larger, and more stable states, to confront a demographic
explosion, a diffusion of new technology, vaster movements of people in a newly unified world. How did people experience these transformations in the realm of thought?
That is what we need to discover.30

Pursuing the question of the emergence of new literary forms in India in the
period of early modernity, Velcheru Narayana Rao, David Shulman, and Subrahmanyam have explored the field of history writing.31 They question the facile but common assumption that there was no history writing in India before
the colonial encounter—an assumption, of course, that relegates the rich and
complex tradition of Indo-Persian historiography to the category of a foreign
branch of knowledge. They suggest that by employing more careful and appropriate techniques of reading, we would be able to identify distinctly historical
narratives—factual, bound by secular causal explanations, informed by an awareness of the credibility of sources, and largely having to do with the life of the
state—embedded within other nonhistorical literary genres, such as poems,
ballads, and works within the larger itihāsa-purān.a tradition, yet marked by
discursive signs recognized by the community of readers or listeners. They also
assert that from the sixteenth century in southern India, a distinct literati group,
which they broadly label the karanam, produced these new historical narratives
in the languages of southern India as well as Sanskrit and Persian. If history is
to be identified as a particularly receptive vehicle of the modern, then their
argument is that it had already appeared, at least in the southern Indian languages, well before British rule was established. They close their book with the
remarkable example of the Dupati kaifiyatu by an anonymous early nineteenth-
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century karanam author—a text that appears to pass every test of modern historical writing and yet was produced within a tradition outside the disciplinary
grid of colonial education.
Christopher Bayly, too, has identified traces of the modern in the practices
of Indo-Muslim history writing in the eighteenth century. He locates this tradition within what he calls “an Indian ecumene,” characterized by a distinct
information order and an indigenous public sphere. Bayly mentions a series of
people from official letter writers and spies to scholar-bureaucrats who participated in this information order, and processed the material that went into the
production of numerous Indo-Persian histories written in the eighteenth century. He also notes the emergence of certain distinctly “modern” concerns in
these histories that appear to come from entirely indigenous sources and not
from the promptings of a colonial education. Thus, a historian like Ali Ibrahim
Khan who wrote about political events involving the Marathas between 1757
and 1780 was, Bayly says, “an unacknowledged founder of a consciously modern Indian history.”32 Bayly’s work has been influential in demolishing the
prejudices about the absence of history in precolonial India. Nevertheless, notions such as ecumene and information order lack theoretical clarity and analytic power, while the attribution of a Habermasian public sphere to the literary
world of eighteenth-century northern India is too quick. In the absence of
meaningful conceptual distinctions, the slide from the precolonial to the era
of colonial modernity in the nineteenth century is rendered far too smooth and
unproblematic.

The Early Modern as a Category of Transition
The early modern therefore must be conceptually distinguished from the colonial modern in South Asia. The early modern is not necessarily, or not yet (for
historians of South Asia), a “period.”33 We will use the term here to characterize elements of thought or practice that have been identified as belonging to
early modern historical formations in other regions of the world, in recognition
of the broadly similar and frequently interconnected developments in those
places in the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries. These elements may be found
in different regions of South Asia as innovations that question previously held
beliefs and practices, recognize their passing because of the unstoppable sway
of the new, or represent novel ways of comprehending or coping with the unfamiliar. They may arise within different social strata—among elite groups or
the literati, or among popular classes such as artisans.
The crucial historical point would be to distinguish such elements of the
early modern from the recognizable components of the colonial modern. The
latter may be dated from roughly the 1830s, achieving its fully developed form
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in the historical period of the Raj. The reasons are as follows. The Indian economy at this time acquires the form of a characteristically colonial economy: the
flow of colonial trade has been reversed from the export from India of textiles
and luxuries to the export of primary agricultural products and import of industrial manufactures from Britain, and the structures of colonial agrarian property, revenue, credit, and commodity exchange are fully in place. We should
remember, as Kenneth Pomeranz shows, that the “great divergence” between a
rapidly growing industrial Europe and a stagnant or backward China and India
only began in 1800.34 Politically, the British power is established as paramount
all over the subcontinent—a violent process of warfare, conquest, suppression
of rebellion, and unequal treaties—with its associated consequences in terms of
the symbols and practices of sovereignty and law that bring about a profound
transformation in the character of government and politics. In its conception
and ambition, as Radhika Singha demonstrates, the East India Company, from
the time it began to carry out the administration of criminal justice in the late
eighteenth century, thought of sovereignty as undivided and not just another
imperium laid over the segmented political formation.35 Intellectually, the institutions of colonial education spread from the mid-nineteenth century as the
breeding ground of new cultural styles and movements that create the Indian
middle classes as well as shape an entire range of nationalist responses to colonial rule. The colonial modern has a recognized shape as a formation and period
in South Asian history. It also exerts the full weight of its dominance over all
discussions of South Asian modernity after the mid-nineteenth century.
Yet this would leave the earlier period of British rule from the mid-eighteenth
century to the 1820s or so open to an exploration of historical possibilities of
transition not teleologically predetermined by the ascendancy of the colonial
modern. This is the principal justification for invoking the idea of the early modern as an agenda for history writing today. Research driven by this proposal
could yield valuable historical resources that suggest the possibility of defining
other modernities, or to put it more precisely, other historical sequences of modernity.36 The argument that such possibilities have been lost in the graveyard
of the past is, strictly speaking, incorrect, because most intellectual and cultural
forms of modernity in the world have been imagined and comprehended as
“discoveries” of the past. The very idea of the Renaissance, for instance, invoked
in so many places since the sixteenth century, plays out the notion of a rediscovery of the past, as indeed do the ideas of the Reformation and Revival.
Moreover, within the category of the early modern in South Asia, we need
to make a further distinction between an absolutist and an antiabsolutist tendency. As we will see later in this book, both of these tendencies remained alive
through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, providing some of the discursive and affective resources of modern nationalisms in South Asia, in their colonial as well as postcolonial phases.
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Nīti versus Dharma
There is one more background feature that needs to be mentioned before describing the absolutist early modern tendency in eighteenth-century India. Rao
and Subrahmanyam have drawn our attention to a genre of writing, mostly
in Telugu, that was called nīti literature and, apparently quite self-consciously,
distinguished itself from the dharmaśāstra literature.37 Nīti, as explicated in the
Mahābhārata, consists of the principles of rājadharma by which kings were
meant to preserve their rule and protect their subjects. In the classical tradition,
it was always asserted that nīti must be contained within the broader rubric of
dharma. But the nīti literature that Rao and Subrahmanyam cite from the Kakatiya and Vijayanagara periods pays no obeisance to dharma, and appears to
claim an autonomous field of application for its principles. Thus, a fifteenthcentury Telugu compilation called Sakala-niti-sammatamu proclaims the following principles: “If serving a ruler causes incessant pain to the servant, the
servant should leave such a master right away”; “He may be rich, born in a good
caste, a strong warrior beyond comparison, but if a king is an ignoramus, his
servants will no doubt leave him”; “A bad king surrounded by good people turns
out to be good, but even a good king is difficult to serve if his advisers are bad.”38
It is hard to imagine principles of this kind in any dharmaśāstra text. Rao and
Subrahmanyam also stress that this specific genre of nīti texts was composed
and read by the group of scholar-bureaucrats they refer to broadly as the karanam. In other words, these texts comprised a literature on statecraft produced
by and for the practitioners of statecraft. They also were composed not in Sanskrit but rather in regional vernaculars such as Telugu and Kannada—another
sign of their distance from the canonical body of dharmaśāstra texts.
In northern India, the corresponding group to the karanam was the munshi.
They were the practitioners of statecraft, and wrote about its principles in the
Indo-Persian genre of tarikh or history as well as in instruction manuals for
princes called akhlaq. Muzaffar Alam points out the characteristic features of
the akhlaq literature produced in India in the Sultanate and Mughal periods.39
The prime consideration here was to formulate principles of rule that would be
normative for an Islamic monarch ruling over an overwhelmingly non-Muslim
body of subjects. As Alam shows, the crucial quality demanded of such a monarch was not Islamic piety but instead aqal—that is, good sense and judgment.
These are disparate pieces of evidence. But they show the availability, in
southern as well as northern India, of a set of discursive resources that would
contribute to the formations we are calling the absolutist early modern.40
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An Early Modern History of Bengal
Iqbal Ghani Khan has written about Ghulam Husain’s Sair al-muta’akkhirin, a
work that also occupies a pride of place in Kumkum Chatterjee’s discussion of
Indo-Persian historiography in the late eighteenth century.41 Written in 1783–
84 by a scholar-bureaucrat resident in Murshidabad, the book has been seen as
the most articulate defense of the principles of Mughal governance in a period
when the empire was in ruins and the English were firmly entrenched in eastern India. Khan reads it primarily as a contemporary critique of British rule,
but one uninformed by a true understanding of colonialism. Chatterjee uses the
text to explain the moral world of the Mughal scholar-nobles who saw themselves as vigilant protectors of the polity and advisers to princes. Yet much more
can be said of this remarkable work of history.
Although the English translator of the book (a somewhat-mysterious man
born in Istanbul who called himself Haji Mustafa and used the self-effacing
nom de plume Nota Manus) translates the title as “Review of Modern Times,”
muta’akkirin probably should not be read as having any conceptual load greater
than what “recent times” would suggest.42 But it is a grand history of the decline of empire, beginning with Aurangzeb’s death in 1707 and ending in 1782.
It is, of course, no more than a coincidence that Ghulam Husain wrote this
book almost exactly at the same time as Edward Gibbon was writing about the
decline and fall of another empire.
In Ghulam Husain’s account, the decline of empire takes the form of the
complete erosion of the authority of the emperor as the supreme and sovereign
source of policy and statecraft. This is the consequence of the succession of unworthy, immoral, and—sometimes—imbecile monarchs who come to sit on the
throne of Delhi after Aurangzeb’s death. Even though he was a thoroughbred
Mughal gentleman, Ghulam Husain still does not pay even the ceremonial
homage to the emperor when he evaluates the monarchical careers of Jahandar
Shah, Farrukhsiyar, or Muhammad Shah, not to speak of those who were put
on the throne and removed in a matter of days. When the monarch cannot be
depended on to make policy, how is the empire to survive? If the empire does
not survive, how is the security and prosperity of the people to be protected?
The survival of the state then becomes subject to the profound uncertainties
of chance. As far as one knows, the Mughals did not have any equivalent for the
playful Roman goddess Fortuna, who was the subject of so much theorizing by
historians in Europe from Polybius and Livy to Niccolò Machiavelli. Ghulam
Husain cannot but reflect, however, on the element of chance that in the absence of the stable legitimacy of the imperial structure, could play havoc with
the fate of the polity and lives of the people. Thus, reflecting on the career of
Husain Ali Khan, the younger Sayyid brother, he wrote:
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In power he seemed superior to all the Princes of his time, nay; to several that bore
a character in history for having bestowed kingdoms and crowns and conquered
Empires. Unfortunately neither his power nor his life lasted any length of time. If
they had, it is highly probable, that the times which we have the mortification to
behold, would not prove so humiliating and so deplorable, as they are; nor had the
honour of Hindostan been thrown to the winds; . . . But as the morals of the whole
nation required the iron hand of correction, it is not surprising that the person and
power of that hero should have been only shewn to the world.43

The uncertainties of chance could only be brought under control by prudence, wisdom, and knowledge. The monarch could not be relied on to provide
such wisdom, for that had become entirely a matter of contingency. Ghulam
Husain places a great responsibility here on the class of Mughal scholar-nobles
to defend the empire and guide it through the thicket of uncertainties. For him,
the heroes of the eighteenth century are the Sayyid brothers, especially Husain
Ali and Ali Vardi, Shuja-ud-daulah, and Shitab Rai—none of them legitimate
claimants to power, but rather individuals whose personal ability, determination, and political skills made them the polity’s defenders. But it is also interesting to note his identification of the flaws in his heroes. On Shuja-ud-daulah’s
refusal to make peace with the English and decision instead to launch an attack
on the province of Bengal, leading to the disaster at Baksar, he said:
But Shudjah-ed-döulah, equally proud and ignorant, . . . [who] had conceived as high
an opinion of his own power, as he had an indifferent one of what his enemies could
perform, would not hear of peace on those terms; and he thought himself equal to
the task of conquering all the three provinces. Indeed he had a numerous army with
plenty of artillery, great and small, and plenty of all the necessaries requisite for war;
but no knowledge at all about the means of availing himself of so much power. . . . But
now, as soon as fortune has been so favourable to anyone, as to raise him suddenly
to power, he from that moment fancies himself a compound of all excellence, . . . nay
such a man comes at last to think, that asking advice would be detracting from his
own dignity, and that deferring to a sensible opinion, would be derogating from his
own wisdom, be the adviser, an Aristotle or some superior being.44

Still, given the “modern” fact that legitimate successors to the throne could
turn out to be disasters for the empire, it was, according to Ghulam Husain,
justified that able and wise men should use the methods of warfare and statecraft to seize the state’s helm. Perhaps his greatest hero was Ali Vardi. Yet Ali
Vardi came to power by treacherously killing the nawab Sarfraz Khan. Ghulam
Husain nonetheless defended Ali Vardi on consequentialist grounds:
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Upon the whole, although the slaying of his Lord and benefactor’s son was unquestionably one of the blackest actions that could be committed, and one of the most
abominable events that could happen, yet it cannot be denied that Ser-efraz-qhan
had no talents for government, and no capacity for business, and that, had his Government lasted but sometime more, such a train of evils, and such a series of endless
confusions would have been the consequence of his incapacity, that disorders without number, and disturbances without end, would have arisen insensibly, and would
have brought ruin and desolation on these countries and their inhabitants.45

Although Ghulam Husain is detailed and articulate in his explication of the
arts of diplomacy, he is also clear about the role of force in statecraft. He did
not believe that new laws or practices could be established in a country merely
by the power of persuasion. “And, indeed, if the promulgation of new principles
depended entirely on argument and reason, why should the Prince of Prophets
and Chief of Messengers . . . have received order to fight from the Lord of the
Creation—he who was confessedly the most eloquent man of his time, whether
in Arabia or in Iran?”46
An essential element of the arts of controlling the uncertain effects of chance
in the political arena was moral conduct. Even though Ghulam Husain maintained the conventional religious forms of piety by asserting the authority of
the Koran, he actually seemed to adopt a more consequentialist view of political ethics. Morally correct behavior, he explained, makes it less likely for enemies to find fault with a ruler; hence, a ruler has greater goodwill and support
in times of ill fortune. Immoral conduct, on the other hand, is more likely to
expedite the consequences of ill fortune. As such, observed Ghulam Husain,
the immoralities and cruelties of Ali Vardi’s family members hastened the calamities that struck Bengal.
It produced a series of events that proved fatal to that power and dominion, which
Aaly-verdy-qhan had been rearing with so much bodily labour, and so much toil;
it lighted up a blind fire which soon after these two murders, commenced emitting
smoke; and which breaking out in flames at last, destroyed in its progresses all that
numerous family; and extending its ravages far and near, consumed every thing in
those once happy regions of Bengal.47

While Ghulam Husain apparently defends an ethical code established over
the long duration of the Mughal state, he is clearly most concerned about the
uncertainties in applying that code in a world where the certitudes of authority, loyalty, trust, or well-established precedent—all of those things on which a
stable moral order is built—could not be relied on anymore. What is ethical
politics in such a world? This, we might say, is the crucial early modern question
in Ghulam Husain’s history. One of his answers was to claim that whereas the
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duty of self-preservation must become paramount in such a world, one should
not for that reason forget the future consequences of one’s present actions. He
spoke, for instance, of the noble act of Amir Beg who, after the capture of Calcutta by Siraj, delivered a number of English women to the company’s ships
several miles downstream. Amir Beg refused a reward that the English offered
him, commenting that what he had done was only to be expected from a person
of honor. Ghulam Husain then launched into an attack on those Muslims who
would lay their hands on other people’s properties and honor in times of chaos.
“Self-defence only becomes our right; by which it is meant, that if anyone
should attack our life, honour or property, and injury is not otherwise to be
prevented, we have then a right, nay we are obliged to repel it by whatever
means are in our power. This unquestionably is lawful to us; but not, that out of
ambition and covetousness, we should, on those accounts, expose to imminent
danger both ourselves and the People of God.”48
Because ties of loyalty and kinship no longer meant anything, it was even
more important for a ruler to choose the right officers and advisers. Mir Qasim,
for example, was an able administrator who well understood that the English
would not countenance his independence and would try to remove him by force.
He reasoned that to face up to the English in battle, he would have to adopt
their military methods. But he made a great error in choosing Gurgin Khan as
his commander, because although the Armenian tried to inject European discipline into Mir Qasim’s army, Gurgin himself had never seen battle—and he
turned out to be a reckless general.49
One of the most memorable and moving stories running through the four
volumes is the author’s account of his relations with his father, Sayyid Hidayat
Ali Khan, who was a senior noble in the Delhi court, but estranged from the
author’s immediate family. Hidayat Ali became an adviser to Prince Ali Gauhar,
later to become Emperor Shah Alam II. In the days following the battle of
Palashi, Ghulam Husain was in the court of Ram Narain, the governor of Patna,
while Ali Gauhar was approaching Bengal from Allahabad with the imperial
army. Ram Narain sent Ghulam Husain as his emissary to persuade the prince
to make peace with the English. Ghulam Husain met with his father, arguing
that since he knew that the imperial army was badly led and provisioned, it
would be prudent of him to persuade Ali Gauhar to make peace, or at least for
Hidayat Ali to leave the imperial camp. Hidayat Ali rejected the suggestion
outright, maintaining “that to this day the house of Timur has never been
faithless to any one.” As events unfolded, the old Mughal noble became aware
that the traditional practices of trust and loyalty had collapsed. Ghulam Husain
tried to instruct his father in the new morality of politics, but without success.
While Ghulam Husain rapidly adapted himself to the new world in which
English arms and diplomatic maneuver had become unstoppable, old Hidayat
Ali slowly receded into retirement, bitterness, and oblivion.
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Ghulam Husain’s understanding of European political and military motives was not naive. He well understood the hostilities between the English and
French in Europe and America, and how they were being played out in India.
What greatly impressed him, however, was how even in their enmity, the English and French displayed mutual respect toward each other. Thus, he spoke
admiringly of the courtesy shown to the French general Jean Law after his surrender to the English and the boorishness of the Indian soldiers who were completely unable to appreciate this gesture toward a defeated officer.50 Ghulam
Husain also knew a great deal about the factional fights among the East India
Company officials in Calcutta, although all his information must have been
hearsay.
The third volume of the Sair contains the frequently discussed passages in
which Ghulam Husain summarized his evaluation of English rule in Bengal.
He was fully convinced that fighting the English with traditional Indian methods of warfare was futile: the large Indian armies were, he said, like “cities in
motion”—slow, undisciplined, and unaccustomed to command. Here was perhaps the greatest technical advantage that the English had—one that was recognized by both European and Indian observers. Indeed, we know that the East
India Company’s directors in London were urging their officials in Bengal as
early as 1765 to prevent “letting any European officers or soldiers enter into the
service of the country government,” and “discourage as far as in your power all
military improvements among them.” They thought that “the progress that
the natives make in the knowledge of the art of war, both in Bengal and on the
Coast of Choromandel is become a very alarming circumstance.”51 But Ghulam
Husain went a step further in suggesting that English military superiority was
the result of the many new sciences that they had acquired. He mentioned
Muhammad Husain Fazal, who had traveled to England and returned to Murshidabad, but unfortunately, he said, no one there was interested in the new
knowledge that he had brought back.52 Needless to say, this echoes the observations of Ihtishamuddin, who incidentally, was writing down his memoirs of
Britain at almost exactly the same time that Ghulam Husain was writing his
history.
Ghulam Husain noted, though, that given “the faithless character of the
times,” the English were deeply suspicious of Indians. They were intent on assuming direct management of the affairs of state without the assistance of Indians. But the result was likely to be unfortunate. The English would not have
a sufficient knowledge of the country and its practices, and could even be misled by ill-chosen and malevolent Indians. Therefore, while English institutions
were often admirable, their greatest defect was that the English themselves did
not converse with Indians, and so were secluded and isolated from the people
they ruled.
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Ghulam Husain noticed a significant contradiction in the English political
institutions as he saw them in Calcutta. Clive, he remarked, had absolute power;
no governor had ever had such power in India. This was the key to his rapid
success. Yet soon the council in Calcutta was divided into parties and factions,
and the process of decision making by consultation and vote, with directions
being sought from London, became so slow that the business of government
was completely stalled, making it impossible for ordinary people to get remedies. Interestingly, Ghulam Husain offered an admiring account of Haidar Ali
as a ruler who had acquired absolute power and was training his troops in European methods of warfare.53 One can see here not only a characteristic early
modern moment where the collapse of empire and older forms of political virtue
led to a search for a new defense of the state but also the modality of that new
statecraft, which is strongly absolutist, indicating a preference for decisive leadership in the face of an unstable and uncertain political world.
If this is one side of Ghulam Husain’s political theory—the search for a
wise, valorous, knowledgeable, and strategically adept prince with absolute
powers (even if that prince is devoid of any traditional legitimacy) who will
defend the state as the precondition for peace and order, and the security and
prosperity of the people—there is also a contradictory side. This appears as a
defense of old-fashioned Mughal principles, but already contains the germ of
something else.
In the third volume of the Sair, Ghulam Husain outlined a theory of government for India.54 He talked of the natural conditions that made India a
country where the comforts and riches of life were easy to acquire. This, he said,
made the goal of government simply the maintenance of the conditions for the
ease and prosperity of the inhabitants. All governments in India have been
premised on conquest, but all the conquerors had been absorbed into the established structures of rules and institutions. Even the dogmatic Aurangzeb did not
meddle with these established practices. After his death, even when the monarchs were personally worthless, the institutions carried on as before. There is a
hint here of something like an “ancient constitution,” which Ghulam Husain
believed lay at the core of government in India, regardless of dynasties and regimes. The difficulty with the English, as he viewed it, was that they were either
ignorant of these established rules or paid scant respect to them. As a result, the
people could not get the protections and benefits that they expected from government. Interestingly, if Ghulam Husain was here defending a Mughal political tradition, it is not the theory of imperial sovereignty but rather the function
of government in “looking after” the people. It is in looking after the people that
Ghulam Husain found the English to be failing.
The contradiction between a desire for a new absolutist state and a respect
for the ancient constitution also surfaced in Ghulam Husain’s deep suspicion
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and disapproval of the class of zamindars.55 Historians have seen in the rise of
zamindars and other intermediaries in the eighteenth century a major structural change in the social formation in many regions of India.56 Ghulam Husain considered them clear threats to the empire’s viability, and constant dangers to both nobility and peasants. The centralizing impetus in him would curb
the autonomy and power of the zamindars; he was thus critical of the English
for not realizing this. On the other hand, the English appeared to recognize
the power of the zamindars because they had traditional authority over the
localities.
Ghulam Husain, of course, discussed the wealth that the English were carrying back with them from India. In some ways, this made them like Nadir
Shah or the Abdalis. Iqbal Ghani Khan makes much of this as the first Indian
analysis of the “economic drain” introduced by British colonial rule.57 The drain
here consisted of the “presents” demanded by company officials from Indians
who sought their protection or favors. Ghulam Husain is entirely right in identifying this as a corrupt practice of government, and it was already being criticized as such in Britain. On the other hand, Khan’s criticism of Ghulam Husain
as someone who failed to perceive the true nature of colonialism seems hugely
anachronistic. It is doubtful that the colonial economy of the mid-nineteenth
century was even conceivable in the 1780s.
Rather, Ghulam Husain seems extremely perceptive in identifying the political elements of English rule that already made the new rulers of eastern India
radically different from all previous ones. They did not know, and were making
few efforts to learn, the country’s languages. The new rulers had abandoned the
age-old practice of granting audiences and making themselves directly approachable to their subjects. Their new judicial procedures were slow, cumbersome, and largely incomprehensible to the people. They preferred to import all
the necessities and luxuries of their life from their own country, thereby depriving local producers of the patronage of their rulers, and also making the gulf
between the rulers and their subjects a permanent one. In short, Ghulam Husain plainly saw, within two decades of the foundation of British rule in India,
that unlike earlier conquerors, these rulers would not adapt themselves to the
customs of the country but instead try to change local practices to suit their
own interests.
This is the most significant aspect of Ghulam Husain’s evaluation of the first
two decades of British rule—his understanding of the potentially radical nature of the changes that the English were introducing in the institutions of
law, sovereignty, and government. Ghulam Husain certainly did not regard the
English as one more Indian player in a game whose rules had been framed by
Indians, as some recent British historians would have us believe.58 On the contrary, the absolutist principles that he appeared to be endorsing as a response to
the emergent situation in India in the late eighteenth century could suggest, in
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opposition to his own declared allegiances, the possibility of direct resistance to
British power.

Tipu as an Early Modern Absolute Monarch
Who could have imagined in the wildest of dreams about the history of India
that Tipu, the brilliant son of a man named Hyder Ali, who had started off as
an ordinary soldier in the army of the ruler of Mysore, might do such things
which could stun and startle history itself. This was the reason why history
could not preserve the details of his family background having been unaware
of the activities of Tipu.
— Mohammad Ilyas Nadvi, Tipu Sultan, 2004

That is how a recent Urdu biography of Tipu Sultan (1749–99), written by a
scholar from a major Islamic seminary in Lucknow, explains the fog surrounding the antecedents of the remarkable ruling house of Mysore founded by Haidar that ran from 1761 to 1799. A great deal of what is claimed on this subject
is either myth or conjecture. What we do know with relative certainty is that
Haidar was the son of a soldier of fortune, who although resolving not “to remain like foxes lurking in the holes and corners of obscurity,” went through
many vicissitudes in life.59 Haidar’s childhood was spent in circumstances that
were quite humble, and he did not get any education. Entering the Mysore
army as a cavalry officer, he soon formed his own corps, armed with flintlocks
and bayonets, and backed by European gunners. Involving himself in the politics of the Wodeyar court of Mysore, Haidar eventually displaced Nanjaraj, the
prime minister, made the raja a prisoner in his own palace, and took over power
in 1761. He expanded the territories of the Mysore state by subjugating a series
of local chiefs (called palaiakarar) in the Kannada and Tamil regions.
Haidar came into confrontation with the British in 1767–69; the war ended
with the British suing for peace—the first time they would do so with an Indian power. The reason was Haidar’s superior cavalry, which paralyzed the British army on a hilly terrain. His soldiers too were a new breed: “I never saw black
troops behave so bravely as Hyder’s,” wrote a captain of the company’s army;
“all his foot were led on by Europeans.”60 Haidar is supposed to have commissioned a caricature on the signing of the treaty, showing the governor of Madras and his council kneeling before him.61
By the late 1770s, he had a sizable army of some twenty-eight thousand
horse, fifty-five thousand foot soldiers, a number of experts in firing rockets
and a few hundred French soldiers. Even though, according to Bussy, one of his
French officers, Haidar was contemptuous of these French soldiers because of
“their shameful cupidity,” he appreciated their value in his confrontation with
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the British.62 Haidar put together a confederacy with the Marathas and the
nizam of Hyderabad to challenge the rising British power in southern India.
In 1780, he defeated a British force under the command of Colonel William
Baillie in Pollilur and seized Arcot. A French officer in Haidar’s army wrote:
“There is not in India an example of a similar defeat [of a British army].”63 The
scene of the battle of Pollilur is depicted in a grand mural commissioned by
Tipu, still visible at the Dariya Daulat palace in Srirangapattana, in which, as
Janaki Nair has shown, the victorious prince was already projecting an alternative vision of political authority to the defunct Mughal order.64 But in 1781, the
British managed to break up the confederacy and defeat Haidar’s forces in three
battles.
Haidar’s genius, for which, as we have seen, he earned the admiration of
Ghulam Husain, lay in his skilful adoption of European military techniques in
order to stand up to the apparently unstoppable ascendancy of the British. In
his role as a ruler, however, Haidar was doubtless an autocrat, but he did not
innovate, preferring instead to leave intact the existing institutions of governance in the territories he conquered. The only significant element of economic
reorganization he introduced was the attempt to collect land taxes directly from
the cultivator rather than through local feudatories.65
When Haidar died in 1782, his son Tipu was a young man in his early thirties who had already made a reputation as a general of great courage and ability.
Trained by French officers, he had led his troops to victory against a British
contingent on the banks of the Coleroon River in 1782. Succeeding his father,
Tipu first made peace with the British in 1784. But after declaring himself
padshah (a title used in India by the Mughal emperor), he sent out diplomatic
missions to secure political alliances with Turkey and France. His letter to Sultan Abdul Hamid of Turkey shows that Tipu had a perfectly clear idea of the
historical threat posed by the British power in India:
As a result of the revolution of fortunes and chances of events, the Timurid Empire
in Hindustan has become very weak since long; and no powerful or resolute scion of
the family has sat on the throne (for sometime past). Consequently, villainous Christians who were in the ports of India in the garb of traders and intent upon creating
trouble and chaos, with the connivance of some of the commanders who were unmindful of their duty and were engrossed with falsehood, brought under their domination the vast territories of Bengal and half of the territories of the Deccan. They let
loose floods of tyranny over the masses of the people in general and began attacking
the honour of the followers of Islam in particular.66

In his mission to Louis XVI, he asked for ten thousand French troops to fight
the English in India. He also suggested that the French monarch “out of his
ancient regard would dispatch some persons skilled in every art,” especially can-
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non founders, shipbuilders, manufacturers of chinaware, glass and mirror makers, engineers, mechanics, gold-plating experts, and so on.67
Neither of these missions was successful, but Tipu’s enmity with the British
grew rapidly. When he attacked Travancore, a British ally, in 1789, it led to war
with the East India Company. For two years, Tipu held his own against the
British forces until Charles, Lord Cornwallis, laid siege to Tipu’s capital. Hostilities were ended in 1792 by the Treaty of Srirangapattana, in which Tipu
surrendered half his territories, paid thirty million rupees, and handed over two
of his sons—Abdul Khaliq, age eight, and Muiz-ud-din, age five—as hostages
to the British. Tipu continued his efforts to seek military help against the British from the revolutionary government in France, though. He proposed to “the
sardars of the French nation” that there be friendship “between the Khuda-dad
Sarkar and the Nation of the Sarkar, and the French nation,” and that ten thousand French soldiers and thirty thousand habashi (negro) soldiers, along with
ships of war, be sent to India.
Happy moment! The time has come when I can deposit in the bosom of my friends
the hatred which I bear against these oppressors of the human race. If you will assist
me, in a short time not an Englishman shall remain in India: you have the power and
the means of effecting it, by your free Negroes, with these new citizens (much dreaded
by the English) joined to your troops of the line, we will purge India of these cursed
villains.68

Generals representing the Directory corresponded with “Citoyen Sultan Tipu,”
promising friendship but no specific military assistance. Napoléon Bonaparte
wrote to “our greatest friend Tipu Sahib” from Cairo:
You have already been informed of my arrival on the borders of the Red Sea with an
innumerable and Invincible Army, full of the desire of delivering you from the Iron
yoke of England.
I eagerly embrace this opportunity of testifying to you the desire I have of being
informed by you, by the way of Muscat and Mocha, as to your Political Situation. I
would even wish you could send some Intelligent Person to Suez or Cairo, possessing your confidence, with whom I may confer.69

The letter never reached Tipu, because British agents intercepted it in Jeddah.
Most historians agree that there was little serious intention among the French
generals of the time to launch a campaign across the Indian Ocean.70 But for
Richard Wellesley (1760–1842), governor-general, the intercepted letters came
as a godsend. He had already drawn up his plans for invading Tipu’s territories;
now he had his reason.71 Emphasizing the alarming possibility that Napoléon’s
forces in Egypt might head toward India and join up with their ally in Mysore,
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Wellesley stormed Tipu’s capital in Srirangapattana in 1799. Fighting alongside his troops, Tipu was killed in battle.72
Irfan Habib has recently elaborated the argument that Haidar and Tipu
were modernizing rulers.73 Haidar’s modernizing efforts were largely confined,
Habib says, to introducing European techniques and discipline into his army.
In this, he was something of a pioneer; several other Indian rulers such as the
Nizam of Hyderabad, the Maratha general Mahadji Scindia, and later Ranjit
Singh of Punjab followed his example. Tipu’s efforts at “modernization” were
more comprehensive, even though, Habib notes, his “intellectual horizons . . .
remained restricted to the old inherited learning.” There is no evidence that
Tipu had any conception of the new theoretical sciences or enlightened philosophy of the West. Thus, despite his many modernizing projects, concludes
Habib, “Tipu and his Mysore were . . . still far away from a real opening to modern civilization.”74 As we have argued above, a simple characterization of his
regime as modernizing does not get us far enough. We need to make finer
distinctions within the category of the modern in order to locate the tendency
more precisely in historical time as well as evaluate the discursive resources that
the tendency created for future use.
Burton Stein has made the argument for regarding Tipu’s regime in Mysore
as a case of military fiscalism—the form of centralized revenue organization of
the national state that emerged in early modern Western Europe principally as
an instrument for conducting wars against foreign powers.75 It involved, in the
main, the elimination of tribute-paying petty lordships and their replacement
by state officials collecting taxes directly from producers. The “system” that Tipu
introduced in the territories of the Mysore state insisted on the responsibility
of village heads to keep up full production on village lands and maintain complete records; required collectors to give separate receipts to each cultivator for
each installment of the land tax, which had to be collected in cash; encouraged
cultivation on wastelands, and the introduction of commercial crops such as
sugarcane, sericulture, and timber for military and commercial use; brought
revenue-free lands owned by religious establishments into a regime of full revenue collection; urged revenue officials to themselves engage in trade and bring
barren lands into cultivation; initiated irrigation works under state auspices; and
established gun foundries and saltpeter factories under state ownership.76
On the commercial side, his system introduced state trading in valuable commodities such as sandalwood, silk, spices, coconut, rice, sulphur, and elephants.
It set up state-owned kothis or trading houses in neighboring territories, on the
western coast as far north as Kutch, and in Madras, Pondicherry, Hyderabad,
and Muscat. These trading houses were to be run by trained officials operating
with capital advanced by the state. The sultan was to exercise close supervision
over the activities of these kothis. Following the example of the European mercantilist powers, he sought to impose a state monopoly on foreign trade, pro-
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hibiting private traders from importing any foreign commodities except horses,
elephants, mules, camels, and guns, and banning all trade contacts with Chennapattana (Madras), the seat of British power in south India. In fact, he virtually imposed a blockade on all trade between Mysore and the British. Tipu also
tried to obtain lease rights (ijara) in the port of Basra from the Qaisar-i Rum
(the Ottoman sultan), so that he could, like the European powers, establish
trading “factories” and dock his ships there during the rainy season in India; in
exchange, he was prepared to offer similar rights to Ottoman traders in one of
his ports on the western coast.77 Finally, the central treasury provided funding
for the construction of seagoing merchant and naval vessels. It is clear that
Tipu’s efforts at economic reorganization were prompted by a conscious understanding of the sources of European dominance. As he explained to his ambassadors: “The Christian nations who dominate the world today have been able to
do so only because of their mastery over trade and industry. The good kings of
Islam could promote their religion only by paying attention to these factors.”78
In addition, there is the remarkable political fact that on being rebuffed by
the imperial court in Delhi, Tipu began to use the title padshah for himself,
mint coins on his own without mentioning the Mughal emperor, send embassies to the sultan of Turkey and king of France, and thus claim the status of
sovereign.79 His neighboring rulers such as the nizam of Hyderabad or Maratha
Peshwas would grant him nothing more than a grudging address of nawab. The
court of Shah Alam II insisted that he could only get a rank subordinate to the
nizam, who was the viceroy of all southern India. But Tipu claimed to have
founded a Saltanat-i Khudadad, a kingdom given by God. It is said that Tipu
sought and obtained from the Ottoman sultan Salim, in the latter’s capacity as
caliph, confirmation of his claim to sovereignty over the kingdom of Mysore.80
There appears to be no record of such a document, though, and Habib argues
that Tipu considered the sultan of Turkey as an equal and not a superior.81 Interestingly, the same embassy that went to Turkey was expected to continue its
journey to France and Britain, and Tipu instructed his envoys to complain to
the king of the English about the atrocities and oppressions that were being
committed in India by the people of his nation, and demand the return of the
fort of Tiruchirapalli that had been treacherously taken from the Mysore ruler
by the English in collusion with their ally Muhammad Ali, the amil (revenue
collector) of the Carnatic (that is, the nawab of Arcot).82 All this evidence suggests that Tipu represented probably the strongest example of the early modern
idea already encountered in Ghulam Husain of legitimacy deriving not necessarily from lineage or recognition but instead from the sheer personal ability of
a monarch to hold effective power and sustain the polity.
Absolutist monarchies always have this strongly “decisionist” character, where
sovereignty lies precisely in the personal power of the monarch to make decisions, without regard for traditional rules or precedent, and without being bound
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by any “ancient constitution,” for that is the power required to preserve the state.
Carl Schmitt has pointed out that this decisionist character derives from the
mythology of the omnipotent God, as in Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan.83 This
insight provides an angle to consider Tipu’s repeated invocation of his faith in
Islam. Tipu minted coins not in his own name but rather by declaring God as
the all-powerful sovereign, Muhammad as his Prophet, and Haidar—that is,
Ali—as the hero of Islam. As Habib has remarked, this gave an aura of religious
militancy to his reign that was entirely absent in Mughal imperial politics in
the eighteenth century.84
The attempt to explain Tipu’s many actions in relation to Muslims, Hindus,
and Christians in terms of a consistent ideology has led to much confusion,
with some accusing him of being a hateful fanatic, and others emphasizing that
he made numerous grants to Hindu temples and promoted Hindu officials to
senior positions in his government. It is possible, however, to argue that in the
strategic aspects of his politics, Tipu was not a zealot at all but instead entirely
pragmatic, dealing with Christians and Hindus both within and outside his
kingdom according to the dictates of policy. But, on the claim to legitimacy of
his personal authority and the sovereign foundation of his state, he needed to
assert with the fullest force of conviction that his was a kingdom given by God
himself, to further the cause of Islam, and that there were no limits to his absolute authority except those that God might choose to impose on him. This
was a new, almost revolutionary political claim, unknown in the traditional culture of Mughal politics.
Tipu was also far more interventionist in the reform of social practices than
other Indian rulers, whether Hindu or Muslim. He prohibited the consumption of liquor and intoxicants in his kingdom; he banned prostitution and the
employment of female slaves in domestic service (even though we find him instructing his envoys to Turkey to purchase “five or six fair-faced slave girls from
among Turks, Arabs or Mughals”).85 Tipu tried to stop polyandry in Malabar
and Coorg, decreed that Malabar women could not go outside their homes
without covering the upper half of their bodies, and ended human sacrifice at
the Kali temple in Mysore. In order to control wasteful expenses on festivities,
he ordered that a village should not spend more than 1 percent of its wealth on
charities and festivals.86
The distinctness of the Mysore regime in late eighteenth-century India was
very much noticed by British officials of the East India Company. Indeed, their
perception of Haidar and Tipu as fearsome and formidable enemies was undoubtedly shaped by the idea that they were quite unlike other Indian rulers,
and more like ambitious and energetic rulers in the Western world. An anonymous article in the Annual Register of 1783 published from London concluded
that Haidar was “one of the first politicians of his day, whether in Europe or
Asia. He was so far from being naturally cruel, that he differed in that respect
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from all the eastern conquerors of whom we have any knowledge.”87 Innes
Munro, an ex-captive in Haidar’s prison, compared him favorably with Frederick the Great of Prussia.88 Edward Moor, who served in the company’s army
in Mysore in 1794 and later became an Indological scholar, claimed that if one
did not “choose to be carried away by the torrent of popular opinion,” one
would “find the same excuse for the restlessness of Tippoo, as for that of any
other ambitious sovereign; and on the subject of his cruelties, venture to express
a doubt whether they may not possibly have been exaggerated.”89 And Thomas
Munro, later to become governor of Madras, wrote in 1790:
[Mysore, has] the most simple and despotic monarchy in the world, in which every
department, civil and military, possesses the regularity and system communicated to
it by the genius of Hyder, and in which all pretensions derived from high birth being
discouraged, all independent chiefs and Zamindars subjected or extirpated, . . . and
almost every employment of trust or consequence conferred on men raised from
obscurity, gives to the government a vigour hitherto unexampled in India. . . . The
character of vigour has been so strongly impressed on the Mysore government by the
abilities of its founders, that it may retain it, even under the reign of a weak prince,
or a minor. . . . Tippoo supports an army of 110,000 men, a large body of which is
composed of slaves, called Chailies [chela], trained on the plan of the Turkish janizaries, and follows with great eagerness every principal of European tactics . . . and he
is, with all of his extraordinary talents, a furious zealot in a faith which founds eternal
happiness on the destruction of other sects.90

In his analysis of Tipu’s regime, Stein acknowledges Tipu’s success in intensifying the penetration of money and markets into the Mysore economy,
and simultaneously bringing economic institutions under greater state control
through fiscal methods and state trading. But Stein argues that the political
shell of “patrimonial sultanism” that Tipu continued to hold was incompatible
with the new economic tendencies he sought to promote.91 Before Stein, Asok
Sen had compared Tipu’s regime with the absolute monarchies of Europe operating in accordance with the political-economic ideas of mercantilism.92 In a
somewhat similar vein to Stein, Sen finds that the changes introduced by Tipu
in the agricultural, commercial, and industrial economy, although often radical,
were insufficient to create the conditions for industrial capitalism of the kind
already inaugurated in England. Mere “originality of will and purpose” of a
brave and able sultan could not accomplish this task. Nikhiles Guha, in his 1985
monograph on Tipu’s Mysore, also emphasizes the limited nature of the changes
brought about by the ruler: they were marked by greater efficiency rather than
by genuine innovation. It was more appropriate to regard Tipu “as a successful
instance of the personalised monarchy that had prevailed for long in India.”93
Guha maintains that along with the regime of Muhammad Ali in Egypt in the
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early nineteenth century, Tipu’s Mysore contained few potentialities for the
development of industrial capitalism.
Intriguingly, because of their focus on state formations, and hence on the
long-term structural conditions for historical transition, none of these historians regarded the contingent outcomes of the military confrontations between
Tipu and the British as significant in determining the fate of military fiscalism or mercantile absolutism in India. Stein, on the contrary, made a strong
argument that the military-fiscalist methods introduced by Tipu were in fact
continued under the East India Company’s administration in the nineteenth
century, while Sen suggests that absolutist methods, relying solely on a state
bureaucracy to bring about a social transformation, were bound to fail if autonomous productive initiatives did not emerge from civil society.
This contention, from the mid-1980s, cannot be left hanging. More can and
needs to be said today about the absolutist early modern in South Asian history. In particular, if we can get rid of the idea (easier now than it was twentyfive years ago) that historical transitions to modernity everywhere must follow
some familiar trajectories already witnessed in Europe or North America—
that military fiscalism or mercantile absolutism must, for instance, lead to an
English-style industrial revolution—then we would be better able to appreciate
the continued relevance, both discursive and affective, of the absolutist early
modern in the colonial and postcolonial history of South Asia.
Specifically, we can list the following elements of the absolutist early modern tendency in eighteenth-century India that are relevant in evaluating the
historical potentialities of change in the so-called Orient, before European
dominance, and with it the forms of colonial modernity, became irresistible.
These are components that allow for a comparative discussion of regimes such
as Muhammad Ali’s Egypt, Ottoman Turkey in the period of reforms, and not
least, Japan after the Meiji restoration.
First, in the context of the search by European powers for aggressive commercial expansion and territorial conquests in the East, the absolutist early
modern tendency shows a new and greatly heightened awareness of the state
sovereignty question. Rulers who may be said to represent this tendency were
more conscious than others before them of the need to assert, against foreign
challengers, their sovereign jurisdiction over their territories, fortifications, and
economic resources. Second, such rulers became conversant with a new way of
comparing their powers with that of others, observing the “sources” of the superiority of others, and trying to emulate them in order to match their powers.
Third, they identified novel ways of deploying the means of power through new
techniques of discipline, especially in the sphere of military technologies and
personnel. Fourth, in order to strengthen their military and fiscal resources,
these rulers began to use the state’s sovereign powers to intervene in and change
political, economic, and social institutions, sometimes in radical ways. They pro-
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duced states that were not only autocratic but also absolutist and interventionist. Finally, the absolutist early modern tendency responded to the new historical conditions of uncertainty and instability not by reasserting a conservative
dogma of dynastic legitimacy but rather by stressing the personal qualities of
effective and decisive leadership displayed by the prince. The absolutist element
in this early modern tendency was, in this sense, not an element of conservative
restoration; it was potentially revolutionary.

The Tiger of Mysore
When Tippoo vowed to raise the Crescent’s fame,
And on the holy war Fate seemed to frown;
He, Sultaun-like, preferred a deathless name,
And left an earthly—for a Martyr’s—crown.
—J. B. Gilchrist, “Miscellaneous Correspondence,” 1802

This is the epitaph on Tipu’s grave, composed by the poet Shabbir, and here
translated by Gilchrist, professor of Urdu at Fort William College in Calcutta. It
reminds pilgrims and visitors to the Gumboz mausoleum in Lalbagh in Srirangapattana, where Tipu is buried next to his father, Haidar, that of all the princes
of India in the second half of the eighteenth century, Tipu was the one who
chose to stand his ground against the British and fight to the death. The inner
walls of the mausoleum are entirely covered in the tiger-stripe or babri design
that Tipu had made his own—a design that appeared on his jackets, turbans, and
handkerchiefs, on the bindings of books from his library, and as watermarks on
his paper. The tiger motif was ubiquitous on the uniforms and weapons used by
his soldiers, and on Tipu’s coins, flags, and throne. An enduring curiosity for
more than two hundred years has been the mechanical tiger—now displayed in
the Victoria and Albert Museum in London—which can be seen devouring a
British soldier while emitting snarls, to the accompaniment of the victim’s wails.94
There has been much speculation on the sources of this choice of the tiger
motif by Tipu and its intended meaning.95 Some have claimed that it invokes
Ali, the fourth caliph and son-in-law of the Prophet. Mohammad Moienuddin
has argued that Tipu consciously adopted the tiger design because it was the
mount of Chamundeswari, the presiding deity of the kingdom of Mysore.96
Even though its use was not unprecedented among Indian rulers, it was unusual, and there is no question that the sign came to be identified with Tipu to
such an extent that even in his lifetime, British writers started to refer to him
as the Tiger of Mysore—an appellation that has stuck to this day.
If strength, vigor, and determination are the qualities that characterized
Tipu’s absolutism, the tiger motif captured it perfectly. But as Linda Colley has
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The image placed here in the print version
has been intentionally omitted

Figure 8. Tipu’s Tiger, carved wooden effigy containing an organ, captured 1799. Photo:
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

suggested, “For the British, the tiger evoked India most tellingly at this stage
because it was dangerous, beyond knowing, and beyond control.”97 In fact, it
was during the wars against Tipu in the 1790s that a decisive shift took place
in the British public perception of the empire in India. The doubts, ambiguities,
unease, and soul-searching that distinguished the reception of the returning
“nabobs,” or impassioned accusations of venality, deception, and tyrannical rule
that flew around in the early years of the proceedings against Hastings, were
now gone. The British nation stood united in support of the campaigns, first of
Cornwallis, and later of Wellesley, against “the cruel and relentless enemy; the
intolerant bigot or furious fanatic; . . . the sanguinary tyrant.”98
P. J. Marshall carefully documents this shift in public perception. Fed by
official as well as private reports, the war in Mysore from 1790 to 1792 received
wide coverage in the British press. This was soon followed by several books,
illustrated with maps and battle plans, claiming to be histories of the war.
Opinion was, with negligible exceptions, unanimous in support of Cornwallis.
“Enthusiasm,” writes Marshall, “was virtually unalloyed.”99 The popular sentiments can be gauged from some of the songs that circulated in Britain at this
time:
Now d’ye see the queer chief would have fain made us bellow,
But for gallant Cornwallis, that fine British fellow;
While Tippoo made sure how, to kill us and eat us,
With half of his kingdom we made him to treat us.100
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A widely publicized episode, memorialized in prose, verse, paintings, and prints
as well as on ceramics, medallions, and all varieties of knickknacks, was the
taking of Tipu’s sons as hostages by Cornwallis and his kind treatment of the
young boys—behavior that was in dramatic contrast with the alleged cruelty of
Tipu’s earlier treatment of British prisoners. But the popular songs leave some
doubt as to whether there was not a more pervasive sentiment of revenge in
British hearts:
Drink a health to brave Cornwallis, and all his valiant men,
And to all bold commanders who strive their country’s rights to gain,
And Tippoo’s two sons, as Hostages we have got,
Should they arrive in England, who knows what may be their lot.101

The matter of Tipu’s cruelty had a special place in the popular representation of him as the incarnation of Oriental brutality. One pamphlet asserted:
“He, among other moderns of the same character, may be said to be a living
example of Eastern barbarity. Even his father, the implacable Hyder Ali Khan,
has been exceeded by him in acts of the most unparalleled cruelty; his savage
manners yielding only to the baseness and malignity of his heart.”102 But as
Kate Teltscher has shown, this representation evolved in a curious way. It began
with a published accusation by a British soldier that in attacking the fort of
Anantpur in Bidanur in 1783, the company’s troops had engaged in unscrupulous massacre, pillage, and rape of women. The lower ranks had gone berserk,
indulging in a murderous orgy of brutality and lust. When Tipu recaptured the
fort, he was equally ferocious and retaliated by executing British prisoners.
These charges were officially refuted by the company’s directors, opening the
way to a virtual deluge of accounts of the cruelties faced by British captives in
Tipu’s prisons. Well over a thousand British soldiers were prisoners in Mysore.103 Many had been circumcised, given Muslim names, made chelas or slaves
in Tipu’s army, and assigned the task of instructing the Mysore soldiers in the
European-style drill. As James Bristow, a former prisoner in Mysore, put it in
an account that was widely reprinted and read: “We were obliged to perform an
office, which, however small the benefit we took care the practitioners should
derive from it, could not but cause the deepest affliction, when we reflected they
were the detested enemies of our country whom we were compelled to instruct
in that very art which would prove destructive to our countrymen.”104 Other
British prisoners were chained in heavy irons and condemned to hard labor.105
Why did Tipu act in this way? The reason, according to these captivity narratives, lay in the fact that he was the extreme manifestation of that well-known
type—namely, the Oriental despot—who treated his own subjects with untold
harshness and cruelty, and not surprisingly, dealt with prisoners from foreign
lands with even greater savagery. His behavior also was aggravated by his reli-
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gious fanaticism; he nursed an implacable hatred for the infidel Christian, as
documented by the large volume of his orders and writings that started to circulate in English translation. Even his innovative schemes of government were
ridiculed as the self-obsessed, power-crazy fancies of a tyrant. Yet there was
without doubt the lurking fear that by diligently learning the secrets of European supremacy, Haidar and Tipu were threatening to become much like European powers themselves. Could that be allowed to happen? The thought had
to be banished as soon as it appeared. How could a barbaric Oriental tyrant
become a rival to British power? As Chris Bayly observes: “By the early 1790s
it had become clear that the Company could never coexist with such more
vigorous Indian regimes which sought to face down European power with its
own weapons, exclusion of rivals from trade and a strong mobile army.”106
The idea that the wars in Mysore were a national cause was not only a popular sentiment among people generally in Britain. When Philip Francis asked in
Parliament, “Let us know, once, for all, whether a war in India is a national war
or not,” the answer was “an unequivocal yes.” Several royal regiments had been
added to the company’s troops, strengthening “the impression in the public at
home that the Mysore war was indeed a national one fought for national objectives, not a local Indian one in which the arms of the state were helping the
Company to further its own particular interests.” The revelation that Tipu was
in secret correspondence with revolutionary France gave further fuel to the argument that in helping the company’s authorities in India to move against him,
the British government was actually dealing with the nation’s enemies. Indeed,
as Marshall concludes: “Old-style eighteenth-century ‘patriotism,’ which had
been libertarian . . . was giving way to a more authoritarian nationalism in which
monarchy and army and, as the Mysore War demonstrated, empires of conquest overseas, were becoming integral parts.”107
Yet the celebration of Cornwallis’s moderation and humanity also emphasized another element that would henceforth become an integral part of the
new imperial ideology that would dominate the nineteenth century. Glimmerings of this new sensibility can be noticed even in some of the captivity stories
that came out of Mysore. William Thomson, for instance, compiled many such
tales in his widely read book of 1788. In marked contrast to Holwell’s account
of the Black Hole, in which most British prisoners descended to the level of
brutes, Thomson presented stories that “exhibit human nature in an amiable
light.”
The Narrative of what happened to our men under confinement with the Barbarians,
is not only affecting, but in some measure instructive. . . . The sensibility of our captive
countrymen and friends was powerfully excited, and the energy of their minds called
forth in most ingenious contrivances to beguile the languor of total inoccupation,
to supply conveniencies and comforts, and, on some occasions, to elude a sudden
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massacre. The strength of their sympathy with one another; . . . the longing of circumcised Europeans and slave-boys, though in the enjoyment of unconstrained exercise
and air and all the necessaries of life, to join their countrymen in irons and exposed
to assassination and poison; . . . their anxiety to make some pecuniary recompense to
such of the poor natives as had treated them with kindness, &c.108

The diaries and letters of the European prisoners revealed how ingeniously
and assiduously they kept up secret communications among themselves, exchanging news, devising stratagems, and keeping up their spirits.109 “When
you wish to answer this,” said one clandestine message, “or at any other time to
write to us, let the signal be, the putting a handkerchief over your turban, whilst
at drill on the parade.”110 To become a great imperial power across the world,
the British at this time needed to persuade themselves that they were “a virtuous, striving and devoted people,” that they were “good men, and therefore incapable of bad deeds.” As Colley notes: “The rewriting of Mysore captivity
ordeals from the 1780s onwards was one of the ways in which—very much
with official sponsorship—the British military overseas was repackaged for
improved domestic consumption.”111 Correspondingly, in marked contrast to
Clive’s or Orme’s rhetoric, the British would henceforth be depicted as having
invaded Mysore, in Marshall’s words, “not as conquerors but as liberators of the
mass of the population from the tyranny of Tipu. The annexation of new territories would be an act of benevolence, not of ambition.”112
But this was political rhetoric appropriate for an expanding national public
in Britain. Military historians, writing for the political elite, instead were careful to underline the legal and strategic implications of the Mysore victory. “To
the free and uncontrolled exercise of the right of conquest,” wrote Mark Wilks,
British political resident in Mysore after the restoration of the Wodeyar court,
and an inveterate critic of Tipu and his regime, “no obstacle existed in the internal state of the country.” There was no question of allowing a son of Tipu to
claim even a ceremonial right of succession. The reason was political:
The interests, the habits, the prejudices and passions, the vices, and even the virtues
of such a prince, must have concurred to cherish an aversion to the English name
and power, and an eager desire to abet the cause of their enemies. A hostile power
would have been weakened, not destroyed: and a point of union for every hostile
machination would have remained in the centre of the English possessions.113

Tipu’s sons were taken away in captivity to Vellore, and after some time to the
even more secure surroundings of Calcutta, where they would live and die under
direct imperial surveillance.
Were Indian writers of the time persuaded by these new imperial claims?
Mirza Abu Taleb of Lucknow and Murshidabad, who visited Britain in 1800–
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1801, almost immediately after Tipu had been killed and his regime dismantled, was well informed of the war in Mysore and witnessed a stage production
in Dublin called The Capture of Seringapatam. Abu Taleb thought that it was
Tipu’s secret correspondence with the French, and especially the threat of Napoléon’s army landing on the shores of India, that alarmed the British.
Tippoo either was ignorant of the power of the English nation, and judged of their
strength and ability by the wars in which he had formerly been engaged with them,
at a time when the councils of the English were not united; or imputed their moderation on a former occasion to some less worthy motive: he therefore would not listen
to this salutary exhortation, but boldly determined on hostility; and, led on by his
own destiny, instead of pursuing his father’s mode of warfare, that is, by laying waste
the country, and harassing the English with his cavalry and repeated skirmishes, he
foolishly tried his strength in a general engagement; and when defeated, shut himself up in the fortress of Seringapatam; where he vainly hoped to resist people, who,
by their contrivances, would scale the heavens, if requisite.114

Viewing these events from Britain at the turn of the century, Abu Taleb was
certain that British dominance could never be successfully challenged head-on.
He therefore was not surprised by the rapidity of Tipu’s fall. Nevertheless, he
seemed to believe there was another mode of challenging Britain that the Mysore ruler had been unwise to ignore.
Had Tippoo acted with common prudence, he should have entrusted the defence of
Seringapatam to one of his generals, and remained with his army outside; where, by
cutting off the supplies of the English, and frequently harassing them, he might have
prolonged the siege; and, at all events, could have retreated to some other part of his
territories, and continued the war: but he had too much pride to leave his family and
wealth in a fortress invested by the enemy, and resolved rather to die in defence of
what he considered his honour.115

Abu Taleb had many other things to say about British power, as we will
discuss in the next chapter. But his understanding of the failure of Tipu’s frontal resistance clearly indicates that he did not think that the absolutist path to
modernity had any future in India. Coping with the British challenge, he was
sure, would require other strategies. Along with a new generation of Indian
intellectuals who were coming into close contact with modern Western ideas
and institutions, Abu Taleb was looking for new possibilities.
Meanwhile, in Britain there were a few dissenting voices among writers and
artists who did not join in the nationalist chorus against the threat of revolution
as well as godlessness represented by France and its allies. Yet they had little
influence. Burke, who had a great deal to say about the company’s misadventures
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in India, “did not much approve of the war” against Tipu, but did not say anything about it because he was too dependent on the government ministers in
his campaign against Hastings.116 In 1757, however, the year of Palashi and
before he had begun his political career, Burke had written a philosophical
essay on the distinction between the sublime and the beautiful in which he had
brought up the example of dangerous tropical animals:
We have commonly about us animals of a strength that is considerable, but not pernicious. Amongst those we never look for the sublime: it comes upon us in the
gloomy forest, and in the howling wilderness, in the form of the lion, the tiger, the
panther, or rhinoceros. Whenever strength is only useful, and employed for our
benefit or our pleasure, then it is never sublime; for nothing can act agreeably to us,
that does not act in conformity to our will; but to act agreeably to our will, it must
be subject to us; and therefore can never be the cause of a grand and commanding
conception. . . . In short, wheresoever we find strength, and in what light soever we
look upon power, we shall all along observe the sublime the concomitant of terror,
and contempt the attendant on a strength that is subservient and innoxious.117

After Tipu’s fall, his terrifying tiger remained, in the British imagination, a
grand and commanding conception. In the scheme of empire, though, it had to
be subjected to Britain’s will. It could become an exotic creature to be kept in
an English menagerie. Already in 1785, the following advertisement appeared
in the Calcutta Gazette seeking to persuade potential buyers that Bengal tigers
were a bargain:
Two elegant young Royal Tigers, male and female, vary tame and playful, and would
answer the purpose of sending to Europe. The lowest price is 800 Sicca Rupees. Their
expenses in victualling are very trifling; they now cost two annas per day, and they are
very fat and in good order.118

Or else the tiger could be hunted. Thus, while Tipu’s tiger was displayed as
an object of morbid curiosity in a London museum, in India the animal became
the ubiquitous sign of imperial manliness in the form of a carcass lying under
the boot of the British shikari. The fearsome tiger had been made subservient
and innocuous. In its place, the power that would now lay down the law in the
Orient was that of the British lion—rampant.

The Mysore Family in Calcutta
The Esplanade in Calcutta now runs west to east from the gate of Raj Bhavan,
the residence of the governor of West Bengal, to Lenin Sarani, still popularly
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Figure 9. Lord and Lady Curzon after a Hunt, photograph by Deen Dayal, 1902. © The
British Library Board. All Rights Reserved. Source: British Library Images (592(1) Photo 5)

known as Dharmatala Street. Raj Bhavan was previously known as Government House and was built by Lord Wellesley in the early nineteenth century,
in the style of a grand English stately home, as the official residence of the
governor-general of India. The Esplanade was constructed in the 1770s to mark
the outer periphery of the new Fort William. At the point where the Esplanade
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gives way to Dharmatala Street, which is also where Chowringhee (now officially called Jawaharlal Nehru Road) crosses them from north to south—that
is to say, flippantly, where Lenin meets Nehru, at one of the busiest, noisiest,
and most chaotic intersections in the city—stands a mosque, of modest size, but
strikingly elegant and dignified, provided one is lucky enough to find a suitable
angle of vision. That is not easy, because the mosque is surrounded on all sides
by stalls where clothes, stationery, posters, calendars, and DVDs are on sale.
If one peeps inside, one might get a glimpse of a black banner hanging
above the steps leading up to the prayer hall. On the banner is inscribed, in
English:
AMERICA BRITAIN AND ISRAIL
ARE THE CHIEF OF TERRORIST

Another banner says somewhat obscurely in English:
BLOOD OF INNOCENT PEOPLE OF
LEBONAN WILL BRING THE COLOUR

The Urdu slogan below makes it clear that “will bring the colour” is a bizarrely
literal translation of the Hindustani phrase rang layegi, meaning “will transform,” “will turn the tables,” or more emphatically, “will accomplish wonders.”
The mosque is popularly known as “Tipu Sultan’s mosque,” although the connection is somewhat distant. Next to the gate is an inscription, mostly hidden
behind piles of T-shirts and denim jackets. It reads as follows:
This Musjid was erected during the Government of Lord Auckland, G.C.B., by the
Prince Gholam Mahomed, son of the late Tippoo Sultan, in gratitude to God and
in commemoration of the Honorable Court of Directors granting him the arrears of
his stipend in 1840.

The irony could not have been more telling. A mosque that goes by the
name of Tipu Sultan was built by his son in the heart of British Calcutta to
acknowledge the granting by the East India Company’s government of arrears
of stipend due to him under the terms of settlement imposed on his family
after the British conquest of Mysore. Ghulam Muhammad, Tipu’s eleventh
son, was the most prominent member of the Mysore family in Calcutta. He
was on familiar terms with senior British officials and was nominated to serve
on various public bodies. He visited Britain and other countries in Europe in
1854–55, and soon after was knighted for his philanthropic services. When he
died in 1872, the Englishman of Calcutta remarked: “A staunch Muhammadan,
consistent follower of the Prophet, Gholam Muhammad was nonetheless a
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most loyal subject to the Queen.” The obituary noted that the assassination a
few months before of the viceroy Joseph, Lord Mayo, at the hands of an Afghan political convict in the Andaman prison settlement had greatly affected
Ghulam Muhammad. “Night and day he lamented the premature end of his
greatest friend. . . . At his age the sad end of his greatest benefactor was continually preying upon his mind, and eventually produced a condition of nervous
excitement which interfered materially with sound sleep. Upon this dengue
supervened.”119
But it took a long time before Tipu’s descendants, banished to Calcutta,
were recognized as loyal subjects of Queen Victoria. After the fall of Srirangapattana in 1799, Colonel Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington, was
given the responsibility of removing the family of the dead sultan to the fort
of Vellore, ninety miles south of Madras. Along with their considerable entourage, the Mysore party confined in Vellore numbered some three thousand
people. In 1806, a mutiny broke out among the company’s troops stationed at
Vellore; it was alleged that two of Tipu’s sons—princes Muiz-ud-din and
Mohi-ud-din—provided direct encouragement. It was then decided to remove
the Mysore family once more—this time a thousand miles away to Calcutta.
Tipu’s begams, sons, daughters-in-law, grandchildren, and other close relatives,
numbering fifty-two, were sent to the swampy and largely uninhabited village
of Rasapagla, south of the city, where they were accommodated in four houses.
Muiz-ud-din, who along with his brother Abdul Khaliq had been the two sons
taken hostage by Cornwallis in 1792, was imprisoned in the Calcutta jail because of his supposed link with the Vellore mutiny. The English lawyer William
Hickey, who was allowed to visit Muiz-ud-din in prison, later declared that
picking on him “as the object of peculiar severity was most cruel and unjust . . .
the suspicions raised against Moiz oo Deen and the other princes, originated
in the Government of Madras, the members of which had propagated such
report with the double view of quieting the minds of the people in general, and
in order to pacify the remains of His Majesty’s 69th Regiment, which continued in a state of dreadful insubordination.” The imprisoned prince complained
bitterly of not being allowed the use of writing materials. Hickey arranged for
these, “taking special care that he neither received any written address from any
person whomsoever nor should send any letter or writing to any person whatsoever.”120 It was not before spending fourteen years in jail that Muiz-ud-din
was allowed to join the rest of his family.
Members of the exiled family were given allowances, to be paid out of the
state revenues of Mysore. Even today, their descendants are paid stipends from
funds provided by the government of Karnataka. But the exiles were also put
under strict regulations and surveillance. They were to “refrain from every attempt or design hostile to Government, to the tranquillity of the country.” They
were not to “quit their habitation, in order to make visits, or from any other

Tipu’s Tiger • 103

reason, without the previous approbation of the Superintendents.” The most
remarkable prohibitions were as follows:
That they shall not attend processions, or other public ceremonies, on the occasion
of religious festivals, or domestic events, which are usually celebrated in a public way.
That they shall effect no splendour or display in their way of life at home, or
elsewhere, calculated to attract public notice, but shall enjoy the personal comforts
and accommodation provided for them, with as much privacy as possible.
That they shall avoid as much as possible all intercourse with other families, and
generally with natives of India; that all letters, either written or received by them and
their families, shall be subject to the inspection of the officers of Government.
That no persons shall be invited or received into their families from the coast,
without the previous consent of Government, and finally, that they be regulated in
these and all other particulars of their conduct and behaviour, by the advice of the
gentlemen appointed to superintend their affairs.121

With the passage of time, the Mysore family did come to acquire a presence
in the city of Calcutta, especially in the southern section that is now known
as Tollygunge.122 They built some splendid houses and mosques—notably the
Shahi Masjid and Zohra Begam Masjid, both constructed in a Dakhani style
unknown in eastern India; the Khas Mahal, which now houses a law college;
the Nach Kothi, which is currently a high school; and the Bara Mahal and Pul
Pahar, which still house, among numerous tenants and squatters, Tipu’s heirs.
Several streets in the area bear names of prominent family members. Notwithstanding the early prohibition on processions, the Muharram julus starting from
the Mysore family quarters in Tollygunge became a regular feature of the city’s
calendar of spectacles. The settlement around the mosque is now little more
than a shabby slum, and the city’s newspapers periodically carry stories of descendants of the Mysore sultan earning a living by driving a rickshaw or even
begging on the streets. There is no longer any trace of royal splendor or elegance
left here, no more than the decrepit remains of the clock tower gate that once
marked the entrance to the family estate and from which—Ghari Ghar—the
local bus stop gets its name. Frayed it may be, but the presence of Tipu’s heirs
can still be observed in Calcutta.
Still, the British attempt to sever all connections between the exiled family
and their kin and followers in Mysore appears to have succeeded. In the Gumboz mausoleum in Srirangapattana, attendants speak movingly about Tipu’s
last stand. He became a shahid, they say. His sons? They were captured by the
British and—they continue, in complete sincerity—were taken away and secretly killed. They all became martyrs. Exile a thousand miles away was, after
all, little else but death.

CHAP TER FOUR

Liberty of the Subject

The British fort in Calcutta was badly damaged by the siege of 1756 and its
aftermath. Siraj, having renamed the city Alinagar, even had a mosque built
inside the fort walls. The decision was made, soon after its recapture by the
British in 1757, to abandon the old fort and build a new one. Captain Robert
Barker, who would later rise to be commander in chief of the Bengal Army
under Hastings, prepared a plan for a new fort on slightly raised ground to the
east of the old fort, noting that since most of the structures there were “houses
of no consequence and black people’s huts,” clearing the area for new construction would not pose too many problems.1
But Barker’s plan was dropped—it is said, because of opposition from Clive.
The story is credible, since the alternative plan was substantially more ambitious,
and it is unlikely that it could have been adopted by the council in Calcutta,
against the explicit advice of the company’s directors in London, without Clive’s
encouragement. The new plan involved the resettlement of the inhabitants of
the village of Gobindapur located south of the town, because that is where
Clive argued the fort should be built. Strategically, the new Fort William would
be primarily defended against attacks from the river, and naturally protected by
forests to the east and south.

