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Indian polity and society and the conquest of the South Asian subcontinent

South Asia: today’s India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Nepal, Bhutan

In 18th century, speak of India to cover much of this area

Indian polity in 1750, thousands of polities of all shapes and sizes.  Not well-integrated, unified kingdoms, not well-defined boundaries, not clear linguistic or cultural identities

A discussion of late precolonial polity and society in India helps explain how a western European nation was able to conquer this vast and diverse area.  Lays the ground work for understanding the nature and extent of the modernization of India under colonial rule.

Two models of the structure of the state in late precolonial India – Hindic and Islamicate.

Hindic—named so because the rulers worshipped Hindu gods; Islamicate—associated with the institutions of Muslim rulers of India, worshipped only the god Allah.

Hindic: decentralized state administration, weak bureaucracy


No state monopoly of force; no centralized legal system; no fixed geographical boundaries; no effective, centralized administration for the collection of revenue.

Also called segmentary state because not only one king (as in England or France at this time), but a number of rulers (rajas) of varying importance and with differing ruling statuses.

There would be one maharaja who held lands over which he had direct rule; then, a number of rajas of lesser ruling status who had their own territories to administer; there would usually also be petty (small) rajas and chiefs, each with their own domains of control.

The maharaja did not run a centralized state military administration and did not organize centrally the protection of the kingdom.  While he had his own forces, he was dependent on the forces organized by the lower-ranking rajas and petty rajas.  Unstable polities existed in India; few Hindic empires of any long-term segnificance; ineffective administration for tax collection; decentralized legal systems. The maharajas and their courts had great difficulty in penetrating the areas controlled by the rajas and chiefs.  This is in great part due to the segmentary social system, also known as the caste system.

Caste: distinctive to South Asia, includes probably the most complicated social arrangements in the world.


People divided into social categories according to work: religious specialists (brahmins), warriors, merchants, land-holders, peasants, servants, waste collectors (untouchables).  Born to an occupation, could not change.  Highly stratified system with strong ideas of status and rank.  Organized  in part around ideas of purity (the brahmins, the purist) and pollution (untouchables, the most polluted).  Work associated with death and human waste products (sweat, blood, urine, feces) the most polluted.  Exception was warriors, who killed enemies of the community and gave gifts to Brahmins to have their pollution removed ritually.  Brahmins had highest social status, warriors had highest political status.

What made caste different from a somewhat weird class system?  Intricate organization of kin relations.  Complicated rules of whom one could marry and whom one could eat with and accept food from.  Powerful caste cultures of codes for dress and behavior with caste and subcaste rituals, ceremonies, gods, myths.  Caste control of conflict and the breaking of caste codes.

Little room for the state.  Rajas protected the right of caste communities to maintain their own caste organization and culture, their own dharma.  Kings did not legislate and therefore had difficulty in developing the authority and power to develop revenue systems which could regularly and effectively bring in revenue.

Under British colonial rule, the state would try to make universally binding laws and would succeed in developing elaborate revenue systems which would employ thousands of Indian across the empire.  The British,however, would build upon another set of institutions, the Islamicate, bought by Muslims who invaded India and set up governments from about the 13th century.  Brought administrative traditions from the Middle East, especially Persia.  Muslims had one god, one great prophet, a single sacred text (koran) and a single sacred law code (sharia).  They developed in India more centralized and disciplined administration than the Hindic systems.  By the beginning of the 17th century a great Islamicate empire had emerged with its base in north India—the Mughal Empire—more bureaucratized, used Persian as universal language of administration.  Wiped out maharajas in many parts and put military and fiscal pressure on rajas and chiefs.  Went into decline in beginning of 18th century, had fragmented into successor states by 1750.  These states fought each other for the chance to develop a new empire. The British would build their rule in the late 18th and 19th century on the ruins of Mughal administration, adapting it to western European ideas of authority and control.

In mid 18th century, French and British fought each other with the support of Indian allies, who in turn were in conflict with each other.  With the Battle of Baksar in 1764 forces led by the British defeated the forces of the rulers of Bengal and Oudh, putting the British into the position to establish the base of an expanding state—which eventually reached the proportions of an empire.

From beginning of the 16th century to about 1717, first phase of European trading companies involved along South Asian coasts.  Second decade of 18th century, British East India Company penetrated Bengal, establishing strong inland networks of trade, credit and defense.

