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> The Maratha People And Their Administration: The
British Administrators’ Péreeption.
i Dr. Sandhya Pandit

This region, today called ‘Maharashtra’, was always a'cpuntr_v of
extreme significance because of its strategic location ‘in 'Lh'_q Indian
subcontinent, Tt was.considercd to be one of the most inaccessible parts
of India by military strategists.! The general impression of thisregion of
the Marathas was that it possessed a distinctive chardcter of land, people
and political traditions. Hence every invader found it very difficult to
fight the Marathas and take over their dominions. Even for the British
this was by nc means an easy task. The Britisk succeeded in conquering
the MaratLasin 1818, b e

While studying the perception of the British administrators of this
region, itis essential to keep in mind that the British were conquerorsand
tiie Marathas were the defeated people. Owing to their educatjon and
cultural backgroundhe British were more rational'and had been exposed
tonew ideas, Comparatively the Marathas were simple people but it was
the same people who had travelled all over India, came into contact with
different people and different cultures and were accustomed to adjust
with them. The military superiority of the Marathas in the 18th Century
was indisputable. Their conquests “created a “well-deserved “and
accomplished sense of superiority among the Marathas, However, when
the British defeated them, the situation had complétely changed and the
British perceived them from a different point of vies. The Marathas who
were conquerors before had now become the defedted ones_and the
British were looking at them from a conqueror's 'poi.ﬁt' of view. The
weaknesses of the Marathas also came to the forefront because of their -
defeat. One more thing we must keep in mind is that this British
perception of the Marathas was made generally during the time of tlie last i
Peshwa, Bajirao 1. Then, neither was the Maratha Ppower at its best nor- .
Was the national character of. the Marathas which 6biu'oﬁ5]y: was one
factor whichled to their defeat. With these limitafions, we have 16 fook at -
the following-British perception. Yet, what the British ‘felt about the -
Marethas is necessary to know because that makes ‘us undcrstarfd
ourselves from a different perspective.
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The general British perception oflhf? Marathns_ was that they ;veicz
tough and hardworking. people lu-;ecpmg 111_ mmd1 thd ro:f“ ;:c
mountaincus terrain in which they hvc-d Spsflkmg of‘t he A ar.a. I ;ﬂhc
British author (Spate) wrote, “The entire region bears the imprin

Marathas: a tough, hard-working, and cheerful peasantry, ably served by _

12
adroit Brahmin elite which maintained cl(.)se touc.h with ;he;}eople.le
Another British officer writing gbout his impression nbogt;] c ;;cc?gn)
wrote that he found the people of the "Desh' (area above the' G alt r og; %
more able-bodied and beiter looking than the Mavalas -G‘CEP: i
Maval region). This difference, he said was (.hm to the .morc el::‘cr;]gt;wy
nourishing quality of the grain raised in their ficlds, and on whi
et
SUbS‘Sl-:f:ihcr speaking of the distinguishing traf‘ts of the Marz]xlth;si’;}:;
British .felt that the Merathas were faurly cx:fur!ccl to be :.z:m:, i)
courageous and brave. This was b_cc}z:use tr:);:;;:r:njyzr:[crpﬂsmg.

ing, and when roused, or led on, they we :
fl};fzf:i:fe not many instances of treacnery among_thcm m‘*;d, tl}:fef:cri
nay be said to be faithful to their trust. Yet, wlyo;z;;:zx;u}gcoMamma
y d on with a greater degrec o he

:tflrerl‘:;s;;:’:;lho:s};tcat;aod to punijl {raitors to the Government .m the mOSI.
bcwr:::s:;;g; to the British, the Marathas wc_:rc not ung:;zﬁuﬂll:::ccli
not possess the refined virtue of ‘Grai.iméc' either. The D e
very revengeful of. insults to their dignity. They wc;:{hmlr Nt
prc‘fcrrlng complaints against those whom they 1mt§. S
relations, thie Marathas were perceived to be kind an :x, € 5 1
wornen-were considéred to have great influence athome.