The New Fort William
Relocating the inhabitants did not pose as much of a problem as might have
been expected, due to the plentiful funds made available by the new nawab, Mir
Jafar, as restitution for the damages inflicted on Calcutta by Siraj. The propertied families of Gobindapur, including not only the well-established Seths and
Basaks but also the newly emergent Debs, Ghoshals, and Tagores, were handsomely compensated. Nabakrishna Deb took his large establishment to Shobhabazar. Gokul Ghoshal moved south to Khidirpur to build a new mansion.2
Nilmani Tagore resettled in Pathuriaghata, just north of the Great Bazar of
Sutanuti, from where a branch of the family would later move further north to
Jorasanko to become one of the most celebrated families in the cultural life of
modern India.3 It is not known to what extent those inhabitants of Gobindapur
who did not come within the protected circles of rich patrons were also com-
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pensated.4 The flourishing market of Gobindapur moved to the village of Chetla
to the south.5
Little survives in Calcutta’s public memory today of Gobindapur’s evacuation. The new Fort William still functions as the headquarters of the Eastern
Command of the Indian Army, and the surrounding grounds are the focus of
much anxiety for environmentalists, who treat them as a pristine patch of grass
gifted to the city by Mother Earth. That the Maidan was a densely populated
village 250 years ago has been wholly forgotten. Forgetfulness is a necessary
attribute not only of modernizers but also of its critics.
The clearing of Gobindapur was quick and free of trouble. The actual construction of the fort, however, came up against numerous difficulties and took
almost twenty years to complete. Captain John Brohier arrived in Calcutta in
July 1757, sent by the company’s directors in London to plan and supervise the
construction.6 He laid out elaborate plans for new fortifications. In December
1759, we find the council of Bengal writing to the directors in London: “We
are sorry to inform Your Honours that the expence of the new citadel is likely
to prove much heavier than was at first expected.”7 A year later, the directors
were complaining: “The expense of the fortifications at Fort William already
amount to an excessive sum, and if completed upon the extensive plan, adopted
contrary to our original intentions, will be immense.”8
But Bengal in the aftermath of Palashi was rife with corruption. The Brohier
story is typical of the times. In April 1760, the directors in London were asking
why Brohier, who had apparently “relinquished his trust,” had been readmitted
into the company’s service and was continuing to direct the fort’s rebuilding.9
In January 1761, the council in Calcutta wrote to London about “great Frauds
committed in carrying on the new Works by a combination of those who were
employed upon them.” None other than Holwell, then governor, had “try’d to
discover to what length and by whom they had been carried on,” and concluded
that Brohier and his assistant John Louis, along with two Portuguese writers
and two Indian banians, had embezzled more than five hundred thousand rupees. Brohier was put under arrest, but on being released on parole, had jumped
bail and was still absconding.10 The council, however, tried to reassure the directors that “the Body of the place [the fort] is almost compleated excepting the
Gateways which are the business now in hand.”11
Back in London, the directors were thoroughly skeptical of the inquiries
carried out by Holwell’s council. “We must observe,” they responded, “that your
Enquiry and Proceedings are too Superficial as we cannot imagine the Banians
could without the Privity or even Consent of their Masters be guilty of such
gross Frauds, and there is the greatest reason to believe that if you had gone
deeper therein you might have found some of our own Servants the principal
Plunderers.” The directors issued a further admonition to their representatives
in Bengal: “We do declare that we expect and positively direct if our Servants
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employ Banians or Black People under them, they shall be accountable for
their Conduct and make good whatever the Company may be wronged of by
such Banians or Black People.” The council in Bengal was asked to “resume the
Enquiry.”12
The records tell us nothing more of any inquiry, yet meanwhile, a new problem had appeared. Already in 1759, orders had been passed that peons were to
be sent “into the pergunnahs” to round up eight thousand coolies to work on
the fort’s construction.13 “The method of obliging the Farmers of the Purgunnahs to supply Coolies for the new Works was found to be attended with great
Difficulties. . . . [T]he violent Methods the Farmers were obliged to use with the
Tenants caused much Complaint & must if continued have been greatly detrimental to the Produce of the Lands.”14 To tackle the problem of overpayment
and pilferage, an Indian banian was appointed for every hundred coolies and a
European was assigned to every thousand, “to muster them as a check on the
banians, and see that all the Portuguese and peons do their respective duties.”15
In 1762, Captain Antoine-Louis Henri Polier was appointed to supervise the
construction.16
Polier was a young Swiss engineer, one in a succession of European experts
in military technology who were at this time being employed by the East India
Company—confirming the fact that the science of fortifications and land warfare was, in the eighteenth century, more developed on the Continent than it
was in Britain, and that there were more experts from European countries
available for hire across the world. Polier was to have quite a remarkable career
as a military engineer in the company, and later in the kingdom of Awadh, retiring as a fabulously wealthy person in a château in Provence, playing the role
of a Jacobin fellow traveler, only to die tragically in 1795 at the hands of peasant bandits.17
Building the new Fort William in Calcutta was one of his early assignments;
during this period, he also drew a wonderful panoramic view of the fort from
the river.18 Given the continued shortage of laborers, Polier was empowered to
seize all the bricklayers of Calcutta, but even this coercive tactic did not work.
The newly achieved dominance of the East India Company over political and
commercial affairs in Bengal clearly had turned Calcutta into something of a
boomtown, and those in the building trades were in huge demand. Even the
hundred or so bricklayers expressly sent to Calcutta from Britain to work on
the new fort deserted to take up jobs with private employers. The directors in
London were losing their patience: “The main body of the fort it may be necessary to finish, but no more of the out-works are to be done than are absolutely
necessary.”19 By 1766, Polier had moved on, earning a commendation from the
company in recognition of his services in rebuilding the fort.20
In 1768, it was ordered that “no person wherever residing within the Company’s limits or under their protection, should commence new buildings of any

Liberty of the Subject

•

107

kind in and about Calcutta . . . and that all workmen registered as engaged upon
buildings already in hand should be seized for public service.” On express instructions from London, the work of constructing the ravelins, ditches, and
glacis was given out to contractors rather than kept under the direct charge of
company staff.21 The directors also declared that they were “extremely solicitous
to have the Governor reside and Company’s Business carried on there [within
the fort] entirely instead of having the different Offices dispersed about the
Town in the manner they are at present.”22 As it happened, this instruction was
never followed.
Yet the problem of the supply of skilled laborers persisted. The company’s
resident at the nawab’s court in Murshidabad and the faujdar of Hugli were
asked to send workers.23 In June 1770, about ten thousand workers were assembled, largely by force, but within four months, more than half had fled.
Incidentally, this was when a devastating famine was ravaging Bengal, so that
the labor shortage could not have been because employment was plentiful. The
directors finally decided that enough was enough and specific budgetary limits
had to be set: “We hereby peremptorily direct that you do not, on any pretence
whatsoever, expend, in one year, more than to the amount of one hundred
thousand pounds on the fortifications, cantonments, buildings and works. . . .
[W]e strictly enjoin you to confine your view to the completion of the new fort
and such works as are most immediately necessary for the security of our settlements.”24 The new fort was put to partial use in 1773, and the fortifications
were at last completed in 1781. The entire construction was estimated to cost
two million pounds.25
In the context of eighteenth-century military thinking, the design of the
new Fort William was innovative. As events unfolded in Bengal after Palashi,
it became clear that the British settlement in Calcutta would face no military
threats from local political powers. The only real menace would be an attack on
the riverfront from armed vessels belonging to a rival European power. The fort
was therefore designed mainly to withstand an assault from the Hugli River
flowing past its western walls. Unlike forts that are built on a high plateau to
command the surrounding country, the new Fort William was placed in a bowl
created by a natural depression. The battlements and buildings within the fort
did not rise above the thickly wooded high grounds on the periphery. Thus, an
enemy approaching up the river or from the surrounding country was not allowed to get a clear sight line to train their guns at any specific structure within
the fort.26
The Dutch admiral John Splinter Stavorinus, visiting Calcutta in 1768,
noted that there were bombproof barracks in the fort for ten thousand people,
and if all the works were mounted with cannon, there was room for six hundred
pieces of artillery. “No ship can pass up or down the Ganges without being
exposed to the fire of this fort. . . . This nation [the British] have thus so firmly
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rooted themselves in Bengal, that, treachery excepted, they have little to fear
from an European enemy, especially as they can entirely command the passage
up and down the river.”27
Louis de Grandpré, a French army officer who apparently defected and offered his services to the East India Company to plan an invasion of Mauritius,
came to Calcutta in 1794 and later published a detailed description of the military features of the new Fort William.
The citadel of Calcutta is an octagon. . . . [Since] the citadel can only be attacked by
water, the river coming up to the glacis, it was merely necessary to present to the vessels making such attempt a superiority of fire, and to provide the means of discovering
them at a distance, in order to disable them the moment they should arrive within
cannon-shot. These purposes have been attained by giving the citadel towards the
water the form of a large salient angle; the faces of which enfilade the course of the
river. . . . Exclusively of these, the interior of the fort is perfectly open, and offers nothing to the sight but superb grass-plots, gravel walks planted occasionally with trees.”28

In fact, instead of presenting an imposing appearance of overwhelming military dominance, the new fort at Calcutta actually tried to hide its considerable
strategic power in a subtle and calculated posture of invisibility. Eliza Fay,
writing in 1780, especially remarked on the difference between the new Fort
William and Fort St. George in Madras. The latter, she said, was so full of buildings and residences that it looked like a town, whereas the former was truly a
military garrison. She was also struck by the way “the slopes, banks, and ramparts, are covered with the richest verdure,” and claimed that she “never saw a
more vivid green than adorns the surrounding fields”—the grounds that would
come to be called, simply, the Maidan of Calcutta.29
The fort’s octagonal shape, with salient angles, surrounded by large open
grounds on three sides, has given it a strange iconic representation on Calcutta’s maps—like some giant tropical flower. Until today, for two and a half centuries since it was built, the new Fort William has never seen battle. It has never
come under attack. The hundreds of guns on its walls have never fired at an
enemy target. As the headquarters of the Eastern Command of the Indian
army, the fort continues to have an inconspicuous presence in the public life of
the city, broken only by stray incidents of unruly behavior by soldiers in the
streets or bars. Its existence is registered only in the extensive public use made
of the surrounding grounds—the largest open space in the city, and the principal venue for sports, amusements, and in the recent age of postcolonial democratic politics, meetings. If a key tactic of the modern regime of power is to hide
the state’s capability to use its means of sovereign armed force, then the British
colonial power was able to develop this method in its imperial capital from an
early period in its history.
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Figure 10. Plan of Fort William and the Black Town and Its Surroundings, Belonging to
the English, Calcutta, by Lafitte de Brassier, 1779. Courtesy: Centre for Studies in Social
Sciences, Calcutta

The Early Press in Calcutta
It is known that there was a Jacobin Club in Srirangapattana, consisting of
about sixty members drawn from among the French soldiers and artisans living
in Tipu’s capital. We have a report on one of its celebrations in 1797, at which
the tricolor was hoisted and the club’s president, François Ripaud, asked of his
audience: “Citizens! Do you Swear Hatred to all Kings except Tippoo Sultaun
the Victorious, the Ally of the French Republic, War against all Tyrants and
love towards your country, and that of Citizen Tippoo?” “Yes,” came the answer.
Addressing the members of the Jacobin Club, Citoyen Tipou said, “Behold my
acknowledgement of the Standard of your country, which is dear to me, and to
which I am allied, it shall always be supported in my Country, as it has been in
the Republic, my Sister!”30
These radical and republican sentiments did not, however, travel to other
places in India. With the end of Tipu’s regime, Mysore could no longer be a
source of Jacobin ideas. When radical thoughts of political liberty sprung up
in the new British Indian capital of Calcutta, their sources and idioms were
more familiarly English. They posed very different problems for the British
authorities.
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The English-language press began in Calcutta in 1780.31 By the turn of the
century, there were a dozen or so periodicals, mostly weeklies, with several hundred subscribers each among the European residents of Bengal.32 The first journal, Hicky’s Bengal Gazette, became an immediate sensation. Owned and edited
by James Augustus Hicky, an Irishman who came to India as a surgeon’s mate,
the weekly Gazette started as a place where readers could get information on
various commodity prices in the Calcutta markets, sales and auctions, the arrival and departure of ships as well as fires, thefts, and accidents in the city, and
where traders and stores could advertise their goods. Soon its columns became
a lively forum for the letters and poems of its correspondents. But when Hicky
tried to liven up the proceedings by commenting on the goings-on among the
East India Company’s senior officials, he got into trouble. He was accused of
engaging in salacious gossip and scandalmongering, and bringing into disrepute the governing authorities of the colony. Some of Hicky’s comments were,
without doubt, risqué, but by no means outrageous by the standards of the
popular press in Britain at the time. Thus, for example,
[news.] We hear that several amorous Heroes of the Martial Band having been
lately foiled in their attacks upon some of the newly arrived Beauties have retired to
Barrackpore from the Field of Love, and are seeking Comforts in the Arms of Mars
in recompence for the pleasures they were denied in the arms of Venus.33

But it was his campaign against what he claimed to be the abuse of power
by Governor-general Hastings, in collusion with Elijah Impey, chief justice of
the Supreme Court, that brought the wrath of the authorities on him. Some of
his allegations were hidden behind metaphoric and at times rather lurid allusions. Hence:
cutchery intelligence. A Real Fact. Some Days ago the Sardar Bearer of the
Right Hon. Sir Elija Impey Knight Lord Chief Justice of these Realms was taken
before Thomas Motte Esq., one of the Justices of Peace for the Town of Calcutta,
being detected in the fact of committing the Horrid Crime of Beastiality with a
Favorite female Goat belonging to the Hon’ble Warren Hastings Esq., the Governor
General &c. notwithstanding the Horrid Nature of the Crime and his being actually
taken in the fact, he was sentenced to receive only 10 stripes, and to be imprison’d for
a short time in the Cutchery, a place of confinement.
The fellow pleaded that He conceived the intimacy subsisting between the Families and his Master being a Great Man, gave him a Priviledge to commit the said
Crime of Beastiality with impunity.34

In November 1780, on instructions from Hastings, when Hicky was refused
permission to circulate his journal by post, he printed the following soliloquy:

Liberty of the Subject

•

111

To print—or not to print—that is the question. Whether it is nobler for a man to
suffer the threats and anger of the S—p—e C—n—l [Supreme Council] or to defy
them and the B—d of C—m—e [Board of Commerce], and by opposing tease
them! But to stop to print—no more—and by that step to end all squabbles, and the
thousand cursed plagues a printer’s heir to—’tis a consummation by cowards to be
wished.35

The order meant that the paper could not circulate anymore beyond the vicinity
of Calcutta. It was a major financial blow for Hicky. In an address to the public,
he announced:
He [Mr. Hicky] has now but three things to lose, his Honour, in the support of his
Paper, his Liberty, and his Life, the two latter he will hazard in defence of the former,
for he is determined to make it the scourge of all schemers and leading tyrants,
should they illegally deprive him of his Liberty, and confine him in a jail, He is determined to Print there with every becoming spirit, . . .
And let them see that he is a Freeman of the first City in the British Empire, . . .
and that he has a power, to print a News paper that no East India Company nor the
King their Master can wrest out of his hands it is beyond the prerogative of the British Crown to invest the Company or their servants with such a power.36

This was, enunciated perhaps for the first time in a British colony in the
East, a classic antiabsolutist statement of the innate and inalienable liberty of
the freeborn British subject. Little did Hicky realize that the Eastern colony
would turn out to be an exception, even for that hallowed universal right. Irked
by his defiance, Hastings brought a series of libel charges against Hicky, who
was then imprisoned in June 1781 because he was unable to furnish the large
sum set for his bail. Undaunted, Hicky continued to write from jail and kept
the paper going. His printing types were seized in October 1781, and he was
forced to defend himself without a lawyer’s assistance. When the jury acquitted
him in Impey’s court, the chief justice carried out a second trial with another
jury and sentenced him to jail.37 On release from prison, Hicky spent the rest
of his life in extreme poverty, without a means of livelihood.38 He died in 1802
on board a ship to China and was buried at sea.39 It is not without significance
that the publisher and editor of the first printed newspaper of British India
suffered a fate such as this.
Hicky’s trial has been, unfortunately, long mired in the numerous stories of
scandal and intrigue that form the staple of the literature on eighteenth-century
Calcutta. It has not been sufficiently recognized that apart from pointing to the
frivolous tastes and petty enmities of the company’s officials, the episode also
signified certain enduring problems with the principles of government that
would be instituted in an Eastern colony under British rule. In his study of the
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Bengal Gazette’s contents, Tarun Mukhopadhyay has pointed out some of these
constitutional and political issues.40 First, by printing the texts of parliamentary
debates on India, Hicky’s Gazette created a direct connection between the public sphere in Britain and the new, growing public in British India for the first
time. When the Bengal Gazette published the attack in Parliament by Charles
Fox against “the unparalleled misapplication of the public treasure” by Hastings, it provided a hitherto-unprecedented means to mount a public opposition
in Bengal to the governor-general’s policies, as distinct from the criticisms made
by his opponents, such as Philip Francis, within the chambers of the company’s
administration.41
Second, Hicky opened his columns to complaints about appointments and
promotions in the company’s army, and allegations of corruption in the awarding of contracts for supplying the army with provisions. He published anonymous letters as well as essays by people in the armed forces condemning “the
tame and spiritless submission” by their officers to the civil authorities.42 Hicky
was, of course, a resolute defender of the power of British arms in India,
whether directed against the French or the various Indian rulers. But after the
defeat of the company’s army at the hands of Haidar, he turned his ire against
generals such as Hector Munro. Indeed, he railed against what he saw as a cabal
of Scottish officers who were both nepotistic and incompetent:
The carnatic might have been saved from ravage; the City of Arcot and the carnatic have been shamefully lost by the same confused blunders and pusillanimity of
the scotch junto, who Rule everywhere on the coast as well as everywhere else in
India, Monopolise every post of profit and have brought the Company’s affairs into
greater disgrace than ever known in the memory of man.43

Third, as distinct from the pamphlet wars carried out in Britain, Hicky’s
Gazette offered the first forum in Bengal where the government’s policies could
be publicly debated. Hicky launched a fierce criticism of Hastings’s conduct
of the war against the Marathas and dealings with Chait Singh of Benares.
He described Hastings’s revenue-farming methods of tax collection as “the most
destructive scheme that could have been devised. . . . [W]hat can [they] end in
but the districts, once flourished and populous being transformed into deserts?”44 Hicky did not spare the judiciary either: using the ploy of a serialized
“Japan Journal,” ostensibly portraying the doings of ministers and “mandarines”
in the Tokugawa court, Hicky lashed out against the “venality, obstinacy in
unjust undertakings, and barefaced corruption” in the judiciary of Madras and
Bengal. Put in prison and faced with a hostile judge in Impey, Hicky even resurrected from the past the case of Maharaja Nandakumar Ray, executed by the
same Impey, supposedly on instructions from Hastings, for forging a document. Hicky decided to reprint in his Gazette the observations of Alexander
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Macrabie, the sheriff of Calcutta, made six years previously, soon after Nandakumar’s hanging:
We first committed a successful forgery on a native of Bengal [Amirchand], and
glorified in it, though it occasioned his death. Soon after we sent our English judges
to establish English laws in that country, and with a justice peculiar to wise and innocent men, a retrospective view of past crimes is taken, and a native of the country,
who knew nothing of English laws, is hanged for a crime which we had triumphed
in committing. Clive was made a Peer in England though he committed in Bengal
the same crime, for which we hanged Nundcomar.45

The critique of conquest, as we will see, would remain a subterranean, though
persistent theme in the antiabsolutist early modern tendency in Bengal in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth century—a blot from the past that every
now and then, would threaten to surface in order to remind both rulers and
subjects of the violent and unjust foundations of empire.
Fourth, Hicky’s Gazette was probably the first newspaper in India to give
rise to a movement and an association to direct it. This was the agitation in
early 1781 against the so-called Bye-laws for the town of Calcutta that empowered the newly appointed commissioners and surveyor to assess all houses,
shops, and lands, and impose taxes on them. Hicky not only opposed the bylaws but also urged that an association be formed and public meetings held:
With association they [free English subjects] had it always in their power to maintain the independence in which they were born and to compel the body whom they
had entrusted with their rights, to do them justice; but without association they must
fall a sacrifice to that corruption which had given the Crown an influence unknown
in any former period in our history.46

The point that Hicky was at pains to emphasize was that those who had been
authorized to impose taxes had acquired their powers by fiat, not because they
represented the colony’s subjects. In fact, he highlighted the relation between
taxation and representation with a directness that was clearly reminiscent of
the American colonists. “The spirit of the constitution requires full and fair
representation of the people; on that, and that alone, depends the right of taxation, if then the people are unfairly or imperfectly represented, or not represented at all, that right falls to the ground.”47 If “the spirit of Magna Carta” was
still alive, he said, their grievances would be looked into, “but if Law and Justice
are annihilated—if the British Constitution is destroyed from its foundation—
if Liberty is irrevocably lost—Every Englishman should join in the sentiment
of Cato, Indifferent is my choice to live or die.”48
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Over the next two decades, as the number of publications increased, the government maintained its attempts to control their contents and opinions, even
though there were no press laws as such. William Duane, an American of Irish
origin, who edited the Bengal Journal, got into trouble in 1791 by publishing an
erroneous story on the rumored death of Lord Cornwallis in the Maratha wars.
Duane apparently lost his job, but soon started his own Indian World, which
became a success.49 His political views were too radical and invectives too sharp,
however, for the authorities’ liking. In 1794, his house was twice raided and
searched, in retaliation, alleged Duane, “for matters that had appeared in my
paper relative to the enormous abuses and peculations of the [Supreme] Court.”50
He sought an audience with John Shore, the governor-general, but on his arrival at Government House, was arrested and, Duane later claimed, “cast into
the famous or infamous Black Hole of Calcutta.”51 Duane was put on board
the next ship to Europe, and his considerable property in Calcutta was confiscated. Shore remarked that Duane’s paper had “assumed a licentiousness too
dangerous to be permitted in this country.”52 Arriving in Britain, Duane tried
to protest his deportation by appealing to the House of Commons.
In the end, his career actually prospered, because on his return to the United
States in 1796, Duane collaborated with Benjamin Bache, Benjamin Franklin’s
grandson, in publishing the Aurora of Philadelphia, and in 1798 became its
editor. The Aurora was the organ of what would soon become the Republican
Party, campaigning against George Washington and the Federalists for subverting the true republican principles of the revolution. When Washington
retired from the presidency in 1797, Duane wrote: “If ever there was a period
for rejoicing, this is the moment. . . . When a retrospect is taken of the Washington administration . . . it is a subject of the greatest astonishment that a single
individual should have cancelled the principles of republicanism of an enlightened people just emerged from the gulph of despotism, and should have carried
his designs against the public liberty so far as to put in jeopardy its very existence.”53 He accused President John Adams of conspiring to establish a monarchy, and in response, Adams wrote privately: “Is there anything evil in the
regions of actuality or possibility, that the Aurora has not suggested of me? The
matchless effrontery of this Duane merits the execution of the alien law. I am
very willing to try its strength upon him.”54 Duane was in fact charged twice
under the Sedition Act and once actually jailed as a British subject for contempt of court.55
His radical republican opinions, including his support for the French republic and hostility toward Britain, not to speak of his combative style, invited
opposition, and at one time he was apparently defending sixty or seventy libel
suits. During the administrations of Jefferson and Madison, though, Duane
received many official favors. He was a strong supporter of Bolivian independence, and on retiring, undertook a triumphant tour of Colombia, where he was
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hailed as a friend of the revolution.56 If Shore, back in Britain as Lord Teignmouth, knew of Duane’s career in the United States, he would have congratulated himself on his foresight in bundling him out of Calcutta before he could
cause too much trouble.
Relations between government and the press in Bengal at this time have
been summed up as follows:
If the person intending to start a paper was already persona non grata with the Government or with influential officials, he was deported forthwith. If a newspaper offended and was unrepentant, it was at first denied postal privileges; if it persisted in
causing displeasure to the Government, it was required to submit part of or the entire newspaper to precensorship; if the editor was “incorrigible,” he was deported.57

Wellesley began his tenure as governor-general with a clearer, even more severe
plan to prevent public criticism of official actions. While the conflicts of the
British power with various Indian states expanded in the south, west, and north
of the country, Wellesley was much irritated by the growing pretensions of the
nonofficial European community, especially in Bengal, to judge and criticize
the government. “I am resolved,” he declared, “to encounter the task of effecting
a thorough reform in private manners here, without which the time is not too
distant when the Europeans settled at Calcutta will control the Government,
if they do not overturn it.”58
Lurking behind the demands for greater freedom of the press, he saw the
specter of the United States, where colonists had demanded control over and
finally overthrown the imperial power. Determined to prevent such a possibility emerging in Bengal, in 1799 Wellesley oversaw the framing of the first set
of press regulations. They were drastic, authorizing censorship, prohibiting virtually all critical discussion of the political and military activities of the government, including reprinting such material from the British press, and threatening deportation to Europe as the punishment for offenders.59 The penalty was
applied in a few cases, until a loophole was discovered: if an Indian-born person, often a Eurasian, was declared the printer, the regulations could be avoided,
since an Indian-born person could not be deported. In 1818, this loophole was
plugged by a new set of regulations that abolished censorship, but put the onus
of conforming to the rules on the author or editor.
Historians of the early press in India have usually narrated the story of the
periodic tightening and relaxation of government control as one dependent
largely on the ideological leanings of senior officials. Shore, Adam, and Wellesley were authoritarian, and thus imposed harsh controls; Lord Hastings, Charles
Metcalfe, and William Bentinck were more liberal and eased restrictions. But
the basic issue concerning freedom of the press in the Eastern colony was already posed in clear terms at this time, and remained invariant through all the
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phases of loose and tight control. Everyone endorsed the principle of freedom
of the press, yet most officials stressed the exceptional situation of British rule
in India, which demanded that the public airing of critical opinions be controlled by government. John Malcolm defended the press regulations on the
ground that “as long as the necessity exists for the maintenance of absolute
power, it is far better for the State and individuals, that it should be exercised
to prevent than to punish such offences.”60 W. B. Bayley asserted that British
government in India was “substantially and necessarily despotic,” and that its
stability depended on “the cheerful obedience and subordination of the officers
of the Army, on the fidelity of the Native Troops, on the superior character and
power of the Government. . . . The liberty of the Press, however essential to the
nature of a free state, is not consistent with the character of our institutions in
this country or with the extraordinary nature of our dominion in India.”61 Political leaders in Britain were in general horrified by talk of a free press in India.
During a debate in Parliament on the subject in 1811, one member raised the
image of Santo Domingo—that is, the Haitian Revolution—while another
feared the extermination of the English population, massacred by natives in
revolt.62 On the other side, Lord Hastings believed that the administration
ought to be responsive to public opinion, and for that reason, the press should
not be forced into a position of hostility toward the government:
That Government which has nothing to disguise, wields the most powerful instrument that can appertain to Sovereign Rule. It carries with it the united reliance and
effort of the whole mass of the governed—and let the triumph of our beloved Country, in its awful contest with Tyrant-ridden France, speak the value of a spirit to be
found only in men accustomed to indulge and express their honest sentiments.63

The issues were laid bare in the so-called Buckingham affair. Buckingham,
following a checkered career as an adventurer in Egypt and Palestine as well as
a sailor in the Indian Ocean, arrived in Calcutta in 1818 and started the Calcutta Journal. The paper was attractively produced and expertly managed, and
soon became a success. It was seen as the organ of the expatriate British business community in Bengal, led by John Palmer, supporting free trade and the
abolition of the East India Company’s monopoly. Buckingham’s radical political views immediately got him into trouble with the authorities and also other
newspapers voicing Old Tory opinions. Buckingham declared that the whole
of Asia should be opened to unrestricted competitive trade, and that it was his
duty “to admonish Governors of their duties, to warn them furiously of their
faults, and to tell disagreeable truths.”64 He repeatedly argued that since in the
absence of a representative legislature, government in India was essentially irresponsible, a free press was the only means of public scrutiny and the solitary
check on its absolute powers. He often quoted Malcolm on this point, since
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Malcolm had contended that because the rule of the company in India was necessarily absolute and could not be effectively checked from Britain, a free press
would go some way in imposing accountability on the company’s officials.
The nature of our possessions in India makes it necessary that almost absolute power
should be given to those intrusted with governments in that quarter; and there cannot be a better or more efficient check over these rulers, than that which must be
established by the full publicity given to their acts, and the frequent discussion of all
their principles of rule. . . . I am confident that every effort made to repress such discussion, is . . . but a direct approximation to the principles of that oriental tyranny
which it is, or ought to be, our chief boast to have destroyed.65

Buckingham was particularly scathing on deportation as a punishment for
violation of the press regulations. “Transmission for offenses through the press,”
he emphasized, “is a power wholly unknown to the law. Irresponsible power is
nowhere to be found acknowledged in the Law or Constitution of England. . . .
The more the monstrous doctrine of transmission is examined, the more it must
excite the abhorrence of all just minds.”66 The Bengal Harkaru, a Tory paper at
this time, dubbed him “Ali Baba” and penned the following doggerel:
Ass is Gudda, Ahmuq is a Fool,
Liberal Azad, and Alut a Tool;
Ally a Prophet is, Babu a Sire,
And Ali Baba is a Red Hot Radical on Fire!67

After repeated skirmishes with officials and rival newspapers—some leading to libel suits, and others to inconclusive duels on the swampy fields of
Ballygunge—matters came to a head in 1822. Buckingham had relished the
battles in court, and indeed got the better of his opponents. He always insisted
that the press could only be judged in the courts and not by executive action,
since it was bound only by English law and nothing else.68 But now Chief Secretary John Adam decided that Buckingham belonged to a “mischievous set,”
and was “the most malignant, the most active and daring of the party.”69 Adam
was keen to deport Buckingham, yet was restrained by Lord Hastings—one of
the governor-general’s last acts before returning to Britain. George Canning,
who also held liberal views, was to succeed Hastings. Unfortunately for Buckingham, Robert Stewart, Lord Castlereagh, the British foreign secretary, decided at this time to commit suicide, and as a result, Canning, then undersecretary, had to take charge of the department and Adam was named the acting
governor-general of India.
Adam lost no time in ordering that Buckingham be sent home from India.
Speaking as the highest British official in India, he denied that “a community
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constituted like the European Society of India” had any right to exercise control over the government and its officers: “It must not be supposed, that the
perpetual assaults on the character and respectability of Government, . . . are not
calculated to shake greatly that salutary confidence in its justice and integrity,
and that habitual deference for its authority and judgment which, with advertence to the anomalous structure of our power in this country, it is so essential
to preserve unimpaired.”70 John Bull, the loudest conservative paper of Calcutta,
was more direct. No public criticism of government officials could be legitimate
in India, it declared. “We maintain that the public interests are in no way concerned in any appointments under this Government . . . and this simply because
the persons filling those offices are not servants of the public; but of the East
India Company.”71 Buckingham, in his last address to the public before being
sent home, lashed out against “that un-English, and I would say inhuman principle of making any man subject to instant ruin at the mere caprice and arbitrary pleasure of another.”72
Once back in Britain, Buckingham persisted in his condemnation of the
arbitrary powers of the East India Company in India. He tried to influence
opinion in Britain by launching a pamphlet war. There were, he said, no institutions in the company’s dominions in India that were independent of the ruling
power, and hence “no constituted bodies, of any description, who have the right
of addressing the government in the collective form of ‘we!’” As a result, “in no
country might the Press be such a powerful safety-valve as in India.” He then
pointed to the real political danger:
We may, perhaps, for some time longer, terrify the less advanced and more timorous
Hindoos into submission to demands so extremely unreasonable as this. . . . But how
long can it be supposed that we shall be enabled to intimidate the half-caste
population into such absurd acquiescence? . . . Every state having colonies forgets
that the growth of new and prosperous dependencies, and the increase of Creole
populations, are not to be measured by the same time-standard that marks the improvements of older people. . . . In a thriving colony, twenty or thirty years do as much
work as a century in an old country.73

For twelve years, Buckingham kept up his campaign to seek compensation
for his deportation and loss of property. He started a new journal, the Oriental
Herald (London), organized meetings and publications in his cause, and even
won a parliamentary seat from Sheffield. He succeeded in getting a House
resolution recommending that compensation be paid to him, but the company
would not budge. Interestingly, Buckingham himself did not think that his
treatment, or the issue of the free press in India, had anything to do with the
ideological divisions between the Tories and Whigs.
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It was by a Whig Governor-General [Lord Hastings] that all India, as well as myself, was deluded by false promises, made only to be broken—It was by a Whig
Member of Council [Adam] that I was banished without trial . . .—It was by a Whig
Administration that the justice of my claim was admitted . . .—and, to make the end
correspond with the beginning, it is by a Whig Government that I have been deserted and abandoned.74

Realizing that the government of Lord John Russell would not push his case
against the company, Buckingham resigned from Parliament, complaining bitterly about the liberal leaders of Britain: “The very persons who were the first
to lift the cup of hope to my lips, have been the first to dash it to the ground.”75
Antiabsolutist demands for the liberty of the subjects of the British Crown
quickly found their limits in India. Even freeborn Englishmen could not enjoy
those liberties there, because unlike the American colonies or Canada, India
was not a settler colony: the principal task of government here was to rule over
the natives, and its fundamental character, no matter how attenuated by liberal
sentiments or rhetoric, was at core absolutist and authoritarian. The English
principles of liberty, based on universal principles of reason, would always have
to seek grounds for exception in India.
It might seem that these debates over civic freedoms were entirely confined
to the expatriate European community in Bengal. This is not quite the case. First
of all, many of the printers and editors of the early English-language newspapers were Indian born—a fact that opened up a gap in the governmental procedures designed to keep the press under control, because such alleged offenders
could not be deported. Of the nine English newspapers that began publishing
in Bengal in the 1820s, at least two were edited by Eurasians—Monte de Rozario of the Columbian Press Gazette and H.L.V. Derozio of the Kaleidoscope.76
Between 1829 and 1855, as many as thirty English newspapers were owned by
Indian proprietors.77 In 1835, Dwarakanath Tagore was the proprietor of two
of the main English-language papers—John Bull, now called the Englishman,
and the India Gazette.78 The liberal reformist journal Bengal Herald, published
by Robert Montgomery Martin, had among its associates Indian reformers
such as Rammohan Roy, Dwarakanath, and Prasanna Kumar Tagore, and when
it got into trouble with the government in 1829, transferred its ownership to
Nilratan Haldar.79 By 1833, leading Indian reformers such as Krishna Mohan
Banerjee, Prasanna Kumar Tagore, and Rasik Krishna Mallik were publishing
their own English-language journals.80
Second, by the 1820s, there were some Indian-language newspapers in print
in Bengal—in Persian, Bengali, Urdu, and Hindi. The owners and editors of
these papers were also concerned about the possible effects of official regulation of the press. Following Buckingham’s expulsion in 1823, a petition was
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presented to the Supreme Court on behalf of Rammohan Roy and five other
prominent native inhabitants of Calcutta protesting that the press regulations
were against the laws of England. The court rejected the petition, arguing that
India was not a free country and thus the institutions of a free country did not
apply in this case: “A free press might follow, but it could not precede, a free
constitution.”81
Buckingham’s cause, it might seem, was vindicated in 1835 when Governorgeneral Metcalfe passed a new Press Act enabling the largely free circulation of
opinion in print. But this meant that the rule of colonial difference would only
be applied elsewhere, by using a different criterion. Welcoming the proposal for
a new act, the Englishman of Calcutta maintained that its freedoms should be
restricted only to European proprietors and editors, “because we feel perfectly
satisfied that an unrestrained Press in the hands of designing, talented, and dissatisfied natives in the interior might become a very mischievous instrument.”82
By the late 1850s, when the agitations against indigo farming would sweep the
Bengal countryside, vigorous policing would be imposed on the Indian-language
press, leading finally to the infamous Vernacular Press Act of 1878. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the idea of a free press would exist in India
only to the extent that the language of opinion was English. Everything else
was subject to the rule of colonial difference and liable to be declared as exceptions to the universal principle of liberty.

The Strength of Constitution
Mirza Abu Taleb Ispahani’s account of his visit to Vilayet is somewhat marred
by the tedious recounting of his meetings with members of the English nobility.83 During his stay in London from 1800 to 1802, he seems to have made a
place for himself in the social life of the upper classes. But Abu Taleb also spent
many pages of his book describing the political and social institutions of English life, not because he wanted to show off his familiarity with them, but instead because he felt it necessary to discuss them seriously with both his Indian
and British readers. He thoroughly appreciated the worth of British political
institutions—that the powers of the monarch were limited by those of Parliament, for instance, or that the ministers needed to carry the support of a majority of Parliament to stay in office. He admired the fact that every British subject
had the right to be tried by a jury, even though he also observed that in actual
practice, the judges frequently exercised their influence to direct a jury toward
a particular decision.84
Yet the most striking invention, in Abu Taleb’s view, was that of the printing
press: “By its aid, thousands of copies, of any scientific, moral, or religious book,
may be circulated among the people in a very short time; and by it, the works
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of celebrated authors are handed down to posterity, free from the errors and
imperfections of a manuscript.” Moreover, the newspapers, “read by all ranks of
people,” gave detailed news of war and politics, the price of grain, and books
and entertainment, including, he added somewhat coyly, insertions announcing
that “the Prince Abu Taleb” would be attending this or that event, resulting in
large crowds thronging to see “the Persian Prince.”85 He much liked the clubs
and literary societies.86 The education of boys in England, he thought, was “admirably adapted to render them honourable, courageous, and capable of enduring hardships,” while that of girls tended “to render them accomplished, rather
than to endue them with philosophy.” Making the inevitable comparison, he
remarked: “I have often seen an English child of five years old possess more
wisdom than an Asiatic of fifteen.”87
Like Ihtishamuddin before him, Abu Taleb marveled at the new machines
and intricately coordinated methods of manufacture that he saw, and described
them at length:
On entering one of the extensive manufactories in England, the mind is at first bewildered by the number and variety of the articles displayed therein: but, after recovering from this first impression, and having coolly surveyed all the objects around,
every thing appears conducted with so much regularity and precision, that a person
is induced to suppose that one of the meanest capacity might superintend and direct
the whole process.88

He had no doubt that “the common people here enjoy more freedom and
equality than in any other well-regulated government in the world. No Englishman, unless guilty of a breach of the laws, can be seized, or punished, at the
caprice or from the gust of passion of the magistrate: he may sometimes be confined on suspicion, but his life cannot be affected, except on positive proof.”89
Abu Taleb also offered many criticisms of English practices. These ranged
from uncomfortable beds to an expensive and needlessly complicated legal system open to much abuse. Even though he appreciated the spirit of liberty
among the common people of England—leading them to “frequently hiss and
reproach any nobleman or gentleman they dislike,” or publicly portray them in
caricature—he noticed as well that “this equality is more in appearance than in
reality, for the difference in the comforts of the rich and of the poor is, in England, much greater than in India. The servants are not at liberty to quit their
master without giving proper warning, and, in general, they are as respectful in
their behaviour as the slaves of Hindoostan.”90 He also did not approve of the
effects on the lower classes of the lack of faith in religion and “great inclination
to falsafa [philosophy],” which he equated with atheism. The consequence was,
he believed, a total lack of honesty, barely held in check by the fear of the penal
system.91
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In addition, Abu Taleb took an interest in the intricacies of political economy. He was concerned by the British government’s enormous national debt,
whose burden fell mostly on the middle classes, and suggested that all the
major creditors be summoned before Parliament and told that there was a risk
of imminent revolution such as in France that would lead inevitably to the
cancellation of the entire national debt. It therefore would be wise for the creditors to accept a compromise and settle for a partial cancellation, which would
allow the government to somewhat lighten the burden of taxes on the middle
classes.92 This was probably the first and last time, at least until our present postcolonial age, that an Indian would offer advice on British political economy.
Spending most of his days in England with the upper classes, Abu Taleb
also thought that they had an excessively luxurious style of living, and wasted
too much of their time in “sleeping, eating, and dressing.” He felt that the English had an unwarranted contempt for the customs of other nations as well,
“although theirs, in fact, may be much inferior.” These defects, however, were
not necessarily disastrous in their consequences:
Many of these defects, or vices, are not natural to the English, but have been ingrafted on them by prosperity and luxury: the bad consequences of which have not
yet appeared, and, for two reasons, may not be conspicuous for some time. The first
of these is the strength of constitution, both of individuals and of the Government. . . .
The second reason is, that their neighbours are not exempt from these vices, nay,
possess them in a greater proportion.93

Abu Taleb was also not greatly persuaded by the inflexible procedures and
mechanical impersonality of the English legal system. “I was disgusted to observe that, in these courts, law very often overruled equity, and that a wellmeaning honest man was frequently made the dupe of an artful knave; nor could
the most righteous judge alter the decision, without transgressing the law.”
Considering the effects of transporting this legal system to the British courts
of India, Abu Taleb echoed Ghulam Husain before him in picturing the miserable plight of those Indians who had the misfortune of getting involved with
these courts, whether as plaintiffs, defendants, or witnesses. “In Calcutta, few
months elapse that some respectable and wealthy man is not attacked by the
harpies who swarm round the courts of judicature.” They do this “by frightening people with the terrors of the English law. . . . These circumstances are all
very distressing to a native of India, unacquainted with the English laws and
customs, and many of them, rather than have the trouble and run the risk, willingly pay a sum of money. . . . The hardships and inconveniences that witnesses
also suffer, when summoned to Calcutta, are so great, that no man in India will
now give voluntary evidence in any case.”94
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Abu Taleb’s critical ethnography of Britain was entirely free of any sense of
civilizational inferiority. His appreciation as well as criticism of the practices
of his British hosts was that of a peer. This quality was most apparent in his
little essay containing a “Vindication of the Liberties of the Asiatic Women.”
Abu Taleb’s arguments were set out there in the spirit of a friendly rivalry in a
debating society of equals, with none of the defensiveness, rancor, or resentment that would mark such defenses of Indian social practices in the late nineteenth century. For example, in dealing with the charge that Asiatic women
do not have the freedom of choosing their own husbands, he gently reminded
his readers that “in Europe this liberty is merely nominal, as, without the will
of the father and mother, the daughter’s choice is of no avail.” In the spirit of
scoring debating points, he asserted that Asiatic women in effect have greater
control over their husband’s properties and businesses than do women in Europe, exercise full command over the domestic space and servants, and have
complete charge of their daughters even after a divorce. He even added, a little facetiously, that by subtly manipulating the culturally accepted practices of
showing indifference toward, or even impatience with, the dependence of their
husbands on their services and favors, the women of Asia were able to exercise effective power over their men in daily life. In complete contrast with the
tracts on women that would be written in India later in the nineteenth century, Abu Taleb’s text showed no signs of anxiety about the practices of his
own culture, and thus promoted no agenda for either conserving or reforming
them.95
Yet he did seem to be strongly drawn by the new sciences, the flood of
mechanical innovations, and the orderly spirit of industrial organization. In
contrast with what we described earlier as the absolutist tendency in the late
eighteenth century, though, Abu Taleb evidenced a clear preference for the
constitutional limitation of the relative powers of the sovereign, his ministers,
and Parliament. This is underscored by his strong disapproval of what he believed was the arbitrary tyranny of the viziers of Turkey. Although he had much
greater familiarity with the intellectual and cultural foundations of the Ottoman principles of government, Abu Taleb’s account of his visit to Istanbul, and
his journey through the Ottoman territories to the holy cities of Karbala and
Najaf, indicate that he was, at least on theoretical grounds, persuaded by the
superiority of the British constitutional forms.96 Even though the ever-present
fear of imperial power ensured that there were no serious rebellions against
Ottoman rule, Abu Taleb clearly saw that people lived in an atmosphere of far
greater freedom in Britain. But he does not offer the thought that such institutions might be successfully implanted in the Orient.
That situation was about to change. Soon there would be a few Indians, only
a generation younger, who would imagine that possibility.
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The Making of Early Modern Citizens
It has been sometimes suggested, with an air of nostalgic celebration, that there
was a certain moment in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
when, despite the conflicts of the European powers with the various Indian
states, it was possible for Europeans and Indians to mix socially, adopt each
other’s languages and habits, establish friendships, and even enter into conjugal
relationships. William Dalrymple, for example, waxes eloquent on the cultural
openness and curiosity of Europeans in India that allowed even company officials and military commanders to go native in the eighteenth century, before
British colonialism imposed a regime of racial arrogance and intolerance in the
nineteenth century.97 More careful scholars have shown, however, that this story
is both simplistic and misleading. Maya Jasanoff describes how even in the
eighteenth century, instances of prominent European men adopting an Oriental lifestyle and cohabiting with Indian women tended to occur more at “the
edge of empire,” away from the seats of British power in Calcutta or Madras.98
Moreover, Durba Ghosh points out that even when cultural lines were crossed,
there was a clear recognition of racial and gender hierarchies. Europeans going
native were, more often than not, careful to hide these transgressions from their
families in Europe, and in the disposal of their property and inheritance, eager
to satisfy the conventional norms of European respectability. Ghosh concludes
that “the building blocks of colonial ideologies of racial superiority and moral
probity were in formation from the middle of the eighteenth century onward,
prior to the development of scientific racism.”99
To give just one example of the racial and gender hierarchies that girded the
attitudes of even the most sensitive and adventurous of the eighteenth-century
cross-culturalists, here is an extract from the famous journal of Hickey, the
lawyer, whose house in Calcutta, shared with his Indian mistress Jamdani, was
a center of social life for British gentlemen of the city at the turn of the nineteenth century. Following Jamdani’s death, after a period of mourning, Hickey
wrote:
My friend, Bob Pott, now consigned to me from Moorshedabad a very pretty little
native girl, whom he recommended for my own private use. Her name was Kiraun.
After cohabiting with her a twelvemonth she produced me a young gentleman whom
I certainly imagined to be of my own begetting, though somewhat surprized at the
darkness of my son and heir’s complexion; still, that surprize did not amount to any
suspicion of the fidelity of my companion. Young Mahogany was therefore received
and acknowledged as my offspring, until returning from the country one day quite
unexpectedly, and entering Madam Kiraun’s apartments by a private door of which I
had a key, I found her closely locked in the arms of a handsome lad, one of my kitmuddars with the infant by her side, all three being in a deep sleep, from which I
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awakened the two elders. After a few questions I clearly ascertained that this young
man had partaken of Kiraun’s personal favours jointly with me from the first month
of her residing in my house, and that my friend Mahogany was fully entitled to the
deep tinge of skin he came into the world with, being the produce of their continued
amour. I consequently got rid of my lady, of her favourite, and the child, although she
soon afterwards from falling into distress became a monthly pensioner of mine, and
continued so during the many years I remained in Bengal.100

Race, class, and gender—all the hierarchies are firmly in place here at this moment of openness and cultural sympathy.
Yet there was a more public and political domain where the idea of the citizensubject—educated, enlightened, responsible, and conscious of his freedoms—
was beginning to take root across racial lines. In the next chapter, we will take
up the question of Creole modernity and the possibility of its emergence into
a republican nationalism in nineteenth-century India, following the model of
the Creole revolutions in the British and Spanish empires in the Americas. Here,
let us introduce one key element in the rise of that formation—namely, the
new private institutions of schooling of boys and young men that flourished in
Calcutta before the officially regulated system of colonial education was firmly
established starting in the 1830s. Since European missionaries were generally
discouraged in British Bengal in the early nineteenth century—the influential Baptist missionaries operated from Srirampur (or Serampore), a Danish
enclave—the first schools teaching English and the rudiments of a modern
European secondary curriculum were set up by expatriate entrepreneurs. While
much of the education was aimed at disseminating practical skills, such as bookkeeping or draftsmanship, rather than fostering elevated intellectual tastes, it is
nevertheless remarkable how certain radical, nonconformist modes of thought
made their way into the life of Calcutta through these institutions.
Two figures were particularly notable. One was the Scottish watchmaker
turned educationist David Hare (1775–1842), celebrated as key to the successful rise of the Hindu College as the premier institution of higher education in
Bengal. A revered and much-loved figure among the Bengali elite of the city
in his lifetime, after his death in 1842, he was turned into an iconic character
by Pearychand Mittra’s biography and, most influentially, Sibnath Sastri’s history of the nineteenth-century “renaissance.”101 Hare was a close friend of Rammohan Roy, and by most accounts, a thorough nonconformist and freethinker.
He joined several liberal causes of his day, including the campaign against the
press regulations. His practice of education, it was noted, was “conducted on
the principle of excluding religion” in general and the Christian missionaries in
particular, even as his role in educating Indians was acknowledged, although
“with deep regret, . . . his inveterate hostility to the Gospel, produced an unhappy
effect on the minds of the native youths . . . by inducing a general scepticism, the
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melancholy consequences of which will long continue to be apparent.”102 Denied a final resting place in the city’s Christian cemeteries, Hare was buried on
the grounds of Hindu College. His grave and statue, shorn of all religious insignia, are still respectfully preserved, even though they are hidden behind the
outdoor bookstalls that line the walls of Presidency College and Hare School
on College Street.
But Hare’s schools and Hindu College were meant for Hindu, mostly Bengali, students. The remarkable fact about David Drummond, another Scottish
nonconformist, now quite forgotten, was that his Durrumtollah Academy had
European, Eurasian (then usually called East Indian), and Indian students in
the same class. Drummond took up the profession of school teaching soon
after his arrival in Calcutta in 1814, and on taking charge of the academy,
turned it into the most prominent English school in the city, especially by his
innovative introduction of public examinations and theatrical performances.103
His most celebrated student was Henry Derozio (1809–31), but the list of
prizewinners from his school between 1817 and 1825 had, among the Tydds,
Sinclairs, Turnbulls, and Bennetts, a fair sprinkling of De Silvas, Da Costas,
Pintos, and Pereiras, and quite remarkably, Hurry Doss Bose, Kissen Chunder
Dutt, Ramdhone Ghose, Groodoss Muckerjee, Dayal Chund Day, Goupal
Kissen Deb, Radha Madhub Burrall, and other Bengali Hindus.104 Awarding
a prize to Haridas Bose in 1821, Drummond said, “In you we have an omnipotent confutation of that impious doctrine which would make colour the test of
intellect. That blasphemy is now leaving the world; and man over all the earth
begun to be considered as solely the child of circumstances.”105 Drummond’s
rational skepticism, undoubtedly drawn from the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers of the late eighteenth century, is known to have had a strong formative influence on the young Derozio.106
Celebrated by later historians as the mentor of the Young Bengal movement,
Derozio’s short and tempestuous life has long been the stuff of romance. As a
teacher at Hindu College from 1826 to 1831, he attracted a following of some
of the brightest young men from elite Bengali Hindu families in and around
Calcutta. Derozio himself was a radical freethinker, openly espousing his preference for the philosophical stance of Epicurus and the revolutionary enthusiasm of Percy Bysshe Shelley. He imbibed in his students not merely the radical
philosophical spirit but also the fearless pursuit of a lifestyle that did not conform to established religious conventions. The reaction was swift and decisive.
Accused of promoting licentiousness and atheism, Derozio was forced to resign
his position at Hindu College, only a few months before his untimely death at
the age of twenty-two.
The charge against him and his followers that has stuck through the ages is
that of youthful excess: “‘Beef and Burgundy’ was their watchword, and no here-
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after their shibboleth. . . . Who does not remember the enormities they used to
commit almost every night on their return from Mr Hare’s school, where the
late Mr Derozio then delivered a course of lectures on Metaphysics?”107 Notwithstanding the charge of extremism, Derozio’s political position, as expressed
in his poetry as well as prose writings, seems entirely consistent with the republican spirit of liberty that we have identified as belonging to an early modern
antiabsolutist formation. He was a passionate supporter of the Greek war of
independence and penned several poems on the subject. He wrote on the abolition of the slave trade:
Blest be the generous hand that breaks
The chain a tyrant gave,
And, feeling for degraded man,
Gives freedom to the slave.108

Referring to an incident of the brisk sale of a thousand copies of Thomas
Paine’s Age of Reason shipped to Calcutta by an American publisher, a correspondent of a Calcutta journal asked: “Now to what else can we attribute this
predominant desire on the part of the educated natives to read the work and
imbibe the principles of Paine but to the general growth and progress of infidelity?” The source was Derozio’s invidious influence on his students. “Paine’s
‘Age of Reason’ was not known to the young illuminati of the College, before it
was introduced to their notice by the late Mr Derozio.”109 Admiring student
Pearychand Mittra, however, put the same point differently: “He used to impress upon his pupils the sacred duty of thinking for themselves . . . to live and
die for truth.”110 Even as he condemned the burning of the sati as a detestable
and inhuman act, Derozio, like Rammohan, did not at first favor its legal prohibition because he thought it would injure the religious feelings of millions of
Hindus. But after Bentinck’s promulgation, he celebrated the abolition of the
practice.111 Derozio’s initial resistance was clearly prompted by an antiabsolutist stance that did not favor the state’s meddling in the religious freedoms of its
subjects. Like other radicals of the time, he was also a supporter of free trade and
the settlement of Europeans in India, and wrote editorials on these subjects in
the East Indian.
Derozio’s most lasting contribution was in producing the first generation
of young Indians schooled in the antiabsolutist spirit of reason and liberty.
Tarachand Chakrabarti, Krishna Mohan Banerjee, Ramgopal Ghosh, Pearichand Mitra, Rasik Krishna Mallik, Radhanath Sikdar, Ramtanu Lahiri, and
Sibchandra Deb all played prominent roles in the public life of Bengal in the
succeeding decades, even after the dream of equal republican citizenship was
shattered.
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Other Early Modern Institutions
Before further pursuing the rise of a republican citizen public in Calcutta in the
early nineteenth century, however, it is necessary to leave the elegant White
Town springing up around the Maidan of the new Fort William. In White
Town, neoclassical white became the dominant architectural style of the public
buildings and private residences built for Europeans along the Esplanade and
Chowringhee. It was an attempt to consciously insert the signs of imperial
grandeur and rational order into a landscape of tropical disorder and excess.112
But in the so-called Black Town of the northern part of the city, with its labyrinthine lanes and huge mansions surrounded by slumlike settlements of huts
and shanties, things were quite different. The most familiar reminder of imperial power heard there, as the literary Night Owl notes in his sketches, was the
daily firing of the gun from Fort William, marking the morning, noon, and
evening hours, and signaling the new regime of clock time.113
The new Bengali neighborhoods in the north of the city saw the emergence
in the early nineteenth century of certain distinctly urban forms of sociality
that must also be called early modern. These early modern forms were different
from the traditional social structures prevalent in rural Bengal, or the urban
institutions and practices prevalent in the precolonial cities of northern India.
But more significantly, they were also different from the characteristically colonial forms of urban modernity that have become more familiar from the second
half of the nineteenth century. Let us follow the distinctions.
Of historians of Calcutta, S. N. Mukherjee has noticed the peculiar features
of the new urbanity that began to emerge in the city in the first three decades
of the nineteenth century, even though he did not draw the conceptual distinction that we are making.114 Mukherjee pointed out, first, the new institutional
form of the association, called societies or associations in English, or in their
Bengali equivalents, sabha or samiti. The most famous of the early sabhas were
the Atmiya Sabha set up in 1815 by Rammohan and the rival Dharma Sabha
patronized principally by the Deb family of Sobhabazar. But there were many
other societies and associations that followed. These were, of course, associations of wealthy and propertied elite groups, but they were now of mixed caste
and even religious composition, based on free membership, and acting as debating societies, organizations of social reform and education, and promoters of
causes and even political agitation.
Second, while some of these societies were floated by reformers who held
unorthodox religious views, or espoused the breaking of taboos and social conventions, many were also run by highly orthodox people who nevertheless used
the new associational form to launch campaigns and create new institutions
in the city. It was a group of such orthodox leaders who, in 1817, teamed up with
European officials and professionals to start the Hindu College, which was to

Liberty of the Subject

•

129

have a profound role in the spread of modern Western education in eastern
India. Indian elites and nonofficial Europeans also combined to create the societies that spread the new schools and produced the new textbooks in the
1820s and 1830s.
Third, as we have already seen, it was in these decades that the new Indian
press, in English as well as the Indian languages, established itself as a political
weapon, campaigning for social, religious, and political causes, criticizing the
government, and frequently bringing down the wrath of the colonial authorities. Here too it is significant that Indian elites along with European merchants and professionals often joined hands to criticize the colonial government. There is no doubt that Calcutta in the early nineteenth century, then
inhabited by about two hundred thousand people, developed a new social space
for the activities of an urban public, mixed in its racial, religious, and caste composition, and led mainly by the city’s wealthy businesspeople, that sought to
claim and protect the rights of the public against the ruling authorities, headed
by the governor-general and his council.
The second new institutional feature in this period was the emergence of parties, each led by a wealthy Bengali magnate. The parties were called dal, which
is exactly what they are called today, although in the early nineteenth century
there was obviously nothing resembling the political parties we are familiar
with now. Once again, Mukherjee has studied the phenomenon closely.115 He
notes that between 1820 and 1850, there were five major parties—led, respectively, by Radhakanta Deb, Ashutosh Deb, the Tagores, Biswanath Motilal,
and Kalinath Munshi—and several minor ones. Upper-caste people led most
of the parties, even though in some cases their entry into the ranks of the ritually elevated castes was recent, and clearly influenced by the exercise of power
and financial inducements. Individuals belonging to ritually low trading and
artisan castes, such as the Subarnabanik, Tili, and Tanti, ran some of the other
parties. But party membership was quite mixed in its caste composition, and it
was common for ritually superior Brahmins to accept the leadership of a ritually inferior Kayastha, Tili, or Subarnabanik party leader. In all cases, the chief
qualification for becoming a party leader was wealth and political access to the
ruling British authorities. Membership in these parties was voluntary, and people were known to leave a party to join a rival one. One could also leave to start
a party of one’s own.
Mukherjee explains that the function of the dalapati or party leader carried
traces of the traditional functions of kingship. Thus, the leader was supposed to
enforce the rules of religion and caste among party members, punish offenders
and reward the meritorious, and settle disputes over property, inheritance, and
marriage. The leader had the power to ostracize those who seriously violated
religious or caste injunctions, and members were prohibited from maintaining
any social relations with the ostracized family. The party leader also took over
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another erstwhile-royal function: patronizing scholarship and the arts. Many
significant publishing ventures of the period, including journals, dictionaries,
and translations of Sanskrit classics along with new genres of popular music
and theater, were organized and promoted by the leading magnates in the city,
usually in a spirit of mutual competition. There was a hint of sovereign power
in the regular use of armed retainers to keep the urban poor under control as
well. Artisans and other service groups in the city were under the patronage of
wealthy magnates, who frequently used force to collect rents, evict recalcitrant
tenants, and prevent disorder during public festivals.
It is easy to read a carryover of older social forms associated with landlords
in rural Bengal in the activities of these early nineteenth-century parties and
leaders. But the elements of novelty should not be missed. None of the urban
magnates could claim even a figment of traditional political legitimacy, either
by lineage or military power. Even as they adopted and flaunted many of the
Persianate styles of the northern Indian aristocratic culture, the forms of power
they exercised and institutions they built in the city were quite innovative. Thus,
Radhakanta Deb, who emerged as leader of the conservative Dharma Sabha,
defending orthodox religious practices and opposing the reform efforts of Rammohan and his followers, used the early modern form of the civic association to
fight, within the representative organs of government in India and Britain,
Bentinck’s social legislation. Yet he also used the civic association, often in collaboration with Europeans, to promote the spread of Western education among
Hindus. His architectural additions to the family mansion in Sobhabazar, especially the Natmandir built in 1840, used the fashionable neoclassical style to
entirely original effect—to produce a theater-like space that could serve the
ritual function of Durga Puja, secular function of a public meeting, and amusement space for a nautch party, which he frequently threw for his European
guests.116
Even for ordinary inhabitants of Calcutta, it was widely observed that life in
the new city was different from anything that had been previously experienced.
Kalikātā kamalālay, written in 1823 and possibly the first text of urban sociology in India, divided the propertied (bis.ayī) urban population into four classes:
the wealthy of extraordinary fortune (asādhāran. bhāgyaban); those holding important positions, such as diwan or mutsuddi, with European patrons; madhyabitta or middling householders; and daridra athaca bhadra—that is, poor but
respectable persons.117 The author, Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyay (1787–1848),
a scholarly Brahmin, had made a career for himself as both a sircar (manager)
to various British patrons and the editor of the journal Samācār candrikā. He
was a leading figure, on the conservative side, in the new urban public life of
debate and social campaign.118 His book, he said in his preface, was addressed
to visitors to Calcutta from rural areas and small towns who found the ways
of the new city utterly incomprehensible. Bhabanicharan’s burden was to show
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Figure 11. Copy of Samācār candrikā, 1831. Courtesy: Centre for Studies in Social
Sciences, Calcutta

that there was indeed an ethical way of living in the city, despite the fact that it
was in many ways different from the traditional practices of the countryside.
“Kalikata,” he observed, “is nourished by the deep but undrinkable waters of
money [mudrā]. Furious activities send out streams of money in different directions, to different countries. The tide ebbs and flows without end along these
rivers of money.”119 Yes, wealth and political power, he admitted, had much
greater importance in Kalikata than in other places, but no one confused the
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new secular order of social status with the traditionally prescribed ritual order
of precedence that was still respected, even if kept separate. The novelty of life
in Calcutta lay in the unprecedented opportunities of social mobility that it
offered. Lowly peddlers and shopkeepers could become wealthy aristocrats in
the course of a single generation. Similarly, respectable people fallen on bad
times could afford to take up menial or disreputable occupations because of
the anonymity that the city offered. There were, in short, greater freedom and
greater equality than in the traditional order. The new city was a place of social
churning, and perhaps a place of the emergence of new moral norms too. Bhabanicharan provided the first elaborate description of the new politics of the
dal. Scholar that he was, he noted the plethora of new Persian and English
words that had entered the everyday Bengali language spoken in Calcutta. He
defended the new practice, saying that there was nothing wrong in it as long as
the language of religious ritual was kept uncontaminated.120
This was not the same response that would come later in the nineteenth century, when a more articulate project for constructing a national culture would
be formulated. If Bhabanicharan’s works do not, as Swati Chattopadhyay has
correctly remarked, “present a full-fledged nationalist consciousness,” it is because, situated within the early modern form of civic associations, often of mixed
composition, he did not have the conceptual apparatus for separating the material and spiritual—the inner and outer—domains of culture that only the political conditions of a fully developed colonial state could supply.121 Although
he was cognizant of the elements of novelty in his present, Bhabanicharan’s
thought does not possess that confident projection into the future that is characteristic of modernity’s consciousness of time.
Finally, there is the interesting evolution of the public space of the neighborhood or para (pād.ā) in nineteenth-century Calcutta. As with several other
social concepts, a genealogy can be found for the para in the patterns of village
settlements in Bengal, but it acquired quite new meanings in Calcutta’s urban
context. Once again, Chattopadhyay has helped us by noticing, for one, that the
urban para was a territory of roughly one-quarter by one-half mile, easily walkable from one corner to another, and usually gaining a distinct identity from a
physical feature such as a bāgān (garden) or pukur (pond), or an economic activity like a bājār (market) or the settlement of a particular group of craftspeople
or traders. Second, the boundaries of a para were not fixed, and could, somewhat like the concept of a community, expand or contract depending on which
set of activities or practices were being invoked in relation to the para. A para
school thus might have a different catchment area from the group of residents
expected to contribute to the para Durga Puja.
The important historical point, however, is that this form of the para evolved
through the nineteenth century. In the early decades of the century, the para
in Calcutta appears to have received its identity from one or two wealthy mag-
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nates, who from their large mansions dominated the neighborhood, settled
tenants, extracted rents, kept the peace, and patronized most public activities
and amusements. What might have happened if this territorial space of flexible
boundaries had acquired an administrative form in municipal government
remains an intriguing counterfactual question. But with the imposition in the
latter half of the century of the colonial governmental form of municipal wards
and police stations as the basic administrative units of the city—units that bore
no relationship to the para’s social form—the latter developed precisely as an
alternative public space to that administered by the colonial authorities. The
para became the site of a complex network of institutions catering to the educational, religious, cultural, and indeed moral life of neighborhood residents. By
the turn of the twentieth century, this nationalist cultural project, conceived as a
project of self-regulation outside the colonial state’s control, would be directed,
at the microterritorial level of the urban locality, by a new middle class.
But we are jumping ahead of our story. The early modern forms of sociality
in the Bengali neighborhoods of Calcutta in the early nineteenth century necessarily have a quality of indeterminacy in terms of their historical possibilities.
This is because there were not too many well articulated or conceptually credible historical projects that can be discerned within the developments taking
place in the so-called Black Town—except, that is, for one significant movement. In the early nineteenth century, one small group of reformist Bengali
leaders did attempt to use the articulation of the civic associations of mixed
membership with the processes of government to make a clearly formulated
case for a powerful early modern political idea—the antiabsolutist demand for
free and equal citizenship. To describe this attempt along with its unfortunate
fate it is necessary to turn to the careers of Rammohan Roy and Dwarakanath
Tagore.

CHAP TER FIVE

Equality of Subjects

Rammohan (1772/1774–1833) was one of the first Indians to make use of the
new print medium in order to emerge as a public figure. His first tract—
Tuhfat-ul muwahhiddin—was printed in Murshidabad in 1804, and distributed
“in order,” said Rammohan himself at the end of his text, “to avoid any future
change in the book by copyists.”1 It needed more than ordinary courage for a
young man of thirty, entirely unknown in the world of letters, to announce in
the prefatory paragraph written in Arabic of a Persian work that he was setting
out to demonstrate that “falsehood is common to all religions without distinction.”2 But this was no Enlightenment tract in the style of a Voltaire, even
though Kishorichand Mitra, one of Rammohan’s first biographers, claims that
a few years later, the latter did publish a Bengali essay under an assumed name
in which “the tomfooleries of the Hindu mode of worship are held up to merited ridicule and contempt.”3 In any case, it is certain that Rammohan was still
not very familiar with the corpus of modern European philosophical writings
when he wrote the Tuhfa. Instead of being a denunciation, the slim book is a
rigorous logical examination of what might be called “natural religion,” as contrasted with the doctrines and practices of various established religions and sects.

The Falsehood of All Religions
Rammohan made the bold argument that most people come to acquire a faith
in religious rituals and doctrines merely by the force of upbringing and habit.
The fact is this, that each individual on account of the constant hearing of the wonderful and impossible stories of his by-gone religious heroes and hearing the good
results of those assumed creeds of that nation among whom he has been born and
brought up, . . . acquires such a firm belief in religious dogmas that he cannot renounce his adopted faith although most of its doctrines be obviously nonsensical
and absurd. . . . [H]ence, it is evident that a man having adopted one particular religion with such firmness, his sound mind after reaching the age of maturity with
acquired knowledge of books, without being inclined to make enquiries into the
truth of the admitted propositions of so many years, is insufficient to discover the
real truth.4
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Yet the established religions also find support from the mujtahid or doctors
of religion who claim, for instance, that the legendary deeds of the founders of
religions are known from traditions that preserve the testimony of those who
had witnessed those deeds. The difficulty is, said Rammohan, that “whether
such a class of people [of eyewitnesses] existed in ancient times, is not known
to the people of the present time through the medium of external senses or
experience; rather it is quite obscure and doubtful.” So one has to rely on the
evidence of a second class of people who can vouch for the truthfulness of the
first class, and then a third class of people who can vouch for the truthfulness
of the second, and so on down to the present. “It is clear that men of sound
mind will hesitate to reckon that class of people who co-exist with them, to be
a truthful people to whom falsehood cannot be imputed, especially in matters
of religion.”5 Tradition therefore cannot be a reliable test for judging the truth
of the legends claimed by religions.
Similarly, there are stories of miracles. “It is customary with common people
labouring under whims that when they see any act or thing done or found,
beyond their power of comprehension, or for which they cannot make out any
obvious cause, they ascribe it to supernatural power or miracle.” But those of
“sound mind and judgment” know that by patient insight and inductive reason,
the true causes of such apparently inexplicable matters can indeed be discovered. And what still remains unexplained, noted Rammohan with an astonishing gesture of rational modesty, must be subjected to the following question:
“Whether it is compatible with reason to be convinced of our own inability to
understand the cause or to attribute it to some impossible agency inconsistent
with the law of nature? I think our intuition will prefer the first.” Religions also
encourage a belief among the common people in the afterlife, so that “for the
fear of punishment in the next world and the penalties inflicted by worldly
authorities, [they] refrain from commission of worldly deeds.” This only means,
though, the perpetuation of “hundreds of useless privations regarding eating
and drinking, purity and impurity, auspiciousness and inauspiciousness, etc.”6
Rammohan also questioned the belief in revelation and prophets. If “the
existence of all things in creation, whether good or bad, are connected with the
Great Creator, without any intermediate agency,” then what is the status of
the prophets? If the sending of prophets and God’s revelation to them are immediate acts of God to instruct people in the true path to salvation, they must
be deemed to be quite redundant, because it is surely unnecessary for God to
use an intermediary. On the other hand, if they are not immediate acts of God,
then one must ask how it is to be established that the testimony of the intermediary is truthful, for it would require a series of intermediaries to keep up the
prophetic tradition. “Hence, advent of prophets and revelation, like other things
in nature, depend upon external causes without reference to God, i.e., they
depend upon the invention of an inventor.”7
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This explains as well why the pronouncements of different prophets, all
claiming to echo the word of God, are so different. Rammohan found little
merit in the contention, put forth by some mujtahid, that just as common people must approach a king through ministers and officers, so must they approach
God through intermediaries, or indeed just as the laws of different kings are so
varied and change over time, so are the instructions of the prophets so different.
In a devastating sweep of logic and rhetoric, Rammohan declared:
My reply to this argument is that the ruling or government of the true God, who
according to the belief of the followers of religions is acquainted with the particular
state of every particle and who is Omniscient and to whom the past, present and
future times are equally known and under whose influence hearts of mankind can be
turned to whatever He wishes, and Who is provider of visible and invisible causes of
everything and Who is far from having any particular object of His own interest and
Who is free from whims; has no analogy with the rulings or governments of human
beings, whose wisdom is defective and incapable of understanding the end of every
action and who are liable to errors and mistakes and whose actions are mixed with
selfishness, deceit and hypocrisy.8

He believed, and accordingly asserted, that it was possible to discover the
truth from among the mass of untruth that the religions of the world offered.
There is always an innate faculty existing in the nature of mankind that in case any
person of sound mind, before or after assuming the doctrines of any religion, makes
an enquiry into the nature of the principles of religious doctrines, primary or secondary, laid down by different nations without partiality and with a sense of justice, there
is a strong hope that he will be able to distinguish the truth from untruth and the true
propositions from the fallacious ones, and also he, becoming free from the useless
restraints of religion, which sometimes, become sources of prejudice of one against
another . . . , will turn to the One Being who is the fountain of the harmonious organization of the universe, and will pay attention to the good of the society.

But it is inevitable, noted Rammohan, that such seekers of truth will find themselves in a minority. And those who are the followers of the established religions will always claim that they represent the majority. Still, “it is admitted by
the seekers of truth that truth is to be followed although it is against the majority of the people.” In any case, all religions were, in the beginning, religions
of the minority.9
Rammohan concluded his tract with the following classification:
In short, the individuals of mankind with reference to those who are deceivers and
those who are deceived and those who are not either, amount to four classes.

Equality of Subjects •

137

Firstly—A class of deceivers who in order to attract the people to themselves
wilfully invent doctrines of creeds and faith and put the people to troubles and cause
disunion amongst them.
Secondly—A class of deceived people, who without inquiring into the fact, adhere
to others.
Thirdly—A class of people who are deceivers and also deceived, they are those
who having themselves faith in the sayings of another induce others to adhere to his
doctrines.
Fourthly—Those who by the help of Almighty God are neither deceivers nor
deceived.10

It would be later suggested quite convincingly that Rammohan’s religious
ideas in his mature years, after his familiarity with European writings and debates with Christian scholars, came close to something like deism. It is thus
interesting that Obaidullah El Obaide, sitting down in 1883 to translate Rammohan’s text, should gloss muwahhid as “deist.”11 Yet this rendering, arguably,
is unwarranted, because when he wrote the Tuhfa, Rammohan was probably
unaware of the various schools of post-Reformation Christianity and could not
have consciously intended to dedicate his tract to deists. When it was included
in the 1906 edition of the English Works of Raja Rammohun Roy, Obaidullah’s
translation of muwahhiddin was changed, in the title as well as the text, to the
much more literal “believers in one God.”12
We also know that this early expression of Rammohan’s uncompromising
rationalism was not a product of British colonial education. Lant Carpenter,
who met Rammohan in England and wrote one of the first biographical notes
on him after his death in 1833, observed that when the young Rammohan
went to learn Arabic and Persian, “his masters at Patna set him to study Arabic
translations of some of the writings of Aristotle and Euclid; it is probable that
the training thus given strengthened his mind in acuteness and close reasoning,
while the knowledge which he acquired of the Mahommedan religion from
Mussulmen whom he esteemed, contributed to cause that searching examination of the faith in which he was educated.”13 As an explanation of Rammohan’s
extraordinary rationalism, this is clearly insufficient. Rammohan’s demonstration of the falsehood of all religions could hardly have emanated from a schoolchild’s study of Euclid’s geometry or Aristotle’s logic. In any case, lessons on
these texts were by no means unusual in many well-established madrasas of
eighteenth-century India, and Patna in particular was famous for the madrasa
established there by Saif Khan, although we do not know if that is where Rammohan went to study.14
Besides, Rammohan’s critique in the Tuhfa went far beyond the condemnation of Brahmanic ritualism—indeed, Rammohan’s own ancestral religion is
barely mentioned in the text—and called into question some of the principal
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aspects of Islam and Christianity, such as revelation, the prophetic tradition,
miracles, afterlife, and so forth. What was the discursive space in which such
a critique might have appeared? Unfortunately, the scholarship on this early
phase of Rammohan’s religious thought is so scanty that we have little to go on.
All we know is that Rammohan was well acquainted with the Persian scholars
at Fort William College and the Qazis of the Sadar Diwani Adalat, the highest
civil court in Calcutta.15 We also know that at the turn of the nineteenth century, Calcutta was quite a remarkable place of scholarship and debate among
a new group of Muslim intellectuals, such as Tafazzul Husain Khan, the translator of Isaac Newton’s and other European scientific works into Arabic, Abdul
Latif Shustari, the commentator on British social life in India, and Abu Taleb
Ispahani, who returned to Calcutta from his trip to Europe in 1803.16
In an influential lecture delivered in 1924, Brajendranath Seal noted that
Rammohan was “learned in Mohammadan Law and Jurisprudence, and versed
in the polemics of all the 63 schools of Mohammadan Theology.” Further, “the
free thought and universalistic outlook of the Mohammadan rationalists
(Mutazza’lis of the 8th century), and Mohammadan Unitarians (the Muwahhidin) were among the most powerful of the formative influences on the Raja’s
mental growth.”17 More recently, Dilipkumar Biswas, the most eminent among
later Rammohan scholars, agrees that all the arguments of the Tuhfa emerged
out of debates in Islamic theology and logic.18 Ajit Kumar Ray has suggested
that Rammohan’s critique was derived from a study of the Dabistan-i-mazahib,
the seventeenth-century treatise on comparative religion written most probably by a Zoroastrian scholar, and a text widely circulated in scholarly circles
in India in the eighteenth century.19 Ajit Ray also notes that Rammohan was
probably personally acquainted with the editor of the first printed Persian edition of the Dabistan, Nazar Ashraf of the Sadar Diwani Adalat in Calcutta.20
We also have one other inkling into the discursive network in which Rammohan developed his critique. There is an extant copy of a booklet titled Jawabi-tuhfatul muwahhiddin—printed in Calcutta probably around 1820—that appears to have been written by a Muslim friend and admirer of Rammohan.21
This Jawab was a refutation of the charges leveled against Rammohan by a
group of Zoroastrians (whose original tract has not been found). The mystery
is that the Tuhfatul muwahhiddin has no specific references at all to the Zoroastrian religion. What was it that provoked the Parsi scholars to attack Rammohan? Ajit Ray believes that it might have been another work by Rammohan
called the Manazaratul adiyan, which he mentioned in the Tuhfa and which
too has never been found, that was probably written as a tract on comparative
religion, in the form of the Dabistan-i mazahib, and may have contained specific criticisms of Zoroastrian doctrines.22 Biswas points out that the Jawab
is proof that Rammohan’s early religious writings in Persian remained a matter
of lively public debate among intellectuals of different communities as late as
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1820.23 It certainly shows that regardless of the exceptional character of his
views, Rammohan had his interlocutors, both hostile and friendly, among
scholars who were not the products of British colonial education.
Later, when engaging in polemics with Hindu scholars defending the orthodox Brahmanic doctrines and practices, Rammohan immediately seized the
advantages afforded by the emergent print culture by scrupulously citing page
and line numbers when referring to his opponents, and insisting that they do
the same rather than incorrectly attributing statements and views to him. This
was a new practice in intellectual or sectarian exchanges in India. But in the
style or form of their assertions, Rammohan’s polemical writings in Bengali
and Sanskrit stayed well within the familiar practices of traditional debate. He
participated in vigorous hermeneutic discussions, arguing about the interpretation of a particular statement from a canonical source, or citing one canonical
authority against another. He also employed sharp and complex logical tools,
familiar in Indian logic, to highlight inconsistencies and absurdities in his opponents’ contentions.
Thus, debating with Mrityunjay Vidyalankar, the renowned pundit of Fort
William College, on the topic of idol worship, he pointed out that material
representations of īśvara, like all material objects, are subject to creation, decay,
and destruction. How could īśvara, who is without beginning or end, and untouched by processes of decay, be represented by such material objects? If it was
thought that īśvara, being omnipotent, could assume a material form at will,
Rammohan answered that this would imply that the Brahma could be the cause
of Brahma’s own destruction, because a material form, being necessarily finite
in its duration, was contradictory to the svarūpa or innate character of īśvara.
But nothing that is subject to possible destruction can be Brahma or īśvara.
Hence, to hold that īśvara could assume a material form leads to a viparyaya or
logical contradiction. If the learned pundit argued that of visible forms, only
those made of the five elements were subject to change and destruction, but the
nonmaterial form of īśvara could nevertheless become visible through the powers of yoga, then Rammohan’s reply was that only the pundit’s devoted disciples
could be expected to believe that their master possessed the power to see a nonmaterial form not made out of any physical element. If it was further claimed
that just as a rope lying on the ground could produce the image of a snake, so
could an idol produce the image of īśvara in the mind, Rammohan’s cutting
retort was that just as sensible people realize, on closer observation, that they
were mistaken in thinking that the rope was a snake, so should every person of
sound mind accept that the image of īśvara produced by a clay or stone idol is
a false image.24
In another polemic with a Vaishnava scholar, Rammohan maintained that
the Vedanta is incompatible with the Krishna of the Bhāgavat purān.a, because
it is evident to every person of judgment that the shameful and immoral antics
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of Krishna with the gopī women of Vrindavan cannot be squared with any section or verse of the Vedanta.25 In other polemical tracts, Rammohan utilized
numerous arguments to show the absurdity of ritual prohibitions on eating
meat and drinking liquor along with strictures against social interactions with
the yavana (Muslim), mleccha (European), and Sudra.26 Many of the most orthodox Brahmins of the day, he remarked, wore clothes made by Muslims,
accepted employment with Europeans, explained classical Sanskrit texts in
journals read by Europeans, and attended receptions after scrubbing their teeth
with Muslim-made powder and sprinkling their shawls with Muslim-made
perfume. On what grounds could they claim to excommunicate someone who,
in search of knowledge, studied the philosophy of the Yavanas or discussed scientific discoveries with Europeans?27
Rammohan’s principal interest in his polemical writings was rational argument and scholarly debate—to explore the ground and logical consistency of
religious doctrines.28 His central concern was to demonstrate, first, that there
was a multiplicity of practices, and doctrines by which they were justified; second, that these were followed largely by the force of habit and upbringing; and
third, that their doctrinal justifications were entirely arbitrary and inconsistent.
Consequently, there could be no legitimate ground for religious or social authorities to impose sanctions or penalties on those who chose not to follow the
prescribed practices. But despite the heated controversies that his writings generated, Rammohan kept his polemics well within the ambit of scholarly disputation. Only in the case of the immolation of widows did he actually engage in
a public campaign to stop the supposedly religious practice, and even then,
to the perplexity of many of his later admirers, he initially advised Governorgeneral Bentinck against a legal ban, because Hindus might conclude that the
English, having won political supremacy, were now intent on imposing their
own religion on the country.29
Rammohan’s critique of religion and his own unorthodox doctrines could,
we are arguing, have emerged from within a discursive space of scholarly debate
that was available in India at the turn of the nineteenth century and that was
not shaped by the forces of colonial education. As we have shown, his critique
led Rammohan to lay down the rational ground for rejecting conventional religious doctrines and practices, even though he himself did not, other than
refusing to participate in the pūjā of idols, give up the customary practices of
Brahmanic daily life. But as is well known, Rammohan did not stop there. He
went on to transform this freedom of belief into the legal-constitutional form
of the individual subject’s right to liberty. This could not have happened without Rammohan’s association with the emergent public sphere in Bengal of free
traders and freethinkers, as described earlier. The association of nonofficial Europeans, mixed-blood Eurasians, and the new urban Indian elite of Calcutta pro-
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duced a novel, even if unstable and short-lived, early modern formation seeking
to assert the freedoms of the subject against arbitrary and absolute power. The
moment is distinctive, and its historical significance is lost by forcibly dragging
it into other historical narratives of liberalism or nationalism. It deserves to be
studied on its own merits.