Second phase of European activity, began in 1740’s when British and French trading companies became deeply involved in conflicts of Indian rulers at the same time as they fought each other, mirroring the British-French enmity expressed in wars in Europe.

Third phase began with the Battle of Baksar in 1764.  It was not the military victory in itself that was so important as the fact that the British were able to assume with their victory the civil administration of Bengal.

The consolidation of British imperial rule began an the 1790’s when a revenue settlement was carried out in Bengal and the British employees of the East India Company (EIC) were granted a substantial salary raise, making them professional administration, civil servants, not Company traders.

 By 1750’s Mughal Empire only a small state surrounding the city of Delhi, the capital.  In former areas of administration regional powers had emerged which copied the ruling style of the Mughals and which fought each other in competition to become the heirs of Mughal supremacy.  European powers were still sticking mostly to the coasts of India.

First indication of growing European potential for military intervention came during the war between the British and the French, which began in 1744 and which was carried out in Europe, Asia and America.  Both parts became increasingly drawn into Indian affairs, taking sides with Indian rulers waging war against each other.

Both French and British begin to train Indian footsoldiers in the latest methods of European warfare, with the infantrymen organized in regular columns and firing in disciplined rhythm collectively.  Such troops were inexpensive to maintain and dealt a blow to Indian men on horseback.  By the time Indian military commanders realised that they would have to adopt European military tactics, it was too late to stop European expansion.  Indian rulers and their generals had different aims in warfare, which went more in the direction of humiliating one’s enemy than incorporating his territory under one’s administration and they did not realise that both the rules of warfare and the political game in general had changed in South Asia. 

The British were fortunate in having as a military leader Robert Clive, who was also diplomat, business man and administrator.  He helped the EIC in their dealings with the Nawab (ruler) of Bengal.  EIC forces captured and sacked Calcutta in 1756 and, winning the battle of Plassey in 1757, became established as a major European political influence on the subcontinent. After Plassey, the Great Mughal in Delhi offered the civil administration of Bengal to the EIC because he wanted to prevent the new Nawab of Bengal from become an independent power in north India.

After Clive returned to England in 1760, the British began a regime of  corruption and plunder in Bengal. However, they defeated the armies of two major rulers of north India, the Nawabs of Bengal and Oudh at the battle of Baksar in 1764.   Thus the EIC was able to establish itself as the most important European presence in India.  Clive returned for two years in 1765, but did not have enough time to reorganize the administrative machinery of the Company, which was geared exclusively for commercial purposes.   Conditions among the employees of the EIC were chaotic, but no north Indian challenger of consequence appeared which could have destroyed the British bridgehead in Bengal.  In the 1790s, as mentioned above, the EIC underwent administrative reform that would lay the base for stable rule. 

What are major points to consider in discussing the nature of  British expansion in India.

1. Not the result of deliberate policy from the directors of the EIC back in England.

2. Not the result of mobilized public opinion among the British public, perhaps because battles were fought with Indian mercenaries at no expense to the British taxpayer.

3. As a trading company, the EIC practiced careful military finance and used military force sparingly.  They kept their engagements limited and took good care of their footsoldiers, called sepoys.

4. The great Indian warriors were notoriously lax in issues of finance and often landed in situations where they could not pay their troops, which thereupon vanished.

5.   The long voyage between London and India meant that the military men ”on the spot” could make key decisions without hindrances from politicians and civil servants in Britian who more impressed by the responsibilities and costs of governing territories.

6. Private interests in England supported British political dominance in India: merchants in London impressed by the size of potential markets in India; the shipping interests; those who supplied material needs of British civil and military administration in India; the cotton interest hoping for a larger market for manufactured goods.

7. Once health conditions in Calcutta, Madras and Bombay improved, the younger sons of gentry and aristocratic families, unable to inherit the family estate because of inheritance laws, went to India to seek their fortunes.