Tn addition 10 this, the British pcrccplion was that thchl\lfjar::h:q
deserved credit for acutcue'ss'ofunderstandmg;howcv‘cr,dthey ain;: 0;?
prejudices as well. Acuteness of »11nderst1nchu_g bzfn.dv.le e k]
judgement were qualities of the mind, often com incd in t ;‘Thc
i ‘on, which to the British formed the menml' .chnfactenshcs o :
]1?131:;:; :1: this ﬁan-oflndm. According u? the Bl.’mSh’, t}}c fm.mm“;,“e
their first quality to form irigenious plans and schemes anddb\:}:fno;s:‘lz;
m the air’. '[‘m‘é they do with untinng p_erscvemncef; :\nh- S
patiently and with all the cunning. as does a hunter seizing his mom
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action. They | isi
on. They bring on a crisis upon themselves a

moment their p]dﬂS arc i3 1ey are undecided and v averin nth
exposed t Y a C g
: 1 zc1d and w In the
end, thcy are dlSCDIICCNCd, uitless &

cunning and in the art’ of expedienc
people, according to the British,
: The Maratha (or Deshust) '+
of the Konkan Brahmin ¢ /
assimilated with the com::::i] t;\‘;f;::;}?is‘;i}f? f’ﬁ"c"e? b e
el g g crence of caste admitted.
zizi(rll]trllsh pL_l‘LCI\-Cd the Brahmius u:.; be more polished in his cmmingl"
g to Elphinstone, the Brahmins “are superstitious and na i
their attachment to their caste, to a degree that has no exa; 1l s
but they are mild, patent, intellizent on man 'S\;b': mp 5 e.lsewhcrc‘;
enlightened; and though rcgaf;‘licss of )”' i J‘-'m&y f“_"'m e
S 5 = r suiferings which they may
y produce, they ere naturally very averse to cruclty
bloodshed” * i s
The British characterised the Marathas as a mild and cheerful
peoplle They were exceedingly frugal, and hardy, and had 'ali ti
hospitality of a rude people accustomed to a Joamin;:.[ifc‘ As com la ’Ilfl
to other Hindus, the Maratha people appeared tohsui: 'Ihcll' idci-:lio
po:rj.xcul:l.r, people with more readiness and possessed other qu‘?lities
which were essential to the making of a soldier. They were caj al;Jc of
great bodily fatigue and were also ebedient 1o their sup;riors,‘ g
Having understoed and seen the British perception of the Maratha
character and the people, it will be intezesting to also note the reaction of
the indigenous people from the British perspective, when the Bl'il‘lﬁh
defeated the Marathas in the third .‘\J:glo-i\’iar.’-llha Warin 1818 and |:0<;k
over the once invincible Maratha region. Once Bajirao II's ﬂﬁ'aii:s took a
decided mum for the worse, the better-informed inimbﬂams began to ;mr
out of the belief that they would be permanently subject to fi:e Briusl';
Government. Captn. Henry Dundas Robertson, who was the British
Collector in Pune, observed that the people of the 'capital of an Empire!
as the city of Pune was then called. which was the seat of the Pes'nwas'
were dissatisfied with the change of Governmen:.” Public opinion was
strong against the British. They believed that the Maratha Sardars would
be successful in driving the British to the sea. Since this did not happen,

e : md thenscem touse up all.™ ;
p mind in producing their ingenious plan with effect. The

their opponent 1s inferior to them in -
y. This makes them quarrelsome “-

hmin partook much of the character :

.-people here received our govi. with perfect submiission, if

( ATRA ST iR et [ 30% E

they disliked the British for some tire- probably because they W
Eiisappo'mtc;]. Tnitially, they remained in a state of indifference regardi
who should Be theirruler. They observed @ courteous demeanour toward
the British so that they were not looked upon as enemies and if Bajirao
did rétumn, he should not accuse them of being friends to the British.” The
eople was mixed. Those who had not suffered during the

reaction of the p {
reign of Bajirao I were unhappy aboutthe Britsh rule.”
Mountstuart Elphinstone felt that the indigenous people wWereopen

‘ahd optimistic about. their Government. In his letter, he staies, “The
f not with

ar feeling against us, partly no

pleasure. There is not the smallest popu!
m the hope off

doubt from the hopelessness of resistance, partly also fro
good govt. and anxiety for pcacc."'°