The Colonization of Barbarous Countries
Rammohan’s faith in the generative role of British rule and colonial capital has
been subjected to close examination as well as sharp criticism since the 1970s.
In particular, three essays by Asok Sen, Sumit Sarkar, and Barun De are regarded
as landmarks in this critical scholarship.30 They were joined by Arabinda Poddar in a set of lectures delivered in 1981.31 They all pointed to the period from
1772 (or 1774) to 1833, Rammohan’s lifetime, as decisive for the foundations
of the new colonial economy in Bengal: the permanent settlement with landlords, opening up of Bengal to British industrial imports, destruction of indigenous manufacturing, perpetuation of insecure subsistence farming and rackrenting, and quasi-monopoly of British agency houses over the commercial and
financial sectors—in short, all those classic features of colonial exploitation,
underdevelopment, and poverty.
While all this was going on, Rammohan, along with his younger contemporary Dwarakanath, collaborated in business ventures with these private trading
and financial houses, and offered full-throated support to the demand for free
trade and settlement of European capitalists and professionals in India. In this,
Rammohan and Dwarakanath were often opposing company policy, and thus
not entirely popular among officialdom in India. They believed, all too innocently, that these measures would lead to a flourishing economy and the progressive enlightenment of the Indian people.
“Rammohun’s zeal for alliance with the forces of the English industrial revolution,” concludes Sen, “looks particularly naïve and misdirected. . . . [L]ater history can only appreciate the element of self-defeating irony in Rammohun’s
plea for European colonization to induce foreign capital, skill and enterprise
into his motherland.”32 Sarkar saw in Rammohan’s career a steady retreat from
the radical nonconformism of the Tuhfa period to the repeated compromises of
his later years along with a growing unwillingness to break with the past. He
notes that Rammohan “somehow managed to combine an impressive interest
in and sympathy for liberal and nationalist movements in England, France,
Naples, Spain, Ireland and even Latin America with a fundamental acceptance
of foreign political and economic domination over his own country.” Rammohan “visualized a dependent but still real bourgeois development in Bengal in
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Figure 12. Rammohun Roy, oil on canvas, by Rembrandt Peale, 1833. Photograph
courtesy of the Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, Massachusetts

close collaboration with British merchants and entrepreneurs.”33 Poddar contends that Rammohan’s commitment to rationalism and freedom was fatally
marred by his inexplicable faith in the emancipating mission of British rule.
This contradiction in Rammohan has vexed historians because it resists every
attempt to place him at the beginning of nationalist modernity in India. And
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nowhere is the problem more sharply posed than in the question of the settlement of Europeans in India.
The 1820s was a period of accelerated emigration of people from Britain to
North America. Toward the other pole, Australia was emerging as the destination for another stream of migration, theorized in political economy by Edward Wakefield, who spoke of the possibility of a middle-class empire, based
on the colonization of foreign lands combined with the employment of British
capital and labor that could not be used at home.34 Private traders in India were
also vociferous at this time in demanding the removal of restrictions on land
purchases by Europeans and the setting up of new agricultural enterprises in
the countryside. The argument was taken up in England by the politically influential members of the so-called Clapham sect—the group of Evangelical
campaigners, including William Wilberforce and Charles Grant, who were now
keen to extend their antislavery movement to the task of ending barbarism and
bringing enlightenment to India. They suggested that this could be achieved
by opening India to Christian missionaries and British settlers with skill and
capital.
According to the then-prevailing policy, shipwrights, coach makers, and mechanics were allowed into India in numbers limited to “what may be sufficient
for the initiation and improvement of the natives in the useful arts. The latter
are known to be great adepts in imitation, and their frugal habits render it impossible for Europeans to rival them in pursuits where success depends chiefly
on the cheapness of manual labour.” The East India Company “had strong
objections to European menial servants of either sex going to India. They are
generally found themselves to require the service of natives, over whom they
are prone to tyrannize, whilst, in point of comparative usefulness, they rank far
below the native servants.” The company also looked at applications from commercial speculators “with considerable jealousy,” because “a general compliance
with them would afford a wide opening for the indiscriminate resort of Europeans to India.”35
When Buckingham resumed his journalistic career in England, his Oriental
Herald became an important organ for voicing the demand for opening up
India to European settlement. In the first volume of the journal, Buckingham
asserted that Europeans should be allowed to buy land in India: “The possession of the land is the key-stone of the arch, on which the whole superstructure of increased wealth depends; for unless British subjects are allowed to be
proprietors of land, no large agricultural surplus can ever be raised for the use
of England.”36 He got such luminaries of French political economy as JeanCharles-Léonard de Sismondi and Jean-Baptiste Say to argue the case. “An
Englishman has no Right to live in British India,” complained Sismondi. “He
is only tolerated there; no Englishman can buy lands there in his own name,
because the Company has determined not to suffer the Colonization of India. . . .
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This strange power, as contrary to British Liberty, as to the dignity and honour
of the nation, was conferred on the Company when as yet it had only factories
in India. . . . But now,” he concluded, “it is time to change the policy.”37
When Say, in his essay, made the comment that “India is not, properly
speaking, a colony; that is, the English have never driven out nor destroyed the
aborigines,” Buckingham could not restrain himself from inserting an editorial
note:
It is by no means necessary that the settlement of the English in India should lead
to the immediate extermination of the Indians themselves, unless it be supposed,
that when the English came among them, the country was already peopled up to
the utmost capacity to bear. . . . [I]s it not desirable, on the score of happiness to the
human race, that 100 millions of ignorant, superstitious, indolent, and enslaved beings, should be replaced by the same number of intelligent, reasonable, active and
free men? Is it better for humanity, that the United States of America should be
peopled as it is; or that the Cherokees and the Chickasaws should come back again,
and let their wig-wams be erected in the ruins of the Capitol at Washington, and
their dismal swamps replace the elegant and healthy squares of Philadelphia? Either
the colonization of barbarous countries is a good or an evil. If it be a good, we ought
immediately to encourage it in India;—if an evil, North America should give back
her population to Great Britain—South America should pour her republican children
into the lap of her bigoted and besotted mother, Spain—and India herself should
yield her train of English adventurers, . . . their arts, their sciences, and their intellectual attainments, by which alone they made their conquests and retained them.

And as if this burst of purple rhetoric was not enough, Buckingham went on to
emphasize:
The great agent by which both [Islam and the Hindu religion] would be made to
disappear more rapidly than by any other, would be by the immediate and extensive
Colonization of India by Englishmen. . . . The Continent of America, though discovered but yesterday, (to speak comparatively,) is more powerful, more wealthy,
more virtuous, and more happy, than the Continent of Africa, which contained the
Egyptians, the earliest civilized nation of which we have any record. . . . Let Asia be
but colonized as America has been, and she will soon be as great, as virtuous, and as
happy.38

It is crucial to mention that there was a new urgency in these 1820s’ and
1830s’ arguments about the economic transformation of India that was entirely
missing in the colonial debates of the eighteenth century. Unlike the earlier
faith in Indians’ agricultural, manufacturing, and commercial skills, which needed
to be turned into a source of profit for British trade, it was now being alleged
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that Indian agriculture and manufacturing were stagnating at levels far below
the standards prevailing in other countries, and more important, could not
hope to improve without the injection of European capital and technology.
John Crawfurd, who acted as a spokesperson in the British Parliament for the
merchants of Calcutta, proclaimed that every article of foreign trade produced
by Indian agriculturists and manufacturers—cotton and cotton manufactures,
woolens, sugar, tobacco, raw silk, and coffee—were of inferior quality. Only
indigo was an exception because it was the product of British enterprise and
knowledge.
The whole productions of Indian industry that are abandoned to the exclusive management of the natives . . . are inferior to the similar productions of every other tropical country; they are not only inferior to the productions of British colonial industry,
but to those of French, Dutch, and Spanish, even to those of Portuguese industry;
they are in every case also inferior to the corresponding productions of Chinese
industry.

Continuing, Crawfurd made the inevitable comparison with the other colonial
world:
The indigenous products of India have been transferred to America, and there, under
the direction of European skill, they far surpass, in goodness and quantity, those of
their original country. . . . Have the Indians retaliated upon the American colonists?
Where is our Indian annatto? Where is our Indian cocoa,—our Indian vanilla? . . . In
whatever direction we turn our eyes, the effects of Indian imbecility and the baleful
consequences of European exclusion are equally conspicuous.39

The debate gathered steam in 1832 when the East India Company’s charter
came up for renewal in Parliament. The old guard of the company’s establishment in India was firmly opposed to the settlement there of Europeans. Malcolm thought that “their superior pretensions, and the place they occupied in
the community, combined with difference of habits and religion, would be
likely to create feelings of jealousy and hostility in the minds of the natives.”40
Mountstuart Elphinstone predicted that as in “all regular colonies,” the settlers
and a new half-caste population would foster “contempt and dislike for
blacks.”41 James Grant Duff, soon to distinguish himself as the historian of the
Marathas, was more forthright: “I cannot see how the British nation could
sanction unrestricted intercourse without danger to the permanency of its own
dominion, and injustice to the natives. . . . If we give way to clamour and sophistry on this great question, shall we not justify the character for selfishness
with which we shall be branded?”42 As a matter of fact, however, the number of
Europeans resident in India at this time, not counting company officials and
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military personnel, was extremely small—less than 2,000, of whom 1,595 lived
in Bengal.43
Those who opposed the proposal, in India as well as Britain, pointed to three
dangers: a large body of European entrepreneurs, exercising their superior skills
and privileges, could oppress their Indian tenants and employees, and thus incite hostile feelings among the native population; alliances between European
men and Indian women would produce a large population of mixed blood
whose loyalties would be uncertain; and a large settler population with a distinct sense of its interests and rights could become a potent source of political
opposition to the colonial government. Advocates of the colonization cause
vigorously disputed these claims. Crawfurd argued that the Muslims had conquered and ruled over India, yet “still the Hindoos held, after so many centuries
of rude dominion, by far the larger portion of the land. . . . This is rather a strong
case. It may be rationally asked, will one of the most civilized and humane of
the nations of Europe, in a civilized age, act a worse, or a weaker part than the
semi-barbarians of Persia and Tartary, in a very barbarous one?” Regardless, the
Hindus were by innate nature a submissive people. “We hold our Indian empire
by the power of the sword. . . . [The Indian] army is the smallest in the world in
proportion to the population of the country. . . . The population of India, then,
instead of being difficult, is more easy to retain in subjection than that of any
other country existing, and, probably, than any country that has ever existed in
the records of history.”44 As for the mixing of races, it was remarked that the
practice was rare, and even with an influx of European settlers, the number of
mixed progeny was likely to remain minuscule.
Although conservative opinion within the company administration was
strongly opposed to the entry of Europeans into the Indian countryside, the
government now had at its head a small group of liberal reformers armed with
the theories of utility and fired by the spirit of Evangelicalism. They joined the
battle on the side of change. Metcalfe declared: “I have long lamented that our
countrymen in India are excluded from the possession of land, and other ordinary rights of peaceable subjects. . . . [T]hose restrictions impede the prosperity
of our Indian empire, and of course their removal would promote it.” He added,
with a characteristic citation of the utilitarian agenda:
The only objection that strikes me to the spread of a British Christian population in
India, is the existing discordance of the laws by which our English and our native
subjects are retrospectively governed. This objection will no doubt in time be removed,
and the sooner the better, by laws equally binding on both parties, in all concerns
common to both, and leaving to all their own suitable laws, in whatever peculiarly
concerns themselves alone.45

The most powerful voice was that of the governor-general, though. In a
carefully composed minute that did not conceal its liberal inspiration, Bentinck
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refuted every objection and unhesitatingly argued for the settlement of Europeans in India:
It would be infinitely advantageous for India to borrow largely in arts and knowledge
from England. . . . To question this is to deny the superiority which has gained us the
dominion of India: it is to doubt whether national character has any effect on national wealth, strength and good government: . . . it is to hold as nothing community
of language, sentiment and interest, between the Government and the governed: . . .
it is to tell our merchants and our manufacturers that the habits of a people go for
nothing in creating a market, and that enterprise, skill and capital, and the credit
which creates capital, are of no avail in the production of commodities.

Most interesting was his response to the contention that a British settler population in India might become the hotbed of demands for self-government, as
had happened in the American colonies.
But it may be said that the danger lies in the union of the British settlers with the
natives of the country; . . . It assumes, however, a vast change to have occurred in the
frame of society, such as can scarcely be looked for in centuries to come; I might
almost say a vast improvement, which would imply that the time had arrived when
it would be wise in England to leave India to govern itself.46

Perhaps in centuries to come, thought Bentinck, yet self-government under
the leadership of a body of British settlers as the culmination of empire—once
again, implicitly, going by the American precedent—was not an unworthy future for a liberal to imagine.
John Rosselli, in his Bentinck biography, maintains that the liberal governorgeneral believed that “India would attain nationality by becoming British”—in
other words, “a kind of Indian Canada or United States”—and that his vision
of India was that “of a tropical America haloed with the glory of a regenerated
Mughal Empire.”47 It is important to appreciate that such an imagined future
seemed possible, at least to some liberal minds, at this brief moment in history.
It is equally significant to assert that it would be utterly wrong to read in
Bentinck’s remark a prescient anticipation of India’s history as it actually unfolded over the next century and more. To show this, we need to return to
Rammohan and his position on the colonization question.

Citizens of Character and Capital
Rammohan’s enthusiasm for various liberal causes is well known. His friend
William Adam said of him: “Love of freedom was perhaps the strongest passion
of his soul—freedom not of the body merely, but of the mind—freedom not of
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action merely, but of thought.”48 In the early 1820s, in Calcutta, Rammohan
celebrated the brief successes of the constitutionalists in Portugal and Spain.49
In 1823, he published an article in his Persian newspaper that was strongly
critical of the extractions of English landlords and the taxes imposed by the
British state in Ireland.50 He was an ardent supporter of the July revolution of
1830 in France. On his voyage to England, Rammohan is said to have been so
excited at the sight of two French frigates at the Cape of Good Hope that,
despite nursing an injured leg, he insisted on visiting the boats in order to salute
the tricolor.51 Louis Philippe generously reciprocated his sentiments during
Rammohan’s visit to France in 1832–33, when the French monarch accorded
him a lavish reception worthy of an ambassador of state. Rammohan keenly
watched the progress of the reform bill in the British Parliament in 1832, and
vowed that if the legislation were defeated, he would “renounce [his] connection
with this country [Britain].”52 It was whispered that his political preferences
were thoroughly republican, but knowing “that his republican sentiments would
not find very general acceptance,—he spoke cautiously in mixed society, on
political subjects.”53
During the negotiations over his journey to Britain as an emissary of the
Mughal ruler (whom the British now called merely the king of Delhi), Rammohan described himself in his letters to the Mughal court as “the humblest of
the subjects of his Britannic Majesty” who lived “fearlessly under the protecting
influence of the British laws of justice.” He was accepting his assignment, he
said, out of his “feelings of commiseration for the indigent condition of the
illustrious House of Taimur.”54 But when the East India Company officials
objected to his representing himself as the accredited envoy of Akbar II, Rammohan agreed to travel as a private individual.55
It was bold—one might even say audacious—for Rammohan to claim that
he was a subject of the British monarch, because given the ambiguity over sovereignty in India, it was entirely unclear, both legally and politically, whether
a native Indian was a British subject in the same sense that expatriate British
traders or professionals were. Even more interesting is the fact that while in
Britain, Rammohan was apparently struck by a suggestion he heard at a gathering that since he was born within the British dominions, he was a British
subject and was “entitled to all the privileges of a native of Great Britain.” He
made inquiries on whether he was eligible for election to Parliament, and it
seems even Bentham was interested in supporting the idea, although nothing
came of it in the end.56 What remains indisputable, however, is Rammohan’s
determination, even against the declared position of the company’s government in India, to represent himself directly as well as on behalf of India’s native
inhabitants to the British government as a subject of the British Crown.
Rammohan was one of the first Indians to use the press as a vehicle for
public communication. In 1821, he launched the Brahmunical Magazine in
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English and Sam.bād kaumudī in Bengali, and in 1822, the Mirat-ul-akhbar, a
weekly in Persian that, he explained, was a language “understood by all the respectable part of the Native Community.” His intention was “to communicate
to the Rulers a knowledge of the real situation of their subjects . . . and put the
people in possession of the means of obtaining protection and redress from
their Rulers.”57 As a matter of fact, the Mirat was the first printed Persian
journal in the world, and had a readership, according to Rammohan’s own
statement, consisting of “kind and liberal gentlemen of Persia and Hindustan.”58 When the press regulations were imposed in 1823, Rammohan refused
to apply for a license, claiming it was below the dignity of any person of honor
to supplicate before an official and voluntarily swear to abide by the rules promulgated by the authorities, and instead closed down the Mirat.59
Rammohan’s defense of the freedom of the press is, of course, a classic statement of the liberal position on the subject.60 In an appeal to the king in council
on behalf of the natives of Calcutta, he clearly announced that the restrictions
imposed on the press in Bengal in 1823 were “an invasion on our civil rights,”
indicating “a total disregard of the civil rights and privileges of your Majesty’s
faithful subjects.” He repeated the familiar liberal arguments on the merits of a
free press, and recalled that “a Free Press has never yet caused a revolution in
any part of the world” because it afforded people the opportunity to voice their
grievances and have them redressed. But he also asked the crucial question:
Must India be an exception to the universal principle? “While therefore the
existence of a free Press is equally necessary for the sake of the Governors and
the governed, it is possible that a national feeling may lead the British people
to suppose, that in two points, the peculiar situation of this country requires a
modification of the laws enacted for the control of the Press in England.” These
two points were the possibilities, first, that some people might instigate hostilities between the people of India and Britain, and second, that they could disturb relations with neighboring countries. Rammohun held that neither of
these were credible dangers.
The interesting twist that Rammohan supplied to his liberal defense of the
free press lay in his belief that even under Mughal rule, the privileges of the
native inhabitants of the country were respected.
The abolition of this most precious of their privileges, is the more appalling to your
Majesty’s faithful subjects, because it is a violent infringement of their civil and religious rights. . . . [U]nder their former Muhammadan Rulers, the natives of this country enjoyed every political privilege in common with Mussulmans, being eligible to
the highest offices in the state, entrusted with the command of armies and the government of provinces and often chosen as advisors to their Prince, without disqualification or degrading distinction on account of their religion or the place of their
birth. . . . Although under the British Rule, the natives of India, have entirely lost this
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political consequence, your Majesty’s faithful subjects were consoled by the more
secure enjoyment of their civil and religious rights which had been so often violated
by the rapacity and intolerance of the Mussalmans.61

Given the fact that Indians were entirely excluded from the organs of government of their own country, how could the British ensure that the inhabitants
of a country “situated at the distance of several thousand miles” were well governed? Either by allowing a free press that could publicly discuss the failings
of the government, or by instituting an independent and neutral commission,
“composed of gentlemen of intelligence and respectability,” which could supervise government activities and suggest methods of redress. Rammohan also
remarked that even the Mughal rulers had their akhbar-nawis or news writers
and khufia-nawis or confidential correspondents to keep themselves informed
of popular opinion.62 He disagreed, therefore, both on the grounds of principle
and the pragmatic tactics of governance that India must be treated as an exception to the universal applicability of the freedom of the press.
Rammohan also stridently objected to the exclusion of Indians from the
jury in the Calcutta courts. “Any Natives, either Hindu or Mohamedan, are
rendered by this Bill subject to judicial trial by Christians, either European or
Native, while Christians, including Native Converts, are exempted from the
degradation of being tried either by a Hindu or a Mussulman juror, however
high he may stand in the estimation of his Society.” By this, he alleged, the
British were “introducing religious distinctions into the judicial system of the
country.”63 It would “stir up a spirit of religious intolerance,” he warned, “in a
now harmonious though mixed community.”64 He organized a petition against
the jury bill in 1826 supported by more than two hundred signatories, both
Hindu and Muslim.65
In his suggestions for the reform of the Indian judicial system, Rammohan
made a similar plea for granting a more equal place to Indian judges. Given the
inexperience of European judges in India, and their ignorance of the local languages and customs, the attempt should be made, he said, “to combine the
knowledge and experience of the native with the dignity and firmness of the
European.” This goal could be achieved by appointing an Indian mufti or assessor to every civil court in British Bengal. The mufti would hold office for life
and have a seat with the European judge on the bench. “They should be responsible to the government as well as to the public for their decisions, in the same
manner as the European judges.” In case of a difference of opinion, the European judge might have a casting vote, but the muftis should also have the right
to record their dissent.66
Thus, even as he upheld the prevailing liberal doctrines about the freedoms
of the citizen-subject, Rammohan also insisted that all citizens be treated equally,
regardless of race or religion. His ideas on who qualified as proper citizens in
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this sense certainly were constrained by the dominant liberal opinions of the day.
He often referred to such citizens as “men of privilege and respectability”—
only men, not women, but also men with education, property, and a capacity to
engage in responsible public activity.67 Rammohan’s views, then, were liberal,
but not democratic in the twentieth-century sense. But within the early modern formation of a citizen public that emerged in Calcutta in the early nineteenth century—one that comprised nonofficial Europeans, mixed-blood Eurasians, and elite Indians—Rammohan was adamant about the equal status and
participation of all.
His proposal for the settlement of Europeans in India needs to be evaluated
in this context. In his submission to the Select Committee of the House of
Commons in 1832, Rammohan listed several advantages that he thought would
result. European settlers would, he said, “introduce the knowledge they possess
of superior modes of cultivating the soil and improving its products,” as had
happened with indigo. The Europeans, being more “aware of the rights belonging to a liberal Government, would obtain from the local Governments, or
from the Legislature in England, the introduction of many improvements in
the laws and the judicial system; the benefit of which would of course extend
to the inhabitants generally.” They would establish schools in India to teach the
English language along with European arts and sciences. By communicating
with Indians, they would “gradually deliver their minds from the superstitions
and prejudices which have . . . disqualified them from useful exertions.” Finally,
with the example of America on his mind, Rammohan also brought up another
possibility:
If, however, events should occur to effect a separation between the two countries
[Britain and India], then still the existence of a large body of respectable settlers,
consisting of Europeans and their descendants, professing Christianity, and speaking
the English language in common with the bulk of the people . . . would bring that
vast Empire in the east to a level with other large Christian countries in Europe, and
by means of its immense riches and extensive population, . . . may succeed sooner or
later in enlightening and civilizing the surrounding nations of Asia.68

The principal danger that Rammohan apprehended from the settlement of
Europeans was that they might “assume an ascendancy over the aboriginal inhabitants, and aim at enjoying exclusive rights and privileges, to the depression
of the larger, but less favoured class.” The remedy, he suggested, was to restrict
immigration for the first twenty years to “educated persons of character and
capital” who would be “less disposed to annoy and insult the natives.” He was
emphatic, as before, that the laws and judicial system apply equally to all races
and religions, without discriminating between Europeans and Indians. “The enactment of equal laws, placing all classes on the same footing as to civil rights,
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and the establishment of trial by jury (the jury being composed impartially of
both classes), would be felt as a strong check on any turbulent or overbearing
characters amongst Europeans.” Rammohan also considered the “probable
danger” that “if the population of India were raised to wealth, intelligence, and
public spirit, by accession and by the example of numerous respectable European settlers, the mixed community so formed would revolt (as the United
States of America formerly did) against the power of Great Britain, and would
ultimately establish independence.” Nevertheless, he argued, “the Americans
were driven to rebellion by misgovernment.” Like the people of Canada, “the
mixed community of India, . . . so long as they are treated liberally, and governed
in an enlightened manner, will feel no disposition to cut off its connections
with England.”69
Rammohan was prepared to imagine a Creole republic in India, consisting
of European settlers and their descendants as well as an expanding body of
Indians qualified to exercise the functions of responsible citizenship. Yet in his
version of this imagined community, Europeans and Indians would have a
position of full equality as citizen-subjects. His views in this regard were not
entirely consonant with those of other liberals of his time.
The conservative opinion within the Indian administration was, as I noted
earlier, strongly opposed to the settlement of large numbers of Europeans in
India. James Grant Duff was scornful of Rammohan’s viewpoint: “I would
recommend that the natives themselves be consulted on the subject, not such
natives as have acquired English, and, for that circumstance, just enough of
knowledge to be convinced by the last pamphlet or magazine they may have
read, but persons following different avocations, retired statesmen, or soundheaded practical men.”70 Others read in Rammohan’s perspective a warning
against the indiscriminate immigration of Europeans: “[It is] highly necessary
for the well-being and contentment of the community, and the maintenance
of respect for the Government and the national character, that any general and
promiscuous admission of European settlers should on no account be permitted. On this point my views and opinions are most perfectly in unison with
those so perspicuously expressed by Rammohun Roy.”71
Even within his own camp of free traders, there were many who felt betrayed by the qualifications that Rammohan had added to his endorsement of
the case for European settlement. The India Gazette and Bengal Hurkaru, the
most outspoken organs of the free trade and colonization lobby in Calcutta,
were disappointed. The former alleged that Rammohan’s statements in Britain
were “not only self-contradictory” but also “inconsistent with those he had been
induced publicly and formally to express in Calcutta.”72 The latter saw in his
qualified stance an attempt to placate the zamindars of Bengal as well as the
company’s administration: that part of his statement, the Bengal Hurkaru
claimed, “seems almost dictated in Leadenhall Street by Mrs. Company herself,
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at whose tea-table, we suppose, such non-sense was exclusively allowed nowadays.”73 And judging from the resolute refusal of the expatriate European
community to submit itself to Indian jurors and judges, it is unlikely that Rammohan’s insistence on equality in the judicial system gladdened the hearts of
many of his free trader allies.
The difficulties that historians have faced in fixing Rammohan’s place in the
history of modern India stem primarily from the attempt to put him at the origin of a linear narrative of nationalist and democratic modernity. The critics of
the 1970s, by pointing out Rammohan’s naive and misplaced faith in the transforming role of British settlement and enterprise in India, questioned the historical role of the so-called Bengal renaissance. In response, his admirers are
still trying to retrieve his reputation as the father of Indian modernity by emphasizing that he was not an unqualified supporter of India’s colonization.74
The debate disappears, however, if we are prepared to place Rammohan within
a short-lived early modern antiabsolutist formation that appeared in the early
nineteenth century. This structure was liberal and capitalist, but neither nationalist nor democratic in the sense in which Indian modernity would develop
subsequently. Rammohan occupied a distinct position within this racially mixed
configuration, demanding a degree of equality between races and religions that
was not necessarily shared by others within the formation.
Dwarakanath, as a disciple of Rammohan, joined him in most of these public activities and continued them after the latter’s death. He too was a campaigner for the free press, and in the 1830s, became the proprietor of the India
Gazette, soon to merge with the Bengal Hurkaru and Englishman, the two most
important English newspapers of Calcutta, staffed by British journalists and
voicing liberal opinions critical of the company’s administration. But in this
period, Dwarakanath had also emerged as a business entrepreneur, setting
up his own companies and managing agencies in partnership with British
merchants.
Despite all the talk of importing British capital, there was actually little
British investment in India before the second half of the nineteenth century.
British private trade was conducted with Indian capital, advanced by so-called
banians, at varying rates of interest. Dwarakanath broke this pattern by floating
companies with British partners. A few others, like Motilal Seal, Ramgopal
Ghosh, Rustomjee Cowasjee, or Ashutosh Day, followed in his wake. But in
the early 1840s, Dwarakanath was the leading merchant of the city, whether
British or Indian, and Carr, Tagore, and Company, formed by Dwarakanath
with nine British partners, was the leading agency house.75 He launched new
ventures in shipping and coal mining, in partnership with British engineers and
traders, and made an unrealised attempt at starting a railway company. Dwarakanath was also a leading figure in the Union Bank, which once again had a
multiracial board. The bank collapsed in 1847, a year after Dwarakanath’s death
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in London, following a series of fraudulent and criminally irresponsible transactions by a group of leading European merchants in collusion with senior East
India Company officials, proving once more that contrary to the confident pronouncement of Thomas Babington Macaulay the temptation to plunder the
riches of the Orient was still part of the ethos of the British expatriate.76 The
fall of the Union Bank marked the end of British-Indian corporate partnership
in Bengal.
Like Rammohan, Dwarakanath too was a vigorous champion of free trade
and the settlement of European businesspeople in India, and consequently, was
a critic of the conservative lobby within the East India Company. During his
first visit to Britain in 1842–44, he was expected to represent the case of the
Bengal merchants. When, apparently overwhelmed by the generosity of the reception given to him by the East India Company directors, Dwarakanath spoke
of Clive and Cornwallis as having gone out “to benefit India by their counsels
and arms,” and having done it “not in the expectation of a requital—not in the
hope of anything whatever in return, but from the mere love of doing good,”
even his friends in India were scandalized.77 They thought that such fawning
behavior detracted from his role as a member of the opposition to the company
establishment. The Bengal Hurkaru laced its comments with an extraordinary
mix of sarcasm and irony:
Well done Dwarky! The company must have winced under this. England, says the
independent Hindoo merchant, took possession of India and her resources—not in
the hope of anything in return—oh! of course not—Oh!—no—but from pure and
genuine philanthropy. It was a most disinterested act on the part of our countrymen;
they did not wish to gain anything; they would have been shocked at the very name
of profit; they left England full and returned empty; careless of self; they spent vast
treasures upon the amelioration of the people of India, and got nothing in return—
Oh!—no—of course not. They took nothing away from India—Oh! no—not a pice—
not a cowry—they came and took possession of the country from the mere love of
doing good!—What a felicitous comment upon our appropriation of the continent
of India. The irony, coming from the mouth of a Hindoo, must have told with terrifying effect. . . .
Dwarkanauth, we are sure, must have laughed in his sleeve at this effect, which
this bit of clap-trap, artfully laid, produced upon the sober citizens of London. . . . It
does Dwarky great credit—only, perhaps, it was a little bit too severe, especially at
the tail of the turtle, and salmon, and venison, the champagne and the cold punch.78

This speech by Dwarakanath was probably a lapse, because he made efforts
later to undo the damage. Yet another occasion when his position—this time
a principled one—puzzled many of his friends was on Macaulay’s proposal in
1836 to take away the privilege that Europeans in the Bengal countryside en-
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joyed of directly approaching the Supreme Court in Calcutta and instead put
them under the same legal system with Indians in the company’s courts. This
was a basic reform that the utilitarians had been urging for India—to remove
the multiplicity of legal systems and govern everyone by the same set of laws—
and it was a demand that Rammohan had supported as well. Defending the
reform, Macaulay alleged: “We proclaim to the Indian people that there are
two sorts of justice—a coarse one, which we think good enough for them, and
another of superior quality, which we keep for ourselves.”79 Macaulay insisted
that these double standards had to go.
Dwarakanath, however, joined the expatriate British nonofficials in opposing Macaulay’s “black act.” His reasoning was interesting. The company’s directors, he claimed, wanted to “rule India with absolute power.” “They have taken
all which the Natives possessed; their lives, liberty, property and all were held at
the mercy of Government and now they wish to bring the English inhabitants
of the country to the same state! They will not raise the Natives to the condition of the Europeans, but they degrade the Europeans by lowering them to the
state of the Natives.” The privileges of the English were the freedoms they
enjoyed as British subjects. Now the company, “desirous of exercising absolute
and despotic power in this country,” was bent on taking away even those residual freedoms. “The natives have hitherto been slaves; are the Englishmen
therefore to be made slaves also? This is the kind of equality the government are
seeking to establish.”80 Dwarakanath was taking a consistently antiabsolutist
position—one that demanded not the mere equality of status of all subjects
shorn of all rights but rather the equality of all in their freedoms. Ironically,
given the overtly expressed stake of the nonofficial European community in
their racial privileges, Dwarakanath’s argument came across as so much fancy
dressing for an acceptance of the racial superiority of Europeans.

The Unsung End of Early Modernity
In a recent essay, Bayly rightly emphasizes Rammohan’s role in the emergence
of constitutional liberalism in India. He also shows that this development is
connected to a global trend in demanding liberal institutions in many parts of
the European and colonial world.81 Nevertheless, despite claiming to abjure
historical teleologies, Bayly cannot resist being drawn into a progressive narrative of liberal constitutionalism, because his description does not record the fact
that the life of this liberal formation was cut short almost as soon as it was born.
The same must be said about the assertion that the enthusiasm for Rammohan
among radical liberals in Britain demonstrates that “colonial encounters were
not always about the construction of difference” and “far more inclusive notions
of political citizenship” were possible.82
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This supposedly inclusive liberal spurt was doomed not only because British
rule would be established on new imperial foundations in the subsequent decades of the nineteenth century, rejecting the antiabsolutism of the early modern liberal formation and putting in place an authoritarian regime of colonial
modernization. It was also doomed because the history of liberalism itself, accompanying the hegemonic growth of industrial capital and spread of democratic politics in the metropolitan countries, would discover the institutions and
ideologies for constructing a dual structure of liberalism at home and authoritarian rule in the colony. This would become an integral part of the global history of the liberal democratic state in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Just as the absolutist early modern formation, exemplified by Tipu in Mysore, was interrupted by the colonial modern, so was the antiabsolutist early
modern. There can be no linear history of liberalism in India from the battles
in the early nineteenth century over a free press or the right of Indians to sit on
a jury to the liberal-democratic constitution of the republic of India in 1950.
This history is broken by the long period of colonial modernity and the nationalist response to colonial tutelage. There lies the significance of the conceptual
distinction we have drawn between the early modern and the colonial modern
in the domain of the political. Hence, although Derozio’s best-known poem,
originally untitled, is now easily read as perhaps the earliest invocation of the
Indian nation deified, one should remember that Derozio’s “native land” evoked
in him a very different nationalism:
My country! In thy day of glory past
A beauteous halo circled round thy brow,
And worshipped as a deity thou wast,—
Where is that glory, where that reverence now?83

Notwithstanding the strikingly similar imagery, Derozio’s nation was not
reimagined in the Indian nationalism of the turn of the twentieth century. His
early modern national formation, inspired by the American examples he knew,
or perhaps by that of the Greek war of independence, died a quick death. It was
evident that equal citizenship irrespective of race or religion was unlikely to be
realized. And the other alternative—national independence, regardless of race
or religion—was too lofty a demand to be openly voiced. Barely ten years after
Derozio’s death, his student Sarada Prasad Ghosh was remonstrating with his
comrades: “You do not, like the brave and noble minded American, aspire so
high as to free yourself from the yoke of British sway. . . . [Y]ou only desire to be
freed from the tyranny and oppression of the local government of this country.”84 The realities of colonial rule under conditions of modern empire were
beginning to sink in.
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The change in the character of the public sphere is shown dramatically by
the history of a single institution: the Town Hall of Calcutta. This elegant neoclassical building, recently restored—situated in the heart of the administrative
district, a stone’s throw from Government House and just south of the present
location of the Black Hole monument in St. John’s churchyard—was opened in
1813. It became the favorite place for grand banquets, balls, and public meetings of the Europeans of the city. But in the 1820s and 1830s, with the emergence of a new antiabsolutist public of mixed racial composition, the Town
Hall took pride of place as the venue for some of the most memorable public
meetings of the period, such as those in 1823 in protest against the strangling
of the press or the one in 1829 supporting the settlement of Europeans. From
the late 1830s, though, with the Europeans protesting bitterly against Macaulay’s proposals for judicial reform, dubbing them the Black Acts, the Town Hall
became a contested space. Racially mixed meetings were now a rarity. In 1861,
when leading Indians of the city such as Ramgopal Ghose, Jatindra Mohan
Tagore, and Asgar Ali Khan wanted to meet to contest certain racial remarks
made by a Supreme Court judge, they decided that the Town Hall was no longer their place and instead assembled in the Natmandir of Radhakanta Deb’s
mansion in Shobhabazar, deep inside Black Town.85
By postulating a linear narrative from the early nineteenth century to the
nationalist and democratic movements of the twentieth century, the hopeful
projects of Rammohan or the Derozians can only seem foolhardy, or else even
more ignobly, a fall from radical promises to shameful compromise. In 1973,
following his critical study of Rammohan, Sumit Sarkar made a similar point
in relation to the Derozians.86 If, however, one recognizes a rupture between the
early modern formation and the later history of colonial-nationalist modernity,
one would have to make a different assessment. The early modern antiabsolutist
political tendency we have described referred to a historical formation. Discursively, it was able to offer a body of theoretical concepts, canonical authorities,
arguments, and evidences that were used by writers, publicists, and agitators
from all three social components of this formation—namely, nonofficial Europeans, Eurasians, and members of the new Indian elite. Institutionally, it constituted a distinct public sphere of antiabsolutist campaign, once again through
associations of mixed racial composition. Within the logic of this formation,
the politics of Rammohan, Dwarakanath, or the early Derozians made perfect
sense. But the formation was crushed even as it was being built. Its impact on
the next phase of the historical development of colonial empire was reduced to
insignificance.
Still, for Indian history, just as Tipu posed the question of state sovereignty
as the precondition for the productive organization of national society, so did
Rammohan and the Derozians pose the question of the freedoms of the citizen-
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subject. None of them could answer those questions, which instead would find
their historically effective answers more than a century later, after much struggle and bloodshed. To examine that history, it is necessary to first understand
the new imperial formation of the later nineteenth century.
When Rammohan died in Bristol in 1833, he was buried on the grounds of
the house where he was staying during his fatal illness. The home changed
hands in 1843. Dwarakanath, who was in England at the time, arranged to
have Rammohan’s grave shifted to Arnos Vale cemetery and had a structure
built over it. It is a templelike edifice, with a veritable jungle of conical shikhara
spires over a canopy supported by eight outer and four inner columns. Surrounded by crosses, obelisks, and ornate gravestones, its strangeness is both
stark and solitary. In 2002, Arnos Vale cemetery was marked for acquisition by
the city council. All office buildings and the crematorium located within the
cemetery were boarded up, and signs were posted: “KEEP OUT! UNSAFE
BUILDING!” A police warning outside the gate said: “MOTORISTS! Thieves
Operate in This Area.” There were also a few stickers pleading “SAVE ARNOS
VALE.”
In the end, Arnos Vale was saved. Rammohan still rests under his outlandish
canopy. An endowment from the Kolkata Municipal Corporation is now meant
to ensure that the grave of one of Calcutta’s most illustrious citizens is kept in
good order in Britain.
Dwarakanath’s grave in Kensal Green cemetery in London, on the other
hand, is virtually forgotten. His memory as a free-spending hedonist, in cahoots with European private traders and indigo planters, is something of an
embarrassment for nationalist modernity. His most famous grandson, Rabindranath Tagore, on getting custody of the family papers, is said to have made a
bonfire of Dwarakanath’s correspondence.87 Early modernity in India does not
sit easily with the nationalist modern.

CHAP TER SIX

For the Happiness of Mankind

The Black Hole of Calcutta would probably have been forgotten had it
not been for the essayist’s skills of Thomas Macaulay (1800–1859).
Macaulay was of Scottish descent, but his family was Anglican and lived in
London. His father, Zachary, was a leading Evangelical missionary, a member
of the so-called Clapham sect, and a close associate of William Wilberforce
in the antislavery movement of the early decades of the nineteenth century.
Thomas distinguished himself as a student at Cambridge, was then called to
the bar, and soon emerged as a notable writer by virtue of a forceful criticism of
James Mill’s utilitarian theories of government—a youthful exuberance that
later somewhat embarrassed him.1 It was said of him that he was, from a young
age, hostile to abstract and speculative thinking. A critic of Macaulay has remarked: “In every academic system there is the inherent danger that amongst
its prizemen it may produce scholars of wide reading, tenacious memory, and
correct expression who may be fundamentally unintellectual. I hope it is not
disloyal to add that this is a danger to which Cambridge scholarship, with its
fine traditions of soundness and accuracy, is especially liable.”2
Macaulay was elected to Parliament in 1830. Looking for a position with a
decent salary, he sought an appointment in the East India Company, and in
1834 became a member of the governor-general’s council and president of the
Law Commission. He was in India for only four years, but left a profoundly
lasting impression on the structure of colonial education and law in British
India.
Returning to England in 1838, he began a literary career as an essayist and
historian that would earn him great fame as well as adulation as a Victorian
liberal. His History of England, appearing in five volumes between 1848 and
1855, was a publishing sensation, and has become a prime example of the
Whig interpretation of history.3 Macaulay’s literary and historical essays, first
collected in a volume in 1843, were also widely read. “It is doubtful indeed
whether any collection of essays has had a greater effect upon the critical standards of ordinary English readers than had Macaulay’s, both for his own and
for succeeding generations.”4
Of course, later critics have been largely dismissive of his literary merits,
pointing to the very fact of his popularity and influence as evidence that he
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stood for all that was shallow and vulgar in the early Victorian period. Matthew Arnold’s devastating condescension is typical:
As soon as the common Englishman, desiring culture, begins to choose for himself,
he chooses Macaulay. Macaulay’s view of things is, on the whole, the view of them
which he feels to be his own also; the persons and causes praised are those which he
himself is disposed to admire; the persons and causes blamed are those with which
he himself is out of sympathy; and the rhetoric employed to praise or to blame them
is animating and excellent. Macaulay is thus a great civilizer.5

A. L. Rouse made the same point when he said that Macaulay’s essays were
“incomparable for young people who are just beginning to take an interest in
things of the mind.”6 Indeed, from John Ruskin, Matthew Arnold, and Thomas
Carlyle to the present day, critics have regarded Macaulay as a prime ideologue
of the liberal middle class of Victorian Britain—progressive, confident, morally
superior, self-righteous, and smug.
In 1840, Macaulay published an essay on Clive in the Edinburgh Review—a
review, in fact, of Malcolm’s biography—that was read by every schoolchild
who knew English for the next hundred years. Along with the piece on Hastings, the two “India essays” by Macaulay were by far the most popular of his
writings.7 They were widely read in British schools. The British Library has
more than twenty separate editions, published between 1891 and 1931, of the
essay on Clive, with introduction and notes, meant for high school and university students preparing for examinations. Some of the typical questions that
students were told to expect were as follows: “What is Macaulay’s opinion of
Clive’s transactions with Omichund?” “What important changes have taken
place in the government of India since Macaulay published the Essay on Clive?”8
“Why is Clive regarded as one of our great Empire builders?”9 “On what moral
grounds can you justify annexation by a more civilized neighbour?” “How does
our Empire in India differ from any other system of rule previously set up there?”
“‘The white man’s burden.’ What is meant by this phrase?”10

The Founding of a Myth
Macaulay’s essay on Clive turned the Black Hole story into “a founding myth
of empire.”11 When Holwell’s monument was pulled down in 1821 in Calcutta’s Tank Square, there was, as noted before, a Burkean consensus on drawing the veil over the sordid story of the conquest of Bengal. By 1840, the mood
had definitely changed.
“I have always thought it strange,” began Macaulay in his essay on Clive,
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that, while the history of the Spanish empire in America is familiarly known to all
the nations of Europe, the great actions of our countrymen in the East should, even
among ourselves, excite little interest. Every schoolboy knows who imprisoned
Montezuma, and who strangled Atahualpa. But we doubt whether one in ten, even
among English gentlemen of highly cultivated minds, can tell who won the battle of
Buxar. . . . Yet the victories of Cortes were gained over savages who had no letters,
who were ignorant of the use of metals, who had not broken in a single animal to
labour. . . . The people of India, when we subdued them, were ten times as numerous
as the Americans whom the Spaniards vanquished, and were at the same time quite
as highly civilized as the victorious Spaniards. . . . It might have been expected, that
every Englishman who takes any interest in any part of history would be curious to
know how a handful of his countrymen, separated from their home by an immense
ocean, subjugated, in the course of a few years, one of the greatest empires in the
world. Yet, unless we greatly err, this subject is, to most readers, not only insipid, but
positively distasteful.12

Macaulay’s work was tragic biography and heroic history. The Black Hole
played the crucial part in it. India in the mid-eighteenth century, he wrote, was
“tainted with all the vices of Oriental despotism,” with a succession of rulers
“sunk in indolence and debauchery, . . . chewing bang, fondling concubines, and
listening to buffoons.” The Mughal Empire, “powerful and prosperous as it
appears on a superficial view, was yet, even in its best days, far worse governed
than the worst governed parts of Europe now are.”13 Macaulay thus introduced
here an entirely new mode of argument that claimed to compare the quality of
government in different countries of the world and evaluate them on a common scale. It was, as we will see later in this chapter, based on a set of analytic
techniques developed by Bentham, following his utilitarian theory of government. By the time Macaulay was writing his essays, this comparative mode of
evaluating governments was being widely adopted to justify European intervention in other parts of the world. Macaulay’s was one of the first and most
influential of such interpretations of empire. Inspired by this new historical
sensibility, he asked the question that no other historian of India had asked
before him: “In what was this confusion to end? Was the strife to continue during centuries? . . . Was another Baber to descend from the mountains, and to
lead the hardy tribes of Cabul and Khorasan against a wealthier and less warlike race?”14
It is interesting that in narrating the historical answer here, Macaulay implied that a purposeful and stable resolution of the disorderly conditions in
India in the mid-eighteenth century could only have come from a European
power, because it was Dupleix, the French governor of Pondicherry, who first
“clearly saw that the greatest force that the princes of India could bring into the
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field would be of no match for a small body of men trained in the discipline,
and guided by the tactics, of the West.” But despite having invented the necessary arts, “both of war and policy,” it was not Dupleix and the French who were
to found the new Indian Empire.
The situation in India was such that scarcely any aggression could be without a pretext, either in old laws or in recent practice. All rights were in a state of utter uncertainty; and the Europeans who took part in the disputes of the natives confounded
the confusion, by applying to Asiatic politics the public law of the West, and analogies drawn from the feudal system. If it was convenient to treat a Nabob as an independent prince, there was an excellent plea for doing so. He was independent, in fact.
If it was convenient to treat him as a mere deputy of the Court of Delhi, there was
no difficulty; for he was so in theory.15

Finding a legally tenable reason for intervention in India, Macaulay suggested,
was not a problem for a European power, because there were, in effect, no binding legal constraints. The only problem that remained was to judge the moral
legitimacy of conquest.
This was when an utterly unexpected and wholly providential chain of events
unfolded in Bengal.
The Castilians have a proverb, that in Valencia the earth is water and the men
women; and the description is at least equally applicable to the vast plain of the
Lower Ganges. Whatever the Bengalee does he does languidly. His favourite pursuits are sedentary. He shrinks from bodily exertion; and though voluble in dispute,
and singularly pertinacious in the war of chicane, he seldom engages in a personal
conflict, and scarcely ever enlists as a soldier. . . . There never, perhaps, existed a people
so thoroughly fitted by nature and by habit for a foreign yoke.

Siraj, their ruler, “one of the worst specimens” of the Oriental despot, “hated the
English” and resolved to plunder them. “His feeble and uncultivated mind,”
Macaulay pointed out, “was incapable of perceiving that the riches of Calcutta,
had they been even greater than he imagined, would not compensate him for
what he must lose, if the European trade, of which Bengal was a chief seat,
should be driven by his violence to some other quarter.” He attacked Fort William. “Then was committed that great crime, memorable for its singular atrocity, memorable for the tremendous retribution by which it was followed.”16
Turning Holwell’s narrative into a story of the criminal savageries of Oriental rulers, Macaulay made Siraj the chief perpetrator of a horrible brutality.
“Nothing in history or fiction . . . approaches the horrors which were recounted
by the few survivors of that night.” Having ordered the forced confinement of
the unfortunate prisoners at sword point, the despot was unavailable for the
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rest of the night for any appeals because he was “sleeping off his debauch.” In
the morning, he treated the survivors “with execrable cruelty.” “Holwell, unable
to walk, was carried before the tyrant, who reproached him, threatened him,
and sent him up the country in irons,” and other survivors, “still bowed down
by the sufferings of that great agony, were lodged in miserable sheds, and fed
only with grain and water.” And the mysterious Mrs. Carey, now referred to as
“one Englishwoman [who] had survived that night,” was, according to Macaulay, “placed in the harem of the Prince at Moorshedabad.”17
What happened next? When news reached Madras of the atrocities that
had taken place in Calcutta, it “excited the fiercest and bitterest resentment. The
cry of the whole settlement was for vengeance.” It was immediately decided
that an expedition would be sent to Bengal with Clive at the head of the land
forces. What followed, we might observe quite accurately, is history. And needless to say, Clive was its leading and most successful figure. “But it is also unquestionable,” admitted Macaulay, “that the transactions in which he now began
to take a part have left a stain on his moral character.”18
It is to history that Macaulay turned in judging Clive. His actions had to be
evaluated by their merits as “policy”—that is, by their historical consequences.
Macaulay argued that James Mill was wrong in deducing from Clive’s behavior
in India that he was deceitful by nature; that is not how he had behaved with
other Englishpeople. Rather, “the great difference between Asiatic and European morality was constantly in his thoughts.” Clive therefore “considered Oriental politics as a game in which nothing was unfair,” and although “an honourable English gentleman and a soldier,” no sooner was he “matched against an
Indian intriguer than he became himself an Indian intriguer, and descended,
without scruple, to falsehood, to hypocritical caresses, to the substitution of
documents, and to the counterfeiting of hands.”
He knew that the standard of morality among the natives of India differed widely
from that established in England. . . . He seems to have imagined, most erroneously
in our opinion, that he could effect nothing against such adversaries, if he was content to be bound by ties from which they were free, if he went on telling truth, and
hearing none, if he fulfilled, to his own hurt, all his engagements with confederates
who never kept an engagement that was not to their advantage.19

These were Clive’s reasons for resorting to the sordid intrigues leading up
to the “revolution” of 1757. Yet Macaulay was careful to make distinctions between ends and means. “The odious vices of Surajah Dowlah, the wrongs which
the English had suffered at his hands, the dangers to which our trade must have
been exposed, had he continued to reign, appear to us fully to justify the resolution for deposing him. But nothing can justify the dissimulation which Clive
stooped to practice.”20 For instance, his dealings with Amirchand: “. . . Clive was
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more than Omichund’s match in Omichund’s own arts. The man, he said, was
a villain. Any artifice which would defeat such knavery was justifiable.” But
Admiral Watson was unwilling to be a party to the deceit. “. . . Clive was not a
man to do anything by halves. We almost blush to write it. He forged Admiral
Watson’s name.”21
As the armies prepared for battle at Palashi, Siraj, imagined Macaulay, “sat
gloomily in his tent, haunted, a Greek poet would have said, by the furies of
those who had cursed him with their last breath in the Black Hole.” In the opposite camp, Clive had called a council of war, at which a majority voted against
fighting. Clive “retired alone under the shade of some trees, and passed near an
hour there in thought. He came back determined to put everything to the hazard, and gave orders that all should be in readiness for passing the river on the
morrow.”22 It is well known what happened the next day at Palashi, where the
fate of India was decided.
Macaulay claimed not to judge Clive’s actions by “any rigid principles of
morality.” “Indeed,” he said, “it is quite unnecessary to do so; for, looking at the
question as a question of expediency in the lowest sense of the word, and using
no arguments but such as Machiavelli might have employed in his conferences
with [Cesare] Borgia, we are convinced that Clive was altogether in the wrong,
and that he committed, not merely a crime, but a blunder.” Once again, Macaulay was here introducing a “policy” argument that was entirely new, and hence
quite anachronistic for Clive’s political world.
That honesty is the best policy is a maxim which we firmly believe to be generally
correct. . . . The entire history of British India is an illustration of the great truth, that
it is not prudent to oppose perfidy to perfidy, and that the most efficient weapon with
which men can encounter falsehood is truth. . . . English valour and English intelligence have done less to extend and to preserve our Oriental empire than English
veracity. . . . Had we acted during the last two generations on the principles which Sir
John Malcolm [Clive’s biographer] appears to have considered as sound, had we as
often as we had to deal with people like Omichund, retaliated by lying and forging,
and breaking faith, after their fashion, it is our firm belief that no courage or capacity
could have upheld our empire.”23

The “policy” that Macaulay was enunciating here was, of course, relevant to an
imperial power that was concerned with the acceptability and permanence of
its position as rulers of a colonized country—a relevant concern in Macaulay’s
time, but one that was far removed from those that motivated Clive. As we will
see, though, Macaulay was also applying a method of moral evaluation of historical events that was fundamentally anachronistic.
Clive did accumulate huge personal wealth in India. In fact, Macaulay suggested, “no Englishman who started with nothing has ever, in any line of life,
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created such a fortune at the age of thirty-four.” Not all of it was acquired by
scrupulous means, even though, Macaulay added, many of the later charges
against Clive were malicious and unfair, and had Clive been utterly greedy,
given his opportunities, he could have made far more. But aside from his military and financial successes, it was Clive’s role as an empire builder during his
final years in Bengal to which Macaulay attaches the greatest importance. “The
power of the Company, though an anomaly, is in our time, we are firmly persuaded, a beneficial anomaly. In the time of Clive, it was not merely an anomaly,
but a nuisance.” It did not follow any rational principles of governance; there
were no proper systems of administrative control. It was a virtual free-for-all.
“The India House was a lottery-office, which invited everybody to take a chance,
and held out ducal fortunes as the prizes destined for the lucky few.” It was no
surprise, therefore, that after Palashi, when the company became the supreme
power in Bengal, its officials stopped at nothing to satisfy their urge to make a
quick and large treasure.
Enormous fortunes were thus rapidly accumulated at Calcutta, while thirty millions
of human beings were reduced to the extremity of wretchedness. They had been accustomed to live under tyranny, but never under tyranny like this. They found the
little finger of the Company thicker than the loins of Surajah Dowlah. . . . That government, oppressive as the most oppressive form of barbarian despotism, was strong
with all the strength of civilisation. . . . Even despair could not inspire the soft Bengalee
with courage to confront men of English breed, the hereditary nobility of mankind,
whose skill and valour had so often triumphed in spite of tenfold odds.24

Not only was the country devastated by plunder and misrule; the company’s
own house in Bengal was turned into a cesspool of corruption and intrigue.
When Clive returned to Bengal for the last time in 1765, he began, Macaulay
claimed, “one of the most extensive, difficult, and salutary reforms that ever was
accomplished by any statesman.” He stopped the practice of receiving presents
and tried to set limits on the private trade of company servants. Needless to say,
he came up against fierce resistance from vested interests within the company.
Yet from Clive’s last term as governor of Bengal, Macaulay declared, “dates
the purity of the administration of our Eastern empire.” Now, “a great quantity
of wealth is made by English functionaries in India; but no single functionary
makes a very large fortune, and what is made is slowly, hardly, and honestly
earned.”25 Government in India had been reformed.
Macaulay insisted that this was the perspective from which to judge Clive’s
life. The evaluation had to be historically relative. The truth was that history
gave such people “a more than ordinary measure of indulgence,” because they
had to be judged not as their contemporaries judged them but rather “as they
will be judged by posterity. Their bad actions ought not indeed to be called good;
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but their good and bad actions ought to be fairly weighed; and if on the whole
the good preponderate, the sentence ought to be one of not merely acquittal
but instead approbation. Not a single great ruler in history can be absolved by
a judge who fixes his eye inexorably on one or two unjustifiable acts.” In other
words, on balance, the historical consequence must determine one’s judgment
of a great statesperson’s career. The best judgment of contemporaries, moreover,
ought to foresee that consequence. “History takes wider views; and the best
tribunal for great political cases is the tribunal that anticipates the verdict of
history.” The tragedy of Clive’s life was that his contemporaries failed to see
what he had accomplished for posterity.
If in India the yoke of foreign masters, elsewhere the heaviest of all yokes, has been
found lighter than that of any native dynasty, if to that gang of public robbers,
which formerly spread terror through the whole plain of Bengal, has succeeded a
body of functionaries not more highly distinguished by ability and diligence than
by integrity, disinterestedness, and public spirit, . . . the praise is in no small measure
due to Clive. His name stands high on the roll of conquerors. But it is found in a
better list, in the list of those who have done and suffered much for the happiness of
mankind.26

It is important to note the new set of contrasts that Macaulay introduced,
and put in two separate lists: conquest, valor, courage, skill, ability, intelligence,
and capacity, on the one side, and honesty, veracity, purity, integrity, disinterestedness, and public spirit, on the other. The contrast was between the business
of war and the business of government. Both were part of the activities of the
state, but they adopted different practices and demanded different aptitudes.
Macaulay’s claim was, of course, that Clive possessed both sets of qualities
in abundance. It could also be argued that in the mid-eighteenth century, his
abilities as a military commander and political tactician were crucial in ensuring British supremacy over both the French and the various Indian powers. But
judged in terms of the historical impact of Clive’s military victories, his merits
as a conqueror, Macaulay insisted, must take second place to his abilities as an
administrative reformer. The progress of history had made the establishment
of good government in India a matter of far greater significance than the
providential acquisition of territories. On balance, then, Clive’s moral improprieties as a conqueror can be condoned, because he was the one who initiated
the process of putting the Indian government on rational, stable, and honest
foundations.
Macaulay was enormously stretching the point. No historian today will
agree that the structure and practices of administration that prevailed in India
in the 1840s were the results of Clive’s efforts of 1765. Still, Macaulay succeeded in laying down a story line of British rule in India that would become
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paradigmatic of all justificatory histories of modern empire right down to the
present day. The myth went something like this. Oriental governments were
tyrannies that even at their best, were worse than the worst governments of
Europe. Siraj, one of the worst Oriental despots, not only oppressed his own
people but also laid siege to the English trading settlement of Bengal, treated
English prisoners with unspeakable cruelty, caused them to be suffocated to
death inside a prison, and sent the sole surviving Englishwoman into his own
harem. Outraged, the English, “the hereditary nobility of mankind,” retaliated
by force, and under Clive’s able leadership, deposed Siraj and put their own
nawab on the throne. Uninformed by good principles of government, the English traders merely made their own fortunes while the country was laid to waste.
Once again led by Clive, however, the institutions of government in British
India were slowly reformed. Though still authoritarian and paternal, the state
now sat far more lightly, securely, and happily on the people than at any time in
India’s history.
At last, empire was safe from its own infamous origins. The secret veil could
now be lifted. Clive’s history could be taught to British schoolchildren as a
fable of moral instruction, to instill pride in their hearts not merely for the valor
of their compatriots but also for the selfless service they were rendering to the
people of the empire.

The Utility of Empire
Macaulay is chiefly remembered in Indian history for his famous 1835 “Minute
on Education” in which he defined the objective of colonial education through
the medium of the English language as one intended to produce “a class who
may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern—a class of
persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals
and in intellect.” But the bulk of his work in Calcutta as a member of the East
India Company’s government concerned the reform of legal institutions in
India.27 Living with his sister in a house that later became the site of the exclusive Bengal Club, in the fashionable new White Town coming up along Chowringhee, south of Park Street, Macaulay devoted his energies to the rational
reorganization of the clumsy, expensive judicial system and the codification of
the law.
In his classic work on the subject, Eric Stokes has amply detailed the immense debt that Macaulay owed to the principles enunciated by Bentham, the
founder of utilitarianism.28 Let us recount the main points. Macaulay did not
believe in a general renovation of society on the basis of an abstract universal
theory, nor was he drawn to the idea of a planned, centralized, bureaucratic
state pictured in many of Bentham’s writings. Nevertheless, he was strongly
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persuaded by the Benthamite notions that law must be clear, unambiguous,
certain, and widely publicized, that legal redress must be cheap and swift, that
evidence must be judged not only on the basis of its consistency and logic but
also on the manner in which it is orally delivered, and that there should be as
many courts of primary jurisdiction as possible yet only a single court of appeal.
Following these guiding principles, Macaulay produced a brand-new penal code
for India, and fought passionately to bring uniformity into the judicial system,
regardless of racial distinctions, and have mostly Indian judges appointed to
the district courts while restricting European judges to the courts of appeal.
Macaulay’s reformist zeal, as we have seen, provoked much opposition among
Europeans in India, and his proposals were only partially accepted—some long
after his departure from India. But it was not so much in the details of his
suggestions that Macaulay was beholden to Bentham; it was, as Stokes has remarked, more in their “design and informing spirit.”29 Indeed, Macaulay’s proposals for judicial reform in India were examples of a completely new way of
thinking about the government of colonies—one that was primarily enabled by
the conceptual apparatus provided by Bentham and utilitarianism. It is through
these instruments that empire was fitted out, in the early decades of the nineteenth century—and only then—with a set of flexible and finely calibrated
global practices.
After enormous neglect for almost a century, owing largely to the difficulty
in accessing his works, Bentham’s political and social thought is currently going
through a new evaluation. It is now apparent that the influential assessments
of his work by John Stuart Mill, and later, Elie Halévy, Leslie Stephen, and
Werner Stark, were often simplistic and misleading. Thus, Bentham’s alleged
authoritarianism, expressed in his preference for strong and decisive executive
powers, and late espousal of democracy both deserve more complex treatment.
It is clear that he was a principled supporter of the extension of suffrage to
women, even though he thought that prevailing opinion would not allow it.
Most crucially, he was neither for the emancipation of all colonial peoples nor
uniformly against it. Bentham instead developed a differentiated and nuanced
view on the subject, distinguishing between different types of colonies, and
recommending different policies toward each.30 The last point needs closer
attention.
Bentham’s lifelong aversion to the abstract notion of natural rights, and his
dismissal of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man as unintelligible and
false, are well known. “Scarce an article,” he said about the famous declaration,
“which, on rummaging it, will not be found a true Pandora’s Box. Were this to
be taken for the standard, not a law, good or bad, past, present, or future—real
and imaginable—that would not find its condemnation in some part or other
of this tabernacle of the laws of nature. Not a law ever has been or would be
passed here or any where against which insurrection would not be the most
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sacred.”31 Consistent with this position, he rejected, early in his intellectual life,
the claim of the rebels in the British American colonies that there could be no
taxation without representation, arguing that property was not a natural right
but rather a creation of state law, and that the sovereign authority could legitimately demand the payment of taxes as a duty of its subjects in return for the
guarantee of security.32 Later, however, when he became convinced that the
“governing few” needed to be kept under check by the expressed will of the many,
he turned into an enthusiastic supporter of the United States as the best working example of representative democracy.33
In 1793, he addressed a plea to the National Convention of revolutionary
France with the slogan “Emancipate Your Colonies!” He repeated much the
same appeal in a statement intended for the constitutional reformers in Spain
in 1822 titled Rid Yourselves of Ultramaria. Again, his plea was not based on
any natural right of self-determination but rather on considerations of utility
for both the metropolitan power and its colonized subjects. He reminded the
French that they had supported the rebels in the British colonies of America
because it was wrong for one nation to hold another in subjection: “How would
you like a Parliament of ours to govern you, you sending six members to it?”
You will, I say, give up your colonies—because you have no right to govern them,
because they had rather not be governed by you, because it is against their interest to
be governed by you, because you get nothing by governing them, because you can’t
keep them, because the expence of trying to keep them would be ruinous, because
your constitution would suffer by your keeping them, because your principles forbid
your keeping them, and because you would do good to all the world by parting with
them. . . .
If hatred is your ruling passion, and the gratification of it your first object, you
will still grasp your colonies. If the happiness of mankind is your object, and the
declaration of rights your guide, you will set them free.34

As the Bolivarian revolutions began their victorious journey in the Spanish
Americas, Bentham pointed out to Spanish liberals that despotic government
in the colonies would not only be contradictory to the liberal principles of the
new Spanish constitution. There would be a serious risk that those despotic
tendencies would travel back and threaten liberty at home. Bentham commented: “By planting in those unseen regions, with or without original design
. . . a necessary despotism, the reimportation of which into your Peninsula would,
of all your imports from thence, be the most assured.”35
But these were all colonies of an “advanced” type of society, meaning, needless to say, that they were effectively colonies of European settlers. Even as
Bentham argued for their emancipation from imperial rule, he was also making
the apparently contradictory suggestion that if there were uncultivated lands
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overseas, then to relieve the pressure of overpopulation in European countries,
it was rational to colonize those overseas territories. In fact, he was supporting
the assertions advanced early in the nineteenth century by Edward Wakefield
for British settlers’ colonization of the penal colonies of South Australia. If one
notices the distinction that Bentham was making between types of colonies,
then, of course, one would see that within his system, there is really no contradiction between the two claims.36
When discussing India, Bentham defined a third type of colony. He introduced the problem of East India in his 1793 address in which he wanted France
to emancipate its colonies.
You know how things are changed there—the power of Tippoo is no more.—Would
the tree of liberty grow there, if planted? Would the declaration of rights translate
into Shanscrit? Would Bramin, Chetree, Bice, Sooder, and Hallachore meet on equal
ground? If not, you may find some difficulty in giving them to themselves. You may
find yourselves reduced by mere necessity to what we should call here a practical
plan. If it is determined they must have masters, you will then look out for the least
bad ones that could take them; and after all that we have heard, I question whether
you would find any less bad than our English company. If these merchants would
give you any thing for the bargain, it would be so much clear gain to you: and not
impossible but they might.37

Bentham, curiously, was using utilitarian grounds to maintain that France might
profitably sell its Indian possessions to the English East India Company, since
rule by Europeans would be less burdensome to Indians than rule by their own
princes.
In general, Bentham’s view was that colonies were expensive for the home
country and oppressive to the colonies. Colonies with so-called advanced societies, such as the French, British, and Spanish colonies in the Americas, should
be emancipated. Yet since the key principle was not emancipation, drawn from
some abstract conception of natural right, but utility, the matter could not end
there. If, for instance, overpopulation in the country of origin could be relieved
by the settlement of colonists in uninhabited or uncultivated lands, such as in
Australia, then the principle of utility would favor the colonization of such territories. Or to take another example, if the laws and political or religious institutions of a country such as India or Egypt made the oppression of the people
under their native rulers far worse than that under British governors, then it
was certainly advisable to keep the country under British rule, since that would
provide greater opportunity for the welfare and progress of the people.38
The conceptual basis for these comparisons and typologies was provided by
a new theoretical system that could presumably enable a sufficiently trained
and informed person to become “legislator of the world.” In his Principles of
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Morals and Legislation, published in 1789, Bentham declared that the methods
and standards of legislation he was proposing were “alike applicable to the laws
of all nations.”39 More interestingly for us, in an early essay, “The Influence of
Time and Place in Matters of Legislation,” Bentham offered the following
method:
Referring every thing to this standard, I inquire what are the deviations which it
would be requisite to make from this standard in giving to another country such a
tincture as any other country may receive without prejudice from English laws. I take
my own country for the standard. . . . The problem, as it stands at present, is—the best
possible laws for England being established in England, the variations which it would
be necessary to make in those of another given country in order to render them the
best laws possible with reference to that other country.

In providing an instructive case, Bentham chose a country that presented “as
strong a contrast with England as possible.”
Such an example we seem to have in the province of Bengal. Climate, face of the
country, natural productions, present laws, manners, customs, religion of the inhabitants, every circumstance on which a difference in the point in question can be
grounded, as different as can be. . . . To a lawgiver, who having been bred up with
English notions, shall have learnt how to accommodate his laws to the circumstances
of Bengal, no other part of the globe can present any difficulty.40

But Bentham also insisted that “human nature was everywhere the same,”
and different countries did not have “different catalogues of pleasures and pains.”
Then why should the same laws not hold good for all countries? Because the
things that caused pleasure or pain were not the same everywhere. “The same
event . . . which would produce pain or pleasure in one country, would not produce an effect of the same sort, or if of the same sort, not in equal degree, in
another.” For instance (undermining, like his follower James Mill, the force of
moral outrage invoked by this incident), “a night’s confinement in the prison
called the Black hole in the hot climate of Calcutta was productive of the most
excruciating torments, proved fatal to nearly all the persons who were confined
in it. In a winter’s night in Siberia, the same number of persons might perhaps
have undergone a confinement of the same length in a similar space, without
any very remarkable inconvenience.” These grounds of variation were not all of
the same kind, though. Some were physical, such as the climate or the nature of
the soil, and these were invariant and insurmountable. Others, no matter how
difficult or inexpedient, were subject to intervention and change, such as “the
circumstances of government, religion, and manners.”41 Different sets of laws
would be appropriate for different circumstances. Further, by the application of
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appropriate laws, the mutable circumstances could be subjected to the forces of
change.
Bentham thought of these variations as amenable to more or less precise
qualitative and quantitative comparison—that is, they were all subject to some
common measure.
[The legislator] should be provided with two sets of tables. Those of the first set
would exhibit a number of particulars relative to the body of laws which has been
pitched upon for a standard . . . : for example, a table of offences, tables of justifications, aggravations, extenuations, and exceptions; a table of punishments; a table of
the titles of the civil code; a table of the titles of the constitutional code, and so on.
Those of the other set will be: a general table of the circumstances influencing sensibility; tables or short accounts of the moral, religious, sympathetic and antipathetic
biases of the people for whose use the alterations are to be made; a set of maps, as
particular as possible; a table of the productions of the country, natural and artificial;
tables of the weights, measures and coins in use; tables of the population, and the
like. These tables, if a man would work with accuracy, he should have not metaphorically, but literally and materially, before his eyes.42

One can almost imagine here an anticipation of the statistical handbooks
of social indicators with which any undergraduate of the twenty-first century
would be able to rank the countries of the world according to standards of living,
mortality rates, governance quality, human development, and dozens of other
evaluative criteria. Unlike in the writings of eighteenth-century historians and
travelers brought up on Montesquieu, cultural difference is no longer incommensurable. Rather, it can now be seen in terms of its consequences, plotted as
deviations from a standard and hence normalized. All deviations between
states are comparable according to the same measure; states can be divided into
ranks and grades.
Moreover, once normalized, deviations could be tracked over time: the deviation of a state from the norm could close or widen. A country thus could
conceivably over time enter the grade of advanced societies or drop out of it.
Bentham himself explained, in the “Time and Place” essay, that he was taking
England as a standard only partly because he had a preference for it; the chief
reason was that it was the country with which he had had “the best opportunity
to be informed.”43 Presumably, therefore, another advanced country could just
as well have been chosen as the standard for this conceptual exercise. Besides, as
Ian Hacking has shown, the statistical elaboration of the idea of normality in
the nineteenth century could retain a sense of the normal as the right and the
good as well as the empirically existent mediocre, in need of improvement.44 In
sum, law and governance in the whole world could become the subject of a science of comparative government as well as the object of interventions for “im-
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provement.” Practices of government could now be set against a common measure and hence normalized on a global scale.
The significance of this conceptual innovation for the emergence of the new
practices of empire in the nineteenth century has not been adequately stressed.
We see the ideas elaborated for the first time in Bentham and his utilitarian
theories of legislation. But these formal properties of the comparative method
would become part of the background assumptions of several different tendencies and schools of thought on the subject of empire, including many that had
no truck with the baggage of utilitarianism as a political philosophy.
As a matter of fact, Bentham’s nuanced answer to the colonial question
facing European empires laid the ground for a conceptual distinction between
sovereignty and government that would prove to be of great importance in later
justifications of empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Sovereign
power was certainly a necessary means for good government. Yet only in the
case of countries with an advanced type of society—that is, those that had
achieved a standard that was normatively desirable—could sovereignty be
congruent with self-government. For the rest, it was indeed desirable for good
government that the sovereign power be held not by inhabitants of the country
but rather by others more capable of providing good government. The criterion
was, of course, the consequentialist one of the quality of actual results delivered
by government.
Bentham’s own policy prescriptions for his extreme contrasting case of Bengal were cautious and gradualist. Thus, in that country, a man wanting to see the
face of “a married woman from the higher class of Mahometans or Gentoos”
would cause injury, but Europeans would be quite insensible to such a thing.
A Brahmin might be outraged by an outcaste’s touch. “A prejudice so strong,
though altogether unjust and ferocious, would require great forbearance on the
part of the legislator. . . . But it would be better to yield to it altogether for a
time than uselessly to compromise his authority, and expose his laws to hatred.”
Once again, the relevant principle was that of utility: “Changing of a custom
repugnant to our manners for no other reason than such repugnancy, is not a
benefit. The satisfaction is for a small number, the pain for many.”45
Nevertheless, the variations in laws and institutions made necessary by the
inferiority in physical as well as cultural conditions must themselves be thought
of as changeable. The question must be asked:
Which is likely to be the greater evil? the evil depending upon such inferiority, or the
evil, if any, which might be produced by the measures requisite to remove the other?
the evil of the disease, or the evil of the remedy? This question is complicated, and
includes many others; the evil of the remedy is, perhaps, likely to be but temporary;
while the evil of the disease, and thence the benefit of the remedy, is likely to be
perpetual.
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There had to be, in other words, a future horizon to the comparisons of utility
on the basis of which policy choices were to be made. The objective in the longer term was improvement, closing, as far as possible, the difference between
England and Bengal. “This difference . . . would depend in good measure upon
a certain inferiority which at present there appears to be in Bengal, with respect
to the form of government on the one hand, and the national manners on the
other: insomuch that were the time ever to come, when such inferiority should
disappear, the reasons for the difference between the institutions would become
less forcible, and perhaps vanish altogether.”46
Bentham also had little doubt as to who could be a “legislator of the
world”—the epithet bestowed on him by José del Valle, the Guatemalan leader
with whom he was in correspondence, and whom Bentham wanted to introduce to Rammohan as a kindred liberal reformer from the colonial world.47
Even for “nations professing liberal opinions,” Bentham thought a foreigner’s
codification of the laws was preferable, because it would be less influenced by
“sinister interests and affections.”48 For countries like India, where rule by European governors was far less oppressive for its people than rule by their own
princes, it went without saying that the best laws would be made, at least for the
time being, by a suitably qualified European. In a widely cited remark whose
authenticity has been questioned, Bentham is said to have prophesied, not without a mischievous sense of irony: “[ James] Mill will be the living executive—
I shall be the dead legislative of British India. Twenty years after I am dead, I
shall be despot.”49
Once again, it is worth underlining the significance of Bentham’s construction of a theory of comparative government for the global practices of empire
ever since. It provided a set of conceptual and analytic resources whose value
has far outlasted the limited influence of utilitarianism as a political philosophy.50 Notwithstanding Bentham’s exaggerated confidence in the ability of his
method to supply exact solutions to policy problems, what it did mark out was
a field of debate over policy questions, identifying the criteria by which such
discussions might be settled, emphasizing in particular the sorts of empirical
evidence that would be relevant and admissible, and laying down that, above
all, the merits of laws and policies were to be judged by their social consequences. The history of empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries would
see many deliberations over direct and indirect rule, the degree to which indigenous institutions should be retained or replaced, and which classes in indigenous society were best suited to be the allies of empire and which its most likely
enemies. Most of these debates would be carried out within the conceptual
parameters first articulated in Bentham’s comparative and universal scheme of
legislation.
Bentham’s typology of colonies also created another global paradigm. If constitutionally established representative government were now to be recognized
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as the universally valid normative standard, then the universally valid and legitimate exception would be some form of enlightened despotism. Despotism
is unlimited and arbitrary power, unconstrained by constitutional rules. In this
sense, it was often distinguished in the classical literature of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries from absolutism, which was unlimited power but
legitimately constituted within certain fundamental laws. The form of government recommended for European colonies in the East was absolutist in that
while it did not recognize any limits to its sovereign powers within the occupied territory, it did claim to be constituted by and function within certain
fundamental laws. But it was despotic in its foundational assumptions, since
the authority that was to lay down those fundamental laws was arbitrarily constituted and in no way responsible to those whom it governed. As Leonard
Krieger, a rare recent scholar to defend the theory of enlightened despotism,
has pointed out, however, when despotism purports to be enlightened, it places
a constraint on itself and promises to itself to be responsible: it becomes limited
by and responsible to enlightened reason. When that happens, there is effectively no difference between despotism and absolutism. Despotism has to justify its actions to itself by their consequences. It becomes “conditionally constituted” because it is “conditionally operative.” Indeed, it functions by “elevating
the relative measurement of government by result into a steady principle.”51
Beginning with its formal espousal by eighteenth-century cameralists such
as Johann Heinrich Gottlob Justi and Joseph von Sonnenfels, and by physiocrats
such as François Quesnay and Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, enlightened despotism was variously supported, Krieger claims, by Voltaire and Denis Diderot,
and explicitly, even if ambiguously, advocated by Claude Adrien Helvétius,
Comte de Mirabeau, and Baron d’Holbach. Even Immanuel Kant, he notes
gleefully, desperately strove to unite “the idea of human right” with the actuality of “human morals,” and ended up recommending governments “to govern
autocratically and yet also to administer constitutionally.”52
The idea of enlightened despotism found its proper theoretical place (even
though it was not called by that name) within Bentham’s universal scheme of
comparative government, where it was explicitly connected to the prevalence
in a specific country of inferior laws, institutions, and manners, recommended
as a corrective and transitional arrangement, justified on the basis of political
realism, and subjected to evaluation in terms of its consequences. Bentham’s
scheme was universal, but accommodated the widest possible range of variations in circumstances, identifiable by empirical methods, and allowed for the
greatest degree of flexibility in the making of appropriate laws and policies. The
universally valid and desirable norm that recognized the capacity of the many
to look after their interests was that of representative government. Yet the circumstances in many or perhaps most countries made it necessary to suspend
that norm. The exception would have to be an appropriate variety of despotism,
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limited and informed by enlightened reason. It would indeed become a familiar
refrain among liberal disciples of Bentham in the nineteenth century that while
India could not have a free government, she might have the next best thing—a
firm and impartial despotism.

