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Review Article: 

Rediscovering India under the British 

DOUGLAS M. PEERS 

O.P. Kejariwal. The Asiatic Society of Bengal and the Discovery of 
India's Past 1784-1838. New York: Oxford University Press, 1988. Pp. 
xiv, 293. $24.95 (us); 

Tapan Raychaudhuri. Europe Reconsidered: Perceptions of the West in 
Nineteenth Century Bengal. New York: Oxford University Press, 1989. 
Pp. xviii, 369. $39.95 (us); 

Joan G. Roland. Jews in British India: Identity in a Colonial Era. Han- 
over, N.H. and London: University Press of New England, 1989. Pp. xiii, 
355. $40.00 (us); 

Nancy Gardner Cassels. Religion and Pilgrim Tax under the Company 
Raj. Riverdale, Md. : The Riverdale Company, 1988. Pp. xiii, 184. $34.00 
(us); 

Aparna Mukherjee. British Colonial Policy in Burma: An Aspect of 
Colonialism in South-East Asia 184.0- 1885. Riverdale, Md.: The River- 
dale Company, 1988. Pp. x, 559. $34.00 (us). 

In approaching the study of modern India - the period when India was 
drawn increasingly into a European dominated political and economic world 
system -the most obvious difficulty is having to navigate the tricky waters of 
present-day historiography without being stranded in or destroyed by the 
minefields left by apologists for empire or rigorous nationalists. Such stal- 
warts of the old school as Philip Woodruff, also known as Philip Mason, 
have bequeathed to us an image of an India in which well-meaning, though 
occasionally short-sighted, British officials laboured away to rescue India 
from the chaos and despair left by the retreat of the Mogul Empire. Equally 
prominent are the nationalist critics of empire, whose contributions tend to 
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degenerate into melodramas in which the defenceless ryots suffocate under 
the oppressive smugness of the British Raj. In the last twenty years, a 
revisionist approach to Indian history has directed these old dreadnoughts 
of the profession towards the scrap heap. The ryots have reclaimed their 
autonomy while the empire has been shown to be not as omnipotent or self- 
confident as was once believed. The recent publication of the first volumes 
of the New Cambridge History of India is a welcome sign that the study of 
Indian history is moving in new and refreshing directions.1 

The five books under review here are further evidence that there is much 
to learn and much to revise in our understanding of modern India. By 
taking on new topics or looking at old topics from new perspectives, the 
authors have added greatly to our knowledge and understanding. The 

topics range widely from the political and administrative workings of the 
annexation of Burma to the experience of the tiny Jewish community in 
India. At first appearance, there appear to be few common denominators 

among these studies. However, with the possible exception of Aparna 
Mukherjee's British Colonial Policy in Burma, a common theme does 

emerge : how various groups in India, both Indian and European, recon- 
ciled themselves to a society undergoing profound change as a result of the 
colonial regime ; continuously fabricating new structures and invoking new 
codes of behaviour to govern relations between not only ruler and ruled 
but also within the numerous communities which made up each group. 

In The Asiatic Society of Bengal and the Discovery of India's Past, 
O.P. Kejariwal fills an important gap in our understanding of the develop- 
ment of Indian historiography and the organization of Indian studies under 
the Raj. The author sets out to explore the institutional workings of the 
Asiatic Society on one level, and on a higher level to evaluate the impor- 
tance of its work within the broad context of Indian historiography, as 
well as to offer some explanation for the motivations which sustained the 
dedicated band of amateur scholars who comprised the Society. A very 
substantial body of literature has been examined by Kerjariwal and help- 
fully listed in a comprehensive bibliography. In addition, maps are skilfully 
used to show the uninformed where important discoveries were made. This 
is a well-written and well-produced monograph on an important topic; it is, 
however, one that presupposes a certain familiarity with early nineteenth- 

century British India. 

1 M.N. Pearson, The New Cambridge History of India: I.i: The Portuguese in 
India (Cambridge, 1987); C.A. Bayly, The New Cambridge History of India: 
II. 1 : Indian Society and the Making of the British Empire (Cambridge, 1988) ; 
P.J. Marshall, The New Cambridge History of India: II.2: Bengal: The British 
Bridgehead (Cambridge, 1988). 
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While the author's documentation and narrative account is most helpful, 
his thesis is open to dispute. By examining the operations of the Asiatic 
Society, Kejariwal hopes to neutralize the legacy of Edward Said's Orien- 
talism, and to a lesser extent S.N. Mukherjee's study of Sir William Jones.2 
The author bluntly rejects the idea that the scientific and historical recon- 
struction of India's past was in any way motivated by demands for hege- 
monic control by the British over India. The picture which emerges here 
of the Asiatic Society is of a group of dedicated antiquarians devoting their 
leisure time to the reconstruction of India's past, and seeking nothing more 
than a clearer understanding of Indian history. There is no mention or 
discussion of hidden agendas or even hints at the deliberate manipulation 
and massaging of discoveries so as to strengthen the grip of the colonial 
state. 

