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caste, colonialism, and the speech of the colonized: 
entextualization and disciplinary control in India 

GLORIA GOODWIN RAHEJA-University of Minnesota 

Sir Charles D'Oyly's 1813 lithograph, English Gentleman and His Munshi or Native Professor 
of Languages, depicts a scene of language instruction in which the Indian munshi sits in a chair 
in a book-lined study, posture erect and air authoritative, holding a book open before him as 
he sternly regards his pupil, the English gentleman. The Englishman does not have a book; he 
holds a pen in his right hand and attempts to execute a few large and childish specimens of the 
local script on a sheet of paper held before him, while draping his slack left arm over the back 
of his chair in apparent exhaustion from the labor of learning the language of which the munshi 
has undoubted command.' The exquisite ironies of command and mastery in this illustration 

provide the starting point for a consideration of a double moment of somewhat later colonial 

inscription. I consider here the moment in which the speech of the colonized, in the form of 
oral folklore, is written down by colonial administrators and isolated from the situation of its 

production. And I consider a second moment, in which these utterances are recontextualized 
in administrative reports and records that have as their purpose the efficient control of the 
colonized. 

In India, as elsewhere, colonial domination comprised both coercive force and attempts to 
control the flow of discourse about the colonized society and about its relation to the colonizing 
power.2 In this article I will show that between 1870 and 1918 such attempts at discursive 
control-evidenced especially in land revenue documents, census reports, official glossaries, 
manuals for the Indian Army, and reference works on caste compiled for the use of colonial 
officers-included the systematic appropriation of the speech of the colonized in the form of 
oral folklore, especially proverbial speech, to construct a discourse about the supposedly 
consensual nature of caste ideology, and to create the illusion that the disciplinary control of 

specific castes and of the Indian population as a whole was carried out with the consent of the 
colonized.3 The mastery of language and the quotation of what was deemed "authentic" native 

speech were seen to confer authority on particular forms of colonial discourse and colonial 

discipline as they took shape in the late 19th century. As the forms of discipline changed so too 

In the wake of rebellion and other crises of colonial rule in mid- 19th-century India, 
particular varieties of oral folklore began to appear in land settlement reports, 
official glossaries and grammars, census reports, and reference works on caste 

compiled for the use of colonial officers. The heterogeneity of "tradition" and 
Indian speech, as well as their situated pragmatic character, were erased in these 
documents. Such entextualizations of the speech of the colonized, especially 
proverbial speech, figured in the construction of a monologic discourse about caste 
and caste identities, in the naturalization of revolt and other forms of noncompli- 
ance, and in the creation of the illusion that disciplinary control was carried out 
with the consent of the colonized. [colonialism, entextualization, linguistic ideol- 

ogy, caste, folklore, India] 
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did the process of inscription; the recontextualizations of Indian speech in colonial writing in 

the latter decades of the 19th century were quite different from the recontextualizations that 

D'Oyly might have observed in 1813 or those he might have encountered in published texts 

from the first six decades of the 19th century. 
Manufacturing this illusion of consensus and consent was a continual administrative preoc- 

cupation in late-19th and early 20th-century India: overt rebellion and increasing nationalist 

activity obliged colonial administrators to assert continually that ordinary Indians welcomed 

their presence and that India was unfit to rule itself.4 In colonial discourse of the period one 

therefore finds frequent references to such reifications as "the deepest feelings of real India"5 

and "national manners and opinions." Administrators asserted or implied that when the true 

feelings ofthe Indian people were known, itwould be apparent that British rule had been erected 

on a bedrock of consent and that colonial representations of Indian society were flawless mirrors 

of native opinion. Thus did the colonial power seek to justify its domination of the Indian 

subcontinent through representations concerning two kinds of consent: uniform consent to caste 

ideology and consent to colonial rule. In the crises occasioned by the rebellion of 1857, other 

uprisings and protests, and various kinds of "turbulent" noncompliance, particular varieties of 

proverbial speech were widely regarded as evidence of invariant "custom" and ofthe "character 

and ideas of the common people" (Lyall 1874:app. V) and were translated, annotated, and 

inserted into printed texts to repair the cracks in the colonial discursive edifice, particularly 
those occasioned by the events of 1857. 

Such fissures had certainly begun to appear long before 1857, but the rebellion so impressed 
itself upon the colonial imagination that dramatic shifts in administrative policy occurred soon 

thereafter. Colonial administrators began carefully recording caste identities in the decennial 

census, commissioning the publication of region-by-region caste compendia, relying more 

heavily on caste identities in formulating land revenue policy, and disciplining certain groups 
as "criminal" castes and tribes or as castes prone to rebellion. All these changes indicated that 

the colonial imagination had seized upon caste identities as a means of understanding and 

controlling the Indian population after the blow to administrative complacency occasioned in 

1857. In this article I examine the reasons why-concurrently-the quotation of Indian 

proverbial speech began to occur so frequently in colonial writing. 
I describe here the entextualizing practices that operated to incorporate the speech of the 

colonized into colonial documents and the profound transformation in these practices, vis-a-vis 

speech about caste, that occurred in the mid-19th century. I speak here of the process of 

entextualization as one through which speech is detached from the situation of its utterance, 
and interpreted without regard to the conditions of its production, as a fixed "authentic" cultural 

text. This process is, as Bauman and Briggs (1 990) and Ku ipers (1990) point out, an actof control, 
an instance in which the political economy of cultural discourses comes to the fore; marking a 

body of utterances as a text and inscribing it as part of a decontextualized or ahistorical 

"tradition" are frequently entailed in a larger set of strategies for consolidating or seizing power 
and authority. 

Bauman and Briggs and Kuipers focus primarily on entextualization and discursive control 
as they operate within specific societies, but colonial documents exhibit the connection 

between entextualizing processes and power relationships in a larger arena of cultural politics; 
the entextualization of indigenous speech in colonial documents was accomplished via 

complicated and always shifting rhetorical means, as specific colonial administrative agendas 
changed over time.6 To wrench certain utterances presumed to be about "caste" from the 

contexts in which they had been spoken and to insert them into colonial documents radically 
stabilized and transformed their meanings and excluded or marginalized speech that was not 

congruent with colonial views of Indian society or colonial political interests. 
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Paradoxical ly, this colonial view of proverbs as evidence for consensus and the suasive power 
of "tradition" may in fact match the intent of those who deploy proverbs in their everyday 
speech; a "native" may use a proverb precisely in order to draw on the past or on "convention" 
to lend authority to his own words: "the proverb is reproduced as an antique at moments in 
need of ideological closure; its rhetorical form lends itself to didacticism and defined meaning, 
the sublimation of occasion to rule" (Stewart 1994:83). It is partly for this reason that an 
investigation of the colonial uses of proverbial speech may allow us to grasp not only the relation 
of entextualizing strategies to colonial discipline, but also to begin to discern the role of elite 
Indian participants-acting as munshis, assistants, and informants-in the entextualization 
process and the processes through which a colonial discourse on Indian society was con- 
structed. 

The entextualization of indigenous speech in colonial ethnographic documents of the last 
three decades of the 19th century and the early years of the 20th and the failure to see the 
strategic and situated meanings of specific utterances-in ordinary Indian conversations as well 
as in their own interactions with native assistants like the successors to D'Oyly's munshi-had 
significant administrative consequences. Ultimately such entextualization decisively shaped 
colonial understandings of Indian society with lasting consequences for the anthropological 
and historical imagining of India.7 

In the latter half of the 19th century the description and classification of castes came to be a 
key element in colonial administration and colonial discipline, and the collection and transla- 
tion of folklore played a critical role in the construction of representations of caste as the 
foundation of Indian society. The speech of the colonized-represented in folklore-was 
appropriated at critical junctures to foster the illusion that native opinion on caste and caste 
identities was unambiguously congruent with these colonial representations-in other words, 
to create the illusion of consent. From approximately 1870-1920 proverbs were the only form 
of indigenous speech to be admitted into many administrative documents concerned with caste; 
and they appear with astonishing frequency. 

talk about proverbs and talk about "tradition" 

Proverbs, like other forms of verbal folklore, are situated communicative practices on which 
particularly positioned speakers may draw to define, redefine, reinforce, or criticize prevailing 
social formations.8 Yet when a proverb is recorded, translated, and published in various kinds 
of administrative and scholarly texts, the inscription of the proverb fixes it, decontextualizes it, 
and removes it from the situation in which it had been used, and its communicative and social 
functions in a speech community are thus obscured. 