The Morality of Empire
Stokes dramatically described the setting in which the reform of colonial government took place in India at the beginning of the nineteenth century as “the
battle of the two philosophies.” The reformers were convinced that the ideas and
institutions that were transforming European societies, and had been proved
to be both theoretically valid and historically progressive, must be implanted on
Indian soil. The so-called Cornwallis system in eastern India, consisting of a
permanent settlement with zamindars as the hereditary proprietors of the land
with an obligation to pay an annual revenue that was fixed in perpetuity, was
largely derived, as Ranajit Guha has shown, from physiocratic ideas.53 Utilitarian commentators such as James Mill along with his followers in India such as
Bentinck and Macaulay were not adherents of physiocracy, and were far more
persuaded by the political economy of Adam Smith and the doctrines of free
trade. Mill, in particular, was an open critic of the permanent settlement with a
native aristocracy. Still, imbued with Benthamite ideas, they became the major
proponents of progressive reform of Indian legal and social institutions. Their
opponents within the company administration were figures like Munro, Malcolm, and Elphinstone who were thoroughly skeptical of abstract theoretical
systems, and suspicious of attempts to alter ancient institutions that were deeply
rooted in the history and culture of an alien civilization. In their political conservatism, dressed up in India as paternalism, reformist liberalism encountered,
as Stokes remarks, “the spirit of Burke.”54
Liberal imperialism in the early nineteenth century had three components.
“Free Trade was its solid foundation. Evangelicalism provided its programme
of social reform, its force of character, and its missionary zeal. Philosophic radicalism gave it an intellectual basis and supplied it with the science of political
economy, law, and government.”55 But as the century progressed, and many
little debates raged and were quelled, the battle of the two philosophies seemed
to dissolve imperceptibly in an unannounced truce. Paternalism, the insignia of
the conservative school at the century’s start, became the ubiquitous sentiment
of imperial rule over colonized peoples, not only in India, but all over the globe
too. The most sophisticated theoretical statement of this position was made
midcentury by one of the leading liberal thinkers of all time, John Stuart Mill,
who spent almost his entire professional life writing dispatches to India from
the East India Company offices in London. The best form of government for
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dependent colonies such as India, Mill announced, was a vigorous and paternal
despotism.
Scholars, most notably Jennifer Pitts and Shankar Muthu, have recently
advanced the notion that the late eighteenth century saw a deep and sustained
critique of the ideas as well as practices of overseas empire from the philosophers of the Scottish and French Enlightenment.56 Pitts goes on to argue that
the “turn to empire” took place in the second and third decades of the nineteenth century, when the nuanced and ambivalent statements of Smith or Bentham were mutilated and simplified by their followers, such as James and John
Stuart Mill, to serve the purposes of a new imperial idea of civilizational superiority and universal progress.
According to Pitts, Smith thought that holding colonies under political
domination was a burden, and the solution was either complete emancipation
or complete political and economic integration. Since it was unrealistic to expect any country to voluntarily give up its colonies, Smith favored the integration of the American colonies with Britain. As for territories largely populated
by non-Europeans, Smith, like his Scottish contemporary Adam Ferguson, employed a theory of stages of social development, from hunting, pastoral, and
agricultural societies to commercial society, to describe and understand social
institutions in unfamiliar cultures and civilizations. But, Pitts asserts, Smith did
not flaunt the moral superiority of European society and was not judgmental
about other cultures. Instead, his stage theory of civilization tended toward a
certain functionalist understanding of the relation between beliefs or practices,
and their structural location in a social context. He thus would not condemn the
practice of infanticide or polygamy as simply barbaric but instead try to explain
why it might make sense to those who practiced it in a particular social situation. Besides, even though his theory of social development implied an order
of succession of social stages, it was a “natural” one, driven by an internal historical dynamic. Given Smith’s view of human action as necessarily limited by
imperfect knowledge and subject to unintended consequences, he did not, Pitts
maintains, have anything resembling the idea of progress as social engineering
that would dominate imperial projects in the nineteenth century.57
Bentham too, at least in his later years, says Pitts, was strongly in favor of the
emancipation of settler colonies, as evidenced in his appeals to France and Spain.
His sense of realism, however, told him that some form of European political
control over India would have to continue for some time to come. But he was
not a “crusading legislator” in the same way that many of his followers were in
India. He was willing to appreciate the value of native institutions and practitioners in their own contexts, arguing, for instance, that “the Cawzee and the
Bramin” were more likely to judge rightly than an ill-informed English judge.
Pitts claims that the Mills, father and son, distorted Bentham’s subtle comparative distinctions by asserting a simple divide between civilized and barbaric
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societies, denying to the latter any legitimate agency in their own governance
and declaring the universal superiority of Western civilization.58
There is a sharp focus on subjective motivations and attitudes in Pitts’s study
of Burke, Smith, Bentham, and the Mills that is not of immediate interest to
the present inquiry into the discursive formations of empire in the nineteenth
century. The attention here must go less to character studies and more to the
genealogical delineation of concepts and arguments that opened up the possibility for the formulation of imperial policies and practices. Hence, for our purposes, the functionalist anthropology embedded in Smith’s theory of the stages
of social development or Bentham’s utilitarian theory of comparative government must be seen as having prepared the discursive ground for the practices
of imperial policy later in the nineteenth century.
There was in fact a difference between Smith and Bentham, on the one
hand, and the Mills, on the other, on the question of the overseas empire. It was
the difference between empire as technique and empire as ideology. There is no
doubt that Smith and Bentham were not imperial ideologues; indeed, it would
be correct to say that ideologically, they were opposed to empire, identifying it
with the entrenched interests of the few as against those of the many. Yet they
provided, as we have tried to demonstrate, the basic technical apparatus of concepts and theories with which all imperial practices would henceforth be ideologically justified.
The conceptual foundations of the liberal ideology of empire in the midnineteenth century have been laid bare in Uday Singh Mehta’s pathbreaking
study.59 There are, first, the apparently obvious exclusions listed by Locke in his
universalist anthropological assumptions about reason and human nature. Lunatics and idiots were permanently unable to exercise their reason, and children
temporarily so; as such, they could not be part of the political community that
was to express its consent for government.60 This seemingly innocuous and
minimal anthropological assumption would cast a massive shadow over later
claims that the backward peoples of overseas colonial territories were, by their
“nature,” as irrational as lunatics or as immature as children, and so must be
brought under the protective care of superior and rational people. The strategy
here was to exclude, by an appeal to nature, a mass of humans from the universal space of natural right. The second strategy was the utilitarian one of measuring cultural deviations to hold that certain peoples were, at least at the present
time, incompetent to manage their own political affairs and so were best governed by others. The two critical deviations, Mehta shows, that were alleged to
be empirically observable, were inscrutability and civilizational infantilism.61
Inscrutability “designates an unfathomable limit to the object of inquiry
without implicating either the process of inquiry or the inquirer.”62 The object,
in this case the Oriental, appears mysterious and unpredictable to the observer
not because of any deficiency in the methods of observation or the structure of
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understanding employed by the latter but rather because of some inherent deficiency in the character of the former. Orientals seem inscrutable because they
do not think or behave according to the familiar patterns of human reason.
Inscrutability is, in other words, a variant of lunacy or idiocy; Orientals talk and
behave strangely because, like the lunatic or idiot, they are incapable of reasoned speech or action. This supposedly empirical claim about the inscrutable
Asiatic (or African) is based, as Mehta says, on “a crude descriptive fiat.” Nevertheless, the voluminous literature produced in the nineteenth century by European travelers, administrators, novelists, and anthropologists relentlessly built
up this image of the peoples of Asia and Africa as, by their very nature, inscrutable, and therefore excluded from the domain of humans capable of exercising
their reason in political matters.
The second strategy of exclusion was even more commonly employed. It was
to mine the literary, philosophical, and scientific texts along with the religious,
cultural, and political practices of an entire civilization for its supposed deficiencies, and to pronounce it as infantile. The basic argument was almost ridiculous in its simplicity—so ridiculous, indeed, that nationalist ideologues
and postcolonial scholars of the twentieth century were astonished that anyone
could have been duped by this hallowed literature of imperial apologetics. To
some extent, this explains the fury of outraged criticism that greeted Edward
Said’s Orientalism when it was published in 1978—the main charge being that
the critique of Orientalism as a mode of Western thought was much too reductionist.63 Writing after the moment of decolonization, Said was well positioned
to uncover the utterly simple structure of the moral justification of nineteenthcentury imperial power. This rationalization of paternal despotism over morally
infantile subjects acquired its political grounding, applicable globally, in the
comparative theory of government inaugurated by Bentham.
There were several specific variants in which this moral argument was packaged. One used the language of Burkean trusteeship, another invoked the image
of Plato’s guardians; and a third was, of course, guided by Benthamite considerations of utility. Some of the most passionate pleas for stern paternalist education were made by Evangelicals, just as later there would be anthropologists
demanding the paternal protection of primitive tribal cultures against the destructive tide of modernity. But common to all of them was the affirmation of
a simple relation of paternal power of mature and responsible adults over vulnerable and unthinking children. As Raghavan Iyer, writing in the first flush of
postcolonial self-assertion, put it: “Like every despotism, it [imperial rule] was
based on the principle that everything had to be done for the [colonized] people
as they could do nothing themselves.”64
Once again, John Stuart Mill remains the most instructive because sophisticated advocate of the liberal ideology of empire. Criticisms of his writings
as arrogantly Occidental and racially prejudiced, while doubtless true, do not, as
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we shall see, disturb the robustness of the liberal ideological structure that he
put up. His policy dispatches on Indian affairs, dealing mostly with the East
India Company’s relations with the various Indian princely states, have been
recently researched.65 They reveal, not surprisingly, that Mill was caught between two tendencies that pulled in opposite directions: the conservative school
that wanted to preserve the old aristocracy and the traditional literate classes of
India; and the reformers, now fired by Evangelical zeal, that wanted to govern
according to universally valid true principles, and thus to tolerate neither the
barbaric practices that abounded in that country nor their many benighted
propagators.
Turning his back on his father’s reformist legacy, in the 1830s Mill came
under the intellectual influence of the Romantic movement, especially that of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and on Indian subjects took advice from Horace Hayman Wilson, who after a distinguished career in India, had returned to become
the first professor of Sanskrit at Oxford. Wilson was a leading figure among
the Orientalists who opposed the spread of English education in India, arguing
instead that Western knowledge would be best transmitted by grafting it on to
classical learning and propagating it through India’s traditional learned classes.
Mill echoed Wilson in 1836 in a draft dispatch that was never sent to India in
which Mill maintained that the new class of English-speaking Bengalis would
be of little value in disseminating useful knowledge, and that the traditional
“men of letters by birth and profession” should not be alienated by the British
educational policy in India.66
Given his Romantic leanings, Mill was sympathetic in his early years to Johann Gottfried von Herder’s idea that each national culture had unique qualities
and should not be compared by the same standard. In his professional capacity
in India House, the London headquarters of the East India Company, Mill was
specifically required to deal with the Indian princely states within an evolving
framework of indirect imperial rule. But his involvement in the administration
of empire led him, as Lynn Zastoupil shows, to retreat from his early sympathies, and argue, for instance, that only a few Indian states had ancient political
traditions that deserved to be treated as nationalities and most were unworthy
of preservation.67 He also contended that relations between civilized and barbarian peoples could not be governed by international law, since “barbarians
have no rights as a nation.”68 On Awadh, a major state that was the focus of
many imperial debates in the mid-nineteenth century, Mill changed his position several times. In 1834, he took such a dim view of native rule in Awadh that
he virtually recommended direct administration by the company: “To permit
the continuance of misgovernment of so flagrant a kind is to participate in it.”69
In the 1840s, though, he took up a middle ground between the reformers and
the defenders of the princely states. Mill appeared to think that only the Rajput
states had truly ancient “national” governments, and that “foreigners” ruled most
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other states in India. He therefore was reluctant to tamper with the Rajput
states. But on Awadh, when the clamor for annexation became irresistible in
the 1850s, Mill defended the idea as a moral obligation to intervene on behalf
of the state’s hapless people.70 The point to note, for the present purposes, is
that all of these policy options were available within the comparative framework of government with which Mill worked. Each option was backed by a
knowledge claim, presumably based on good empirical information, about the
relative position of a particular government within a normalized comparative
order along with the expected costs and benefits of each policy alternative.
Nadia Urbinati has observed that Mill, like Locke before him, thought of
paternal despotism over non-European peoples as directed toward the future
autonomy of the subjected, not for the benefit of the rulers. But like children,
dependent peoples could not be the agents of their own education. Hence, Mill
insisted, the natives ought not to be allowed to run their own despotic governments when they were under the protection of European powers. Legitimate
despotism had to be paternal, not political.71 Mill nonetheless carried the argument about the illegitimacy of political despotism in another direction, which
was to have a profound influence on the modern practices of empire.
Mill always thought that it was wrong for the people of one country to hold
the people of another in subjection. Thus, the legitimate despotism of paternal
protection and guidance of a European power over non-European peoples must
not be the political despotism of the former over the latter. Mill wanted to mark
a clear distinction between the administrative functions of government and the
political ones. The administration of paternal despotism over backward native
peoples required, Urbinati says, “skilled persons with specialized training, an
instrumental and impersonal rationality, an apolitical sense of responsibility that
was relative to specific tasks, and a disciplined judgment that could follow direction and abide by hierarchical procedures.”72 This task could only be performed by a specialized and trained bureaucracy. Most crucially, it ought not
to be brought under the purview of the deliberative procedures of the political
process in the metropolitan country. Deliberative politics follows an exchange
of opinion and persuasive process that is the opposite of bureaucratic judgment;
it can only be carried out as a practice of self-government, not of government
over others. Paternal despotism over non-European peoples therefore was best
left to a bureaucracy of experts with specialized knowledge. The general electorate of the metropolitan country was unlikely to have either sufficient knowledge or sufficient tolerance of other peoples to be able to make political decisions on how they ought to be governed. To return to a distinction we made
earlier in the context of Bentham, while sovereign power, for the sake of good
government in India, should not belong to the inhabitants of that country, for
the same reason it also should not belong to the British people. Effective sovereign power in a paternal despotism should vest in a body of trained experts.
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It has been sometimes alleged that in making this theoretical claim, Mill
was only engaging in some special pleading on behalf of his employers, the East
India Company, which in the mid-nineteenth century was under enormous
pressure at home to relinquish its governing role over India in favor of direct
government under the Crown and Parliament. Whatever its motivation, Mill’s
argument left a deep mark on the evolving practices of modern empire by providing the ground for treating colonial policy as a separate, specialized domain
of metropolitan government. The pressures of democratic accountability would
force all liberal imperial powers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to
bring colonial governance under some sort of parliamentary control. Yet it
would always retain its character as a sphere ruled by experts who would both
demand and enjoy a degree of autonomy from supervision by an ignorant and
uncomprehending metropolitan public along with its elected representatives. In
fact, as Charles Maier has recently pointed out, “the domestic victim of empire
is not necessarily democracy but the control of war and peace by traditional
legislatures.”73
If we remember this feature of liberal democracy from the mid-nineteenth
century, we should not be surprised, as Bernard Porter has claimed to be, by the
general ignorance among Britons of the time about the empire, or by the wide
gulf that seemed to separate domestic from colonial policy.74 The liberal justification of paternal despotism in the colonies explains how, alongside the
growing power of the bourgeoisie and the extension of the suffrage in British
domestic politics, colonial government in the nineteenth century was run, at
the highest levels of viceroys and governors by scions of the aristocracy and
lower down by men from the upper middle classes, with a university education in the classics, usually from Oxford, suffused by a patrician spirit of virtue
that had by then largely disappeared from British public life. As Lord Curzon
(1859–1925) of Balliol and All Souls remarked, no one educated at Oxford in
his day could fail to be an imperialist.75 The young men from the upper classes
who were trained in the university for careers in diplomacy and the colonial
services were certainly not ignorant about the empire. As one Oxford graduate
wrote in 1893, “For every ten books which our fathers read about India we read
1000.”76 That is why liberals and radicals could justify a paternal authoritarianism for the colonies with such moral fervor, and why the empire’s frequently
arbitrary policies could even be concealed from an allegedly uninformed metropolitan public opinion.
Describing Mill’s concept of paternal despotism, Urbinati has suggested that
his basic question always was: How can despotism be ended?77 This provided
to his thought the core liberal ideas of individual perfection and social progress
everywhere in the world. But unlike many enthusiastic reformers, Mill was
acutely aware of the deep foundations of despotism in tradition and habit, and
saw the need for a prolonged effort to change the way people thought and lived.
Paternal despotism for backward peoples was, for him, a pedagogical project
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that had to have a horizon where it would no longer be needed. The trouble is,
as Urbinati herself admits, Mill did not offer any criterion by which it could be
determined that protected subjects had reached the age of maturity when they
could be left to manage their own affairs.78 If they were not to participate in
the paternal care of their own people, because that would amount to political
despotism, how were they to signal their readiness to assume adulthood? By
rebelling against their guardians? Would not such violent self-assertion, however, merely reinforce the charge of immaturity and irrationality? There is no
answer in Mill’s liberal theory of empire, except the implicit and enduring assumption that only the wise guardians could decide when their wards might
be safely emancipated. As we will see, this is a problem that would continue to
haunt liberal imperialism.

The Myth Refurbished
As the Boden Professor of Sanskrit at Oxford, Wilson was a towering figure
among British Indologists. He had been secretary of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal for many years, and had supervised the translation and publication of a
large body of Sanskrit literary and religious texts.79 Back in Britain, he continued to argue against the policy of English-language education in India, stressing
his belief that by an appreciation of the irrationalities of some of their practices,
Hindus learned in their own scriptures would come to embrace enlightened,
even Christian virtues. He had, as we have noted before, some influence on
Mill in educating him on Indian affairs, telling him perhaps of the ancientness
of some of the political institutions of the Hindu kingdoms and undoubtedly
emphasizing the continued tyrannical rule of foreign Muslim conquerors. It is
entirely possible that Mill had a hand in engaging Wilson to revise his father’s
canonical history of India.
The fifth edition of James Mill’s History was published in 1858, with each
page ornamented with long editorial footnotes by Wilson. It was like a parallel
commentary on Mill’s text—correcting, supplementing, and interpreting it for
a new imperial age. Virtually every detail in the History was subjected to Wilson’s scrutiny. We want to focus on only one aspect here, since it is relevant to
our story of Bengal’s conquest. While Mill, as we have seen in chapter 2, was
unsparing in his criticism of the greed and chicanery of the company’s officials
in Bengal, Wilson felt it necessary to include his own corrective note: “In
[Mill’s] statement some very material circumstances are omitted, which palliate, if they do not justify the deception that was practiced.” Wilson then mentioned Amirchand’s threat to disclose the plot to dethrone Siraj.
There may be a difference of opinion, on this subject, and it would have been more
for the credit of the European character, that however treacherously extorted, the
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promise should have been performed, the money should have been paid; but there
can be no doubt, that in order to appreciate with justice the conduct of Clive and the
Committee, the circumstance of Omichund’s menaced treason should not be kept
out of sight.80

Mill’s comments on the responsibility of British penal practices for the Black
Hole tragedy clearly incensed Wilson. He inserted a long note of his own:
The spirit in which this transaction is noticed, in this and the preceding note, as well
as in the text, is wholly unjustifiable. It extenuates a deliberate act of wanton cruelty
by erroneous assumptions and inapplicable analogies. The Black Hole was no dungeon at all; it was a chamber above ground—small and ill-aired only with reference
to the number of persons forced into it, but affording abundant light and air to many
more than it had ever lodged under the English administration. . . . Had a dozen or
twenty people been immured within such limits for a night, there would have been
no hardship whatever in their imprisonment, and in all probability no such number
of persons ever was confined in it. The English, then, in the objectionable sense in
which the author chooses to understand the “Black Hole,” never had such a prison. . . .
There is no doubt some gross exaggeration in the anecdote, but a case of inadvertency, however culpable, is no set-off against deliberate persevering barbarity. Even if
the excuse of inconsiderateness might be urged for driving the prisoners into a space
so utterly inadequate to their numbers, there was abundant opportunity to correct
the mistake, when it was seen what suffering it occasioned.

Wilson then added what would now become the authorized historical gloss on
the event.
The whole transaction admits of no defence: it was an exemplification of Mohammedan insolence, intolerance, and cruelty; and in contemplating the signal retribution by which it has been punished, a mind susceptible of reverence, though free
from superstition, can scarcely resist the impression, that the course of events was
guided by higher influences than the passions and purposes of man.81

The tyranny of Muslim conquerors had been brought to an end by an act of
divine providence that had placed the Indian people under British paternal care.
Wilson and Macaulay had been implacable rivals in the great education
debate of the 1830s. On the historical significance of the foundation of the
Indian Empire, though, they were unanimous. A mythical history of empire as
moral progress had been founded.

CHAP TER SEVEN

The Pedagogy of Violence

Lord Dalhousie, governor-general of India, stood in front of the northern
windows of the council chamber on the upper floor of Government House. The
outer walls around the great mansion had still not been lined with the tall,
thickly leaved trees that now provide it with an air of seclusion, even though it
is situated in the middle of the city’s busiest office district. Looking north
across Tank Square, Dalhousie could see the bamboo scaffolding put up by
masons working on the new facade and extension of Writers’ Buildings. Beyond the offices of the Bengal government was the squalor and bustle of Black
Town, and further past that, as he may have envisioned, lay stretched out the
fertile plains of Upper India, soaked in the monsoon rains. Those territories
were very much on his mind that August morning of 1855, because the day’s
agenda for discussion in the governor-general’s council included the contentious
topic of Awadh. The demand was being made from liberal and Evangelical
quarters for the East India Company to annex the kingdom. Dalhousie was not
inclined to concede.
It was not that he lacked sympathy for the liberal or Evangelical causes.
Echoing the best liberal sentiments of the day, he once wrote in his diary:
We govern India now with a limited despotism, because India is wholly incapable of
governing itself, and we are wise in so doing. But we cannot, and we ought not, to
anticipate that the condition of India and its population shall for ever stand still, and
that it shall be in all time coming as wholly incapable of being admitted to a share of
the government of itself, in union with its British conquerors, as it avowedly is at the
present time!1

That happy eventuality still lay in some obscurely perceptible future. Dalhousie’s problem was immediate. It was one of correctly applying the right legal and
moral norms to a policy.

The Law of Nations in the East
We have seen in the previous chapter how the emergence in the early nineteenth century of a normative framework of comparative government created
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Figure 13. Government House before 1870, photograph. Source: Curzon 1925

two senses of the norm: as the empirically prevailing average, and as the desired
standard to be achieved. Using the first meaning, any given society or government could be measured against others, and placed on a scale signifying its
deviation from the empirically prevailing norm. Then, using the second sense, a
suitable policy could be formulated for such a deviant case so that, if necessary,
the universally desirable normative practice is suspended and a practice of exception applied until such time as its conditions came closer to the desired
norm. Countries that were above the global empirical norm would then set the
universally desirable standard, but the practices associated with those standards
might not be considered appropriate for countries where the predominant
standards were much lower. An exception therefore would be made for those
countries, and suitable policies applied such that their standards could be improved. With a general improvement in standards in several countries, the globally prevailing empirical norm could also be expected to rise and come closer to
the universally desirable one.
The two senses of the norm thus encoded a new political strategy of relating
the normative to the empirical. The norm-deviation structure would establish
the empirical location of any particular social formation at any given time in
relation to the empirically prevailing average or normal. The corresponding
normative framework could then provide, by means of a norm-exception structure of justification, the ground for the application of “policy” to intervene and
bring the empirical average closer to the desired norm. Normalization was the
theoretical key to this political strategy.
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The practices of modern empire developed in the nineteenth century
amounted to a new educational project of normalization—that is, disciplining.
The techniques ranged between two types: a pedagogy of violence, and a pedagogy
of culture. While culture increasingly became the preferred method, including
legal reform, reform of social and economic institutions, and the spread of
Western-style education, it concurrently was asserted that the proper conditions for cultural pedagogy may often have to be ensured by the use of imperial
force. The history of imperialism since the nineteenth century is fundamentally
characterized by debates over the degree, sequence, combination, and points of
application of the pedagogical techniques of violence and culture.
The normative considerations involved questions of both morality and law.
Occupying a central place in these debates of imperial policy was the concept
of sovereignty. In each case where the issue came up of whether or how much
to intervene, the application of moral as well as legal norms required a determination of the existence and quality of sovereignty. The striking fact, even though
largely unacknowledged until quite recently, is that the evolving practices of
imperial power in the Americas, Asia, and Africa had a profound effect in shaping the so-called law of nations, and defining the place within it of the modern
sovereign nation-state.
In earlier chapters, we looked at the changing discursive conditions in the
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century debates about the moral and legal propriety of the European conquest of the Americas, and those in the eighteenth
century about the British territorial acquisitions in India. Broadly speaking, the
shift is from the discussions between the scholastics and humanists in the earlier period, to the natural law theorists of the later period. In the legal domain,
Grotius’s ideas governed the acquisition of territory in India in the eighteenth
century, while Montesquieu largely shaped the moral-political arguments. In
the nineteenth century, alongside the emergence of utilitarian reasoning in political affairs, the legal domain was marked by the rise of positivism. John Austin was the foremost proponent here, with his ideas becoming posthumously
influential in the latter half of the century.
The shift from natural law to legal positivism was distinguished by the devaluing of universal natural law assumptions, which were taken to be principles
of morality rather than of law, and an emphasis on the empirical evidence of
legal acts executed by sovereign state authorities. In domestic society, only the
positive law made by a sovereign state could qualify as proper law. In the field
of international law, this definition raised a problem, articulated by Austin himself: absent a globally sovereign state, there could not be, properly speaking, any
international law. Yet this fundamentalist objection was circumvented by the
claim that the body of extant international law consisted of specific acts, such as
treaties, conventions, agreements, and so forth, entered into by sovereign states.
Even though there were voices, such as that of Henry Maine, that suggested
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international law should be looked on as customary rather than positive law,
the general desire was to ground the law of nations on the solidly empirical and
positive foundation of the acts of sovereign states.2
But who were these sovereign states whose legal transactions with other
sovereign states could produce a body of positive international law? Some
scholars maintain that the mutual treaties and agreements between these sovereign states were based on certain shared premises, and had, over the years,
produced a set of mutually recognized and accepted principles of international
transaction. In other words, what otherwise might be called customary had
been actually incorporated into a body of positive international law, because
those sovereign states in fact constituted an international society, or perhaps a
“family” of nations. As Antony Anghie points out, “Despite positivist preoccupations with sovereignty doctrine, . . . ‘society’ and the ‘family of nations’ is the
essential foundation of positivist jurisprudence and the vision of sovereignty it
supports.”3
In his landmark study on the subject, Charles Henry Alexandrowicz argued
that before the nineteenth century, legal relations between European powers
and states in India and Southeast Asia existed “on a footing of equality.” The
former acknowledged the sovereignty of the latter and even adopted, or at least
tried to fit into, the legal practices that prevailed in interstate relations in the
region. The Europeans were aware that there were different classes of sovereigns in the East, ranging from suzerains like the emperor of China or Mughal
emperor, to minor sovereigns who were otherwise vassals of a suzerain, to vassals on the borderline of sovereignty and nonsovereign feudal status. Some of
the treaties between Europeans and Indian rulers were declared to be transactions between sovereigns, even when they were only concluded between their
local representatives, such as, for instance, the treaty of 1547 between the kings
of Portugal and Vijayanagara. Of course, the European powers always sought
preferential privileges from Eastern rulers in matters of trade and even extracted various territorial concessions. Yet “a great number of treaties originating from the pre–nineteenth century period were either equal treaties, or, if
they were unequal or imposed transitory or permanent burdens on the contracting Rulers, they did not necessarily result in the suppression of their sovereignty or remove them from the orbit of the natural family of nations.”4 Even
when Indian rulers effectively surrendered territory to the East India Company
in the eighteenth century, as in Bengal or the Carnatic, or in the Maratha territories, they did so as sovereign powers through treaties.
The situation changed drastically in the nineteenth century when, with the
adoption of legal positivism in place of natural law theories, the sovereign status of Eastern rulers came to be doubted, and the family of nations comprising
the proper subjects of international law was restricted only to the countries of
Europe and the new republics of the Americas. Paradoxically, therefore, as Al-
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exandrowicz remarks, the domain of the law of nations in the nineteenth century
“shrank to regional dimensions though it still carried the label of universality.”5
While this claim might seem persuasive from a strictly legal point of view,
the change in legal regimes makes better sense if one places it within the
changing political context of relations between nineteenth-century European
powers and Eastern rulers. We have already alluded in earlier chapters to the
profound transformations brought about in social and political discourse in
Europe, and in Britain in particular, with the Industrial Revolution. The world
in the nineteenth century as seen from Europe was quite different from how it
looked in the eighteenth. The attraction of Asian and later African territories
as sources of raw material for European industry, land for European commercial agriculture, and markets for European industrial manufactures had become
overwhelming.
Added to this was the expansion through the nineteenth century of the
balance-of-power system of Europe to include within its scope the territories
of virtually the entire globe. The classical structure had developed a mechanism,
through territorial transfers and shifting alliances, to prevent the emergence of
a single dominant power or coalition in Europe. Thus, the relative strengths of
the system’s core players—Britain, France, Austria, Russia, and Holland (replaced
by Prussia after 1815)—were frequently adjusted by territorial acquisitions at
the expense of minor powers (the partitions of Poland in the late eighteenth
century being the most notorious example), and in the case of the maritime
powers, by overseas territories. The Napoleonic Wars did, of course, push this
diplomatic system into a crisis, but when the crisis was over, the conservative
restoration of the principles of legitimate sovereignty returned the structure to its
previous methods of adjustment of the balance of power. Hence, even though
France was contained by the peace of 1815, it was not punished and was allowed to retain most of its overseas possessions. Indeed, all of the core powers
of Europe, including France, had more in 1815 than they did in 1790. Overseas
territories actually became the chief means for maintaining the European balance in the nineteenth century, reaching egregious limits in the partition of
Africa at the Berlin colonial conference of 1884–85.6
Moreover, with the rising tide of democratic and nationalist movements
in central and eastern Europe, resonating with the threatening revolutionary
rhetoric of the natural rights of peoples and nations to self-government, the
discursive shift in the legal domain from natural law to positivism made good
conservative sense. This was the political background to the changing significance of the law of nations in the nineteenth century. The European powers
became the only proper subjects of the purportedly universal law of nations
because the entire world was now properly the object of European power.
The effect of this shift on the Indian subcontinent becomes dramatically clear
from a chart prepared by Michael Fisher showing the annexation of territory
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by the East India Company.7 Until 1799, the bulk of the company’s territory,
mostly in Bengal and the Carnatic, was not quite annexed since de jure sovereignty still lay with various Indian rulers. During Wellesley’s term as governorgeneral, a new aggressive policy was implemented, not always endorsed by the
British government or the company’s directors in London. From 1799 to 1806,
in Mysore, Awadh, and the Maratha country, the company annexed some
135,000 square miles (nearly 350,000 square kilometers) of land—the size,
Fisher notes, of reunited Germany today. Indeed, over Wellesley’s period in
office, the company annexed 50,000 square kilometers of territory every year.8
Annexations continued through the early nineteenth century. Lord Hastings,
governor-general from 1813 to 1823, proclaimed the legal doctrine of “paramountcy,” by which the company’s authority as the paramount power superseded that of all Indian rulers and bestowed on it the right to annex their territories if, in its view, there were sufficient grounds to do so. Malcolm, writing
in 1826, supplied a logic of inevitability to the annexation process:
The truth is, that the day on which the Company’s troops marched one mile from
their factories, the increase of their territories and their armies became a principle of
self-preservation. . . . [I]t was a vain attempt to endeavour to stop altogether, the career of a state, which was rising rapidly into greatness under the influence of causes
that were irresistible in their force, and which it was not possible to control.

By that time, despite acknowledging the material benefits of territorial expansion in the form of increased revenue and commerce, the principal justification
for annexation became the plea that the people living under various Indian
rulers needed to be protected from misgovernment. Malcolm made this argument too:
To men tired out as they were with wars and contentions, and who, from the repeated conquests to which they had been subjected, were lost to all feeling of national pride, the very permanency of usurpation was a blessing; and it was natural for
them to forget their prejudices against their European masters in the contemplation
of that superior regard to justice, good faith, and civilization, by which they saw their
rule accompanied.9

The consideration that the people wanted and deserved better government,
it would be asserted in the nineteenth century, could trump all prior legal provisions of treaties and override the objections of the rulers whose presumed
rights of sovereignty had been replaced by the paramount power assumed by
the British.
It is here that the history of European territorial acquisitions in Asia and,
later in the nineteenth century, Africa would pose conceptual problems for the
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law of nations. Even though in the course of their imperial advance European
powers such as Britain had entered into various treaties and agreements with
Oriental rulers and chieftains, were the latter really to be regarded as sovereign
entities? To admit this would be to acknowledge that the family of sovereign
nations that was the source of international law included such non-European
members. On the other hand, to deny them any sovereign authority would
imply that the treaties they had entered into with European powers had no legal
standing. The problem, as we shall see, dogged imperial policy in India in the
nineteenth century.
The solution was devised, once again, by reference to the new comparative
scheme of normalization of governmental attributes. It allowed European jurists to make a basic distinction between civilized and uncivilized nations. By
virtue of this, the family of nations that constituted the proper subject of international law could be restricted to only the civilized nations of Europe and
white settler nations of the Americas. John Westlake, the doyen of British
scholarship on international law in the nineteenth century, defined this “society
of states” as the Europe that was born in classical Greece and Rome, consolidated in Westphalia, and now included European and American states plus “a
few Christian nations such as the Hawaiian Islands, Liberia and the Orange
Free State.”10
As for the uncivilized peoples of the rest of the world, some had no state
formations or legal regimes at all, while others had rulers who were arbitrary,
and whose laws were shaped by religions and cultures that did not value the
underlying precepts that had produced the law of civilized nations. The uncivilized nations could not be regarded as proper subjects of international law.
Westlake, writing at the end of the nineteenth century, was clear on this point.
Sovereignty was a purely European concept, and native chiefs in Africa could
not be said to have transferred something of which they had no concept. “International law has to treat natives as uncivilized. It regulates, for the mutual
benefit of the civilized states, the claims which they make to sovereignty over
the region and leaves the treatment of the natives to the conscience of the state
to which sovereignty is awarded.”11 By the nineteenth century, then, the proper
subjects of international law had become restricted to the “civilized nations”; it
was for their mutual benefit that international law was supposed to regulate the
transactions between nations.
Was this a shift that had been brought about by a discursive transformation
from universalist natural law doctrines to legal positivism? Martti Koskenniemi, who does not give much credence to the theory of change in legal regimes,
holds that in the nineteenth century, appeals to universalist values did not disappear. Nor was the universalist humanism of the natural law doctrines of Grotius and Emerich de Vattel, “a secular variant of the Christian view of a single
god,” an impediment to excluding the non-European subject by emphasizing its
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radical difference according to some purely European standard.12 Even when
non-European nations were regarded as capable of engaging in acts of sovereignty, the proper subjects of the law of nations were always the European
states. If there was a change in the discursive practices of law, it took place entirely within a purely European discourse.13
The distinction between civilized and uncivilized nations, however, still left
unanswered the question of whether the treaties entered into by the former
with the latter were legally valid. One response was to resort to the flexibility
afforded by the normalized scheme of comparison between nations, suggesting
that there were different degrees of sovereignness among uncivilized states.
These degrees translated into different kinds of treaties between European and
non-European states, ranging from trade agreements to cession of territory.
Each of these transactions implied a certain amount of capacity by the uncivilized state to engage in international transactions. The acquisition of territory
by European powers could take place by the cession of territory by treaty, annexation, or conquest.
In the nineteenth century, the concept of the protectorate also emerged by
which a backward state would, through its legal consent, be brought under the
control of an imperial power without the latter taking on the burden of administration. Imperial practices in Asia and, later, Africa thus imparted the qualities of variation and complexity to the positivist concept of state sovereignty.
This enabled, for instance in 1856, the inclusion of Ottoman Turkey in an international peace conference, and later in the century the recognition of Japan,
Siam, Persia, and China as occasional members of the family of sovereign nations. Not only that, these imperial practices brought out the conceptual obverse
of the idea of sovereignty: it was necessary for an entity—that is, an uncivilized
nation—to first possess sovereignty precisely in order to be able to give it up
through a valid legal agreement with a civilized European power. Lassa Oppenheim, writing his canonical text in the early twentieth century, revealed
some bewilderment when he observed: “Cession of territory made to a member
of the family of nations by a State as yet outside that family is real cession and
a concern of the Law of Nations, since such State becomes through the treaty
of cession in some respects a member of that family.”14 Anghie correctly concludes: “The development of the idea of sovereignty in relation to the nonEuropean world occurs in terms of dispossession, its ability to alienate its lands
and rights.”15
Further, these earlier treaties could not be discarded all of a sudden, not because of any consideration for the sensibilities of Oriental or African rulers, but
rather because of the restraint of legal practice they placed on mutual relations
between the European powers. To allow the validity of these treaties to lapse
would introduce a dangerous instability into the relations and practices that
had been established among the various European powers themselves in Asia
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and Africa. Anghie notes: “It was precisely the fear of disputes over title to
colonial territories among European powers that inspired the Conference of
Berlin in 1884–5. Consequently, the non-European world had to be located in
the positivist system, not merely for purposes of control and suppression, but
to prevent its ambiguous status from undermining European solidarity.”16 Not
surprisingly, this feature once more confirmed the virtually exclusive centrality
of the European powers to the family of nations that made international law in
the nineteenth century.
By the mid-nineteenth century, the legal concept of the protectorate had
arisen, so that “one state could acquire complete control over another . . . without necessarily assuming the burden of its administration. . . . [I]t was this feature of the protectorate which favoured its extensive adoption by European
Powers in the spread of their dominion.”17 Although control of internal affairs
was left to the native ruler, that function could be taken over by the protecting
power either because of a provision in the treaty or because the native ruler was
incapable of providing good government. The grounds for such intervention,
though, were left vague and undefined, affording the paramount power a considerable range of strategic flexibility in framing its policies toward the so-called
protected states. As William Lee-Warner, an official dealing with the Indian
princely states, observed:
There is paramount power in the British Crown, of which the extent is wisely left
undefined. There is a subordination in the native states, which is understood but not
explained. The paramount power intervenes only on grounds of general policy, where
interests of the Indian people or the safety of the British power are at stake.18

Once again, even within the ostensibly positivist framework defined by the concept of undivided sovereignty, the law of nations in the East had to proceed by
keeping sovereignty flexible and undefined, and therefore subject to policy rather
than to fixed legal principle.19
Surveying the history of relations between the Indian princely states and the
British, Barbara Ramusack concludes that the decision of whether and how far
to intervene in the affairs of native states was always flexible, contingent, and
dependent on specific understandings of the imperial interest, and not bound
by rigid conceptions of either legal or moral principle.20 This would, as we will
soon see, become a major resource in the practices of modern empire in the
twentieth century.
The history of European imperialism in Asia and Africa thus reveals a general feature of the history of international law itself. It would be said in the
latter half of the twentieth century that with the rivalry between the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, in extending their control and
dominance over every part of the globe, the field of international law was taken
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over by policy in place of law: the so-called diplomatic school, which preferred
flexible principles and case-by-case negotiated settlements, won over the legal
school, which demanded firm principles of law and permanent international
institutions of adjudication. The superpowers began to use the language of law
to justify their political acts of foreign policy.21 The history of the law of nations
on the Indian subcontinent in the nineteenth century almost exactly prefigures
the history of international law in the second half of the twentieth. Until the
eighteenth century, relations between the European powers and Oriental states
appear to have largely conformed to the restraints imposed by the concept of
sovereignty enshrined in Europe since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and
theorized in the eighteenth century by Vattel. This was because the European
presence in India was either distinctly inferior in terms of power compared to
the Indian states or, as in the eighteenth century, Europeans dealt with the Indian states within a certain balance-of-power framework. The law of nations as
developed in Europe was quite reasonably suited for such a structure.
By the early nineteenth century, British power started to be projected in
India as hegemonic. Other powers, whether European or Indian, were no longer serious competitors in the region. There was no reason left to abide by the
constraints imposed by a law of nations designed to maintain the balance of
power. Law was now mobilized to further the policy objectives of the paramount power. Indeed, our exploration of the legal and policy debates over British relations with the Indian states in the nineteenth century, and survey of the
technical instruments they produced for a dominant power to exercise control
over other putatively sovereign entities, allows us to offer a general definition of
modern empire that covers most examples of imperial power in the world in
the last two centuries. The imperial prerogative, one could say, lies in the claim to
declare the colonial exception.
It is, of course, a claim whose effectiveness and legitimacy were open to negotiation. In the nineteenth century, the principal site where such claims were
put forward and sometimes challenged was that of the so-called family of civilized nations, mainly consisting of the major European powers. In a related
sense, these claims also had to be negotiated within domestic political formations in the imperial countries. Only in a peripheral and utterly subsidiary
sense were they discussed with the people of subordinated states, even though,
as we have seen, they were frequently invoked as justifications for imperial
intervention—in the form of “alibis,” as Karuna Mantena has shown.22
Besides, the privilege of declaring the colonial exception here applies to relations between a sovereign power and other political entities whose sovereignty has to be recognized even if only for them to surrender that sovereignty,
whether wholly or partially. A variety of techniques certainly are developed, but
all involve a determination that the universal principles that apply to relations
between sovereign states cannot apply in this exceptional case, because for one
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reason or another the entity does not deserve the full status of, or has lost its
legitimacy as, a proper sovereign state. It is this criterion that limits the concept
of modern empire to the domain of international relations, confirming the
historical process over the last two hundred years of the nation-state’s normalization as the standard form of the modern state. Instances of declaring the exception within contexts that are taken to belong to the sphere of the domestic
politics of states are not, in this sense, colonial-imperial. This is the definition
of modern empire that arises from its history over the last two hundred years.
It is somewhat ironic that the universalism of legal forms enshrined in international law precisely in order to prevent the emergence in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries of a hegemonic power in Europe should now, starting
in the late twentieth century, be recognized and criticized as the mark of imperialism. The critique began with Carl Schmitt, despised and marginalized as a
Nazi sympathizer, who in 1950 bemoaned the passing of the traditional global
order based on the jus publicum Europaeum and its replacement by, on the one
hand, US hegemonism, cloaking the pursuit of its imperial interests with the
moral rhetoric of war on behalf of humanity, and on the other hand, the anticolonial forces purporting to fight imperialism, but using the same moral appeal to humanity. Schmitt firmly believed that appeals to humanity in the field
of politics could only be a deception, since humanity as such did not correspond to any political entity on earth and could never be a proper political
subject. The traditional international public law of war and peace, a purely European concept, had developed a set of universal principles based on territorial
jurisdictions that were intended to restrain states from imposing the domination of one over the others. The new moralism of wars on behalf of humanity
had ended that regime of law. Henceforth, wars would be moral, unrestrained,
and total.23
The critique was picked up by the realist theorists of international relations,
led by Hans Mongenthau, who regarded power in pursuit of the national interest as the principal driving force of world politics and conceded only a minor
role to international law in facilitating the resolution of disputes that did not
involve fundamental conflicts of national interest. Thus, moralism on one side
and realism on the other combined to undermine the formal structure of international law that had provided, even in an age when there were no supranational legal institutions, the source of compelling arguments that could restrain
the actions of states with respect to one another. Koskenniemi, among contemporary legal scholars, has clearly identified the resultant antiformalism as contributing to two kinds of imperialism. One is the rational imperialism that assumes that the particular preferences of an authoritative power either constitute
or exactly correspond to the universally desirable norm, and that all deviant
preferences are morally flawed or the result of ignorance, and as such are devoid
of legitimacy. The other is the cynical imperialism that upholds a universally
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desirable norm, but does not believe that it has been fully realized by any nation, thereby making all particular preferences imperfect and flawed, and yet in
bad faith proceeds to justify the acts of the authoritative power by invoking that
universal norm.24 The two variants of “empire’s law” have replaced the classical
law of nations.
Returning to Dalhousie’s predicament in 1855, it is apparent exactly how
empire’s law was made to replace the law of nations on the Indian subcontinent
in the nineteenth century. Schmitt would not have flinched if he heard this
story, since he did not think that the Indian states were ever the proper subjects
of the law of nations: it was legitimate and rational, he would have said, for the
stability of the European states system that Britain should bring under its
domain the control of that part of the world. But in order not to succumb to
nationalist sentiments of outrage or nostalgia, it is important to also recall that
the effective erasure in the nineteenth century, under British imperial auspices,
of the law of nations from the territorial space of the Indian subcontinent was
essential for the imagining of undivided national sovereignty in the twentieth.
In fact, the second half of the nineteenth century was when, as Manu Goswami has shown, the territory of subcontinental India, including the princely
states, effectively consolidated under British paramountcy, began to be geographically envisioned as a national space, with a map, borders, and physical and
human resources that could be claimed for economic and political assertion by
an Indian nation.25 When in 1947, Vallabhbhai Patel, the home minister of
newly independent India, proceeded to cajole and sometimes coerce the hundreds of Indian princes, hitherto under British “protection,” to integrate their
territories with those of the Indian state through treaties of accession, from the
formal viewpoint of the law of nations his acts were no less imperialist.26
Whether they were of the rational or cynical variety may, of course, be a matter
of interpretation.

Dalhousie and Paramountcy
By the 1840s, even the East India Company directors in London were persuaded that their territorial reach in India should be extended to better consolidate and expand British interests in the region. The colonial economy of India
was by then taking its characteristic shape under conditions of rapid industrial
growth in Britain.27 Private European entrepreneurs were seeking opportunities
for profit making in the frontier zones outside the relatively regulated domains
of the company’s territories. The company’s interests too were now actively engaged further east as far as China, where armed conflict broke out in 1839–42
over the British trade there in Indian opium. Besides, the security of the company’s Indian possessions became a concern with growing fears of Russian dom-
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inance along the northern frontier. British officials in India looking to increase
the company’s lands were now much more likely than before to receive the approval of their directors in London.
Dalhousie is famous in British Indian history for achieving the largest territorial expansion under a single governor-general. Between 1848 and 1856, he
annexed, as Fisher reminds us, 250,000 square miles (680,000 square kilometers), representing a quarter of the company’s entire lands in India, and clocking an annual rate of 85,000 square kilometers, which was equivalent to acquiring an Austria every year.28 And yet, reading the records of this period, the
postcolonial historian is likely to be somewhat perplexed by the endless debates that dominate colonial decision making under Dalhousie, especially over
legal jurisdiction, treaty obligations, and internal sovereignty. If it was true,
as the first generation of nationalist historians of the 1950s concluded, that
nineteenth-century Indian princes wore the regalia of statehood only at the
sufferance of the British and that their presumptions of sovereignty were no
more than an empty shell, then why were the annexations of Dalhousie so contentious?29 One of the perennial dangers in treating history as the ineluctable
path to the decisive construction of the present is that we overlook, in this case,
the real constraints and possibilities that made the mid-nineteenth century a
moment of critical historical transition in India. Unless we tune ourselves to the
discursive shifts that took place in nineteenth-century international law and
diplomacy, we will miss what the fuss was all about.
The received orthodoxy among colonial officials in the 1840s was noninterference in the internal sovereignty of the Indian states. Lee-Warner, Dalhousie’s
biographer and an expert on the princely states, explained the relevant considerations as follows:
The Company’s servants knew that the so-called states were not nationalities, but
heterogeneous populations under dynasties, or even upstarts of foreign races. . . . [T]he
experience of the Pindari campaigns compelled [Lord Hastings] to break down the
ring-fence, and to fill the map of India with protected states. He took from them
the reality of international life. He deprived them of the rights of making war or of
contracting engagements with their neighbours. . . . Thus, one of the full attributes of
sovereignty, which in the aggregate gave to their possessor an international status or
a position of independence, namely internal sovereignty, was alone left to the protected princes of India, and an excessive importance was attached in 1847 to the obligations imposed on the protecting power by its promises to avoid interference into
the domestic affairs of its allies.30

Most residual signs of earlier assumptions of equal sovereignty between the
British and Indian powers were erased, however. The earlier treaties, for instance, provided for the office of the British resident in the protected Indian
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state in return for a vakil or diplomatic representative of the prince posted in
Calcutta. By the 1830s, the sending of vakils was actively discouraged and finally
ended.31 The sovereignty of Indian states under conditions of British paramountcy, even though a valid legal category, was decidedly residual in practice.
Dalhousie nevertheless was keen to find room, even within those limitations,
to expand the company’s territories. He discovered it in the so-called doctrine
of lapse. The first test case came early in his term of office—in the western Indian state of Satara in 1848, when the ruler died without leaving behind a son.
Dalhousie annexed the state, and defended his action by declaring that “the
British Government is bound not to put aside or neglect such rightful opportunities of acquiring territory or revenue as may from time to time present
themselves, whether they arise from the lapse of subordinate states by the failure of all heirs.”32 His logic here was purely strategic: “I cannot conceive it
possible for any one to dispute the policy of taking advantage of every just opportunity that presents itself for consolidating the territories that already belong
to us, by taking possession of states which may lapse in the midst of them. . . . By
incorporating Sattarah with our possessions we should acquire continuity of
military communication, and increase the revenues of ‘the state.’” He would repeat the argument in 1853, when he annexed Nagpur by applying this doctrine:
It would render continuous several British provinces, between which foreign territory is now interposed. . . . It would place the only direct line of communication
which exists between Calcutta and Bombay almost within British territory, whereas
the road now passes for a considerable distance through foreign states. . . . To sum up
all in one sentence, the possession of Nagpore would combine our military strength,
would enlarge our commercial resources, and would materially tend to consolidate
our “power.”33

In 1849, he annexed Punjab, which was nominally ruled by the minor Dalip
Singh, on the charge of disloyalty, since the Sikh chieftains had allegedly sought
the assistance of the Afghans in resisting the paramountcy of the British.
The strategic vision that impelled these acts was described by Edwin Arnold, the celebrated narrator of Buddha’s life, but here in his less-known role as
defender of Dalhousie’s policies:
One dominant passion has shown itself palpably, driving the great and able man
possessed of it to the very verge of conventional justice, generosity, and good faith,
and sometimes not a little beyond those boundaries. . . . Lord Dalhousie had, in fact,
deliberately conceived the idea of a homogeneous Indian peninsula, with the British
sovereign for sole Seigneur, the native princes for pensioned peers, and the native
zemindars, officers, public servants, and employés, replaced by “young gentlemen
from Haileybury.”34
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Even as he was possessed by this radical imperial vision, though, Dalhousie
was mindful of the legal constraints that he needed to respect. He regarded the
absence of natural heirs as a strategic opportunity; disloyalty was surely an offense that had to be punished by the paramount power, although such a thing
was unknown in international law. But he balked at intervention in internal
sovereignty. The test case was presented in 1851, when a clamor was raised in
official circles to annex Hyderabad for the alleged misrule of the nizam. Dalhousie resisted.
The acknowledged supremacy of the British power in India . . . entitles it to interfere
in the administration of the Native princes, if their administration tends unquestionably to the injury of the subjects or of the allies of the British Government. But I
recognise no mission confided to the British Government which imposes upon it the
obligation, or can confer upon it the right, of deciding authoritatively on the existence of Native independent sovereignties, or of arbitrarily setting them aside whenever their administration may not accord with its own views.35

Dalhousie, it seems, was particularly sensitive to public opinion in Britain,
and wary of doing anything that might be construed there as having violated
international obligations and good faith. “The passion for approval and consent,” Arnold observed, “visible in his last anxious act, was conspicuous at every
stage of his career; and sprang from something deeper than vanity in one who
had witnessed the omnipotence of the popular will, preparing in 1848 to shake
the powers of earth.”36 Dalhousie was also reminded by friends and advisers
from Britain of the need to keep British public opinion in mind before embarking on bold imperial initiatives. Charles Wood, having returned to England
after a long Indian career, wrote to Dalhousie in 1854 on the subject of Awadh,
which would soon come to occupy center stage in Indian politics:
Take Oudh by a voluntary surrender. . . . I am not at all averse to the operation, and
only am anxious that it should be skilfully performed—skilfully, I mean, in reference
to public opinion here—for I am not at all afraid of your not doing it skilfully on
Indian ground. One cannot nowadays disregard public opinion, and the Court of
Directors is by no means a popular body.37

The annexation of Awadh would test the political skills and legendary fortitude
of Dalhousie to their limits.

Awadh under British Protection
Awadh at the end of the eighteenth century was a kingdom comprising the
greater part of the Gangetic plains, roughly equal in size to and possibly greater
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in population than Great Britain. It had emerged as an independent principality through the eighteenth century with the decline of the Mughal Empire. In
the second half of the century, as British power rose in Bengal and expanded to
the frontiers of Awadh in the north, the ruling nawabs were forced into various
treaties with the British that allowed the East India Company special privileges
in matters of the trade and recruitment of soldiers to its army, but the internal
sovereignty of Awadh was protected. In 1775, when Nawab Shuja-ud-daulah
died, the British claimed new privileges. “Assuming, with calculated cynicism,”
as Michael Edwardes described the move, “that the death of the Nawab cancelled the agreements entered into with him, the Calcutta Council insisted on
negotiating a fresh treaty with his successor. By it, the nawab became a puppet
in the hands of the Governor-General, and the State of Oudh a dependency of
the East India Company.”38 From this time, a British resident was appointed to
the court of Awadh to represent the company’s supervisory authority. Awadh
also became a substantial supplier of raw cotton, textiles, indigo, and opium to
British Bengal.39
Wellesley’s expansionist zeal found a major target in Awadh. In 1798, he
declared: “I am satisfied that no effectual security can be provided against the
ruin of the province of Oude, until the exclusive management of the civil and
military government of that country shall be transferred intact to the Company.”40 In the end, despite Wellesley’s desire to annex the whole of the kingdom, Awadh was partitioned in 1801, and large parts of its territory were ceded
to the company. Arthur Wellesley, later to be celebrated in world history as the
Duke of Wellington, defended his brother’s action:
For some years previous to 1798 apprehensions had been entertained that Zemaun
Shah, the King of Caubul, would carry into execution an old and favourite plan of
the Affghan government to invade Hindustan. . . . Towards the close of the year 1799
the Governor-General called upon the Nabob of Oude to dismiss his expensive,
useless, and dangerous troops, and to fill their places by increased numbers of the
Company’s troops. . . . [When he said that he was unable to meet the financial burden] a treaty was concluded . . . by which, in commutation of the subsidy, and for the
perpetual defence of his country, the Nabob ceded to the Company the territory of
Rohilcund, the Dooab, and Gorruckpoor. . . .
By the whole of this arrangement the Company gained,
1st. The advantage of getting rid of a useless and dangerous body of troops stationed on the very point of their defence, and ready at all times to join an invading
enemy:
2ndly. The advantage of acquiring the means of placing upon this weak point additional numbers of the British troops, and thereby increasing its strength, and the
general security of the provinces in their rear:
3rdly. Ample territorial security for the regular and perpetual payment of these
funds for the support of their military establishments in Bengal:
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into the countries ceded to them and the employment of their own servants in the
administration, they secured the tranquillity of those hitherto disturbed countries,
the loyalty and happiness of their hitherto disaffected and turbulent inhabitants;
and, above all, they acquired the resources of those rich but hitherto neglected provinces for their own armies, in case of the recurrence of the necessity for military
operations upon that frontier.41

Military person that he was, Wellington put the imperial argument here in the
most matter-of-fact terms possible: the partial annexation of Awadh in 1801
was made necessary by the needs of security (two hundred years ago, it was still
Afghanistan), restoration of order, deployment of troops, and resources to pay for
it all. There was no argument about coming to the rescue of oppressed people.
In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Awadh was practically governed by a dual authority. The nawab’s administration was crippled by the
constant interference of the British resident. Most historians agree that under
this “system of meddling,” the nawabs and their ministers were left with little
initiative or responsibility: “A corrupt administration was guaranteed by the
presence of the Company’s troops.”42 It was later alleged that the Awadh rulers
stopped ruling, and retired into a life of wine, women, and poetry. Yet Thomas
Metcalf writes: “Indolence was the only appropriate response to the situation
in which the princes of Oudh were placed: in which they could not be overthrown but could not act effectively in either the old way or the new.”43
But there was never any question about the Awadh rulers’ loyalty to the
British. In 1819, the British decided to upgrade the status of the Awadh ruler
from a nominal subordinate of the emperor in Delhi to a sovereign king, thereby
diminishing even further the already-marginal authority of the Mughal throne.
The coronation was held in Lucknow, the capital city of Awadh, accompanied
by a twenty-one gun salute and God Save the King. Regardless of this legal
fantasy, however, the British hardly took the trappings of Awadh royalty seriously. Their officers insisted on sitting, as opposed to standing, in the royal
presence. They would move around the city in palanquins and have umbrellas
held over them—both considered privileges of the local aristocracy. When the
governor-general Charles, Lord Hardinge, visited Lucknow in 1847, the king
of Awadh was made to wear English patent leather boots to establish parity of
status, instead of following the local tradition of visitors removing their shoes
when in the king’s presence.44
As mentioned before, the prudent view until the 1840s in British circles was
not to interfere in the internal affairs of the subsidiary Indian allies, because
that was both the letter and spirit of the treaties that the British had signed
with them, and also because constant interference tended to sour relations without bringing any permanent benefits. Francis, Lord Moira (later Lord Hastings), governor-general in 1813, reminded John Baillie, a particularly pushy
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and arrogant resident in Awadh, that “the Resident should consider himself as
the ambassador from the British Government to an acknowledged sovereign;
a respectful urbanity and a strict fulfilment of established ceremonials should
thence be preserved by the Resident towards His Excellency.”45
Still, the policy of noninterference also made the British presence in these
dependencies utterly anomalous. British officers complained that the company’s
troops were being asked to protect a corrupt and oppressive native administration. Indeed, the British power was becoming an accomplice in the perpetration
of countless crimes and immoralities. This view of the imperial mission was
voiced with great fervor by the liberal Evangelical movement.
The Evangelicals in the 1840s had two main items on their agenda for the
Indian Empire: the spread of English education among Indians, and the further opening of India to Christian missionaries. They had, as we have seen,
powerful proponents within the company establishment in officials like Grant.
In their minds, the duties of Evangelical Christianity were wonderfully married, in a blissful ménage à trois, to thriving commerce as well as progressive
social reform. As Grant put it:
In considering the affairs of the world as under the control of the Supreme Disposer,
and those distant territories . . . providentially put into our hands . . . is it not necessary
to conclude that they were given to us, not merely that we might draw an annual
profit from them, but that we might diffuse among their inhabitants, long sunk in
darkness, vice and misery, the light and benign influence of the truth, the blessings
of well-regulated society, the improvements and comforts of active industry? . . . In
every progressive step of this work, we shall also serve the original design with which
we visited India, that design still so important to this country—the extension of our
commerce.46

The Evangelical tone was particularly shrill among the nonofficial British
population of India—merchants, missionaries, and newspaper editors. They
were obsessively focused on the dissolute lifestyles of Indian princes. It was
virtually axiomatic for them that the Indian nobility was immoral and incapable of good government. Charles Jackson, a defender of Dalhousie’s policies,
wrote: “But what hope could be entertained of any Indian prince brought up in
the purple—of his becoming anything but an indolent, sensual, and tyrannical
sovereign?” Citing a report on the last ruler of Nagpur, he continued:
A distaste for business and low habits seem the distinguishing features of his temperament. . . . [H]is natural inclination has led him, when unchecked, to absorb himself in the society of low followers, in the sports of wrestling, kite-flying, and cards, in
singing and dancing, and in the intercourse of his dancing-girls. . . . A concubine, by
name Janee, is spoken of as having led the Rajah into confirmed habits of drinking
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about eight years since, so that now, when not ill, his drinking exceeds a bottle of
brandy a day.47

Arnold, professor for several years in Poona before becoming a journalist in
Britain and editor of the Daily Telegraph, commented: “It has no great bearing,
indeed, on our right to annex Oudh, that their Kings took their pleasure in the
stud-yard, and pandered at once to the passions of he-goats and their own; or
that they laid aside the sceptre to catch cats.”48 The brazen circularity created
by these assumptions and prejudices is best exemplified by Henry Elliot’s methodological preface to his immensely influential compendium of extracts from
the chronicles of Muslim rule in India:
In Indian Histories there is little which enables us to penetrate below the glittering
surface, and observe the practical operation of a despotic government. . . . If, however,
we turn our eyes to the present Muhammadan kingdoms of India, and examine the
character of the princes, we may fairly draw a parallel between ancient and modern
times. . . . We behold kings, even of our own creation, slunk in sloth and debauchery,
and emulating the vices of a Caligula or a Commodus.49

In 1850, the Delhi Gazette put the following challenge to the government:
“What we contend for is, that our countrymen should either govern Oudh or
abandon its rulers to their fate. As it is, we are powerless for good and unwilling
accomplices in evil. We do infinite and perpetual wrong, because some of our
nation in times past made treaties which it is immoral to observe.”50
There was little doubt in British opinion in India about the superiority of
British rule. But there was a serious debate in the mid-nineteenth century
about the legality as well as morality of the annexation of Indian kingdoms.
Henry Lawrence, for instance, an imperial hero of the first rank, was what
could be described as a fundamentalist Christian, yet he was firmly against annexations. In an anonymous article in the Calcutta Review in 1845, he wrote:
“Let the government of the country be taken over, but let the administration of
the country be as far as possible native. Let not a rupee come into the Company’s coffers. Let Oudh at last be governed, not for one man, the king, but for
him and his people.”51
Interestingly, Karl Marx, writing in 1853 from London as a correspondent
for the New York Daily Tribune, was scathing in his remarks about the objections of English radicals such as John Bright and Richard Cobden to the annexation of Indian states:
The final absorption or annexation of these native States is at present eagerly controverted between the Reformers who denounce it as a crime, and the men of business
who excuse it as a necessity. In my opinion the question itself is altogether improperly
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put. As to the native States they virtually ceased to exist from the moment they became subsidiary to or protected by the Company. . . . The conditions under which they
are allowed to retain their apparent independence are at the same time the conditions of a permanent decay, and of an utter inability of improvement. . . . It is, therefore, not the native States, but the native Princes and Courts about whose maintenance the question revolves. Now, is it not a strange thing that the same men who
denounce “the barbarous splendours of the Crown and Aristocracy of England” are
shedding tears at the downfall of Indian Nabobs, Rajahs, and Jagheerdars, the great
majority of whom possess not even the prestige of antiquity, being generally usurpers
of very recent date, set up by English intrigue! . . . If [the princes] are good for any
thing, it is for exhibiting Royalty in its lowest stage of degradation and ridicule. . . .
The English money-lenders, combined with the English Aristocracy, understand, we
must own, the art of degrading Royalty, reducing it to the nullity of constitutionalism at home, and to the seclusion of etiquette abroad. And now, here are the Radicals, exasperated at this spectacle!52

The Road to Annexation
In 1847, Wajid Ali Shah became king of Awadh. He was an accomplished poet
in Urdu and Persian; his intelligence, aesthetic sensibility, and wit were much
admired by the sophisticated elite of Lucknow. Curiously, Dalhousie became
governor-general of India in the same year. One cannot think of a starker contrast between two characters in the same play. Dalhousie was a fervent Presbyterian and is said to have carried self-discipline to the point of self-mortification.
He was haughty, imperious, autocratic, and quick-tempered, resented opposition and demanded absolute obedience.53 His industry and devotion to work
was legendary. He was also thoroughly convinced of the superiority of British
rule over that of any of the Indian rulers. An admiring biographer portrayed
Dalhousie’s attitude in the following words:
He knew too much of the native princes and courts of his day to cultivate their
goodwill at the expense of their ungoverned subjects. His sympathies went with the
suffering people, not with their weak, vicious, idle, pleasure-loving masters. Policy
and justice alike impelled him to give the former a fair chance, wherever possible, of
bettering their lot by a change from Native to British rule.54

But Dalhousie was careful to pick his way skillfully through the thicket of
laws and conventions. In 1849, he appointed Colonel William Sleeman as the
resident in Awadh with the express instruction to provide him with a detailed
report on the state of administration in the kingdom. Sleeman was already a
much-decorated officer who had made his mark by suppressing “thuggee”—the
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depredations of fearsome gangs of armed robbers all over northern India. With
his puritan sensibilities, he detested the court of Lucknow: “Such a scene of
intrigue, corruption, depravity, neglect of duty, and abuse of authority, I have
never before been placed in, and hope never again to undergo. . . . Lucknow is an
overgrown city, surrounding an overgrown Court, which has, for the last half
century, exhausted all the resources of this fine country.”55 Dalhousie, in the
meantime, had already made up his mind that Awadh must be brought under
the company’s direct supervision, even though he was opposed to outright
annexation. Within days of sending Sleeman to Lucknow, he was writing to
a friend: “I have got two other kingdoms [in addition to Punjab] on hand to
dispose of—Oude and Hyderabad. Both are on the high road to be taken under
our management—not into our possession; and before two years are over I have
no doubt they will be managed by us.”56 This distinction between management
and possession would soon become a key point of policy debate within the imperial establishment.
Sleeman’s report was a total indictment of the administration of Awadh and
particularly its ruler, Wajid Ali, who he depicted as “a crazy imbecile in the
hands of a few fiddlers, eunuchs, and poetasters.” Later published in two volumes, Sleeman’s diary takes one through the different districts of Awadh, and
details stories of rampant crime, bribery, extortion, fraud, infanticide, suttee,
insecurity of life and property, a predatory army, and an unresponsive government.57 He declared that “the King’s ambition seems to be limited to the reputation of being the best drum-beater, dancer, and poet of the day. He is utterly
unfit to reign.”58 He strongly recommended that the East India Company assume the administration of Awadh:
The treaty of 1837 gives our Government ample authority to take the whole administration on ourselves, in order to secure what we have often pledged ourselves to
secure to the people; but if we do this we must, in order to stand well with the rest
of India, honestly and distinctly disclaim all interested motives, and appropriate the
whole of the revenues for the benefit of the people and royal family of Oude.

At the same time, he added a warning:
Were we to take advantage of the occasion to annex or confiscate Oude, or any part of
it, our good name in India would inevitably suffer; and that good name is more valuable to us than a dozen of Oudes. We are now looked up to throughout India as the
only impartial arbitrators that the people generally have ever had, or can ever hope
to have without us; and from the time we cease to be so looked up to, we must begin
to sink. . . . [In Oude] the giant’s strength is manifest, and we cannot “use it like a
giant” without suffering in the estimation of all India. . . . We must show ourselves to
be high-minded.59
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Sleeman was both optimistic and confident that the people of Awadh would
welcome British administration with open arms.
There is not, I believe, another Government in India so entirely opposed to the best
interests and most earnest wishes of the people as that of Oude now is; at least I have
never seen or read of one. People of all classes have become utterly weary of it. . . . All,
from the highest to the lowest, would, at this time, hail the advent of our administration with joy; and the rest of India, to whom Oude misrule is well known, would
acquiesce in the conviction, that it had become imperative for the protection of the
people.60

It is worth pointing out here that Sleeman was strongly suspicious of those
Evangelical liberals who were keen to annex every piece of territory in India.
There is a school in India, happily not yet much patronised by the Home Government nor by the Governor-General, but always struggling with more or less success
for ascendancy. It is characterised by impatience at the existence of any native State,
and its strong and often insane advocacy of their absorption—by honest means, if
possible—but still, their absorption. There is no pretext, however weak, that is not
sufficient, in their estimation, for the purpose; and no war, however cruel, that is not
justifiable, if it has only this object in view.61

He repeatedly referred to this doctrine as “Machiavellian” and thought that the
Baptist missionaries, through their newspaper the Friend of India, were influencing opinion in Britain, since similar views were being expressed in articles
published in the Times of London.62
It was later alleged that “Colonel Sleeman was the emissary of a foregone
conclusion.” An anonymous book, attributed to Samuel Lucas but probably the
work of Captain Robert Bird, sometime assistant to Sleeman and later an advocate of the deposed Wajid Ali, described the Sleeman report:
He affected to inspect and make a report, but the character of his report was determined for him before he entered Oude. He professed to examine, but he was under
orders to sentence; he pretended to try, but he was instructed simply to condemn. . . .
Moreover, the Colonel accomplished this feat at the cost of the Oude Government,
and its royal family were charged three lakhs of rupees for the expenses of this very
tour, which undermined their authority, diminished their revenue, and was the principal source of the charges afterwards brought against them.63

As it happened, before Dalhousie could do anything with Sleeman’s document, there were troubles in Burma, recently conquered and annexed by the
British, and it was not until late 1854, when the Burmese wars ended, that he

The Pedagogy of Violence • 207

could turn his attention again to Awadh. By then, Sleeman had left Lucknow
because of bad health (and probably, unendurable moral outrage). Dalhousie
now sent another Scotsman, Colonel James Outram, to Lucknow to give him
an updated report. Outram knew nothing of northern India and did not have
even a smattering of Persian, the language in which all official work was carried
out in Awadh. He did the best he could: he simply recycled Sleeman’s report.64
Its substance was as follows. The king was “guided by low and incapable
advisors, eunuchs, fiddlers, and songsters.” The treasury was exhausted, and the
troops and establishments were in arrears. The courts were notoriously venal:
“Justice is openly bought and sold . . . [A]ll subordinate judges are equally and
notoriously corrupt.” The “frontier” police was the only efficient public institution, but only because it was commanded by British officers. The Awadh army,
by contrast, presented an “appalling picture.” No new roads had been built since
Sleeman’s account of 1849. “But,” remarked Outram, “while public works of
utility are so scant throughout Oude, the capital itself boasts of a greater display of palaces and tombs than any other city in India. . . . [V]ast sums are lavished . . . on His Majesty’s new palaces, gorgeous and extensive as they are.”65
He finished his report with some long tables listing all crimes reported in
the districts of Awadh between 1848 and 1854, and inferred, without any statistical justification, that they were on the increase. Outram concluded:
The condition of Oude is, as I have shown, most deplorable. And it has been my
painful duty to demonstrate that the lamentable condition of the Kingdom has
been caused by the very culpable apathy and gross misrule of the sovereign and his
Durbar. . . . It is, therefore, peculiarly distressing to me to find that, in continuing to
uphold the Sovereign power of this effete and incapable dynasty, we do so at the cost
of 5,000,000 of people, on whose behalf we are bound to secure—what the Oude
Government solemnly pledged to maintain—“such a system of Government as shall
be conducive to their prosperity, and calculated to secure to them their lives and
property.”