The author's enthusiasm for the task and his sympathies for his subjects 
are all too evident. Clearly, it is a labour of love. Despite the impressive 
array of material, the picture painted here of an altruistic search for know- 
ledge begins to wear thin. The positivist nature of Kejariwal's work is 
evident from the way in which information is presented. The book is 
broadly chronological, each chapter linked to the next in an ascending 
order of discovery and each chapter focusing on the one or more key indi- 
viduals who made it happen. We begin in the period of Warren Hastings's 
term of office with the 'Founder's Decade', moving on to {The Sanskrit 
Renaissance', next we are told of the 'Expanding Frontiers', and finally we 
reach the 1830s with the so-called 'Period of Great Discoveries'. We are 
told of the pitfalls encountered by these scholars, the dead-ends, personal 
rivalries, the eccentricities of a few of its members, erroneous conclusions, 
the difficulties in transcribing and translating ancient texts, even the health 
hazards of field work in this period, but throughout we are assured that the 
pursuit of knowledge for its own sake was the engine that propelled these 
scholars. The end result is a book which resembles more a collective 
biography than what it set out to be : an examination of the Asiatic Society 
as an institution and what its importance was to be for Indian historio- 
graphy and the working out of British imperialism in Asia. 

I am not fully convinced by Kejariwal's argument that 'the world of 
scholarship and the world of administration during this period were worlds 
apart and not necessarily complementary to each other5 (p. 226) . He notes 
frequently the lack of financial support given to the Society by the govern- 
ment and from this deduces that the government was apathetic to the 
Society's objectives. In itself, this is hardly proof of the government's 

2 Edward Said, Orientalism (London, 1978) ; S.N. Mukherjee, Sir William Jones: 
A Study in Eighteenth Century British Attitudes to India (Cambridge, 1968). 
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attitude, given the well-known aversion of the Court of Directors to all 
expenditure. The quickest way to provoke the displeasure of the directors 
was to pledge their moneys to any new projects. Moreover, although the 
words and actions of the Society do not explicitly reveal any of the machi- 
nations beloved of Said, one cannot overlook the fact that not only were 
these individuals British, but for the most part they were senior bureaucrats 
in the Company. Noteworthy amongst this group were Mountstuart Elphin- 
stone, governor of Bombay between 1819 and 1827, his successor John 
Malcolm, and two critical members of the central secretariat, Andrew 

Stirling and James Prinsep. A Christian upbringing; education that was 
firmly rooted in the classics of Greece and, to a lesser extent, Rome; 
and apprehensions regarding the sanctity of property that had been 
assailed by the revolutions in America, France, and Haiti shaped their 
mental outlook, an outlook that coloured not only their administrative but 
also their scholarly attitudes. As a result, their conclusions regarding India 
were heavily determined by common processes of selection and organiza- 
tion.3 The constant use of ancient Greece as the yardstick against which 
their findings were measured, which Kejariwal notes but does not develop, 
is evidence of the preconceptions under which they operated and suggests 
the extent to which they were still firmly rooted in Europe. The conse- 

quences of the Greek model for Indian studies are important for, as revealed 

by Raychaudhuri in Europe Reconsidered, Vivekananda considered the 
legacy of Greek inspiration and the corresponding denial of important indi- 

genous origins to be one of the most counter-productive legacies of the 

early Indologists (p. 296). 
Even Kejariwal appears occasionally unconvinced by his own argument, 

and one wonders whether the constant repetition of the claim that there 
were no ulterior motives is meant to persuade the reader or the author 
himself. Kejariwal is clearly uncomfortable when he points out, but quickly 
passes over, Hastings's awareness that the Society's work would help to 
consolidate imperial rule. In Hastings's own words, he supported the 
Society because it 'imprints on the hearts of our countrymen the sense and 

obligation of benevolence'.4 Shortly afterwards, we are told that the Society 
was involved in some joint projects with the Serampore missionaries but 
the author breaks off this discussion with an unsupported claim that the 

3 This point regarding the society has been well brought out by P.J. Marshall, 
'The Founding Fathers of the Asiatic Society', Journal of the Asiatic Society, 
xxvii (1985), 63-77. More generally, G.A. Bayly in The Imperial Meridian: The 
British Empire and the World, 1 780-1830 (London, 1989) has raised some impor- 
tant points about the mental furniture of the colonial elite in the period between 
1780 and 1830. 

