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Introduction

Modern states treat their subjects as strangers. But in many places in Europe
and Asia, before the late eighteenth century, governance was based on a
model of familiar relations between ruler and ruled. Early modern commen-
tators wrote as if personal familiarity was an important aspect of political
conduct. In this idiom governance was regarded as a form of face-to-face
exchange in which rulers needed to constantly gauge the people’s affection
to them. The visibility of the prince and the possibility of coming into his
presence were crucial to South Asian politics before British rule. The most
important treatises on politics and ethics in early modern India were con-
cerned with the skilful balance between persuasion and chastisement needed
to maintain the affection and awe of the population.' The same was true in
Europe, for writers as different as Baldassarre Castiglione and Niccolo Machi-
avelli, Thomas Hobbes, William Paley and Edmund Burke, all of whom saw
the relationship between ruler and ruled as a process of continual interaction
based on familiarity between the two.?

Many of the regimes that emerged across the globe in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries were different. They treated their subjects as unfamiliar
beings who needed to be ruled using techniques of governance that did not
presume prior familiarity. The inhabitants of those states were subject to
grand strategies, objective forms of statistical knowledge and abstract codes
of law. Though they often spoke of the need for rulers to be sympathetic to
the welfare of the governed, few were concerned with the degree of affection
existing between ruler and ruled.

Such modern regimes act on their subjects in two ways as noted by the
German sociologist Georg Simmel in his 1906 essay on ‘The Stranger’.® Not
being connected ‘through established ties of kinship, locality, and occupa-
tion’ to those they rule, strangers adopt an attitude of objectivity which is
passive and detached. Simmel noted that ‘[o]bjectivity may be defined as
freedom: the objective individual is bound by no commitments which could
prejudice his perception, understanding or evaluation of the given’. But such
freedom creates an unnerving, anxiety-inducing degree of uncertainty about
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how to judge and what to do. As a result, modern governance is marked by
indecision and ambivalence.*

Secondly, the stranger’s objectivity ‘finds practical expression in the more
abstract nature of the [subject’s] relation to him’. Modern states do not
consider their subjects as unique, particular individuals, ‘but [instead] as
strangers of a particular type’. Rather than the complex, inter-subjective
forms of ethical practice that constituted the early modern polity, the modern
state attempts to govern its subjects with general, abstract rules.®

This book examines the emergence of such a modern form of governance
in colonial Bengal, showing how the characteristics Simmel noted became
central to British rule in India. Bengal was the first large area of territory
that came under the direct rule of the English East India Company. Dur-
ing the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, its people were governed in
a heterogeneous series of regional and Indian-wide sovereignties, includ-
ing both the Mughal empire and a patchwork of local principalities. Taking
advantage of a complex set of revolutions in Bengali politics, by the mid-
1760s the Company established a form of political authority backed by
military power. To begin with, though, British rule was rooted in familiar
networks of friendship and enmity that extended from the provincial capital
in Murshidabad, to Calcutta and London. This book shows how a dramatic
rupture occurred in the culture of politics in Bengal from the mid-1780s
onwards, as a crisis in Britain’s worldwide empire intersected with the unsta-
ble politics of war, revenue collection and British governance in India. The
response, over the next 50 years, was the emergence of a form of gover-
nance in British-ruled India that treated its subjects as strangers for the first
time.

That style of administration was very different from the way people had
been ruled in mid-eighteenth-century Bengal. But it also differed from the
style of governance at home in Britain, where for the most part political
leaders continued to encounter their subjects as familiars, often as friends
or enemies. In Britain, strangeness did not characterise the relationship
between state and society, or government and population as a whole.® By
contrast, India’s British rulers were preoccupied with the administration of
new abstract types such as the Indian landholder, the peasant proprietor or
the Hindu widow, categories whose genealogy will be charted in the pages
below. So whilst English land law continued to be based on the heterogeneity
of uncodified local rights, the British state in Bengal tried to define a single
general type of propertied subject in written rules; a type often referred to
with the word ‘landholder’ or zamindar. Although the families from which
the British collected revenue remained changed little from the 1810s, British
officials rapidly moved from one conception of the rights of the landholder
to another. Without sustained engagement with Bengali ways of life, officers
suffered from exactly the kind of anxious intellectual freedom that Simmel
discussed.
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In part this book tells the story of the official mind that ruled Ben-
gal between the 1780s and the 1830s, a set of mentalities very different
from those which governed Britain or considered imperial politics in the
metropolis.” It shows how colonial thought came to be dominated by an
obsession with the search for general, abstract rules, which could be applied
mechanistically by an authoritarian state. That cluster of ideas and instincts
might be referred to as colonial legal posivitism; it could also be described
with Bernard Williams’ term ‘government house utilitarianism’, a phrase
referring to the practical political philosophy of an elite with an abstract
and idealised definition of public welfare not shared by the population at
large.® Revising many of the arguments of Eric Stokes’ English Utilitarianism
and India, the following chapters nonetheless offer a genealogy of this utili-
tarian governing mentality in a colonial environment. But they also suggest
that such a genealogy needs to explain how a rule-based approach to human
interaction diffused itself amongst sections of Bengal’s elites. As the final
chapter of the book illustrates, the very idea of Indian ‘society’ articulated by
Calcutta-based Indian intellectuals in the first half of the nineteenth century
was in part dependent on these strands of colonial thought.