He also anticipated a possible question, though:
It may be naturally supposed that the people of Oude, if so greatly oppressed as has
been represented, would emigrate to the neighbouring British districts, which it does
not appear from the replies I have yet received from the Magistrates. . . . But the condition of the people of Oude cannot fairly be tested by the extent of emigration; for,
as stated by Major Troup, “although shamefully oppressed, they are much attached
to their country.”66

One more piece of evidence, we might note, of the moral infancy of the people
of India.
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The anonymous author of Dacoitee in Excelsis, while calling for a parliamentary inquiry into the truth behind the annexation of Awadh that had been
“carefully and ingeniously concealed from the British people,” described Outram’s report as something culled out of “old and suspicious materials, prefaced
with an acknowledgement of his own inexperience.” The account showed “how
falsely a pretended care for a native race can be made the excuse for thwarting
their inclinations, while appropriating their substance; and how, consulting our
own objects alone, we can enforce a revolution to which they were adverse, and
can thrust upon them our rule because we coveted their rupees.” A sovereign
prince was now being asked to defend his private life before the English public.
“The fact is, that this unfortunate gentleman has been the object of constant
espionage; his private amusements have been watched and reported, and he has
lived as it were in a cage of clear glass open to the constant inspection of inquisitive Residents.”67 Outram’s report, however, was sufficient for Dalhousie’s
purposes.
In June 1855, Dalhousie prepared a memorandum declaring: “The Government of Oude has been notorious for its abuse of power, for gross misrule, and
for the oppression of its subjects.” But his advice was cautious: “I, for my part,
. . . do not advise that the Province of Oude should be declared to be British
territory.” Instead, he recommended that the king of Awadh “should be required to vest the exclusive administration of the civil and military government
of Oude and its dependencies in the hands of the Company,” although for this,
the governor-general said, “the King’s consent is indispensable. . . . It would not
be expedient, or right, to endeavour to extract this consent by means of menace
or compulsion.”68 The contorted logic was patently obvious: the king would be
“required” to give up the administration, but only by his “consent.” In other
words, he was being asked to affirm his sovereignty by voluntarily giving it up.
Dalhousie was clearly thinking of critics in Parliament and the public, because he added: “The measure, if it be assented to, will doubtless be assailed by
those who are ever on the watch to attack the policy of the Indian Government.”69 He had been warned of this by the president of the company’s board
of directors: “Any plan which approaches to annexation of Oudh will, I have
reason to believe, excite a violent opposition from some active parties in this
country.”70 Hence, a show had to be made for the sanctity of treaty obligations.
Arnold later explained Dalhousie’s memorandum:
Without admitting the ridiculous doctrine, that because Vattel laid it down that “a
treaty implied equal sovereign rights,” the Company and the Nawabs should be
regarded as equal powers, these pages not only admit, but claim, that as regards
those arrangements or orders which were called treaties, and issued to the Oudh
princes to sign, the Company owed veracity and good faith in return for its vassal’s
obedience.71
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Awadh Annexed
Yet Dalhousie still had to convince the members of his own council. This was
his predicament in August 1855. The weakness of his argument was pointed
out by council member John Peter Grant: “On comparing the two plans, it will
be found that they differ only in this, that the first plan [annexation] involves
no political fiction, whilst the second plan [the king’s consent] does involve
one.”72 Grant made no secret of his understanding of the moral issues involved
in this matter.
I have always thought our long neglect of our obligations towards the people of
Oude, a great moral error. . . . No one, I believe, maintains that a policy of permanent
non-interference would be justifiable. If a man brings his elephant into a crowd, and,
having the power to prevent him, does not interfere to prevent him for trampling the
people to death, the judge will hang that man exactly as if he had put the people to
death with his own hand; and nothing that can be said in favour of a policy of noninterference will suspend execution of the sentence.73

It is unclear what exactly Grant meant by the elephant analogy. Presumably, he
was referring to the British propping up of the Awadh monarchy, in which case
he was talking about the problem of controlling Frankenstein’s monster—a
theme familiar from the history of twentieth-century international alliances.
James Dorin, another council member, asserted bluntly that the paramount
power had an unlimited right of interference, irrespective of treaties, if it wanted
to put an end to the oppression of native princes.74 Supreme Court chief justice
Barnes Peacock explored the legal angle and decided that annexation would be
legally justified. “If a Treaty entered into by two countries be broken by one of
them, the injured nation has the option either to consider the Treaty at an end,
or to uphold it, and insist upon the performance of it, and, if necessary, to resort
to force for that purpose.” Citing Vattel, he concluded that under international
law, it was right to go to war against Awadh.75
As many as four members of the governor-general’s council disagreed with
Dalhousie’s “consent” option and favored outright annexation. In the meantime, “public” voices emphasizing the moral duties of empire were reaching a
crescendo. The Lucknow correspondent for the Englishman wrote: “Everyday
that the annexation of this misgoverned country is delayed, another day of suffering is added to the lot of hundreds, nay thousands, of one of the finest races
of Hindustan.”76 Around this period, a book titled The Private Life of an Eastern King appeared in London, purporting to be the diary of a European in the
court of Nasir-ud-din Haidar in the 1830s, and detailing the excesses and
depravity of the Awadh monarch and his courtiers. A patent forgery, the book
nonetheless drew outraged comments from the English press. The Edinburgh
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Review demanded: “Are we to be deterred from doing our duty to those millions by a morbid fear that we shall be charged with cloaking ambition and
greed under a pretence of humanity?”77 An anonymous article in the Calcutta
Review by a European visitor to Lucknow was almost apoplectic with anger:
We saw a great deal, but I am sick of all this. I have been listening all day to stories,
some of them backed by irrefutable evidence, any one of which would make the
House of Commons quiver with indignation. What is the misgovernment of Naples
compared with this? I doubt if Tiberius or Caligula were a bit worse either in cruelty
or debauchery, than the Nasir-ud-din; and the present man is as bad, though of a
feebler energy. . . . “Why is not indigo grown?” said I. “Well,” said he [a man of Lucknow], “it has been tried, two Englishmen tried it. One was murdered, and the other
had to fly. You see, there is no security of life and property here.” I heard, too, one
little statistical fact, that will give you some idea of the state of morals. There are
upwards of one hundred houses in Lucknow, all taxed and registered, and inhabited
not by women but by men. Was Gomorrah worse? Such is life in Lucknow.78

Surrounded by this clamor, the court of directors in London wrote to the
council in Calcutta to say that unless it was a “virtual certainty” that the king
would accede to the transfer of his administration, he should not be offered any
alternative and Awadh should be annexed by force if necessary.79
Goaded by his superiors, and faced with a timetable that required him to
relinquish his post and return to Britain by March, Dalhousie was compelled
to throw legal caution to the winds. He decided to offer the king of Awadh a
new treaty, under which he would sign away his kingdom or face removal by
force. Even though he had changed his earlier position, Dalhousie had no
qualms about what he was doing: “I believe the work to be just, practicable, and
right. With that feeling on my mind, and in humble reliance on the blessing of
the Almighty, I approach the execution of the duty gravely; and not without
solicitude, but calmly and altogether without doubt.”80 On February 4, 1856,
with British troops from Kanpur advancing to the gates of Lucknow, Outram
met Wajid Ali. According to the official report, “His Majesty turned towards
the Resident and said, ‘Why have I deserved this? What have I committed?’”
When the resident explained the options, the king
gave vent to his feelings, in a passionate burst of grief, and exclaimed: “Treaties are
necessary between equals only: who am I, now, that the British Government should
enter into Treaties with?” . . . Uncovering himself, he placed his turban in the hands of
the Resident, declaring that, now his titles, rank, and position were all gone, it was not
for him to sign a Treaty, or to enter into any negotiation. . . . He touched on the future
fate which awaited his heirs and family, and declared his unalterable resolution to
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assured His Majesty that at the expiration of three days, unless His Majesty acceded
to the wishes of the British Government, the Resident would have no alternative but
to assume the government of the country.81

On February 7, Outram sent a message to Calcutta announcing that “the
King had declined to execute the treaty.” Not surprisingly, he found a European
conspirator behind this unexpected act of boldness on the part of an effete
Oriental:
The King has been encouraged and sustained in his resolution to adopt a course of
negative opposition and passive resistance, by the advice, I am told and believe, of
Mr. Brandon, a merchant at Cawnpore, whose antecedents of meddling mischievousness are well known to his Lordship in Council. This individual assures His
Majesty that, if deputed to England as his Agent, he will, without a doubt, obtain his
restoration.82

That day, British troops entered Lucknow as Outram issued a proclamation
announcing the king’s removal and the assumption of power by the East India
Company. A few days later, Wajid Ali, along with his family and servants, was
transported to Calcutta to spend the rest of his life there as a virtual prisoner.
In his trail came a song that would for some time be remembered and sung in
musical soirees among Calcutta’s Bengali elite:
The traitors have so unsettled the kingdom
That his highness has to go to London!
In every house the women weep.
The pavestones weep on every street.83

Dalhousie put it on record that he had been prompted by the opinion of the
court of directors in London and members of his own council in Calcutta to
abandon his previous position, instead adopting “the more peremptory course.”84
Privately he wrote: “So our gracious Queen has five million more subjects and
£1,300,000 more revenue than she had yesterday. As a present object, it would
have been better that a treaty had been signed, for an amicable agreement would
have looked best. But as regards the future, it is much better as it is. We shall
have to bear a much less heavy charge, and we are entirely free prospectively.”85
The author of Dacoitee in Excelsis asked: “And now that this result has been
attained, by the violation of treaties, with signal ingratitude, and not without
some taint of perfidy,—now that the Oude people have been liberated and are
kept enfranchised by an overwhelming force, to what extent can we show that
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they are our debtors, or that the substitution of our authority has been a boon
or advantage to them?”86 More than a hundred years later, analyzing the annexation of Awadh, John Pemble would observe:
If Evangelicalism provided the emotional impulse, liberalism provided the dogma
and moral justification for annexation, for it preached that British institutions were
those best calculated to promote the happiness of the Indian people. It also provided
an illusion of popular mandate, and this was an essential condition of action in an
age morbidly sensitive to the political dangers of offending Indian opinion. . . . [The
liberals] sincerely believed not only that annexation was good for the people of Oudh,
but also that it was what they wanted. The truth is that Indian opinion was quite
different from what the British imagined it to be.87

Imperialism: Liberal and Antiliberal
A little more than a year after the annexation—in May 1857—all of northern
India broke out in the most widespread and violent revolt in British India’s
history. Awadh was at the center of the rebellion, locally led by one of the wives
of the deposed king, various landlords and chiefs, and a mysterious Islamic
preacher.88 For ten months, Lucknow and much of the countryside around it
were in rebel hands. Henry Lawrence, who had advised against annexation and
was appointed to succeed Outram in Lucknow, died during a rebel attack on
the besieged residency. Later, critics in the British Indian establishment would
attribute the so-called Indian mutiny to the Evangelical zeal of the liberals.89
The second half of the nineteenth century in India was dominated by a conservative colonial ideology that shied away from social intervention, and preferred
to rule through local chiefs and power brokers, anticipating the form of indirect
rule that would become the theory of British colonialism in Africa.90
It is important to consider this antiliberal turn in imperial ideology in the
late nineteenth century, since it hinges crucially on the distinction made in the
previous chapter between imperial ideology and the techniques of imperial
practice. The hardening of imperial attitudes in Britain is usually dated from
the Indian Mutiny of 1857 and the Morant Bay rebellion of 1865 in Jamaica.
They led to a strong critique, not only of liberal pretensions of improving native
institutions to bring them up to the level of those of civilized nations, but also
of the alleged sentimentality of the liberal pedagogical project of culture. Thus,
James Fitzjames Stephen, just returned from service in India, famously remarked
in 1883 that British power in India
is essentially an absolute government, founded, not on consent, but conquest. . . . It
represents a belligerent civilization, and no anomaly can be more striking or so dangerous, as its administration by men, who being at the head of a Government founded
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ideas, their institutions, their opinions and their principles, and having no justification for its existence except that superiority, shrink from the open, uncompromising,
straightforward assertion of it, seek to apologize for their own position, and refuse,
from whatever cause, to uphold and support it.91

Alfred Lyall, another distinguished civil servant from India, accused the liberal
pedagogical project of disseminating “ideas of abstract political right, and the
germ of representative political institutions . . . in a country where local liberties
and habits of self-government have been long obliterated or have never existed.”
Western education in India, he alleged in 1884, was leading to discontent, disaffection, and political instability.92
The most nuanced and theoretically sophisticated imperialist critique of the
liberal view of empire was made, as Karuna Mantena has argued, by Henry
Sumner Maine.93 Taking the universal evolutionary scheme of social formations away from the speculative realms of philosophical anthropology in which
Scottish Enlightenment writers like Hume, Smith, and Ferguson had placed
it, and inspired by the discoveries of comparative philology about the evolution
of the Indo-European languages, Maine grounded his studies in a new science
of comparative jurisprudence that looked closely at the evolution of law and
property in the ancient societies of Europe and India. His key idea was that law
in ancient society operated not through the legislative acts of sovereign lawmakers but rather via customary practices. For India, therefore, he criticized
Orientalist scholars and British judges for their reliance on the canonical texts
of Brahmanic law, and looked instead at the ethnographic records of the actual
practices of social regulation at the level of villages, kinship groups, and communities. His principal theoretical claim was that most ancient societies, including those that were part of large tax-extracting empires, reproduced themselves within their local structures of customary institutions, with only slow
incremental changes. A centralized imperial state such as the Roman Empire
was exceptional, because it chose to legislate according to its own, often-abstract
principles, thus hastening the breakdown of local customary practices.
Nevertheless, the evolution of social formations was a universal historical
tendency. The Indian evidence persuaded Maine that even within largely selfregulating village communities, there was a slow transition from relations
based on customary status to those of contract, leading to the decay of kinshipbased communal property and the gradual emergence of private property. An
especially interesting aspect of Maine’s argument is his suggestion that this—
admittedly slow—dynamic of the emergence of private property was immanent
in the social formation and did not (as with Marx’s Asiatic mode of production,
for instance) need the violent intrusion of an external force such as a modern
capitalist imperial power to dissolve it.94
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Based on this theoretical foundation of evolutionary anthropology, Maine
proposed certain dicta of imperial policy that were directly opposed to those of
liberal imperialism. In fact, throughout his career in India and later in his lectures at Oxford, Maine kept up a torrent of criticism of liberal and utilitarian
prescriptions on the Indian Empire. His primary charge was that by seeking to
introduce progressive legislation in order to “civilize” native society, liberal utilitarianism had brought the traditional institutions of village India into a rapid
and deep crisis. Colonial officials sought to legislate into existence overnight
what might have arisen slowly over centuries of historical evolution. Most significantly, blinded by their utilitarian spectacles, these officials failed to see that
landed property in most of India was communal, premised on complex collective rights defined by caste and kinship. Impelled by their dogma, they had
legislated new titles to land based on absolute private property. The result was
catastrophic. Traditional society, a complex whole consisting of the structurally
balanced sum of their parts, faced imminent collapse.
Contrary to the much-vaunted mission of liberal imperialism to improve
native society, Maine contended that the only legitimate reason for empire was
to halt as far as possible the destruction of the traditional society of India. The
idea must be not to artificially transform but rather to protect the character and
integrity of native society. The ruinous effects were already far advanced. “It
is by the indirect and for the most part unintended influence that the British
power metamorphoses and dissolves the ideas and social forms underneath it;
nor is there any expedient by which it can escape the duty of rebuilding upon
its own principles that which it unwittingly destroys.” Hence, since every act of
colonial intervention would necessarily result in the hastening of traditional
society’s collapse, the wisest policy was to bank on continuity and interfere as
little as possible. “In the existing state of authority and opinion I can see no rule
to follow, except to abide by actual arrangements, whether founded or not on
an original misconstruction of native usage, I say let us stand even by our own
mistakes. It is better than perpetual meddling.95
Maine’s antiliberal analysis of the ends of empire supplied, Mantena suggests, the ground for the theories of indirect rule that would dominate imperial
policy in India in the latter half of the nineteenth century and especially in
Africa in the twentieth. In India, indirect rule, involving the preservation, as
much as possible, of local customary institutions and traditional authorities, was
remedial, trying to minimize the damage already done to native society. But in
the frontier regions outside the borders of traditional agrarian society, such as
the forest areas of central India, or hill regions of the northeast and northwest,
inhabited by “tribal peoples,” the British colonial power came to see itself in the
special role of protector of the local tribal communities against planters and
traders, both European and Indian, seeking to entangle the childlike tribal into
the vicious webs of commerce, credit, and marketable property.96 Similarly in
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Africa, indirect rule, involving the decentralization of power to tribal chiefs who
would administer their local societies according to customary law, was thought
of as preemptive, aiming to forestall the destruction of traditional native society
besieged by the forces of modernity.97 The preservation of native society from
disintegration became, as Mantena puts it, the new alibi of empire.
It is important to clarify where the difference lies between this later antiliberal view of empire and the earlier liberal or utilitarian vision. The difference
is in the structures of justification, which in turn is based on different comparative theories of social formations and different assessments of the efficacy
of state policy in changing institutions. The liberal and antiliberal perspectives
gave rise to different ideologies of empire. Yet they shared a common universalist framework within which all social formations everywhere in the world could
be compared and evaluated, albeit within complex processes of historical evolution. Thus, Maine’s portrayal of traditional Indian society explicitly insisted that
its functionality and coherence were entirely related to its specific place in the
evolution of ancient societies, and that in the universal comparative scheme, the
institutions of the modern West were, without doubt, normatively superior.98
Moreover, despite his hostility to Benthamite projects of universal enlightenment, Maine strongly favored the codification of Indian law, because in the
absence of credible native institutions, British judges needed a rational code that
they could follow rather than fall back on half-baked and inappropriate principles of English common law.99 The antiliberal ideology of empire therefore
fully endorsed the normalized comparative scheme of social formations and
governments, upheld the normative superiority of modern Western institutional practices, and like all modern imperial forms of power, rationalized the
suspension of those normative standards and declared the colonial exception.
Specifically, instead of rushing to close the deviation of the colonial society
from the superior norm, it advocated a gradual and balanced process of change
in which the imperial power had to hold the balance and make the decisions,
because otherwise native society would collapse.
Despite the rise of antiliberal imperial ideologies in the late nineteenth century, liberal imperialism did not die out. In fact, Gladstonian liberals fought
against the hardheaded conservatives, and tried whenever they could to further
the liberal agenda by extending representative institutions to sections of the
Indian elite and introducing progressive laws, such as those against child marriage. Mantena speaks of these two opposed tendencies as “oscillations internal
to the structure of imperial ideology,” brought about not by doctrinal necessity
but rather by “a relation of political entailment.”100 What this means, according
to our analysis here, is that different techniques of imperial governance were
proposed and adopted according to changing assessments of the political situation, with all such techniques being available within the range of practices invented and authorized by the exercise of modern imperial power. Given this, as
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we have seen in this chapter, the wide array of practices of dealing with native
sovereign entities—ranging from complete noninterference, to varying kinds
and degrees of interference, to outright annexation—were all developed in India
by the mid-nineteenth century within the paradigm of imperial paramountcy.
Each of these methods could be adopted, with appropriate ideological justifications, to fit the specific requirements of the exercise of imperial power.
Further, as is clear from the dramatic impact of the midcentury revolts in
India and Jamaica, the choice of imperial techniques was crucially shaped by
the assessment of indigenous tendencies of collaboration and resistance. The
politics of empire, in other words, operated within a relation of forces consisting
of imperial as well as indigenous elements. In an influential argument, Ronald
Robinson and John Gallagher state that there was no “grand design” behind late
Victorian imperialism; both expansion and consolidation in the decades leading up to World War I were prompted by the need to protect existing strategic
possessions, preempt rival imperial powers, and respond to the developing political situations in the colonies. Decisions were ad hoc, and justifications in
terms of economic or political reasons were supplied after the fact.101 David
Fieldhouse supplemented the argument by claiming that the economic needs
of the metropolis had little to do with the expansion of empire in the late nineteenth century and that it was the political situation in the peripheries that determined imperial policy.102
Following these interventions, there has been a major tendency among historians to treat imperialism from the late nineteenth century as driven by an
“official mind” that is pragmatic, seeking immediate solutions to practical problems and wholly devoid of ideology. This “reluctance to discover a concerted
imperial agenda,” Charles Maier has pointed out, “is one of the attributes of
liberal and sometimes apologetic history.”103 Our analysis, in line with Mantena’s discussion of Maine and indirect rule, suggests that this apparently nonideological strategy is one that was available, along with various ideologically
loaded ones, within the range of techniques of imperial practice developed in
the nineteenth century. The specific choice was frequently the function of the
particular configuration of relations between imperial and indigenous forces in
a specific colony.
Indeed, conservative writers like Maine and Stephen, writing in the aftermath of the extension of suffrage in Britain, honed their arguments against
liberal imperialism by purporting to anticipate the response from those who
had to be governed. Maine warned against “that extreme form of popular government which is called Democracy” as dangerous even for Britain and complained that the British Constitution was “insensibly transforming itself into
a popular government surrounded on all sides by difficulties.”104 Stephen asserted that coercion was a fact of history, and that no civilization or religion had
ever been founded except by command. “There is a period . . . at which discus-
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sion takes the place of compulsion, and in which people when they know what
is good for them generally do it. . . . [N]o such period has as yet been reached
anywhere.”105
The ideological difference between these views and those of the liberals in
the late nineteenth century lay in their identification of the universal norm for
the most desirable form of government. While the liberals thought that representative government on a wide and possibly universal franchise was best, conservatives such as Maine or Stephen believed that it was enlightened representative government guided by an intellectual aristocracy and protected against
the vicissitudes of popular politics that ought to be upheld. Both positions
would have maintained that this universal norm could not be applied to overseas colonies in Asia and Africa, even though liberals might have said that with
sufficient tutelage, representative institutions might be established in some of
them in the future, while Maine or Stephen would probably have said that such
a future was utterly inconceivable.
When imperialism did become a matter of popular enthusiasm in Britain
in the 1890s, it was Egypt and Africa that emerged as the new focus.106 Following internal political resistance, indirect rule was replaced by the annexation
of Egypt in 1882; an anti-British rebellion in Sudan was suppressed some years
later with considerable violence. Curiously, the largest number of Mutiny novels
was published in Britain in the 1890s, more than thirty years after the event.107
Many of the strategic and moral arguments justifying the imperial project,
whether from a liberal or antiliberal position, that would be used to mobilize
democratic opinion had already been played out decades before in India.108
What is remarkable is how many of the same arguments, including the
Evangelical fervor, axiomatic assumption of the mantle of civilization, fig leaf
of legalism, intelligence reports, forgeries and subterfuges, and hardheaded calculations of national interest, remain exactly the same at the beginning of the
twenty-first century. The global techniques of empire sharpened in the days of
British paramountcy in India continue to shape the practices of empire today.
An entire set of worldwide practices ranging from the equal sovereignty of
nation-states and noninterference in their internal affairs to claims of paramountcy are visible—all of them techniques developed in imperial theaters in
the nineteenth century. The formula “democracy at home, despotism abroad”
is perfectly applicable now in the context of the realist discourses of national
interest; the liberal Evangelical creed of taking democracy and human rights
to backward cultures is still a potent ideological drive; hence, the instrumental
use of that ideological rhetoric for realist imperialist ends is entirely available,
as evidenced in Iraq in 2003.109 Eight months after the “liberation” of Iraq,
Lieutenant Colonel Nathan Sassaman, a battalion commander in the US occupying forces, was reported as saying: “With a heavy dose of fear and violence,
and a lot of money for projects, I think we can convince these people that we
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are here to help them.”110 Even today, the pedagogy of violence must often
precede the pedagogy of culture.

A Chimerical Lucknow
Proceeding south from Fort William along the Hugli River, and passing through
the virtually defunct Kidderpore docks and shipbuilding yards, one comes on
the congested and polluted Garden Reach neighborhood. Unless one belonged
here, few citizens of Calcutta would have any reason to visit this part of the city.
Garden Reach emits the whiff of crime and gangster power. Given its proximity to the docks, it has long been a center of smuggling, pilferage from the warehouses, and strong-arm management of dock labor by contractors and union
leaders. Garden Reach in recent years has also become known as the heart of
a huge proliferation of sweatshops for the informal-sector garment industry,
employing tens of thousands of people.
The only indication that this grimy neighborhood might have seen more
elegant and prosperous times comes from the Sibtainabad Imambara, which
though only a modest structure reminiscent of the far more stately and opulent
style of Nawabi Lucknow, is nonetheless impressive in its rundown surroundings. Inside lie buried the mortal remains of Wajid Ali, the last nawab of Awadh.
A few neighborhood shops proclaim with subdued pride that the street in front
is now called Wajid Ali Shah Road—a recent nationalist appropriation of the
nawab’s memory.
When Wajid Ali chose exile from his kingdom rather than sign a humiliating treaty with the British, his intention was to go all the way to London to
seek justice. After he reached Calcutta with an entourage of about a thousand,
including thirty-seven wives and many of his favorite courtiers, his doctors
advised that his health would not stand up to the long sea journey.111 So the
king’s mother, brother, and heir apparent sailed for Britain to make Wajid Ali’s
case with Parliament and Queen Victoria. Wajid Ali was given four houses
with a large open area on the riverbank in Garden Reach, across from the Botanical Gardens. The area was then locally called Muchikhola, but subsequently
became known by the Hindustani name Matiya Burj. Only a few months after
his arrival in Calcutta, the revolt broke out in Awadh, with the rebels putting
his ten-year-old son Mirza Birjis Qadir on the throne and declaring the child’s
mother, Begam Hazrat Mahal, one of Wajid Ali’s wives who chose to stay behind in Lucknow, as regent. The British authorities in Calcutta decided not to
take any risks and interned Wajid Ali within Fort William.
Whatever chances the queen mother of Awadh might have had to find a
sympathetic ear in London were effectively ended by the revolt of 1857. Realizing the hopelessness of her mission, she decided to return home over land,
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only to die of an illness in Paris. Following the uprising’s suppression, Wajid Ali
was allowed to return to Matiya Burj. Thus far, he had refused the pension that
the British had offered him. Now, with all hopes dashed of being restored to his
throne, Wajid Ali, on a monthly allowance of a hundred thousand rupees,
turned his attention to building a second Lucknow.
The most graphic account we have of this settlement is from the historian
and novelist Abdul Halim Sharar, who grew up in Matiya Burj in the 1860s as
part of the exiled Awadh court.112 The houses that had been given to Wajid Ali
by the British government in Garden Reach were encircled by large stretches
of land about a mile from the riverbank, and with a perimeter of six or seven
miles. There he built scores of homes for his wives and courtiers—Sharar named
seventeen of them, adding “there were several other houses the names of which
I have forgotten. . . . [A]ll these houses, in their separate settings, were so decorative and trim that no one could help admiring them. Surrounding them were
gardens and lawns set out in geometrical design with such engineering skill
that those who beheld them marvelled at the King’s talent and sense of proportion.”113 Wajid Ali also constructed an excellent zoo and aviary, with strange
and beautiful animals and birds from many countries, besides collecting thousands of snakes in captivity—perhaps the first time this had ever been attempted,
thought Sharar, because European visitors were amazed to see the collection.114
An entire township developed outside the royal estate, enclosed by a high wall,
filled with fine shops, craftspeople, and houses of the royal staff. Sharar estimated that the second Lucknow at Matiya Burj had a population of some forty
thousand people, whose incomes were derived from the activities of Wajid
Ali’s estate, even though his allowance was only a hundred thousand rupees a
month.115
It is remarkable how the sustained circulation of Wajid Ali’s image as a dissolute Oriental prince given to poetry, music, and sexual pleasure—a depiction
perpetuated by the iconic painting in which he appears wearing a transparent
angrakha with his left nipple exposed—has thoroughly obliterated the traces of
his quite-remarkable achievements as an early modern cultural figure. A study
by Kaukab Qadir Mirza shows that his patronization of the fine arts, both in
Lucknow and Calcutta, was not merely as a royal connoisseur but also as an
active innovator and participant.116 His Pari-khane became the hub of a major
center of dance and music training in Matiya Burj. Wajid Ali himself became
a recognized sitar player, trained by Qutb Ali Khan of Rampur, and a dance
teacher, taking as many as 43 of the 216 dance students under his wing in the
year 1877–78.117 It has been suggested that had Wajid Ali not taken up kathak
as a dancer and teacher, the dance form may have never emerged as a secular
art. His role in giving a distinct shape to the thumri as a musical genre is, of
course, acknowledged. Less appreciated perhaps is his influence in making
Calcutta a modern center of the cultivation of Hindustani classical music: its
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popularity among the city’s middle class in the late nineteenth century seems
to be directly related to artists patronized by Wajid Ali’s circle in Matiya Burj.118
But there are other remarkable aspects to his creative personality. As a prince
in Lucknow, he took a great interest in the English theater in Kanpur, and
developed the stage form of rahas for dramatic performances scripted and produced by him on the rāsalīlā theme of Krishna and the milkmaids, with realistic
sets and illusion effects created through ingenious lighting. In Calcutta, between 1858 and 1862, in his Rahas Manzil, he produced three performances
of a rahas focused on Radha. Wajid Ali’s distinctive talents as an architectural
designer are only now receiving scholarly recognition.119 The Qaisar Bagh in
Lucknow, in particular, was an outstanding example of the hybrid genre, much
reviled by the British in the nineteenth century, combining European and Indian designs with great elegance—an effort in which Wajid Ali played an active part.120 After his banishment to Calcutta, Wajid Ali re-created the style in
Matiya Burj, as evidenced by a set of photographs of the Shah Manzil, Rahas
Manzil, and Mirza Manzil taken before their demolition after Wajid Ali’s
death.121 He was also a serious naturalist, and there is proof that his interest
in collecting animals and birds was not prompted by the idle curiosity of a vain
monarch. He set up the Matba Sultani, a royal publishing house, which put out
numerous titles between 1860 and 1885, most of which were distributed free.
His library in Calcutta was, not surprisingly, spectacular, but his most recent
biographer notes that of the collection, only two hundred books, mostly on
medicine and religion, can now be found.122
Wajid Ali was no nationalist. Nor did history give him the chance to be an
absolutist modernizer. Yet it is worth reflecting on his vision of the innovative
cultivation of the arts, through the creation by state patronage of authoritative
institutions of training in the performance disciplines, adopting new forms and
techniques from European practices, but preserving the integrity of the indigenous genres. This would become the agenda, from the late nineteenth century,
of cultural nationalists in India. The field of Hindustani music would see the
virtual invention of classical music as a modern institutionalized discipline in
which the cultured middle-class citizen could be trained to be an enthusiast as
well as a performer.123 As we will see in the next chapter, theater producers in
the late nineteenth century, especially in Calcutta and Bombay, would make it
their mission to insert the forms and methods of European theater into Indian
genres of dramatic performance, heavily dependent on music and dance, to
produce a modern popular theater for urban audiences. After independence,
the project of promoting the modern secular arts would be handed over to the
postcolonial state, through national music, dance, and theater academies and
the state-owned radio. The genealogical location of Wajid Ali in this narrative of
the emergence of modern Indian national culture needs to be rediscovered.

The Pedagogy of Violence • 221

The British government reclaimed Wajid Ali’s property in Calcutta barely
three days after his death in 1887. Weeks later, all of his possessions were auctioned off. His houses, dancing halls, and libraries were razed to the ground in
a matter of days. The massive late Victorian headquarters of the Bengal Nagpur
(now South Eastern) Railway was erected on the reclaimed grounds of Garden
Reach. The ruthless alacrity with which the physical traces of the former monarch’s presence in Calcutta were obliterated suggests that the spirit of retribution that marked the quelling of the revolt in Awadh in 1858 was still alive in
Calcutta thirty years later. There are almost no traces left in Matiya Burj today
of an entire township modeled on Lucknow. The memory of Wajid Ali in Calcutta is recounted mostly in the spirit of lament that marked his many masnavi
composed in exile. Sharar, once a resident of Matiya Burj at its most resplendent,
set the tone:
From the time of the King’s arrival in Calcutta, a second Lucknow had arisen in its
neighbourhood. . . . There was the same bustle and activity, the same language, the
same style of poetry, conversation and wit, the same learned and pious men, the same
aristocrats, nobles and common people. No one thought he was in Bengal: there was
the same kite-flying, cock-fighting, quail-fighting, the same opium addicts reciting
the same tales, the same observance of Muharram, the same lamentations at the
recital of marsiya and nauha, the same Imam Baras and the same Kerbala as in
former Lucknow. . . . How could this beautiful and entrancing scene ever be destroyed! But alas, fate destroyed it and destroyed it so completely that it might never
have existed.124

But the idea of re-creating a little monarchy of refinement and sophistication on the outskirts of British Calcutta was an illusion. Sharar revealed this
even in his nostalgic remembrance:
If you stood on the bank of the river you obtained a most wonderful view. Ships
going to and from Calcutta passed in front of you and as they did, dipped their standards in salute to Fort William; people, however, thought they were being dipped in
salutation to the King.125

Only in the subsequent age of nationalism would the people discover the
illusion.

CHAP TER EIGHT

The Pedagogy of Culture

It is not difficult to date when Indian opinion began to be voiced against
the calumny of the Black Hole. There is evidence from the 1870s, when a series
of textbooks were published on Bengal’s history. The model for these Bengali
books was the Outline of the History of Bengal by John C. Marshman, a Baptist
missionary closely associated with the newspaper Friend of India. In it, Marshman described the “massacre of the Black Hole” as an “atrocity that keeps the
event fresh in the memory of men in all countries,” even though Siraj “knew
nothing of this deed of darkness, till the next morning.”1 But the Bengali versions often deviated from the prescribed script. A school text from 1872, for
instance, spoke of Siraj’s tyranny, but after declaring that he was not responsible
for the Black Hole incident, went on to say that although betrayed by Mir Jafar,
Siraj’s other generals fought valiantly: “If this battle had continued for some
time, then Clive would surely have lost. But fortune favoured the English, and
weakened by the betrayal of Mir Jafar, the Nawab was defeated and Clive was
victorious.”2 Resort to conspiracy and force did not end with the British victory
in Palashi. In the period before and after Clive, stated the same book by Kshetranath Bandyopadhyay, “the English committed such atrocities on the people
of this country that all Bengalis hated the name of the English.”3
Another textbook on the history of India published in 1870 mentioned
Clive’s intrigues: “Most people criticize Clive for these heinous acts, but according to him there is nothing wrong in committing villainy when dealing
with villains.” The author also speculated on the political condition that might
have foiled the British conquest of India: “If this country had been under the
dominion of one powerful ruler, or if the different rulers had been united and
friendly towards one another, then the English would never have become so
powerful here and this country would have remained under the Musalman
kings. Perhaps no one in this country would have ever heard of the English.”4
Yet another book from 1876 opened with this preface by the author: “I have
written this book for those who have been misled by translations of histories
written in English.” It ends with the following conclusion: “Having come to
India as a mere trader, the East India Company became through the tide of
events the overlord of two hundred million subjects, and the shareholders of the
Company, having become millionaires and billionaires, began to institute the
laws and customs of foreign peoples. In no other country of the world has such
an unnatural event taken place.”5
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The Contradictions of Colonial Modernity
The liberal vision for India had imagined that with Western-style education
and rational governance, a class of Indians would emerge that would be culturally equipped to participate as equals in governing the country. Things turned
out rather differently. While education in English did produce a new class
trained to appreciate the virtues of modern Western civilization, it was impossible, given the realities of power under alien colonial rule, to create the institutional conditions under which Europeans and Indians could engage in public
life as equal citizens. We have already discussed the unfortunate fate of Rammohan and Dwarakanath’s liberal hopes. The egalitarian partnership that was
impossible to achieve in the world of capital could hardly materialize in the
realm of government. Indians were admitted into the bureaucracy, because
their services were necessary, but only in subordinate positions largely relegated
to the districts. Even when, from the 1860s on, Indians were allowed into the
higher civil services after having passed the examinations as graduates of British universities, they were not appointed to the top positions, and questions
were raised, as in the Ilbert Bill controversy, on whether they could have jurisdiction over the European population living in India.6 By the mid-nineteenth
century, British liberalism had, as we have seen, incorporated the idea into its
doctrinal body that colonial government must, for good reasons, be the despotism of the advanced few over the backward many.
The realization that there could not be a civil society of equal citizens regardless of race and color did not turn the emerging middle-class Indians away
from Western education. On the contrary, they took on the task of spreading
the opportunities of education in English to larger sections of the propertied
and literate classes. It is not often understood that despite its policy initiatives
in the matter of liberal education, the colonial government had a quite limited
role in the actual spread of English-language education in India in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Between 1881–82 and 1901–2, during which
time only one new government college was set up in all of India, the number of
private colleges with government aid increased from 21 to 55, and that of private unaided colleges went up from 11 to 53. The growth of English secondary
schools in the same period shows a similar trend: government schools increased
from 562 to 696, private aided schools went from 1,080 to 1,573, and private
unaided schools increased from 491 to 828.7 Most of this expansion of education in the private sector was in Bengal. Government high schools in Calcutta
had 1,750 students in 1883, whereas the city’s unaided schools had 8,088 students.8 Some of the older private schools were run by European missionaries,
almost always with government aid, while the unaided schools and colleges were
invariably set up and run by Indians. In 1881–82, of the 23 arts colleges in all
of India in the private sector, only 5 were managed by Indians, with the rest

224

•

Chapter Eight

belonging to foreign missionary organizations; by 1901–2, Indians ran 42 colleges, compared to 37 operated by missionaries.9
On the whole, the expansion in higher education was most rapid in Bengal.
In 1901–2, Bengal had 44 colleges, government and private, compared to 40 in
Madras, 26 in the United Provinces, and 10 in Bombay.10 Literacy in English
increased in Bengal by 100 percent between 1891 and 1901, by 50 percent in
the next decade, and by 50 percent again in the following one. In 1921, while
18 percent of the population was literate in Bengal, 3.4 percent was literate in
English.11 The remarkable fact that one-fifth of all literate persons in Bengal
were able to read English points to the dominance of the new English schools
and virtual demise of other forms of schooling. It also highlights the bilingual
character of the new literati. By 1918, with 27,000 students, the University of
Calcutta was the largest university in the world, and the proportion of literate
people taking full-time university courses was the same as in the United Kingdom.12
But the proliferation was only in the liberal arts. Just as official policy on
vocational education was merely to train Indians for the lower grades of the
government’s technical services, so also was there a lack of enthusiasm among
Indians to initiate professional or technical education. There seemed to be little
demand for it. In 1901–2, compared to 140 arts colleges in India with some
17,000 students, there were 30 law colleges with about 2,700 students, and only
4 colleges each for medicine and engineering.13 Not surprisingly, the bulk
of the university graduates were employed in government service, education,
and law: out of 1,378 graduates of the University of Calcutta between 1858
and 1881, 44.48 percent were in legal occupations, 25.91 percent in government service, and 23.66 percent in teaching; this left a mere 6 percent in other
occupations.14
Of course, the colonial government did influence the course of modern education in India in other ways, most notably by shaping the contents of what was
to be taught in schools and colleges. Introducing Western education in India
did not mean the replication of a course of instruction that might have been
offered at a British school or university. Much thought and effort was given in
the nineteenth century to designing suitable content for Western education
under colonial conditions. The emphasis was on providing a general humanistic
education; advanced classes in the sciences were unavailable until the turn of the
twentieth century. Religious instruction was carefully avoided, but in its place
an entire academic discipline was invented for teaching English literature as
the formative spiritual influence on a colonized elite.15
The consequences were far-reaching, and frequently unintended, for the development of the new literary and aesthetic disciplines in the modern Indian
languages.16 It is not without significance, for instance, that the most articulate
proponents of the new national spirit in the literary sphere of Bengal should have
emerged from within the colonial bureaucracy stratified by a racial hierarchy.
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The great figures of literary nationalism in late nineteenth-century Bengal—
Hemchandra Bandyopadhyay, Dinabandhu Mitra, Nabinchandra Sen, Rameschandra Dutt, and above all Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay—all devoted their
professional lives to careers in the colonial bureaucracy. In their literary lives,
they were the first nationalists.

The City and the Public
The city is the place of the colonial modern. That was where the new Indian
middle classes, through their encounter with colonial rule, created the institutions as well as modes of thought and practice that would characterize nationalist modernity. Still, the emergence of the colonial modern was also accompanied by a split in the urban public sphere. Unlike the earlier period when there
were many institutions and initiatives in which European and Indian residents
of cities were partners, the second half of the nineteenth century saw the drawing of strong, socially enforced dividing lines between the British rulers and
their Indian subjects. The new institutions of nationalist modernity, correspondingly, were founded on what was defined as a separate domain of national
culture from which the alien rulers were excluded.17
It is important to stress, however, that these racial dividing lines between
rulers and ruled were kept in place not by publicly declared rules of segregation.
There was no apartheid system in the cities of colonial India. On the contrary,
the civic regulations and urban institutional structures were based on what Patrick Joyce has called “the rule of freedom,” with the qualification that it was
subject to another rule—the rule of colonial difference.18 The rule of freedom
justified the deployment of the new, more liberal techniques put in place in British cities in order to govern urban populations, and make them more healthy,
peaceful, and productive. This is the liberal project that produced detailed urban
censuses and maps, new systems of piped water supply, underground sewers,
garbage removal and disposal of the dead, public libraries and publicly supervised school systems, avenues and parks, street lighting and public transport,
and elected municipal government. All of these techniques were applied in the
city of Calcutta in the second half of the nineteenth century. Yet the rule of
colonial difference ensured that the difference between White Town and Native Town was known and observed by all residents, that official maps or directories specified the individual details of every house and its residents in the
European wards and only large classes of population in the native wards, and
that schools for European or Eurasian students and those for “native” students
were supervised by different boards.
The criteria by which the colonial could be declared the exception to the
universal rule were diverse. Sometimes it would be the difference between public and private, so that clubs or swimming pools could be reserved for whites
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Figure 14. An area of European habitation in South Calcutta, 1825, from a map
prepared by J. A. Schalch. Courtesy: Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta

only because they were regulated by rules made by private associations. In other
cases, dress, demeanor, or even suspicious behavior could allow the police to
prevent most classes of the native population from walking down specific
streets or appearing in public places frequented by Europeans. An 1821 order,
for instance, stated that
considerable inconvenience is experienced by the European part of the community
who resort to the Respondentia [now Strand Road] from the crowds of Native workmen and Coolies who make a thoroughfare of the Walk. His Lordship is pleased to
direct that Natives shall not in future be allowed to pass the Sluice Bridge . . . between
the hours of 5 and 8 in the morning and 5 and 8 in the evening.19

This was no blanket segregation; only a rule of exception purporting to apply to
particular population groups for specific time periods. For example, when work
began in 1859 on an underground sewerage system for Calcutta, White Town
in the city’s south was the first to get it.
It has been hinted that the Europeans acted somewhat selfishly in commencing
these works in their own quarter of the town. But it was pointed out . . . that the
prevailing winds being from the South, every improvement in the European quarter
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Figure 15. A section of North Calcutta inhabited by Indians, from a map prepared by
the Survey of India, 1887–94. Courtesy: Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta

benefits the whole Town, whereas the same cannot be said of improvements in the
Northern division.20

One of the most significant developments in the urban history of late
nineteenth-century Calcutta was the extension of the rule of freedom into
Black Town. This was a classically colonial process in which the moral project
of modernity was wrested from the hands of the alien rulers by the new nationalist elite. Sumanta Banerjee has described the process by which a vibrant popular street culture was suppressed and tamed in the Calcutta of this period to
produce the genteel urban high culture of the new Bengali middle class.21 In the
early decades of the century, the streets served as an open marketplace. Peddlers
and beggars jostled with gamblers and prostitutes. All roads and open spaces
were potential sites of public entertainment. Religious festivals were observed
by processions, music, ritual performances, and public revelry on the streets.
Rijaluddin, a Malay traveler from Penang, described the streets of Calcutta
in 1810 as full of entertainers such as snake charmers, puppeteers, gymnasts,
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trapeze artists, and fakirs showing tricks with monkeys, goats, and bears. He
also observed that men of all races—English, Portuguese, French, Dutch, Chinese, Bengali, Burmese, Tamil, and Malay—frequented the brothels and drinking houses.22 The Night Owl’s satirical sketch from the midcentury depicts the
brothel districts as places where it was impossible to tell the respectable man
from the lowborn one, because everyone wore the same fashionable clothes.23
By the 1860s, however, the campaign was on to cleanse the streets of these
noisy, obscene, and allegedly barbaric forms of entertainment. A guidebook
published in 1886 warned rural visitors to the city that although the streets of
Calcutta were open equally to all members of the public, those straying on to
the carriageway were liable to get a crack of the whip from a passing coach, and
unsuspecting men relieving themselves on the roadside might have to spend
the night in a police lockup.24 The authorities sought to ban popular festivals
with performances such as body piercing and swinging from hooks. Pantomime floats with ribald and satirical singing were removed from the streets,
and brothels and liquor shops were put under strong surveillance. This was not
merely the work of a colonial government driven by the Evangelicalism of a
civilizing mission. The new Bengali middle class was equally keen to create a
moral order of genteel civility, cleansed of the coarseness and vulgarity of the
popular street and marketplace culture.

The New Bengali Theater
English theater came to Calcutta as early as the eighteenth century. Several
playhouses opened over the years; most were short-lived, and all were run by
expatriate amateurs. Even in the early decades of the nineteenth century, female parts were played by male actors because actresses were not allowed on
stage. “The Court of Directors . . . feared that handsome actresses in India might
arouse a spirit of intrigue among the junior servants of the [East India] Company; and doubtless in those days, when English women were so scarce, the
advent of actresses would have created a great stir and possibly led to scandal.”25
By the 1830s, though, there were a few theaters with professional actors and
actresses, some with professional experience in Europe. Apart from British
officials and businesspeople, even Indian notables of the city, such as Dwarakanath Tagore, participated in the management of these theaters.26 Although
William Shakespeare’s works and Italian opera were performed from time to
time, the staple was light comedy and farce.27 There was still the odd protest by
clergypersons who regarded the theater as a “house of evil,” and were concerned
that “the colonial population of Calcutta, a comparatively late element in its
society, [was] growing up in irreligion, dissipation, and gross immorality.”28 But
no one took much notice of these feeble remonstrations.
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By midcentury, with the spread of English education among Indians in the
city and the strong emphasis in the curriculum on English literature, Bengali
young men with a college background began to be attracted to the English playhouses. Theater was expensive. As Amritalal Bose, one of these Bengali audience members explained, a ticket could cost as much as sixteen rupees, which
was more than a month’s salary for most office employees, and a drink of brandy
and soda from the bar cost four rupees.29 But they still went. Brought up on a
fare of the jatra—open-air performances in the round on mythological and
devotional themes—or on the song, dance, and pantomime of popular street
culture, the new class of Indian men educated in the Western style started to
dream of entirely new expressive possibilities in the tightly framed drama of the
proscenium stage.
In 1848, there was apparently a minor sensation when it was announced that
James Barry of the Sans Souci Theatre was producing Shakespeare’s Othello,
with “a native gentleman” playing the Moor of Venice, and Mrs. Anderson,
daughter of the city’s most famous actress, in the role of Desdemona. There was
a commotion on opening night in front of the theater on Park Street, with
coaches and buggies going in all directions, and people muttering “By Jove!
Barry and the Nigger will make a fortune!” Yet the gates were shut, and rumors
flew that Barry was drunk, Othello struck himself with his own sword, or Desdemona had eloped with an army general. The next day, it was revealed that
three of the actors who were army officers had been forbidden by their commanding officer to perform and that the police were waiting to arrest Barry
if he did not stop the show. The brigadier who issued the order apparently did
not approve of his officers appearing on stage with a native actor in the company of European actresses.
Barry was an enterprising man, however. In two weeks, he had replaced the
army officers with new actors. Othello opened to mixed responses. The Bengal
Hurkaru was both polite and patronizing:
If the indulgent approval of the audience is to be taken as a criterion of success,
Baboo Bustomchurn Addy can have no cause to complain. Unquestionably there is
ample room for improvement, little reason to despair. Experience will do much, for,
deprived of good models as the student has hitherto been, we are bound to make
every allowance, and to look with favourable eyes upon this dramatic offshoot of the
native body.

The Englishman was less charitable: “In the delivery . . . the effects of imperfect
pronunciation were but too manifest. This was to be expected, but not to the
extent it occurred. Scarcely a line was intelligible.” On a later performance, the
Englishman’s criticism was damning: “Whether our Native friend judged wisely
or well in selecting so difficult a task we will not venture to discuss but that he
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failed, in every sense of the word, both in conception and execution, we think
everybody present must admit.”30
Fortunately or unfortunately, this was possibly the last time that an Indian
actor played a leading part in a theater for Europeans in Calcutta.31 We say
fortunately because instead of killing the enthusiasm of educated Bengalis for
the stage, the sad experience of Baishnabcharan Addy only confirmed their
conviction that they had to have their own public theater. After several shortlived amateur playhouses, the first professional proscenium theater for Bengali
plays opened in Calcutta in 1872.32 Amritalal, one of the pioneers, described in
his memoirs how meticulously they studied the city’s English theaters in order
to replicate the details of sceneries, props, lighting, orchestra, and even the
number of folds on the curtain. The only thing the Bengali public theater did
not have was a bar.33
By the late 1870s, there were four or five theaters in the northern, entirely
Indian part of the city, competing with one another for the patronage of a
Bengali-speaking public. The average price of a seat was a rupee in the front
stalls and eight annas (half a rupee) in the rear—still expensive, but affordable
for a large section of the city’s residents and visitors prepared to splurge a little
for a special evening’s entertainment.34 Soon it would become a regular feature
of the city’s life for canvassers to distribute handbills on the street announcing
a new play, and horses and carriages to line up late into Saturday night in front
of the theaters on Cornwallis Street and Beadon Street.
This expansive character of the theatergoing urban public was significant.
The Bengali public theater was created by and for the new English-educated
Bengali middle class because it could not find a place in the English theater of
the city. At the same time, the new audience was much wider than the educated middle class itself, including as it did poorer residents and visitors to the
city who had never been to school along with a large number of women from
middle-class homes who had no formal education. Indeed, in deference to the
prevailing norms of gender segregation, most theaters reserved the entire balcony section for women and children, hidden behind latticed screens until the
houselights were dimmed and the scene opened, and provided female ushers to
communicate with the men of their families sitting in the stalls.35 Of the different forms of cultural production that were deployed in this period to spread
modernity and nationalism, therefore, the theater certainly had a far broader
reach than either the novel or newspaper.
Even though the Bengali public theater was consciously modeled on the
European stage, the differences in the nature of the urban public quickly moved
it into aesthetic and technical directions that were quite different from those
of modern European theater. Historical romance became the most popular of
the many adaptations of Western dramatic genres, with many Shakespearean
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motifs being freely employed, even though Shakespeare’s plays themselves did
not prove to be successful.36 Satire and farce were also popular; Molière and
English comedy hall routines were mixed with the pantomime and street performance genres of Calcutta’s urban popular culture. A new genre was the
mythological, adapted for the proscenium stage from the devotional yātrā performances of Bengal’s traditional Vaishnava sectarian culture. Most genres,
even the historical romance, wove the device of song and dance into their narrative structure.
On the first anniversary celebration of the National Theatre in 1873, the
dramatist Manomohan Basu reminded his audience: “In this country, we cannot accomplish anything at any time at any place without singing a song.” The
elimination of song and dance from the new theater, he thought, would be too
radical an innovation. “We are moderates,” he announced. “We would like to
reduce the frequency of songs in the traditional jatra performances, modify
their manner of singing and incorporate them into the appropriate narrative
form of the theatre.”37 His advice was heeded. The Calcutta theater—like the
Parsi theater of Bombay and later forms of Indian popular cinema—succeeded
in developing an entirely new language of dramatic narration that employed the
song as a crucial rhetorical device.38
Several of the new theatrical genres were used to spread the message of social reform and nationalism. Theater’s power in reaching a wide urban public
was palpable. Within four years of the launching of the first Bengali public
theater, the colonial government enacted a law to give itself the right to prohibit any dramatic performance that in its opinion, was “scandalous, defamatory, seditious, obscene or otherwise prejudicial to the public interest.” The immediate provocation seems to have been a lampoon aimed against a Bengali
notable who had invited the visiting Prince of Wales to his house in Calcutta
and introduced him to the women of the family. Senior police officials Stuart
Hogg and Richard Lamb were also caricatured in a skit titled The Police of Pig
and Sheep.
The Bengal government was eager to put a stop to such attempts to ridicule figures of British authority. Thomas Baring, Lord Northbrook, the viceroy,
first promulgated an ordinance in February 1876 to empower the Bengal government to take action against such performances, and after deliberation, the
Dramatic Performances Act, applicable all over British India, was passed in
December 1876.39 The law was frequently used. Leading theater personalities
such as Upendranath Das and Amritalal Bose of the Great National Theatre of
Calcutta were arrested, and only acquitted after an appeal to the High Court. In
turn, the theater developed new methods of deception and subterfuge, often cloaking its message of anticolonial nationalism in an anachronistic historical plot or
inserting fervidly patriotic songs into a benign romance.40

232

•

Chapter Eight

Another borrowing from the European stage had radical social implications. The
Bengali public theater introduced female actors. These women were drawn from
among the professional singers and dancers living in the city’s brothels. This remarkable pedagogical project, which did not meet with universal approval, involved
gentlemen producers training their illiterate actresses to play the sophisticated heroines and mythological goddesses featured in the new theater. Manomohan poured
scorn on the project: “At last prostitutes have been accorded public and equal rights
with respectable men in respectable society. At last the eyes and ears of the Bengali
audience have been gratified and the new universal ethic of society, like the newly
laid sewers of Calcutta, has acquired both fragrance and speed.”41 This time, though,
his admonition was ignored. Despite the stigma of their origins, actresses of the
Calcutta stage often found fame, money, and even a certain recognition as professional artists—in itself a new, entirely urban occupational category.
It is also worth recalling that possibly the single most significant event that legitimized the presence of actresses in a theater for the respectable public was the
visit by Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, the new spiritual celebrity among the Calcutta
bhadralok (respectable people), to a performance of Caitanyalīlā by Girishchandra
Ghosh (1844–1912) at the Star Theatre in 1884. Ramakrishna’s unstinting endorsement of Binodini playing the role of Chaitanya, the sixteenth-century founder of
Bengali Vaisnavism (in itself a bold move since it emphasized the androgynous
aspect of the saintly figure), went a long way in establishing public theater’s place
in the cultural life of the new middle class.42 Ramakrishna has remained the patron
saint of the Calcutta stage to this day. Every theater in the city still has a picture of
him and his wife, Sarada, tucked away in a backstage alcove.
The Calcutta theater is a good example of the strategic politics of the emerging
nationalist elite of a colonial city. Denied equal participation in a racially divided
civil society, the nationalist elite proceeded to carve out a separate public cultural
sphere for itself. But in doing so, it also hoped to reach out to a wider urban public,
educate it in its new and sophisticated tastes, and persuade it to listen to the new
doctrines of social reform and nationalism. Of all the means employed by the Indian
nationalist elite to create a base of mass support in the cities, the theater was one of
the most effective.

Shedding a Tear for Siraj
Nabinchandra Sen (1847–1909) came from the eastern district of Chittagong
and graduated from the University of Calcutta in 1867. Between 1868 and
1899, he held various posts in the provincial civil and judicial service in different districts of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa. He began to publish his poetry from
a young age, and in 1875 made a big splash with his book-length dramatic
poem Palāśīr yuddha.43 His crowning poetic achievement was the trilogy Rai-
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Figure 16. Nabinchandra Sen, photograph. Source: Sen 1959

batak (1886), Kuruks.etra (1893), and Prabhās (1896), based on the story of
Krishna. But his narration in scintillating verse of the battle of Palashi still remains his most popular work. In 1875, soon after its publication, Nabinchandra’s Palāśīr yuddha was staged by the New Aryan Theatre, an amateur company
that included Girishchandra. In 1877, the National Theatre produced it in a
new adaptation by Girishchandra, who himself played the role of Clive (and
Binodini that of Britannia).44 The poem’s popularity, in print and on stage, did
not diminish for quite some time. It was revived by Amarendra Datta at the
Minerva Theatre in 1895 and the Classic Theatre in 1897.45 A major boost to
its circulation was provided when, soon after its publication, it was selected as
a text for the study of Bengali literature in high schools.46
The first canto of the poem opens dramatically over Murshidabad. The night
sky is somber, lit up from time to time by snakelike streaks of lightning. It is as
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if the damsels of heaven, curious to watch the fate of Bengal, are peering out of
the skies only to bang the windows shut in horror at the sight of Siraj’s depredations. The frightened stars have hid behind the clouds. Below, the trees stand
still, as if carved in stone; not a single wave disturbs the waters of the Ganga.
The world waits in silence as it hears the angry voice of destiny send shudders
through the heart of the sinful nawab. The sprawling mansion of the Jagat
Seths, renowned the world over for their fabulous wealth, is also dark and
silent—no glittering chandeliers, no strumming of the sitar, no jingling anklets
on the dancers’ feet. Only a thin sliver of light has escaped from the inner
chamber of the family temple. Inside, five of the most powerful figures of Bengal are deep in thought. Ensconced in secrecy, they are considering a proposal
to depose Siraj.
Breaking a long spell of silence, Mir Jafar speaks out. “I cannot do it,” he
declares.
Treachery is sin. Besides, what will we achieve by removing the nawab? Exchange
one slavery for another? Who will defend us if another Nadir Shah were to invade
India and this time not stop at Delhi but come all the way to plunder Bengal? If you
can rule Bengal by yourselves, then go to war against the nawab. But why this trickery? I admit that Siraj is unruly and cruel. But is it not possible to capture and tame
even the fiercest tiger or the most venomous snake? Let us end this evil conspiracy.

To this, Jagat Seth replies in a voice laced with sarcasm:
Thus speaks a minister to the nawab! Isn’t this why Bengal can never unite behind a
cause? Perhaps the minister has never felt a thorn prick his foot, which is why he can
laugh when an arrow has pierced my heart. The blood boils in my veins when I think
of what the nawab has done to me. Dressed in the clothes of a begam, he entered the
women’s apartments of my house and blackened the reputation of my family. From
that day, I have made this vow: even if the whole world—why, even if the gods themselves—were to favour Siraj, I will wipe out the stain on my family’s name with his
blood. My heart burns in a raging fire of vengeance. I will take my revenge, even if I
have to do it alone. Revenge, revenge, revenge—I have nothing else to offer.

Raja Rajballabh follows:
One would not have imagined that a human heart was capable of such misdeeds—
until Bengal saw what its nawab could do. From the day he came to the throne, he
has pursued me as his enemy. If the English had not given them refuge, I would have
lost my son and family. I still shudder to think how Siraj tortured to death the prisoners in Calcutta’s andhakūp [black hole]. Yet he has barely crossed adolescence:
imagine what he will be like when he is fully grown. If you don’t destroy him now, or
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at least take out his fangs, he will torment Bengal for the rest of his life. My advice
is this: with the help of the English, let us get rid of the youngster and ask the good
general Mir Jafar to take the throne.

Maharaja Krishnachandra of Nadia, one of Bengal’s most powerful zamindars, agrees with Rajballabh.
The nawab is an intemperate and thoughtless young man, raised in sinful indulgence,
surrounded by lowly rascals. Think of how the revered and beloved Ali Vardi, now
departed, defended Bengal against the dreaded Marathas; how just and unbiased he
was in dealing with his subjects. Now, on his throne, sits a vile dog. We spend listless
days and sleepless nights, worrying about our lives and property. So let us, with the
aid of the English, remove this blot on the Muslim rulers of this land and seat the
general on the throne of Bengal. The British lion is here to avenge the outrage of
the Black Hole. It used to be said that there were no greater soldiers than the French;
now Clive has banished the French from Bengal. If the commander of Bengal’s army
were to join his forces with those of Clive, the craven young man will be blown away
like a blade of grass.

This time the four men concur. Krishnachandra turns his head and asks,
“We wish to know the opinion of the Rani.” Behind a screen, secluded from the
men, sits a woman, Rani Bhabani of Nator, statuelike, her eyes vacant and unblinking. Slowly, she begins to talk:
You have painted the nawab in the blackest of colours. But I know he is far blacker
than that. Yet, I say as a woman, I do not approve of this cowardly conspiracy against
him. I cannot understand how the Maharaja has assented to it. Look once at the
picture of India today. The Mughal power has eclipsed. I hear the French have been
defeated by Clive in the south. Here in Bengal, the British flag flies from the French
fort. Now Clive is eyeing the throne of Bengal. If you aid him, his powers will grow
unchallenged. There will be such a conflagration that all the waters of the Ganga will
not suffice to put it out. The English will not stop with Bengal. They will then turn
to Maharashtra. We are poised at a moment of revolution. With the decline of Yavana rule, will the ruler of Maharashtra become the ruler of India? Or will a revolution in Bengal spur on the British to conquer the rest of the country? Why do you
want to invite in the crocodile by digging a canal? Why set fire to your own house?
Yes, the Yavanas are a different jāti, but they have lived here for more than five hundred years. Their relations with the Aryas are no longer of conqueror and conquered;
there are bonds of love between them. Hindus serve in the highest positions in their
army, their treasury, their ministry. On the other hand, we hardly know the English
and their strange ways. Legend has it that they are born of monkeys in the wombs
of demons. They came in the garb of merchants and now they shake the world with
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their armed force. Do you not remember the warning of the old Nawab Ali Vardi? If
you give them a chance, the British will take over the whole of India.

She pauses for a moment. “So what is the Rani’s opinion, you ask? My opinion
is not to dethrone the dissolute Siraj. Rather, if oppression is indeed insufferable, dress for battle and wield your swords to defend the freedom of Bengal.
That is the way to save Mother Bengal—by your swords—not by retreating
into the alleys of conspiracy and servitude.” As Rani Bhabani finishes, the skies
are illuminated with lightning and the clouds roar with thunder.
The scene shifts in the second canto to the Katwa riverbank, where the British troops are crossing the Bhagirathi. From a distance, the boatloads of redjacketed soldiers look like a garland of hibiscus flowers floating on the river. On
the shore, the roll of drums and call of bugles announce the British confidence
in the power of their arms. But if we look at each soldier, one at a time, we see
a myriad of emotions reflected on their faces. One is thinking of the woman he
left behind whose lips he may never kiss again; another, a father, weeps silently
for the little daughter back home; some ponder the fabulous riches that might
be their war booty; others contemplate rising in the army; and still others think
of returning home to a life of comfort and peace. All are seduced by the chimera of hope, just as (notes the poet in a gesture of self-reflexive candor) the
narrator weaves his story in verse in the hope—who knows?—of achieving
immortal fame.
Away from the tumult of the riverbank, Clive sits alone under a tree, troubled by conflicting thoughts. Sometimes his face reddens with the anger so
common among the British, only to be replaced the next moment by a deep
pallor of dejection. “I have defied the advice of my war council,” he says to
himself. “If I lose, not only do I sink, all of these men sink with me. Why, even
the British power sinks with me, and with it the sun of British glory. My only
hope now is Mir Jafar. But the Yavanas are deceitful cowards. How can I trust
his word? What if the wily Omichand poisons his ear? The secret agreement
will be tossed into a pool of human blood. The killings of the Black Hole will
be repeated. All hopes of untrammelled profits and an obedient British ally in
Bengal will be dashed. The French will rise again in the south.” But the downcast look soon vanishes. “Now that the die is cast,” he seems to suggest, so “why
think of what might have been? Twice in my life did I hold the hand of fate
to my head; twice I failed to end my life. Surely, I am not to die in the hands
of some cowardly nawab. I have the duty of avenging the Black Hole murders
by bringing upon him the fury of British retribution. Of course, I will be victorious.”
Suddenly a heavenly music strikes, and the skies light up with a thousand
suns. A wondrous female figure descends in a halo of brightness. Her breasts
half uncovered, her arms white as snow, her thighs as if cut from clear quartz,
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her face lit by a million Kohinoors, the angelic figure asks Clive, “What is it
that frightens you, son?” The waters of the Ganga inch closer to hear her words,
and the setting sun stops for a moment on the horizon. “I am the goddess of
England’s fortune,” the divine voice continues.
When I sensed your thoughts—wavering, irresolute—I decided to come down to
earth to tell you that this is the moment when England’s star will rise. In a few years
from now, half of the world will come under the British realm. No blood will be shed
any more in golden India by the Marathas or the Mughals or the fearsome French.
No second Babar will come down from the north to start a dynasty. No hordes of
invaders will spring from the mountains to plunder the wealth of Delhi. Do not be
surprised, son, when I tell you that you are the source of that historic power. The
wheel of India’s fate is in your hands: it is for you to turn it. I have brought for you
from the temple of destiny the future map of India—look at it. The rapid waters of
the Irrawaddy border the east; the five arms of the Indus police the west. In the
middle lies a dominion, painted in red, larger than twenty Britains. I will put you on
the throne; all of India will bow their heads before you. All of its kings will encircle
you like planets. As long as the British rule impartially, their dominion will remain
unharmed. That is the great principle of politics that the Yavana has forgotten, which
is why the sword of destiny now hangs, on the thin thread of justice, over his head.
Unable to endure the Yavana’s oppression, the people of Bengal have sought your
protection. Remember that above all rulers and all kings, there is impartial justice
personified, the power that moves the sun and the stars and gifts rich and poor, white
and dark alike. Do not think of material gain. Waiting in front of you is the test of
destiny.

Just as suddenly, the heavenly figure is gone. Clive wakes up, as if from a dream.
Someone is saying to him, “The troops have crossed the river. They are waiting
for your orders, sir.” In a flash, Clive runs down the riverbank and jumps into
the boat waiting for him. The sailors pull their oars and break into song: “Victory, victory, victory to Britain.”
The third canto brings us to the fields of Palashi, where the immoral Yavanas
surrendered their liberty. The feeble Bengali must visualize that scene with the
help of his Imagination. Sneaking past the guards, she must tiptoe, warily, into
the nawab’s camp. Tell us, dear Imagination, in a hushed tone: What do you see
of that sad scene from a hundred years ago?
Siraj is seated on a golden throne, surrounded by dozens of beautiful women.
They are dancing under the chandeliers, accompanied by ecstatic music. Yet the
nawab’s mind is somewhere else. In a nearby camp, the conspirators huddle.
Shame on you, Raja Krishnachandra! Shame on you, Umichand! And you, Rai
Durlabh, the traitor, the eternal blot on the Bengali’s name! Had you not laid
this mean trap and instead had the courage to rebel against the undeserving
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tyrant, would your memories have been blackened as they are today? But wait;
has the nawab got wind of your plans? Why else is he so distracted? A halfundressed dancer holds the cup of wine to his lips and sings. From a distance,
suddenly, comes the sound of cannon fire. Startled, the young nawab throws
down his smoking pipe and runs to a window. Through the darkness of the
night, he can see the flares from the enemy camp lighting up the horizon. Tomorrow’s battle, he knows, will decide his fate. If he loses, will his subjects care?
After all, they will have a new ruler for the old one; the throne of Bengal will
not stay empty. Or has Mir Jafar instructed his troops not to fight? Has he
conspired with Clive? Why else should the English dare to pit their tiny force
against my massive army? It was a mistake to believe Clive’s words. Yet who
would have thought the English were such liars?
A man approaches the nawab. Is this the assassin sent by Mir Jafar? Terrified, Siraj runs for cover, only to realize that it is his own attendant. Still quivering like a leaf, the nawab sits down and says to himself, “Let me write to Clive,
offering him my kingdom in exchange for my life.” He snatches pen and paper,
starts to write, and then quickly stops. “What if,” he thinks, “having grabbed
my throne, he still puts me to the sword? How can I trust Clive?” The nawab
falls on his back, utterly exhausted by fear and anxiety. “No, there is only one
thing left to be done. Go to Mir Jafar, give him my crown, my sceptre, my sword,
fall at his feet and beg for mercy.” He drags himself toward the door of the tent,
but stumbles and falls. A woman holds him in her arms. It is the nawab’s young
wife. Caressing him, she calms him down. Siraj passes into a fitful sleep, with
one frightening dream following another—a wailing widow on whom he had
forced himself; the pregnant woman whose womb he had ordered to be cut open;
Husain Quli Khan, vowing vengeance in tomorrow’s battle. And who were
these other phantoms? A crowd of Englishmen, victims of the Black Hole, crying out: “We come for retribution. The English are as fearsome in death as they
are in life.” Siraj shakes in his sleep as his wife holds him close to her.
The fourth canto opens with a sunrise filled with sadness. The fate of India
will be sealed today in the mango groves of Palashi. The vultures and crows sit
still on the treetops, waiting patiently. All at once, the British war drums strike
up and the bugles sound, sending shivers across the battlefield and stirring the
waters of the Ganga. The call is met by a fierce war cry from the nawab’s camp.
The battle is on. Cannons roar, swords are unsheathed, and the soldiers, some
on horses, others on foot, rush at each other. “Forward, forward!” shouts Clive,
egging on his troops. And then, as if from nowhere, a cannonball strikes Mir
Madan. He falls off his horse. “Hurray! Hurray!” yell the English. Confused by
the fall of the officer, the nawab’s troops begin to scatter. “Stop!” demands Mohanlal. “Whether Yavana or Kshatriya, if you leave the battle field today, there
is no place in India where you can escape. You will be hunted down and killed.”
Turning to Mir Jafar, he says,
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General, shame on you! Look at your soldiers, standing there like wooden puppets.
Do you not realize that the liberty of Bengal is at stake? Do you think the British
will stop with this battle and hand back the throne to the Yavanas? You are a fool to
think so! These are not mere traders. They will enslave both Yavanas and Hindus.
Both will lose their freedom. If we lose this battle, we will all be enslaved for ever. So
I say to you Yavanas, don’t throw away your precious treasure of liberty. And to you
Kshatriyas I say, let us show the English the best of Arya valour. Turn around and
resume the charge!

Inspired, the soldiers return to battle. It is a ferocious clash. Soon the British
are on the verge of defeat when, all of a sudden, the clarion sounds and the order
goes out, “Soldiers, stop! The nawab commands that the battle be resumed tomorrow at dawn!” The troops come to a standstill, swords still held in midair.
They stand there, like a giant rock at the edge of a cliff. And then, as if to push
the rock over the precipice, the English soldiers rush at the nawab’s army. The
swords come down, some on the back, some on the neck, and some on the
chest. The Yavanas fall on the ground like drops of rain. Sending shivers across
the battlefield and stirring the waters of the Ganga, the British announce their
victory.
As he lies on the ground, his body ripped into countless bleeding gashes,
Mohanlal watches the sun go down. “Stop for a moment, don’t go down just
yet,” he implores.
For with you vanishes the freedom of India. And as you rise on another sky, half-way
across the world, fortune smiles on the British. Indians have never seen the British
sun, nor had the English, until the other day, seen the stars on the Indian sky. But
tomorrow, Britain will rise as the sun over India. That sun will not set soon. Indeed,
will it ever set? Only the future can tell. Now, as you go down, the last hopes of India’s
freedom sink into darkness. So perhaps it’s best that you go. Go, and never come back
to the sky of Bengal. India will have to do without your light. The sun of India’s glory
will not return. Indeed, the battle of Palashi is not the end of our woes; it is only the
beginning. This white cloud that has formed over this battle field will soon spread all
over India, unleashing fierce storms, overturning hallowed thrones and ancient kingdoms. And then, once the storm has blown over, there will reign peace in India. But
that will be the peace of the prison. For those who love liberty, freedom in hell is more
pleasurable than servitude in heaven. I know the Yavanas were often tyrants. But scattered in that memory of oppression, were there not moments of nobility, of beauty,
still cherished in history? But what is the use now of remembering those treasures of
happiness? Soon, both Murshidabad and Delhi will become the ruins of Yavana glory.

So stop, dear Imagination! Do not recall any further the scene at Palashi where
the hopes of Indians sank into oblivion. With blood gushing out of his wounds,
Mohanlal closes his eyes.

240

•

Chapter Eight

In the fifth canto, the city of Murshidabad is decked for celebration. Idlers
gather on street corners, talking about the battle of Palashi. In his palace, the
new ruler of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa sits with his opium pipe, eyelids drooping, surrounded by flatterers. Enjoy the moment while it lasts, Mir Jafar, because it will not last long. Your fate is in the hands of the English merchants
who will soon make the throne of Bengal a commodity to be bought and sold
in the market. In another palace is Miran, now prince. The wine is flowing; the
women are at his service. A guard walks in stiffly, looking like the messenger
of death. “The women in Siraj’s harem,” he announces, his voice choking with
remorse, “have been put to death. They all drowned in the Bhagirathi. Their
cries are still ringing in my ears. As they gasped for the last time, one of them
shouted, ‘Miran will be struck by lightning: I foretell this.’” Outside, one can
hear the sound of “Hip, hip, hurray!” The British soldiers in their lodgings are
celebrating their victory.
In one of the former nawab’s palaces, locked in a room, is a young woman.
She runs from one door to another, banging on them with her fists. We have
met her before in the nawab’s camp in Palashi. She is Siraj’s begam, now held
at the pleasure of Miran. Not far from her, in a dungeonlike room, is a man
lying prostrate at a soldier’s feet. Is this Nawab Siraj-ud-daulah, whose very
name struck terror in the hearts of the people of Bengal? There he is, begging
for mercy at the feet of Muhammadi Beg, his own officer. Is that the sword of
destiny hanging over him, waiting to punish him for his countless misdeeds?
But the sword is in the hand of his servant, sworn to the pledge of loyalty to his
sovereign. Stop! Think for a moment before you commit this ghastly act of
treachery! There is Siraj, full of remorse, begging for his life. Is that not punishment enough? How could he harm anyone if he rots in prison? Could you not
spare his life?
It’s of no use. The sword comes down on Siraj’s neck; his head falls to the
ground, and a torrent of blood gushes out of his neck. In that flood is swept
away the last hopes of Bengal’s freedom.