4 The British Discovery of Hinduism in the Eighteenth Century, ed. P.J. Marshall 
(Cambridge, 1970), p. 187. 
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Society was unaware of any ulterior motives on the part of the missionaries 
(pp. 105-6). Given that East India Company officials in India were in- 
tensely suspicious of missionary activities, and that most of the Society's 
membership was drawn from Company employees, this is clearly an un- 
tenable proposition. The nature of this connection between the missionaries 
and the Asiatic Society begs further work. 

If KejariwaFs book makes some important contributions to our know- 
ledge of how the ancient history of India was diffused to the West, then 
Tapan Raychaudhuri's Europe Reconsidered examines the opposite side 
of this intellectual interchange. Three members of the Bengali intellectual 
community of the mid- to late nineteenth century have been singled out as 
representative of how attitudes towards the West were changing after the 
Indian Mutiny. All three came from high caste backgrounds and repre- 
sented successive generations of Bengali intellectual life. It was a time in 
Bengal when people were trying to cope - intellectually, economically, and 
culturally - with the many changes wrought by the tightening British grip 
on Indian society. The lives and opinions of Bhudev Mukhopadhyay, a 
senior Indian official employed by the British and a spokesman in defence 
of orthodox Hindu social values ; Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, another 
Indian official and also a widely read novelist who presented a more radical 
defence of Indian institutions; and Narendranath Datta (better known in 
the West as Swami Vivekananda), a 'patriot-prophet' in the words of the 
author (xiii), have been explored in great detail in order to reveal the 
intellectual consequences of being repelled by British arrogance and exploi- 
tation while being simultaneously drawn towards the British by the hope of 
sharing the prestige, wealth, and power of the colonial state. This ambiva- 
lent reaction to the West was further complicated by the appreciation that 
each had for western literature and philosophy. Raychaudhuri has cour- 
ageously decided to tackle these ambivalences head on by examining not 
only their philosophies but also their personal experiences of western cul- 
tures and peoples, and although the result is very complex and at times 
difficult to read, the effort is well worth it. By not shying away from some 
of the more contradictory aspects of their reactions to the West, and by 
avoiding the obvious temptation to reduce the diversity of their individual 
experiences to gross generalizations, Raychaudhuri has succeeded as well 
as anybody could expect in bringing out the totality of their interaction 
with the western world. 

The writings and actions of these three individuals are shown by Ray- 
chaudhuri to represent a fundamental change in how the Bengali intel- 
lectual community interpreted Indian society with respect to the West. 
Unlike in the early nineteenth century, when people such as Dwarkanath 
Tagore and Rammohun Roy were far more positive and uncritical of the 
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West, these individuals represent a new consciousness in India, a more 
selective adoption of western standards and mores in what can be termed 
a proto-nationalist process.5 Intellectual activity was being increasingly 
directed inwards to India, a process which resulted from the opposing 
forces of western syncretism and Hindu revivalism and would eventually 
culminate in what Raychaudhuri has identified as the 'inward nationalists 
of the Gandhi school' (p. 1). Hence it is arguable that these three were 
elements of a continuum which stretched from the Young Bengal and 
Brahmo Samaj movements of the 1830s to the swaraj (home-rule) move- 
ments of the early twentieth century. A growing awareness of the vitality 
of their own culture, together with increasing doubts about the superiority 
of the West, was compounded by personal grievances against British 
individuals. 

