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1

Introduction: Aryanism and the
Webs of Empire

Concepts like ‘nation,’ ‘society,’ and ‘culture’ name bits and
threaten to turn names into things. Only by understanding
these names as bundles of relationships, and by placing them
back into the fields from which they were abstracted, can we
hope to avoid misleading inferences and increase our share of
understanding.1

Eric Wolf

Eric Wolf’s insistence that historical writing should unravel the
‘bundles of relationships’ that constituted the past underpins this
study of the complex networks that constituted the British empire.
Wolf’s quotation continues to resonate today as, despite increasing
calls for transnational and global histories, most historical writing
continues to treat nations, cultures and societies as abstract and
bounded entities. Despite the work of historians on long distance
trade, the integration of Eurasia (or in Marshall Hodgson’s formula-
tion Afro-Eurasia), and capitalism over the longue durée, most history
continues to be organized on the basis of a fixed geographical referent
generally congruent with a modern nation-state.2 This study moves
away from a narrow focus on one nation or civilization, instead con-
ceiving of the British empire as a ‘bundle of relationships’ that
brought disparate regions, communities and individuals into contact
through systems of mobility and exchange. It does not dispense with
the nation-state altogether, for India, New Zealand and the United
Kingdom remain prominent throughout, but rather re-imagines these
nations as dynamic and diverse communities constantly being remade
by the migration, trade and international conflict born out of British
imperialism. 
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Such an approach sets this study at odds with the established tradi-
tions of colonial history, where most historians continue to write within
firmly established traditions of national, and frequently nationalistic,
history. Colonial histories are often stories of the nation, as they trace
the long journey from the onset of colonialism through to indepen-
dence. The Bicentenary (1988) and Mabo decision (1991) have served to
foreground the nation in Australian historiography while, across the
Tasman, New Zealand historians have fashioned a national history that
traces and legitimates the emergence of biculturalism as the foundation
of government policy and national identity. South Asian historio-
graphy, more voluminous and theoretically sophisticated than its
Australasian counterparts, has also exhibited a stubborn preoccupation
with the nation. Even the Subaltern Studies project, which is grounded
in a critique of nationalism and the power of national elites, has tended
to focus on the nation or nationalism, at the expense of developments
before the nineteenth century and the history of other cultural or eco-
nomic spaces, such as the Islamic world or the Indian Ocean.

If nation-focused colonial histories efface the porous nature of national
boundaries and erase the complex global and regional currents that shape
national development, older traditions of metropolitan-focused imperial
history are similarly limited. Viewing the empire and its history from
London not only returns indigenous people to the margins of history
while foregrounding ‘gentlemanly capitalists’ or Madeira merchants who
saw themselves as ‘Citizens of all the World’, but it also identifies Britain,
England or London as the nexus of empire from where capital, power and
ideas flowed out to the colonies in the periphery.3 This approach has
recently been challenged by the work of historians of migration, travel
and popular culture who have insisted on the manifold ways in which
the experience of empire actually constituted metropolitan culture,
undercutting a simple opposition between metropolitan and colonial
culture.4 Yet, in many ways, such projects have merely reinstantiated the
nation as the seemingly natural unit of historical analysis, reinforcing
what Kaviraj has termed the ‘narrative contract’ between history and the
nation-state.5 With the ‘New British history’ (which has returned
Scotland, Wales and Ireland to a prominent place in the ‘national’
history), ‘Britishness’ itself now promises to engulf the whole empire. In
Pocock’s formulation, it is an analytical framework that is applicable to
an ‘Atlantic archipelago’ that encompasses the United Kingdom, Ireland
and ‘British’ North America, but also reaches out to the distant
Australasian colonies as well.6 While it is important to acknowledge the
cultural, institutional and linguistic continuities that tied the colonies to
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the United Kingdom, fundamental differences in the demographic, econ-
omic and ecological frameworks of the ‘new’ societies prevented 
the simple re-creation of models inherited from Britain. The use 
of ‘Britishness’ as an analytical apparatus not only marks a return to 
C. W. Dilke’s celebration of Britishness and empire, but also is an
impoverished and reductive model for the history of multi-ethnic and
polyglot colonial societies far removed from the United Kingdom.7

This opposition between nation-based colonial histories and metropol-
itan-focused imperial history has been consolidated by the recent five-
volume Oxford History of the British Empire. Although each volume
contains some valuable thematic essays, a basic division between views
from the metropole and essays on specific colonies remains their main
feature. While this editorial strategy, of course, merely reflects prevailing
historical practice, it further legitimates the division between imperial and
colonial history. This division of academic labour has been pernicious, as
it has disassembled the empire into a series of discrete components, rather
than conceiving of the empire as the product of the ‘bundles of relation-
ships’ that Wolf identifies as being at the heart of history.