On the Poetic and Historical Imaginations
By all accounts, Nabinchandra’s Palāśīr yuddha was a great literary success. It
gained further popularity with Girishchandra’s stage adaptation and, above all,
its selection as a text to be read in high schools. But as Rosinka Chaudhuri has
documented, its portrayal of Muslim rule and the British conquest of Bengal
elicited criticism even in some of the early book reviews.47 The loudest objections were raised by those voicing Hindu revivalist views. One of them complained directly to Nabinchandra:
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In Palāśīr yuddha, the Muslims lost Bengal. Why should the Hindus be moved by
that? Indeed, why should Mohanlal grieve? Is it because he was a servant of the
Muslims? You are a Hindu, how can you accept that? And by putting those words of
regret in Mohanlal’s lips, have you not shown disloyalty to the British government?
. . . I do not understand why the Hindu’s heart should be swayed by emotion at the
thought of the battle of Palashi. Is it because a few Hindus handed Bengal over to
the English? If that is the case, do you really believe that if the English had lost at
Palashi a Hindu kingdom would have been established in Bengal or India?48

The matter became a controversy in the Text Book Committee in 1895–96,
at the end of which Nabinchandra submitted a revised version of the school
edition of Palāśīr yuddha, which was approved for inclusion in the reading
list.49 Despite this, the charge of “disloyalty” would not go away easily. Nabinchandra was informed in 1899 by the government of “the objectionable nature
of several passages” in Palāśīr yuddha and was told that he would “be held responsible for the elimination of those passages from any future Edition of that
book.”50 Soon he realized that his promotion was in jeopardy. When he appealed to John Woodburn, the lieutenant governor of Bengal, the latter shot
back, “You have not seen the reports that I have seen. You do not know what I
know. You say you have a grievance against Government. But Government has
a greater grievance against you. So long [as] I remain Lieutenant Governor,
there is absolutely no chance of your promotion. Good bye!”51 Nabinchandra
was no revolutionary. At that time, twenty-three years after its publication, Palāśīr
yuddha had sold more than a hundred thousand copies, and Nabinchandra’s
annual royalty from the book was more than a thousand rupees. A salaried man
on the verge of retirement, he could not afford to be defiant. He changed all of
the so-called objectionable passages, secured his promotion to the higher grade,
and immediately retired.52
The changes did make a difference.53 The reference in Rani Bhabani’s speech
to inviting in the crocodile by digging a canal was dropped, as was the saying
that the English were born of monkey fathers and demon mothers. In the
fourth canto—in the introduction as well as Mohanlal’s dying speech—the
characterization of the battle was hugely altered by changing bhārat to yaban,
thus shifting its historical significance from the demise of India’s freedom to
merely the fall of Muslim power. The last two lines of the poem describing
Siraj’s execution were reworded, from “In that flood was swept away the last
hope of Bengal’s freedom” to “The light in the room went out. India’s last hope
turned into a dream.” Sensing the hostility of both the colonial government
and at least a section of the dominant Hindu-revivalist opinion in Bengal’s literary circles, Nabinchandra undoubtedly chose to deaden the critical impact of
his poem on the officially circulated reading of the battle of Palashi.54
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He would soon realize that he could not win. The reason why Palāśīr yuddha
attracted such popular acclaim was precisely because it gave voice to a new sense
of disapproval among Bengal’s middle classes of the British claim to legitimate
sovereignty over India. In doing so, it also gestured, even if only rhetorically, to
the possibility that Bengal under Siraj, although badly governed, was at least
sovereign, and therefore free, and had a state where even though the ruler was
a Muslim, Hindus nonetheless enjoyed positions in the highest echelons of
government. Compared to that, under British colonial rule, both Muslims and
Hindus were equally excluded from participation in government. The newly
established Indian National Congress, in which Nabinchandra took an active
interest, was already making the same argument. Nabinchandra too was trying
to craft a new rhetoric of Hindu-Muslim fraternity. Thus, even though he chose
the Hindu general Mohanlal as his voice, negating at one stroke the charge that
the Hindus had gifted Bengal to the British while simultaneously reserving the
position of natural leadership of the new national formation for the Hindus,
he still showed him grieving for the loss of India’s freedom (even in the poem’s
altered version), and declaring that after five centuries of living side by side, the
Muslim had been naturalized into the affective bonds of an adopted kinship.
But this, it would soon be claimed, was not nearly enough.
Muslim critics had often complained about the unfair portrayal of Siraj in
Nabinchandra’s Palāśīr yuddha and, by implication, Muslim rule as a tyranny.
But soon a formidable critic emerged in the person of historian Akshaykumar
Maitreya (1861–1930). In a book-length work serialized in 1895–96, Akshaykumar launched what would become a determined nationalist rebuttal of the
official British origin story of the empire in Bengal.55 In the process, he directly
attacked Nabinchandra for his uncritical acceptance of motivated British accounts, leading to a historically false depiction of Siraj’s character and a complete misreading of the significance of the battle of Palashi.
Akshaykumar was at the forefront of a new movement of writing Indian
history in the “scientific” manner, emphasizing the critical study of archival
documents, and copiously footnoting his books and articles in order to cite his
sources.56 Operating from the district town of Rajshahi where he earned a living as a lawyer, he started Aitihāsik citra, a historical journal, and founded the
Varendra Research Society, a learned society and museum that played a major
role in the archaeological, numismatic, and textual study of the early history of
Bengal. Akshaykumar published extensively in important Bengali periodicals
of the time, writing history in a prose that was analytic and argumentative at
the same time as it was passionate and frequently lyrical. He also wrote historical articles in English in Bengal Past and Present and the Modern Review.57
His study of Sirājaddaulā was an exercise in rescuing the memory of the
unfortunate nawab from the infamy that had been heaped on him by his enemies, both Indian and foreign. As he went about his task, Akshaykumar would
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Figure 17. Akshaykumar Maitreya, photograph. Source: Maitreya 1982

lay down some of the lasting foundations of nationalist anticolonial historiography. One of his major themes was the critique of European prejudices about
the Indian character—the Muslims as tyrannical and dissolute conquerors,
and the Hindus as weak, wily, and corrupt survivors, always in need of a protector. This perspective allowed him to turn the tables on the British rulers and
subject the moral character of eighteenth century trader-conquerors, supposedly
infused with the Christian spirit of honesty and humility, to a searching test.
“Immorality led to the fall of the Roman empire; immorality also gave birth to
the Indian empire. Those who believe,” continued Akshaykumar, his pen dripping with irony, “that god’s will can produce nectar out of poison will find a
shining example in our history.”58
The other theme was located within the terrain of realist politics—rājadharma—
following principles that were true worldwide among all states.59 Here Akshay-
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kumar carried out an examination of specific interests and capacities, particular
powers and ambitions, putting Europeans and Indians on the same plane, and
produced an explanatory account of why certain powerful Indian interests collaborated with the British to topple Siraj, ultimately paving the way for British
dominance over all of India. By countering the charge that Siraj was feebleminded or perverse, and asserting that he was pursuing perfectly credible and
legitimate goals in defending the interests of his state, Akshaykumar was in fact
establishing for nationalist politics the concept of state sovereignty as an attribute that ought to apply equally to all nations. His Sirājaddaulā must be regarded as one of the founding texts of the nationalist historiography of modern
India.60
Given that his form was biographical, Akshaykumar first based his description of Siraj’s character on the psychological facts of the monarch’s childhood.
Siraj was a spoiled child—willful, obstinate, given to tantrums, and always
managing to get what he wanted. The person to blame for this was his doting
grandfather. Yet Siraj was by no means stupid, and indeed often showed signs
of precocious intelligence. In his adolescence, he fell into bad company. He
became addicted to alcohol and women. Again, despite many complaints, Ali
Vardi did nothing to correct his ways. Siraj took a keen interest in military affairs, though, accompanying his grandfather on his many expeditions against
the Maratha raiders. He also displayed a penchant for decisive action—having
Husain Quli Khan peremptorily killed, for instance, when stories began to circulate of his affair with Gahsiti Begam. As Ali Vardi became old and weak,
various persons representing many powerful interests started to jostle in order
to make a bid for the throne of Bengal. Siraj himself turned into a rebel, only
to be disarmed and pardoned by his grandfather. As he lay dying, Ali Vardi extracted a promise from his grandson that he would stop drinking; all evidence
suggests, says Akshaykumar, that Siraj kept his word. In the murky politics
leading to the “revolution” in Bengal, Siraj never resorted to trickery or subterfuge, but instead often accepted at face value the pledges made by his untrustworthy courtiers and the British. In fact, in a deft polemical move, Akshaykumar turned Macaulay’s biographical study of Clive on its head to suggest that
if the English hero, unruly and violent in his adolescence, grew up to be a greedy
and deceitful man, then by comparison it had to be admitted that Siraj outgrew
his early depravities to become a determined and principled political actor.61
Akshaykumar insisted that by the time he came to power, Siraj had a fairly
clear idea of the threats to Bengal’s sovereignty. Power in the kingdom was then
effectively wielded by a group of major zamindars and bankers. Even though
Ali Vardi had made known his preference for Siraj as his successor, the zamindars, in collaboration with the Jagat Seths, would have backed Nawazish Muhammad, husband of Gahsiti, Ali Vardi’s second daughter. But this possibility
was removed with the death of Nawazish in 1756. The zamindars knew that
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Siraj would not agree to be a pliable nawab: all the signs indicated that he was
intelligent, purposeful, and perhaps even headstrong enough to seize the reigns
of the state.
Moreover, he clearly had a particular distaste for the British, seeing in them
an aggressive ambition that he did not see in the other European traders in
Bengal. He regarded the British as a potential threat to sovereignty, objecting
principally to their fortifications in Calcutta, misuse of the privilege of exemption from customs duties, and harboring of fugitives wanted by the government
for violations of the law. But the animosity was tempered by political considerations, as was apparent in Siraj’s decision not to pursue the British fleeing Calcutta after the town and fort were overrun by his forces. He was obviously
expecting the British to negotiate for fresh terms for their return to Bengal. He
might also have avoided the confrontation in Palashi had he given in to the
British demand to hand over the French officials to whom he had given refuge
after the British sacked Chandannagar. Yet Siraj refused to engage in duplicity,
preferring instead to test the British on the battlefield, and given the overwhelming preponderance of forces in his favor, who could reasonably say that
he was wrong?
Akshaykumar portrayed Siraj as an absolutist ruler fighting to defend the
sovereignty of the state, which he believed was the precondition for peace and
prosperity in his kingdom. A diligent student of Ghulam Husain and other
eighteenth-century historians, Akshaykumar seems to have imbibed something
of the late Mughal scholarly sensibility that yearned for the defense of the state
by a skillful and decisive prince.62 At the turn of the twentieth century, however, he was also influenced by the examples of Otto von Bismarck’s Germany
and a resurgent Japan; his historiographical tastes were shaped by the new
Rankean school of positivist history as well as the economic theories of Friedrich List’s historical school. His understanding of Bengal’s eighteenth century
was strongly inflected by a consideration of the historical possibility of an absolutist and mercantilist alternative to British conquest of the kind we discussed
earlier in the case of Mysore. In Sirājaddaulā as well as his later work Mīr
Kāśim, Akshaykumar appears to uphold a political ideal of royal absolutism as
the principled defense of unified state sovereignty that was concurrently the
defense of the economic sovereignty of the incipient nation in a time of increasing international commerce.63
By contrast, the conspirators against Siraj were each motivated by specific
interests: “the Jain Jagatseth, the Musalman Mirjafar, the Baidya Rajballabh, the
Kayastha Durlabhram, the usurer Umichand, the vengeful Manikchand—none
of them had ties of blood or friendship with the other; only the pursuit of their
selfish interests drove them to back one another in the combination.”64 Opposed to these narrow interested views of the battle of Palashi, as indeed the
interested views of British writers, the popular memory in Bengal of the battle,
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stated Akshaykumar, is preserved at the grave of a nameless soldier of Siraj’s
army, which has now become a shrine in Palashi where peasants offer shirni
every Thursday in devout remembrance of his martyrdom.65 This observation
conveyed a nationalist sentiment that in its invocation of historical memory as
preserved in popular practice, was very much in tune with the spirit of Swadeshi
that would sweep the intellectual and political world of Bengal in the first decade of the twentieth century.
Judged from this new ideological standpoint, Nabinchandra’s Palāśīr yuddha
would be accused of being insufficiently nationalist. Akshaykumar kept up a
running criticism of Nabinchandra’s poem throughout his Sirājaddaulā, accusing him of gross historical error, and refusing to accept the plea, made by Nabinchandra in the original version of Palāśīr yuddha, that the poet’s path was smooth
and unencumbered by historical facts (nis.kan.t.ak: literally, devoid of thorns).66
Akshaykumar not only showed that Nabinchandra was keen to cloak his poetic
re-creation of a historical event with supposedly authentic historical references
but also that these references were all drawn from histories of Bengal written
by British writers—Charles Stewart, John Marshman, and most galling of all,
Macaulay. Why did Clive sit under a tree, debating whether or not to go against
the advice of his war council, until goddess Britannia as Divine Providence
appeared before him, except for the fact that Macaulay depicted the scene that
way in his essay? Why on the eve of the battle was Siraj shown surrounded by
dancing girls pouring wine into his glass, when there was no such description
in contemporary historical sources? Was the scene not reminiscent of Stewart’s
depiction, following Ghulam Husain, of Shaukat Jang, Siraj’s rival claimant
to the throne of Bengal, before the decisive battle of Nawabganj where he was
defeated by Siraj’s forces? Why did Jagat Seth accuse Siraj of having entered
his house in a female disguise and molesting the women of his family when, in
actual fact, the Jagat Seth family had no such memory? Rather, it was Sarfraz
Khan, Ali Vardi’s predecessor, who was rumored to have done something like
this.
It would seem that in his eagerness to portray Siraj as the worst example of
the Oriental tyrant, Nabinchandra collected assorted instances of the depravity
of Muslim rulers and heaped them all on poor Siraj. Why indeed was Siraj
visited in his nightmares by the victims of the Black Hole, other than the fact
that Macaulay suggested this was what a Greek poet might have imagined in a
similar situation? “It would have been better,” said Akshaykumar, “if the poet
had trusted his own imagination, for then it would not have been shaped in
every detail by the mould supplied by Macaulay.” To Nabinchandra’s plea that
he was writing poetry, not history, Akshaykumar retorted, “But not everyone
knows that Nabin Babu’s Palāśīr yuddha is ‘not history.’” The school edition, in
its preface, advertised its merits as “the history of Bengal of the period in verse.”
The poet’s depiction of historical characters, insisted Akshaykumar, could not
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claim to be innocent of historical facts. In this respect, “the battle of Palashi as
written by Macaulay is also poetry, not history.”67 Such poetry, Akshaykumar
was proposing, was motivated history, and Nabinchandra should have been more
aware of this trap.68
Attacked by the new patriots, Nabinchandra evaded the charge of distorting
history by declaring that he had only written poetry, not history, but in private,
virtually pleaded guilty. Writing in 1906 to his friend Girishchandra after reading the latter’s new play Sirājaddaulā, the poet said: “You are both more able and
more fortunate than me. When I wrote Palāśīr yuddha, our only sources were
the accounts left by Siraj’s enemies.”69 He went on to mention Akshaykumar’s
accusations and maintained: “My reading then consisted of Marshman. But I
was probably the first Bengali to shed a tear for poor Siraj.”70
Akshaykumar’s intervention in the academic domain of history writing would
have important effects in the popular domain of the circulation of nationalist
rhetoric and images, and later, as we will see, even in the political domain of
mass agitation. Backed by the authority of scholarship and analytic reasoning,
the nationalist narrative of the Black Hole, the battle of Palashi, and the British
conquest of Bengal would now become irresistible in its determination to sweep
away the canards as well as misrepresentations perpetrated by British colonial
writers. By comparison, Nabinchandra’s poetry would appear as timid, halfhearted, and compromised in its patriotism.
But the colonial pedagogy of English literature would have an unintended
consequence when the new literati mounted its productions on the public stage
for a popular audience. Despite the criticism he faced for the literary and historical shortcomings of his work, Nabinchandra did accomplish something that
would be of lasting significance in the subsequent efforts to popularize the nationalist story of British colonial rule. He devised some of the key rhetorical
and performative resources that would be used by later playwrights on the Palashi
theme, such as Girishchandra, Kshirodprasad Vidyavinode, and Sachindranath
Sengupta. Nabinchandra was bold enough to introduce a theme of recent history, filled with local and foreign characters engaged in transformative historical events, but narrated in the familiar metrical and rhymed forms of payār and
tripadī. The novelty of Palāśīr yuddha was its content—not something from the
Puranas or the great epics but instead an event of modern history—full of foreign names and sounds rendered into easily recited verse. The popular success
of Palāśīr yuddha could be attributed in no small measure to the fact that it lent
itself to easy, often dramatic elocution in a traditional and familiar meter.71
Second, his characterization of Siraj on the eve of the battle, while depicting
him as a depraved oppressor, nevertheless humanized him by making him weak
and indecisive, overcome by fear, ready to surrender even before the battle had
begun, and finally being consoled by his wife. Bankimchandra himself described
Nabinchandra’s character portrayals as flat and wooden.72 The Siraj created by
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Nabinchandra was no hero of Shakespearean tragedy; he was not, as Akshaykumar would have liked to see, the incipient early modern absolutist monarch,
schooled in the practices of power, hemmed in by petty yet vicious conspirators,
and ultimately giving his life in defense of his kingdom. Nabinchandra’s Siraj
was more like the feeble Bengali the poet had imagined ruminating on the
disaster that befell the nation—understanding its importance, but utterly lacking the capacity to affect the course of history. From the turn of the twentieth
century, nationalist intellectuals like Akshaykumar would refuse to accept this
subject position. Paradoxically, though, it would remain a persistent motif in
the popular culture of nationalism, as we will see later in Girishchandra and
Sachin Sengupta’s Sirājaddaulā.
Third, while critics have pointed out that Nabinchandra’s forte lay more in
lyricism and the vivid evocation of scenes rather than in the structural design
of dramatic action and form, and while the poet himself was somewhat dismissive of Palāśīr yuddha as an early and immature work, it is his only poetical
composition that was adapted for the stage and saw lasting popularity. The apparent contradiction is great, since it gestures toward a new chasm in Bengal’s
public culture between the high and the popular. Literary scholars have insisted
that Raibatak-Kuruks.etra-Prabhās, designed as a new interpretation of the Mahabharata for modern times, was the crowning achievement of Nabinchandra’s
poetic career.73 Today, copies of the so-called Krishna trilogy can be found in
a few old libraries, where only the rare dissertation writer reads them. Palāśīr
yuddha, by contrast, for all its lack of formal sophistication and dramatic panache, remains part of the received literary tradition handed down through
textbooks and amateur elocution. As Girishchandra would find out through his
attempts to popularize the new proscenium theater, the certitudes of European
high theater were not necessarily applicable to the popular aesthetic domain. It
was a crucial lesson that the new English-educated Bengali dramatist would have
to learn in his efforts to produce material for a new popular public culture.
The one-dimensional and stiff characters of Palāśīr yuddha along with the
absence of dramatic tension apparently were not barriers to its popular enjoyment. In one of his letters to Girishchandra, Nabinchandra mentioned that
in the first edition of Palāśīr yuddha, he had Siraj’s wife sing a doleful song on
hearing of her husband’s execution. Bankimchandra, in his review, had criticized this device as unrealistic and unduly sentimental, and Nabinchandra subsequently dropped the song from future editions. “But you were always stubborn,” wrote Nabin to Girish in thinly veiled admiration. “I see [in your play
Sirājaddaulā] that you have followed that same dubious path.”74 Indeed, it is
remarkable how often Nabinchandra employed the device of the song in his
narrative poem. He puts a martial song in the choral voice of British sailors, for
example, and has a British soldier singing of his beloved Carolina on the battle’s eve. As we know, the song was at this time emerging as an integral element
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of the modern popular narrative in Indian theater, and was adopted later in the
cinema. Despite all the criticism, Palāśīr yuddha must be counted as having produced some of the building blocks of the popular nationalist theater in Bengal.
Fourth, Nabinchandra also provided the key elements of the rhetoric of
Hindu-Muslim fraternity that would ring out so loudly in the days of the Swadeshi movement. This was not the fraternity premised on the abstract citizensubject, grounded in homogeneous and equal citizenship, and then handed
down as the liberal ideal of civic nationalism, most exemplarily since the French
Revolution. Rather, it was based on Hindus and Muslims as constituting distinct communities that were nonetheless bound by the solidarity of naturalized
kinship. Both Rani Bhabani and Mohanlal describe it eloquently in Palāśīr
yuddha, in terms that would be used by Girishchandra and Kshirodprasad in
their historical plays written in the Swadeshi period.

Siraj and the National-Popular
When Nabinchandra attended a performance of Palāśīr yuddha at the National
Theatre in 1877, he is said to have remarked to Girishchandra: “I see you can
turn even the multiplication tables into riveting drama.” Not to be outdone, the
producer-actor replied: “I can, but only if you write the multiplication tables.”75
Underlying this friendly game of mutual congratulation was an unstated compact between two creative artists who had, each in his own way, journeyed into
a world of popular dramatic narration that was not structured by the aesthetic
rules of classical Sanskrit or Greek dramatics, or indeed modern Western dramatic literature of the high canonical kind. They were acknowledging each
other’s role as practitioners of the drama of the national-popular.
Girishchandra, acclaimed in his lifetime in the popular press of Bengal as a
playwright surpassing even Shakespeare, has received scant praise from academic critics of Bengali drama for whom the line of canonical dramatists jumps
from Madhusudan Dutt and Dinabandhu Mitra in the mid-nineteenth century, to Rabindranath and the modernist progressives of the twentieth century,
bypassing entirely the enormously successful popular theater of the commercial
stage in Calcutta of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Jogendranath Gupta, delivering the Girish Lectures at the University of Calcutta,
mentioned the excessive adulation of Girishchandra earlier in the century, but
also noted that the playwright was already nearly forgotten in the 1950s.76 It
was as if the very popularity of the public theater was the telltale sign of its
shortcoming as true art. The critical analysis of Girishchandra’s plays too has
generally proceeded by identifying the aspects in which they have deviated from
the norms of high dramatic art by conceding to prevailing popular tastes. It was
left to Utpal Dutt, himself an enormously successful actor-producer-playwright
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of the late twentieth century, to point out the immensely significant contributions of Girish as the pioneer actor-producer-playwright of the anticolonial
stage.77 Dutt’s observations are better appreciated by taking them out of the
mechanical frame of Marxist class analysis into which he rather ham-handedly
squeezes them, and understanding Girishchandra as the producer-playwright
of a new national-popular mode of dramatic narration.78
Girishchandra’s Sirājaddaulā was first performed at the Minerva Theatre
in September 1905, a month after the Swadeshi agitation was launched and a
month before the official proclamation of the partition of Bengal.79 Historians
of the Calcutta stage are all agreed that the production’s timing was perfect.
Given the prevailing political excitement, Sirājaddaulā became one of the greatest commercial successes of the Bengali stage, leading Girishchandra to write
and produce a sequel, Mīr kāsim, in June 1906 that also reaped “fabulous sums
of money.”80 The average takings per night for Sirājaddaulā on its first run
amounted to seven hundred rupees, while those for Mīr kāsim exceeded a thousand rupees—a record at the time.81 Minerva Theatre made unheard-of profits,
enabling it to repay its large debts and still end up with a considerable surplus.82 The Palashi theme was clearly evocative of a certain prevailing spirit,
since Kshirodprasad, another successful playwright, had also begun writing a
play on Siraj, but on hearing that Girish was about to stage a production on the
subject, changed his focus to the period after the battle of Palashi. His play
Palāśīr prāyaścitta (Penance for Palashi) was produced at the Star Theatre in
August 1906.83
Girishchandra’s Sirājaddaulā and Mīr kāsim were explicitly based on the new
historical research of Akshaykumar and other nationalist historians.84 Clearly,
Girish had resolved not to tread the dubiously smooth path taken by his predecessor Nabinchandra.85 Both of Girish’s plays were peopled by scores of historical characters and were rich in historical detail. Like Akshaykumar, Girish
too identified what he thought were the key political antagonisms of the period: a clique of zamindars and bankers seeking to strengthen their hold on
power, and willing even to collude with a dangerously ambitious foreign force
to thwart a prince determined to defend the sovereign independence of the
state. But Akshaykumar’s was a scholarly exercise; Girish had to find ways to
reach a public that was not in the habit of reading history books.
He did this by devising theatrical techniques for giving voice to a popular
commentary on historical events. As Dutt observes, a major theme in both
Sirājaddaulā and Mīr kāsim is money—the pursuit of fortune as the principal
motivation of the East India Company officers, and the willingness of Indian
officials and merchants to buy and sell both private and state interests in exchange for money.86 In Sirājaddaulā, the money theme was used as a moral peg
of popular criticism in several scenes: the riotous song of the looting mob (depicted by a troupe of chorus girls) on the eve of the nawab’s invasion of Cal-

The Pedagogy of Culture • 251

Figure 18. Surendranath (Dani) Ghosh in title role in Sirajaddaula, 1905, photograph.
Source: Ghosh 1969

cutta; the blatantly crude attempts by Holwell to persuade his prisoner Umichand to write a letter on his behalf to the nawab; the division of spoils, planned
before the battle and executed after the victory at Palashi, and the fraudulent
exclusion of Umichand; and as we will see, numerous remarks by Karim Chacha, who was created by Girish to provide a running commentary on the doings of the rich and famous from the plebeians’ perspective. It is stretching the
point to find in this, as Dutt does, an incipient criticism of capitalism. Rather,
it is a critique of the mysterious powers of money, which seen from the world
of those who do not have it, seems to be able to bring about the most unlikely
alliances and achieve the most impossible outcomes.
Perhaps the fundamental problem in narrating the battle of Palashi and its
consequences in terms of popular reason was its sheer implausibility. How could
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a large kingdom under a skilled and determined monarch succumb to a foreign
power with an utterly insignificant force at its command? How could the entire
Mughal order of state power suddenly collapse and come under the control of
alien merchants? It was a mysterious history, inexplicable in terms of the ordinary and familiar rules of causality. It could only be explained as some extraordinary forces working through their human agents.
Girishchandra employed this element of popular reason most strikingly and
controversially through the character Zahara, a fictional creation meant to be
the widow of Husain Quli Khan, one of Siraj’s victims. This character has been
generally condemned by literary critics for her very unreality. Her presence in
the most improbable places at the most impossible moments, making her in
fact the principal dynamic agent moving the plot toward its tragic conclusion,
has been roundly condemned as a cheap theatrical device unworthy of a major
national dramatist. But if we regard her as a dramatic signifier designed specifically to perform what is rationally impossible, then realism is hardly what we
should expect. Instead, in both her appearance and words, Zahara, soaked in
the zahr (poison) of vengeance, explicitly presents herself as an unnatural force,
quite different from the other historical characters pursuing their mundane
ambitions. In this she is also able to connect with another pervasive belief in
popular consciousness that cataclysmic events in both the natural and human
worlds are beyond human reasoning: their causes are necessarily unknown. In
her context, Zahara is not an implausible character for the national-popular.
She in fact may even be thought of as Girishchandra’s answer to Macaulay’s
Divine Providence.
This truth about Zahara is revealed most tellingly in the play when Karim,
pretending to be a ghost on a tree, proposes to her, a fellow ghost, to spend a
night of love with him (II, 6). Karim points out, with startling irony, that despite all her efforts at skillfully bringing about the ruin of Siraj, her name would
never appear in the history of Bengal—Clive, Mir Jafar, and all the other agents
she had cleverly manipulated would get all the credit. “The pages of history
will be filled by the ink with which the names of traitors are inscribed; you or I
will not find a place there” (V, 5). Girishchandra’s gestures toward the nationalpopular were profoundly self-conscious in revealing their artifices.
The failure of literary critics to appreciate the difference posed by the popular mode of dramatic narrative is well exemplified by Kshetra Gupta’s analysis
of Sirājaddaulā.87 Gupta criticizes Girishchandra for failing to hold on to a
tight plot structure that would rigorously indicate the sequence of historical
causation, and for straying into peripheral episodes and irrelevant scenes merely
to feed the desire of some sections of the audience for emotional excitement.
After scrutinizing the entire play scene by scene, Gupta comes to the conclusion that nineteen of the thirty-six scenes of the five-act work were irrelevant
to the plot and should have been excised. Similarly irrelevant are the songs, ten
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in number (few if judged by the standards of the hugely successful mythological plays produced by Girishchandra), which only hold up the action and pander to sentimentality. Girishchandra, Gupta says, also defies rational causality,
whether natural or historical, by introducing magical and implausible actions
to move the plot forward. Needless to say, the character Zahara takes the brunt
of this criticism: she is said to have been created in order to provide the cheap
sensation that a maniacal woman, driven raving mad by the desire for revenge,
can supply on stage.88 The political message of Swadeshi too, Gupta alleges,
is mostly supplied as declamations in the mouths of characters such as Siraj,
Mohanlal, or Mir Madan. At such moments, they appear to be political leaders
of the modern Swadeshi movement, which to follow the rules of historical realism, is utterly anachronistic.89
Girishchandra’s characters are flat, says Gupta; they show no inner contradictions. Siraj is no tragic hero, since his contradictoriness is only that of having
transformed himself from his early immoral ways to that of a responsible ruler.
It does not create any deep psychological conflict within him, and its superficiality is indicated by the frivolous way in which Karim Chacha, the authorial
voice in the play, can dismiss its significance:
Karim: When was a great deed ever accomplished by deliberation? . . . Our master just
deliberates while the English conspire. If instead of deliberating, he had shouted his
orders, things would have been different. All those fangless snakes would have slithered back into their holes. (III, 4)
Karim: The kid just became confused. If I could have tossed a couple of drinks into him
at Palashi, your treachery would have come to nothing, and Clive too wouldn’t have
shouted “Hip hip hurray!” (V, 4)

Indeed, Siraj’s contradictoriness does not lead to bold deeds, and their tragic
defeat. It only confirms the futility of human action and the inevitable triumph
of destiny. Some mysterious superhuman force scripted the results of Palashi
long before anything happened in Murshidabad or Calcutta, and there was
nothing that poor Siraj could have done to stop it. We may feel some pity for
him, says Gupta, but his life, as dramatized by Girishchandra, is not the stuff of
great tragedy.90
The character of Karim Chacha, ostensibly following the path of the vidūs.aka in Sanskrit drama, is not as uninvolved in the proceedings as the classical
model and is indeed a commentator speaking on behalf of the author addressing the audience.91 He seems to have full knowledge of history as it has unfolded since the dramatized events of 1756–57, and often refers to it in the form
of prophecies about the future, even though this is anachronistic for a character
participating in eighteenth-century affairs. But the ironical mode of Karim’s
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pronouncements does not seem to Gupta to carry any deep insight into either
the human character or colonial condition. On the contrary, they are cheap devices to evoke laughter.92
Gupta’s observations are, on the whole, not incorrect when judged from the
standpoint of the canons of historical tragedy in the high Western tradition.
Still, precisely for that reason, they are accurate indicators of why Sirājaddaulā
was so successful in communicating with the national-popular in the age of
Swadeshi. The point can be grasped more firmly when we consider a contemporary criticism of Girishchandra’s dramaturgy. In the first decade of the
twentieth century, Dhananjay Mukhopadhyay (Byomkes Mustafi’s pseudonym)
launched a trenchant criticism of the prevailing styles of acting, set design,
costumes, choreography, makeup, and other aspects of Calcutta’s public theater.93 One of his main complaints was that Girish had introduced “a new style
of acting” that was a throwback to the days before the birth of the modern stage
in Bengal and entirely contrary to the style he had himself followed in producing
Dinabandhu’s plays in the 1870s. His actors would now address the audience
directly, violating the first principle of stage acting that actors, when immersing
themselves in the dramatic action, must become oblivious to the audience’s
presence. When a group of characters made an entrance, they would file in and
stand in line. When speaking sotto voce, some would even walk up to the front
of the stage, throw the line at the audience, and return to their earlier positions.
Not even Ardhendu Mustafi, Girish’s associate from his early days in the theater, had been able to correct these faults. The defect became particularly painful because Girish always made his actors stand on stage, no matter what the
scene; even Siraj or Mir Qasim holding a council would be shown standing with
their courtiers.94
Furthermore, Girishchandra taught his actors to speak their lines, even when
in prose, in a songlike intonation. To the discerning member of the audience,
Dhananjay claimed, this was excruciatingly monotonous. Girish was also not
averse to introducing a vulgar variety of humor into his plays on elevated subjects, such as the banter between Karim and Zahara in Sirājaddaulā. “It should
have been borne in mind,” wrote Dhananjay with some irritation, “that the
members of a nawab’s darbar [court] don’t exactly behave like the Nikari Muslim fisher folk of Bagbazar [the neighborhood where Girishchandra lived].”
Girish paid little attention as well to ensuring that the costumes of his historical characters accurately reflected the context and period. Like the rest of the
public theaters of Calcutta, he allowed his stage managers to fit up emperors,
courtiers, princesses, and chorus girls with the same sets of costumes owned
by the company, regardless of the nationality or period. The dancing girls, for
instance, always wore ballroom gowns, whether they were entertaining Rana
Pratap, Siraj-ud-daulah, or Ali Baba.95
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Dhananjay’s complaint was quite clear. The modern theater of Bengal had
emerged to cater to the cultural needs of the educated middle class. Now it was
being overwhelmed by the demand to satisfy the tastes of a lower grade of
spectators—those who had not yet acquired the cultivated sensibilities of the
true public. Sadly, Girishchandra, a pioneer of the new theater, had surrendered
to this trend. “Even the Indian nāt.yaśāstra did not recognize the right of all—
whether respectable or lowly, educated or unlettered, cultivated or crude, knowledgeable or ignorant—to enter the theatre. In these days of equality and freedom, and enticed by the goddess of wealth, the modern theatre is not prepared
to heed that sound advice.”96 In short, Dhananjay objected to Girishchandra’s
innovations precisely because they violated the canons of the high theater in
order to pander to the popular.

The Dramatic Form of the National-Popular
These criticisms, whether from the first part of the twentieth century or the last,
of Girishchandra’s nationalist plays say enough in their negative depiction to
offer an idea of why they were so successful in striking a chord in the popular
domain. Let us elaborate further. Girish, who had earlier successfully developed the mythological and devotional drama for the modern stage, using a
modified version of the new blank verse introduced by Madhusudan and a vast
array of songs mostly composed in traditional styles, had to employ prose in
dealing with modern political history. But in Sirājaddaulā, he frequently had
his tragic hero speak in verse in his soliloquy, intimate and emotional scenes
with his grandmother or wife, or declamations on patriotic duty. Even in engaging with the subject of politics, therefore, Girish was eager to utilize the
familiar rhetorical power of dramatic verse to reach the popular on the affective
register. In this, he was consciously introducing, as Utpal Dutt also points out,
techniques borrowed from the traditional jatra into the proscenium theater.97
Second, he maintained a line of popular commentary by periodically introducing a troupe of dancers, sometimes male and sometimes female (the text
of the play calls them “citizens”), who remark on political events in songs
composed in the style of the popular kabigān and saṅg performances of early
nineteenth-century Calcutta. Girish, in other words, put “the people” directly
on stage, even in a play dealing with the high politics of nobles and foreign
merchants.
Third, the character of Siraj served as the crucial signifier unifying and embodying the diverse elements of “the people-nation,” and distinguishing them
from its enemies—namely, the greedy foreigners and treacherous nobles. Even
though Girishchandra took great pains to portray Siraj as having transformed

256

•

Chapter Eight

himself from a depraved young man to a mature ruler, and showed Dan Shah
Fakir, a corrupt preacher, as the chief purveyor of the canards about Siraj’s misdeeds, including the Black Hole incident, he still employed the same narrative
techniques used by Nabinchandra to present Siraj as a vulnerable and familiar
hero—a loving husband and father, a respectful grandson, fearful and indecisive at moments of crisis, prepared even to hand over his crown to his enemies
for the sake of peace in Bengal. Indeed, Siraj became the principal voice of the
people-nation, cutting across religious and class divisions, and unified by its
opposition to the danger represented by the foreign power and its native allies.
Siraj: Hindu and Musalman—
Come, let us forgive each other;
Let us forget the old histories; . . .
Beware—
Do not give the Firangi the slightest room,
For this much is certain—
Their thirst for conquest is endless. . . .
Abjure the Firangis as enemies;
The alien Firangis are not our kin,
They are self-seeking—all they want is control of the state.
So prepare for battle. (I, 5)

This is without doubt a political speech inspired by the spirit of Swadeshi,
but the anachronism is perfectly compatible with the conventions of popular
narrative performance. Siraj’s message of Hindu-Muslim fraternity, based on
separate but equal participation in state affairs, is also consistent with the idea
of “composite patriotism” current at the time of Swadeshi. The Hindu-Muslim
theme, we know, could be deployed in the nationalist theater of this period to
produce ambiguous meanings. Stories of Rajput or Maratha resistance to the
Delhi sultanate or the Mughal Empire could be read in a straightforward way
as Hindu resistance to Muslim rule. It could also be read, provided one was able
and willing to recognize the ploy, as a coded way of talking about Indian resistance to British rule. Girishchandra’s Chatrapati śibājī (1907) could be viewed as
open to such alternative readings. But Sirājaddaulā and Mīr kāsim left no room
for ambiguity.
Karim Chacha’s character is a dramatic innovation. He is both an authorial
voice as well as the voice of “the people.” But he is more than just an observant
commentator, because at crucial moments, he also participates in the historic
events unfolding around him. In an audacious move, Girish used a popular
legend that claimed that Dan Shah Fakir recognized Siraj, in disguise, by his
jeweled shoes, which the defeated nawab had forgotten to remove in his hurry
to escape. Girish actually had Karim exchange clothes with Siraj and send him
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on his way. This device made it possible for Girish to write a hilarious scene in
which Karim, decked out in nawabi finery, is utterly ignored by both nobles and
commoners. When Siraj is caught and executed, Karim exclaims:
Karim: . . . I didn’t quite comprehend the significance of footwear. I thought the nawab
would find it hard to walk in my rough shoes. Now I see that the insignia of headgear
is being replaced by that of footwear. Now the difference between the respectable and
the lowly will be marked not by their turbans or clothes but by their shoes. (V, 4)

Karim is referring here to the well-known European disinclination to conform
to the elaborate Indian system of gradation of headgear by social status, preferring instead to wear their hats, and their aversion to the removal of shoes in the
presence of a higher authority.
To introduce an action of comic irony bordering on the slapstick in the final
scenes of a historical tragedy was immensely risky. It worked because Karim
had been effectively constructed as an outsider in the affairs of the darbar, but
one who embodied the element of the popular. In a sense, therefore, Karim also
implicates the audience in the action of those final scenes. It is significant that
whereas Zahara’s interventions, representing as it were the hand of destiny, successfully bring about Siraj’s downfall, those of Karim, trying to save the nawab
from his enemies, fail miserably. The people may fight, yet they are ineffective
in stopping the course of malevolent fate. If there is a genre of tragedy in the
national-popular, its form is not that of modern bourgeois tragedy as known in
the Western tradition.
Irony is a major rhetorical mode utilized by Karim in his comments on political events. Perhaps the most famous of them—to the point of having passed
into common parlance without anyone ascribing the source—is his exclamation
when the conspirators, seeking to precipitate a confrontation with the British,
advise Siraj to attack Calcutta once again after Clive had retaken the town. In
an aside, Karim says: “Elomelo ka’re de mā, lut.eput.e khāi [Oh Mother, turn everything topsy-turvy, so I can plunder to my heart’s content].” When Mir Madan
asks him if he wants disorder in the country, he shoots back:
Karim: . . . Why, was I not born in Bengal? Am I not crafty? Don’t I know how to fill
my own pocket? Don’t I seek my own well-being? Why should I care for the wellbeing of others? I was born in Bengal, so my own good is good enough for me.
(II, 4)

His final pronouncement on this subject, however, has no trace of irony: “Only
the maker of our destiny can bring peace to Bengal. The old Bengal will not do
any more; Bengal has to be built anew” (II, 4). Once again, Girishchandra was
announcing a political project for Swadeshi Bengal.
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In the final act, when the new nawab, Mir Jafar, orders his execution for
treason, Karim says:
Karim: Of course you’ll execute me, but won’t you put my body on an elephant and take
it around town? Let me act out the full role of nawab.
Mir Jafar: What? Still being sarcastic? Traitor!
Karim: I have no monopoly on treason. In fact, I am only an ugly duck here among
royal swans. If there was a punishment for treason, a procession of heads would have
rolled by now.
Mir Jafar: Impale him!
Clive: Er, considering our presence here, I suggest you change that punishment.
Mir Jafar: Sahib, I accept your request. But this traitor is fit to be impaled on the stake.
Go and execute him.
Karim: Uncle, you’ve given me high honours. If I have surpassed you in treachery, then
my performance deserves to be congratulated. [to Clive] My salute, sahib, you are a
mighty man. Not just Bengal, all of India will belong to you.
Clive: [in English, completely missing the irony] Thank you for your good wishes. (V, 6)

Even as Sirājaddaulā inscribed the division between the nation as people
and its foreign enemies, Girishchandra also made a subtle hegemonic move
that frequently has not been noticed. He introduced an English woman, Mrs.
Watts, who is first shown pleading with Siraj’s wife for the release of her husband, an East India Company official who had been imprisoned by the nawab.
She then appears again when, following Mir Jafar’s coming to power, his son
Miran is holding Lutf-un-nesa, Siraj’s wife, captive and proposing to her to
enter his harem.
Mrs. Watts enters in haste with two English soldiers
Mrs. Watts: Oh! you lecherous villain! Soldiers, do your duty!
First Soldier: [seizing Miran] You rascally nigger!
Second Soldier: Oh you hell-hound!
Miran: [bound] But I am the prince—the prince.
Mrs. Watts: Hold your silly tongue, you brute! Flaunt your rank somewhere else. I am an
English woman. These two are English soldiers. Do you know that those who have
given your father the throne can take it away from him? [to Lutphunnisa] Begam
sahib, don’t be afraid. I am here now. You had freed my husband once, and I had
promised to repay your debt. An English woman never breaks her promise. Come
with me and have no worries. (V, 2; emphasis in English original)

A host of power-laden relations are engaged with in this scene. Mrs. Watts is
the representative of an imperial power, unashamed of its racial superiority and
prepared to assert its might to protect the weak, especially women, from tyran-
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nical Oriental men. But she is also able to establish a more personal affective
bond of sisterhood with the oppressed Oriental woman—something that is
beyond the reach of British male officials.
This aspect is highlighted in the last scene of the play when Mrs. Watts accompanies Lutf-un-nesa to Siraj’s grave.
Mrs. Watts: Begam sahib, I have come to put flowers on your husband’s grave. I will
join you today in praying for him. As long as I am in this place, I will come with you
to light the lamp on his grave.
Lutf: Memsahib, I will remain indebted to you all my life. I can never repay that debt.
All I can do is pray to my god that you live happily with your husband for all your life.
Mrs. Watts: Begam sahib, you saved my husband, but I could not save yours. I will always live with that regret. I offer flowers to your husband with tears in my eyes. (V, 7)

This is the moment when—famously or notoriously, depending on one’s taste—
Lutf-un-nesa breaks into a mournful song as the curtain comes down on the
stage. It is a remarkable final scene for a nationalist play of the Swadeshi era to
have an Englishwoman, the wife of a conspiring East India Company official,
offering flowers at the grave of Siraj, allegedly the chief perpetrator of an atrocity that triggered the act of retribution that was the battle of Palashi. The nationalist opposition to empire was clearly seeking to enlist the support of at
least a section of even the British people. It is important that this portion was
marked in its gender as feminine.
On the subject of the visual aspect of nationalist theater, it is difficult to say
much since there is so little visual documentation of Girishchandra’s theater.
Could we hypothesize that Karim Chacha’s commentary acquired its popular
significance because it was spoken, in the flesh, by Girishchandra Ghosh, the
premier actor, producer, and playwright of his time, who acted in that role—
that, in other words, the commentary came not from a fictional character called
Karim but rather from Girishchandra giving voice to the sentiments of the
people of Bengal? We cannot, unfortunately, settle that question at this time.
What we do know, however, is that in the early decades of the twentieth
century, the success of Girishchandra and Kshirodprasad’s plays gave rise to a
formulaic genre of nationalist drama in the public theater. Once again, our
guide here is a critic of the surrender of the commercial stage to the low popular. In 1933, Apareschandra Mukhopadhyay, for some time a close associate of
Girish, penned a critique of the nationalist theater:
After Sirājaddaulā, there was a veritable flood of historical plays on the Bengali
stage. This flood led to some financial gains for the theatre, but it is undeniable that
it considerably muddied the pure springs of literature. Historical truth, the integrity
of historical characters—these have quietly made their exit from the so-called his-
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torical plays. The craving for sensation has lowered the literary form of drama to such
depths that one is ashamed to recall that story. . . . This search for sensation and unmerited applause has led many a historical dramatist in the last several years to
produce low melodrama.

Apareschandra further elaborated on this formulaic melodrama:
A model, like a shoemaker’s last, was soon devised for the easy production of historical plays: one side will attack India and the other will resist; a wild woman, in despicable imitation of Zahara . . . will sing a patriotic song; whether dramatically justified
or not, someone will pull the sword from a general or king and loudly declaim on the
duty to liberate the country; someone may, if needed, sing a kīrtan as though one was
performing the funerary rites for Bharat Mata; some gangster-like characters will
appear in a scene, shooting from their pistols at a group of oppressors molesting a
woman; the poor hero, not knowing what to do, will either hang himself or turn raving mad and pull out the hair from his wig.98

Even in this savage caricature, one gets a sense of the form of the run-of-themill nationalist play that would be routinely produced on the Calcutta stage in
the years following the Swadeshi movement. The image of pistol-shooting
fighters on the side of the oppressed clearly updates the historical context to
the early 1930s. Despite his distaste for the formulaic historical melodrama,
though, Apareschandra acknowledged that had these plays not brought in the
crowds, many public theaters in Calcutta would have shut down.99

Surveillance and Proscription
In 1875, a young man named Sarat was taking a stroll in the Eden Gardens of
Calcutta. It was something of a privilege, he thought to himself, because any
day the powers that be could decide that between the hours of five and seven,
only white people would be allowed in the park. Suddenly, turning to the south,
he exclaimed:
Sarat: There, straight ahead, is the fearsome bastion of Fort William, a palpable insult
to Bengal. It seems to be shouting out at the cowardly Bengali: “Beware! Never
harbour the desire to be free, or if you do, never say it aloud. Those who built me have
subdued the entire planet; they are world conquerors; they have thunder and lightning at their command. If you come to me like a craven dog or an obedient slave, you
are welcome. But never dare to approach me as a rebel in arms, because if you do, it
will take only a moment for your angry blood to turn cold.” [sighs] Fort William!
Had we not been selfish and given only to the satisfaction of our senses, and instead
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if we could have made even a minimal claim to being called human, then we would
not have had to endure your arrogant words. You would have been razed to the
ground a long time ago—not a single brick would have stayed in place.”100

Such bold words would not be uttered subsequently on the Calcutta stage for
several decades. Upendranath Das, the creator of the fictional Sarat in the play
Śarat-sarojinī, was arrested in 1876 for his next production at the Great National Theatre—Surendra-binodinī—on the charge of obscenity, even though
the real provocation was his depiction of a British official as a rapist.101
With the passing of the Dramatic Performances Act later that year, the
public theater was effectively barred from using overtly subversive political
messages. Theater owners were reluctant to take the risk, if only for commercial
reasons, of incurring the wrath of the law. Even though the act did not give
the police specific powers to examine scripts and censor them before they
were performed on stage, “the moral effect” of the legislation had legitimized
this practice. The commissioner of police reported in 1910 that he “requires the
production before him of the manuscript of all newly published plays, and he
has not found any difficulty in inducing managers and authors to do what he
wants.”102 Girishchandra’s Sirājaddaulā had to go through a lengthy and stringent censorship before the police approved it for the stage in 1905.103 His Mīr
kāsim and Chatrapati śibājī as well as Kshirodprasad’s Palāśīr prāyaścitta and
Nandakumār all had their first runs, usually of twenty-five weeks each, in their
officially approved versions in the period 1905–7, the early years of the Swadeshi
movement.104
The rise of the armed revolutionary movement in Bengal, accompanied by
the realization that the use of the dramatic form for political purposes had
spread far beyond the confines of the public stage in Calcutta, prompted an
official reassessment of the situation along with a demand for greater legal
powers of surveillance and prohibition. If one considers the average ticket sales
from a successful production such as Sirājaddaulā—about seven hundred rupees
per night—and puts the average price of a ticket at one rupee, then the total
number of people who actually saw a performance of the play during its run at
the Minerva Theatre could not have exceeded twenty thousand. But then, a
successful play would be reenacted from its printed text by local troupes and
amateur enthusiasts in district towns and even villages, using a variety of enclosed and open spaces with makeshift stages located in public buildings, schools,
or the private mansions of landlords, often on occasions such as religious festivals. Merely controlling performances in the public theater was proving to be
inadequate. A further problem was posed by what British officials referred to
as the “gag”: the practice of actors interpolating lines that were not part of the
scripted dialogue. Even surprise visits by the police during performances were
not a sufficient deterrent.105
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Besides, the political jatra had become a dangerous new phenomenon—a
product of the Swadeshi agitation. Previously confined to devotional and
mythological themes, this traditional dramatic form had been excluded from
the purview of legal regulations. During the Swadeshi years, however, the jatra
had turned political, and playwright-performers such as Mukunda Das introduced into it new historical themes, frequently inspired by the Calcutta theater,
to spread the message of anticolonial nationalism. Officials inferred that with
the press and public theater under control, “the performance of dramatic plays
with a seditious tendency by theatrical companies and so called ‘Jatra’ parties
would probably be more extensively resorted to as a means for the dissemination of seditious doctrines.”106
All these considerations led to a demand within official circles for a tightening of the law. Officials also stressed that the political situation had changed
since 1905–6 with the rise of the revolutionary groups. Many of the “most
mischievous” plays had been allowed to be staged in the period 1902–7. Now,
though,
the manner in which they are staged, the temper of the audiences who go to see them,
and the double meaning which is intended to be and doubtless is attached by them
to the historical and various other allusions contained in the plays, might render it
inadvisable to allow their production at the present day. . . . [E]very one knows what
the allusions are intended to convey and accepts them accordingly.107

Officials, in other words, had to admit that a rapidly widening public had been
created by the Bengali theater that was conversant with the codes and protocols
of the new historical drama deployed in the service of anticolonial nationalism.
The political danger that this posed was most anxiously pointed out by the loyalist press of Bengal. The Indian Nation wrote in 1910 on the “Native Theatre”:
These places of amusement are the favourite resort of the ne’er-do-wells and idlers,
whose feelings are played upon by gross caricatures of English life and society and
by misrepresentations of certain historical incidents connected with the establishment of British rule in India. . . . The atmosphere of Bengali Theatres is peculiarly
calculated to warp the judgement of emotional youths whose mental wardrobe is of
the scantiest. . . . This is a subtle danger which cannot be lost sight of in a scheme for
the suppression of sedition, and a stricter censorship of the urban stage seems called
for in the present situation.108

After an extended debate at the highest echelons of the government in Bengal, in which the view prevailed that additional police powers would not necessarily be of much use against the strategy of evasion and subterfuge adopted by
the so-called seditious elements, the authorities devised a somewhat-duplicitous
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strategy of their own. The government of Eastern Bengal and Assam had announced in January 1911 that it was prohibiting six plays—namely, Sirājaddaulā,
Mīr kāsim, and Chatrapati by Girishchandra, Palāśīr prāyascitta and Nandakumār
by Kshirodprasad, and Karmaphal by Manamohan Goswami. In February 1911,
the government of Bengal ordered that its police could seize copies of these
plays and prevent their performance on the strength of the neighboring province’s laws.109
Perhaps the annulment of the partition of Bengal was being foreseen. In
June 1911, Hardinge, the viceroy, was writing to London: “The results anticipated . . . have not been attained. The political power of the Bengalis has not
been broken. . . . On the contrary, they have become more powerful and certainly more troublesome.” Unless the partition of Bengal was modified, “we
must, I fear, be prepared for a recrudescence of revolutionary crime.”110 When
the province of Bengal was reconstituted at the end of 1911, the laws of Eastern Bengal and Assam, unless specifically repealed, became those of Bengal.
The list of prohibited plays got longer with the years. In 1932, a dramatization by Kshetramohan Mitra of Nabinchandra’s Palāśīr yuddha for the Natya
Niketan theater was prohibited by the police on the grounds that it was “of an
objectionable nature and likely to excite feelings of disaffection to the Government established by law in British India.”111 It is hard to guess how the poet
might have reacted to this judgment on his most popular work; he had, mercifully, passed away several years previously, in 1909.

CHAP TER NINE

Bombs, Sovereignty, and Football

Following the demolition of Holwell’s monument in 1821, there was nothing in the city of Calcutta to physically commemorate the Black Hole event.
Given the enormous discursive circulation of the story in the second half of the
nineteenth century, this lack was seen as something of an anomaly. In 1883,
Roskell Bayne, an engineer working on the foundations of the East Indian
Railway’s new office building northwest of Dalhousie Square, discovered some
walls that appeared to have been part of the old Fort William. In 1891–92,
Charles Robert Wilson, professor of history at Presidency College in Calcutta,
studied some further excavations at the spot, and comparing the finds with an
old plan of the fort from 1753, identified the site of the Black Hole at a location adjacent to the General Post Office. But in measuring the site, Wilson was
puzzled that the actual dimensions of the Black Hole prison were smaller than
what was shown in the 1753 plan. He concluded that the old plan was faulty.1
In 1908, Busteed, an official of the Calcutta Mint and historian of Calcutta,
produced evidence that a storage space may have been created along the prison’s eastern wall between 1753 and 1756, thus explaining the discrepancy between the plan and the excavated site. The latter revealed that the Black Hole
was not eighteen feet square, as suggested by Holwell, but eighteen feet by fourteen feet, ten inches.2 Clearly, the practice of historians was now responding to
new demands for the scientific veracity of their evidence and arguments. They
could no longer afford to deal with the facts in the cavalier manner of a literary
dandy like Macaulay.
Busteed also began what could be called a new campaign for a suitable monument to remind the inhabitants of the capital city of British India of the Black
Hole tragedy. In his history of eighteenth-century Calcutta, first published in
1888, Busteed wrote two detailed chapters recounting once more, this time
from original documents, the story of Siraj’s storming of Fort William and the
Black Hole calamity. Defending the reliability of Holwell’s narrative against
the malice shown by his detractors in the company, Busteed used it to correct
the unjustified charges made by Orme and Macaulay against Siraj. It was “beyond dispute,” Busteed declared, “that the Nawab had nothing to do with the
measures adopted for securing those who fell into his power.” The guards “were
careless as to the dimensions—indeed, they probably were as ignorant of what
these really were, as the throng were whom they were driving in.” The nawab

Bombs, Sovereignty, and Football

•

265

Figure 19. Snuffbox belonging to Warren Hastings with portrait of Mrs. Carey, a
Black Hole survivor. Photo: Pratap Sinha. Courtesy: © Victoria Memorial Hall, Kolkata

also did not order Holwell and three other prisoners to be taken to Murshidabad, and actually treated them with kindness when they were brought before
him. Busteed concluded: “His [Siraj’s] short life is said to have been fruitful in
vice and crime. Very probably it was. But writers . . . have dwelt on these, and
have kept out of sight the few good acts which might fairly be shown, not in
exculpation, but in mitigation of damages. So true is it that ‘men’s evil manners
live in brass; their virtues we write in water.’”3
Busteed also investigated the story of Mrs. Carey, supposedly the only
woman among the Black Hole prisoners. He produced an account from 1799
that described Mrs. Carey, then fifty-eight years old, as a lady “of a size rather
above the common stature, and very well proportioned; of a fair Mesticia colour, with correct regular features, which give evident marks of beauty which
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must once have attracted admiration.” This source also suggested that she was
possibly not the only woman among the prisoners; there may have been one or
two others. Busteed dismissed another allegation made against Siraj: “The relegation to a harem, which tradition assigns to the fate of Mrs. Carey, rests on
no substantial basis.”4 Indeed, Busteed discovered that Mrs. Carey married
again, continued to live in Calcutta, and died in 1801. To add further color to
her historical memory, there is the curious fact that the Victoria Memorial Hall
in Calcutta displays to this day a snuffbox that is said to have belonged to Warren Hastings and bears a little gilded portrait of “Mrs. Carey, a survivor of the
Black Hole.”5 There is rich irony in the knowledge that Mrs. Carey, allegedly
sent to the nawab’s harem in Murshidabad, also found her way on to Hastings’s
snuffbox.
Writing of Holwell’s monument in the first edition of his book, Busteed
remarked:
One would have thought that every Englishman in Calcutta would have regarded
the monument’s preservation as a personal trust. Yet it was allowed to go to ruin, and
its demolition was so effectually completed, that no knowledge survives of what
became even of its inscription marble. . . . Calcutta has been allowed to be without
any commemorative structure, or sculptured tablet of any kind, sacred to those few
“faithful found among the faithless,” whose memory their fellow-sufferer, who best
knew their deservings, wished and tried to honour.6

The New Memorial
Curzon read Busteed’s book while sailing to India to assume the viceroy’s office
in 1898 and was, one suspects, struck by the anomaly of the lack of a monument to the memory of the Black Hole incident.7 The turn of the century was
also when a group of British scholars working in Bengal got together to promote the new “scientific” methods of positive history. Curzon’s presence in Calcutta, and his active efforts to uncover and preserve the country’s neglected
historical sites and monuments, provided a fillip to these scholars to collect the
documentary sources and start writing a new academic history of British rule
in Bengal. Curzon was also the patron of the Calcutta Historical Society,
founded in 1907 with Evan Cotton as president and Walter Firminger as editor of its journal, Bengal Past and Present.8
Curzon took a special interest in memorializing the Black Hole. After working for two years on the collected records, in 1901 he created a space alongside
the General Post Office, paved it with black polished marble, and fenced it with
low iron railings. The inscription on the adjacent wall announced that the site
of the Black Hole was below:
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The pavement marks the exact breadth of the prison, 14 feet 10 inches,
But not its full length, 18 feet,
About one-third of the area at the North end being covered
By the building on which this tablet is fixed.9

He also had brass lines laid to locate the walls of the old fort and plaques put
up to mark various spots within it. To complete a tour that was meant to be
both instructive and spiritually uplifting, Curzon also had wooden models constructed of the old fort and the Black Hole prison.10
In 1902, Curzon had a new monument built, partly at his personal expense,
as a replica of Holwell’s obelisk, and set it up on the northwest corner of Dalhousie Square.11 The obelisk was made by a British firm from Sicilian marble
and shipped to Calcutta. Curzon decided “it would be undesirable to reproduce
either the reference to Siraj-ud-Dowlah in the larger inscription (which was
historically untrue, as well as inexpedient) or the brief record of British vengeance in the shorter inscription.” He also modified Holwell’s list of victims
in light of new research, and instead of the forty-eight names on Holwell’s
original monument, inscribed those of sixty Black Hole victims, including Eleanor Weston, who Busteed suggested had died in the prison. Further, Curzon

Figure 20. Site of Black Hole. Source: Curzon 1925
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Figure 21. Arrival of Lord Hardinge as viceroy in Dalhousie Square, November 1910.
© The British Library Board. All Rights Reserved. Source: British Library Images (592(1)
Photo 7)

inscribed another list of twenty-one “who were killed or died of their wounds
either immediately before the Black Hole or after.”12 Confidently riding the
global wave of high imperialism, the British rulers once more installed the
memory of their early victimhood in India, this time without laying blame or
celebrating the retribution. The mood now was heroic: as Busteed commented,
quoting John Kaye on the British disasters during the 1857 revolt, “The heroism of failure is often greater than the heroism of success.”13

The Scramble for Empire
In the meantime, the world was witnessing a furious race among the great
powers for the acquisition of overseas colonial territories. In Europe, this was
primarily provoked by the rapid rise of unified Germany as an industrial and
military power. Germany made a determined bid from the 1880s onward to
secure colonial possessions in order to find “a place in the sun” as a great power
alongside Britain and France. This led to the notorious “scramble for Africa”
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with Britain occupying Egypt in 1882, Somaliland in 1884, Nigeria in 1886,
and East Africa in 1889, and France taking Tunisia in 1881, followed in rapid
succession by the Ivory Coast, Dahomey, Lake Chad, Niger, and Equatorial
Congo. Most of northern and southern Africa having been taken, Germany
attacked the middle and occupied the Cameroons, Togoland, South West Africa, and parts of East Africa. Italy, not to be left behind, founded colonies in
Eritrea and part of Somaliland, while King Leopold of Belgium took Congo as
a personal trust. Most of these acquisitions were diplomatically ratified by the
Berlin colonial conference of 1884–85. By 1890, the kingdom of Ethiopia and
republic of Liberia remained the only independent territories in Africa. The
Western powers had held only 25 percent of Africa in 1878; on the eve of the
First World War, they had 90 percent—with France holding the largest chunk,
Britain the second largest, and Germany, Italy, Belgium, and Portugal controlling roughly equal shares.14
But the imperial scramble took on an entirely new dimension with the entry
of Japan and the United States as contenders for colonial possessions in East
Asia and the Pacific. Japan, which too had industrialized and militarized rapidly in the last decades of the nineteenth century, made a strong bid in the
1890s for the last great colonial reservoir left in the world, seizing Formosa,
Korea, and parts of Manchuria from China. This led Russia to occupy Port Arthur and Talien, and prompted the other colonial powers—France, Britain, and
Germany—to carve out their spheres of influence along the coasts of China.
The United States also became an imperial power in the Pacific when it occupied the Philippines and Guam as well as annexed Hawaii in 1898.
While diplomats in Europe still tried to use the familiar techniques of balance of power to “contain” Germany, it was clear that with the rise of two new
non-European powers—Japan and the United States—and the virtual exhaustion of available colonial territories, the technique of balanced additions to each
great power at the expense of lesser powers and colonies would no longer work.
The global imperialist system had become an inherently unstable zero-sum
game.15 Writing in 1916, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin described the global political
picture quite accurately:
The colonial policy of the capitalist countries has completed the seizure of the unoccupied territories of our planet. For the first time the world is completely divided
up, so that in the future only redivision is possible, i.e. territories can only pass from
one “owner” to another, instead of passing as ownerless territory to an “owner.”16

Looked at from this angle, a war to redivide the colonial world was inevitable.
Hence, despite the tendency to see World War I as one more European conflict, the paradigm of the European balance of power had clearly lost its relevance, as was shown by the nature of the peace agreements drawn up in Versailles
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in 1919. Germany was required to surrender more than twenty-five thousand
square miles of territory and nearly seven million inhabitants in Europe, and
had to give up all its colonial possessions. In other words, Germany was eliminated from the ranks of the great powers. The Austrian and Ottoman empires
were dismantled as well to create new nation-states in central Europe and
mandated colonial territories in the Arab world. In Asia and the Pacific, Japan
and the United States began a new rivalry for imperial domination.
In large parts of the world, therefore, the range of informal techniques of
imperial control that had been developed in the mid-nineteenth century was
apparently abandoned in favor of direct annexation of territory. Viewed from
the economic motives of modern imperialism, John Gallagher and Ronald
Robinson famously portrayed these earlier techniques as “the imperialism of
free trade,” which advocated “trade with informal control if possible; trade with
rule if necessary.”17 What were the new compulsions for modern industrial
economies to look aggressively for overseas colonial possessions? Interestingly,
the surge in imperialism also produced a parallel surge in critical theories of
imperialism.
Joseph Schumpeter, in two articles published in Germany in 1919, denied
that imperialism had anything at all to do with the modern capitalist economy.
Rather, it was “the objectless disposition on the part of a state to unlimited
forcible expansion,” a tendency carried over from their absolutist pasts by the
remnants of the feudal classes that still held some power in the modern states
of Europe. Imperialism was an atavistic and irrational psychological force that
was wholly opposed to the rational politics of modern bourgeois liberalism.
Even though he produced a great many examples from centuries of European
history, Schumpeter obviously had in mind the proximate instance of Prussian
militarism leading up to World War I.18
John Hobson, a radical liberal journalist whose experience of the AngloBoer War turned him into a bitter critic of modern imperialism, initiated the
most influential line of argument that linked a new phase of capitalist development in Western Europe to the scramble for colonial territories. In a book
published in 1902, he contended that the sudden expansion of British colonial
territories was the direct result of growing overseas investments fueled by financial circles that faced a saturation of the home market. This in turn was caused
by the class structure of British society in which the huge share of profits in the
hands of a small layer of capitalists led to “oversavings” and the lack of expendable income among the mass of workers led to “underconsumption.” Imperialism was the result of the financial plutocrats of capitalist society seeking new
territories for capital investment.19 Hobson did not think imperialism was a
necessary consequence of capitalism. If the lopsided division of national wealth
could be shifted toward the working class, the home market would expand and
the truly liberal principle of noncoercive relations between peoples would pre-
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vail. Hobson’s polemical thrust was aimed at the clamor raised by politicians
such as Joseph Chamberlain who claimed that imperial profits were essential
for the British people’s well-being. Hobson thought that colonies were a drain
on British taxpayers, and profited only the financial investors and speculators.
Apparently unaware of Hobson’s work, in 1910, Rudolph Hilferding, an
Austrian Marxist who later became Germany’s finance minister in the Weimar
period, published an analysis of imperialism in which he identified the dominance of finance capital in the form of monopolies and cartels as a new as well
as necessary stage of capitalism. Finance capital was opposed to free trade, and
demanded a strong national state to protect its home market and aggressively
seek colonial markets for the export of capital and monopoly trade. The assertively militarist imperial policy was thus essential to keep up the profits of national finance capital and maintain its competitive edge.20
In 1913, Rosa Luxemburg picked up the theme of underconsumption leading to falling profits in the home market, but did not connect it to a specific
stage of monopoly finance capital. She instead contended that it was inherent
in Marx’s scheme of reproduction of capital that the “unrealized surplus value”
in capitalists’ hands could only be turned into productive investment by continually bringing the means of production available in the noncapitalist parts of
the world under the sway of capital. Hence, capital needed to penetrate noncapitalist sectors of production not only in its so-called primary stage of accumulation but even more so in its mature stage. The competitive acquisition
of colonial territories represented the process of the continuing accumulation of
capital.21
Lenin did not agree with Luxemburg that the annexation of colonial territories was inevitably bound up with the process of capitalist accumulation itself.
Writing from his exile in Switzerland in 1916, he returned to the feature of
finance capital highlighted by Hobson and Hilferding, and without necessarily
attributing it to the underconsumption thesis, claimed that the merging of
banking and industrial capital had created new financial oligarchies that had
taken the advanced economies into the monopoly capital stage. International
monopolistic associations now were engaged in exporting capital rather than
commodities and sharing the world among themselves. The occupation of colonial territories having been completed, what was happening under imperialism was the redivision of the world among the biggest capitalist powers.
Lenin admitted that a part of the profits earned by monopoly capital in the
colonial theaters was being transferred to a privileged section of the working
class, turning it into a chauvinistic supporter of militaristic imperialism. But
this could only be a temporary staving off of capitalism’s crisis in its highest
stage, in which it faced the prospect of devastating imperialist wars.22 Lenin, of
course, famously connected the class struggle in capitalist countries with the
anti-imperialist struggles of national liberation in the colonies and semicolonies.
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Arguing against the Marxist orthodoxy that regarded nationalist movements as
unworthy of support because of their bourgeois character, Lenin declared the
solidarity of the Soviet republic and Communist International with the antiimperialist movements in the colonial world.23
These contending theories of imperialism in the early years of the twentieth
century were, therefore, attempts to explain the phenomenon of aggressive competition for colonial possessions that occurred in a particular phase of development of the Western European capitalist economies. (It is not clear that the
claims applied to the United States or Japan, for instance, and examples from
those countries were rarely used.) As specific explanations for this phase of imperialism, there was much in these arguments that was persuasive. The role of
bankers and mining interests in pushing British colonial policy in South Africa
was well known. The key position of large banks within the cartels and trusts
that dominated German industry of the day was also a new phenomenon, although nothing on the same scale existed in Britain or France. It is also apparent that there was a rapid rise in the export of capital from the major economies
of Europe, but—significantly—it did not necessarily go to the new colonies.
For instance, 75 percent of the British capital exported in 1913 went to the
United States, Canada, Latin America, Australia, and New Zealand, and only
about 10 percent each to India and South Africa. French capital exports were
mostly to Russia and other countries of Europe, and only 9 percent to its colonies. In terms of German capital exports, 13 percent went to its colonies and
the rest elsewhere.24
Of course, even if actual capital exports were not large, the colonies did serve
as sources of crucial raw materials, particularly minerals (not only metals but
also petroleum, which was emerging as a critical source of energy), and reserve
markets and investment destinations when the need arose, especially in a situation where colonial territories all over the world were being exhausted. Moreover, political control often ensured that the returns on investments in colonial
countries were guaranteed, as with British private investment in the Indian
railways. These theories emphasizing the necessary connection between monopoly finance capital and imperialism could not, on the other hand, account for
the fact that Switzerland or the Scandinavian countries, while having similar
corporate structures and exporting large amounts of capital, did not appear to
have a need for colonies. Significantly, these were also advanced capitalist economies that were not among the world’s great powers.
Of these theorists of the economic motives behind the scramble for colonies, Lenin had the sharpest focus on the political grounds of imperialism. The
old reasons for colonial rule had not gone away, he said. Rather, “to the numerous ‘old’ motives of colonial policy, finance capital had added the struggle for
the source of raw materials, for the export of capital, for spheres of influence, . . .
economic territory in general.”25 In 1919, he further clarified: “To maintain that
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there is such a thing as integral imperialism without the old capitalism is merely
making the wish father to the thought. . . . Imperialism is a superstructure on
capitalism. . . . There is the old capitalism which in a number of branches has
grown to imperialism.”26 The rise of monopoly finance capital had provided a
new edge to the global competitive rivalries of the great powers. Given this, the
struggle against capitalism must join with the national struggles in the colonial
and semicolonial countries to attack the worldwide chain at its weakest links.
What most of these theories of imperialism seem to have underestimated
was the ability of the emerging capitalist global order to adjust to political resistances, and modify accordingly its own governmental structures and policies.
Following World War I, processes were begun that in the course of the twentieth century, would fundamentally transform the global imperial order.

The Normalization of the Nation-State
The early decades of the century initiated another global process that has not
been sufficiently noticed and remarked on: the normative acceptance over a
wide spectrum of political opinion of the nation-state as the universally normal, legitimate form of the modern state. The process is indicated by the espousal of the right to self-determination of nations by two leaders holding
entirely opposed ideological views on most things. Both Woodrow Wilson and
Lenin argued from their own political forums that this was a right that legitimately belonged to all peoples that had formed themselves as nations. Wilson
insisted that it was, in fact, one of the moral principles that had emerged victorious out of the world war and tried to institutionalize it in the League of
Nations. Even though Wilson was mostly thinking of the nationalities of Europe that had been parts of the Austrian and Ottoman empires, and believed
that the so-called backward peoples of Asian and African colonies needed to
go through a period of tutelage under Western supervision, the potential force
of his idea of self-determination could not be limited by his personal intentions.27 As far as Lenin was concerned, he made the right of self-determination
of nations an express goal of the Communist International and incorporated it
as a constitutional principle within the emerging Soviet federation.28
There are two dimensions along which the nation-state came to be normalized in the League of Nations era. One was that of sovereignty. There was a
general presumption that the locus of sovereignty everywhere in the modern
world was the nation-state. Among the League members were countries such
as Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary that until recently, were part
of the Ottoman and Austrian empires; Ireland, which was a British colony until
the Irish Free State was created in 1921, and India, which was still a British
colony; and those within the British dominions like Canada, Australia, New
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Zealand, and South Africa. Thus, despite the fact that their sovereign status was
to some degree ambiguous, they qualified as members because they were seen
to be actual or potential nation-states.
Most interesting, of course, was the status of the so-called mandated territories. These were the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire and the former
colonial possessions surrendered by Germany. These territories were mandated
to individual member states, under the supervision of the Permanent Mandates
Commission, in order to facilitate their transition to self-governing states. Article 22 of the League Covenant noted that these territories were “inhabited by
peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of
the modern world,” and declared that “the tutelage of such peoples should be
entrusted to advanced nations who, by reason of their resources, their experience or their geographical position, can best undertake this responsibility . . . as
Mandatories on behalf of the League.”29 It was the old liberal colonial project,
now brought under the management of an international organization and hence
subjected to a single juridical order. The old debate between liberal and conservative strands of imperial ideology were not necessarily resolved but rather incorporated within the international order by differentiating between different
types of mandates.
Who had sovereignty over the mandated territories? Not the mandatory
powers because they were only given the task of administering the territories.
Instead, sovereignty was, as it were, held in abeyance until such time that the
people of the territory acquired the capability to govern themselves. Until then,
it remained latent in the potential nation-state.30 The goal of independent national sovereignty was explicitly declared for the so-called A Mandates—that
is, the British mandates of Palestine and Mesopotamia (which in fact became
the independent Republic of Iraq in 1932) as well as the French mandate of
Syria (including Lebanon)—while self-government was left somewhat ambiguous for the B and C mandates—the former German colonies of Africa and the
Pacific—because the mandatory powers—namely, South Africa, Australia,
and New Zealand (which wanted to annex those territories)—refused to accept
ultimate independence as the objective of their mandates. The recognition of
national sovereignty by the League of Nations as the goal of what was in effect
colonial trusteeship was a major step in the global normalization of the nationstate. What the mandatory powers were asked to do was nothing less than
create the conditions of sovereignty that would turn the mandated territories
into normal nation-states. Not only that, but by grading the mandates into A, B,
and C types according to the level of social development, the League suggested
that sovereignty existed in something like a linear continuum, and that every society
could be placed at some point in the continuum, based on its approximation to the
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ideal of the European nation-state. . . . [T]he Mandate System . . . acquired the form
of a fantastic universalizing apparatus that, when applied to any mandated territory,
. . . would be directed to the same ideal of self-government and, in some cases, transformed sufficiently to ensure the emergence of a sovereign state.31

Besides sovereignty, the other dimension along which the national form of
the state was normalized was that of governmental practices. Here the Permanent Mandates Commission tried to initiate a major effort to devise, by using
comparative empirical methods, a general administrative science that could
help in framing suitable governmental policies according to a people’s level of
social and economic development. The classification of mandates acknowledged
the qualitative difference between the social formations of Mesopotamia, Syria,
Lebanon, and Palestine, governed for centuries within a sophisticated bureaucratic empire, and the predominantly tribal African societies of Cameroon,
Togoland, Ruanda-Urundi, and Tanganyika, and even more so, the “primitive”
societies of New Guinea or Samoa. But by organizing the production of massive sets of standardized information on the economic and social institutions of
the mandated populations, the League brought them within a single comprehensive conceptual scheme in which they could all be described comparatively
as having different degrees of “stateness.”
Anghie explains that economic development in particular dominated the
field of social policy under the Permanent Mandates Commission.32 This was
in tune with a new disciplinary turn, noted by Timothy Mitchell in the case of
Egypt, toward the construction of “the economy” as a separate and specific
object of knowledge, and the rise of a new technopolitics in colonial government subject to “the rule of experts.”33 Indeed, the production and classification of information as well as the devising of administration manuals for the
mandated territories suggests the image of a great Benthamite legislative factory devising “the best possible laws” for the peoples of the world, according to
the specific abilities and needs of each, yet all tending toward the same universally desirable norm.
The standardization of governmental procedures across the globe was also
greatly accelerated in the League era by the new international organizations it
created—namely, the International Labor Organization, the Health Organization, and the Commission for Refugees. With varying degrees of effectiveness,
these bodies tried to put in place governmental technologies of caring for the
basic needs of safety, health, and habitation of populations in all member countries, and making this the normal responsibility of modern states. By doing so,
it inaugurated a major process of international supervision of standard governmental practices worldwide—something that would become a feature of biopolitical practices in the late twentieth century. In addition, by creating the
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Permanent Court of International Justice, the League introduced the first institutional step in erecting a judicial framework for the legal monitoring of the
activities of sovereign nation-states.
Much has been said of the ineffectiveness and indeed failure of most of
these efforts of the League of Nations. Nevertheless, despite the shortcomings
in realizing its goals, the normative strength of the technical practices introduced by the League was shown by the fact that most of them were taken up
once more after World War II under the rubric of the United Nations. This
time, the formal end of colonial rule and actual universalization of the nationstate form were near at hand. The anti-imperial struggles had by then scored
major victories in many parts of the colonial world. A new world order grounded
on the universal principle of noninterference in national sovereignty was about
to be founded.