Bhudev was the most pragmatic and conservative of the three, content 
with Indian social systems and able to refute almost effortlessly western 
criticisms of the caste system by explaining its usefulness for a hetero- 
geneous agrarian community. His acceptance of the structures of Indian 
society as they stood was largely based on his personal experiences : a happy 
childhood and a secure family were proof enough to him of the utility of 
the system. The West offered material improvements, economic incentives, 
and political order and it was these that he wanted to bring into harmony 
with existing Indian institutions. On the other hand, Bankim, a fellow 
kulin brahmin and also well placed in the colonial hierarchy, had a much 
less pleasant childhood and was less inclined to accept unreservedly Indian 
social institutions. In this case, the ambivalence felt towards the West was 
not smoothed over by family experience ; instead, Bankim's intellectual life 
is much more marked by conflict. Bankim more consciously deployed the 
western intellectual arsenal, especially Buckle, Lecky, Rousseau, and Mill, 
against what he saw were the failings of Indian society. The conclusions 
he reached were more in line with western liberalism and positivism, and he 
advocated a levelling approach to Indian society. Over time, however, the 
egalitarian attitudes which Bankim espoused in his youth and middle age 
gave way to an interest in Hindu beliefs. In many ways, this is one of the 
more fascinating topics of the book and it is unfortunate that Raychaud- 
huri is unable to account for the transition as confidently as he can other 
aspects of the intellectual thoughts of these men. Bankim, it is argued, 
returned to the Hindu fold as a reaction against what he saw as the crass 
materialism and spiritual desolation inherent in western progress which, by 

5 Rammohun Roy and the Process of Modernization in India, ed. V.G. Joshi 
(Delhi, 1975) ; Blair B. Kling, Partner in Empire: Dwarkanath Tagore and the 
Age of Enterprise in Eastern India (Berkeley, 1976). 
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stressing the role of the individual, neglected the community which was at 
the heart of Hindu civilization. 

The last of this trio, Swami Vivekananda, marks the furthest progres- 
sion in this study towards what the author rather awkwardly refers to as 
'the new nationalism'. Vivekananda's reaction to the West was much more 

positive and his ambivalence was correspondingly muted. Here, Ray- 
chaudhuri does not have to contend with as many awkward contradic- 
tions. Western superiority was not as widely or unthinkingly conceded and, 
not having been employed by the British as the other two had been, Vive- 
kananda had not been subjected to the humiliation of having to serve 
beneath British officials simply because he was a 'native'. In place of 

worldly insecurities we find in Vivekananda a pursuit of other-worldly 
interests, as he was more confident and more genuinely curious in his 
interaction with the West. His spiritual side was heavily infused with the 
western emphasis on courage and purposef ulness : 'muscular Hinduism' 
was his message and it reflected the fusion of what he saw as being the best 
of the two worlds - the spirituality and communality of India together with 
the sense of vigour and purpose which he found to be the driving forces in 
America and England. Yet, not all was straightforward and consistent. 
Caste became an intellectual stumbling block for Vivekananda as he tried 
to reconcile his belief in Hinduism with his preference for an egalitarian 
society. He tried unconvincingly to persuade western critics that, at its 

very roots, caste was a civilizing agent and he drew upon the metaphor of 
the balance of power to try and legitimize a society divided by birth. Sati 
and female infanticide proved to be equally contentious when questioned 
by western audiences and here he tried merely to deny their existence or, 
failing that, argue that the West had received greatly exaggerated accounts 
of them. We are also treated to some curious anecdotes about Vivekananda, 
such as his trip to the Near East being facilitated in part by Hiram Maxim 
of machine-gun fame (p. 264) . 

Although we are left with a most satisfactory and enlightening discussion 
of how these individuals chose to comprehend the West, we might balk at 

accepting these three as spokesmen for the rest of Bengal, much less that of 
India as a whole. This is unabashedly a study of male Hindu elites in 

Bengal and as such it is certain to attract much criticism from more radical 
schools of Indian history. None the less, we are indebted to Raychaudhuri 
for illuminating an important area and can only hope that this work will 

spur others on to examining how other cohorts reacted to western ideas. 
As was the case in Raychaudhuri's study, Joan Roland's The Jews in 

British India offers a commentary on how individual and group aspirations 
were resolved under the constraints of British hegemony. In this case, 
however, we are neither dealing with indigenous elites, nor with their 
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British overlords. Instead, we are introduced to the evolution of the tiny 
Indian Jewish community between the early nineteenth century and the 
post-war formations of the independent states of India and Israel, a period 
when their identity shifted from one determined by caste or communal 
affiliations to one focused on either Indian or Jewish nationalism. Perhaps 
the most obvious question is whether a community which numbered 30,000 
at its greatest extent merits such a detailed study. The answer must be yes, 
both because of the paucity of material on this subject and because Roland 
is aware throughout her work of the broader context in which this group 
was operating. This book therefore deserves careful consideration not only 
by scholars of Jewish communities but also by scholars of Indian history 
and, more broadly, by those who have an interest in the ways in which 

minority groups reconstruct their identities in order to maintain them- 
selves in changing political and economic circumstances.6 The community 
itself was fragmented in many ways, though the most important cleavage 
was between the Bene Israel community of western India, who had been 
resident in India for centuries, and the Baghdadi Jews, more recent arrivals 
who fled persecution in Iraq in the nineteenth century. The third group of 