The book places the process of colonial governance occurring in the spe-
cific location of late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Bengal within
a broader context, examining its relationship to an enduring story about
changing practices of governance told by philosophers and historians inter-
ested in other parts of the world. Historically-minded philosophers from
Max Weber to Michel Foucault and beyond, as well as conceptually minded
British historians such as Oliver MacDonagh and Eric Stokes, argue that
a dramatic transformation in the ideologies and practices of government
occurred in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which went
on to have an extraordinary impact on the rest of the world. Each explained
the emergence of modern politics and the modern state in very different
ways; but their concerns overlap. They note that the modern forms of
governance which had come into existence in nineteenth-century Europe
shared an attempt to target populations with general categories and rules,
supposedly for their own welfare; to create permanent and hierarchical agen-
cies to produce and enforce those norms; and to produce new ideas about
how to manage the frontier between society’s autonomous self-regulation
and the intervention of the state: in other words, they were characterised
by governmentality, bureaucracy and liberalism.” And from Eric Stokes to
Partha Chatterjee onwards, scholars concerned with the colonial transfor-
mation of Asia examine the process and implications by which these ideas
and practices were transported from Europe to the colonial world.

This book is influenced by these arguments about the emergence of polit-
ical modernity in Europe and the rest of the world. But it suggests that
attention to the early history of colonialism in Bengal allows them to be
reworked in two respects. First of all, the book shows how the emergence
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of new forms of governance occurred from the anxious, insecure attitude to
Indian society which politicians and administrators had during these years;
they did not develop from a confident desire to transform South Asia or
impose a coherent political ideology rooted in the continuities of European
intellectual history upon the rest of the world. In particular, the following
chapters suggest that colonial Bengal’s political modernity needs first of all
to be rooted in the complex set of responses to a complex, multi-layered
series of imperial crises that occurred within British rule in Bengal in the
late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries.

Secondly, the book suggests that events and processes outside Europe were
central to the making of modern forms of rule in Asia and elsewhere, includ-
ing in Europe itself. The colonial regime that developed in Bengal was not
the product of the centrifugal flow of ideas or practices from metropole to
colony; centripetal forces, in which concepts and practices flowed from the
‘periphery’ to the imperial ‘centre’, were more important. Many character-
istics of ‘British’ political modernity emerged in colonial India before they
occurred in Britain itself. A positivistic conception of law as the command
of the sovereign developed first in India, as did a mechanistic idea of the
state, and a perception, shared by rulers and subjects, of the population as a
body of people united by a common culture, not merely common allegiance
to political institutions. None of these were significant in Britain before the
colonial encounter.

I

The beginning of these processes was noted by one Indian observer of
British rule. Writing in 1784 about the revolutions that had occurred
in the province of Bengal since the decline of Mughal power, Ghulam
Hussein Khan Tabatabai (c.1727-1797) noted the ‘declining state of the
country’. He had spent most of his life moving through India in the ser-
vice of the Mughal regime, writing his Seir Mutaquerin (‘View of modern
times’) 20 years after the British had begun to assert their political dom-
inance in India for the first time. From the early 1760s his career and
income were bound to the fate of the Company in the eastern province of
Bengal.'® Despite these long-standing colonial connections, Ghulam Hus-
sein’s work emphasised the British role in the process of decline. After
observing their government for two decades, Ghulam Hussein was clear
that Bengal’s new rulers were ‘quite alien to this country’, ‘strangers to
the methods of raising tribute, as well as to the maxims of estimating
the revenues or of comprehending the ways of tax-gathering’. Ghulam
Hussein differentiated the practice of the British from India’s pre-colonial
Mughal rulers. The Mughals had ‘lived among their people’. The British,
by contrast, exchanged information with Indian subjects without effectively
imbibing Indian ways of life. They hid themselves away in their own world of
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institutions and ideas rather than effectively engaging with the population
they ruled.!

Ghulam Hussein believed the strange relationship Britons had towards
Indian society had something to do with the way they used writing. British
rule seemed rooted in the physical exchange of written words between the
officers of the East India Company. It was, he said, ‘a standing rule with
them’,

that whatever anything remarkable they heard from any man versed in
business, or even from any other individual, was immediately set in writ-
ing in a kind of book consisting of a few blank leaves, which most of them
carry about, and which they put together afterwards, and bind like a book
for future use.

The Company’s officers were constantly ‘endeavouring to engage [Indi-
ans| in conversation, especially upon the politics of the country’. But
those conversations did not consist of a proper dialogue. Ghulam Hussein
continued,

so soon as an Englishman could pick up anything relative to the laws or
business of this land, he would immediately set it down in writing, and
lay it up in store for the use of another Englishmen.

‘Matters have come to such a pass’, he argued,

that the Books and Memorandum composed by the English ... have come
to be trusted as so many vouchers; whereas they are only some faint idea of
the exterior and bark, but not the pith or real reason of these institutions.!?

The texts the British produced were signs empty of significance. Written by
a class of officials who saw themselves as strangers to India, Ghulam Hussein
argued, they contained knowledge of a kind but not the wisdom that came
from familiar forms of interaction which could effectively guide action.