Thus, this study rejects both the metropolitan-focused project of
imperial history and the tradition of colonial history that accepts the
bounded and self-sufficient nation-state as its analytical frame. Instead,
I attempt to foreground the relational quality of the imperial past,
emphasizing the complex and shifting relationships that constituted
the empire. To this end, I have adopted a mobile approach, an analysis
that is not firmly rooted in one space, but rather travels between loca-
tions to take stock of the constant traffic of people, ideas and material
goods. By focusing on imperial networks and patterns of cultural
exchange, this volume traces both the integrative power of the empire
(as it drew previously disparate communities into systems of exchange)
and the indigenizing forces that worked to adapt introduced commodi-
ties, technology and ideas to local imperatives, even within the con-
straints of the unequal power-relations of colonialism. 

This approach allows me to trace the path of one idea (in all its multi-
ple reconfigurations), the belief that certain peoples could be understood
as ‘Aryan’, through the archives of British imperialism. Aryanism
became a crucial element within the culture of empire, providing a pow-
erful lens for analysing the pre-colonial past of colonized societies and
for the interpretation of the imperial present. At a fundamental level,
the idea came to explain the very fact of empire itself. The empire could
be divided into vigorous Aryans (most notably the ‘energetic’ British
colonizers themselves), degenerate Aryan communities whose cultural
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vitality had been enervated by intermarriage, and backward non-Aryan
peoples whose cultures might be ‘leavened’ through contact with Aryan
rulers.8 Within India, various commentators, not only Britons but also
South Asians with a stake in the maintenance of British authority, used
the Aryan theory to reconfigure British imperialism from being a series
of fundamentally unequal political, social and economic relationships
into a ‘family reunion’ between long lost Aryan cousins. 

These arguments that embraced Aryanism to render colonialism
anodyne, even benevolent, remind us that ideas and representations
cannot be understood as autonomous constructs that are somehow free
from power-relationships. In this sense, what follows is not conceived as
a contribution to the ‘history of ideas’ – a field that struggles to break
out of its narrow focus on European elites – rather it is a history of the
cultural and intellectual transformations enacted by colonialism both in
the colonies and in Europe itself. Historians continue to present the rise
of comparative philology, the emergence of racial thought or changing
theories of religion as products of the salons and studies of Europe,
tracing a lineage of linguists from Locke to Saussure, narrating the rise
of race from Blumenbach through to Darwin and beyond, or charting
the emergence of religion as a universal analytical category from Hume
to Durkheim. This study challenges the privileged place of ‘Europe’, at
least a Europe insulated from the effects of imperialism, in shaping con-
ceptions of race, religion and language. I locate shifting understandings
of these categories within what we might term the disruptive power of
empire, as the cross-cultural engagements set in train by imperialism
called European beliefs and practices into question. It was the increas-
ingly frequent encounters with societies which challenged European
‘norms’ that made the theoretization of race, language and religion so
urgent and invested the comparative visions of the Enlightenment with
cultural authority. Moreover, by insisting that ‘race’ or ‘religion’ were
not simply the product of metropolitan intellectual labour, this study
takes the work of British settlers, colonial administrators, indigenous
leaders and intellectuals seriously. Just as we are beginning to appreciate
that frontiers were contact zones where new identities and social forma-
tions were fashioned out of the unequal colonial encounters, they were
also productive spaces of intellectual engagement and innovation.9

Aryanism and empire

Indeed, the popularity of the Aryan idea in the British empire in the
long nineteenth century (not to mention twentieth-century Europe),
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was a product of the cultural authority of the Orientalist learning pro-
duced by the agents of the East India Company in India itself. The new
ethnological and historical models arising out of Aryanism were under-
pinned by the ability of British scholar-administrators to access
Sanskritic tradition. After all, the concept of an Aryan people, so
prominent in nineteenth- and twentieth-century European nation-
alisms, was not European; rather it was deeply embedded in Vedic tra-
dition. The Rig Veda, composed around 1500 BCE, recorded the
incursion of tribes of pastoralists who identified themselves as ‘Arya’
(lit. noble) into India. As these settlers from Central Asia encountered
the indigenous populations of north India and developed new polities
and religious traditions, ‘Arya’ continued to function both as a marker
of community and as an evaluation of cultural sophistication. 