Jews in India, the Malabar Jews of the south-western coast, receive only 
passing mention in this otherwise comprehensive study. Interestingly 
enough, the author argues that, because of the communal system of India, 
a system which embraced disparate groups and accommodated them as 
distinct castes, the Jews of India were unique amongst Jewish communities 
in that they were never subjected to persistent and widespread anti- 
Semitism: the majority of students at the Bene school in Bombay in the 

1970s were in fact Muslim (p. 255). Ironically, the worst persecution 
experienced by the Bene was at the hands of their co-religionists, the 
Baghdadi community, who considered the Bene to have become too 
Indian. In addition to complaints about how the Bene had deviated from 
orthodox practices, such as their incorporation of Hindu prohibitions 
against widow remarriage, there are strong grounds to suspect that Bagh- 
dadi hostility to the Bene was in part owing to differences in colour. 

The Bene, whose roots were more firmly anchored in India, were his- 
torically most torn between their identities as Indians and as Jews. They 
were even considered to be a caste in their own right, namely, the Shanwar 
Tellis or oil pressers, and their vernacular language was Marathi. The 
coming of British rule forced a re-evaluation of the Bene position and they 
found themselves, like the Parsis, treated by the British as an intermediary 
group. The whole process by which the British tried to establish a taxonomy 

6 The only other scholarly study of Jews in India is the collection of essays in Jews 
in India, ed. Thomas A. Timberg (New York, 1986). 
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of communities in India is brought into sharp - even absurd - relief in this 
study. At one point, British officials were locked into debate over whether 
the Bene should be considered as 'other minority communities' or as 'other 
communities' (p. 113). Such a position imposed great strain on the Bene, 
especially in the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when many 
were torn between their allegiances to the British Raj and their identities 
as Indians. 

The Baghdadi community, on the other hand, established few links with 
India. Linguistically, they made an immediate transition from Arabic to 

English and sought to become allies of the British, while in the complex 
hierarchy of races and religions, they tried unsuccessfully to convince the 
British overlords that they were part of the European community and 
deserved to be treated as such. To reinforce their separateness from Indian 

society, the Baghdadis erected barriers between themselves and the Bene, 
disdaining to socialize with their fellow Jews, and operated separate schools 
and cemeteries out of fear that to do otherwise would compromise their 

ranking under the British. At a ball held by the Baghdadi industrialist 
Albert Sassoon, the English press noted approvingly, the guest list did not 
include any 'natives' (p. 57). With the gathering momentum of Indian 

nationalism, the Baghdadis redoubled their efforts to convince the British 
that they were not in any way linked with the Indians, which only further 
weakened their ties with the Bene. The Baghdadi Jews also proved to be 
the more receptive of the two communities, at least at first, to the spread of 
Zionism. In part, this arose from the British tendency to treat the Bene and 

Baghdadi in the same way; to the Baghdadi this was a significant loss of 
status and hence they turned to Zionism to reaffirm their distinctive 

identity. The Bene, however, were torn between the Zionist movement and 
their attempts to take part in the Indian National Congress. If they took 

up the Zionist banner, they ran the risk of isolating themselves from the 

quickly changing political environment in India. This was especially true 
when the Indian National Congress spoke out against Zionism in an effort 
to placate Indian Muslims. As the Indian National Congress became 

increasingly Hindu in complexion, the Bene found it more and more 
difficult to contain their identity within Indian nationalism. With the end 
of British rule, and with it the end of a communal structuring of govern- 
ment policy towards minorities, the Bene found themselves drifting in 
favour of Zionism, though many still found themselves ostracized by 
European and Middle Eastern Jews such as the Baghdadis. Statistics record 
the growing dissatisfaction of the Jews with the Congress definition of 

India; the Jewish population of India fell from just over 26,000 in 1951 
to just under 6,000 twenty years later. 



British India 557 

One further area of distinction between the two communities which 
Roland could have pursued is the economic disparity between the two 
groups and how differential access to capital and employment affected 
their identities, both separately and as defined against one another. 

A few errors do surface; we are told, for example, that the Bene were 
popular in the Bombay army and are left with the impression that their 
numbers were significant (pp. 22-3) . The British certainly thought highly 
of the Jews as soldiers, and more especially as NCOs, but numerically they 
were insignificant. Moreover, recruiting statistics suggest that it was the 
Malabar Jews who provided most of the handful of Jewish recruits for 
the army.7 Again, the governor of Bombay in 1857 was not Mountstuart 

Elphinstone but a relation of his, John Elphinstone (p. 22). 
Despite these niggling points, Roland deserves the highest compliment: 

the wish that her book was longer and that she could have given greater 
attention to the earlier history of the Bene in India. 