One metaphor stands out in Ghulam Hussein’s account. The Mughal offi-
cial described how officials engaged with Bengal’s population as if they were
‘pictures on a wall’.!® British officials encountered their subjects as static
objects of scrutiny, whose lives were governed by stable patterns and struc-
tures that could be represented objectively, like a picture, from a distant
perspective. The problem, Ghulam Hussein suggested, was that British offi-
cers rarely perceived themselves as active participants in the everyday lives
of those they governed. One of the major themes of this book is the way
Company officials maintained an estranged relationship from Indian soci-
ety, avoiding interaction that would have enabled them to engage in the
tactical game of Indian politics on its own terms.
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Ghulam Hussein’s history of British rule in India was interested in prac-
tices, affections and experience. The Indian nobleman thought the British
were strangers because they did not embody the habit and skill proper to a
ruler and had not learnt the forms of conduct that allowed the sovereign to
‘inquire into the characters and tempers of men’ and govern each accord-
ingly. For him, intelligence was not purely cognitive or primarily linguistic.
Ghulam Hussein inhabited an Aristotelian early modern world in which
good governance depended on the cultivation of practical virtues through
training, experience and personal forms of familiar interaction rather than
the possession of abstract knowledge.!* Governance was an inter-subjective
form of ethical practice that could not be adequately described with written
rules. From within a practical tradition that valued the ruler’s ability to make
‘personal inquiry into the circumstances of his suitors’, the aloof perspective
the British adopted appeared strange.

Two centuries or more after Ghulam Hussein wrote, scholars tend to crit-
ically examine colonial representations and discourse rather than look at
institutions or practices when they discuss the British regime in India. Fol-
lowing the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1978, many have
noted how the British represented India as inferior, backward and unchang-
ing, then shown how Indians resisted by imagining themselves differently
afterwards.'® Others explain the introduction of European ideas about pol-
itics and economics to the subcontinent, illustrating how new, modern
notions of the state, civil society and market economics transformed (or
did not transform) Indian society.!®* Underlying these trends in the history
of colonialism is the assumption that humans are fundamentally representa-
tional beings, whose ability to use language to construct coherent concepts
of the world in their minds is the most important factor in determining
how they engage with the world in practice. The problem with this kind of
cultural history is that it does not explain why an instance of discourse or
a form of representation occurs at a particular place at a specific point in
time; nor does it help understand where that discourse comes from.!” All it
offers is a static account of the attitudes Europeans had about Indians written
in particular texts, which remain unconnected to an understanding of the
power relations that led them to be articulated, the purposes they were put
and the instruments which used them at a particular moment in the flow
of time.'® What is missing is an interpretation of the historical process by
which a particular form of discourse comes into being and then has an effect
on the world around it; of the relationship between the general categories of
discourse and the events within which they occurred.

In part, the following pages offer an account of the ideas and discourses
of governance that the British in the early colonial period used to govern
in the province of Bengal. The book pays special attention to the texts
through which the process of colonial governance, in particular the gover-
nance of property, was conducted. But the analysis here concerns the forms
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of experience, practice and instinct that led British officials and their Indian
interlocutors to use texts in a particular way to begin with. That experi-
ence was defined by the complex set of practical purposes which colonial
officials in Bengal tried to fulfil; much of the time, it was driven by the
often-rootless effort of officials to find categories and concepts that allowed
them to practically understand what it was they did when they acted to fulfil
those purposes. British rule in early colonial India was underwritten by an
anxious search for semantic coherence. The argument here is that that search
was one of the most important forces shaping the development of politics in
colonial South Asia, in particular in creating a transformation or rupture in
political practice and thought.

IT

As has already been noted in this chapter, the rupturing force of colonial-
ism can be associated with a number of concepts: capitalism, utilitarianism,
bureaucracy, governmentality and, most recently, liberalism. The argument
here is influenced by a recent emphasis on the close relationship between
liberalism and empire in a number of recent works: in particular within the
writing of C.A. Bayly, Uday Singh Mehta, Jennifer Pitts and Andrew Sartori."
As Bayly reminds us, liberalism comes in many different guises. Some vari-
eties are historicist and intrinsically sceptical about the virtue of abstract
forms of social analysis. But in the form that scholars have referred to it in
their discussion of colonialism recently, liberalism tends to be characterised
by its use of abstract or universalistic modes of thought, and its suspicion
about the role of particular concrete situations or practical traditions in
providing grounds for political action and thought.

Such, at least, is the way Uday Singh Mehta defines colonial liberalism in
one of the most important books published in the last few decades in the
field. Mehta suggests that the nineteenth-century liberal rhetoric of James
and John Stuart Mill was marked above all by its sense of detachment from,
and unfamiliarity with, the world it analysed. Liberalism’s unfamiliarity with
real life allowed it to ‘compare and classify’ different societies, constantly
judging what it actually saw against an abstract set of normative standards,
giving it an ‘urge to dominate the world’ as a consequence. Mehta finds
this link between abstract universalism and the urge to both conceptually
and materially dominate the world in British political thought from John
Locke onwards. He contrasts the arrogance of imperial liberalism with the
attention to the particularity of concrete situations and emphasis on lived
experience found in the writings of the British politician Edmund Burke in
particular.®®

The argument of this book is strongly influenced by Mehta’s work. The
difference, however, lies in the concern here with the relationship between
the complex, situated practice of colonial power and liberal ideas. Because
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Liberalism and Empire does not locate the emergence of colonial liberalism
within specific institutions or particular forms of life, its argument neglects
the important role the anxieties and limitations of colonial practice had on
liberal thought. Mehta suggests that British thought about ruling the empire
had ‘the quality of confidence, inner certainty, and the perspective from
which unhindered judgements can be issued’.?! Paying more attention to the
practical situation of colonial liberals allows one to see how their thought
was rooted in an intellectual context that was much less sure of itself than
Mehta and others suggest.