The entextualized proverb lies in fact at the intersection of the colonial agendas of mastering 
and codifying Indian languages and of characterizing and classifying castes during the late 19th 
and the early 20th century.9 In specialized linguistic works (e.g., William Crooke's A Rural and 
Agricultural Glossary for the N.W. Provinces and Oudh [1888], Edward O'Brien's Glossary of 
the Multani Language Compared with Punjabi and Sindhi [1881 ], and J. Wilson's Grammar 
and Dictionary of Western Panjabi [1898]) and in caste compendia (e.g., Denzil C. J. Ibbetson's 
Panjab Castes [1916] and Crooke's The Tribes and Castes of the North Western Provinces and 
Oudh [1896]), so-called caste proverbs are given in great numbers; apart from a few caste origin 
myths these proverbs are the only "native" speech that is ordinarily recorded in these compen- 
dia. Proverbs are regularly quoted in such administrative documents as the district settlement 
reports and the caste handbooks of the Indian Army, and in 1908 H. H. Risley devoted an entire 
chapter and an appendix in The People of India to caste in proverbs and popular sayings. 
Colonial administrators throughout northern India routinely issued instructions to their subor- 
dinates-both Indian and European-to record caste proverbs in their ethnographic investiga- 
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tions and in the ordinary round of their official duties (e.g., Ibbetson 1882:3, 14; Luard n.d.:64; 

Risley 1907:18). Thus, while other varieties of folklore (folktales, songs, riddles, and so forth) 
were collected, translated, and published in almost staggering numbers, proverbs were the only 
genre systematically associated with the classification and description of castes and the only 
one to appear in the more immediately pragmatic settlement reports and army manuals. 

Proverbs drew the attention of colonial administrators for a variety of reasons. At the most 

general level, proverbs elicited interest because they were interpreted as tokens of the mode of 

thought characteristic of a particular people. R. C. Temple, for example, frequently expressed 
the prevailing view that knowledge about the folklore of India, including proverbs, benefited 

Englishmen and facilitated, at least in some small way, their governance of the country: 

The practices and beliefs included under the general head of Folk-lore make up the daily life of the natives 
of our great dependency, control their feelings, and underlie many of their actions. We foreigners cannot 
hope to understand them rightly unless we deeply study them, and it must be remembered that close 
acquaintance and a right understanding begets sympathy, and sympathy begets good government. 
[Temple 1 886 as quoted in Dorson 1968:347] 

To know the people of India thus required a knowledge of folklore, because Indians, unlike 

Englishmen, were "controlled" by ancient and traditional custom.10 
Colonial writers claimed to see both proverbial speech and the institution of caste as primary 

examples of the hold that "custom" exerted on the natives of India. C. E. A. W. Oldham set forth 
the general view that proverbs were incontrovertibly persuasive to any of the "country folk" 
who heard them: 

From time to time I made some collections of proverbs current in the local vernaculars, because I have 
always held that you cannot get into real touch with a people in the stage of culture in which these country 
folk live and toil, you cannot fully appreciate the working of their minds,-and therefore, the reasons for 
their actions,-unless you know something of their folklore and proverbs. It is not easy to realize to what 
extent these terse, pithy sayings, conveying maxims of conduct and practice embodying the experience 
of past generations, regulate their conservative lives. An apt proverb never goes amiss. When perhaps a 
clear logical argument may fail to be understood or convince, a simple, familiar proverb may carry instant 
conviction. Their proverbs mirror their lives, and when their application is correctly appreciated, are a 
guide to their character and their actions. [1930:320-321 ] 

In speaking thus of the authority of "custom" and the proverbial utterance, and the "conser- 
vatism" of the peasantry, authors like Oldham assume the existence of a homogeneous and 
uncontested moral terrain in India, and they assume that proverbs provide colonial officers with 
a map of this otherwise inaccessible and unfamiliar territory. 

Many authors suggested that colonial administrators would find it easier to control Indians 

they encountered in official capacities if they themselves were able to wield a proverb or two. 
For example, in Anthropology as a Practical Science R. C. Temple spoke of the administrator's 
and the magistrate's use of proverbs as "a mighty lever for gaining a hold on the people" and 
as "a powerful force working for influence" (1914:67). Edward O'Brien, working in Multan, 
also wrote of the power to be gained by appropriating Indian discourse for colonial purposes; 
he advised administrators that quoting an apposite proverb "in kutcherry" (i.e., in the courts) 
increased one's influence and control and might induce a truculent native to leave the 
courtroom peaceably instead of being "hustled out by the orderlies" (O'Brien 1881 :viii-ix). 

Temple and O'Brien here evince widespread colonial assumptions about the susceptibility 
of the Indian peasant to "tradition"; their remarks also reveal the administrator's desire to gain 
the interactional upper hand over an Indian interlocutor and to make interactional power in 
official settings square with institutional power-in this instance, within the kutcherry and its 

legal apparatus. In such cases the rhetorics of persuasion-to which, as we will see, adminis- 
trators were blind when proverbs were used by Indians-were used quite deliberately by the 
colonial officer. 

These considerations, then, form a backdrop to the 19th-century interest in the collection of 

proverbs in India but do not indicate the specific uses to which talk about proverbs was put in 
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the construction of a colonial discourse about caste and Indian society. The quotation of 

proverbs, in fact, contributed very specifically to two aspects of this project: to the articulation 
of a set of assumptions about caste ideology as a whole, and to the development of a perspective 
on the characteristics of particular castes. In both instances the insertion of proverbs into the 
colonial text was connected explicitly with the surveillance and disciplining of the Indian 

population, viewed as a congeries of castes. 

the temporal dislocation of recalcitrant talk as an entextualizing strategy: 
asserting the "inviolability" of caste ideology 

Writers who give special attention to proverbs place no less emphasis on the rigidity and 

unquestionability of caste ideology than other colonial ethnographers. H. H. Risley, who was 

appointed Census Commissioner in 1899 and Director of Ethnography for India in 1901, and 
who became president of the Royal Anthropological Institute in 1910, was particularly inter- 
ested in proverbs that were "concerned with the caste system as a whole and illustrate the extent 
of its influence" (1908:150). In The People of India, a book based on his report on caste in the 
1901 decennial Census of the Empire, he exhibits specimens of proverbial speech that appear 
to give credence to his views on the "inviolability" of caste: 

The authority of caste is of course uncompromisingly asserted. "When plates are interchanged," that is 
to say, when members of different castes intermarry, is a proverb of the impossible. "The high-born man 
mourns the loss of his caste as he would the loss of his nose," and "The caste killeth and the caste maketh 
alive," seem to refer to the vital issues involved in the decisions of caste tribunals which may make or 
mar the lives of those who come before them. In view of these grave possibilities, the discreet advice is 
given, "Having drunk water from his hands, it is foolish to ask about his caste." To take water from 
low-caste people is to incur ceremonial pollution, entailing expulsion from caste pending submission to 
a disagreeable purificatory ritual and the payment of a heavy fine; the least said, therefore, the soonest 
mended. "A low caste man is like a musk-rat, if you smell him you remember it." "As the ore is like the 
mine, so child is like its caste." "The speech fits the caste as the peg fits the whole;" the idea being that 
you can tell a high-caste man by his refined language and accent. [1908:1 50] 

We note that Risley does not comment on how these proverbs might be used by, say, 
high-caste people as they attempted to discipline or censure people of lower castes, or how 

they might figure in strategies of persuasion and dispute. And Risley does not describe the 
situation in which such proverbs were elicited, nor does he describe the ends a high-caste native 
assistant might have had in view as he dictated certain stretches of speech to the proverb 
collector and not others. For Risley the proverbs tell us only of invariant custom and "the 

supremacy of the caste sentiment in India" (1908:130). 