Nancy Gardner Cassels' Religion and the Pilgrim Tax under the Com- 

pany Raj, like two of the other books under review here, began as a doctoral 
dissertation but unlike many such metamorphoses, the transition from thesis 
to book has been successfully accomplished. The density and obfusca- 
tion normally associated with doctoral dissertations have been alleviated and 
the reader has been left with a refreshingly brief and convincing discussion. 
The central premise of this study emerges quickly and obviously: Cassels 

argues that a 'compact' was entered into by the British in the eighteenth 
century which obligated them, as successors to the Moguls, to protect indi- 

genous religious and cultural institutions. In her words, 'it defined for the 
government a noble path between the extremes of exploitation and over- 

indulgence of Indian religious institutions and customs' (p. 154). As her 
example, Cassels wisely chose the British collection and administration of 
the pilgrim tax - revenues intended to defray the costs of temple upkeep, 
which in this case were destined for the Jagannath Hindu temple complex 
at Puri in Orissa - rather than the more sensational questions of sati or 
female infanticide. Sati was much more emotive and sensational but it 
involved fewer Hindus than pilgrimages. The 'compact' was not disin- 
terested nor altruistic in nature; the British realized the precariousness of 
their position and wished to avoid alienating the population. This last 
point could have been explored more, as it is becoming increasingly obvious 
that British policy in the early nineteenth century was determined by fear 
and apprehension to a greater extent than hitherto conceded.8 The 

7 A breakdown of recruits by religion and caste can be found in the Frederick 
Papers, India Office Library and Records, memo dated 1828, Eur MS F765/3. 

8 Bayly, Imperial Meridian. This work brings together much recent scholarship 
on the nature of British rule and convincingly argues that imperial policy at the 
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Permanent Settlement of 1793, which Gassels identifies as being the first 
explicit reference to the 'compact', was more an admission of British defeat 
in the face of incomprehensible customs and the sheer numbers of people 
they were trying to rule than it was the act of an imperial power which 
had the situation firmly in hand. There was also a hint of the commercial 
power at work: some expected that under proper management (read 
British), the taxes collected might soon realize a profit for the Company, 
though as in so many other situations, British expectations far exceeded the 
eventual return from this tax. 

The 'compact' proved to be easier to rationalize in theory than it was 
to uphold in practice and Cassels brings out clearly the obstacles it en- 
countered in the day-to-day running of the Raj. The fiscal stringency of a 
commercial corporation did not always prove to be amenable to expendi- 
ture on temple upkeep; difficulties were experienced in aligning temple 
needs with the other administrative priorities of the empire; and British 
officials were increasingly under the hostile scrutiny of those who zealously 
advocated a westernizing and Christian role for the British. Missionary 
groups were especially incensed with what they saw as the Company's 
deliberate encouragement of idolatrous practices. Nevertheless, in 1835 
when explicit orders were sent from London to abolish the pilgrim tax on 
the directions of the evangelical president of the Board of Control, Charles 
Grant, they were tactfully ignored by officials in Calcutta. The ability of 
the East India Company to withstand the evangelical pressures as shown 
here is in broad agreement with the most recent studies of missionary 
activity in India, which reveal that the clout missionaries exerted in 
Britain was rarely effective in India.9 It was the administrative and bureau- 
cratic fumblings of the system which in the end amounted to the greatest 
failure of the Company's pilgrim policy and in 1840, officials in India 
chose to replace the pilgrim tax with a much smaller annual donation for 
temple upkeep. This shift in policy is partially attributed by Cassels to the 
infusion of what she calls utilitarian values into the administration. 
Personally, I would like to suggest that a ten-year moratorium on the use 
of the word 'utilitarian' in the context of India be agreed upon. Eric 
Stokes's seminal study of ideology and empire, The English Utilitarians 
and India, has unfortunately established a tendency for the word to be 

unsystematically attached to nearly all aspects of British administration.10 

time of the French Revolution was determined to a great extent by a colonial 
e'lite, drawn from the landed gentry, who were reacting to the political and 
economic upheavals of the time. 

