The political impact of the colonial regime 

In the scholarship of the 1960s, 1970s and much of the 1980s, the emergence of an Indian nationalist movement appears as the result of western, English-language education and the formation of new professions in urban areas--the emergence of an Indian, urban middle class.  In the late 1980s and in the 1990s, recent scholarship finds the process of the development of a nationalist consciousness to be more complex, to be the result of a new relationship between state and society.  It is in the transition from Hindic-Islamicate polities to the colonial regime that we find reasons for the emergence of new types of political organizations and new types of political consciousness in India.

The decline of the old regime
The political universe for former chiefs and little kings which survived British pacification was severely altered as imperial consolidation took place.  The former chiefs and little kings no longer were the center of systems of political and religious ideas where they shared ruling status and ruling authority with the gods and goddesses which ruled the universe.  In precolonial India there had been no "civil society" no large social sphere of human interaction which was separate from the state.  All institutions of rule from the village level up were loosely linked in ritual networks which focused on the sharing of authority between ruling men and divinities.  Political and religious rituals in villages and ideas of authority were modelled, more or less, on the rituals of royal courts and the great temples.

With the consolidation of the colonial regime, there was a political revolution when one considers the fate of the ideological structures of the old regime.  What was left of networks of ritual and patronnage became warped.  The colonial state took the monopoly of force and assumed responsibility for the management of major conflicts.  The former ruling elites lost their status as the protectors of communities.  Former ruling families tried to maintain what they could of their former status and honor, building palacial mansions and spending lavishly.  They continued to engage in conflict over succession to ruling titles and honor, but these conflicts were managed in colonial courts of law, not the battlefield.  In the course of the 19th century Indian ideologies of rule--monarchical cosmologies--became fragmented.  No integrated system of Indian political ideology survived the political disruption of colonial rule.  Nationalist leaders at the end of the 19th  century would not look to Indian kingly traditions, but to Western models of liberal democracy as they thought about the future of an Indian nation.

The Anglo-Indian legal system and the remolding of elite society in the 19th century
Ranking in public ritual had been an integral feature of the old regime.  Under colonial rule, the colonial system of centralized dispute management became a major arena for social and political ranking.  The Anglo-Indian legal system was devised, formally, for the protection of property.  In India issues of control of property were also importantly issues of status and honor.  As former ruling families engaged in conflict with temples, temples lost their political significance and became defined more narrowly as religious institutions.  As royal kin went to court over succession to titles and honor, they became redefined as a social--not a ruling--class, the "native aristocracy."

Of wide significance was the new relationship between structures of kin--clans and lineages and subcastes--and the state.  Under the colonial state, kinship was no longer a major element in the formal constitution of the state.  Relations of kin were no longer a legitimate basis for the organization of the state.  The imperial government was to be run according to regulations and laws that would be universally applied.

In areas of commerce and criminality, much of the law in the Anglo-Indian legal system came from Britain.  For non-commercial, non-criminal conflicts involving property, the colonial state had special legal categories, importantly, "Hindu personal law." and "Muslim personal law."  The colonial state tended not to see its subjects as members of lineages and clans in competition for honor, authority and command, but, first, as two big block constituencies, "Hindus," and "Muslims."  Furthermore, affairs of kin became depoliticized as "personal" and "private" matters, not political or public.  The Hindu block in particular became further conceptualized as consisting of castes whose affairs should properly be adjudicated according to law codes based on classical Brahmanical law.  (In the last half of the 19th century, in Punjab, however, the government of the province decided on a less rigid policy and tried to apply “customary law”.)
Through the application of Hindu personal law in the course of the 19th century, those families who could afford to use the colonial legal system became the agents for social values which were heavily influenced by Brahminical ideas of caste and status.  The varna system became more universally and rigidly applied and ideas of caste became more fixed.  The adoption of Brahmanical customs--"Sanskritization"--became more common.  Toward the end of the 19th century caste associations emerged with the aim of mobilising people people with the same caste designation to join together to standardize their customs, adopt higher status customs and to protect their interests vis-a-vis other castes.  Caste identities became universalized.  We can talk, then, about the 19th century as the period of the "Brahman raj," as well as the "British raj."  In the course of this social change, Brahmanical values of womanhood became more widespread, making divorce unacceptable and promoting wifely devotion to her husband as her god.  Women lost political significance in the 19th century as kinship became depoliticised.

The long-term result of this remolding by legal process was the organization of Indians around religious identities.  With the gradual universalization of caste identities, Indian society under the colonial regime became more both more rigid and fragmented.

State-society relationships in the 19th century 
The language of the courts served to mark the colonial state off as different in culture from Indian society.  Especially in urban areas, the state emerged in Indian consciousness as different from society.  Large areas of what had been traditional political practice in India--giving gifts, supporting kinsmen for positions--became seen as illegitimate politically.  The cultural and political divide between colonal officials and Indians grew wider and colonial officials became increasingly convinced of their duties as the only possible legitimate rulers of India.

One important effect of this cultural and political divide between colonial officials and their subjects was the emergence of civic arenas--a public sphere--in major urban centers in British India.  Civic arenas were those activities where elite urban men met and discussed issues of common, "public" interest.  These men included traders, merchants and those who had the resources to acquire a western, English-language education.  The emergence of civic arenas and the nature of the discourse in the public sphere differed from region to region.  Public sphere activities occured sooner, with more radical results, in Bengal than they did in Bombay Presidency or Madras.  Madras was the area of slowest political change.