Despite the continued cultural weight of this concept within
Sanskritic tradition, it remained beyond the reach of Europeans until
the East India Company consolidated its position as a territorial power
in South Asia. Until the 1780s, Europeans viewed Sanskrit as an
enigma; the central oral and textual traditions of Brahmanical
Hinduism were unattainable and leading European Orientalists
doubted whether the British would ever decipher Sanskrit. But, as we
shall see, the deep-seated social and cultural changes accompanying
the Company’s rise as a territorial power (from 1765) enabled a new
generation of Company employees to learn Sanskrit and to access
Brahmanical tradition. The fundamental reconfiguration of indigenous
knowledge production in the wake of the Bengal famine of 1770, as
well as the emergence of the East India Company as a powerful new
patron of ‘native learning’, facilitated the work of Sir William Jones
and his contemporaries. Their steady flow of dictionaries, vernacular
texts and translations into a variety of European languages not only
provided the linguistic apparatus that underpinned the operation of
the colonial state, but also effectively textualized core Brahmanical tra-
ditions relating to history, law and religious practice. Drawing on the
fruits of this process, together with his own extensive linguistic reper-
toire, Jones confirmed the genetic relationship between Greek, Latin
and Sanskrit and mapped a new comparative vision of global history,
an interpretation that insisted on the commonalities between Europe
and Indian history. 

In effect, Jones’s ten ‘Anniversary Discourses’, delivered to the Asiatic
Society of Bengal from 1784, mapped a new vision of global history
and established a common Indo-European cultural heritage (even
though the term Indo-European would not be coined until 1813). In
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Jones’s wake, this common heritage was welded onto a Vedic frame-
work by a later generation of scholars, most notably Friedrich Max
Müller. Max Müller, whose Company-sponsored translation of the
Vedas (six volumes, 1849–74) marked a pivotal point in the
reconfiguration of understandings of religion and ancient history, was
the most influential Victorian popularizer of ‘Aryanism’. His work,
which reached a large popular audience in Britain and its colonies,
depicted the Vedas as the foundational source for the study of ‘civiliza-
tion’ and made the term ‘Aryan’ an indispensable part of the analytical
vocabulary of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ethnology
and history. 

Within nineteenth-century Europe the Aryan concept was much
more than a heuristic device: Aryanism was woven into the intellectual
fabric of various European nationalist traditions. As Chapter 1 demon-
strates, from the early nineteenth century the concept was prominent
in new genealogies being fashioned for emergent nation states and it
was used by various British and continental thinkers to delimit ethnic
and racial boundaries within Europe. By the time Max Müller arrived
in England, John Kemble and Benjamin Thorpe had elaborated a
strong Anglo-Saxonist tradition, which emphasized the linguistic con-
nection between English and its Germanic and Indo-European ances-
tors. Within such a context, Aryanism fortified both nationalist and
imperialist ideologies, either by deepening the genealogy of the
national community or through its use to police the nation’s bound-
aries: in the British case, to delineate a series of cultural oppositions
between the Saxon descendants of the Indo-Europeans and the Celtic
peoples of Ireland, the Scottish highlands and Wales.10 The ‘Oriental
Renaissance’ engendered by the dissemination of Company
Orientalism in Europe was not simply a quest for spiritual
revivification through the embrace of ‘Oriental learning’, but was also
a series of cultural and political reconfigurations as the boundaries of
community were reimagined.11

The work of Jones, his contemporaries and his successors also had a
profound impact outside of Britain and continental Europe. Rendall
has demonstrated the centrality of Jones’s comparative method in
framing European and colonial interpretations of the cultures of South-
East Asia.12 Even in Australia, where settlers consistently asserted the
fundamental ‘otherness’ of Aboriginal language and culture, Jones’s
work was influential. It was too influential for some, as J. D. Lang, the
Principal of the Australian College and Senior Minister of the Church
of Scotland in New South Wales, disputed the value of Jones’s work
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and railed against the centrality of Asia in post-Jonesian work on lan-
guage and migration.13 Lang’s complaints were in vain, however, as the
Aryan theory became an increasingly potent, if contentious, idea
within the empire. As this study makes clear, Aryanism was particularly
authoritative in the Pacific where it came to provide not only an
important ethnological paradigm, but also a narrative used by some
white colonists to emphasize that they belonged to a long history of
Aryan migrations into the region, justifying their presence in the
Pacific by transmuting colonization into ‘settlement’.