Risley notices, however, that for every proverb that seems to ratify the ideology of caste, there 
are several that undermine it. The entextualizing strategy used to cope with the difficulty this 

poses for colonial perspectives on the supposed inviolability of caste is remarkably ingenious. 
The preceding passage from Risley's The People of India is followed immediately by these 
observations: 

Along with these sayings affirming the supremacy of the modern doctrine of the necessity and inviolability 
of caste, we find others which seem to recall an earlier order of ideas when castes were not so rigidly 
separated, when members of different castes could intermarry, and when, within certain limits, caste itself 
was regarded as a matter of personal merit rather than of mere heredity. "Love laughs at caste distinctions." 
"Caste springs from actions not from birth." "Castes may differ; virtue is everywhere the same." [1908:1 50] 

Thus, when Risley was confronted with voices that challenged the authority of caste and the 

authority of his own pronouncements, he dismissed them as mere "survivals" of an earlier, less 

rigid caste ideology. He refused to consider the possibility of dissent, the possibility that anyone, 
but perhaps particularly a person of low caste, might deploy a proverbial utterance to subvert 
or at least comment ironically upon notions of the hierarchical ordering and the separation of 
castes. Though the idea of survivals from earlier evolutionary periods was of course prominent 
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in 19th- and early 20th-century social theory in general, it is readily deployed at certain 

junctures in colonial writing on caste because of its utility in abolishing the contemporary 
sal ience of recalcitrant talk. 

Although William Crooke, for example, was a "confirmed survivalist" (Dorson 1968:343), 
and although his work is obviously informed by evolutionary thinking more generally (Cohn 
1968:16-1 7), he invoked the notion of survivals to cope specifically with just such a multiplicity 
of perspectives. The festival of Holi is a well-known ritual often involving, among other things, 
the temporary ritual reversal of caste hierarchies." In an article analyzing the ritual Crooke 

points out that in the course of the annual rite low-caste people may heap abuse on high-caste 
people, sometimes using poetic or proverbial verses. But even these temporally contained 
verbal and ritual challenges to caste status must be interpreted as survivals from an earlier age: 

Among the Ramoshis of [Balaghat District in the Central Provinces], on the day after the [Holi] pyre is 
lighted, they throw filth at each other, pour mud out of a pot on any respectable man they chance to meet, 
and challenge him to a wrestling match; the next day cowdung is flung on all well-dressed people. [Crooke 
1914:68] 

Crooke also quotes from a letter written in 1809 by T. D. Broughton, describing other Holi 
activities and the proverbial or poetic stanzas that are voiced at the time: 

In Central India the Mahrattas "cast the ashes [of the Holi fire] upon one another, and throw them in the 
air, repeating their favorite extemporary stanzas, full of the grossest indecency, into which they freely 
introduce the names of their superiors, coupled with the most abominable allusions." [1914:63-64] 

As Crooke describes these and other Holi observances, he cannot envision any contemporary 
relevance for ritual challenges to the supposedly rigid ideology of caste. Like Risley he invokes 
the notion of survivals precisely when a voice of challenge is heard: "The rites are purely 
animistic, or pre-animistic; at any rate, they have no connection with orthodox Hinduism. The 
otiose legends that profess to explain the rites are figments of a later age invented to bring it in 
line with Brahmanism" (1914:77). 

Ram Gharib Chaube, an educated Brahman man who served for many years as Crooke's 
assistant, used much the same discursive strategy to dislocate recalcitrant speech when he 
encountered oral traditions that may have challenged caste hierarchy. In 1894 he published a 
brief notice of a Dusadh song in which a man of this low caste defeats a Brahman man in 
hand-to-hand combat and marries the Brahman's sister. The song appears to be at odds with 
the idea of unchallenged Brahman superiority, and so Chaube, like Risley and Crooke, resorts 
to the notion of survivals to cope with such disorderly discourse. He remarks at the outset, "This 
is a very curious legend, which illustrates the condition of things before caste as we see it came 
into existence" (Chaube 1894:62). 

If Crooke's assistant had himself been a Dusadh rather than a Brahman, he might have seen 

things rather differently, and acknowledged the possibility that Dusadh oral traditions, like the 
traditions of many low castes (e.g., Prakash 1991; Trawick 1986, 1988; Wadley 1994), might 
contain critiques of the ideology of hierarchy; and he might perhaps have communicated this 
to Crooke himself.12 

I suggest that what is at issue for Risley, Crooke, and Chaube in these discussions of survivals 
is not simply the 19th-century preoccupation with evolutionary theory. As they write about 
caste, the notion of survivals is deployed at the precise point at which a crack in this set of 
colonial representations widens before them. Thus, while the evolutionary concept of a survival 
is generally prominent in 19th century social theory, the particular disinclination of Risley, 
Crooke, and Chaube to imagine a contemporary India in which voices of dissentcould be heard 
is more immediately significant. When they hear a proverb or a song that seems to deny or to 

challenge caste hierarchies they can only conjecture that it is an innocent relic of a bygone age; 
for them it cannot be a particularly positioned and knowingly critical commentary on a living 
social form. Temporally dislocating this disorderly talk is an entextualizing strategy that allows 
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the colonial commentator to preserve his vision of the authority and homogeneity of "tradition" 
and the peasant's capitulation to it, and his vision of the uniformly consensual character of caste 
ideology. 

annotation of proverbial speech as an entextualizing strategy: the crisis of 
revolt, the extraction of land revenue, and military discipline 

A second aspect of the appropriation of Indian proverbial speech by colonial administrators 
as they developed a set of perspectives on Indian society does not concern caste as a system or 
overall ideology but derives from the purported characteristics of particular castes and their 
status in local hierarchies. Here other entextualizing strategies, annotation and decontextuali- 
zation, are brought into play. 

Colonial writers repeatedly insistthatthe natives of India speak in theirtrue "authentic" voices 
when they speak in proverbs. On the very first page of the preface to the first edition of The 
People of India, Risley writes that he has included the chapter on caste in proverbs and popular 
sayings in an effort "to give a much-described people the chance of describing themselves in 
their own direct and homely fashion" (1908:vii). It is important for these writers to emphasize 
the notion that proverbs represent the true sentiments of the Indian people; as they annotate 
those proverbs that appear to them to be about caste they appropriate them into the imperial 
project of defining and characterizing castes, making Indian proverbial speech appear to be 
congruent with their own judgments and their own disciplinary measures. Thus, although they 
may imagine that they are letting the colonized finally "describe themselves," the proverbs are 
in fact selected, decontextual ized, and interpreted to create descriptions that are very much the 
contrivances of colonial administrators (perhaps with the help of local elites). These descriptions 
thus create the illusion that colonial pronouncements are entirely congruent with Indian speech 
about caste. 

The annotation of proverbial speech is particularly evident in the caste compendia authored 
by Crooke and Ibbetson,13 and in the district-by-district settlement reports that were written to 
describe patterns of landholding in particular districts and to facilitate the collection of land 
revenues. Two major administrative issues come to the fore in these documents: the problems 
involved in extracting revenue and the task of explaining why some people and not others 
participated in the rebellion of 1857. Proverbial speech is regularly quoted in these texts, as 
colonial authors address these separate but related crises of colonial rule. 