9 Penny Carson, 'Missionaries and Bureaucrats, 1 793-1833', Bengal Past and 
Present, cv (1986), 1-28. 

10 Eric Stokes, The English Utilitarians and India (Oxford, 1959). 
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Cassels herself reveals the problems in the use of this term when she notes 
that the most ardent utilitarian, James Mill, was a proponent of the 
pilgrim tax (p. 106) . 

One would have liked to see a fuller discussion of the effect that fear of 
disease had upon British policy. As recent studies have shown, epidemic 
cholera was a major source of disquiet amongst British officials and as 

pilgrims were notorious carriers of the disease, one is left wondering to 
what extent these fears acted upon British policy.11 Gassels herself notes 
that mid-century estimates of fatalities near the temple complex were in 
the range of 10,000-50,000 (p. 31). Last of all, more could have been 
said about the broader reactions of Indian society to British administration 
of the pilgrim tax. We are treated to some discussion about relations between 
the British and the traditional custodian of the temple, the Khurda Raja, 
but it would have been nice to have this discussion extended to cover the 

temple priests and the local people. Rounding out this study is a compre- 
hensive bibliography, useful glossaries, and appendices which include a 
discussion of the origins and occurrences of the word 'Juggernaut'. Less 

helpful is Cassels' decision when dealing with currencies to give the exact 
silver content of the rupees in circulation rather than their exchange rates 
with English currency. Minor typesetting errors abound and mar an 
otherwise commendable production. 

Aparna Mukherjee's British Colonial Policy in Burma is an exhaustive 
-and exhausting - study of the three-stage British conquest of Burma. 
The work began life as a doctoral dissertation at Calcutta University and 
still bears too close a resemblance to its earlier incarnation to admit of easy 
reading. This is a standard political-diplomatic account of Anglo-Burmese 
relations which painstakingly reconstructs the decision that eventually 
brought British control to all of Burma by 1885. Expansion of British rule 
is credited to decisions taken at the highest levels of the British administra- 
tion; this is a story of individual initiatives in diplomacy which only gives 
fleeting attention to the economic factors that underlay British moves. 
Moreover, the Burmese remain silent for the most part in this unfolding 
drama, relegated to fulfilling the stereotypes which the British applied to 
them, and which the author has apparently absorbed. Altogether, this is a 

story which has already been told though not with the detail which Muk- 

herjee lavishes on it.12 It should be pointed out that this is not solely the 

11 See, for example, David Arnold, 'Cholera and Colonialism in British India', Past 
and Present, cxiii ( 1 986 ) , 1 1 8-5 1 . 

12 The explanations for the British conquest advanced here do not differ greatly 
from previous studies. See, for example: Maung Htin Aung, The Stricken Pea- 
cock; Anglo-Burmese Relations, 1 752-1 948 (The Hague, 1965) ; A.G. Banerjee, 
The Eastern Frontier of British India, 1784-1826 (Calcutta, 1966) ; D.G.E. Hall, 
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author's fault. As is familiar to anybody who has tried to use Burmese 
materials, access is very difficult. The ten-day rule which governs admission 
to Burma also applies to scholars, while a rumour current in academic 
circles claims that much of the court material from Burma has been taken 
out of the archives and deposited in the home of a Burmese minister. Even 
if this rumour is false, it does reflect very well the frustrations of those 
seeking to better understand Burmese history. 

Given these limitations, reliance on British sources is understandable. 
However, one would expect an enhanced sensitivity to these documents 
and greater care in handling them. This is especially true of Mukherjee's 
comments on the Burmese court, which are lifted almost word for word 
out of British reports and missionary accounts and reveal more about British 

stereotypes and what they wanted to believe than what was occurring in 
the Burmese court. Officials such as Crawford, Yule, and others were 

deliberately trying to egg on the government to a more forward policy, 
hence their reports should be treated as suspect from the very beginning. If 
used carefully, such reports can reveal much about the manipulations of 
British policy: the one thing they cannot be expected to do is provide by 
themselves an objective assessment of relations between Burma and British 
India. Missionaries, for example, had a singular lack of success in finding 
converts in Burma and their reports are tinged with frustration, though it 
was not as evident as in those of their colleagues in India.13 

An even more obvious problem with this book is that Mukherjee does 
not consider the distinctive nature of the Burmese polity, which has been 
examined by several important studies of the last thirty years, and is content 
instead to follow along with the old British stereotype of a hopelessly corrupt 
and tyrannical government under the iron rule of the king.14 Closer atten- 
tion should have been paid to the extremely decentralized nature of Burmese 
rule, a system in which power and authority were to be found not in the 
court but rather further down in the township or myothugi.15 Not only 

Europe and Burma: A Study of European Relations with Burma to the Annexa- 
tion of Thibaw's Kingdom, 1886 (Oxford, 1945); Oliver Pollak, Empires in 
Collision: Anglo-Burmese Relations in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (Westport, 
Conn., 1979); A.T.Q. Stewart, The Pagoda War: Lord Dufierin and the 
Fall of the Kingdom of Ava, 1885-6 (London, 1972). 