Although Aryanism became such an important feature of nineteenth
century culture it has received uneven analytical treatment. Poliakov’s
The Aryan Myth charted Aryanism’s rising influence in continental
Europe to formulate a genealogy of European racial thought, construct-
ing a narrative that led inexorably to the Holocaust. Poliakov’s work,
however, underemphasized the contested position of the idea in nine-
teenth-century European thought and neglected its remarkable
influence outside Europe. Despite its recurrence in the archives of
empire, historians of British imperialism have paid scant regard to
Aryanism. While Leopold sketched the idea’s influence among British
and South Asian elites and Thapar examined the place of Aryanism in
the interpretation of ancient Indian history, it was not until the public-
ation of Trautmann’s Aryans and British India (1997) that the Aryan
idea received extended treatment.14 In this path-breaking work,
Trautmann recovered the significance of Aryanism in British India,
tracing the ways in which it moulded British interpretations of Indian
ethnology and history as well as its influence in Europe. 

Nevertheless, Trautmann’s work had three significant weaknesses.
Firstly, he provided only limited discussion of the role of South Asians
in making and contesting the theory. The place of Aryanism in dis-
courses on the Hindu self or Hindu nationhood receives scant atten-
tion, being briefly sketched in an epilogue that is overly reliant upon
Raychaudhuri’s study of the Bengali intelligentsia in the late nine-
teenth century.15 This approach glosses over divergent intellectual tra-
ditions, both within Bengal and beyond. In effect, by merely
synthesizing Raychaudhuri’s work Trautmann reinscribes the centrality
of Bengal and bhadralok (Bengal’s educated middle class) intellectual
production, rendering other important indigenous voices silent. As a
corrective to this approach, I demonstrate in Chapter 4 the very differ-
ent role of Aryanism in debates over the boundaries of religious iden-
tity in late nineteenth-century Punjab, while Chapter 6 delineates
important arguments about Aryanism elaborated by Indian Christians. 
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Secondly, in presenting what is essentially an intellectual history of
Aryanism, Trautmann exhibits only limited interest in the material and
political outcomes of this idea. Its pivotal influence in reshaping colo-
nial military recruitment, in the articulation of new forms of political
mobilization, and nationalist debates over the boundaries of the
nation (what was the status of Muslims, south Indians and low caste
people?) are only hinted at. In what follows, I insist that we must
locate the history of Aryanism within colonialism’s reconfiguration of
power-relations. Aryanism was not simply an ideological veneer of
imperialism, rather it was central to constituting colonial subjects and
fashioning the very structures of colonialism (and anti-colonial nation-
alism). In response to both the overly literary turn of some postcolo-
nial criticism, which has resulted in an inattention to power, and
critiques of ‘representation’ as a purely cultural problematic, I argue
that the Aryan idea is a potent reminder that representations are social
and political facts.16

Thirdly, although Aryans and British India provided an important
window into debates over the Aryan idea in India and Europe,
Trautmann seems reluctant to cast his study as an ‘imperial’ story. He
not only underplays important shifts in knowledge production arising
from colonialism, but also neglects the impact of Aryanism beyond the
drawing rooms of British India, Britain and Europe. This, taken
together with his relative inattention to South Asian actors, means that
he follows Poliakov to cast the Aryan theory as essentially a European
story and its influence in other imperial contexts such as Malaya,
Ireland, Argentina, Nigeria or the Pacific remains unspoken.17 In con-
trast, this study foregrounds the hybrid nature of the Aryan idea.
Extracted from its Indian context and widely transmitted within the
empire, Aryanism was localized in a variety of specific cultural loca-
tions as its meaning was constantly renegotiated in debates between a
variety of British, settler and indigenous groups.

The archives of empire

The increasingly global reach of Aryanism reflected the centrality of
knowledge production and dissemination within the imperial project.
Recent research in South Asian history has stressed the pivotal role of
intelligence-gathering and the rise of the ‘disciplines’ (history, sociol-
ogy, literary studies) in the construction of imperial authority in colo-
nial India. Such work has typically focused on the role of knowledge in
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the constitution of the colonial state or regional intellectual cultures
(especially Bengal); the place of the larger framework of empire
remains largely unexplored. This study uses Aryanism as an analytical
lens that allows us to move beyond an unproblematized focus on the
local or national to examine the broader knowledge structures of the
empire. It suggests that we can conceive of the empire as a series of
archives, each arising out of local concerns, but braided together,
however imperfectly, by institutional exchanges, webs of personal cor-
respondence and shared bodies of knowledge. 