" The apathetic state of the last Peshwa and his capital ¢ity was quite
evident as early as 1803. According to Sir Arthur Wellesiey, who helped
the Peshwa during the 2nd Anglo-Maratha War, the Peshwa did not have
Ny er or civil officer in his service to whem he coulé entrust
: were all cither in the
All the

a common Wwrit
Yhe management of a single district. His territories
hands of kis enemies or were without managers on Lis part.
capable persons of his state had either joined the encmies or were
upprisoned and oppressed by him. As a result all the rich districts were
goingtoruin, So much so that the British believed that unless the Peshwa
set these people free and employed them in settling the country the state
- would never revive.” This shows that the British were well aware of the
decline in administration during Peshwa Bajirao IT's reign. Regarding the
Govemment of the late Peshwa, Captn. H. D. Robertson writes, “No
language is too strong to describe the disgraceful conduct of the Prince
who living in affluent and luxurious ease gave not ene mornent to the
consideration of the happiness of his people, but on the contrary set them
the most’ profligate. example of depravity and corruption” Furtber
criticising the last Peshwa's reign Robertson says that during the reign of
Bajira.o T *“‘nearly all sense of respectability was lost”, the geod totally
abandoned, and that able body of statesmen educated by Nana Phadnis
wére plundered and dismissed from office due to the policy and dis'ike of
Bajirao of that minister. The Peshwa was surrounded by officicus men
and flatterers ignorant of the comumon forms of business and the common '
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o .\ghts of their fellow 'cx"taturcs, men poor:and secking for fortune were .
, “advanced 1o the highest offices of the state,;and “converted the sword of- 3
¥4 justice, the protector of rights, into the scourge of community”. "

Generally speaking,  they-considered Bajirao II's rule. and his’™
policies to be oppressive as compared'to his predecessors like Nana;
Phadnis who wére known for iheir greatjustice and kindness.™ 4

Thoughthe British -were convinced: of. the feeble-and” conupt ..
Government of the late Peshwa; they believed that twas probably not as
bad as irhagined since the country had:prospered under it in the not t'c'v_o’.'ii_»'
distant past. Therefore they also studied the-Maratha administration.’.
during the more lucrative énd wealthy years of their mule. Their system of:
administration was generally known and understood. In their opinion, ‘it
suited the pecple \\Chqm'indécd ithad helped to form, and itavas probably.* |
capable of being perfected by gradual improvement,”*! ]\doums‘mart.-i 3

Elphinslong_poimcd out that though the Maratha Government mightnot. ‘. .

aave been compatible with a vety. good form of administration, there wag .-
something vital in it due o the very fact that it survived so']ong.,'5 He had*
developed a good opinion of the Maratha systemand wanted to,pfeécrvc: T
as niuch of itbecause he believed thatithadserved the Marathas well. "¢ !
Speaking “of- the social. conditions ]
discovered that they followed many vices' and falsehood in all shape;
pervaded all ranks.:*-But the British- believed these 1o be strictl
pro.ivited by the Maratha Government .and only \\;cre'vcry recen]
tolerated owing 16 the corruption 6fthe Peshiwa's officers,"® However thy
greatest evil which prevailed, accbrdi.i:y'g to the British, was .'Inﬂdéh'fy {o}
the Marriage Bed'.”® They looked at the inhtman practice of Sati With-

grezt horror and never approved of it. But one positive quality of

There was litde or no demand for spirituous liquors by the great mas 6T
the people but it could become prevalent ifthey could afford to pﬁrch‘a'_qc"
them easiiv.”?. 5 : el T S

Education as a rcgdar systein was cc:rtm'ﬁly unlmé_\;m amo..r'ng‘st't:hi-.'
people. Whatever.little education existed Wwas confined to the Brahim
and the shopkeepers. The “few - schools which cxisted: “w,

dizproportionate to the population-due fo the ‘general poverty of th

of .the people, the British'?