So, officials in the subcontinent did not think that British rule in their
Indian territories was safe even after the defeat of the Maratha polity in 1818;
attention to the persistent and often rather anxious emphasis British officials
placed on the need to expand the range of force at the Company’s disposal
until deep into the 1830s makes that much clear.?? James Mill’s History of
British India, perhaps the founding text of imperial liberalism, was written in
the anxious years of the Napoleonic Wars, when many in Europe and India
feared the demise of the British state. As Chapter 6 argues, Mill’s brand of
colonial utilitarianism was as much a response to the anxious experience
of colonial administration in these years as it was the product of confident
metropolitan theory. The two ‘reforming’ Governor-Generals of the period,
Cornwallis (1786-1793) and Bentinck (1828-1834), were sent to India to
cut costs and curtail expensive wars. Land revenue in Bengal began to sta-
bilise only in the 1810s; the Company’s expenditure continued to exceed
its income into the 1830s. If this was the ‘Age of Uncertainty’ in domestic
British politics, as David Eastwood suggests, it was doubly so in the world
of colonial governance.?® Colonial utilitarianism and with it what Andrew
Sartori calls the language of ‘liberal abstraction” were formulated in India to
overcome or circumvent the complex resistance of an intractable real world
that from a British point of view often seemed impossible to understand or
rule.”*

Throughout the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries new forms
of governance occurred both as India’s colonial governors struggled to pro-
duce money and meaning from worlds of economic and social interaction
they found unfamiliar, and as colonial subjects tried to make sense of being
dominated by strangers. In the process, each created ideas that were very dif-
ferent from those that dominated political life in Britain or pre-colonial Ben-
gal. The practice of British colonial existence in the subcontinent produced a
sense of anxiety about these differences and about Britons’ inability to be ‘at
home’ in India, as Ranajit Guha puts it. These anxieties dramatically shaped
the character of colonial rule.”® Throughout the period examined in this
book, the colonial state remained an unstable, restless entity, never quite cer-
tain what it was doing, how it should act or whom it was acting for. But such
ambivalence should not be written off as a sign of colonial weakness, though;
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it had very significant, often transformatory effects. As the work of Homi
K. Bhabha emphasises, ambivalence was an unconscious source of colonial
power.?°

11

The rest of this introductory chapter develops some of the methodological
and theoretical concerns that underpin the argument, looking first at the rela-
tionship between practice and thought, secondly at the strangely neglected
role of time and temporality in studies of the colonial state. Readers con-
cerned more with the historical argument than theory might want to skip
to the next chapter; the methodological suggestions made in this section are
implicit throughout the rest of the book. Together with the empirical material
in the chapters which follow, they provide a framework for situating con-
cepts and categories in the context of the constantly moving flow of colonial
action, reading the published voice of the colonial state alongside and against
the record of interactions and transactions from which that voice emanated.

Such an approach relies on an understanding of political thought that does
not begin with abstract forms of thought itself. Thought is always rooted in
particular material and institutional situations. Writing and speech are pro-
duced in contexts structured by interactive forms of experience that cannot
be expressed in purely abstract conceptual terms; there is no such thing as
pure discourse, nor can the historical meaning of concepts be properly under-
stood if placed in the context of nothing but other concepts. The varieties
of political thought occur within worlds of action and interaction that their
authors cannot fully control nor, more importantly, comprehend, so mean-
ing can never be reduced to intention alone.”” It is impossible to separate
the structure of thought from the active contexts that produced it. ‘Theory
does not express, translate or serve to apply practice, it is practice’, as Michel
Foucault suggested. Or as Martin Heidegger put it, ‘thinking acts insofar as it
thinks’.?®

The linguistic or discursive turn which colonial and South Asian history,
along with other disciplines, has taken since the early 1980s has partly been
associated with the influence of continental European philosophy, in partic-
ular perhaps the work of Michel Foucault. Yet this same intellectual heritage
contains resources to critique an over-emphasis on the role of language or dis-
course. The ‘discursive formations’ that Foucault discussed were not unified
by unitary concepts or stereotypes, nor concerned with a single object; they
represented intellectual techniques embedded in specific institutions that
oriented subjects to the world in very practical ways.* But there are limits to
the Foucauldian approach. Even if it shows how discourse is an effect of both
intellectual and institutional power, Foucault’s genealogical method presents
thought as something that is never baffled by its inability to construct stable
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forms of meaning; systems of thought succeed one another without any crisis
in between. Foucault’s work does not offer a conceptual guide for explain-
ing how concepts and categories emerge from the anxiety and uncertainty
of experience as much as the successful exercise of the will to power. For
a more practically-oriented approach to political thought, Foucault’s work
needs to be supplemented with reference to the philosopher who influenced
Foucault’s generation of theorists the most, Martin Heidegger.