This model for understanding the empire draws our attention to the
important role of knowledge gathering in imperial contexts. Writing,
collecting and circulating documents were foundations of imperial
power. While the ultimate basis of imperial authority was force or the
threat of force, colonial states fetishized written records and the value
of documentation. J. S. Mill underlined this in 1852, as he noted ‘the
whole of the Government of India is carried on in writing’, suggesting
that ‘no other [government] probably has a system of recordation so
complete.’18 Mill’s observation on the superior extent and thickness of
the colonial archive underlines the pivotal role of colonialism in the
constitution of state practices and modernity itself. Recent scholarship
has emphasized that modernity was not fashioned in Europe and then
projected out to colonies in the periphery, but rather that the key enu-
merative and surveillance apparatuses of the modern state – from
fingerprinting to the survey, from the census to the passport – were
elaborated and refined in colonial contexts.19 In light of this, the pre-
cociousness of kaghazi raj (rule by paper) in British India is less sur-
prising, as it embodied the bureaucratization of modern governance, a
process that Richard Drayton has recently identified as one of the most
durable, if overlooked, legacies of Britain’s global empire.20

The ‘total’ archive became an important imperial fantasy, best
encapsulated in Borges’ short story which recounts an empire that was
so attached to the accuracy of its cartographic archive that it con-
structed a map that was the exactly the same size as the empire itself.21

Historical empires, however, functioned not in the idealist world of
Borgesian fictions, but in a real world limited by capital flows, labour
supply and strict timetables: the total archive never became a reality.
In addition to the finite resources of colonial regimes, the ability of
indigenous groups to exploit the fissures and limits of colonial author-
ity meant that colonial knowledge of ‘native’ society and politics
remained imperfect. Aware of these limitations, imperial agents
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worried constantly about flows of knowledge and their ability to iden-
tify ‘hidden cults’, unravel ‘secret languages’ and forestall rebellion on
the fringes of empire.22 These ‘information panics’, as Bayly has termed
them, intensified as indigenous groups were ‘pacified’ by the state’s
coercive power in the wake of uprisings against British rule and during
periods of political mobilization by indigenous groups.23 Colonial
concern with such forms of ‘rebel consciousness’ (to borrow a phrase
from Guha), was an important stimulus for the study of folk religion,
local dialect and the surveillance of new religious movements on the
frontiers of empire.24

Thus, in characterizing the empire as a series of interwoven archives,
this study recognizes that archives themselves were fundamentally
implicated in the processes of colonialism. For historians of colonial-
ism the archive is deeply problematic; the manuscript collections, par-
liamentary papers, court records, periodicals and newspapers we use
are not simply documents that allow us to access the colonial past, but
rather were constitutive of the inequalities of that past. Within the
uneven terrains of power that characterize colonial societies, the
archive was a site of authority, a lens through which colonial subjects
were monitored and a textual framework from which discourses of
‘improvement’ and ‘modernization’ were elaborated. The archive also
could provide the basis for the formulation of colonial policy, as Prior
has shown with regard to the compilation of historical narratives that
moulded the colonial state’s intervention in communal conflict. In
effect the archive constituted the ‘memory of the state’, as its records
of the pre-colonial past moulded the ‘official mind’ and guided the
policy-making process.25

In light of this function of the archive, I think we need to reconcep-
tualize the place of ‘native informants’ and ‘indigenous voices’ in the
historiography of colonialism. Although historians of colonialism have
paid considerable attention to the censorship and the surveillance of
print, we know less about the ways in which colonial states solicited
and channelled indigenous opinion. This is a crucial lacuna in our
understanding of the workings of colonialism, given the ways in which
colonial officials valued indigenous ‘authenticity’ as they searched for
pure archives of indigenous knowledge, untainted by rebellious intent
and unembellished by inventive informants.26 This suggests that colo-
nial authority frequently hinged on the state’s ability to induce the
subaltern to speak, rather than on its capacity to suppress indigenous
voices. Colonial governors, from Warren Hastings to Sir George Grey,
believed that a careful attention to indigenous religious idioms and an
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understanding of the valences of indigenous diplomacy were the very
basis for the consolidation and extension of British authority.27 There
is no better embodiment of the global aspirations of such projects than
Grey’s personal collection of manuscripts, ethnographic reports and
printed works of ethnology that provided the intellectual foundation
for his administrational crusades in South Africa, South Australia and
New Zealand.28