Violence and the Motherland
The year 1905–6 was a crucial moment in Bengal: two new political tendencies
were inaugurated in the politics of nationalism. The first was the Swadeshi
movement, arguably the first modern mass movement of Indian nationalism,
launched with the immediate objective of undoing the partition of the province of Bengal into two parts. The second was the rise of secret groups committed to assassinations and armed insurrection. For the next four decades, the
activities of these armed groups would constitute a political movement in itself,
at a tangent to the main body of Congress nationalism, which remained officially wedded to the doctrine of nonviolence. The revolutionary movement nonetheless was often ideologically and sometimes organizationally entangled with
the Congress.
The history of “terrorism” in British Bengal is well documented. The series
of official reports on the armed nationalist groups, beginning with F. C. Daly’s
report of 1911 to those by R.E.A. Ray in the late 1930s, is richly detailed, meticulous, and frequently brilliantly analytic, testifying to the seriousness with
which the colonial establishment took the terrorism threat. Most of the confidential official accounts, based on police intelligence, are now publicly available.34 In addition, a large collection of autobiographical and reminiscence literature has appeared, written by participants in the movement, many of whom
spent long years in prison. The secondary historical literature on the subject is
also significant, along with the large body of textbook and popular literature.
Most of the facts about so-called terrorism are, in other words, fairly well
known, not only to scholars, but to a wide public in Bengal too.
The first phase of the movement ran from 1907 to 1918. The standard histories describe this period in terms of the activities of two organizations: the
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Jugantar group, located mainly in western Bengal, and the Anushilan group,
with its center in Dacca in the east. As a matter of fact, the so-called Jugantar
Party was not a single organization at all but rather a loose confederation of
several groups acting with considerable autonomy; it was given this name by
the government, because of the leading public role played by the newspaper
Yugāntar in the first two years of the movement. Much of the early activities of
these groups consisted of meeting in secret societies, starting gymnasiums and
recruiting young men to revolutionary work. Had the Swadeshi movement not
acquired the force it did in 1905–6, it is likely, as Sumit Sarkar has suggested,
that these organizations, born out of a desire for greater nationalist militancy,
would have died quickly.35 But the revolutionaries took up the mass campaigns
of Swadeshi with enthusiasm, and in at least two districts—Midnapore and
Dacca—they were the principal organizers of the popular movement.
Within the mainstream of the Swadeshi movement too, it was the so-called
Extremist wing of the Congress led by Aurobindo Ghose and Bepin Chandra
Pal that attracted a lot of attention for its call to militant action instead of sterile
speeches. The English daily and weekly Bande Mataram, edited by Aurobindo,
and the Bengali weeklies Yugāntar, published without the name of an editor,
and Sandhyā, edited by Brahmabandhab Upadhyay, gained considerable circulation and created a lot of excitement. The Bande Mataram, for instance, was
clear about the political stance and objective of the struggle:
The “Moderate” Indian politician aspires to be an Imperial citizen. . . . His loyalty
draws him towards the Empire and his politics draws him towards self-government
and the resultant is self-government within the Empire. . . . To include India in a
federation of colonies and the motherland is madness without method. The patriotism that wishes the country to lose itself within an Empire which justifies its name
by its conquest . . . is also madness without method. But to talk of absolute independence and autonomy—though this be madness, yet there is method in it.36

It was also quite forthright in characterizing these methods:
The old gospel of salvation by prayer was based on the belief in the spiritual superiority of the British people—an illusion which future generations will look back upon
with an amazed incredulity. . . . We do not acknowledge that a nation of slaves who
acquiesce in their subjection can become morally fit for freedom. . . . Politics is the
work of the Kshatriya and it is the virtues of the Kshatriya we must develop if we are
to be morally fit for freedom. But the first virtue of the Kshatriya is not to bow his
neck to an unjust yoke but to protect his weak and suffering countrymen against the
oppressor and welcome death in a just and righteous battle.37

Hence the claim that colonial rule was not to be judged by the quality of its
governance; it was illegitimate because of what it was—rule by a foreign power.
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The new movement is not primarily a protest against bad Government—it is a protest against the continuance of British control; whether that control is used well or
ill, justly or unjustly, is a minor and inessential consideration. It is not born of a disappointed expectation of admission to British citizenship,—it is born of a conviction
that the time has come when India can, should and will become a great, free and
united nation. It is not a negative current of destruction, but a positive, constructive
impulse towards the making of modern India. . . . Its true description is not Extremism, but Democratic Nationalism.38

The Bande Mataram was also insistent in pointing out that the moral force
of democratic nationalism had swept nineteenth-century Europe and was now
becoming a universal idea all over the world. Thus the new pretensions of
imperialism:
The idea that despotism of any kind was an offence against humanity, had crystallised into an instinctive feeling, and modern morality and sentiment revolted against
the enslavement of nation by nation, of class by class or of man by man. Imperialism
had to justify itself to this modern sentiment and could only do so by pretending to
be a trustee of liberty, commissioned from on high to civilise the uncivilised and
train the untrained until the time had come when the benevolent conqueror had
done his work and could unselfishly retire. . . . These Pharisaic pretensions were especially necessary to British Imperialism because in England the Puritanic middle class
had risen to power and imparted to the English temperament a sanctimonious selfrighteousness which refused to indulge in injustice and selfish spoliation except under
a cloak of virtue, benevolence and unselfish altruism.39

To fight this imperialism that pretended to be benevolent, it was necessary
first to create a vanguard of revolutionaries united into an institution:
What is needed now is a band of spiritual workers whose tapasyā [spiritual quest]
will be devoted to the liberation of India for the service of humanity. . . . The organisation of Swaraj can only be effected by a host of selfless workers who will make it their
sole life-work. . . . One institution is required which will train and support men to
help those who are now labouring under great disadvantages to organise education,
to build up the life of the villages, to spread the habit of arbitration, to help the
people in time of famine and sickness, to preach Swadeshi. These workers must be
selfless, free from the desire to lead or shine, devoted to the work for the country’s
sake, absolutely obedient yet full of energy.40

The influence of this vanguard was not to be judged by the money it raised or
arms it collected. The struggle against the despotism of force always began by
the sowing of an idea:
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Thought is always greater than armies, more lasting than the most powerful and
best-organised despotisms. . . . The idea or sentiment is at first confined to a few men
whom their neighbours and countrymen ridicule as lunatics or hare-brained enthusiasts. . . . The attempt to work [that idea] brings them into conflict with the established power which the idea threatens and there is persecution. The idea creates its
martyrs. And in martyrdom there is an incalculable spiritual magnetism which works
miracles. A whole nation, a whole world catches the fire which burned in a few
hearts; the soil which has drunk the blood of the martyr imbibes with it a sort of
divine madness which it breathes into the heart of all its children, until there is but
one overmastering idea, one imperishable resolution in the minds of all beside which
all other hopes and interests fade into insignificance and until it is fulfilled, there can
be no peace or rest for the land or its rulers. . . . Each despotic rule after the other
thinks, “Oh, the circumstances in my case are quite different, I am a different thing
from any recorded in history, stronger, more virtuous and moral, better organised.
I am God’s favourite and can never come to harm.” And so the old drama is staged
again and acted till it reaches the old catastrophe.41

Bande Mataram’s call for self-sacrifice in the cause of the nation was phrased in
the most stirring rhetoric:
Regeneration is literally re-birth, and re-birth comes not by the intellect, not by the
fullness of the purse, not by policy, not by changes of machinery, but by the getting
of a new heart, by throwing away all that we were into the fire of sacrifice and being
reborn in the Mother. Self-abandonment is the demand made upon us. She asks of us,
“How many will live for me? How many will die for me?” and awaits our answer.42

It is noteworthy that these conditions created by the broader political struggle of anticolonial nationalism provided the frontier of possibilities for the more
militant, violent actions of the revolutionary groups. This entailed both ideological possibilities, involving a critique of the currently prevailing conditions
and the imagining of alternative political futures, and strategic and organizational possibilities, including recruiting cadres, building and maintaining organizations, planning and executing militant actions, finding a base of popular
sympathy and support, and keeping up activists’ morale. Actual and active links
between the armed groups and the broader movement, in the form of direct
coordination of activities or shared leadership, were not necessarily frequent,
even though official agencies were always eager to allege such links. But both
groups participated in the same anti-imperialist and nationalist discourse, drew
from the same stock of historical memory, often used the same arguments, and
ultimately contributed to each other’s successes and failures.
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Early Actions
The first serious “terrorist” act occurred in Bengal in December 1907, when an
attempt was made in Midnapore to blow up a train carrying Governor Andrew
Fraser. A mine had been laid, and it exploded when the train passed, producing
twisted rails and a huge crater, but miraculously, the train was not derailed and
the governor escaped unhurt. Some laborers employed by the railway were
charged and convicted for having assisted in the effort, but the real authors of
the plot were not discovered at this time.
In April 1908, a bomb was thrown at a carriage in Muzaffarpur town in
Bihar, killing two European women. The real target was District Judge Douglas
Kingsford, who in his earlier posting as a magistrate in Calcutta, had become a
hated figure in nationalist circles because he had ordered the flogging of political agitators for defying the police.43 Khudiram Bose, aged eighteen, was arrested the next day as he was on the run, while Prafulla Chaki, only a year older,
when cornered in a gun battle with the police, shot himself to death. It transpired that the two had mistaken the carriage for one that belonged to Kingsford. Khudiram was tried, sentenced, and hanged in Calcutta in August 1908.
Khudiram and Prafulla became the first martyrs of the new movement.
The Muzaffarpur bombing immediately led to searches in a house in Maniktala in eastern Calcutta that had been under scrutiny for some time. The police found a stock of arms, ammunition, and chemicals for making bombs, and
soon arrested the key figures of the group that had planned the bombing as well
as the train wrecking. Barin Ghose, the younger brother of Aurobindo, confessed in order, he said, to save those not already incriminated and “to place the
details of our workshops before the country so that others may follow in our
footsteps.”44 The next day, Aurobindo too was arrested and charged in the Alipore conspiracy case—the first major trial of a revolutionary group in Bengal.
As the trial proceeded, a former comrade of one of the accused, who had
turned approver or state’s witness, shot him dead inside the prison, while Asutosh
Biswas, the government prosecutor, was killed outside the court. Judge Charles
Brailsford sentenced Barin Ghose and Ullaskar Datta to death, and another
seventeen to banishment to the Andaman Islands for periods varying from life
to seven years. On appeal, the sentences were reduced, and ten of the accused
were sent to the infamous Cellular Jail on the Andamans. The case against
Aurobindo failed. The Anglo-Indian press alleged that this was because he had
studied at Cambridge with Brailsford. Soon after his release, Aurobindo, fearing he would be arrested again, made his way to the French enclave of Chandernagore and subsequently retired forever from political life to Pondicherry.45
For the next few years, even though there were not many significant attacks
on British targets in Bengal, the revolutionary organizations spread quickly, especially in the districts of eastern Bengal. A list compiled in 1912 by the police
intelligence branch of those suspected of being members of secret groups in the
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different Bengal districts included more than 800 names along with information on the activities and associations of each person.46 The list of persons connected with revolutionary groups in Bengal who were actually convicted in
court on various charges added up to 651 at the end of 1920.47 There was no
doubt that the call to take up arms to rid the country of its foreign rulers held
a great attraction for young men from educated upper-caste Hindu families.
The networks also extended outside Bengal. Hemchandra Das Kanungo,
closely associated with Barin’s group, went to Paris in 1906–7 to make contact
with socialist and anarchist revolutionaries, and returned with instructions
on making bombs and maintaining underground organizations.48 In northern
India, Rashbehari Bose was a key organizer, setting up branches in different
cities, attempting to incite a mutiny within the army, and planning the spectacular bomb attack in 1912 on the viceroy’s ceremonial procession in Delhi.
Lord Hardinge, the viceroy, though badly injured, survived the attack. Rashbehari escaped and spent the rest of his life in exile in Japan.
With the outbreak of the world war, some Bengal revolutionaries set up a
plan to import a shipload of German arms by sea. Narendra Bhattacharya was
sent for this purpose to Batavia; he would later become famous in the international Communist movement under his assumed name of M. N. Roy. Jatin
Mukherjee, better known as Bagha, and four others made their way to the
Orissa coast to receive the arms. The plot was discovered by British intelligence:
“It became evident that a definite plot was on foot, under German instigation
and backed by German money, with the co-operation of seditious Indians, to
smuggle arms into India, with the ultimate object of creating a rising against
the British administration.”49 Bagha Jatin’s group was intercepted by armed
police and, after a gun battle, surrendered. Bagha Jatin died from his wounds to
become one of the most celebrated martyrs of the movement.
In Bengal itself, a couple of attempts were made in this early phase to assassinate senior British officials, including Governor Fraser; both efforts were attributed to the Anushilan Samiti and both failed. Otherwise, the list of “terrorist outrages” compiled by the police in the period up to 1917 is dominated by
robberies at private homes of wealthy and not-so-wealthy Indians (in a bid to
collect funds for procuring arms), the killing of dozens of Indian police personnel, mostly of low rank, and a few murders of activists suspected of betraying
the cause.50 These incidents, far more numerous than the few spectacular strikes
against the alien rulers, are not surprisingly largely forgotten in the memorialized history of the revolutionary movement in Bengal.

Strategies and Tactics
There is a trend in the historical literature to characterize this early phase of terrorism in Bengal as an amateurish, almost infantile effort to organize an armed
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struggle for national liberation. Hemchandra Kanungo, after spending twelve
years in prison in the Andamans, launched a scathing attack in his memoirs on
the movement’s leadership, ideological and organizational preparedness, and
indeed seriousness of purpose.51 He alleged that the leaders never grasped the
importance of adopting proper methods of prolonged secret organization and
instead sought quick publicity. As a result, the revolutionary groups were easily
infiltrated by the police and their plans thwarted. There was not enough emphasis on rigorous and scientific training in the use of arms, which was why so
many of their actions were unsuccessful. Curiously, he placed responsibility for
this on the unwillingness of the Indian leaders to learn from the experiences
of revolutionaries in other countries. He condemned the Extremist leaders for
taking the easy route to rouse the people into political action by instilling in
them a cultural hatred of Europeans, often by stoking their religious prejudices.
Writing in the late 1920s, Hemchandra was utterly pessimistic about the prospects of Indian freedom. He was enthusiastic neither about Gandhian noncooperation nor the revolutionary armed struggle, and blamed the indolence,
fatalism, irrationality, and ignorance of the “national character.”
Later historians have largely agreed with his judgment, at least on the ineffectiveness of the early revolutionary efforts. Amales Tripathi, who was in general appreciative of the role of the Extremists, concluded:
The Bengal Extremists looked to the idealized “people” and impatiently expected
them to rise. When they did not (which was only natural), despair led some of the
Extremists to the path of individual terror. They thought, again mistakenly, that
through terror it would be “easy to bring the ideas of revolution home to the common people.”52

Sumit Sarkar, the historian of the Swadeshi movement, has a similar evaluation:
Taken as a whole, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that revolutionary terrorism
was a heroic failure. The British were certainly badly frightened, as shown by the
intensity of repression, but their administration was never in any real danger of collapsing. The bombs took far greater toll of Indian subordinates than of their white
overlords. . . . [L]acking a peasant base, the revolutionaries could never rise to the level
of real guerrilla action or set up “liberated areas” in the countryside. As for the average educated Indian, he derived vicarious satisfaction from the deeds of the heroes,
and watched and admired—from a distance.53

This assessment is entirely reasonable if one takes “revolutionary terrorism”
as one particular organized form of nationalist struggle, contending with other
forms such as liberal constitutionalism, Gandhian noncooperation, or agrarian
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agitation. There is no doubt that the contemporary debates were framed as being
between these rival forms of political action. Modern Indian historiography
has, for the most part, followed that framework by continuing to evaluate the
relative successes and failures of those competing tendencies. But if all these
movements are regarded as components of a single formation of anticolonial
nationalism, linked to each other by complex discursive and organizational
connections, then any judgment on “successes and failures” would no longer be
so straightforward. Thus, even the apparent failure of one tendency, judged by
its own terms, might produce the effect, through unforeseen discursive possibilities, of enabling the success of another tendency. Historians of nationalism
have become far more aware in the last two decades, following the pathbreaking work of Benedict Anderson, of the subtle yet powerful working of the nationalist imagination, enabled by the print, visual, and aural media, in forging
large anonymous communities.54 The early history of revolutionary terrorism
in Bengal needs to be seen from this more recent analytic perspective.
It is not true to say that the Bengal leadership at this time had no conception of the broader political context and horizon of the different elements of
armed resistance to colonial rule, or that it was ignorant of or uninterested in
the historical experiences of other nationalist struggles. In fact, if one takes the
weekly Yugāntar as a platform where the intellectual leaders of the Extremist
movement such as Aurobindo, Bhupendranath Dutt, Sakharam Ganesh Deuskar, and Debabrata Bose came together with revolutionary activists such as
Barin Ghose and Upendranath Banerji, then one finds considerable discussion
on the history of revolutionary struggles in Europe, the Americas, and Asia as
well as the specific strategies and tactics of modern warfare, including guerrilla
war. In particular, three examples from recent history were repeatedly explored:
the unification of Italy as a successful case of nationalist armed struggle against
imperial rule (Giuseppe Mazzini’s life was held up as exemplary), the continuing struggles in Ireland as an instance of armed anticolonial resistance, and the
military successes of Japan as a demonstration of what could be achieved with
sovereign nationhood. There was also a fair amount of discussion on guerrilla
tactics in the Anglo-Boer War.55
In each case, the lesson drawn was the moral legitimacy and historical viability of nationalist armed resistance:
Revolutionaries have the right to destroy the established ruling authority. When
the social body is sick and decrepit, when a flood of oppression sweeps the whole
country . . . then if the subjects seek to destroy the oppressive ruling power, surely it
must be hailed as a sign of their humanity and vitality. A nation that lacks the spirit
of sacrifice and valour might think that begging for favours is the best way to deal
with the situation, but countries like Italy or Japan would be ashamed to suffer such
an indignity.56
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When foreign rulers such as the English accuse all Indians of sedition, it is a meaningless charge. . . . When Russia and Japan in their recent war tried their utmost to
destroy each other, neither accused the other of sedition. . . . England has occupied
India by deception. . . . Hence there is no legality in her occupation of India; indeed,
at every step one finds the grossest injustice and immorality. . . . So if the entire nation
desires to end its subjection and become free no matter what, then whose demand is
right in the eyes of justice—that of the English or of the Indians? We must say that
no ruler has the right to shackle the desire for freedom—there is simply nothing else
to be said.57

In fact, once the goal had been declared as complete and sovereign independence, and not some form of representative government within the British
Empire, it was historical knowledge that told the Extremist leaders that such
an objective had been never reached without armed conflict—from the struggle
for independence in North and South America to the unification of Italy. Upendranath Banerji told the story of a holy man from Gujarat who came to the
Jugantar Party hideout in Maniktala and tried to persuade the young men there
that national independence could be achieved without bloodshed. The revolutionaries were incredulous. “Has that ever happened?” they asked. Upendranath
thought the idea was little more than a tale from the Arabian Nights.58
Yugāntar published two long serialized tracts on modern war strategies—
one called “War is the Law of Creation,” and the other “The Theory of Revolution.”59 The first, clearly based on military manuals, contained long and detailed
discussions on modern guns (the Mauser rifle and Howitzer cannon were particular favorites) and shells (including shells that release shrapnel and poisonous gases), trench warfare, sharpshooters, storming parties, engineers, lines of
communication, and several installments on guerrilla tactics.60 The second serialized tract dealt with the moral justification of revolutionary movements
(“This is the law of creation. All created things must decay with time. They
must be destroyed and recreated with new life. . . . Revolution is the true basis
of peace. A peace induced by decay is no peace; indeed, it is a sickness.”), the
collection of arms from home and abroad, the collection of funds, temporary
conditions of unrest caused by revolutionary upheavals (“inevitable, but that is
no reason to desist from doing what is ultimately good for the country”), the
shaping of public opinion through newspapers, literature, music, theater, and
secret meetings, and the methods of removing an oppressive regime.61 The series ended by proclaiming:
It could be asked: what is the point in destroying the previous regime if the intention
is to set up another centralized power in the same place? The answer is: the power
that stands as an obstacle to the moral, spiritual, economic, physical and mental
progress of the entire country must be destroyed and replaced by a ruling power that
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will actively support and facilitate such progress. That is the reason and objective of
the revolution.62

This can only be seen as one of the earliest statements of an idea that would
become dominant in the Indian national movement as a whole: establishing
an independent, sovereign nation-state as a condition for all-round national
development.
If there was a more specific theory behind these early attempts at armed
revolution, it was one that could be called the theory of exemplary action. A
favorite argument that was frequently cited in the literature of the day was the
huge disparity between the small number of British officials and soldiers in
India and the millions over whom they ruled. Yugāntar quoted a British visitor
as saying:
An Indian once said to a friend of mine: “It is very extraordinary that the British
should maintain their hold of India; for there are so few of you and so many of us
that if you could all be collected together in one spot, and each of us were to take a
pinch of dust between his thumb and forefinger and sprinkle it upon you, you would
all be buried under a mountain a mile high.”63

Given this disparity, the claim went, if even a small fraction of Indians could
be motivated to actively resist the British military superiority, then British rule
would become unviable.
If even one-tenth of the people of the country feel in their hearts the pain [of subjection], then when the English seek to test their strength by deploying their soldiers,
the unarmed resistance will turn violent, causing a huge conflagration. Out of that
sacrificial fire will emerge the goddess, promising protection; on her forehead will be
written in burning letters—LIBERTY.64

The operative part of the strategy was thus to initiate a series of assassinations of British officials by a few brave revolutionaries prepared to sacrifice their
lives to break the climate of fear and hopelessness.
Hundreds of thousands of people die every year in this country from epidemics and
famine. Do we not have ten thousand sons of Bengal who are prepared to embrace
death in order to avenge the humiliation of the motherland? The English in this
country number no more than 150,000. How many English officials are there in
each district? If you are determined, you can put an end to English rule in one day. . . .
Give up your lives by first taking lives. Sacrifice your life at the altar of liberty. The
worship of the goddess will not be complete without the sacrifice of blood.65
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Igniting the Imagination
It is interesting that even when historians have characterized the efforts of the
terrorists as a failure, they have remarked on the effect their actions had on the
nation’s morale. Tripathi wrote:
They might be wrong. But as Yeats asked about the Easter risers:
“And what if excess of love
Bewildered them till they died?”
And was such sacrifice altogether in vain? The land brooded over the Martyr’s
memory. . . . [I]ts imagination was stirred to its depths and the apathy of centuries
disturbed. . . . When Gandhi gave his call to a more arduous struggle, more arduous
because it was non-violent, India was ready.66

It is not clear at all from this account, however, why the failed actions and
deaths of a few individuals should have such a miraculous impact on millions
of Indians of the next generation. Ramesh Chandra Majumdar, who spent several pages defending the moral and strategic reasons given by the revolutionaries for their actions, concluded:
The revolutionaries galvanized the political consciousness of the country in a way
that nothing else could, and left a deep impress upon all the subsequent stages of our
political advance. They really commenced the national struggle for freedom as we
conceive it today. . . . Even today when we think of the true national movement for
freedom, our minds fly back, at one leap, clear over half a century, to those who conceived their country as Mother-goddess and worshipped her with their own lives as
offerings.67

But other than mentioning the popular songs about Khudiram’s execution
or the thousands joining Kanailal Datta’s funeral procession after he was
hanged, Majumdar does not explain why the actions of the revolutionaries of
1908 should make them the pioneers of the political movement of Indian
freedom.
The problem lies in trying to measure the linear impact of the so-called terrorist movement, defined by a distinct ideology and strategy, in comparison
with other competing movements. Instead, if one looks for the horizontal spread
achieved by certain events in facilitating the imagination of a political community called the nation, one might better appreciate the historical effects and
significance of the early revolutionary movement in Bengal. Consider the following description from official sources of the funeral procession of Kanailal
Datta, one of the accused in the Alipore conspiracy case, who along with fellow accused Satyen Bose, killed their former comrade Naren Gossain in prison
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after Naren turned approver. Kanai’s hanging on November 10, 1908, was announced in the press.
An extraordinary scene was witnessed at Kalighat at the time of the cremation of
Kanai, whose body after the execution was made over to his relations for disposal.
Crowds thronged the road, people pushing past one another to touch the bier. The
body was strewn with flowers and anointed with oil. Many women, to all appearances of a highly respectable class, followed the funeral procession wailing, while
men and boys thronged round shouting “Jai Kanai”! This Kanai Lal Dutt was a person of humble origin, a weaver by caste. . . . He gloried in the deed he had committed
and went to his execution without flinching. After the cremation his ashes were
being sold in Calcutta, as much as Rs. 5 an ounce being paid by some enthusiasts.
It is believed that the supply was made to suit the demand, and that the vast amount
of ashes sold in Calcutta as the ashes of Kanai Lal Dutt was fifty times the genuine
amount that ever existed. This affair had a most pernicious effect on the minds of the
youths of Bengal; so much so that in the following January, Lalit Mohan Ganguli, . . .
on being arrested . . . made a false confession to having murdered Sub-Inspector
Nanda Lal Banerji. He subsequently admitted that he had made this false confession
because it was the dream of his life to have a funeral like Kanai Lal Dutt’s.68

How are we to understand this event? Kanai had been guilty of shooting to
death a former comrade who had betrayed the cause and whose evidence would
be used against the accused. Did that make Kanai a popular hero? There was
some skillful plotting involved in smuggling a revolver into the prison and arranging to meet the approver, who was kept isolated from the other prisoners,
but that was not why the people revered him.69 It was, everyone said, his selflessness—volunteering to do the job in order, possibly, to lighten his comrades’s
sentences by eliminating Naren, who would then become unavailable to testify
against them in court. Kanai knew, of course, that he would never be able to
escape and that a death sentence was inevitable. Yet not once did he break down
or repent, repeating several times during his trial that if the situation arose, he
would do it again. It was the patently disinterested honesty of his act, and the
fact that he was punished with death for it, that made him an object of reverence. Stories about Kanai’s resolution in the face of interrogation, threats, and
inducements circulated in the Bengali press after court reporters managed to
learn about them from the accused in the Alipore conspiracy case.70
On the morning that he was to be hanged, there were hundreds waiting
outside the prison gate even before daybreak. The funeral procession is said to
have been the largest Calcutta had seen until then.71 Furthermore, even as people tried to make sense of this extraordinary set of events in terms of traditional
notions of heroism or martyrdom, the reason behind Kanai’s death appeared as
something completely novel. “He died for the country,” people said. Yet what
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Figure 22. The Hanging of Khudiram, chromolithograph, c. 1940. Courtesy: Christopher
Pinney

was this entity called the country that could claim the sacrifice of a young life
and turn thousands of unrelated people into a single community of mourners?
It is at such moments of shared experience that the nation as an imagined community is born.
It is relevant to add that the colonial government was quick to learn from
this incident.
After the wild scene attendant on the funeral of Kanai Lal Dutt, the Government
disposed of the bodies of persons executed for political murders, inside the jail wall,
and all demonstrations of the kind were prohibited. This has doubtless put a stop to
the determination that existed in many youthful minds to make an end like Kanai.72

Or take the famous song about Khudiram’s execution that began to circulate
soon after his death and became one of the most widely sung nationalist verses
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in Bengal. Khudiram’s execution had been a great sensation, and Valentine
Chirol, reporting in the Times of London, noted that Khudiram had become
“a martyr and a hero. Students and many others put on mourning for him and
schools were closed for two or three days as a tribute to his memory. His photographs had an immense sale, and by-and-by the young Bengalee bloods took
to wearing dhotis with Khudiram Bose’s name woven into the border of the
garment.”73 The song was truly a folk creation, because in spite of the intense
historiographical attention to the details of the revolutionary movement in Bengal, no one has been able to name its author.
Bid me farewell, mother, just once; I’m off on a trip.
With a smile on my lips, I’ll wear the noose; all of India will watch. . . .
Saturday at ten: the judge’s court was bursting with people.
For Abhiram it was transportation, for Khudiram death by hanging. . . .
After ten months and ten days, I’ll be born again at my aunt’s.
If you don’t recognize me then, mother, look for the noose around my neck.74

An imputed kinship, a son like him in every home, any ordinary boy who
could become extraordinary in death and be born again in another ordinary
home—such is the nation, consisting of innumerable ordinary people united
by an imagined kinship. Once again, the nation is a community born out of
mourning, with thousands of anonymous persons sharing their grief over a
young man’s death. Why grief ? Because of the sheer unselfish disinterestedness
of Khudiram’s violent act and the retribution as punishment exacted for it by
the colonial government.
Khudiram’s attempt at assassination failed, because he chose the wrong target. He expressed his regrets in court for having killed two innocent women, but
announced that if he were to get a second chance, he would go after Kingsford
again. Unlike the judgment of historians, the popular imagination appears to
have been captivated by the amateurishness of the whole attempt: its youthfulness, lack of careful calculation, and unwillingness to weigh costs and benefits—
in short, its remoteness from the world of professional politics. It is this that
explains the sudden, perceptible expansion of the boundaries of “the nation” in
the period following the early revolutionary activities—something that could
never have been achieved by the cumulative addition of constituencies by the
organized politics of nationalist mobilization.
Indeed, the violent actions of the early revolutionaries and their “sacrifice”
brought about by the inevitable retributions exacted by the state constituted
that catastrophic moment when the law-preserving violence of the colonial
regime was shown up for what it was: a myth. “Far from inaugurating a purer
sphere,” Walter Benjamin has observed, “the mythical manifestation of immediate violence shows itself fundamentally identical with all legal violence, and
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turns suspicion concerning the latter into certainty of the perniciousness of its
historical function, the destruction of which thus becomes obligatory.”75 Why
did Khudiram or Kanailal, pure of heart, guided by nothing other than love for
their compatriots, have to die at the gallows? What could be more unjust than
that? The answer was: they had to die because the law of the colonial regime was
the manifestation of a fundamental system of injustice. Their sacrifice was a reminder to the nation that the system of colonial injustice had to be destroyed:
This very task of destruction poses again, in the last resort, the question of a pure
immediate violence that might be able to call a halt to mythical violence. Just as in
all spheres God opposes myth, mythical violence is confronted by the divine. . . . If
mythical violence is law-making, divine violence is law-destroying. . . . Mythical violence is bloody power over mere life for its own sake, divine violence pure power over
all life for the sake of the living. The first demands sacrifice, the second accepts it.76

It is curious that when, more than a decade after the first actions of the
Bengal revolutionaries, Gandhian activists launched their nonviolent campaign to break the laws of the colonial state, they invoked the same rhetoric of
sacrifice. Nonviolent noncooperation was, in fact, an insistent invitation to the
colonial power to use its law-preserving violence in the most immediate way
possible—by inflicting injury on the bodies of the agitators. Congress volunteers were bound by the pledge of sacrifice, offering their bodies to the state’s
violence. Even when the state refused to inflict harm on the body, Gandhian
nonviolence could employ the extreme technique of the fast unto death, making the imperialist state complicit in the destruction of the lives of its colonized
subjects. The myth of legitimacy of legal violence is thus broken; the nation is
galvanized into a collective desire for the destruction of the colonial state.
Contrary to the reasoned arguments of historians about the strategic efficacy
of armed versus peaceful methods of anti-imperialist struggle, popular memory
seems to judge the heroes and martyrs of both movements by the same criterion of sacrifice. This is what explains the indiscriminate coexistence of terrorists and Gandhians in the hagiography of popular nationalism—in songs and
theater, textbooks and children’s literature, calendar prints and portrait galleries, and street names and statuary. Looking at the popular prints of nationalist
heroes circulating in the bazaars of small-town India, Christopher Pinney found
that armed revolutionaries such as Khudiram or Bhagat Singh appeared to attract as much reverence as Mahatma Gandhi or Jawaharlal Nehru.77 It is the
same indiscriminate memory that Shahid Amin encountered in his research in
Chauri Chaura, where Congress volunteers and police personnel, arsonists and
victims, all now participate equally in the remembered struggle for freedom in
which they had all sacrificed their lives.78 “Forget your quibbles about strategies
and tactics, about ends and means,” the popular nationalist imagination seems
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to say. “In the greater narrative of the nation, they are irrelevant, confusing and
misleading us into fruitless debates, and succeeding only in hiding what was
really at issue—namely, the fundamental illegitimacy of the legally constituted
order. That is what we all wanted to destroy and replace by a new constituent
power—ourselves.”

Football as a Manly Sport
Elizabeth Kolsky highlights the widely prevalent, but rarely researched phenomenon of everyday white violence in colonial India.79 In particular, she details
the violent behavior of white employers against their servants, white soldiers
against Indian civilians, and white planters in frontier territories such as Assam.
The rule of law seldom provides a remedy for such daily violence. The point
needs to be borne in mind as we shift focus here to another activity that became
popular on the grounds of Fort William: football.
Like many other things British and urban, soccer, or “association football,”
to use its proper name, appeared in Calcutta soon after its emergence in British
cities. Being a largely working-class sport in Britain, it was played in the late
nineteenth century by British soldiers stationed in India as well as Europeans
and Eurasians in the railway, police, and other services. It was also adopted
enthusiastically by rapidly growing numbers of Indians, who started neighborhood football clubs in cities like Calcutta. The best white teams played against
one another on the sprawling grounds of Fort William in the center of the city.
The Indian teams played barefoot in sundry open spaces in the native quarters.
An argument has been made that the “games ethic” of Victorian public
schools became a useful pedagogical tool for disciplining a colonized middle
class into civilized citizens of the empire.80 From the late nineteenth century,
European schoolteachers and missionaries tried to introduce the game among
Indian students in schools and colleges as part of a general effort to inculcate
physical training along with the moral lessons of hard work, team spirit, and
obedience to authority. In the case of Bengal, there was the additional consideration of instilling “manliness” among a people long regarded by the British
as cowardly, effeminate, and physically weak. In the context of the new sociobiological theories of race, the physical deficiency of the Bengalis was, not surprisingly, linked to the backward practices of their culture, such as their sedentary habits, poor diet, and child marriage.
The new Bengali middle class smarted under these accusations. In the political arena, it bitterly contested the charge that the English-educated Bengali
was physically or culturally incapable of carrying out with equal distinction the
public responsibilities then vested exclusively in Europeans. From the Ilbert Bill
controversy of 1883–84 to the agitations over the Age of Consent Bill in 1891,
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organizations of educated Bengalis publicly disputed the allegation of cultural
backwardness. On the flip side, however, these accusations triggered within the
bhadra (respectable) upper-caste Hindu community of Bengal an internal movement of social reform that included a scathing self-criticism of the effete culture of the Calcutta babu, the promotion of new norms of conjugal family life,
and the inculcation of new habits of bourgeois self-discipline. It is in this light
that educated Bengali men in the late nineteenth century took to physical training in gymnasiums, wrestling arenas, and football clubs. The games ethic, in
other words, was appropriated by the Bengali middle class and turned into an
instrument for matching up to the power of the British.81 From the point of
view of imperial pedagogy, the introduction of football into Bengali society
therefore had unintended effects.
We have already mentioned in previous chapters that several arenas of colonial civil society were split along racial lines in the second half of the nineteenth
century. Businesses, schools and colleges, clubs and literary societies, and spaces
of entertainment were, as if by mutual consent, segregated into separate arenas
where Europeans and Indians often pursued the same activities of modern economic and cultural life without coming together in the same institutions. This
divide was also an important condition that enabled the nationalist formulation of an independent cultural project of Indian modernity that would not be
a mere imitation of the West. We have shown in the previous chapter how the
separation and subsequent emergence of a nationalist theater marked the history of the Calcutta stage.
The arena of sports was something of an exception to this colonial history.
Here too, the sporting clubs were quite strictly segregated on racial lines. But
from quite early on, perhaps rather serendipitously, a competitive domain was
created where European and Indian teams met as rivals. This opened up a sphere
of public life in the colonial city that was mixed yet deeply racialized.
In 1889, a Trades Cup was launched, presented by “the trading Community
of Calcutta”—meaning the European business houses—and organized by the
Dalhousie Football Club, to be played for “by bonafide Football Clubs only.”82
The Sovabazar Club, patronized by the influential Deb family of Sobhabazar,
was the only Indian team that was allowed to compete. It lost in the first round.
In 1892, though, Sovabazar defeated East Surrey Regiment by two goals to one
in an early round of the Trades Cup; it was the first time an Indian team beat
a British military team on the Calcutta Maidan. In 1893, the Indian Football
Association (IFA) was started to run an IFA Shield tournament along the lines
of the English FA Cup. Each year, two or three Indian teams were allowed to
play, even though Indians had no place in the association itself.
It is important to appreciate the strategic location of this new arena of competitive sport in the public space of the colonial city. The IFA Shield was played
on the gad.er māt.h or fort grounds, supervised by an association of white clubs
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and white referees. The competitors were mostly British regimental teams from
different military stations all over India. But because it was an open tournament, Indian clubs also had the right to compete. The rule of freedom, in other
words, had to apply. As always, it was subject to the rule of colonial difference
as well. In this case, the criterion invoked was a limit on the number of local
teams that could play without curtailing the number of visiting teams and
thereby jeopardizing the “all-India” character of the tournament. For several
years, only two or three Indian teams from Calcutta were allowed to participate
in the IFA Shield.
The Maidan at the turn of the twentieth century was generally not a place
where Indian residents of Calcutta would venture; it was for all practical purposes reserved for the recreation of Europeans only. So when Indians began to
flock to the football grounds to watch the progress of one or the other team
from the northern quarters, they must have felt the thrill of having transgressed
a protected zone of power.
There was something else about the domestication of football on the soil of
Bengal that involved its basic techniques and had a great impact on its cultural
significance well into the early decades of the twentieth century. Most Indian
footballers, even those appearing at the highest competitive levels of the time,
played barefoot, without the aid of boots. This partly had to do with the way
most of them were introduced to the game as young boys—football, after all,
demanded no equipment other than a ball and some open space. It also had to
do with the fact that unlike Europe, where shoes or boots were the usual everyday footwear, most people in Bengal wore sandals that did not cover the whole
foot. One can easily imagine Bengali schoolboys discarding their slippers (if
they were wearing them at all) before running excitedly on to a football field.
Interestingly, players developed technical skills of dribbling, passing, shooting, and the sliding tackle that fully utilized the flexible movements of the bare
foot, including the toes. Yet this also entailed a grievous technical flaw. Players
with bare feet had little chance against booted ones on a slippery surface. This
was a particularly critical drawback for players in Calcutta, where competitive
football was played during the monsoon months of June, July, and August. Football lore in the city is replete with stories of how the prospects of an Indian club
pitted against a British side were dashed by a heavy afternoon downpour, just
as there are tales of fervent prayers at the Kali temple in Kalighat or Thanthania
being answered by the goddess providentially delaying the showers until after
the final whistle was blown.
Football actually is especially well suited to the competitive exercise of controlled collective violence. It is a contact sport in which physical stature and
strength play a significant part, even though speed and skill are just as important. But it is above all a team sport that lives on the continuously coordinated
movements of all twenty-two players and the ball, and thus requires the mental
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Figure 23. Advertisement for football. Source: P. M. Bagchi’s Panjikā 1331, 1924–25.
Courtesy: Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta

powers of strategic thinking and execution. The deployment and movement of
forces belonging to the two sides across the territorial space of the football
field, with each side defending a citadel that the other is trying to penetrate,
easily lends the game to the analogy of field warfare. It is hardly startling, then,
that not only when national teams are playing against one another but also in
club football, the support for rival teams so often tends to break along ethnic
lines. Without resorting to functionalist theories of ritual violence as a social
safety valve or means of letting off steam, it is nonetheless crucial to appreciate
the cultural significance of what is going on in a game of football watched by
thousands of rival supporters.
It is with all of this allegorical baggage that football came to be seen as a
manly sport. In the context of Bengal, where Indian players generally played
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barefoot against British players wearing boots, the question of manliness acquired a somewhat-special significance. There was added manliness, as it were,
in a barefoot player coming out the winner against a crunching tackle from a
booted player, stealing the ball with a deft flick of the toes, or slicing through
the defense with a series of magical feints and dribbles. This manliness, in short,
was the ability to prevail over a technologically superior opponent by sheer
courage, skill, and cleverness.83
The sentiment was well summed up by the legendary Samad, who played
mostly for the Eastern Bengal Railways and Mohammedan Sporting in the
1920s and 1930s. His loping runs down the left flank and mesmerizing dribbling skills made him a mythical hero of the Maidan. Migrating to East Pakistan after the country’s partition, he came back to the Maidan once in 1962 to
watch a game. All the players were now wearing the regulation football boots.
On being asked for his comments, Samad said, “It wasn’t a bad game, but it
could just as easily have been played by women.”84

Football and Nationalism
The turning point in the history of Calcutta football, and some say the history
of nationalism itself in Bengal, was the astonishing victory in the IFA Shield
final of 1911 of Mohun Bagan, a club located in the northern part of the city,
over the East Yorkshire Regiment. The club had been patronized by some eminent Bengali professional families, such as that of the lawyer Bhupendra Nath
Basu, a moderate politician who held important government offices and later
became president of the Indian National Congress. His nephew, Sailen Basu,
who was a junior officer in the British Indian army, became the club’s secretary
in 1900, and tried to drill its middle-class Bengali players, many of them college
students, into the rigors of physical training, gymnastics, and tactical lessons to
which army footballers were used. The team began to see success in several local
tournaments, winning the Trades Cup three times in a row between 1906 and
1908 after defeating local European and Eurasian sides. In 1909, Mohun
Bagan was allowed entry into the IFA Shield, but lost in the first round, doing
only slightly better the next year by moving as far as the second round.
Nothing spectacular could have been expected from Mohun Bagan, therefore, when it won the first round of the 1911 tournament. Fortunately, the
weather was mostly dry and sunny in July that year, except when Mohun Bagan
met Rangers for a place in the quarter finals. Notwithstanding the soggy field,
Mohun Bagan managed to cling on to a two-to-one lead, thanks to a superlative effort by goalkeeper Hiralal Mukherjee, who saved as many as three penalties. When the club beat Rifle Brigade by a solitary goal from Bijaydas Bhaduri
and went into the semifinals of India’s premier football championship, the city
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suddenly woke up to the fact that history was about to be made. Thousands
crowded to watch Mohun Bagan play the Middlesex Regiment to a one-toone draw, and bitterly complained afterward that the army team’s equalizer was
gained by their forwards rushing on goalkeeper Hiralal, knocking him down,
and pushing the ball into the goal with their hands. In the replay, however,
Mohun Bagan scored a resounding victory by three goals to nil, helped by an
unfortunate injury to the Middlesex goalkeeper Pigot.
July 29, 1911. The match was supposed to start at 5:30 p.m. but the crowds
began to assemble starting in the morning. Special trains ran between Burdwan
and Howrah, and extra boats ferried passengers across the river to Calcutta.
The western side of the Calcutta Football Club grounds had white stands for
its members—all Europeans—while temporary green stands were put up on the
northern side for spectators with tickets priced at two rupees (they were selling
for fifteen rupees on the day before the match).85 The total capacity inside
could not have been more than four or five thousand. Outside the fencing on
the eastern side, opportunist entrepreneurs had set up rows of shipping boxes
arranged like galleries going up to ten or twelve feet. On the southern side,
people were standing on top of parked bicycles, and behind them were rows of
people on the sloping glacis of Fort William, known to generations of football
watchers on the Maidan as “the ramparts.” There were, it was reported, perhaps eighty to a hundred thousand people that day in and around the football
grounds, most of whom had no chance of seeing anything of the game.86 Still,
they were informed of the game’s progress by kites in the sky bearing the latest
score. Several city newspapers had temporary telephone lines installed on the
grounds so that the result could be immediately reported to their offices—the
first time this had been done for a sports event in Calcutta.
After a goalless first half (of twenty-five minutes, which was considered sufficiently punishing on a tropical summer afternoon), a hush descended on the
assembled multitude when Jackson put East Yorks in the lead. But five minutes
before the final whistle, the crowd exploded when skipper Shibdas Bhaduri,
after frequently switching positions with his look-alike brother Bijaydas to confuse the opponents, made a run down the left to equalize. Then, with barely a
minute left, “Slippery” Shibdas, as he came to be known among white players
and journalists, dribbled through the defense once more, and facing a solitary
Cressey in goal, kept his head and passed the ball to the unmarked Abhilash
Ghosh, who drove home the winner.87
The scenes that followed had been never seen before on the Calcutta Maidan.
People went delirious, not knowing how to react to something so unprecedented.
“Hats, handkerchiefs, umbrellas and sticks were waved,” reported Amrita Bazar
Patrika, while Reuters added in a dispatch for British newspapers that the Bengalis in the crowd tore off their shirts and waved them.88 The Mohun Bagan
players were taken on an open carriage in a procession to the north of the city.
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Figure 24. Cartoon on the 1911 IFA Shield final by unknown artist. Source: Arbi
(1955) 2002, 128

A group of Muslim young men joined the procession at Harrison Road with a
large brass band. All the way up Cornwallis Street, women blew conch shells
and showered flowers on the players from the balconies.
The Reuters report on the game published in the Times of London remarked: “The absence of all racial feeling was noticeable. The European spectators were good humoured, and the Bengalis cheered the losing team.” But
the Times correspondent added: “The Bengal papers claim that the success is a
proof of the physical potentialities of their race.”89 Indeed, in an editorial titled
“The Immortal Eleven,” Amrita Bazar Patrika, the leading nationalist daily,
first emphasized the need for racial amity:
May God bless the Immortal Eleven of Mohan Bagan for raising their nation in
the estimation of the Western people by their brilliant feat on Saturday last. . . . The

298

•

Chapter Nine

victory is no doubt ours and that in the line of physical culture wherein the Bengalees at any rate were so long held to be lamentably deficient. . . . But if we are to be true
to Hindu instinct and culture such triumphs should not at all be exploited for other
ends than establishing the best of relations between the two races. These are divine
events meant for facilitating the harmonious working of two great peoples by curbing to a certain extent the pride of the one and contributing to the growing selfconsciousness of the other.

It then pointed to an implication that was directly political:
We must also ask the attention of the Government to the moral of this incident. Is
it not high time that they did some thing to give full play to the developing physical
powers of our countrymen? Should those materials be allowed to rust unused? . . . We
hope that the incident . . . will lead the Government to review their estimate of Indian
capacity even in the matter of defending the Empire when the need arises.90

The demand, if indeed it was one, was put mildly, well within the recognized
boundaries of the discourse of loyalty to the empire.
As a matter of fact, when the need did arise barely three years later with the
outbreak of World War I, Indians were heavily recruited to defend the British
Empire, and sent out by the thousands to war in the Middle East and Europe.
But in 1911, still the heyday of high imperialism, the cultural discourse of racial
stereotypes was alive and kicking. The Statesman, a daily identified with the
British community of Bengal, offered this retort to the Amrita Bazar suggestion that Bengalis had demonstrated their capacity to be good soldiers:
It is much more desirable that the Bengalis themselves should perceive that, when
physical energy has been developed by healthy sports, the effect ought to be to divert
the attention of the most promising young men of the country from sedentary pursuits to out-door occupations which are at present not agreeable to them. . . . [I]t will
be strange if young men who have undergone the stimulating discipline of football
and cricket do not feel the attraction of the career offered by farming and other industries which demand physical strength and endurance.91

Amrita Bazar Patrika was incensed:
Why does our contemporary evade the point and raise a side-issue? What we contended was that when the Indians can display such excellence in English manly
games, which require not only physical endurance but such qualities as strong will,
intrepid courage and powers of organisation, they might as well be utilised in the
battle-field.

Bombs, Sovereignty, and Football

•

299

The editorial pointed out that the Bengalis were physically strong a hundred
years ago, and Gilbert, the first Lord Minto, had described them in 1807 as
“tall, muscular, athletic figures, [and] perfectly shaped.”
Where is now this race . . . ? And how did they manage to make themselves such fine
specimens of humanity? The reasons are not far to seek. In those days the people had
their national games. . . . Every village at that time had its gymnasium and it was a
religious duty with its male inhabitants, young and old, to spend their evenings . . . in
physical culture. They had not to attend courts as litigants and lawyers . . . or to drive
quills in Government or mercantile offices. . . . They had enough of food; the prices of
all necessary articles were cheap; fish, milk and vegetables more than abundant; they
had good drinking water and malaria and cholera were unknown.
There are those who attribute the physical deterioration of the race mainly to
early marriage. But be it noted that the fine race of whom Lord Minto spoke in such
rapturous terms, were the fruits of that system of marriage. The eleven of the Mohan
Bagan Foot Ball Team are we believe also the products of such marriage. . . .
We cannot help repressing a smile at the proposal of the “Statesman” that, Indians, including, we believe, the Mohan Bagan Team, . . . should take to agriculture. Do
English youths who distinguish themselves on the play ground ultimately turn into
agriculturists? . . . No, Mr. “Statesman,” they deserve a better career than that of hewers of wood and drawers of water.92

Amrita Bazar Patrika’s glorification of the health and well-being of Bengal’s
rural people before the advent of British colonialism ravaged the villages was,
of course, a familiar theme in the discourse of the Swadeshi movement. The
defense of child marriage too was part of the conservative Hindu revivalism
that had emerged in the late nineteenth century against liberal attempts to
persuade the colonial government to reform Hindu marriage laws. Yet in the
aftermath of Mohun Bagan’s victory, the initial anxious plea for racial harmony
followed by this exchange of barely disguised racial slurs betrayed the presence
of a suppressed discourse that the civic space of public debate was not allowed
to articulate, but that had free rein on the public field of competitive sport.
It is difficult to elaborate on this with the help of the usual sources that
historians use precisely because the public archive in print does not document
any evidence of this submerged discourse. But there is enough experiential
evidence familiar to many to suggest that things might be said or gestured by
fans, almost entirely male, at a football match that would never be allowed in a
civic forum. The sporting arena, in other words, even though a public space
sometimes inhabited by masses of people, is a rather special public domain not
entirely subject to the rules that govern public political discourse, even when
sporting loyalties may be deeply implicated in political affiliations.
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This is why the question of manliness and race became such a touchy issue
in relation to football in the years following Mohun Bagan’s victory in the IFA
Shield tournament. For the next two decades, while the club maintained its
position as the leading Indian football team in the city, it failed to win another
trophy, whether the IFA Shield or Calcutta League Championship. Football
legend is replete with stories of how Mohun Bagan was the victim of unfair
scheduling by an association dominated by white clubs and, above all, biased
match supervision by white referees. The club itself, patronized by leading zamindars and loyalist politicians, was always ready to play by the rules and rarely
complained about any of these decisions. Nevertheless, the submerged discourse among Mohun Bagan supporters left no room for doubt that the club’s
misfortunes were entirely due to the arrogance and envy of the British ruling
race. As if to compensate, Indians made special heroes of players such as Gostho Paul (dubbed “The Chinese Wall” for his sturdy defensive skills) and Balai
Chatterjee who had the physical strength and courage to challenge British
regimental players while not giving an inch even when unfairly tackled.
Rakhal Bhattacharya, a sports journalist who first published his history of
Calcutta football in 1955, revealed these subterranean currents of racial feeling:
When someone from my own kin [jāt-bhāi] makes your life hell on the football field,
then whether you are an armed soldier or the big boss in my office, you must be inferior to me, or at least in no way superior. You can no longer get away with your
tricks here. Even if your kin-brother the referee overlooks your villainy, you cannot
but be wary of Gostho Paul or Balai Chatterjee. If you try any of your smart tricks
with them, with one lightning kick as lethal as a striking viper, they’ll send you to
hospital or, who knows, perhaps even to hell. And needless to say, you know our
Samad. When he twirls his moustache, blows his nose at you and starts his mesmerizing run, all you will do is dance to his tune like a bunch of monkeys. . . . And that’s
not the end of it. Don’t forget us. When I am sitting in the galleries, there is no rein
on my voice and tongue. The torrent of abuse will scare away the ghosts of your
forefathers. You are the big boss only when you are in the office; your soldiers can
beat and kick me only after I step out of this ground. But when I occupy these stands
assigned for my race [svajāti], I am free, oblivious of all restrictions.93

In 1929, there was a crisis of sorts over a match between Mohun Bagan and
Dalhousie in the Calcutta League. A goal was awarded against Mohun Bagan
when goalkeeper Santosh Dutt, in the view of the referee Cameron, leaned
over the goal line with the ball while making a save. This caused much resentment among the Mohun Bagan supporters. A few minutes later, when Williams and Dutt both went up for an aerial ball in front of the goal, there was
contact between the two players. Williams fell down and had to be carried off
the field with, it was later confirmed, a fractured jawbone. Cameron was seen
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Figure 25. Spectators at 1928 IFA Shield final between Calcutta Football Club and
Dalhousie, photograph. Source: Arbi (1955) 2002, 17

speaking to Dutt, at which point the crowds rushed on to the grounds and attacked the officials. A group of army men watching the match used their sticks
to beat back the crowds, and rescue the referee and linesmen. There was much
pelting of stones, and it was alleged that the Dalhousie Club tent on the
Maidan was vandalized.
At a meeting of the IFA council the next day, Thomas Lamb, the president,
“deplored the conduct of the Indian section of the spectators as still lacking in
true sporting spirit. . . . He depicted a gruesome picture of a Calcutta racial riot
had the Europeans chosen to retaliate.” Lamb warned that if such unpleasant
incidents occurred again, the Calcutta Football Club, the premier European
team of the city, would refuse to play against Indian teams. The meeting then
suspended Santosh Dutt for two years on the evidence of MacLaren, the linesman belonging to Dalhousie, even though the referee Cameron was not sure if
Dutt had indeed deliberately hit Williams.94
The cat had been set among the pigeons. The Indian clubs decided enough
was enough and refused to turn up for their remaining league matches. An
Indian member of the IFA council was reported as saying, “A feeling of racial
hatred was prominent in what Mr Lamb said.”95 A meeting of 600 representatives of 71 Indian football clubs decided “to completely dissociate from the IFA
and to take immediate steps to form an Indian association.”96 The IFA council
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at this time had 8 representatives for 14 European clubs and 4 for 140 Indian
clubs. Amid rumors of closed-door negotiations, it was claimed “that Indian
clubs will submit to no settlement which will not offer them an equality of
status with their Anglo-Indian fellow sportsmen.”97 Finally, at the mediation
of Nripendra Nath Sircar, advocate general to the government, a solution was
found to the crisis. Lamb expressed regret for his remarks, and a pair of additional seats were provided in the IFA council for Indian clubs.98 Dutt’s suspension was also lifted. Soon after, European supremacy in the IFA ended altogether, and the council was reconstituted with 7 members each representing
the European and Indian clubs.
There is little doubt that the 1911 football victory was widely read as more
than just a sporting event. Coming at the same time that the partition of Bengal was undone and the province reunited after mass agitations, and following
the unprecedented rise of the armed revolutionary movement, it certainly provided a spurt to the public airing of political grievances focused on the racial
divide between the rulers and the ruled. A curious glimpse is afforded into this
submerged strain in the everyday public life of the period by the following,
somewhat trivial incident. A week after the IFA Shield final of 1911, F. A.
Roberts, a European passenger on a suburban train, was charged with assaulting Albert Bose, a Bengali passenger. It appeared that Bose was conversing
with another Bengali when Roberts barged in and punched Bose. The judge of
the Serampore Police Court asked if the conversation was about the recent
football match. On being told that it was not, he found Roberts guilty of assault and fined him five rupees.99
Was there a more direct political message, concerning the issue of sovereignty, that was also drawn from the result of this remarkable game of football?
It is impossible to tell, because every answer is liable to be framed by the anachronistic perspective of hindsight. But Sudhir Chatterjee, the left fullback of the
victorious Mohun Bagan team and its only player to play in boots, and who
later became a doctor of divinity and right reverend of the Anglican Church,
was fond of recounting the story of an elderly Brahmin who approached him
that memorable evening during the celebrations as the players were being led
away from the grounds. After congratulating him, the old man said, “Well, this
job is done.” And then, pointing to the Union Jack flying above Fort William,
he asked, “But when will you take care of that?”100

Official Responses
British colonial officials in Bengal were startled by the sudden emergence of
revolutionary secret societies actually planning and carrying out armed attacks
on selected targets. The similarity in tactics with revolutionary groups in Europe

Bombs, Sovereignty, and Football

•

303

led to the Bengal revolutionaries initially being called “anarchists” and “nihilists”; the term terrorist came into circulation much later.101 As soon as it became clear that the authorities were faced not with a few stray incidents but
instead a continuing political movement, though, they also had to cope with the
entirely unprecedented fact that these “crimes and outrages” were being committed not by rebel warlords, insurgent peasants, or habitual criminals but rather
by young men from educated, propertied, and socially respected families—by
young men who were precisely the products of modern Western education. For
British authorities, this posed a completely new set of problems in dealing with
political resistance to the empire. The official literature, both public and confidential, on terrorism in Bengal is particularly interesting for this reason.
The point was made most strikingly in the report of the Rowlatt committee
set up in 1918 to look into the phenomenon of “sedition” in India. The committee collected figures that showed that of 186 persons convicted for, or killed in,
terrorist activities in Bengal between 1907 and 1917, no less than 135 were
from bhadralok occupations, and as many as 165 were upper caste.102 “The circumstance that robberies and murders are being committed by young men of
respectable extraction, students at schools and colleges, is indeed an amazing
phenomenon the occurrence of which in most countries would be hardly credible.”103 Then why was it happening in Bengal? Needless to say, the explanation
was sought in the specific political and cultural influences on the lives of Bengalis belonging to this class.
The initial analysis put the blame squarely on the malicious propaganda and
incitement to violence spread by the Extremist press. In 1911, Daly, writing the
first comprehensive report on the revolutionary movement in Bengal put together by the intelligence department, opened by mentioning the Amrita Bazar
Patrika and alleging that
the true policy of that paper was systematic opposition to all measures of Government, in a spirit of malignant hostility, rather than of honest public-spirited criticism. It lost no opportunity of attacking an European official, and of representing
Europeans generally as tyrannical bullies, whose favourite diversion was kicking
defenceless Indians. . . . It was the Patrika, I think, that first started the doctrine of
retaliation, advising the children of the soil in dealing with Europeans to return frown
for frown and blow for blow.104

Soon, journals such as Yugāntar, Sandhyā, and Bande Mataram were identified as the chief sources of “seditious” ideas. James Campbell Ker’s magisterial
survey of the early revolutionary movements has two whole chapters devoted
to the contemporary pamphlet literature and nationalist press.105 But officials
were also aware of the difficulty in shutting down the circulation of this printed
material. Initially, some faulted “the unwillingness of the Government to take
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any measures to suppress the audacity of the newspapers”106 It was quickly
discovered that if one paper was forced to close, another appeared in its place.
Referring to Yugāntar, for instance, Charles Tegart, the most famous (or infamous, depending on one’s perspective) counterterrorist police officer, reminded
his audience at the Royal Empire Society in London: “In one year successive
printers and publishers were five times successfully prosecuted, but the imprisonment of the individuals did not check the trouble, in fact aggravated it.
Dummy printers and publishers were appointed from the junior ranks, who
gloried in cheap martyrdom and each prosecution advanced the sales.”107 A
new Press Act was put in force in 1910, giving the government sweeping powers to shut down, penalize, and confiscate presses charged with printing seditious material. The act served to moderate the tone of the newspapers, but did
not stop the flow of young recruits into revolutionary groups.
The official criticism then turned to the state of education in Bengal. Chirol,
the Indian correspondent for the Times, led the campaign. He complained
bitterly about the superficiality of Western education in India, marked by mechanical imitation and cramming, far removed from the actual social and cultural world in which the student lived, and devoid of moral instruction. Secondary education in English, he thought, had expanded too quickly, and now most
schoolteachers were Indian, not European. “From the point of view of mere
instruction the results have been highly unsatisfactory. From the point of view
of moral training and discipline and the formation of character they have been
disastrous.”108 The more conservative among senior colonial officials concluded
from this that the promotion of Western education in India had been a “grave
political miscalculation.” Lyall, introducing Chirol’s book on the so-called anarchist movements in India, remarked that
although education is a sovereign remedy for many ills . . . yet an indiscriminate or
superficial administration of this potent medicine may engender other disorders. It
acts upon the frame of an antique society as a powerful dissolvent, heating weak
brains, stimulating rash ambitions, raising inordinate expectations of which the disappointment is bitterly resented.109

Still, why should a superficial Western education turn young Bengalis from
the propertied middle classes into bomb-throwing terrorists? Chirol provided
the elements of a cultural-anthropological answer. It was, he said, that lethal
combination of religion and modernity called “nationalism” that was the root of
the problem.
There are only two forces that aspire to substitute themselves for British rule. . . . One
is the ancient and reactionary force of Brahmanism, which, having its roots in the
social and religious system we call Hinduism, operates upon a very large section . . .

Bombs, Sovereignty, and Football

•

305

of the population who are Hindus. The other is a modern and, in its essence, progressive force generated by Western education, which operates to some extent over the
whole area of India, but only upon an infinitesimal fraction of the population recruited among a few privileged castes. . . . Though both these forces have developed of
late years a spirit of revolt against British rule, neither of them has in itself sufficient
substance to be dangerous. The one is too old, the other too young. But the most
rebellious elements in both have effected a temporary and unnatural alliance on the
basis of an illusory “nationalism” which appeals to nothing in Indian history, but is
calculated and meant to appeal with dangerous force to Western sentiment and ignorance. It rests with us to break up that unnatural alliance.110

British officials in Bengal were fascinated by the presence of religious literature, especially the Bhagavad Gītā, in the libraries maintained by the revolutionary groups, the use of religious invocations in the initiation ceremonies
for fresh recruits to the Anushilan Samiti, and most of all the seemingly ubiquitous appeal of what was described as the cult of the goddess Kālī. The portrayal of the purported Bengal anarchists as religious fanatics produced by some
of the darkest, most mysterious strands in their culture was one way in which
the official mind sought to resolve the paradox of Western education giving
birth to terrorism: educated Bengalis, despite their knowledge of English, were
still susceptible to the secret attractions of a savage religion. Consider this depiction by an ex-colonial writing under the unconvincing pseudonym of Moki
Singh:
Anarchism has a particularly objectionable religious accompaniment. While the initiate kneels at the feet of Mother Kali, represented in her wildest aspect, with matted
hair pulled about her head, her bloodshot eyes glaring mercilessly down, her hands
squeezing the last life blood out of a dummy man. Two bombs lie at her feet. . . .
The exotic atmosphere bemuses the worshippers, leads them into a trance. Perhaps
Mother Kali’s hellish eyes have hypnotized them. . . . The doped struggling worshippers work themselves into a paroxysm of fanatical fervour. . . . The climax of the ceremony is reached; the anarchists claim another follower. . . .
We have them there, struggling against another depressing aftermath of primitive
savagery, working once more from the bestiality that is the cornerstone of anarchism,
until they again meet in another orgy.111

Once the terrorist had been identified as at core a religious fanatic, the moderating influence of Western education could only be of limited effectiveness.
Although high-powered expert teams such as the Rowlatt committee recommended extensive educational reforms as a means to combat terrorism, they concluded that the only effective method was the use of punitive and preventive
administrative powers against those most likely to conspire to commit violent
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acts against the state. The Rowlatt committee was not hopeful of achieving
results merely by punishing the offenders:
We may say at once that we do not expect very much from punitive measures. The
conviction of offenders will never check such a movement as that which grew up in
Bengal unless all the leaders can be convicted at the outset. Further, the real difficulties have been the scarcity of evidence. . . . The last difficulty is fundamental and cannot be remedied. No law can direct a court to be convinced when it is not.112

The committee considered the possibility of lowering the threshold for admissible evidence in sedition cases, but abandoned the idea because it might
not be legally sustainable. The most promising option was preventive detention
of potential offenders for which special powers were needed. The Defense of
India rules enforced during World War I had given the government such powers, but they would lapse with the war’s end. The Rowlatt committee recommended new “emergency” powers to deal with sedition, involving speedy trials,
no right of appeal, and detention without trial of suspects.
By those means alone [the Defense of India rules] has the conspiracy been paralysed
for the present, and we are unable to devise any expedient operative according to
strict judicial forms which can be relied upon to prevent its reviving, to check it if it
does survive, or, in the last resort, to suppress it anew. This will involve some infringement of the rules normally safeguarding the liberty of the subject.113

The committee nonetheless was careful to add that the “interference with liberty” must not be penal in character: if suspects were to be detained, they should
be kept in a special asylum and not in jail, and no one was to be convicted without a proper judicial trial. Detentions should be supervised by a periodic judicial review of each case. The emergency powers should be for a limited period
only, to be renewed by a fresh notification by the government.114
Armed with these recommendations, the Imperial Legislative Council passed
new laws in March 1919 to give the government special powers to curb seditious activities. The laws were condemned by virtually all sections of Indian
opinion, from constitutional liberals to fire-eating revolutionaries. They were
condemned for being arbitrary and excessive; indeed, they were condemned
for being in violation of the law. Within a few days, Gandhi launched his first
nationwide mass campaign against the so-called Rowlatt Act. Despite his fervent calls for nonviolent resistance to the government, the satyagraha was marked
by considerable violence and bloodshed in most northern Indian cities.115 The
Rowlatt Act was never put into operation, and following the constitutional reforms in late 1919, was repealed.
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That left the government with the conventional legal tool of punishing the
offender. But how was revolutionary terrorism to be identified and proved as a
crime, and the accused punished in a court of law? Some of the armed actions
were merely plans that were never executed; others had been botched up. Most
of the leaders, strategists, and ideologues were usually not directly associated
with the actions, so how could they be charged with the crime? Most crucially,
how could an individual motive be established for each single act committed by
each individual offender? The fact was that the crimes in question were not
ordinary criminal acts. The revolutionaries’s crimes added up to a political offense—that of challenging the sovereign powers of the state. How was such a
crime to be proved in court?
This is where the idea of conspiracy acquired the solid form of a powerful
legal doctrine. With the rise of militant nationalist politics in twentieth-century
India, conspiracy became the key legal concept in the construction of revolutionary politics as a crime. Leaders might not be present at the scene of an assassination, or a bomb could miss its target; plans for an insurrection may never
bear fruit, or a revolutionary cell could restrict itself only to secret propaganda
and recruitment. Yet all these would come under the umbrella of the most serious political crime if a conspiracy could be proved. The proof of a conspiracy
consisted in evidence of the existence of a party, group, or cell, leadership and
propaganda, cadre recruitment, secret meetings and communications, the acquisition and storage of arms, secret training and indoctrination, and so on. Each of
these activities could be proved in court by producing material evidence and
the testimony of witnesses.
The conspiracy doctrine allowed these distinct and diverse activities by a
large number of often-unconnected individuals to be pooled together in order
to constitute a single criminal offense with a single motive shared by all the
accused. Beginning with the Alipore conspiracy case of 1908, the history of
political trials in British India is marked by a series of famous conspiracy cases
each involving dozens—in some cases, hundreds—of accused. Leaders of the
conspiracy were usually given the harshest sentences—death, life imprisonment, or transportation to the Andaman Islands for life.
In this context, it is worth considering the implications of the general tendency in British imperial policy to maintain as strictly as possible the forms of
legal propriety. The concern, on one level, was prompted largely by the supervisory powers exercised by the British Parliament over colonial policy. Democracy at home did not preclude the pursuit of imperialism abroad. But to make
the exercise of imperial power in the colonies consistent with the enlightened
claims of democratic civility at home, it was essential that colonial governments
be seen to act in accordance with the best standards of the law. Colonial government, in other words, while being necessarily despotic, had to be a despotism
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under law. The use of state violence in late colonial India, even when it was
aimed against rebels, outlaws, or terrorists, was never regarded as a war; it was
always a police action that had to be carried out within the ambit of the law
as proclaimed for all imperial subjects. When faced with threats such as that
of terrorism, colonial governments would frequently complain, as in the report
of the Rowlatt committee, of being hamstrung by the overly demanding requirements of the legal system and would ask for special powers to deal with an
emergency.
But the effect of this pervasive legalism in British colonial governance was,
paradoxically, the relative immunity of the body of positive law from nationalist
critique. Extremist or moderate, violent or nonviolent, terrorist or Gandhian,
Indian nationalists rarely questioned the positive content of the judicial and
penal system built by the British colonial power in India. What they criticized
was the legitimacy of the founding power that had made the law. The divine
violence invoked in the sacrificial acts of revolutionary terrorists as well as those
of Gandhian satyagrahis only sought to expose the myth of the lawmaking
power of the colonial regime; it did not aspire to destroy the positive law of the
state.
This explains the apparent contradiction of the new constituent power of a
sovereign Indian people deciding in the aftermath of independence to preserve
in their entireties the judicial system as well as the positive law designed by the
colonial state. They were not, as imperial apologists would have it, the gifts of
the British Empire to India.116 Rather, they were seen as technologies of government in universal circulation that lacked, under conditions of imperial rule,
a legitimate constituent power to promulgate them into the morally obligatory
status of genuine law. This could only be done by the colonial regime’s destruction, and the inauguration of sovereign and popular nationhood.

The Later Phase
It remains for us here to briefly sketch the course of terrorism in Bengal in the
1920s and 1930s. The inauguration of constitutional reforms in 1919 led to the
release of many revolutionary leaders held in detention. In a significant tactical
shift, revolutionary groups, especially the Jugantar Party, decided to join the
Swarajya Party of Chitta Ranjan Das, Bengal’s preeminent Congress leader,
and engage in open constitutional politics. It is said that there was a pact between the Jugantar leaders and Das; in return for political protection, the revolutionaries supplied cadres to Das to help him win support in the Congress
district committees for his plan to contest elections and enter the newly formed
provincial council.117 In fact, from this time onward up to independence, the
Congress organization in the districts, especially in eastern Bengal, and the
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provincial committee continued to be dominated by leaders with supposed terrorist links.
The 1920s, then, was a period of relative lull in terrorist activities in Bengal,
although several Bengal revolutionaries played important roles in the spread of
secret organizations in the United Provinces and Punjab that carried out several
daring acts. But as soon as Gandhi’s civil disobedience movement was launched
in April 1930, there was an explosion of armed actions in Bengal. The most
spectacular were the raids in Chittagong on the police and military armories
along with the gutting of the telegraph office. The actions were planned for the
Easter weekend in deliberate emulation of the Easter rising in Ireland in 1916.
After the attacks, the raiders retreated to the hills and were hunted down four
days later.118
The Chittagong revolutionaries—their leader Surya Sen, who was arrested
three years later and hanged; Ambika Chakrabarti, Ganesh Ghosh, Ananta
Singh, and Loknath Bal, who were all transported to the Andamans; and two
women, Pritilata Wahdedar, who chose to swallow cyanide rather than surrender, and Kalpana Dutt, who spent nine years in prison—became stellar figures
in the growing pantheon of revolutionary martyrs and heroes in Bengal. The
Chittagong raids had an electrifying effect. “The younger members of all parties,” an official report said,
clamoured for a chance to emulate the Chittagong terrorists. Their leaders could no
longer hope, nor did they wish, to keep them back, for the lesson of Chittagong had
impressed itself on their minds no less than on those of their more youthful followers, and there seemed to be no reason why their over-cautious policy should be
maintained. Recruits poured into the various groups in a steady stream, and the romantic appeal of the raid attracted into the fold of the terrorist party women and
young girls, who from this time onwards are found assisting the terrorists as housekeepers, messengers, custodians of arms and sometimes as comrades.119

Assassination attempts against senior British officials came thick and fast.
Francis Lowman, the inspector general of police, was shot dead in Dacca; Norman Simpson, the inspector general of prisons, was gunned down in his office
inside the Writers’ Buildings in Calcutta; and Tegart narrowly escaped death
when his car was bombed on a Calcutta street. Ralph Reynolds Garlick, a district judge, was shot through the head in his courtroom in Alipore. Between
1931 and 1933, James Peddie, Robert Douglas, and Bernard Edward John
Burge, three successive district magistrates of Midnapore, were assassinated. In
December 1931, Charles Geoffrey Stevens, district magistrate of Tippera, was
murdered in his bungalow by two young women, Suniti Chaudhuri and Shanti
Ghosh. Two months later, Governor Stanley Jackson was delivering an address
at the University of Calcutta’s convocation when Bina Das, a fresh graduate,
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pulled out a pistol from within her academic robe and shot at him; she missed,
and was overpowered and arrested. The next governor, John Anderson, introduced a tough regime of emergency laws with wide powers of search and detention. He was shot at in Darjeeling in 1934 and miraculously escaped unhurt.
With the systematic arrest and detention of their leaders, the revolutionaries
now appeared to lose steam. The intelligence branch reported in 1937 that “the
parties in most districts lack competent leadership and are disorganized, but
recruitment is going on.” In fact, although there appeared to be a vacuum in
the planning of strategies and actions, the flow of young recruits continued
unabated, with their ranks now swelled by women and in some cases Muslims.
The intelligence reports noted that “the religious aspect” characteristic of the
earlier life of the secret societies now seemed “to have been disregarded.”120 It
was also said that in the Dacca District, 20 percent of high school students had
been recruited by one revolutionary group alone, and that no more than 2 percent of students were progovernment.121 It was in this period as well that the
colonial government appeared to settle on a clearer definition of terrorism:
Terrorism, as distinct from other revolutionary methods such as Communism or the
Ghadr Movement, may be said to denote the commission of outrages of a comparatively “individual” nature. That is to say, the terrorist holds the belief that Indian independence can best be brought about by a series of revolutionary outrages calculated
to instil fear into the British official classes and to drive them out of India.122

Curiously, it was in the mid-1930s that the Bengal revolutionaries too appeared to make serious choices between “individual terrorism” and other forms
of organized revolutionary action. Mass nationalist mobilizations were now a
familiar feature of Indian politics, and new questions about the economic and
social future of the nation were being raised within the national movement.
Confined to prisons and detention camps, the leaders of the revolutionary
groups became acquainted with the new ideas of Marxism and possible role of
the Communist Party in the anti-imperialist struggle. Many of them now renounced the politics of terrorism and assassination, and embraced the idea of
sustained mass organization among workers and peasants. A considerable part
of the leadership of the Left parties in Bengal at the time of independence,
including the Communist Party, Revolutionary Socialist Party, and Forward
Bloc, came from the ranks of the former nationalist revolutionary groups. Needless to say, the Congress Party that came to power in West Bengal after independence also contained many leaders with terrorist pasts. Now ranged on opposite sides of a new political divide, the former revolutionaries joined in giving
birth to the new postcolonial orthodoxy: condemnation of the politics of terrorism while memorializing the sacrifice of the martyrs.

CHAP TER TEN

The Death and Everlasting Life of Empire

Bholanath Chandra (1822–1910) was a successful businessperson and observant traveler.1 Although a prominent public figure in Bengal, he was never
associated with nationalist political causes. Thus, he seemed somewhat unlikely
to have initiated the process of the nationalist demolition of the narrative of the
Black Hole of Calcutta.
The blow he dealt was small but telling. In a picturesque and often whimsical account of a journey by boat along the Hugli River, Chandra suddenly
broached the subject of old Fort William and the Black Hole tragedy. On the
latter, he said, he had “a very doubtful faith in its account.”
I have always questioned it to myself, how could 146 beings be squeezed into a room
18 feet square, even if it were possible to pack them like the seeds within a pomegranate. . . . Geometry contradicting arithmetic gives the lie to the story. It is little
better than a bogey against which was raised an uproar of pity.2

The seeds of rational doubt were thus sown.3 Historians with more explicitly
nationalist motivations would soon reap a rich harvest.