Annotations of proverbial speech appear with great frequency in discussions of the specific 
patterns of rebellious activity in 1857 and of the causes of later revolts. Colonial authors were 
eager to explain differential degrees of rebellion in terms of the inherent characteristics of 
particular castes.'4 For castes they perceived as having risen up against the British in the 
rebellion of 1857 or as generally hostile to British rule, the code word is always "turbulent." In 
the case of castes like the Gujar and Meo-whose members did tend to rebel actively in 
1857-nearly every author cites proverbs that appear to evaluate the caste in an unfavorable 
light and comments on the veracity of the proverbial utterance. It is in descriptions of the 
turbulent castes that we encounter a veritable torrent of proverbs. In describing the Meos, for 
example, Crooke writes: 

In the Mutiny, they and the Gujars ... were notorious for their turbulence, and seriously impeded the 
operations against Delhi. The popular idea of them is quite in unison with their history: Pahle lat, pichhe 
bat; Dekhi tori Mewat; pahli gali, pichhe bat are common proverbs, which mean that, in dealing with a 
Mewati, you had better kick or abuse him before doing business with him; their niggardliness is recorded 
by Meo beti jab dee, jab okhali bhar rupaya rakhvale: "the Meo will not give his daughter in marriage till 
he gets a mortar full of silver;" his blood-thirstiness-Meo ka put barah baras men badla leta hai: "the 
Meo's brat takes his revenge when he is twelve years old;" his toughness-Meo mara jab janiye, jab tija 
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hojae: "Never be sure that a Meo is dead till you see the third-day funeral ceremony performed." [1 896, 
3:4931 

For Crooke, proverbial speech justifies the harsh retaliation meted out to those who partici- 
pated in the rebellion; even Indians themselves say that you've got to beat or kick a Meo.15 
Simi larly, in his description of the Gujar caste Crooke quotes from the emperor Babar's memoirs, 
in which he wrote that Gujars "were the wretches that really inflicted the chief hardships and 
were guilty of the chief oppression in the country."16 Crooke continues, again producing 
proverbial speech to validate his assertions: 

They maintained their old reputation in the Mutiny when they perpetrated numerous outrages and 
seriously impeded the operations of the British Army before Delhi. According to the current wisdom of 
the countryside he is an undesirable neighbor-"The dog and the cat, the Gujar and the Ranghar, if these 
four were out of the world a man might sleep with his doors open" and "When the Dom made friends 
with the Gujar he was robbed of house and home." [1 896, 3:448] 

Denzil C. J. Ibbetson, superintendent of census operations in the Panjab in 1881, also 

appropriated proverbial utterances for similar imperial purposes and integrated them almost 

seamlessly into his accounts of turbulence and insurrection. In the portion of the Census Report 
that was published under the title Panjab Castes, Ibbetson describes, for example, the Kharrals, 
a Muslim Rajput community, as "notorious for turbulence" (1916:1 74) and quotes at length 
from Captain Elphinstone's description of the caste in his Gugaira Report: 

Their most celebrated leader, Ahmad Khan, who was killed in September 1857 by a detachment under 
Captain Black, headed the combined tribes ... in no less than five insurrections, which to a certain extent 
all proved successful.... This success had spread his renown far and wide, and had given him a great 
influence over the whole of the [area], as was proved by the outbreak of 1 857, which appears to have 
been mainly planned and organized by him. In stature the Kharrals are generally above the average height. 
[Elphinstone as quoted in Ibbetson 1916:175] 

Note how the description of a Kharral leader's turbulence is situated within Ibbetson's caste 

compendium, on a par as a caste characteristic with purely physical traits. Note also how, after 

reproducing Elphinstone's comments, Ibbetson fully integrated Indian proverbial speech with 

imperial assessments: 

In Lahore they appear to bear a no better character than in Montgomery; and there is a Persian proverb: 
"The Dogar, the Bhatti, the Wattu, and the Kharral are all rebellious and ought to be slain." Sir Lepel 
Griffin writes of them: "Through all historic times the Kharrals have been a turbulent, savage, and thievish 
tribe, ever impatient of control, and delighting in strife and plunder." [191 6:1 75] 

British administrators were not in the habit of admiring Indians who were "impatient of control," 
and thus Ibbetson's account of the slaying of a Kharral leader by the British troops concludes 
with a proverb, deployed here to make the reader envision a world in which even Indians 
themselves believe that a Kharral should be killed, and also believe that revolt itself is a true 
manifestation of innate Kharral violence. 

Such examples of proverbial speech were assumed to characterize wandering groups or 

groups whose members may once have engaged in peripatetic or thieving activities. As such 

they were particularly singled out by the British, as they defined categories of crime and 

criminality for colonial India, and as they attempted to naturalize revolt and noncompliance 
by confining it to certain castes supposedly set apart from the main body of the rural populace. 
As Bayly (1983:220-222, 318) and Freitag (1991) have shown, peripatetic banditry was in 

pre-British India often seen as an acceptable mode of establishing political authority for Gujars 
and other similar groups. During the 19th century, however, critical changes in colonial and 
Indian elite perception of these groups had occurred, partly as a result of the expansion of the 
land-revenue-based colonial state. Thus, as Freitag points out, "British administrators used as 
their informants members of the elite stratum of landed society." As a result the legal institutions 
and cultural valuations that emerged from this encounter "reflected an amalgam of sedentary 
South Asian values and British priorities" (1991:229). Thus these proverbs about Gujars, Meos, 
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Kharrals, and others very probably gained significance as a result of the transformation of rural 

society in the 19th century and reflect the particular position of an agrarian elite struggling to 

safeguard its own political authority. And it is also possible, in some parts of northern India, 
that members of the landed elite told such proverbs to administrators as a means of deflecting 
the responsibility for the plundering in which they themselves coerced some members of the 
so-called criminal castes to engage, providing protection and support in exchange for a large 
share of the booty (Nigam 1990). Informants' elite identities were no doubt decisive, as British 
administrators questioned them about rural society and collected proverbs as examples of "the 

working of their minds" (Oldham 1930:320). Yet this positionality is thoroughly erased as the 

speech of a particularly situated set of informants was entextualized as a manifestation of 
invariant "custom." 

The relation between proverbs and the disciplinary thrust of the colonial government against 
the turbulent castes is nowhere more explicitly set forth than in C. E. A. W. Oldham's essay 
"The Proverbs of the People in a District (Shahabad) of Northern India," originally read as an 
address before the Folklore Society in London. Oldham remarks at the outset that his observa- 
tions are based on materials gathered during 20 years of administrative service in the district of 
Shahabad in Bihar. He describes the geography of the district in two sentences and then 

immediately mentions the "warlike" races of the region: "It is part of ancient Karusadesa, the 

'country of the Karusas,' referred to in the old Sanskrit texts as a very warlike race" (1930:322). 
He writes at some length of the "martial races" of the Bhojpuri region and of the Bhojpuri Ahir 
caste in particular: 

[T]he Bhojpuri Ahirs (the cowherd caste) are specially noted for their daring and skill as thieves and 
burglars, the more law-abiding people in other parts regarding them with terror.... During widespread 
disturbances in 1917, which broke out without previous warning in this district, and threatened to involve 
the neighboring districts in grave communal strife, I had to call in a large force of military and armed 
police (about a thousand in all) to quell promptly and effectively the lawlessness abroad. 