Despite the prominence of indigenous voices in such archival collec-
tions, many studies of colonialism rely solely on supposedly hege-
monic English-language texts, neglecting vernacular sources or the
importance of indigenous thinkers. Our disciplines, as well as realities
of colonialism, have prevented the subaltern from speaking. As Parry
has observed – within her response to Spivak’s reading of Rhys’s Wide
Sargasso Sea – postcolonialism’s attribution of ‘absolute power’ to colo-
nial discourses has led to a ‘deliberate deafness to the native voice
where it can be heard’.29 Certainly it is important to acknowledge
Spivak’s analytical starting point – that the complex transformations of
colonialism mean that is impossible to fully recover subaltern subjec-
tivities – but this must be balanced by an attention to the spaces and
occasions where indigenes interrogated the experience of colonialism. 

In order to avoid the historical deafness that Parry warns against, this
study draws extensively on Maori and Hindi sources (in addition to
European language texts) in an attempt to recognize the powerful and
divergent indigenous engagements with Aryanism. This linguistic
breadth enables me to trace more fully the mobility of the Aryan idea,
recovering the ability of South Asians to contest British appropriations
of the concept, as well as tracing the efforts of Maori leaders to fashion
a discourse of resistance that rejected Orientalism and invoked instead
the ethnological authority of the Old Testament. Thus I use these texts
to map the various strategies used by indigenous reformers, prophets
and politicians to localize new ideas and to chart major shifts (and
fractures) in ‘native opinion’. Such an approach allows me to underline
a striking but often neglected feature of anti-colonial movements: their
outward looking nature and their comparative sensibility.30 This is a
crucially important point, as the literature on decolonization tends to
view indigenous nationalisms as nationally bounded and self-
sufficient. Yet, it seems that imperial connections arising out of print
and travel led to the active cross-fertilization of anti-colonial ideologies
and models; provocative evidence hints at important ties between Irish
and Indian nationalists, Coptic Christianity and the Indian National
Congress, the Haitian revolt and Maori proto-nationalism.31
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Re-imagining anti-colonial movements and decolonization as the
product of inter-colonial exchanges suggests that colonial intellectual
life was energized by the movement of ideas and information. Although
Innis and Anderson emphasized the pivotal role of print in the consti-
tution of the nation, print also facilitated the flow of information across
national boundaries.32 We are increasingly aware that print created
important transatlantic networks, where political models, evangelical
sermons and travel narratives circulated freely within an enlarged
public sphere.33 In a similar vein, the proliferation of newspapers and
popular journals, both in the metropole and in the colonies, also
ensured the rapid circulation of a shared body of news and energized
intellectual debate within the British empire. Reportage in both English-
language and vernacular newspapers transcended local concerns, updat-
ing the public about developments in distant parts of the empire and
beyond. Maori language newspapers, for example, carried news from
Sydney to London, Delhi to Paris, New York to New Guinea.34 The global
breadth of these reports also reminds us that empires were not hermeti-
cally sealed systems and the circulation of the printed word wove states
and empires together in important ways. For example, the heavy intel-
lectual traffic between Britain and the German lands, not least in
Orientalist learning, in the late eighteenth century was facilitated by
swift translations and the rapid dissemination of the printed word.35

The authority of Orientalism in European and imperial culture had
profound implications for the study of colonial cultures beyond India.
As ethnology and ethnography became increasingly prominent within
the nineteenth-century empire, Orientalist learning provided an
important framework for the analysis of non-Christian religions and
non-European languages. Antiquarians in Ireland attempted to relate
the round towers of the Irish countryside to Phoenician sun worship or
Hindu fertility rites, while colonial lexicographers in the Pacific
attempted to find the connection between Sanskrit and various Pacific
languages. These intellectual ventures reflected the disproportionate
significance of Orientalist learning in a period when the second British
empire was expanded and consolidated and when new institutions,
including libraries on imperial frontiers, were developing. Celticists in
Dublin or philologists in New Zealand could draw from the important
Indological texts (such as Asiatic Researches, Mill’s History of British
India, or Max Müller’s edition of the Rig Veda), that were to be found in
most significant nineteenth-century athenaeums, learned societies and
university libraries. Thus, at one level, we might see the global
influence of Orientalism as a product of the ways in which the cultural
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authority of Orientalist knowledge was undergirded by the chronology
of imperialism and patterns of institutional growth in the colonies. 