For Heidegger, understanding comes first of all from the non-speculative
practical relationship people have with the world as they go about their
everyday lives, the way they engage in particular projects and try to achieve
particular purposes. Heidegger uses the German word verstehen (‘understand-
ing’) in a way that does not only imply abstract cognition, but includes the
forms of unreflective practice often described with terms such as ‘know-how’
or ‘skill’, as well as the way sensations are responded to instinctively.** From
Heidegger’s point of view, the things and people subjects come across in the
world are not initially encountered as objective entities present for detached,
speculative observation, nor are they part of a mental discourse. So, the note-
book which Ghulam Hussein Khan's British official picked up would not
primarily be perceived as a ‘notebook’ with the attributes of notebook-ness
about it; nor was the abstract representation of the Indian landholder whose
words the official transcribed in the book present in the mind of the official
beforehand either. Instead, the official just picked up the notebook in order
to write down what his interlocutor said, in order to work out how much rev-
enue a landholder needed to pay. Before being an object of thought they each
were objects of use. Objects or concepts such as these are what Heidegger calls
ready-to-hand in a world of purposive action that precedes reflection, a world
that subjects practically ‘grasp in advance’ before they reflect cognitively
upon it.

For Heidegger, ‘[t]he ready-to-hand is always understood in terms of a total-
ity of involvements’, which always already exists before an individual action.?!
The existence of the notebook, for example, in a revenue office makes no
sense without the act of writing about Indian revenue-payers it was printed
for, which in turn relies on the complex purposes underpinning the British
presence in the subcontinent, most of which are not represented in any place
in abstract terms. Of course, Heidegger notes that people do have concrete
thoughts, and can speculate abstractly about things ‘as they are’ rather than
merely as they are used. But this more abstract way of thinking is always
derived from an unreflective understanding of the network of possibilities
and encounters in which objects and concepts are first practically encoun-
tered. From this point of view, to write a history of colonial discourse one
cannot merely consider the ways in which people have ‘represented’ India
in an abstractly conceptual form, nor think about the ‘ideologies’” which
were supposed to have guided them. More importantly, one must examine
the practical, often unspoken purposes that made particular written texts
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and descriptions about India meaningful (and here to be meaningful is to be
useful) or meaningless at different points in time. Those purposes were often
not present as a conscious intention in the mind of the actor before they
performed an action.

The aims and purposes that officials were involved with in early colonial
Bengal were many. They included the Company servant’s desire to make
enough money to return home wealthy, the demand for a stable source of
revenue for the East India Company, to limit risky encounters with local
inhabitants or reduce the amount of paperwork which had to be faced, all of
which encompassed a certain set of conceptual and practical conditions, and
involved the deployment of forms of knowledge to be achieved. On occa-
sion the following chapters use terms such as ‘colonialism’ or ‘the process of
colonial rule’ to describe the complex collection of interactions and purposes
that clustered around the process of British governance in Bengal. Nonethe-
less such a heterogenous collection of purposes were not driven by a single
dynamic; nor were they undergirded by a single ideology, although they did
produce a particular style of thought. Not only did different purposes drive
different elements within the colonial ‘state’ at any one moment, the char-
acteristics of colonial governance changed significantly, as the meaning of
terms such as ‘Company servant’, ‘landholder’ and even ‘government’ were
transformed between the years that circumscribe the period covered in this
book.

The multivarious purposes that British officials attempted to fulfil in Ben-
gal allowed them to interact with the similarly diverse purposes behind the
actions of their Indian subjects in complex ways. Sometimes, where the
purposes of each coincided, mutually meaningful dialogue occurred. More
usually the colonial encounter was governed by the estranged and aloof
approach noted by Ghulam Hussein Khan. Sometimes interaction occurred
in acts of violence. Where an aloof and distinctively colonial relationship
emerged between Europeans and Indians this was often simply because
British officials and their South Asian interlocutors were trying to do two
incompatible things: a landholder’s desire to maximise his or her income
or achieve greater autonomy clashed with the Company’s demand for more
resources; a political leader’s attempt to retain the affection of his or her
tenants working against the British attempt to adjudicate a property dispute,
for example. This was not an encounter between interlocutors or antago-
nists who fully knew their own minds, who were able to satisfactorily realise
their conscious or unconscious strategies at any one point in time. Instead
of seeing the interaction between Britons and their South Asian subjects as a
clash between predetermined subjectivities guided by abstract predetermined
cultural representations or intentions (as a clash between the colonial state
or Europe’s ‘modern regime of power’ and Indian ‘society’ or ‘culture’, for
example), the following chapters narrate the contingent fashion in which
these aims interacted with one another to produce unexpected effects.
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The most important, unifying phenomenon that any historical account
of these complex interactions has to explain is the emergence of the colo-
nial regime’s peculiarly abstract, objectivising style of thought. Why, despite
the chaos and complexity of colonial and Indian forms of life, were British
officials ruled by the instinct to classify and generalise on such a large scale?
Why was their response to uncertainty and ambivalence to produce gen-
eral textual rules? Why did Indian elites follow suit, and define their own
subjectivity with general social categories too?