Several proverbial sayings might be cited as exemplifying these characteristics. For instance, there are 
some very popular verses in praise of their favourite weapon, commonly called the "Song of the lathi," 
telling of its uses in crossing a stream or ditch, in dealing with enemies human or canine, and how 
necessary it is to carry one, even if you have a sword hanging by your side. There is a well-known proverb 
that says,-"Don't go into Bhojpur; if you go, don't stay; if you stay, don't eat; if you eat, don't go to sleep; 
if you sleep, don't feel for your purse; if you should feel for your purse, don't weep!" (i.e., you will not 
find it!).... Then we have a proverb which means "If hit, hit back, and don't stop to consider whether 
you are committing a sin or virtue." And there is a delightfu lly terse and suggestive saying, specially quoted 
of the Bhojpuri, as representing his attitude toward others. The words mean simply "Is the dish thine or 
mine?" A Bhojpuri is supposed to ask this question. If the person addressed answers, "Mine," a blow of 
the lathi at once settles the proprietorship.... "The clenched fist for an enemy"; "the powerful man's 
lathi hits the very middle of the forehead"; and so on. So much for the mere joy of fighting. [1930:323-324] 

The naturalization of rebellion could not be more direct. Oldham characterizes the 1917 
events in Shahabad only as "disturbances" that might lead to "communal strife." Violence had 
in fact erupted in Shahabad in 191 7 over the issue of "Cow-Protection," but to argue-as 
Oldham implicitly does here-that this was simply a manifestation of age-old Hindu-Muslim 
conflict exacerbated by the violent nature of the Ahirs is to erase the specifically political 
meanings of the events, just as Risley's notion of survivals robs subversive proverbs of their 

political meanings as tokens of resistance. Ahir participation in the riots was, as Gyan Pandey 
argues (1983), a response to the severe dislocation of social and economic relations by 
colonialism, and also a move on the part of this lower-ranked caste-in the wake of Risley's 
attempt to list castes in an unambiguous "order of precedence" in the 1901 census-to assert 
a Hindu orthodoxy that would secure it a higher status vis-a-vis the upper-caste zamindari 
communities. Oldham does not tell the reader that these disturbances in Shahabad had followed 
Gandhi's mobilization of peasants in the neighboring district of Champaran against European 
indigo planters, that Shahabad had for some time been the scene of organized peasant struggle 
against the colonial government, zamindars, and moneylenders (Nath 1980:228; Roy Chou- 
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dhury 1966:86), or that the issue of "Cow-Protection" had become intertwined with rumors 
about the end of British rule (Sarkar 1983:1 57). 

In Oldham's text, "disturbances" quelled by 1,000 armed military policemen are instead 

explained by quoting or paraphrasing proverbial speech that purportedly demonstrates the 
inherent and invariant nature of the Ahirs, a "martial race." Oldham represents certain Indian 

proverbs as exemplifying the "working of their minds" (1930:320), as a "guide to their character 
and their actions" (1930:321), as "regulat[ing] their conservative lives" (1930:320), and as 
accurate portrayals of the traits, habits, vices, and propensities of particular castes (1930:335). 
Thus by citing these proverbs about the Ahirs' lathis Oldham establishes to his satisfaction that 
the Ahirs are by nature prone to violence. Moreover, as he recounts these proverbs in connection 
with his prompt deployment of the police and the military, the reader is expected to understand 
that the exercise of the armed might of the colonial government was necessitated by the violent 
nature of the Ahirs as a caste, not by their response to the burdens imposed by the revenue 
demands of the landowning zamindars and the colonial government. The reader is also 

expected to discern that "the country folk" themselves feel exactly the same way about the 

Ahirs, given that proverbs illustrate the "working of their minds" (Oldham 1930:320-321). The 
essentialization of Ahir character accomplished through this embedding of proverbs in the 
colonial text serves both to naturalize revolt and to legitimate in Oldham's eyes the deployment 
of the military police as a disciplinary measure. 

Proverbs figured prominently in discussions of land revenue as well. The district-by-district 
land settlement reports-which focus on patterns of landholding and the social characteristics 
of the district expected to affect revenue collection-often contain lengthy quotations of 

proverbs that allegedly provide an understanding of the character of specific landholding castes 
and their inclination or disinclination to meet land revenue demands. 

The 1880 Report on the Revised Land Revenue Settlement of the Rohtak District of the Hissar 
Division in the Punjab by W. E. Purser and H. C. Fanshawe provides examples of the 

entextualizing strategies through which a text about caste and compliance with revenue 
demands was constructed. For castes that were understood to have rebelled in 1857 and also 

perceived to fail chronically to meet their revenue demands, proverbs were again used to 
illustrate the justice of British reprisals. Muslim Rajputs, for example, were universally decried 
in colonial writing, as bearing "the worst possible reputation for turbulence and cattle-stealing" 
and for giving the British "much trouble in the mutiny" (Ibbetson 1916). Purser and Fanshawe 
wrote at length of the Muslim Rajputs, the Ranghars: 

The conduct of this tribe [the Ranghars] in the Mutiny .. . bears the worst possible character among the 
people of the countryside.... Their turbulence and lawlessness is [sic] commemorated in the following 
well-known lines-"Though Kanhaur and Niganah are but 35 kos from Delhi, the people eat themselves 
what they sow, and pay not a grain (of revenue) to anyone." [1880:56] 

In the section of the Rohtak Settlement Report entitled "Social and Administrative," Purser 
and Fanshawe list the castes of the district and comment on their supposed habits, level of 

industry in agriculture, conduct in the 1857 rebellion, and cooperation with revenue collection. 
The deployment of proverbs to construct a discourse on revenue collection is particularly 
obvious in their text. The castes of the district are divided into two groups: the agriculturalists 
and the "non-agricultural portions of the population." The former section contains numerous 

proverbs, utilized especially to comment on the ease or difficulty attendant on the collection 
of land revenues; but the descriptions in the latter section are far briefer and contain no proverbs 
at all-the quotation and annotation of proverbial speech here would apparently have served 
no useful administrative purpose for Purser and Fanshawe. 

A similar tendency to quote proverbial speech only in administratively useful charac- 
terizations is evident in Ibbetson's Report on the Settlement of the Panipat Tahsil and Karnal 

Parganah of the Karnal District, 1872-1880. In this report Ibbetson provides no examples of 
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proverbial speech about the Rajputs, whom he praises as "fine, brave men" whose leaders have 

preserved a commendable degree of "feudal" authority. But for Gujars, who are said to practice 
cultivation "of the most slovenly description," the reader again encounters a torrential flow of 
proverbial quotation, ending with jitte dekhen Gujar, itte deyie mar, "wherever you see a Gujar, 
hit him" (Ibbetson 1883:83-84). Similarly, Brahmans are described as "vile cultivators, being 
lazy to a degree; and they carry the grasping and overbearing habits of their caste into their 
relations as land owners, so that wherever Brahmans hold land, disputes may be expected. The 
local proverb goes Brahman se bura bagarse kal, 'As famine from a desert, so comes evil from 
a Brahman'" (1883:86-87).17 

The annotations of proverbial speech produced by Crooke, Ibbetson, Oldham, and others 
were deployed principally, as we have seen, in accounts of various castes and their supposed 
predispositions to engage in revolt or resistance to revenue demands. Such devices served the 
project of naturalizing these challenges to the notion that India was governed with the consent 
of the colonized. In imperial ethnographic accounts people were seen as rebelling against 
British rule, not for political or ideological reasons, but because they were by nature predisposed 
to turbulence. 

Military recruitment is a third area in which proverbs were used in the surveillance and 
disciplining of castes. Before 1 857 military units in India were organized into broadly defined 
regional groupings. After 1857, however, a major shift occurred, and Indians were recruited 
into far more homogeneous and narrowly caste-defined units of the Indian Army, in which 
loyalty to the military enterprise could be putatively secured on the basis of these "primordial" 
ties and in which use could be made of the traits held to be characteristic of particular castes, 
especially the "martial races." This overall shift in military policy thus parallels the shift in 
colonial writing on caste and proverbs that occurred at the same time in the mid-i 9th century. 

A. H. Bingley was responsible for writing a series of caste handbooks for the Indian Army, 
published in 1918 by the Superintendent of Government Printing. In Caste Handbook for the 
Indian Army: Rajputs he wrote, "Fighting capacity depends not only on race but also on 
hereditary instinct and social status, therefore it is essential that every effort should be made to 
obtain the very best men of that class which a regiment may enlist" (1918:163). This was the 
purpose for which the caste handbooks were composed. 