As the EIC acquired more territory, its profits were absorbed by the costs of administration.  Trading on the side, Company servants enriched themselves, while the EIC did not necessarily prosper from its share of the trade in India.  Lucrative was the tea trade with China, as the British became a nation of tea-drinkers in the 18th century.  Chinese provided tea for the EIC in exchange for the opium which the Company supplied from India.  This trade was carried on indirectly in China, for it was repeatedly banned by the Chinese government.  However, eventually the sale of Indian opium more than paid for the Company’s tea investment.  The EIC did manage for the most part to develop stable British administration in India, but it made mistakes along the way.  A series of ill-advised decisions resulted in a war  in north India in 1857, the Sepoy Rebellion.  This resulted in the dissolution of the EIC and the take-over of the government by the British government.
British Colonial Rule: Uneven Modernisation

In that the British consolidated their colonial regime in India according to their ideas of what a colonial state could be, we can say that a modern state with some modern characteristics emerged.  As in a modern state, the colonial government had a monopoly of force, a centralized administration for tax collection, a centralized legal system, a professional staff of administrators and bureaucrats, and clearly defined territorial boundaries.  However, in the same way as the last major empire of India, the Mughal Empire had to make a compromise with the surrounding Hindu society, so did there occur a ”colonial compromise” as we will see.  British colonial administrators aimed for a rule based on law, administered according to regulations.  At the lowest levels, however, where policy implementation took place, the ties of caste, clan and kinship and patron-client relations played major roles in how the colonial state affected local society.  After Independence in 1947, the new nation would build its government on  institutions inherited from the colonial regime, with all of their strengths and their weaknesses.

In the course of the 19th century a British imperial ideology emerged in which the British, as the wealthiest and most progressive nation in the world, had a duty to help the rest of the world to prosper and improve.  The rule of law would create the conditions for civilized living and the creation of wealth.

In India the governing ideology was:


1.  Indians were not capable of governing themselves.


2.  Britain had the duty to supply good government which would would be based on the rule of law, without interfering in or attempting to manage Indian economy and society.

The main responsibilities of imperial government were seen as: 1) collecting land revenue and 2) legal administration.

The type of revenue settlements which the East India Company made varied according to the prevailing ideology of how to create wealth in India, according to the Company’s security needs and according to  experience which the Company gained as new areas came under its control. 

According to the Code of 1793: 


1.  territory in directly controlled British India was divided into districts which were governed in provinces


2.  each district administered by a Collector

The District Collector was a member of the Indian Civil Service, ICS.


1.  until 1853, selected through patronage from banking and commercial families in England with some sons of clergymen and land-owners.


2.  "educated" at Haileybury College--strong belief in importance of "character" and background; confident of elite status.


3.  well-paid, to avoid temptations of corruption.  


4.  honest, but mostly mediocre administrators; mostly ignorant of local languages and local conditions 


5.  mostly interested in getting in the revenue and not stirring up controversy--pragmatic.


6.  completely dependent on Indian subordinates.

ICS consisted of about 1300 civil servants among a population of about 274 million Indian subjects in the early 20th century.

Indians in the colonial administration.


1.  excluded from ICS until toward end of 19th century--slow admission then


2.  key source of information about local conditions


3.  senior Indian offials locally very influencial


4.  came from "literate castes" and from groups with long traditions of government service in India


5.  strong ties to land-holding groups in rural society, either as relatives or as clients.


6.  mostly poorly paid


7. divided loyalties between British superiors and Indian patrons and relatives.

"Colonial Compromise":


1.  EIC/Government of India (GOI) heavily dependent on land revenue


2.  Colonial government often ran a deficit


3.  Administration was thin; the colonial police force was a skeleton service and ineffective; the Indian army could not have put down widescale rebellion in both north and south.


4.  Colonial regime dependent on finding or creating allies on village society.

The impact of finding or creating allies in village society:


1.  The rights and status of dominant landholders became strengthened.


2.  Caste divisions became more rigid.


3.  British conceptions of rights in property and British visions of "native society"--based themselves on ignorance--made an impact on Indian conceptions of their society and culture.


4.  Brahmin and other high castes gained in cultural and political influence.


5.  British rule depended on the support of both literate castes in the administration and of powerful groups in rural society--making for a stable, increasingly hierarchical society.

Other allies were the "Native Princes," constituting about one third of the land area of the subcontinent.

If India was not a reliable source of revenue and required constant attention to security, why did the British bother?


1.  Few landed regimes after India.


2.  But, by 1880 India became central to the maintenance of Britian as a world power.



a.  British investment in India



b.  India took about 19% of British exports

  

c.  gave access to trade with other parts of Asia



d.  the Indian Army (consisting of about 250,000 men after the Sepoy Rebellion , with access to more manpower) secured this trade and gave opportunities for increased trade and investment throughout India, South-East Asia and the Far East



e.  the India Army was not only a supplement to British sea power generally, it was a tool of British expansion, generally, in Africa and it defended Australia and New Zealand.



f.  Indian, not British, taxpayers paid for the Indian Army.