The emergence of this peculiarly objectivising style of thought is a theme
that will be addressed in detail in the chapters that follow through an empir-
ical study of the archive of everyday, often local colonial administration and
encounter. But the way Heidegger discussed human action helps frame this
discussion. Heidegger noted that things are perceived as objective entities
when they lose their place in the practical projects that people are trying to
fulfil, as when a tool breaks, or perhaps a particular colonial category does
not work in the course of revenue collection, for example. What the Oxford
philosopher John Austin would have called an infelicitious performance
forces the observer to ask what went wrong, and adopt a more detached
approach and objective attitude to the situation. Only at the point when
something loses its place in the network of active relationships, with ‘the
discontinuance of a specific manipulation in our concernful dealings’, does
it become an object of theoretical knowledge.*? It is only when it is no longer
of direct use that something is seen as an object with abstract properties,
which obeys general rules for example. In colonial Bengal, abstraction and
objectification did not occur as the result of the colonial regime’s successful
exercise of the will to power or knowledge; they were processes emerging
from practical semantic crisis, in which concepts and practices could no
longer be taken for granted as working in an unreflexive fashion.

In this process though, the object was not simply removed from its pre-
vious practical context. Examined in a more abstract fashion it was quickly
placed in a different, more ‘scientific’ practical environment governed by
the unreflexive manipulation of ‘ready-to-hand’ objects nonetheless. The-
ory, in other words, depends on a non-theoretical element or practical world
as much as non-theoretical practice. ‘Even in the “most abstract”” way of
working out problems and establishing what has been obtained, one manip-
ulates equipment for writing, for example.”** In colonial Bengal, an abstract
frame of thought produced not only a peculiar colonial discourse but its own
practical institutions too.

Humans have always objectivised in this way. Writing in the second and
third quarters of the twentieth century, Heidegger nonetheless noted that
estranged ways of thinking which treated objects and people outside famil-
iar, practical contexts had only been institutionalised within bureaucracy,
academia or the market in recent times. Heidegger criticised his own age for
its tendency to understand the world as a picture, comprehending human
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existence through ‘the representedness of beings’, as if the world were a
static object of scrutiny existing outside the observer, rather than a practical
network of active involvements and encounters.?* There is something uncan-
nily Heideggerian about Ghulam Hussein Khan'’s suggestion that Company
officials perceived Indians ‘like pictures on a wall’. Perhaps this should not
surprise us. In different ways, both Heidegger and Ghulam Hussein were
heirs of an Aristotelian tradition that saw thought as the result of purposive
practical action, not static, disembodied abstract reason.*®

Ghulam Hussein’s account of Britons’ treating Indians ‘like pictures on a
wall’ can be read as a description of the way British unfamiliarity and seman-
tic uncertainty was followed by colonial disengagement and the production
of far more abstract categories of thought. Later chapters of this book show
how the kind of aloof relationship with Indian practice which Ghulam Hus-
sein described produced the objectified categories of the colonial state, the
Indian landholder and even Indian society in the early nineteenth century.
But the British objectification of India was always shaped by an engagement
with an Indian world that was itself continually changing and responding.
Colonial governance was a process in which the colonial gaze was contin-
ually shifting focus in order to follow the fluid patterns of Indian social
practice. Social objects moved rapidly between different frames of reference,
as interpretative contexts were created to make sense of phenomenon that
began to appear unfamiliar, were briefly understood with the construction of
short-lived systems of colonial knowledge, only to move out of focus again
of their own volition in their confrontation with colonial institutions. The
result of this process was the transformation of the logic of British rule in
India in a relatively short space of time; particular arguments went in and
out of fashion very quickly. What remained consistent, however, was the
state of restless unease in which colonial thought occurred.

v

This book argues that time needs to play a more important role in the study
of colonialism, for two reasons. Most obviously, historical time offers an
analytical axis on which the specific character of colonial events needs to be
plotted. The actions which made up colonial political culture occurred as a
response to actions which occurred at specific past historical conjunctures.
The new colonial political landscape which emerged by the mid-nineteenth
century can be properly understood only if it is seen as the result of a dialec-
tical process of change over time; as the consequence of a complex process
of encounter and response, in which the thought and action of one subject
emerges in retort to the subjectivity and actions of others at a previous partic-
ular moments.*® For example, the colonial state that came into existence by
the 1830s emerged as a response to the colonial regime which existed in the
1790s; Indian arguments about the self-sufficient nature of Indian society
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developed as efforts to negate prior colonial conceptions of the centrality of
British courts to stable Indian law.

But time is also phenomenologically important to the way political actors
experience their lives. How a subject understands the way past, present and
future relate to one another is an essential element of their political prac-
tice. Whilst the objective structures of colonial governance and Indian social
practice changed, the subjective temporal structures within which political
life was lived dramatically altered under colonial rule too.