The importance of these enmeshed archives is clear in the work of
Alfred Kingcombe Newman. Newman, an important figure in the
sports, politics and science of colonial New Zealand, devoted almost a
decade of his life to identifying Aryan influences in the cultures of the
Pacific.36 Convinced of the Indian origins of the Polynesians,
Newman’s research drew upon the holdings of the Polynesian Society’s
library, which had assembled a significant collection of texts on Asian
languages and cultures. In its early years, the Society formalized
exchange relationships with the Society of Arts of Batavia (Jakarta) and
two Calcutta-based journals, the Journal of the Buddist Text Society and
the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, in addition to receiving works
from the Bengali scholar Nobin Chandra Das.37 But, most intriguingly,
Newman fleshed out his argument from the large collection of ethno-
graphic manuscripts and 35 volumes of dictionaries, grammars and
ethnological works donated to the Society by the Assam-based ethno-
grapher Samuel Peal.38

In order to confirm his Indocentric vision of Pacific history, Newman
journeyed to India, retracing his footsteps back to his childhood home
(he was born into an East India Company family in Madras).
Newman’s research focused on the Gangetic valley, ‘the heart of India’,
as he visited Banaras and other sacred sites with the hope that he could
identify cultural continuities between India and the Pacific. Still
haunted by his Indian childhood and deeply interested in Polynesian
culture, Newman found innumerable connections. One such link was
the swastika and Newman’s Who Are the Maoris? provided several
‘secret Maori symbols’ that were supposedly variations on the Hindu
symbol: in Newman’s eyes this was telling testament of the Indian
origins of Maori (see cover illustration). The map used by Newman in
the same volume to trace the migration of the Polynesians from India
not only represents his vision of the region’s history, but also embodies
the dissemination of ethnological paradigms from South Asia to
Polynesia and charts Newman’s own voyage from an Indian childhood
to his new home in New Zealand (see Map on p. xi).

Webs of empire

The complex history of migration and the meshing of archives that
underpinned Newman’s work are useful starting points for the broader
reconceptualization of the British empire, and by extension imperial
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history, undertaken in this work. As I have already suggested, this
study insists on the need for a multi-sited history of the empire that
neither privileges the metropole nor accepts the nation-state as the
self-evident unit for historical analysis. Recent work by Grove on colo-
nial science, Cook on policy exchanges between India and Ireland, and
Porter on missionary networks suggests that the traditional metaphor
for conceptualizing the empire, the spoked wheel, is in desperate need
of revision.39 The wheel metaphor, where lines of communications,
finance and personnel radiate out from London to each colony in the
periphery, structures both metropolitan-focused imperial histories and
the national histories of individual colonies. 

To transcend the limits of the centre vs. periphery opposition and
the interpretative limitations of the nation-state, this study uses webs
as its organizing analytical metaphor. The exchanges traced in this
volume crossed national boundaries, as ideas moved along lines of per-
sonal correspondence, through the circulation of the printed word, as a
result of institutional exchanges and exhibitions and because of the
mobility of travellers, missionaries and administrators. These forms of
transmission did not merely transect the national boundaries of Britain
or the individual colonies of its empire, but also reached out into other
states, nations and imperial systems, collapsing geographical and cul-
tural space. I emphasize, for example, the pivotal influence of both
French- and German-speaking scholars on British Orientalism and
Pacific studies. None of this is to deny the significance of the nation-
state altogether, as this study traces both the ways in which the nation-
state increasingly organized knowledge in the nineteenth century and
the ways in which diverse nationalist traditions utilized the idea of
Aryan origins. Rather, I am insisting that we be more sensitive to the
interplay between the local, the national and the imperial: historians
must adopt a more mobile approach to the imperial past to enable
them to recover the transnational cultural movements which were so
central in the constitution of empires. 

The metaphor of the web has several advantages for the conceptual-
ization of the imperial past. At a general level, it underscores that the
empire was a structure, a complex fabrication fashioned out of a great
number of disparate parts that were brought together into a new rela-
tionship. To my mind, the central problem with the ‘cultural turn’ in
imperial history has not been a narrow focus on representation, but
rather the inability of scholars to develop Said’s insistence that
Orientalism was a system of circulation. Rather than narrowly focusing
on the rhetorical construction or ideological context of any given text,



Introduction 15

we need to begin to trace the transmission of ideas, ideologies and
identities across space and time. The web captures the integrative
nature of this cultural traffic, the ways in which imperial institutions
and structures connected disparate points in space into a complex
mesh of networks. Moreover, the image of the web also conveys some-
thing of the double nature of the imperial system. Empires, like webs,
were both fragile, prone to crises where important threads are broken
or structural nodes destroyed, yet also dynamic, being constantly
remade and reconfigured through concerted thought and effort: the
image of the web reminds us that the structure of empire was con-
stantly reworked and remade. 