In both the Rajput and Brahman handbooks, questions to be put to the recruit are listed as 
inquiries designed to ascertain whether the man is really a member of the caste to which he 
claims affiliation. A man who claims to be a Brahman should be asked about his village and 
his gotra (clan) and his kul (lineage). Bingley and Nicholls write, "If the above questions are 
satisfactorily answered according to Brahmanical custom and the 'Bansa-Bali,' a book which 

gives detailed information about 'Kuls' and 'Gotras,' then his 'Kul' must be one in the list under 
this heading in the 'Bansa-Bali.' " More detailed instructions follow as to the conduct of this 

investigation: 
If the recruit states both his "Kul" and his "Gotra" correctly... then in the case of a recruit, who is a 
Bala-ke-Sukul of the Bharaddwaj "Gotra," his sister, daughters, etc., must have been married into families 
which do not rank below his own "Kul" . . but, if on enquiry it be found that his daughters are married 
into families lower than his own, he should not be considered a true Brahman.... The "Bansa-Bali" 
should be the guide and this book should be in the hands of all British officers dealing with Brahmans. 
[Bingley and Nicholls 191 8:50-51 1 

It thus appears that ascertaining caste identity was of the utmost importance to local Indian 
Army recruiters in the early years of the 20th century, precisely because of the essentialized 

understandings of the characteristics of particular castes. And, in the caste handbooks, these 
characteristics are at least partly described through the deployment of proverb quotations or 

general allusions to the "proverbial" habits of specific castes. Of Brahmans, Bingley and Nicholls 
write, for example, that their "personal cleanliness is proverbial" (1918:43) and that Bhuinhar 
Brahmans are too "pugnacious" for military service: 
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Though often admirable soldiers individually, Bhuinhars are generally too quarrelsome and fond of 
intrigue to render their enlistment desirable. Their pugnacious habits are pithily described in the following 
well-known couplet.... "Babhans, dogs, and elephants, are all three ready combatants." The term 
Babhan is rather contemptuously applied to Bhuinhars by other classes, and means a sham Brahman. 
[1918:17] 

The purposes of Bingley's entextualizations of proverbial speech in these military handbooks 
thus go beyond the aims of Crooke, Ibbetson, and others writing on issues of revolt and revenue. 
For the latter, quotations of proverbial speech function primarily to legitimate the disciplinary 
action taken by the colonial government against the turbulent castes. In the army manuals, 
however, the surveillance of those claiming to be of a particular caste is a major focus. Army 
recruiters are asked not only to judge a possible recruit on the basis of an essentialized caste 

identity but also to weigh the claim of membership itself and to decide whether a man is an 
authentic Brahman or an authentic Rajput according to criteria established partly through the 
entextualized proverbial speech. 

decontextualization as an entextualizing strategy: transformations in 
colonial discourse on caste and proverbial speech, 1820-1918 

The College of Fort William was founded in Calcutta in 1800 to teach Indian languages and 
law to functionaries of the East India Company (Cohn 1987:521-525). Scholars at the college 
began very early to collect and publish Indian proverbs. In 1820, for example, John Borthwick 
Gilchrist published his Hindee-Roman Orthoepigraphical Ultimatum, a volume intended for 
use in the teaching of Hindi at the College, where Gilchrist himself taught. The Ultimatum is 
subtitled 

a systematic, discriminative view of the oriental and occidental visible sounds, on their fixed and practical 
principles for speedily acquiring the most accurate pronunciation of many oriental languages; exemplified 
in one hundred popular anecdotes, tales, jests, maxims, and proverbs of the hindoostanee story teller 
[sic]. [Gilchrist 1820] 

The 100 specimens of Indian speech that Gilchrist provides in this volume are untranslated. 
The selections are first set forth according to Gilchrist's system of transliteration, then in 

Devanagari script, and finally in the Arabic script, as exercises to be used in the mastery of the 

language. Unlike most other texts of the period, Gilchrist's Ultimatum does not contain 

imaginary dialogues between sahib and Indian servant or sepoy to be mastered by the student. 
The selections in the Ultimatum appear rather to be stories that Gilchrist collected during his 
work and travels in India. Especially interesting are the frequency with which proverbs-gen- 
erally labeled here as masal (proverb or saying)18-occur in Gilchrist's texts, the kinds of 

proverbs that appear, and the manner in which they are reported. 
In the examples of native speech that Gilchrist provides, at least 31 proverbs appear. In this 

collection, however, there are no proverbs that purport to describe the characteristics of specific 
castes, although caste names appear in several of the texts. In each case, moreover, the proverb 
appears at the conclusion of a narrative that provides a context in which the proverb might be 

deployed rhetorically as situated moral commentary by a native speaker. The following is a 

typical narrative that I have translated from Gilchrist's text: 

A cowherd [ahir] was walking along with his water-buffalo. In a field outside the city, a bastard landlord 
[zamindar haramzada] was standing with a cudgel in his hand. Seeing that the cowherd was all alone, 
he intimidated him with the cudgel, seized the water-buffalo, and set off on the road to his house. He had 
only gone a little way when someone asked him: "Where have you gotten that water-buffalo that a traveler 
was taking along?" The landlord replied: "Haven't you heard the proverb 'Whoever has the cudgel [lathi] 
has the water-buffalo'?" [1820:46-47] 

We could, if we wished only to quarrel with Oldham's particular characterization of Ahirs, 
note that in this proverb-narrative the Ahir is portrayed as a victim of violence rather than as a 
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perpetrator.19 Clearly, however, the story and the proverb are not about castes but about 

propensities and situations that might be attributed to people of many different social categories; 
the Ahir's caste identity appears not to be particularly relevant. More significant, however, the 

proverb-narrative provides a striking instance of the local metapragmatic understanding of 

proverbs as instruments of coercive power. In its recognition of the positioned use of this 

proverb, the contextualizing narrative also enables us to discern here an ironic recognition of 
the contestability of the proverb as well. Although Gilchrist does not attempt an explication of 
this awareness of the pragmatic functioning of proverbs, he does not excise it from his text, as 
later writers were to do. 

In any case, the social world that emerges in Gilchrist's narratives is not inhabited primarily 
by people characterized by caste: the actors populating the stories are far more frequently old 
men (buddha), slaves (gulam), kings (raja), good men (bhala admi), thieves (chor), big men (bare 
admi), poor starvelings (garib bhukha), soldiers (sipahi), landlords (zamindar), or simply persons 
(shakhs).20 In these narratives the situated pragmatic function of proverbs is made far clearer 
than in any of the colonial compilations of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In these later 
works proverbs are interpreted only in terms of their presumed referential functions, as abstract 
and uncontextualized descriptions of the inherent characteristics of particular castes. In 
Gilchrist's text we can see that this proverb about the lathi has little to do with caste and 

everything to do with power and the ironically critical apperception of it. 
This proverb-narrative of the lathi appears in Monier Williams's 1858 language text as well, 

in almost identical form (1858:140), again without translation. In later administrative documents 
and language and folklore compilations, however, such narratives are excised. For example, 
this same proverb, jiski lathi uski bhains ("Who has the cudgel has the buffalo"), appears without 
the embedding narrative and without any mention of the Ahir as victim, in Fallon's proverb 
compilation (1886:119). The editor and translator, R. C. Temple, notes that the proverb 
illustrates the idea that "might is right" and the "honoured plan" that "he should take who has 
the power and he should keep who can." Thus the critique that is evident in the contextualizing 
story and the reference to the "landlord bastard" drops out in Temple's later rendering, and the 

proverb, rather than the critique, comes to be viewed as an example of the "thoughts and mode 
of life" of the "natives of India" (Temple in Fallon 1886:ii). Temple occasionally provides brief 

vestiges of proverb-narratives, but they are seldom given in connection with proverbs mention- 

ing castes, and these proverb-narratives never find their way into administrative documents- 
such as settlement reports and caste compendia-that have as their object essentializing rather 
than contextualizing characterizations. The narratives undermine the notion that the primary 
function of such proverbs is referential-that is, to define caste identities. Their excision from 
colonial accounts thus permits the reader to imagine that proverbs provide a means of knowing 
and mastering castes. 