A new concept of the identity and purposes of the state emerged in colonial
Bengal in the years under discussion. This novel conception involved a new
subjective understanding of the relationship between politics and time. The
state is a difficult thing to think about. Scholars often try to define it at the
outset, treating it as the supreme agent of authoritative power, as ‘an entity,
function or relation’ with the theoretical potential (if not always the actual
capacity) to effect dramatic change.’” In so far as this book is concerned
to trace the genealogy of an idea of the state as an entity with capacity to
cause transformative effects in this way, beginning with a definition such as
this will not do. Criticising the use of such definitions before engaging in
historical analysis of really existing states, a number of scholars have began
to examine the way the state is represented in everyday life in the last few
years; Akhil Gupta’s work is an important reference here. ‘Foregrounding
the question of representation’, Gupta uses evidence from present-day north
India to suggest that in fact the state is ‘conceptualised in terms far more
decentralized and disaggregated’ than is often thought.®

Gupta’s analysis of the complex ways in which concepts of the state
resonate in the lives of ethnographic subjects or historical actors rightly aban-
dons any abstract definition of ‘the state’ at the outset. It allows one to engage
in the kind of analysis undertaken in this book, and plot changes in every-
day understandings of statehood over time. But what is missing from Gupta'’s
approach is any sense of the relationship between how people understand
the state in relation to their own internal consciousness of time. Gupta notes
that the late-twentieth-century north Indians whose attitudes he discusses
believed in his research believed the state was undisciplined, disordered and
vulnerable to corruption: from this perspective it appears a coherent entity
than social scientists previously thought. Yet Gupta’s account makes clear
that their sense of chaos in the present was articulated as part of a rhetoric
which insisted that the state needed to act in a coherent and systematic way
in the future. A sense of the lamentable state of things in the present was
contrasted with a view of what the state should have been in the past, or might
be in the future. A normative idea of the state as an entity able to effectively
enforce a single bureaucratic will upon society as a whole was projected onto
other (past or future) moments of time, and contrasted with the degenerate
present. This notion relied on an understanding of political time that pre-
sumed that the future would be (or at least should be) dramatically different
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from the present. It is precisely such a modern conception of state-time that
later chapters of this book trace in early colonial Bengal.

The argument here is indebted to Talal Asad’s discussion of modern poli-
tics in general. Asad notes that many scholars argue ‘modernity’ should not
be used as a noun to describe a set of objects that actually exist, because
‘contemporary societies [just like modern states] are heterogenous and over-
lapping’ rather than being structured according to a single, consistent logic.
But Asad suggests such critical scholars ignore the fact that ‘[a]ssumptions
about the integrated character of ““modernity’” are themselves part of prac-
tical and political reality’. Most importantly, they forget that the idea that
modernity is a coherent condition that can be achieved (even if it cannot in
reality) ‘direct[s] the way in which people committed to it act in particular
situations’. ‘Modernity’, just like the modern state, is not a ‘totally coherent
object’ or condition which exists in the present. It is a state of affairs which
people try to bring into existence in the future, ‘a project — or rather, a series
of interlinked projects — that people in power seek to achieve’.* This book
nuances Asad’s argument by suggesting that the ‘project’ of modern state-
hood emerged from political and semantic crises occurring in colonial South
Asia: it was not an export of European society. In other words, the project
of colonial state-formation was structured by prior British perceptions of the
failure of governance in India. But like Asad, this book suggests the modern
colonial state was not something that was merely described or ‘represented’
in a static fashion by contemporaries. When it was written about, it was sit-
uated in a story about a future-oriented project of state-formation, in which
human action relied on a complicated sense of the relationship between past,
present and future.

In Bengal during the first third of the nineteenth century, British officials
criticised India’s present-day state by comparing it with a future in which
every action would occur according to general written rules. As time passed,
that future never came into existence. For colonial officials, the state was sub-
ject to continual reform. Changes happened, but the ordered society which
state action was expected to produce never quite came into being. The edgy,
restless and forever unsatisfied character of governance was one of the most
important attributes of the modernity of the colonial regime; this charac-
teristic continued to mark the subcontinent’s post-colonial regimes as well.
However different they might have been in other ways, their aloof disconnec-
tion from the political relations of their own present time meant that India’s
modern governors from Lord Teignmouth to Jawarharlal Nehru and Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman shared the same constant mood of restlessness. Each was
continually critical of their own present-day, trying to either produce a better
future, recreate a golden past or sometimes both; but never able to reach a
satisfactory, stable state of affairs. As Zygmunt Bauman notes, modernity is
‘an obsessive march forward — not because it always wants more, but because
it never gets enough; not because it grows more ambitious and adventurous,
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but because its adventures are bitter and its ambitions frustrated’.*’ In British-
ruled Bengal, the fractious vicissitudes of the colonial encounter created a
restless, future-oriented, but continually frustrated way of dealing with time.

\Y%

The chapters of this book tell a story about change in colonial India in
which the British engagement with Indian social and political practice plays
the most important part. Consequently, Chapter 2 offers a comparison of the
practice of politics in pre-colonial India and Britain in order to suggest that
each belonged to a simultaneous and comparable eighteenth-century world,
and dispel the idea that ‘Britain’ or ‘Bengal’ were irreconcilably different
at that point in time. Recognising Eurasian comparisons and similarities
makes it impossible to see the intrusion of Europe into Asia as the cause of
colonial change; it focuses the attention of scholars wishing to explain the
transformation of Indian politics under colonial rule on the specificities of
this particular colonial encounter. Chapter 3 examines these processes by
tracing the emergence of an increasingly estranged, distant orientation to
Indian social practice from the 1780s. The imperial crises of that decade did
not merely threaten political and economic institutions. The chapter argues
that Britons in India also experienced a crisis of meaning, in which their very
ability to make sense of themselves in the subcontinent seemed in doubt. It
suggests that Lord Cornwallis’ ‘permanent settlement’ and new constitution
of 1793, often treated as the birth of the modern state in Bengal, emerged as
a response to this crisis.