A Gigantic Hoax
Akshaykumar Maitreya, in his Sirājaddaulā, published as a book in 1897, took
up the cudgels in earnest. After first presenting Holwell’s account of the event
in some detail, Akshaykumar announced that the Black Hole deaths could not
be regarded as a settled fact of history. There were several reasons to doubt
Holwell’s account. First, why is the event not mentioned by any Indian historian of the time, including those severely critical of Siraj? Second, if this was
such a calamitous and traumatic event, then why do we not find any mention
of it in any contemporary British account except for that of Holwell? Third,
while reparations were extracted from Mir Jafar for every little damage inflicted
on the British during Siraj’s attack on Calcutta, why did the elaborate list of the
defeated nawab’s crimes and their compensation include not so much as a mention of the Black Hole deaths? Fourth, if the crime of the Black Hole was the
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principal reason for the war against Siraj, then why was Holwell’s monument
pulled down, and why was there no memorial to the tragedy in the capital of
British India? Fifth, how could 146 people have been imprisoned in the Black
Hole when, after reconciling the various accounts of the siege and subsequent
surrender, it is certain that there were not that many people alive in the fort
when it was captured? Indeed, Holwell was able to supply only 66 names, and
that list included many now known to have not been among those who surrendered. As a matter of fact, there could have been no more than about 70
Europeans in the fort when it was captured, so how could 123 have died in the
Black Hole and a further 23 survived the ordeal? Finally, Akshaykumar argued,
whatever the true story of that night of June 20, 1756, there is no historical evidence at all that Siraj was in any way responsible for it. Even Holwell did not
blame Siraj in his Genuine Narrative, instead inscribing the message of crime
and retribution only on his return to Bengal following Siraj’s defeat and death.4
As the turn of the century saw renewed interest and research among British
scholars resident in Bengal, and several volumes of historical records such as
those put together by Wilson and Hill were published, a mass of material became available to nationalist scholars keen to construct a “scientific” account,
shorn of imperial mythology, of the British conquest of Bengal.5 The weapons
of modern European historiography would now be turned against imperialist
history. In 1908, Nikhilnath Ray, a close associate of Akshaykumar, listed the
key questions that would be asked on the subject by nationalist historians in the
twentieth century:
1. Are the dimensions of the Black Hole chamber conclusively established? If so,
how many people could have been accommodated within it in different positions
[i.e., standing, sitting, or lying on the floor—as described by Holwell]?
2. Are the numbers of the dead and living among the inhabitants of the fort at the
time of its capture and those imprisoned in the Black Hole conclusively established? Further, is it known how many of them were English and how many of
other nationalities?
3. If the Black Hole deaths are a fact, was Siraj-ud-daulah responsible for it?
4. How was the significance of the Black Hole event discussed in India and in
Europe?
5. Have similar events occurred elsewhere in the world? If so, how does the significance of the Black Hole deaths appear in comparison with those events?
6. What would be the correct conclusion on the facts and historical significance of
the Black Hole deaths?6

Nikhilnath provided answers to these questions that would be reiterated,
with large bodies of evidence and punctilious analysis, over the following decades. The outline for these answers had been already supplied by Akshaykumar.
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The interesting addition that Nikhilnath made related to the event’s historical
significance.
We do not believe that there ever occurred an event that could be called the Black
Hole tragedy; what did occur was not of any great importance. For the few English
officials used to a luxurious life, a night spent in captivity was probably traumatic.
But there is no political significance attached to the event. In every country of the
world, those defeated in battle are thrown into prison. Those injured in battle often
die in captivity, and others suffer hardship. . . . What happened [in Calcutta] was
something that happens everywhere between victors and vanquished.7

As we will see, Nikhilnath, an amateur historian of the early twentieth century, was anticipating the judgment of professional historians at the end of the
century.
But even though Akshaykumar and Nikhilnath sought valiantly to employ
the scientific methods of history writing introduced by German historians,
their efforts had little impact on imperialist historiography since they wrote in
Bengali. It was left to a district school teacher—an utterly marginal figure among
the expatriate European community of Bengal—to make the most talked-about
intervention.
James H. Little, a member of the Indian Education Service, was the headmaster of the Nawab Bahadur’s Institution in Murshidabad who, in his spare
time, was researching the family and business history of the famous banking
house of the Jagat Seths. It is not known if he was in touch with Akshaykumar
and his circle of amateur historians, but their names would soon become linked
in the famous “Black Hole debate.” In 1915, Little published an article in the
historical journal Bengal Past and Present in which he announced that he was
“prepared to prove that the Black Hole incident was a gigantic hoax.”8 His first
line of argument seriously questioned Holwell’s trustworthiness as the principal
witness. The writer of the Genuine Narrative was, Little contended, extremely
inaccurate with historical facts and utterly unscrupulous in inventing stories to
serve his own ends. That Holwell had brought completely unfounded charges
against Mir Jafar in order to replace him with Mir Qasim was a well-known
fact in company circles. Further, in trying to establish himself as a scholar on
Indian subjects after his return to Britain, Holwell had also claimed that he had
procured “two very correct and valuable copies of the Gentoo Shastah,” and
had translated them himself, but the manuscripts were lost when Calcutta was
captured in 1756. Little suggested that this was no more than an empty boast,
since Holwell clearly did not have the knowledge of Sanskrit necessary to translate difficult religious or legal texts.
Moving to Holwell’s narrative itself, Little pointed out Holwell’s clear statement that Siraj had promised him that no harm would be done to the prisoners
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and that he had only given general orders that they should be secured for the
night. How, then, could Holwell maintain that the guards on duty would so
flagrantly disobey their nawab’s orders and seek revenge for the deaths of their
compatriots? Second, even if it were possible to tightly pack 146 persons into a
cell of the presumed size of the Black Hole prison, it would have taken enormous effort on the part of the guards, especially in closing the door that opened
into the cell. Yet there is no indication in Holwell’s account that the prisoners
resisted in any way being forcibly squeezed into the room. The anomaly is, of
course, resolved if the number of prisoners was far less than the 146 claimed by
Holwell.
The debate then became centered on the question of numbers. Diligently
analyzing the various documents collected in Hill’s volumes, Little came up
with two lists of names of those who survived the siege and those who lost their
lives. His conclusion was that there could not have been 146 prisoners in the
Black Hole on the night of June 20, 1756; rather, there were probably only half
as many. Tallying Holwell’s own statements of those killed in the siege and those
imprisoned, Little deduced with a flourish: “Therefore, Holwell cannot have his
casualties and also his Black Hole victims. Quod erat demonstrandum.”
This fact, Little asserted, could be established with confidence. He next offered what he himself called a “theory” to explain the small number of survivors
following the surrender, capture, and imprisonment of the fort’s defenders.
Little pointed to various available accounts to propose that the fighting did not
end with Holwell’s signal to surrender. When the nawab’s troops stormed into
the fort, they continued to shoot, and some of the defenders retaliated. When
the Europeans were gathered together, the two sides kept on trading insults,
and tensions were high. It is known that one of the Europeans fired a pistol,
even though it supposedly had only powder and no shot, and some of the Indian troops fired back. Little’s theory was that several of the defenders died in
battle even after the formal surrender and it was only after Siraj’s entry into the
fort that hostilities actually ceased. Thus, Little’s gloss on the Black Hole tragedy was quite different from the usual story about the hapless victims of an
outrageous act of cruelty. On the contrary, it presented “to the British nation a
band of heroes not unworthy in rank with those who held the trenches at Ypres
or those who stormed the blood-stained heights of Gallipoli.”
Little was not seeking to argue on behalf of an Indian nationalist cause; he
was trying to remedy the self-seeking Holwell’s condescending description of
the Black Hole prisoners as a bunch of thoughtless creatures incapable of superior moral behavior. Realigning imperial history with the repository of archived facts, he was trying to reclaim the fall of Calcutta in 1756 as a tale of
British heroism in the face of military adversity. Needless to say, it is significant
that his attempt at historical revision was launched in the middle of the greatest imperialist war in history.
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The Fallout
It is not easy to debunk well-established myths with theories and facts. Little’s
article provoked a storm of outraged reaction in the Anglo-Indian press, especially in the Englishman and Statesman of Calcutta as well as the Pioneer of
Allahabad. From newspaper editors to history professors, British residents of
India were scandalized that a cherished memory of the history of their empire
in India should be so desecrated by one of their own kind. Apart from finding
fault with Little’s facts and reasoning, many correspondents questioned his loyalty to his country. The fact that he was only a schoolmaster in a small district
town and a scholar of no standing did not help his credibility.
But the stir he had created was sufficient to persuade the Calcutta Historical
Society, the new professional association of the modern variety of European
scholars of India, to organize a debate in March 1916 on the Black Hole. Little
was, not surprisingly, the principal speaker. He reiterated his argument, this time
bolstered by citations from contemporary sources other than Holwell, that only
a small number of people were actually imprisoned in the Black Hole since
most of the besieged had been killed in the fighting. In support of his theory,
Little cited a letter from Admiral Wilson to Siraj after Fort William had been
retaken in which the British commander appears to be referring to certain killings following Siraj’s capture of the fort in 1756. “He knew those men had been
killed after the fort was formally surrendered by its governor and put the worst
construction on it. I have no doubt he learned subsequently that the slaughter
had been a terrible mistake and had been stopped by the Nawab himself.” Little
thus claimed that nothing resembling the horrible event described by Holwell
ever took place, because the number of prisoners that night was relatively small.9
Edward Farley Oaten, professor of history at Presidency College in Calcutta, is well known in Bengal for an incident that took place only a few weeks
before his participation in the Black Hole debate. In a speech at the college
hostel, Oaten had remarked that just as the ancient Greeks had hellenized the
barbarian races, so had the English come to India to civilize its people. The
students protested to the college principal, who apparently did nothing about
the matter, whereupon they decided to confront Oaten on the staircase and
ended up physically assaulting him. On inquiry, it was found that the protest
organizer was a student by the name of Subhas Chandra Bose, later to emerge
as a major figure in nationalist politics. Subhas was expelled from the college,
thus beginning a long series of confrontations with the British authorities in
India—one of the last clashes being over the Black Hole.10 But on this evening
in March 1916, when Oaten spoke at the Calcutta Historical Society to raise
doubts about Little’s theory, he could not have known that one of the students
who had attacked him would one day play a major part in removing the Black
Hole monument from the city’s central square.
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Oaten began on a surprising note by claiming that he was “frankly prejudiced”: he wanted to disbelieve the Black Hole story. “For the sake of our common humanity we ought to hope that the view which Mr Little is championing
will finally triumph. I want to have a real excuse for relegating Holwell’s Narrative to a museum of literary curiosities.” But he did not think that Little had
quite clinched the argument. Using the language of field warfare that must
have become everyday parlance during World War I, Oaten remarked: “I am of
opinion that Mr Little, though he has been able to gall the garrison with a very
disturbing rifle and machine gun fire, has failed as yet to bring up those seven
inch howitzers which the capture of most forts to-day seems to demand.” The
main difficulty with Little’s theory, maintained Oaten, was not so much the
admittedly suspect veracity of Holwell’s testimony but instead how the survivors all conspired to uphold a false account of what had transpired that night,
and in doing so, nevertheless ended up giving varied details of the imagined
event. “[Little] omits to provide any adequate motive to explain why so many
men should have joined in concocting and backing a story so singularly unheroic. For by the nature of things in the Black Hole the survivors were those
who most successfully fought and trod their fellow creatures to death.” Indeed,
going by Little’s demonstration of the maddening inconsistencies in the stories
told by the Black Hole survivors, it appeared that “the most gigantic and successful hoax in history was successfully perpetrated by the most arrant set of
clumsy bunglers imaginable.” Oaten’s conclusion was that Little’s theory “of
Englishmen resisting to the death and dying gloriously on the bastions” needed
“more convincing testimony.” It was hard to believe “that a secret, known on Mr
Little’s hypothesis to so many, could possibly have remained a secret for ever.”11
Akshaykumar was also invited to join the debate. This in itself was remarkable, and a sign of the changing times, because it was probably the first occasion
when an Indian historian whose research had been published only in Bengali
was asked to contribute to the Calcutta Historical Society’s proceedings.
Speaking in English, Akshaykumar strongly supported Little, who was not,
as alleged by the Pioneer, merely being an iconoclast: he, like the true modern
historian, was destroying “an old fetish . . . only to replace fiction by truth.” Citing Lord Acton, he described the critical method of “the historians of the
modern school in Europe” as one that prompts them, when they come on an
interesting statement, to “begin by suspecting it.” There were many reasons, said
Akshaykumar, to interrogate the tradition of the Black Hole narrative as purveyed by historians since Orme. He reiterated the points he had already made
in his Bengali writings twenty years before, bolstering them with evidence from
recently published records and countering the explanations offered by Hill,
retired professor of history at Presidency College, and Rushbrook Williams,
professor of history at the University of Allahabad, both of whom had severely
criticized Little. He disputed Williams’s claim that the historical validity of the
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Black Hole story could be established without fully accepting Holwell’s account of it. Akshaykumar contended that the tale of the imprisonment of 146
persons and death of 123 “was the story of no one else but of Holwell”; hence
“we cannot have the story of the Black Hole without Holwell, as we cannot
have Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark.” Not only that, but
to support the current story, there must be evidence of the imprisonment of 146 and
the death of 123. Who were they? That is the real question, which must legitimately
demand to know the names of all. In the absence of evidence on that point, a true
historian cannot go beyond saying that the story should be called “not to be proven.”12

Compared to Little, Akshaykumar had superior skills as a historian, and these
were supplemented by his training as a lawyer. He put together a far better case
in demolishing the Black Hole tale than Little had been able to do. The key,
once again, lay in the numbers—in the strong proof, that is, that 146 persons
were simply not there to be put in prison. As a matter of fact, on the available
evidence, no more than 65 or so could be accounted for as having been imprisoned that night. Akshaykumar also backed Little’s theory of the continued fighting after the fort’s formal surrender as “a welcome working hypothesis which
agrees better with probable human conduct than the current story of the Black
Hole.” It was, of course, a hypothesis whose tenability or otherwise had nothing
to do with the patent unacceptability of the received narrative itself. Little’s
theory was an example of how proper historical inquiry should proceed. By
contrast, “the great body of unscholarly criticism” that had been raised against
Little was “a general libel against the British love of truth.”13
Buoyed by the stir he had created, Little appears to have overextended his
enthusiastic razing of established myths. Referring to a Narrative of a Journey
published in Bengal Past and Present in which an anonymous traveler to Calcutta in 1818 wrote about the Black Hole monument, Little sent a letter to the
journal asking, “Did the author . . . see the Holwell Monument?”14 On being
invited to contribute a longer article, Little surveyed the available evidence
from 1789 to 1803, and concluded that no witnesses had said that they had seen
the monument with their own eyes, and that many others who were in Calcutta
during that time did not mention the monument at all.15 This brought forth an
angry response from Curzon himself from his home in England. He had little
patience, he stated, “with these attempts to rewrite history in contempt of every
rule of evidence.” Listing a long series of textual and visual evidence from travelers, news reporters, and artists between 1760 and 1821 who had recorded the
monument’s existence in the ravelin of the old fort in front of its East Gate, on
the southwest corner of the Writers’ Building, Curzon poured scorn on Little’s
suggestion that just because some contemporary observers did not mention
Holwell’s column, it must not have existed at all.
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With a similar treatment of evidence it would be easy to show a century hence that
no such person as Mr Little had ever existed. Indeed, posterity will be inclined to
believe that this was the case, on the double ground that no serious person could so
treat history or travesty research, and that contemporary records were silent as to the
presence in the first quarter of the twentieth century in Bengal of a super-wag of that
name.16

This was something of a David-and-Goliath tussle—between an insignificant schoolmaster from a Bengal small town and the former viceroy of India,
an arrogant English aristocrat, who with some luck, might have been prime
minister of Britain. It is certainly significant that Curzon chose not to comment at all on the Black Hole debate itself and reserved his vitriol for the admittedly far-fetched case made by Little about the nonexistence of Holwell’s
monument. But then, Curzon had a personal reputation to defend, since he was
the one who had ceremonially reinstalled the pillar at Dalhousie Square. He
felt so strongly about it that he brought the matter up again in his book on
British Indian government, complaining about “a school of native writers, supported by a solitary Englishman, who contended that no such incident as the
Black Hole tragedy had ever occurred.” Referring to his rejoinder, Curzon alleged that “no difficulty was experienced in shattering this preposterous fabric
of perverted ingenuity and casuistical manipulation.” He called it “the most
barefaced instance known to me in history of the lengths to which political or
racial partisanship, coupled with a sufficient lack of moral scruple, can be made
to go. Nevertheless,” he added, “I am disposed to think that both Holwell’s
Monument and mine will be found to have successfully survived the shock.”17
Supremely confident in the infallibility of his own judgment, Curzon was not
aware that he had spoken too soon.
As it happened, the schoolmaster, even if he might have summoned the
courage to reply to the former viceroy, never got a chance. Turning the pages of
the issue of Bengal Past and Present in which Curzon’s rejoinder was published,
one suddenly comes on an obituary notice in which the editor, the archdeacon
Walter Firminger, announced Little’s death in the Presidency General Hospital in Calcutta on October 9, 1917. “A comparatively young man at the time of
his death,” Little had, Firminger noted, considerable literary abilities.
Had he enjoyed wider opportunities for research, and of consultation with fellow
students, it may be believed that he, with his very considerable gifts, would have
abandoned the kind of tour de force which has proved so seductive to literary men
when they select history as a form of their labour.18

Little’s reputation as a historian has not survived Firminger’s condescension.19
Yet neither has Curzon’s claim to the historical truth survived the judgment of
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the residents of Calcutta. Public agitation in the city would soon be directed
precisely against Curzon’s reinstalled monument.

We Are Kings of the Country, and the Rest Are Slaves
Before we recount that story, let us note the rise of an entirely new public in the
city of Calcutta. This development has a great deal to do, once again, with the
game of football.
Although established as far back as 1891 in the poor neighbourhood of
Kaiser Lane near Sealdah railway station, the Mohammedan Sporting Club
was a relatively unknown entity until it won the second division league championship in 1933, thus gaining a promotion to Calcutta’s premier league. What
ensued was nothing less than a fairy tale.
But as is the case in most fairy tales, the miracle required much preparation.
A. K. Aziz, the club’s secretary from 1931 to 1934, was a dynamic leader with
bold ideas. He decided to look beyond the immediate environs of Calcutta
to seek new players for his team. Compared to the other Indian clubs such as
Mohun Bagan and the recently promoted East Bengal, the club had only meager funds. Aziz decided that he would project Mohammedan Sporting Club as
the leading football team of Indian Muslims and draw talented Muslim players
from other parts of the country. He was hugely successful in his effort, recruiting Mohiuddin, Masoom, and the brothers Rahamat and Habib from Bangalore, Rashid from Vishakhapatnam, and Jumma Khan from Quetta.20 He also
acquired Samad, the wily old fox, from Eastern Bengal Railways. The following
year, he got the goalkeeper Osman from Delhi.
Aziz also thought that the quaint practice of Indian footballers playing without boots was the principal reason why no Indian team had managed to win a
single major trophy anywhere in India, save for the singular occasion of Mohun
Bagan’s victory in 1911. He decided to persuade all his players to wear boots.
It was not easy to change so settled a practice. When his players complained
that they felt uncomfortable with their feet wrapped in heavy leather, he ordered special light boots to be made for them. The result was magical. When
Mohammedan Sporting beat Kalighat four to nil to take an unbeatable threepoint lead over its nearest rivals Dalhousie and Mohun Bagan, and thus emerge
as the first Indian team to win the Calcutta league—and in its first year in the
championship—Amrita Bazar Patrika reported in its inimitable prose:
The Mahomedans appeared in boots and Samad who made no exception had at once
thousands of eyes set on him on being quite a novel sight. It is near about two decades he has been playing football and many were the occasions when he was discarded as a hopeless derelict on a wet day.
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And the old juggler spread a regular revelation by the admirable way he reconciled his footwear. He ran with the easy grace of a stag, showed admirable precision
in his shots and proved quite a wonder-man in his new equipage.

The report also pointed out what was so spectacularly new about the arrival of
Mohammedan Sporting on the Maidan of Calcutta:
Clean, neat and delightfully scientific, the games of the victorious Mahomedan
Sporting left an impress on the tournament and created new crowds for them. The
popularity of the team increased with every match and eventually it became quite a
feature with their games that the gates would be closed long before the appointed
time to start. . . .
The enclosure proved once again a mockery to the bulk of the throng who set their
hearts on the match and presented themselves there. . . . The fort glacis easily scored a
record of mammoth gathering that stood in tiers along the gradual slopes.21

This was when the song was coined somewhere along the streets of central Calcutta: “Mohammedan Sporting tumko lakhon lakhon salam / ham ab deshka badshah
bane, aur sab hai ghulam [Mohammedan Sporting, a million salutes to you / We
have now become kings of the country, all the rest are slaves].”
The dream run had only just begun, though. From 1934 to 1938, Mohammedan Sporting won the first division league an incredible five times in a row.
Along the way, it also won the IFA Shield in 1937. It was without doubt the
most popular football team among Muslims all over India. In Calcutta, it acquired a loyal following among not only the Muslim middle class as well as many
Muslim students from eastern Bengal and Assam but also the poor Muslims of
the city. They would throng around the club grounds every day that their team
played, braving the monsoon sludge under their feet, and perching themselves
on top of nearby electric poles or devising periscopes with reflecting mirrors in
order to get a glimpse of the action from behind a wall of humanity. There were
now three permanently fenced grounds on the Maidan, each with galleries on
three sides and one side enclosed in barbed wire, allowing the crowds outside
a view. The white stands on the west were for club members, while the green
stands to the north and east were open to the public, at eight annas per seat
in the enclosure with chairs and four annas in the wooden galleries—roughly
equivalent to the price of a cinema ticket.22
Among the thousands of loyal supporters of Mohammedan Sporting who
would pack the stands was a certain Jan Muhammad, who would from time
to time raise the cry “Allah-u-akbar,” bringing the entire crowd to its feet.23
Almost every memoir of Muslim politicians and intellectuals who lived in Calcutta in the 1930s mentioned the electrifying effect on the Muslim public of
the victories of Mohammedan Sporting on the football field.24 Managers of
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Figure 26. Spectators with periscopes outside Mohammedan Sporting grounds. Photo:
Ahmed Ali. Courtesy: Ahmed Ali and Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta

the jute factories in the northern suburbs and Howrah set up works committees among the predominantly Muslim workers to discuss the prospects of
their favorite football club, and thus steer away from the more contentious
topics of pay and working conditions.25 In the districts of East Bengal, people
would eagerly wait for Calcutta newspapers like Azad to arrive with news and
photographs of the team that had made Muslims proud.26 Their footballers
became idols; fruit sellers, tea shops, and restaurants in and around New Market would serve them for free, and department stores such as Wachel Molla on
Dharmatala Street would give them huge discounts. Kazi Nazrul Islam composed a paean to the victorious team:
You have put the crown on the sunken head of India.
You have shown that given a chance we can be invincible. . . .
Those feet that have so incredibly woven wonders with the football—
May the power of all of India rise from those very feet.
May those feet break our chains. And our fear, and our dread—
May those feet kick them away! Allah-u-akbar!27

322

•

Chapter Ten

Within a year or two of its winning the league, Mohammedan Sporting was
also transformed into a favorite of the city’s elite Muslims. Several members of
the Dacca Nawab family became its patrons, and Khwaja Nazimuddin was
elected the club’s president. Prominent Muslim business families began to support the club. Subid Ali, a wealthy merchant, threw open the rooms of a building off Dharmatala Street for the accommodation of the team’s players. After
the formation of the coalition ministry led by Abul Kasem Fazlul Huq, several
cabinet members would regularly watch important club matches. There is little
doubt that the presence within the same enclosed space of supporters cutting
across class lines, simultaneously experiencing the same visceral sensation of
the rise and fall in the fortunes of their favorite team, lent an unprecedented
collective identity to this new urban public.
When Mohammedan Sporting won its final fixture against Customs to win
the league for the fifth time in 1938, “the match was watched by at least 50,000
persons including the sea of human heads that occupied the glacis of the fort.”
There were impromptu celebrations on the club grounds and also at Subid Ali
Mansion. “Thousands of Mahomedan supporters marched in procession with
band and rent the skies with tremendous shouts of jubilation. . . . A spontaneous Kabuli dancing recital was held under the skies on their ground, led by
buglers.”28
The dream run was broken in 1939, but for reasons that lay outside the football field. There was a buzz around the Maidan, circulating mostly among supporters of the Mohammedan Sporting and East Bengal clubs, that a conspiracy
was afoot within the IFA to pave the way for Mohun Bagan to win the league
that year, and this was revealed in particular by a series of shocking refereeing
decisions. Midway through the league, Mohammedan Sporting dropped a point
against Border Regiment when the latter equalized in the last minute from a
doubtful penalty. Referee Gilson was stoned by an angry crowd, and Khwaja
Nooruddin, the club’s secretary, was hard-pressed to restrain the fans.29 Mohammedan Sporting slipped to the fourth position in the league. A few days later,
it lost to Customs, once again from a disputed penalty. When the referee
Handyside was surrounded by an irate crowd, Nooruddin once more stepped in
to tackle the situation.30 On July 5, with only a few matches left, the Mohammedan Sporting, Kalighat, East Bengal, and Aryans clubs all announced that
they would not participate anymore in the league unless the IFA took measures
to redress their grievances, especially over the issue of bad refereeing.31 In response, H. N. Nicholls, the IFA president from the Calcutta Football Club,
took the unprecedented step of suspending the four clubs until the end of the
calendar year for going to the press before the matter had been discussed in the
governing body.32
But football and politics had, by this time, become deeply entangled in Calcutta. Nazimuddin, president of Mohammedan Sporting, was a prominent leader
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of the Muslim League and the home minister in the coalition government led
by Fazlul Huq. Nalini Ranjan Sarker, president of East Bengal Club, was a
former Congress leader and finance minister in the same government. At a
meeting of the three rebel clubs (Aryans refused to join), it was agreed that they
had no wish to leave the IFA unless forced, yet if that were to happen, they
would form a new association. The IFA president was criticized for suggesting
that the rebel clubs had tried to “belittle the achievement of Mohun Bagan.”
Nazimuddin said, “Any club especially an Indian club ought to feel proud of
another Indian club achieving the coveted honours.”33 A few days later, it was
reported that “the attitude taken by the IFA . . . indicated that the door . . . had
been bolted against them [the rebel clubs].”34
Mohun Bagan won the league title for the first time in its history in July
1939. In August, the three rebel clubs—Mohammedan Sporting, East Bengal,
and Kalighat—announced the formation of the Bengal Football Association.
The meeting was convened by Jogesh Chandra Gupta, a Congress leader, and
was attended by Nawab Habibullah of Dacca, the chief minister Fazlul Huq,
and as many as four members of his cabinet—namely, Nazimuddin, Sarker,
Bijay Prasad Singh Roy, and Husain Shaheed Suhrawardy. Abdul Momin,
a prominent member of the Muslim League, said that the IFA was a “closed
oligarchy” of twenty-two clubs, ostensibly with equal representation of seven
members each from the European and Indian clubs. Nevertheless, there were
only four European clubs that elected seven members to the governing body.
There could be “no justification for such a heavy European representation.”35
For the rest of the year, the new association could do little but organize
friendly matches and go on tour to the districts. By the start of the season in
1940, things were patched up. Mohammedan Sporting won the league again
that year. It also won the Rovers Cup in Bombay and the Durand Cup, played
that year in Delhi instead of Simla. The following year, Mohammedan Sporting
not only won the Calcutta league but the IFA Shield as well.
By then, however, the Muslim public in Calcutta was being mobilized for
entirely new political futures.

Siraj, Once More on Stage
Girishchandra’s Sirājaddaulā had been banned since 1910, even though its
memory may have survived among the Swadeshi generation. But in 1938,
in the new political climate created by the provincial coalition ministry of the
Krishak Proja Party and Muslim League, headed by the immensely popular
Fazlul Huq, the Natya Niketan theater decided to stage a new version of the
Siraj and Palashi story. The new play was written by Sachin Sengupta, a young
progressive writer, and produced by Nirmalendu Lahiri, also a popular actor,
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along with Satu Sen, who had revolutionized the Calcutta stage with electric
lighting and modern stagecraft. An added attraction was the musical score and
a set of songs written and set to tune by Kazi Nazrul Islam, the most popular
composer in Bengal at the time. Bengal was ready for a revival of the Siraj story.
The Calcutta theater had gone through much change in the three decades
since Girishchandra’s plays were produced at the Minerva Theatre. With the
modernization of the stage and lighting technology had come a new wave of
plays that even when sticking to the familiar mythological or historical subjects, tried to eschew melodrama and adopt more realistic styles. A crucial impact was made here by the commanding presence of Sisir Kumar Bhaduri, who
as actor and director, brought his considerable reputation as a scholar, teacher,
and practitioner of sophisticated tastes to bear on his productions in the 1920s
and 1930s. With him, the educated middle class of Bengal to a certain extent
reclaimed its cultural hold on the Calcutta commercial stage. New companies
such as the Art Theatre and Natya Niketan tried to introduce higher professional standards in their set designs, costumes, orchestral scores, and advertising. Performances were now put up on weekdays as well as on weekends, and a
successful production could run for hundreds of nights.36
Sachin Sengupta’s Sirājaddaulā had enough elements to remind one of
Girish’s play, even though it significantly toned down its excesses.37 The exuberant slapstick was entirely removed, as was the web of magical causality. Karim
Chacha was dimly recognizable in the mellowed-down jester Golamhosen, but
the biting sarcasm and sardonic remarks were largely gone. The much-maligned
Zahara was replaced by Aleya, a dancing girl who acts as a self-appointed spy
on behalf of the country as well as Siraj, to whom she had bequeathed her
heart. The vengeful and conspiring female character in the play, in deference to
the historical facts, was Ghaseti Begam, Siraj’s aunt. There were no speeches
in verse, and other than at one or two specific moments, the dialogue was in
unadorned everyday prose.
Fortunately for us, we do have a recording of an abridged version of the play
initially released in an immensely popular boxed set of gramophone records.38
Nirmalendu Lahiri portrays Siraj as calm, mature, and thoughtful; only in a
few chosen moments when his words are meant to be directly addressed to the
audience does he raise his voice to the stylized intonation of the traditional
jatra-inspired speech. As in Girish’s play, Siraj retains the quality of vulnerability, but even with his full knowledge and close analysis of the situation, is shown
to be so completely surrounded by hostile forces that he has no means available
for escape. Early in the play, Siraj confides to his wife:
Siraj: I have enemies on all sides, Lutfa. In the harem, in my palaces, in the city, in the
villages—there is no end to Siraj’s enemies. I have to be careful at every moment to
defend myself. (I, 1)
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In a crucial scene before the battle of Palashi, when his courtiers try to pin
him down with allegations and complaints, Siraj fights back, producing evidence of their involvement in a conspiracy against him. Having silenced them,
he then begs for their support in the coming conflict against the British.
Siraj: Bengal does not belong only to Hindus, or only to Muslims. Bengal is the motherland of both Hindus and Muslims—a garden of flowers. If I have wronged anyone,
then I have wronged both Hindus and Muslims. If I have been hurt, then I have
been hurt by both Hindus and Muslims. I have not been partial to anyone. (II, 1)

And then, in a rare lyrical passage (rendered in Nirmalendu’s sonorous voice),
Siraj reminds his ministers (as well as the audience) of the significance of the
historical moment:
Siraj: Dark clouds have gathered over the sky of Bengal’s destiny, her green fields are
crisscrossed by streams of blood, the sun of the nation’s fortune is sinking in the horizon. Only a tearful mother sits by the side of her sleeping child, counting the hours
of the night. Who will give her hope? Who will give her assurance? Who will tell her,
“We will stop this march of death even at the cost of our lives”? (II, 1)

The ministers pledge their full support in the impending battle. But in
Palashi, when it becomes clear that Mir Jafar was acting to undermine the
nawab’s cause, Siraj quietly accepts the advice of his treacherous general. Answering the protests of a bewildered Golamhosen, the nawab says:
Siraj: . . . I can see that if you were the nawab, you would have given stern orders to
Mirjafar. Of course, he would have refused to obey. You would have then put Mirjafar under arrest. Hearing the news, his soldiers would have rebelled. They would have
attacked your camp and killed you. That would have put a quick end to your reign as
nawab. So, my clever friend, do you understand now? [Pats Golamhosen on the shoulder, walks away, and then returns] I know everything, understand everything. But I
am compelled to go along with Mirjafar. You and my friends get upset with me. I get
upset with myself. But what can I do, Golamhosen? I have no choice—no choice at
all. (II, 3)

When Siraj confirms Mir Jafar’s proposal to suspend the battle for the night,
he knows instantly the implications of the decision.
Siraj: Golamhosen, the battle is over!
Golamhosen: Then why are the cannons opening up again?
Siraj: I am telling you, Golamhosen, the battle is over. And so is my nawabi. (II, 3)
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The defeat is so predictable that it is almost anticlimactic. It is Golamhosen
who now explains its significance to Siraj:
Golamhosen: This defeat was necessary. My lord, foolish men don’t realize the worth
of their teeth while they still have them. In the same way, ignorant people don’t
realize the value of liberty while they have it. You gave Bengalis the opportunity of
enjoying their independence by defying the suzerainty of Delhi; Bengalis did not
appreciate the worth of what you gave them. Instead, the lure of sitting on the throne
drove them to fight among themselves. They needed a big blow. Palashi has given
them that blow. (III, 2)

In the play’s final scene, we see the common people for the first time—they
have been assembled by the villainous Miran to mock and heap insults on the
captive Siraj before he is put to death. Siraj accepts their taunts:
Siraj: When I came to the throne, I had pledged to look after my subjects and protect
their interests. But I have failed. That is why I have been humiliated. That is why I
am the butt of your jokes. . . . If I had wanted to spend my days in peace, I need not
have antagonized anyone. I could have conceded every unjust demand, thrown to the
winds the honour and authority of my position, and given myself over to a life of
luxury—I could have drowned myself in pleasure. . . . But I did not want to do that. Is
that why you think I have done you wrong? (III, 3)

He continues:
Siraj: Even today—I know this well—if today I had not had to return having been
defeated in the fields of Palashi, you would have welcomed me with open arms and
rejoiced. But why was I defeated? Your Mirmadan gave his life, Mohanlal inflicted
deadly bows on the enemy. And yet why do you stand defeated today? Why are you
so helpless?
One from the crowd: My lord, we are weak.
Siraj: Thousands of soldiers stood inert like puppets on the fields of Palashi, while the
hand of defeat crept up from behind and blackened our faces with the stain of disgrace. Who is accountable? Your nawab alone? Or the commander of your army?
Where is he? Or your general Yarlatif ? Your general Raidurlabh? Raja Rajballabh?
The supremely wealthy Jagatseth? Call them to this darbar. Punish them. (III, 3)

His final call was to the people of Bengal:
Siraj: Then come, all my brothers, let us try once more to reclaim the jewel we lost at
Palashi and put it back on the golden crown of Mother Bengal. (III, 3)
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Even when the subject was historical, the immediate political context, we
know, could never be far from the stage in Bengal. Siraj’s constraints, helplessness, and having to pander to the dictates of his treacherous ministers were all
strongly reminiscent of the unenviable position of Fazlul Huq, the most popular political leader of Bengal in 1938, hemmed in within the coalition party of
which he was the head, but several of whose ministers, with the tacit help of the
British bureaucracy, were plotting to remove him from power. While reviving
the memory of the treachery that led to Siraj’s defeat in Palashi, Sachin Sengupta’s Sirājuddaulā made the allusions to Bengal’s immediate predicament
quite clear. Siraj’s final cry of bhāisab (all my brothers) unmistakably echoes the
oratorical voice of the embattled Fazlul Huq.

Endgames of Empire
Following the formation of the elected coalition ministry led by Fazlul Huq in
1937, there was a quite extraordinary convergence of political forces over the
demand to remove the Holwell monument from Dalhousie Square. Of course,
compared to the many contentious issues that faced the new government, such
as the Krishak Proja Party’s promise to abolish the entire Permanent Settlement system on which landlordism in Bengal was based or wipe out the peasants’ debts, the monument had no more than symbolic value. Yet it took some
agitation and considerable intrigue for something to happen.
The matter was first discussed by the Bengal ministry in 1938 when it was
agreed that it would be proper “to obtain the consent of, or preferably a request
from, the European Group in the legislature for its removal.” Moreover, “the
Monument being a protected monument and having, it was understood, been
protected under orders from a previous Viceroy, the Bengal Government by
itself would probably not be competent to remove it.”39 The intention, in short,
was to stall for time. In 1939, the newly founded Muslim Renaissance Society,
a cultural organization of Muslim intellectuals, declared July 3 (the day that
the defeated nawab’s corpse was paraded in Murshidabad in 1757) as Siraj-uddaulah Day and formed a Siraj Memorial Committee with Habibullah Bahar,
a prominent writer, editor, and former captain of Mohammedan Sporting Club,
as chair.40
On that day, a meeting at Albert Hall addressed by major political leaders
such as Abdel Halim Ghuznavi, Akram Khan, and Mozammel Huq urged the
historians of Bengal to remove the stain on Siraj’s character left by prejudiced
foreign writers, and correct the history textbooks used in schools and colleges
containing false, insulting allegations against Siraj. The meeting also urged the
government to remove the Holwell monument and make arrangements to better
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preserve Siraj’s tomb in Murshidabad. Several speakers noted the invaluable
contribution of the late Akshaykumar Maitreya in presenting a correct historical picture of Siraj.41 The Mohammadī pointed out that Bengal’s liberty had
been lost not because of the treachery of Umichand and Mir Jafar but rather
because there was no national feeling among the people. Had there been a
national feeling, the people would have made Siraj’s fate their own and would
have punished the traitors.42 There were meetings in several district towns as
well, especially in eastern Bengal, addressed by local Muslim and Hindu leaders. Official intelligence reports particularly highlighted the participation in a
“nationalist” cause of prominent Muslim leaders of Bengal—the first time this
had happened since the days of the Noncooperation and Khilafat movements in
the early 1920s.
But this was hardly sufficient pressure to force the coalition government to
stir a potential hornet’s nest. Nothing might have happened in this matter if
Subhas Chandra Bose, expelled from the Congress after his showdown with
Gandhi and the working committee, had not decided in May 1940 to announce
in Dacca that he would launch an agitation to demand the removal of Holwell’s
monument in Calcutta. Subhas was looking for new political allies and had just
concluded a pact with the Muslim League to share seats in the Calcutta municipal body. He also traveled to Bombay to meet Mohammed Ali Jinnah. The
Black Hole was an emotive issue whose appeal cut across the Hindu-Muslim
divide.43
The action was to begin at the Holwell monument site on July 3, 1940, once
again designated as Siraj-ud-daulah Day. At a crowded meeting at the Albert
Hall on June 30 presided over by the young Muslim leader Muazzam Husain
(Lal Mian), Subhas said that the issue had struck a chord among both Muslims
and Hindus. He urged the youth of both communities to join in the demonstration. Abdul Waseq of the Muslim Students’ League said that the Muslim
students of Bengal had been demanding the removal of the objectionable monument for a long time, but the government had still not responded.44 That same
evening, Chief Minister Fazlul Huq issued a statement announcing that the
government would make a decision by the end of the month; until then, no
one should “force the issue by taking steps that may lead to the disturbance of
the public peace.”45 Subhas immediately reacted by pointing out that Fazlul
Huq had not indicated what decision would be announced then, and if indeed
a decision is what was awaited, it should not take more than twenty-four
hours to reach it. The premier’s announcement, he said, was unsatisfactory and
the protest would go ahead as planned.46 On July 2, Subhas was arrested at his
home under the Defense of India rules and detained without charges at Presidency jail.47
Behind the censored newspaper reports was hidden a story that typified the
endgames of empire in India. John Herbert, the governor, reported to Victor
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Hope, Lord Linlithgow, the viceroy, that “the agitation, though disingenuous,
makes a strong appeal to Moslem sentiment and is one from which it is obviously difficult for any Moslem to dissociate himself.” He emphasized that it was
“only one phase of the consistent endeavours of Subhas Bose and the Forward
Bloc to find some plank on which civil disobedience can be started with the
assistance of Moslems.” But there was another component that made the situation complicated and dangerous for the imperial power.
There are elements in the ranks of the Muslims themselves who are prepared to
follow Subhas Bose in these activities and in some cases probably even to instigate
them. Among those who are prepared to follow him may be classed the most extreme left wing agrarian Muslims who either because of their radical views or because of their previous association with Congress or failure to achieve power in the
present Government are not averse to embarrassing it. Among those who are probably prepared to instigate him I am inclined to place the Calcutta trio—Ispahani
who is not a Bengali and whose commercial interests conflict with European interests, Siddiqui the present Mayor of Calcutta who has international connections . . .
and Nooruddin a distant member of the Dacca Nawab family who has long been
believed to have an anti-British bias. While the agrarian left wingers tended to owe
allegiance more to the Congress than to the League, the urban trio are certainly in
the League organisation, and although their loyalty to it may vary with their convenience, I have a strong feeling—but no proof—that they are in close contact with
Jinnah and use their position in the League as well as their influence in Calcutta to
bring pressure on Nazimuddin. It is this trio who were most prominent in the Football agitation—an affair which threatened to bring the police in possible conflict with
Muslim masses on the one hand and Hindus on the other.

Herbert noted that there was only a fleeting convergence of interest among
these varied political forces over the Holwell monument issue. “It may be that
there is no greater common factor in their efforts than common antagonism to
European vested interests and European obduracy.”48
The need now was to “remove the immediate cause of conflict in which revolutionary Hindus and Muslims can be banded together against the Ministry
and Europeans.” Hence, Subhas had to be arrested and put out of action even
though this was likely to anger some of the Muslim supporters of the ministry.
Direct action [threatened by Bose] would necessarily involve a clash with the Police
which, if allowed to develop under Subhas’s leadership, would certainly not be limited to a few Hindu Satyagrahis since he would have Moslems with him, while on
the other hand all chances of an amicable settlement with European feeling would
be removed and Government would be likely to find itself between the cross fire of
the Forward Bloc, Moslems and the Europeans.
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With Subhas out of the way, Herbert proposed a solution to the Holwell monument issue:
My own impression is that the British in Calcutta—although not necessarily elsewhere—might feel willing to themselves suggest the removal of the Monument
provided that it was quite clear that far from acting under any threat their action was
voluntarily undertaken for the sake of general goodwill.49

The action started on a low key during the afternoon of June 3 with a large
police force stationed in Dalhousie Square and a small number of protesters.
Four people were arrested.50 Since they would not have been allowed to approach the highly secure zone around the Writers’ Building in a procession,
the demonstrators, usually ten to fifteen in number, mingled with the crowds
emerging from offices in the evening rush hour and suddenly converge, hammer in hand, on the heavily guarded monument, where they would be arrested.
Over the next few days, the demonstrations were carried out almost entirely by
the Bengal Volunteers, a revolutionary group aligned with the Forward Bloc—
that is, the suspended provincial committee of the Congress owing allegiance
to Subhas.51 Those arrested on the first few days were all Hindus, until on June
8, a Muslim and 5 Sikh agitators were also arrested.52 The size of the demonstrations increased over the next few days, and 163, including a few women,
were arrested in the first ten days.53 One protester apparently even managed to
slip through the police cordon, run up the steps, and strike a blow on the monument with a hammer, accompanied by shouts of “Bande mataram,” before he
was arrested.54 Speaking in the legislative assembly, Fazlul Huq said that there
was a feeling in the country that the Holwell monument should be removed,
but “the only thing that stood in the way . . . was the satyagraha movement.” He
asserted that no government could tolerate such a movement in a time of war.55
The constraints on the coalition ministry were complicated. Uncertain of
the position of the British bureaucracy and nonofficial European community
on whose support in the legislature it vitally depended, Fazlul Huq’s government was put into further difficulty by the troublesome but popular Subhas
seizing the initiative. While for two years the government had sat on the demand voiced by many Muslim organizations, it could not now concede it without appearing to cave in to the opposition’s pressure tactics. Within the government, although Fazlul Huq had come close to the Muslim League by moving
the famous “Pakistan resolution” at Lahore in March 1940, Nazimuddin and the
elite Muslim leaders of Calcutta treated him with suspicion for his espousal of
radical peasant demands.
The Muslim student organizations, often with the covert and sometimesopen support of prominent Krishak Proja leaders, kept up their demand for
the removal of the Holwell monument. They were joined by the Students’ Fed-
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eration, an organization of the Communist Party, which while supporting the
demand, also resolved to cooperate with the Muslim students in their programs.56 Abul Mansur Ahmad, a prominent Krishak Proja leader, later recounted
that many Muslim intellectuals and students, who had been made aware by
Girishchandra and Akshaykumar of the false representations of Siraj, were
overjoyed when a major Hindu leader such as Subhas Bose took up the cause.
Abul Mansur himself wrote enthusiastic editorials in the party organ Dainik
kr.s.ak supporting the agitation.57
On July 3, at a meeting called at the Town Hall to observe Siraj-ud-daulah
Day, and following speeches by prominent political leaders such as Lal Mian,
Syed Badruddoza, Shamsul Huda, and Niharendu Dutt-Mazumdar, the Muslim students present demanded that the government take no more than two
weeks to make its decision.58 Closely watching these developments, Governor
Herbert sent a telegram to the viceroy on this meeting:
It began quietly with thin attendance but swelled after close of football play on
maidan. . . . General impression was that saner Muslims were inclined to be quiet,
but Hindu followers of Subhas and some extreme Muslims were anxious to foment trouble. . . . Well known ex-terrorists and Forward Bloc Hindu agitators were
prominent.59

A long letter published under the name “A Muslim” in the Star of India, a
newspaper known to be close to the Muslim League, described the government’s dillydallying as “shameful.” The letter warned that there was a limit to
the people’s patience: “Muslims cannot for long allow their rightful place in
this movement to be taken by others.”60 At another meeting at the Albert Hall
on July 13, legislators Abdul Karim and Abdul Latif Biswas accused the government of dithering.61 The next day, about 250 activists of the Muslim Students’ League demonstrated in front of the chief minister’s residence in Park
Circus, forcing Fazlul Huq to appear before them in an attempt to pacify an
important group of government supporters. When the students refused to disperse, Fazlul Huq left in a huff, and the police broke up the protest.62 The chief
minister was meant to address a meeting of Muslim students two days later at
the Muslim Institute, but he declined to come. Annoyed, students then resolved
to observe a day’s strike on July 22.63
In the meantime, on July 16, the government issued an order under the
Defense of India rules prohibiting the publication of any news or photograph
concerning the ongoing protest over the Holwell monument. Raising the matter in the legislative assembly, dissident members of the Krishak Proja Party
such as Jalaluddin Hashemy, Maniruzzaman Islamabadi, and Nausher Ali severely criticized the government for its “autocratic zulm [oppression].” The
home minister, Nazimuddin, replied that the government could not allow the
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Figure 27. Abul Kasem Fazlul Huq, photograph. Courtesy: Amalendu Dey

civil disobedience to go on since such movements were always followed by
terrorism.64
Governor Herbert, not sufficiently familiar with the intricacies of Bengal
politics, sought advice from Henry Twynam, who after many years of service in
Bengal, had been appointed governor of the Central Provinces.
This Subhas business is one of the most tiresome things one can imagine, because
whatever may be the facts of the case he is now in jail and the great majority of agitators probably honestly believe that he is there because of his Holwell Monument
agitation. The All-Bengal Muslim Students League have issued a handbill and are
very stirred in the matter. . . . I am however far from happy about the situation gener-
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ally. . . . I strongly suspect . . . that [Fazlul Huq’s] underlying motive is his desire to get
away from League domination. . . . [Fazlul Huq] still hopes that some Forward Bloc
elements might help him in a war policy. My own view is that Subhas cannot be
trusted to back war aims. . . . Anyway, now that one can be wise after the event, I must
say that I sincerely regret we were unable to take action, either in Bengal or elsewhere, before he had a chance of gaining advertisement and popular support on the
Holwell Monument agitation. If only he could have been put out of the way some
time in the middle of June, I do not think any serious situation could have arisen.65

In his reply, Twynam strongly recommended that Herbert not bank on Fazlul
Huq’s cooperation and instead put his trust in Nazimuddin to defend vital British interests in a time of war:
I also agree that H. C. M.’s [Fazlul Huq’s] underlying motive is to rid himself
of League domination and so incidentally of Dacca Nawab family and work with
people of his own kidney i.e. the Proja Party allied with leftists and even Congress
Hindus. It seems to me that both in order to arrest this intrigue and on its own
merits case for continued detention of Subhas is overwhelming and Nazimuddin
should take full advantage of situation. I cannot express too strongly your conviction that Subhas cannot be trusted to back war aims as in anything that does not
spell disaster to British. If H. C. M. professes to believe that the leopard Subhas
will change its spots I regard it as convincing evidence of an intrigue to get rid of
Nazimuddin and Company. The present Cabinet can I think be trusted to back Nazimuddin against HCM if former stands out for continued detention of Subhas and
this seems to me the time to make stand against H. C. M.’s wrecking intrigue.66

The viceroy Linlithgow too reminded Herbert of his responsibility to defend imperial interests, if necessary even against the views of the elected provincial ministry: “But of course if you as Governor think that public security
and the defence of India require it, you are bound, as I know you appreciate, to
over-ride your Ministers without hesitation. Are you in fact satisfied that that
point is not now being reached?”67 The deliberations in the highest echelons of
the colonial government regarding the state of politics in Bengal some two hundred years after Palashi were reminiscent of the dispatches of Watts or Scrafton
on the intrigues in the court of Murshidabad. Indeed, the correspondence
between Linlithgow and Herbert suggest the new imperial practices that were
already being devised for the furtherance of imperial strategic and economic
interests in a context of Indian self-government.
Pressed from all sides, Fazlul Huq made a statement in the legislative assembly declaring that nothing would please him more than to see Subhas out
of prison and back in his proper position in the country’s public life.68 Herbert
quickly wrote to Linlithgow, pointing out the underlying danger:
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A real flutter was however caused by the CM remarking in Assembly that it would
give him pleasure to see Subhas freed. . . . As you know, both the Chief Minister and
Nazimuddin have been angling for Subhas’s support, for opposite reasons. . . . There
is still a popular feeling that Subhas Bose will shortly be released. I think that we are
agreed that if this happened, he would come out on the crest of a wave of popular
enthusiasm and with enhanced prestige.69

Having secured Linlithgow’s concurrence, Herbert decided to unroll his
planned solution to the immediate problem.70 The crucial intervention was
made by Percival J. Griffiths, retired civil servant and member of the central
legislative assembly. Speaking on behalf of the European community, he said,
“As far as I am aware no member of any community is opposed to the removal
of the monument. . . . [T]his monument commemorates no event which is worth
remembrance, and . . . its existence is an offence to many of my Indian friends.”71
It was an indication of how much the old imperial idea had waned since the
days of Curzon. Nonetheless, speaking in the Bengal legislative assembly, the
European member C. W. Miles clarified that while many would have no objection to the monument’s removal, “there would be whole-hearted antagonism to
its demolition.”72
The students of Islamia College organized a large demonstration on July 22,
but were stopped by the police, leading to clashes that left many of the students
wounded.73 Things appeared to be getting out of hand. On July 23, Fazlul Huq
announced in the legislative assembly that the government had decided “to
take immediate steps to remove the Holwell monument.”74 He acknowledged
“the unfailing sympathy which the European community have shown towards
the question. . . . They have ever shown the utmost readiness to respond to Indian
opinion and to help us in coming to a satisfactory solution.”75
By the year’s end, the Holwell monument was removed from Dalhousie
Square to its present location in the cemetery of St. John’s Church. The mythical history of empire could now be safely relinquished, clearing the way for a
new era of imperial adjustment with indigenous governments on the subcontinent. At the same time, Linlithgow reiterated:
For the purposes of record, I might perhaps say that we may regard it now as a settled
policy that he [Subhas] will not be released whatever the considerations of Bengal
internal policy. And I regard it as most important (as I know you do too) that no
pains should be spared to avoid that position being compromised by any action on
the part of any Bengal Minister.76

When in December 1940 Herbert agreed to release Subhas on medical
grounds and put him under house arrest, the governor quickly told the viceroy:
“I am assured that the position is entirely satisfactory as far as it goes, but if he
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had died in jail the security of the Province would have been threatened. . . . I
realize the anxious time you are having, and that the news must have been
worrying in the form in which it arrived.”77 Hardly a month after his release,
however, Subhas managed to evade his guards and escape from home, surfacing
sometime later in Germany. But that, of course, is another story.78 To continue
along the parallel with the history of the British conquest of Bengal in the
eighteenth century, 1943 saw yet another Bengal famine, almost of the same
scale as that of 1769–70, and certainly one of the worst twentieth-century famines. The most cautious estimates put the death toll at somewhere around three
million. It was brought about not by a crop failure but rather by the scorchedearth policy of the British fleeing from the threat of a Japanese invasion of
eastern Bengal, the government’s desperation to ensure food supplies to the
army and Calcutta, and the resultant distortions in the food grains market.79
And speaking of bloody revolutions, the fragile spirit of Hindu-Muslim fraternity was cruelly shattered in August 1946 by the Great Calcutta Killing, in
which in the space of four or five days, several thousand people from both communities were slaughtered in the city in a frenzy of violence never seen in its
relatively peaceful history since the time when Siraj laid siege to the old Fort
William.80 It is quite certain that there was considerable overlap between the
public that celebrated the victories of the Mohun Bagan or Mohammedan
Sporting clubs on the Maidan, the public that agitated for the removal of the
Holwell monument, and the murderous public that went on a rampage on the
streets and in the slums of Calcutta.

Empire Today
In 1947, a US psychologist asked 115 senior college students in New York
about the Black Hole incident. About one-third knew something about it, with
most believing it to be “essentially true.”81 Today, it would be surprising to find
one out of a hundred students anywhere in the world—even in Bengal—who
knows anything about the Black Hole of Calcutta. What has changed?
One cannot blame the fickleness of popular memory for the obliteration of
the Black Hole. The skepticism of scholars did in fact percolate slowly into the
layers of public consciousness in Bengal. Tourist guides to Calcutta in the 1920s,
for instance, routinely narrated the Black Hole story when describing the Holwell monument, plaques, and markings indicating the site of the old fort at
Dalhousie Square.82 But already one could hear the dissenting voice. A travel
guide from 1921 authored by Hassan Suhrawardy, a doctor belonging to a notable Calcutta family, after complimenting Curzon for omitting the reference
to Siraj’s crimes in his inscription on the new monument, goes on to explain:
“It is a physical impossibility to accommodate 146 persons in a space 18 feet by
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15 feet even if they were packed like sardines laid one on top of another. That
there was space to move about is proved by Holwell’s statement. . . . It is indeed
impossible that the incident as handed down to us for the purpose of rousing
our historical ire could ever have taken place.”83
The Black Hole debate had clearly not fallen on deaf ears. In 1948, the famous Indian historian Jadunath Sarkar, who had little sympathy for nationalist
history, claimed that Holwell’s story was an exaggeration and that the total
number of prisoners in the Black Hole was probably sixty.84 In 1958, Percival
Spear, editing Vincent Smith’s widely circulated textbook on Indian history for
postcolonial times, added the following note on the Black Hole incident:
We owe the traditional story of the Black Hole to the descriptive powers of J. Z.
Holwell, the defender of Calcutta and a plausible but none too reliable man. For fifty
years little notice was taken of the incident, but it then became convenient material
for the compilers of an imperialist hagiology. . . . The emphasis upon the incident
grew so great that the Black Hole became, along with Plassey and the Mutiny, one
of the three things which every schoolboy knew about India. . . . The attempt to prove
that the incident never occurred has not proved convincing, though the details of
Holwell’s account may well owe something to his imagination. . . . In my judgement
something like the Black Hole incident as described by Holwell actually occurred,
though the numbers involved and the details are not certain.85

In 1962, Brijen Gupta published what is considered the definitive historical
work on the subject, taking into account every available piece of evidence, and
came to the conclusion that the maximum number of persons confined in the
Black Hole prison was sixty-four, of whom forty-three died and twenty-one
survived. Among them were many who were seriously injured from the threeday battle.86 The historians’ consensus today can be gauged from the fact that
the volume published in 1987 in the new Cambridge History of India on the
conquest of Bengal, authored by the preeminent P. J. Marshall, does not even
list the Black Hole in its index.87 It is not worthy of even a mention. Has the
star of empire, then, finally collapsed into a black hole?
One has reason to doubt it. Indeed, there are many reasons to think that the
imperial impulse is still with us. Needless to say, the invasion and occupation of
Afghanistan and Iraq by forces led by the United States in the last decade have
rekindled memories of times when imperialism meant the annexation of colonial
territories. Just as the occupation of Iraq or Afghanistan did not lead to direct
colonial rule but rather the supervised creation of new sovereign constitutional
regimes, though, so did the phase of decolonization after World War II not
mean the end of the global practices of empire.88 The second half of the twentieth century actually saw many attempts by scholars to make sense of a global
order of empire without colonies.
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In order to include both formal and informal modes of empire within a
single conceptual frame, Charles Maier has defined empire as “a form of political organization in which the social elements that rule in the dominant state . . .
create networks of allied elites in regions abroad who accept subordination
in international affairs in return for the security of their position in their own
administrative unit.”89 Similarly, Michael Doyle has proposed that empires be
defined as “relationships of political control imposed by some political societies
over the effective sovereignty of other political societies.”90 This immediately
begs the question of what one means by “political control.”
It therefore is useful to begin by reiterating that imperial control works on
the plane of sovereignty—its effects must be discerned from what it can or cannot do to the exercise of the sovereign powers of other states. Earlier in this
book, we pointed out that imperial practices since the eighteenth century involved, even in the early days of European annexation of territories in the East,
an assumption of formal equality between sovereign entities that could acquire
or surrender territories and other privileges. By the nineteenth century, in the
heyday of imperialism, the quality of sovereignty that demanded the recognition of formally equal status in the so-called family of nations became restricted
to certain states of Europe and the Americas. It was in that period that a range
of imperial practices were developed that involved varying degrees of intervention in the external and domestic powers of putatively sovereign political entities. There was thus, on the one hand, a normative assumption of formal equality
in the relations between proper sovereign states such as the countries of Europe, and on the other hand, varying degrees of exception to that norm in the
relations between imperial powers and entities of inferior status. It was in the
context of that history of political practices that we defined the imperial power
as the prerogative to declare the colonial exception. The formal equality of proper
sovereign states ruled out the use of imperial practices of power in their mutual
relations; they could only be employed in relations with inferior political entities. This was the normative foundation of the European states system in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century so lauded by conservative theorists such as
Schmitt.
We also saw, however, that by the early twentieth century, the idea had gained
ground and become universally compelling that the sovereignty of the modern
state truly resided only in the constituent body of a people-nation. Since the
period of decolonization in the second half of the twentieth century, the status of
formal equality of sovereign nation-states has been normatively established on a
global scale and is embodied in international organizations such as the United
Nations, at least in its General Assembly.91 The old practices of imperial power,
involving conquest and annexation of colonial territories, are no longer legitimate. Nevertheless, it is still our contention that the most reliable definition of an
imperial practice remains that of the privilege to declare the exception to the norm.
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Formal equality of status among sovereign nation-states constitutes the normative foundation of international practice. As we have seen in this book, from
the time of Bentham’s universal scheme for all governments, a common measure of comparison has given rise to two senses of the norm: the normal as the
empirical average, and the normatively desirable. Interstate comparisons on a
wide variety of economic, political, and social indicators are now commonplace,
not only in the discourse of experts, but also in ordinary public discussion in the
news media. Yet just as inequality of incomes is not in itself a violation of the
right of equal citizenship in the modern state, so too inequality between nationstates is not in itself evidence of imperial domination by one or some nations
over others. As such, the empirical deviation in the position of a state from the
average or normal measure according to some economic or social indicator is
not by itself a sign that its sovereignty is either respected or violated by other
states. The exercise of power over the sovereignty of states occurs when a connection is established between the empirical and normative registers. That is
when the empirical deviation is made the basis for declaring that the normative standard of relations between formally equal sovereign states must be suspended in a particular case and the nation-state in question must be declared
an exception.
One of the key points of interest of this book was the close interweaving of
the modern practices of imperial power with the modern discourses of political,
economic, and legal knowledge. A claim we have made here is that modern
imperial technologies of power emerged as an integral part of the philosophical discourse of the modern state—in fact, aligned for the most part with its
most enlightened trends—and not as some external atavistic residue of archaic
times when naked power was celebrated for its own sake. Hence, the enunciation of an imperial practice was almost always inextricably tied to its legal and
moral justification.
It is interesting, of course, that it was precisely in the second half of the nineteenth century, when imperialism became an explicitly avowed policy objective
of every recognized or aspiring great power, and the moral rhetoric of civilizing
liberalism became somewhat unfashionable, that the language of realpolitik
came to dominate the fields of foreign and colonial policy. But realist policies
too required moral justification, even if it was only to assert that imperial interventions and acquisitions were in the national interest—that is, good for the
metropolitan nation as a whole. Not surprisingly, then, the late nineteenth
century was also when systematic critiques of empire were produced, claiming
to show that those policies were actually in the interests of only some classes,
whether feudal aristocrats, capitalist manufacturers, or financial oligarchs, and
against the interests of the many.
The gap that was opened in the later nineteenth century between the avowed
justifications of empire and its “real” reasons provided the invitation to many to
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investigate the underlying structural conditions in economy and society that
led capitalist countries to pursue imperialist policies. As is evident, in this field,
Marxist theories of imperialism have constituted a distinct tradition by itself.92
When colonial empires came to an end in the second half of the twentieth century, and no one wanted to own up anymore to being an imperialist, Marxist
scholars were prominent among those who argued that despite the formal disavowal of empires, there was in reality a neocolonialism or neoimperialism.93
The key feature here was the emergence of a certain global division of labor
between the advanced industrial manufacturing economies of the metropolitan
First World and the underdeveloped, largely agrarian ones of the Third World
supplying primary agricultural products and mineral raw materials.94
One influential line of argument here continued the Hilferding-Lenin theme,
and focused on the monopoly corporate forms of industrial and financial capital, especially in the United States, where it was also deeply entwined with the
defense and space research industry financed by the state. Paul Baran and Paul
Sweezy held that in its new phase, state monopoly capital not only ensured the
conditions of continued accumulation by monopoly capital, through the interventions of state agencies in the domestic economy, but also, with suitable foreign policy interventions, the continued competitive expansion of foreign markets and sources of raw materials, especially oil.95 Tom Kemp and Harry Magdoff
emphasized the structural power of monopoly corporate capital, particularly
multinational firms, over the state in most Western countries, especially the
United States. The state acted to promote the interests of multinationals in the
underdeveloped world, by informal diplomatic means, if possible, or if necessary, even by the threat or use of force.96 Over the last three decades, Noam
Chomsky has indefatigably documented the effects on US foreign policy of this
nexus between multinational corporations and the political elite.97
A second line of argument stressed the structural links of dependency between the advanced industrial economies of the center and the primary product
economies of the global periphery, creating and perpetuating underdevelopment in the countries of Latin America, Africa, and Asia. André Gunder Frank
made perhaps the most well-known statement of this position, to which Samir
Amin added the interesting supplement that even though capitalist manufacture had been introduced in some Third World economies, the narrow specialization of such peripheral capitalism only perpetuated its structural dependence
on the metropolitan economies.98
Significantly, most of these theories did not consider the clearly asymmetrical power relations between the USSR and its satellite countries, or indeed
those between Russia and the other constituents of the Soviet federation,
which were, in constitutional theory at least, self-determining nations with the
right to secede from the union. Some claims were developed in the 1970s, with
inspiration from the Chinese Cultural Revolution, of Soviet socialism being
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only a variant of state capitalism, and in its characteristic form of state monopoly, therefore being open to “social-imperialism.”99
These theories of imperialism that were much in vogue in the 1960s and
1970s have been once more made obsolete by the ability of the capitalist order
to adapt, and in fact restructure, itself in order to cope with the crises that
have dotted its history. What changed decisively in the last two decades of the
twentieth century was the emergence of a new mode of flexible production and
accumulation coupled with the rapid expansion of the international financial
markets. New developments in communications technology allowed for innovations in the management of production that could now disperse different components of the production process away from the centralized factory to smaller
production and service units, often located in different parts of the world and
sometimes even in the informal household sector. Alongside this, there was a
huge rise in the speculative investment of capital in the international markets
for stocks, bonds, and currencies.
These two developments jointly provided the basic economic push away
from the old model of national economic autarky to one where global networks
are acknowledged as exercising considerable power over national economies.
It has meant that the emergent economies of Asia in particular have become
the sites for rapid growth of industrial manufacturing, fueled by exports to the
older capitalist economies of the West, while the latter have sought to profit
from global financial speculation as well as a disorganized and dispirited working class at home. While large pockets of subsistence agriculture and poverty
still remain in many countries of Asia, the main economic dynamic is now a
rapidly growing, principally capitalist, modern industrial manufacturing sector
that is quite diversified in its products and use of technology, and that supports
the growth of modern financial, educational, and other tertiary sectors. Like
capitalist growth in earlier historical periods, the recent growth in Asian economies is accompanied by the massive dissociation of primary producers from
their means of labor—something that David Harvey has called “accumulation
by dispossession.”100 What must be underlined, however, is that this transformation has been brought about everywhere in Asia, not only in China or India,
but also in South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, or Indonesia, by the direct, systematic, and active intervention of the postcolonial nation-state and its
political leadership.
On the ideological front, the celebratory literature on globalization in the
1990s argued that the removal of trade barriers imposed by national governments, greater mobility of people, and the cultural impact of global information
flows would make for conditions in which there would be a general desire globally for democratic forms of government and greater democratic values in social
life. Free markets were expected to promote “free societies.” As an extension of
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the fundamental liberal idea, it was assumed that in spite of differences in economic and military power, there would be respect for the autonomy of governments and peoples around the world, precisely because everyone was committed to the free and unrestricted flow of capital, goods, peoples, and ideas.
Colonies and empires were clearly antithetical to this liberal ideal of the globalized society.
There was a second line of argument, however, that was also an important
part of the globalization literature of the 1990s. It insisted that because of the
new global conditions, it was not only possible but also necessary for the international community to use its power to protect human rights while promoting
democratic values in countries under despotic and authoritarian rule. There
could be no absolute protection afforded by the principle of national sovereignty to tyrannical regimes. Of course, the international community had to act
through a legitimate international body such as the United Nations. Since this
would imply a democratic consensus among the nations of the world (or at
least a large number of them), international humanitarian intervention of this
kind to protect human rights or prevent violence and oppression would not be
imperial or colonial.
These two lines, both advanced within the discourse of liberal globalization,
implied a contradiction. At one extreme, one could assert that democratic norms
in international affairs meant that national sovereignty was inviolable except
when there was a clear international consensus in favor of humanitarian intervention; anything less would be akin to imperialist meddling. At the other extreme, the claim might be that globalization had made national sovereignty an
outdated concept. The peacekeeping requirements now necessitated something
like an empire without a sovereign metropolitan center: a virtual empire representing an immanent global sovereignty. There would be no more wars, only
police action. This is the contention presented eloquently, if unpersuasively, by
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri.101
It is hard to accept that the new globalized networks of production, exchange,
and cultural flows have produced, as Hardt and Negri believe, the conditions of
possibility for a new immanent, deterritorialized, and centerless Empire. The
argument is not persuasive even for the 1990s—from the first Persian Gulf War
to the war over Kosovo—when there was a relatively high level of consensus in
the so-called international community for armed interventions to enforce international law and protect human rights. In the period after the invasion of Iraq,
it has lost all credibility. Despite the rhetoric of a so-called global war against
terror, the Bush administration’s policies and those of each of its allies seemed
to be perfectly explicable in terms of fairly old-fashioned calculations of ensuring national security and furthering national interests. Much of the resistance to
US unilateralism, taking numerous forms from the diplomatic to the insurgent
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as well as cutting across ideological divides, also adopted the old logic of protecting the sovereign sphere of national power and frequently employed the old
rhetoric of anti-imperialism. What then, if anything, has changed?
It is true that the era of globalization has seen the undermining of national
sovereignty in critical areas of foreign trade, property, contract laws, and technologies of governance. There is an overwhelming pressure toward the uniformity of regulations and procedures in these areas, overseen, needless to say, by
the major economic powers through new international economic institutions.
It is also evident that the close connectedness of national economies through
massive volumes of foreign trade and the interlocking of financial markets
across the world have made the performance of individual economies as well as
the policies of individual national governments a matter of global concern. Can
one then presume that there exists something like a global agency of capital
with its distinct interests acting through a consensus of views among at least
the major capitalist powers? Or is there competition and conflict among the
great powers, not unlike the situation before World War I, where international
interventions of various kinds on the lesser powers are both common and legitimate? The answer, we suggest, lies in the variable and uncertain overlap
between the economic and geopolitical interests of the three great power blocs
today—the United States and Britain, the major powers of Europe, and China—
all of them now fully integrated into the global circuits of capitalist production
and exchange.
The situation has turned even more uncertain and unpredictable since 2008
because of the sudden emergence of a global financial crisis. The principal dynamic that drove consumption and growth in the world economy in the last
two decades was provided by the predatory movements of speculative finance
capital. The crisis has brought those movements to a screeching halt. This has
resulted in not only recession and fears of large-scale unemployment in the
advanced Western economies but also a severe slowdown in growth in the large
developing economies dependent on exports to Western countries. We are witnessing, at least for the time being, a sudden retreat from the neoliberal ideologies that were dominant in the last two decades to a recourse to Keynesian
policies of expanded state expenditure to stimulate demand and greater regulation of financial markets. On the other hand, the burden of huge budget deficits and massive external debts are threatening the financial collapse of national
economies. Faced with these contradictory pressures, the sentiments of national
autarky seem to be on the resurgence in many countries of Europe and North
America.
Although there is much talk today of the current global financial crisis spelling the irreversible decline of the Western economies and the rise to dominance of the rapidly growing manufacturing economies of Asia, it is still too
soon to make such predictions.102 More crucially, one must not ignore the im-
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plications of the gap that will then be opened up between the declining economic influence of the United States and the European countries, and their
continued overwhelming military dominance in the world. The economies of
the United States and the countries of western Europe are no longer primarily
driven by the strength and innovativeness of their manufacturing sectors, but
by their ability to maintain financial dominance over the world economy. Despite staggering debts, the United States continues to enjoy worldwide confidence in its bonds and currency, because of the credibility of its political and
military dominance. What sorts of political judgments can one expect those
states to make in such a situation of asymmetry between their real economic
capabilities and ambitions of global power?
This is the situation in which, we propose, our general definition of the imperial prerogative as the power to declare the exception is useful. Without
discounting the specific and variable economic or geopolitical conditions that
may sustain that prerogative, the definition grounds imperial practices on the
political plane of national sovereignty. Equal rights of sovereignty constitute
the norm. But exceptions are both plentiful and various. One exception is enshrined in the UN Security Council, which has five permanent members with
veto power. The realist justification for this is that no collective security measure
could be pragmatically expected to succeed if all the major powers of the world
were not in agreement. This notion is perfectly in line with many realist justifications in history of the imperial privilege that claims more than what is entailed by the equal rights of sovereignty.
A plethora of exceptional practices, for instance, surround the place of Israel
as the most recent European settler colony in Asia and the corresponding denial of the political rights of sovereign nationhood promised to Palestinians by
the League of Nations mandate (every other mandated territory is now an independent nation-state and UN member). To cite another example, everyone
agrees that nuclear proliferation is dangerous and should be stopped. Yet who
decides that India may be allowed to have nuclear weapons, and also Israel, and
maybe even Pakistan, but not North Korea or Iran? We all know that there are
many brutally repressive regimes that are also sources of international terrorism, but who decided that it was not Saudi Arabia or Burma but rather Saddam
Hussein’s regime in Iraq that must be overthrown by force? US drones may be
sent in to strike terrorist targets in Pakistan or Yemen without the willing approval of those states, but such action would be inconceivable if the terrorist
targets were in, say, Russia or Spain. Public outrage over an oil spill in the Gulf
of Mexico will induce the United States to demand that BP pay several billions
of dollars to clean up the mess, while it would use diplomatic pressure, with the
covert connivance of those in power in India, to ensure that Union Carbide pay
no more than two thousand dollars for each of some twenty thousand persons
killed in Bhopal in 1984 in the worst industrial disaster in history. Those who
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claim to decide on the exception do indeed arrogate to themselves the imperial
prerogative.
Speaking of economic prerogatives, special concessions or privileges not
given to other states, if extracted under diplomatic pressure in a situation where
the nation-state concerned would not otherwise have granted it, would be a
case of the use of the imperial prerogative. Free trade is ordinarily not characteristic of imperial domination, but it would be if it forcibly precludes a nationstate from imposing protective tariffs or restrictions on foreign capital if it
wanted to. Lowering the credit ratings on the Greek or Irish economies, or
insisting on spending cuts or administrative reforms as conditions for an international recovery package, need not mean the declaring of a colonial exception,
yet it would if the same conditions were not dictated by international agencies
to the United Kingdom even when the British debt situation is no better than
the Greek or Irish. The criterion is, in all cases, the normative set of practices
that apply between states that recognize one another’s sovereignty as equal.
Deviations from those norms are the marks of imperial practices of power.
Declaring an exception within the framework of normalization, we have
seen, immediately opens up a pedagogical project. The imperial power must
then take on the responsibility of educating, disciplining, and training the colony in order to bring it up to the norm. There have been only two forms of
imperial pedagogy in history, as noted earlier: a pedagogy of violence, and a
pedagogy of culture. The colony must either be disciplined by force or civilized
by culture. We have seen both of these forms in recent times, long after the era
of decolonization and the end of the cold war.
We should add that with the evident decline of US unilateralism following
the end of the Bush presidency and advent of the global financial crisis, it is
entirely conceivable that the imperial prerogative may now be shared among
several new powers. There could well emerge regional hegemons claiming to
declare the colonial exception within their own spheres of influence, and seeking to discipline deviant states by the instruments of violence and pedagogy.
Germany could do this in Europe. And there is no reason to believe that a
postcolonial democracy such as India would not harbor ambitions of playing
such an imperial role, just as democracies of the nineteenth century had done.
In some ways, that would resemble a structure of international politics familiar
in the nineteenth-century imperial age of the balance of power.
Finally, there is one more possibility to worry about: the asymmetry between
the economic troubles of the Western powers and their overwhelming military
superiority could well open the field for a populist resurgence of imperialism,
not unlike what was seen in the late nineteenth century. The economic decline
of the once privileged is fertile ground for the ugly display of naked power. There
are already signs of a growing populist politics in the United States and Western Europe seeking to defend the global privileges of the core body of citizens
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Figure 28. Garbage dump at former paved site of Black Hole. Photo: Abhijit
Bhattacharya

of those countries against the assertions of lesser powers and the intrusions of
alien immigrants. That form of politics could claim increasing resort to preemptive strikes, the overthrowing of regimes, and the military occupation of other
countries. In that case, within the general political definition of the imperial
prerogative, we would see the use of imperial practices that were once quite ubiquitous, but in the wake of decolonization, rendered only temporarily obsolete.
The imperial prerogative to declare the exception has implied, ever since the
nineteenth century, a range of alternative practices—from diplomatic pressure
to secure differential concessions that would not otherwise be given, to the forcible occupation and annexation of territory. It is salutary to remember that all
of those options remain open today, even though some are used more frequently
than others. Just as we continue to live in the age of nation-states, so have we
not transcended the age of empire.

Afterword
Binay-Badal-Dinesh Bag is currently being given a facelift to restore its Victorian looks and make it more attractive to foreign tourists. The space between the
General Post Office and Collectorate Building where Curzon had memoralized
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the site of the Black Hole prison has, however, turned into an unauthorized
garbage dump, not by design, but instead because that is what usually happens
to unutilized spaces in the densely populated city. On the pavement in front,
the trunk of an ancient tree jutting out of a tiled rostrum is painted with oil and
vermillion—a shrine dedicated to some roadside deity. Behind the General Post
Office is located the rarely visited Philatelic Museum, which displays curiosities
from the history of the post and telegraph services in India. On the floor of the
museum office, reclining against the wall, is a black marble tablet that a historian will recognize as the plaque that Curzon had put up above his re-created
site of the Black Hole prison. The inscription on it has faded, and a crack runs
diagonally across its left side. An elderly gentleman in the museum office explains: “It used to be displayed on the wall of the Collectorate office. But Netaji
Subhas Chandra wanted it removed. So he came in a demonstration and dealt a
hammer blow that dislodged the plaque from the wall. You can still see the mark
he left behind.”
Unsurprisingly, the ground remains fertile for nationalist mythology.
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Mitra, Arunkumar, ed. 1982. Amr.talāl basur smr.ti o ātmasmr.ti. Calcutta: Sahityalok.
Mitra, Ramendra. 1996. Rāmmohan o ben.gal harkarā: Brit.iś-bhārate iuropīya basatiprasaṅge. Calcutta: Prima Publications.
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Majumdar. Reprint, Calcutta: Granthan.
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