In 1824, the Hindoostanee Press in Calcutta published Captain Thomas Roebuck's A 
Collection of Proverbs and Proverbial Phrases in the Persian and Hindoostanee Languages. The 

original plan for the book, laid out by William Hunter, the secretary to the Council of the College 
of Fort William, had been to include proverbs in Arabic, Sanskrit, and Punjabi, as well as Persian 
and Hindustani. Hunter was transferred to Java, however, and delegated the work to Roebuck, 
who had learned Hindi from Gilchrist and perhaps acquired an interest in proverbs from him. 
The book itself, an enormous publication amounting to 803 pages, was edited by H. H. Wi son, 
as Roebuck died in 1819 before the work could be completed. The task of translating the 

397-page section of Hindi proverbs also fell to Wilson. 
It is at first glance surprising that late 19th- and early 20th-century colonial documents-oth- 

erwise replete with citations of proverbial speech from earlier printed works-never mention 
Roebuck's massive proverb compilation. Gilchrist's text is similarly excised from colonial 

memory. These omissions are particularly significant because, in many of the land settlement 
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reports, glossaries, census reports, and tribe and caste compendia I have surveyed here, the 
authors detail long lists of earlier publications on which they relied in preparing their own; they 
often quote earlier administrative documents and invoke the authority of their predecessors' 
reports. And, despite the obsessive focus on proverb collection by later colonial administrators 
like Crooke-who, asserting that the "published materials are very scanty," claimed to have 
consulted every available source from the Sanskrit dictionary of Sir Monier Monier-Williams to 
the "native collections of proverbs" published in the vernacular press (1 888:iv-v)-the collec- 
tions that represented the labor of four important scholars of the College at Fort William never 

figure in this archaeology of colonial knowledge. Why did the Collection, like the proverb stories 
in Gilchrist's Ultimatum, fall into such total oblivion?21 

H. H. Wilson was not uninterested in the administrative uses of linguistic surveillance. In the 
1840s he argued that a comprehensive Imperial Glossary of terms from vernacular languages 
was of the highest importance for the efficient administration ofthe East India Company's affairs. 

Moreover, when he delegated the collection of such terms to Indians employed by the company, 
he complained when they did not discern the administrative purposes of such work: "Several 
of the native officers . . . misapprehended the object of the collection, and admitted a copious 
collection of words which had no peculiarly official significance" (H. Wilson 1855:iii).22 

Why, then, did later colonial officers see fit to ignore Wilson's translation of Roebuck's 

compilation, when Wilson himself was so aware of the utility of colonial work on language? I 

suggest that between 1824 and the last few decades of the 19th century, colonial discursive 

practices had shifted dramatically, and a process of reifying and essentializing caste identities 
was underway in imperial documents. In 1824, and indeed until the 1855 Glossary of udicial 
and Revenue Terms and of Useful Words Occurring in Official Documents Relating to the 
Government of British India was published, a mastery of language was linked in Wilson's mind 
to the mastery of India. In the last three decades of the century, however, this was linked 

decisively by later writers to the mastery of castes as well. Earlier colonial discourses that did 
not represent caste identities as fundamental to Indian society were marginalized and forgotten. 
Wilson's translations, like Gilchrist's contextualizing stories, would have undermined the later 
colonial project by suggesting that the so-called caste proverbs did not in fact provide capsule 
descriptions of caste character that cou d be used for comprehensively classifying and surveying 
the Indian population. Consequently, in 1905, James Cassidy cou d speak only of "an interesting 
old book" unearthed in the India Office Library, an arcane collection useful, in the late 
colonialism of the 20th century, only perhaps as an "original and delightful nursery book were 
the skill of the artist requisitioned to set them forth" (1905:445). What rhetorical and adminis- 
trative shift rendered Wilson's translations useless and invisible to men like Crooke and Temple, 
fit only to be served up in a picture book for English children? 

Wilson's translations and explications of what would later come to be viewed as "caste 

proverbs" are dramatically different from those of colonial authors who wrote so extensively of 
these proverbs six to eight decades later. Nevertheless, the collection he is translating contains 
some of the same proverbs that appear in these later texts. 

Roebuck's text does not provide the proverb stories that we find in Gilchrist's Ultimatum. In 

nearly every case, however, Wilson provided an explication of the actual use of proverbs that 
makes it clear that he did not regard a proverb that mentions a caste as necessarily descriptive 
of the character and propensities of the people of that caste. We can compare Wilson's treatment 
of these proverbs with that of administrators like Crooke and Oldham, who were interested in 

just such essentializing characterizations or assertions about the unanimity of opinion about a 

particular caste group. 
Wilson, for example, translated one Hindi proverb as follows: "The Domnee (a female singer) 

has let the time slip, and sings out of tune" (Roebuck 1824:18). He then adds that it is "spoken 
of one who commits blunders from agitation of mind." We are thus not made to understand 
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that such blunders typify women of the Dom caste; rather, the pragmatic utilization of the 
statement as a comment on "one who commits blunders" is highlighted in the 1824 text. Wilson 
also translates another proverb that mentions a Domnee: "The Domnee (or songstress) having 
become familiar, has brought her whole family" (Roebuck 1 824:1 74) and notes thatthe proverb 
is "applied to one, who having been encouraged to expect patronage and protection, presumes 
to recommend several others.... Give him an inch and he'll take an ell" (Roebuck 1824:174). 

The change in colonial uses of indigenous speech in the project of constructing a discourse 
on caste becomes very clear if we compare Wilson's explication of the Domnee proverb with 
Crooke's treatment of it in his 1896 Tribes and Castes ofthe North-Western Provinces and Oudh, 
in the entry for "Mirasi, Dom Mirasi, Dum Mirasi." Crooke introduces his discussion of several 

proverbs by commenting, "The current proverbs illustrate the unfavourable view of the Dom 
Mirasi." He gives as one example the following: "Encourage the singing woman and she will 
come with all her brats" (Crooke 1896, 3:497). This proverb, seen in 1824 as a commentary on 

presumption as a general trait, has now become a negative assessment of a Dom. Thus the 
colonial project of reifying and textualizing caste that gained momentum only in the second 
half of the 1 9th century eclipsed all awareness of speech pragmatics and metaphoric language. 

conclusion 

From Gilchrist's work through Bingley's caste handbooks for the Indian Army, we are able 
to trace a transformation in colonial representations of caste and in the entextualization of 

proverbial speech. Beginning only in the second half of the 19th century proverbs were 

repeatedly wrenched from the social practices in which they figured, and interpreted not as 
situated commentaries but as abstract and literal renderings of caste proclivities. These render- 

ings were then quoted or paraphrased and deployed in colonial writing, principally in 
connection with the naturalization of revolt and of revenue noncompliance, and also as guides 
to military discipline. The discursive reifications of caste, intimately tied at their genesis to the 

politics of colonial rule, later became the foundation of much anthropological and historical 

writing on Indian society. 
The discursive practices through which proverbial speech was embedded in colonial texts 

of the late 19th century rendered two moments of entextualization invisible. First, officials 
occlude their own links to proverbial speech by not recognizing the fact that proverbs may be 
told to them selectively by informants (especially members of the local elites), who thus position 
themselves in relation to members of other local groups as they present themselves to the 
colonial state. Second, by speaking of proverbs as indices of consensus and of invariant 
"custom," they conceal the everyday rhetorical and discursive strategies in which proverbs, by 
their very nature, figure as situated communicative practices-as modes of persuasion and 
contestation rather than agreement. We see, at least obliquely, evidence of such discursive 
contexts of proverbial speech in colonial texts written before 1860. As the crises of colonialism 

deepened and administrative agendas changed, however, these contexts were erased. 
Richard Saumarez Smith has documented a concurrent shift in colonial representations of 

north Indian society. He shows that before 1853, in both academic discourse and colonial 