Chapters 4 and 5 explain the practical roots of the varieties of legal pos-
itivism that developed from different local situations in Bengal. They show
how the crisis of colonial experience affected governance in the practical
locations of the district courthouse or revenue office, going on to explain
how they led to the emergence of a British belief in the need to govern
with abstract general categories and to codify law. After the permanent set-
tlement, British officers failed in their efforts to comprehend the plurality
of Indian social forms from the aloof perspective of the colonial regime’s
stranger-state. These chapters explain how two categories emerged from this
process of objectification; the ‘Hindu family’ and the ‘Bengali landholder’
were constructed as a consequence of that failure. Chapter 6 moves back
to the colonial metropolis, looking at the vocabulary of governance and
statehood in Calcutta during the first third of the nineteenth century. The
chapter shows how new ideas about the machine-like conduct of the state
originated in early-nineteenth-century Bengal. These ideas emerged as part
of an attempt to overcome the chaos and uncertainties of everyday colo-
nial rule described in previous chapters. Specifically, the chapter rethinks the
relationship between the English Utilitarians and India with the suggestion
that colonial reforms of the 1830s were efforts to find semantic coherence
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in what, for British officials, seemed an uncertain colonial world, wracked
by the difficulty of making sense as much as collecting revenue. The mech-
anistic vocabulary of utilitarian political thought offered officials a way of
producing stable categories of governance by using the powers of the state
to create new forms of knowledge and new forms of law.

Chapter 7 examines the Indian use and critique of the colonial regime’s
new rules. It looks at the way men such as Rammohan Roy, a man whom C.A.
Bayly calls ‘the first Indian liberal’, challenged the state’s emphasis on the
need for a dramatic reconstruction of Indian thought and law. In doing so,
the chapter suggests that they constructed a conception of Indian ‘society’
governed by a temporal dynamic different from that which ruled colonial
concepts, but which nonetheless viewed Indian practice from the aloof socio-
logical perspective of the stranger nonetheless. Like its cognates in colonial
discourse, these Indian arguments rested upon a critique of the disordered
present-day, and the projection of order and coherence onto another time, for
example, the distant past more rather than long-awaited future in the case
of Rammohan and Bhabanicharan. But as the book’s concluding remarks
show, whether they were based on the projection of a better society onto
the past or future, British and Indian forms of colonial discourse were able
to create stable forms of meaning only by producing utopian accounts of
South Asian life.

This book is concerned to explain historical change. As such, it relies on a
narrative about the consequences of human actions. But it does so by trying
to avoid reducing the story of early colonial politics to a narrative about
the effects of a single subject, whether a particular group of individuals or
an unconscious force like capitalism, the colonial state, the ‘modern regime
of power’ or indigenous Indian society. There is nothing in the logic of
historical narrative that forces it to be the story of the actions of a single
subject, indeed quite the reverse: where scholars attribute social or political
change to over-simplified abstract forces, the necessarily complex character
of narrative writing is denied. Narrative forms of history-writing do not need
to celebrate the supposed self-present rationality of a subject of history such
as the ‘Indian nation’ or ‘the colonial state’. Historical narratives can tell
stories that are tragic as well as successful, illustrating the wide gap that
often exists between consciousness and action, and the inability of agents
to control events, in particular how historical actors usually fail when they
attempt to insist that social change is the effect of a single subject.

Even so, historical narratives are constructions in which a later writer offers
their attempt to understand events in ways contemporaries did not neces-
sarily comprehend them. One purpose of this book is to impose order and
meaning on events that seemed random and chaotic to the actors who expe-
rienced them. ‘Stories are not lived but told’, as Louis O. Mink put it.*! Like
all forms of narrative this book assumes the past can be understood as a linear
sequence of events, when this may not be how things were perceived at the
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time. Historical narrative is a necessarily teleological form of writing, in that
the reader is ‘pulled forward’ with a sense of what Paul Ricoeur calls ‘direct-
edness’; in this book, the direction is provided by the colonial search for
meaning in an uncertain world, and the process which led to the emergence
of a particular conception of the colonial state and Indian society.*? If it does
not necessarily imply that historical transformation is the work of a single
subject, using narrative to explain change over time has the danger of reify-
ing the ‘before’ and ‘after’, presuming that a stable state of affairs has been
reached by the terminal date of the story. This book might legitimately be
criticised for presenting an overly stark opposition between the early mod-
ern political culture discussed at the beginning and the modern forms of
political argument and practice outlined at the end: for the way it presumes
the complete transition from one to the other occurring in the period under
discussion. Perhaps these might be seen as the fictional elements necessary
for the successful exercise of the historian’s craft. But rather than abandon-
ing such a useful tool of historical explanation, its author believes it is better
to accept the limitations of one’s craft, and see history as a form of analysis
that needs to exist alongside other forms of social and political analysis and
action.
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