T TR IS 79 f §22

acricvlturists who required the services of their children on the fieldsand
ﬁ:micnding to their caftle: The Bratish found the general illitcz;{tcncss of
the cultivators remaikable in a'stage of civilization. However in 1826 a
British officer wrote that-though the culuvators could not write., they
were intelligent, highly observant and could lucidlyexplain the mnonfile
of the agricultural process — a skill absent in many educated English
farmers. In his opinion it would not be challenging to teach the
cultivators [n fact, it would lead to several important effects, like ‘f_”['he
mind ol"lh.u culiivator would be invigorated with new ideas, new vnc.ws
would be associated, a spirit of improvement, interprize and innov:_moln
might spring up in place of the apathetic routine ltl.;lt at present prevails in
rural economy, and in the social relations of life™.” . .
According to the British, curing the reign of Bajirao II there existed
no fixed ruie in ceitain judicial matters. For instance, wher} a man was
convicted of a criminal offence the laws of the Shastras were to be
followed. However. the Shastras mentioned the punishment bu% not the
mode of its execution especially in cases of death sentence given for
murder* All this was very unusual for the British. Another mode of
exccution which the British were keen on suppressing was the horrid

. 25
practice of murder by poison. ;
The British felt that the Marathas would not trouble the Magistrate

much. They had family quarrels, and sometimes one village hac.i dispute
with another, but their enmities seldom went beyond .altc:r;:auon's and
" were usnally handed down from generation to.generation.” Vesting of
arbiirary and ample -powers to District Managers, by the late
Government. in British opinion gave rise to partial oppression and abuse.
Their mvérding punishment on the spot saved thc.prosccu:ors and the
witnesses the expense and inconvenience of along journey 19 the Huzur
Kacheri. These decisions at least had the advantage of bzc.:,mg speedy
though whether always just or not 1'~‘. difficult for Lhen.l tosay.
Elphinstone found the existing Marath:'l. Police good thm{gh he
Found the Maratha judicial system rotten 1o its very corue:. To' h:@ the
" superiority of the Brahmins scemc.d obsolzte and at?sur.d. S1m:la..rly there
vas no consistency or regulation in the .syslcm o.f_ufst.wc. Inspite ot_‘ t-he
ailing disorder and confusion in the judiciary, the EI‘IT.-ISh
L i Panchayats most, of all the institutions of Maratha polity.

appreciated the
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Intheir opinion, the institution of Panchayat had managed to survive and

, }rju.c.loui cheap and tolerable justice.”® They were convinced that the
anchayats gav just :
1 - 1.1;41. gave good justice and that 'it'it were possible to hit upon a
mode i 21 i iti
ofregulating their proceedings, itis the mode of giving justice best

adapted to the natives of this country'. The British also felt ussured that if .

they required i

% Zf;::;:;ge‘:ﬁottc: Z::n:;l,h imcl:nf;-:rl]chqygt system, Lhe_chmjgc would
discrimination was quite gre; ’ Inu -épm. i DU_E“SIlSh SR
i a e ﬂbo,[]zjsgl:heucull; _\zxmc_;feath, they also speak of it
abolishment bring the dispensation 0012 C:I )dflcha}’ats, and lmerscrc‘us
due to want of people o "i‘hc. -}\dara"!;:f i EiCP_IOI"_lblC Condlthn
professional thieves, orofdeprzvinullhupmc”uce' i Ch'ppmg‘ it

: g them of their hands or feet was not

appreciated by the Britishatall.™

: T reiterate if]e point that we have been stating so far that most of
ths perception of the British adminsirators’ that we have seen has
-.stll_\,' been with reference to the last Peshwa Bajirao II's reign. About
the Mvaratha rule prevalent before Bajirao II, Robertson had this to say —
“T'{\c general sense of the most intelligent natives of the old school”,
writes Robertson, “dweli with vencration on the recollection of Na'na‘s:
rule, and 1t is probable that at no period of the rise and progress of their
p?\\'ers was the internal Government of Pooina Mahrattas more correct or
vigorous that it became under this siatesman’.”’ - .

It 1s also interesting 1o note Elphinstone's overall analysis of the
Marathas. He writes, “Taking the whole as a nation, they will be found to
be inferior o their Mahommedan ncighboms in knowledge and
civilization; but less tainted with pride, incolence, tyranny, effeminacy,
and debauchery' less violent, less bigoted, and (except while in armies on
foreign service) more peaceable, miid, and humane”.*

These statements discern that though the British wrote.from a
conqueror's point of view; it was still an objective analysis of the Maratha
people and their administration as it highlights the étrenglh.s and
weaknesses of the Maratha character and also their positive and negative
qualities i

-
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