records, Indian society had been represented as a federation of thousands of village "republics" 
with little significant internal differentiation. In the later decades of the 1 9th century, however, 
Indian society increasingly came to be viewed in terms of a congeries of castes. In the 1853 
land settlement in the Ludhiana District, for example, proprietors of land, as well as those 

persons liable for forced labor (begar), were specified only in terms of those statuses, whereas 
in the 1882 revision specification was by caste alone (Smith 1985:165-166). This change 
occurred precisely at the same time that proverbs came to be decontextualized and inserted 
into colonial writing on caste. 
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More recently, Nicholas Dirks (1992) has shown that in south India also caste increasingly 
became the only relevant trope for the colonial representation of Indian society in the latter 

years of British rule, and that this change was intimately tied to the politics of colonial 
domination. Colin Mackenzie, the first Surveyor-General of India, spent the years from 1786 
to 1821 in southern India collecting inscriptions, manuscripts, local histories, and ethnographic 
materials. According to Dirks, his massive collection exhibits very little concern with caste or 
a "caste system." Other kinds of social difference receive as much attention as caste; Dirks 
connects this with his own view that, in precolonial south India, caste was only one of many 
social categorizations that organized identity. Colonial discourse on caste changed rapidly, 
however, and in later years Mackenzie's work ceased to have relevance for colonial admini- 
stration.23 

As a discourse about caste came to predominate in colonial representations of Indian society 
there was, I suggest, a corresponding shift in the way that proverbial speech figured in imperial 
documents; strategies of entextualization were altered, and a form of textual ventriloquism 
(Haraway 1992; Stewart 1994) became integral to the colonial project in the last three decades 
of the 19th century. This ventriloquism served to create the illusion of consensus and consent. 
For this reason Wilson's translations of Roebuck's proverbs, as well as Gilchrist's proverb-nar- 
ratives, came to be ignored by all later administrators and folklore collectors. As castes became 
reified and objectified, and as caste itself became the organizing trope for late 19th- and early 
20th- century colonial policy and associated writing about Indian society, the earlier translations 
and contextualizations made no epistemic or administrative sense. 
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1. This lithograph is reproduced in Pal and Dehejia 1986:67. 
2. That colonial discourses also profoundly transformed the supposedly "traditional" social forms they 

textually inscribed is also becoming increasingly clear. See Cohn 1984; Dirks 1987, 1 992; and Smith 1985 
for some examples of this process relating to caste. 

3. I survey here only colonial documents for northern India; in the larger project of which this article is 
a part, I consider colonial appropriations of many forms of speech. I am interested in translation strategies, 
and, as I am capable of reading only Hindi, I have restricted this study to texts that focus on this and related 
north Indian languages. Most of these colonial documents contain transliterated Hindi texts for much of the 
translated speech. For reasons of space I have deleted most of them and included only the English 
translations. 

4. It was considered unfit to rule itself particularly because of its treatment of women (Chatterjee 1 989; 
Mani 1984, 1989) and because of the supposed divisiveness of caste (Dirks 1992). 

5. See Guha 1993:75 for this phrase. Colonial administrators and nationalists, as Guha points out, 
engaged in constant struggles over the question of who spoke for the "real India." In this article I address 
the question of how exactly some representations of this imaginary "real India" were constructed in official 
colonial documents. 

6. Bauman (1 993), however, has written of the broader political implications of the entextualization of 
native American folklore in the early 19th century. He specifically addresses the erasure of the situated 
communicative practices that shaped the telling of Ojibwe tales. Briggs has recently discussed the 
metadiscursive practices through which stretches of speech-texts-are located, extracted, edited, inter- 
preted, and inserted into scholarly or literary or political documents, and the relations of power in which 
such practices figure (1993). 

7. On the legacy of colonial assumptions about caste and Indian society in Louis Dumont's work, for 
example, see Dirks 1987, 1992; Raheja 1988a 1 988b; and van der Veer 1993. 
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8. On the situated pragmatic meaning of proverbs and the strategic use of this speech genre see Abrahams 
and Babcock 1977; Briggs 1985; Burke 1973; de Certeau 1984:18-21; Gossen 1973; Raheja 1996; and 
Seitel 1977. 

9. Cohn (1985) has brilliantly described the general relationship between the "command of language 
and the language of command" in late 18th- and 19th-century colonial India. For discussions of colonial 
representations of African languages see Fabian 1986 and Irvine 1993. Rafael (1993) analyzes the politics 
of translation in the Philippines under Spanish rule. 

10. For discussions of the broader political ramifications of this colonial discourse that speaks of Indians 
as in thrall to "tradition," see, for example, Chatterjee 1989, Inden 1990, and Mani 1984, 1989. 

11. On this point see Marriott 1966. 
12. I have elsewhere discussed at greater length the role played by native elites in the construction of a 

colonial discourse on Indian society (Raheja, in press). 
13. Neither Crooke nor Ibbetson agreed with Risley's view of the immutability of caste, and Ibbetson 

repeatedly emphasized the fluidity of caste (Pinney 1 990:257). Furthermore, Crooke and Ibbetson disagreed 
on how to assess the centrality of the Brahman or the kingly Rajput in caste organization; both nonetheless 
produced torrents of proverb quotations to illustrate what they apparently regarded as essentialized caste 
characteristics. The developing formation of a colonial discourse on caste and the developing imperial uses 
of essentializations of caste identity seem to have been so powerful that they eclipsed some of these 
important theoretical differences. 

14. Pinney has also pointed out that caste was of vital interest to the colonial state because, as in Risley's 
The People of India, it was seen as the basis of opposition in the rebellion of 1 857 (1 990:258). 

15. Mayaram (1991) describes colonial appropriations of the oral narrative of Darya Khan used to 
construct a history of Meo "criminality." The paper offers an effective critique of essentializing charac- 
terizations of Meos as predatory and turbulent but does not discuss the larger dimensions of colonial 
representations of caste and caste ideology. 

1 6. For some contemporary Gujar views of their actions in 1857, see Raheja 1988a:4-5, 255 n.3. Stokes 
(1 978, 1986) and Bhadra (1 985) document the extent of Gujar participation in the rebellion, but Stokes also 
rejects the view that patterns of rebellion can be explained in terms of caste. Thus, although Stokes's 
approach to the rebellion of 1 857 is limited because he resolutely avoids attributing any causal force to 
political ideology on the part of those who rebelled, he does indirectly criticize the colonial tendency to 
"naturalize" revolt by accounting for it in terms of the inherent traits of particular castes. 

1 7. Unlike many other colonial administrators Ibbetson saw caste as centered on Rajput political power 
rather than on Brahmanic supremacy and viewed Brahmans as "grasping, quarrelsome, and overbearing" 
(191 6:215), obtaining their subsistence "without toil" (1916:21 5) and by preying upon upstanding revenue- 
paying Punjabi husbandmen like the Jat. He provides numerous proverbs to illustrate his points (1916:21 8), 
but his choice of proverbial quotation is different from that of men like Crooke, who never quote proverbs 
that show Brahmans in an unfavorable light. 

18. This is the only colonial text I can recall in which a Hindi term is given to characterize a proverbial 
genre. 

19. Many of Gilchrist's stories tend, like this one, to be critical of wealthy landlords and rich merchants 
and to represent the point of view of those who suffer from the actions of such people. Gilchrist provides 
little information on his methods of collecting the stories or on the tellers of the tales, although he did 
frequently don Indian garb and wander through the countryside collecting linguistic materials (Lelyveld 
1993:1 94-196). 

20. In Gilchrist's text these words appear in the singular, but my English glosses are given in the plural 
for grammatical clarity. 

21. The only reference to the Collection I have encountered is in a five-page description published in 
the Westminster Review by James Cassidy in 1905. 

22. Amin (1 989:xxiii) has also noted Wilson's complaint. 
23. For discussion of other transformations in the uses of colonial ethnographic knowledge and of 

Mackenzie's work, see Dirks 1993. 
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