13 Helen Trager, Burma through Alien Eyes: Missionary Views of the Burmese in 
the Nineteenth Century (London, 1966). 

14 Michael Adas, 'Imperialistic Rhetoric and Modern Historiography : The Case of 
Lower Burma before and after the Conquest', Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 
iii (1972), 175-92. For a more extended discussion, see his The Burma Delta: 
Economic Development and Social Change in an Asian Rice Frontier, 1852-1941 
(Madison, 1974). 

15 'Central government was rich in ceremony and ritual and lacking in efficiency 
and peripheral control', Pollak, Empires, p. 13. See also Parimal Ghosh, Teasant 
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does this explain the difficulties the Burmese court had in imposing order 
on the periphery, but it also helps account for the king's persistent use of 
monopolies which proved to be such an irritant to British merchants and 
financiers. Royal monopolies were the only source of revenue to which the 
king had direct access, for land revenues were collected and administered 
at the local level. Another fundamental aspect of the Burmese state which 
the author skips over is that the Burmese conceptions of sovereignty and 
borders differed greatly from that of the British, and the two conceptual 
sets were to prove irreconcilable. For the Burmese, a border was not a 
finite line but a border zone 'through which cultures interpenetrate in a 
dynamic manner'.16 It was this inherent conflict between rival ideas of 
what constitutes a border between two very differently organized states - 
a centralized British state and a decentralized Burmese state - together 
with a conflict between two very distinct economic systems which set the 
stage for seventy-five years of conflict. 

If conditions were so bad, and the Burmese court so rapacious, why was 
resistance to British rule so obvious and sustained, lasting well into the 
twentieth century? In dismissing Burmese capacity for resistance, the 
author is mistakenly confusing ex post facto British rationalization and 
historiography for what really occurred. The records of British colonial 
campaigns are greatly in need of revision, as has been so successfully 
pointed out by James Belich.17 The fact that the Burmese did not fight 
according to European standards does not make them incapable of resist- 

ing the British, for contemporary British participants often ruefully noted 
the difficulties of bringing the Burmese to defeat.18 Mukherjee contends 
that the Burmese method of recruitment which relied upon village levies in 
times of war was 'irrational' (p. 23) . In a society which was so dependent 
upon agriculture, a large-scale standing army would have been imprac- 
ticable. Moreover, what military success the author is willing to credit the 
Burmese with is attributed to deserters from British forces. Here the author 
is falling for contemporary British explanations without closely examining 
the evidence and is coming perilously close to a rumour of 1825 which 
attributed the defeats inflicted on British troops by the Burmese general 

Resistance to British Imperialism in Burma, 1825- 1870', Bengal Past and Present, 
cii (1983), 30-63- 

16 Edmund Leach, *The Frontier of Burma', Comparative Studies in Society and 
History, iii ( 1 960-1 ), 49-68. See also Pollak, Empires, who has made an interest- 
ing case for the use of the turbulent frontier thesis when trying to understand 
Anglo-Burmese relations. 

17 James Belich, The New Zealand Wars and the Victorian Interpretation of Racial 
Conflict (Auckland, 1986). 

18 Douglas M. Peers, 'War and Public Finance in Early Nineteenth Century British 
India: The First Burma War', International History Review, xi (1989), 628-48. 
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Maha Bandula to the fact that he was the illegitimate son of the marquess 
of Hastings.19 It must be borne in mind that the Burmese were never 
decisively beaten; in all three wars, the British high command's greatest 
fear was that the army and court would melt away and never be brought 
to terms. Seen in this way, the bit-by-bit annexation of Burma was a policy 
pursued by the British only when they failed to discover an alternative 

strategy of controlling Burma. 
As 1947 recedes into the background, as guilt and anger gradually lose 

their brittle edges, scholars are beginning to reveal the complex patterns 
which make up the composite picture we have of India under British rule. 
Each of these authors has made substantial contributions to this act of 

discovery and we can only hope that they will be followed up by scholars 

pursuing the themes they raised, or in some cases omitted. 

University of Calgary 

19 Oriental Herald, vii (1825), 567-8. 
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