The web metaphor also draws our attention to the crucial, but gener-
ally overlooked, horizontal linkages between colonies. The British
empire, as much as a spider’s web, was dependent on these inter-
colonial exchanges. Important flows of capital, personnel and ideas
between colonies energized colonial development and the function of
the larger imperial system. Such exchanges have received only limited
attention in the historiography of the British empire because they
transgress the analytical boundaries of both metropolitan-focused
imperial history (where the empire is viewed from London out) or his-
tories of individual colonies (where the view is from the colony
towards London). 

The inherently relational nature of the empire is also underlined by
the image of the web. Where the spoked-wheel reduces the empire to a
series of metropole–periphery binaries, the web reinforces the multiple
positions that any given colony, city, community or archive might
occupy. Calcutta, for example, might be seen as being in a subaltern
position in relation to London, but it in turn might be a sub-imperial
centre where important lines of patronage, accumulation and commu-
nication flow out into the South Asian hinterland and beyond to
South-East Asia or even the Pacific. 

But we might go even further than this. If we conceive of the empire
not as a single web, but as a complex agglomeration of overlapping
webs, it is possible to envisage that certain locations, individuals or
institutions in the supposed periphery might in fact be the centre of
intricate networks themselves. We will see this in the case of Samuel
Peal, whose tireless correspondence from the frontiers of Assam fash-
ioned an extensive network of intellectual exchange that reached out
to Canada, the United States, the Pacific islands and Australasia, and
incorporated metropolitan figures, including Max Müller himself. In
turn, Elsdon Best and Percy Smith, the founding members of the
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Polynesian Society and important figures in Peal’s network, themselves
occupied a central position in a related web of exchange. The
Polynesian Society quickly became a leading centre for the study of
Pacific ethnology and its membership and institutional exchange
tapped considerable intellectual resources, allowing Best and Smith to
assume a position of great authority in Pacific studies. This intellectual
authority exercised from Wellington also reflected New Zealand’s
assumption of an imperial role in the Pacific: at once a colony and an
imperial power, New Zealand fashioned its own webs of influence in
the Pacific with limited input from Britain.

While I am suggesting that Calcutta or Wellington could function as
imperial centres, I am not advocating an entirely decentred view of
empire. It is crucial to recognize the disparities of power inherent
within the empire and that many imperial networks, as well as eco-
nomic power and imperial authority, were concentrated in Britain
itself. Even at the level of intellectual production there is no doubt that
Britain continued to exercise substantial power as metropolitan learned
institutions, missionary and reform societies and, of course, the British
government had the ability to exercise considerable influence over
distant colonies. And, of course, the substantial resources available in
London, Oxford or Cambridge allowed for exhibitions, museums and
libraries on a scale beyond the reach of the colonies and also facilitated
the work of grand theorists such as E. B. Tylor or Max Müller. It is nec-
essary to balance this recognition of Britain’s position as an imperial
power that was able to fashion a global empire with an awareness of
the ability of administrators, missionaries, settlers and indigenous
groups in the colonies to construct bodies of knowledge and meaning-
ful networks of exchange: metropolitan interests might have wished to
dominate the empire, but they never enjoyed the hegemony they
aspired to.

Thus, this study rejects a vision of Orientalism or colonial knowledge
as the hegemonic imposition of metropolitan ideologies upon colonial
societies: ‘a mask of conquest’ in Viswanathan’s formulation.40 In
doing so, it moves beyond a literary focus on the static text to focus on
imperial systems of circulation, recovering the transmission of ideas,
information and identities across the empire. Such an approach allows
us to recontextualize prominent imperial concerns that would other-
wise appear marginal or even nonsensical: a correspondent to Panjab
Notes and Queries wondering whether the nose-flute played by low caste
peoples in north India indicated a cultural link with eastern Polynesia,
Elsdon Best’s search for remnants of Hindu phallus worship among
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Maori of the rugged Urewera mountain ranges, or the important con-
tribution of Samuel Peal to debates over Polynesian origins from his tea
plantation in Naharani in Assam.41 Like Newman’s Maori ‘swastikas’,
these are striking examples of a deep-seated concern with ethnic
origins and cultural continuities within a multi-ethnic empire charac-
terized by mobility, exchange and conflict.
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