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The British interaction with India mitieted on the trails of trade carried cut by the East India Company. However, with
the establishment of the British Empire it developed a *gaze” through which an *idea” of India and iis people emerged.
The idea mentioned in the title as also here talks of the Jndian society because in this paper T am oying to smdy how
the British people conceived the Indian society since a certain perception of this society had developed in their minds.

In the latier half of the 8th century the outlook of the British towards India was influenced by the philosophies | =L =
prcval_m during the Age of Enlightenment. In addition to this the British had conscicusly adopted & policy of non- | SE‘C“_‘?Nb

interference in social 2nd religione customs 2nd praclices.
o Editonals

s Perspeetives
e Book Review

This maze that had developed was that of the *Orenialists’ (fho o the past were not relustant to use this tenn; and
also they are different from that group referred to by Edward Said who wanted to show superictity of the European
cultures and thereby justify their ambitions)— who contribured to the rediscovery of the glories of India’s ancicnt past

s Commentary

> : o Spreaial Araciss
With tha estzblishment of the British Empire and the encouragement by the govemment, Englishwemen started "

cominy out in greater numbers to reside with their families in India. This was donc with the mtention of creaticg a
- ‘self-contained English-style society moulded on the patiern of *home™.2 A policy of socially distancing oneself fiom
the ‘natives’ {as they used to call Indians in the days of the Raj) had bzcome a past of the imperial culture especially
in post-1857 India.

!
|
i
The retinue of British officials was soon followed by a — never-seen-before — retinue of ‘memsahibs’ — the word |
suggesting powver and authority of the English woman.? {
In spite of their resmiction on mingling with the “nanves’, the loneliness of these Brinsh women probably drew iem
1o find out mote on what was just an Sidea of India’ for them. This cunosity resulied in a number of British women |
showing interest in things Indian. As Indrani Sen aptly remarked, ‘One striking feature aboui the writings of these |
European female visitors was that they displayed a relatively open-minded interest and curiosity about the country and
tended 10 be noticeably fres of the narrower prejudices that afflicted British India”?

The nineteenth century in India is seen as a period of tremendous change 1 different aspects of socicty with the
upliftment of the wamen in the Indimn socieiy being an important aspect to be dealt with. The {ocus was majorly on ]'
social reforms. Some of the British in India posed themselves as emancipators of the Iodian women from oppressive |
social practices. This was one of the ways in which the British warranted the need for their rule in India. i

The establishmen: of the British Empire in India in the nineteenth century opened the doors of India 10 2 number of
travellers. With these travellers was bom the “idea of India’ which was dual in nature — onc was the idea with which
they came o this Jand and the other was that which they created for their friends and families back home tixough their
privale comespondence, diaries, memoirs, paintings, etc. Tt is with the help of tbese accounts — literary and non- !

literary — that we can trace the difference between the ‘administrator’s gaze’ of India and the ‘waveller’s gaze’ of |
India —if 1 may call itso. ¢

1 am looking at two different kinds of constructs of India - the literay, mainly through John Lang, Col. C. F. Hodgson
and some of the writings included in Sen, and second, the non-literary through paintings.

There was always an official idea of India and a semi-private idea of India. Just Iike colonialism was a projeci in the i

making so was the idea of India. India is contes: s.me.hzed at different times and understanding the contezt of these icens
gives rise to forther ideas.

The Literary Construct of India

As for the literany is meinty on the writings of a joumnalist— Joar Lang (who is outsids the Tmperial culture
and system) — z\nﬁ hg q ‘Wanderings in India 2nd mher sketclies of life in Hindostan™ and on anthology of
“Memsahibg® g by Indrani Sen, (o trace the idea of India as represeated by the travellersdvisitors, I an
convincimy _Jﬁ:’\m o lbcn\gm.upucns of the Indian society — something wiich not only amosed them great!y but
also fousd 7 ihem to be very fadcinating. They travelled throush this exotic counicy in search of the picraresque. it
was the “peopie” of the mlne Jard of India which always caught the British fancy on ﬁrst stepping on this intriguing
land. /
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John Q@M‘IM ~sou,,ht his fortune in India as a successful barsister and newspaper proprietor. Whilz ata
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01:»’-0“5 A4 1Cds — 0f crvilians dnd MIKTY OITICELS resy
s -:‘ i \1-“‘.‘? surprising but the ot that the civilians looked dowa an the military unlike in his own
counwy.” It was through such experiences that these travellers created images of any country wilh deep rooted ideas.

;tvely. Jhe brenchiman Tound 1t QURCult to comprenend this

(\32:1"'";“_: Nobinkissen at Agra, a Bengali Beboo who was a 70 year old educated mas, Lang does not mince his
e '-““_"P:mng him to any educated European on account of his ‘marvellous fluency and accuracy in speaking
bflgl_l-‘h and in .TC?di‘ng ond writing the language as well and as elegantly as them’.® He furthes observed that only one
C“"!"j‘“ ML hundred could read and write Hlindostance or Pexsian thonzh could append signatures to documents.® He
2085 0N 1 state that “The Hindoos and Mussulmans in India (like the Arabs) do not regard being guilty of & fraud o

thefl 23 a disgrace. The deprading part of the business is, being convicted......".”

Lu 1 alse points out the complexities end contradictions of the Hindu religion, in its beliefs and prectices as followed
by the Indians. He shares an expertence of being drown 1o a commotion being caused by the falling of a bulock. On
being asked the reason, his servant replied thus — *A ballock has fallen down, and they are trying to get him up — that
is all, Sahib". The servamt’s three words “that 15 all’ shows the insensitivity and attitude of the Indian socicty towards
the wealment of animals, especially those considered 1o be holy. What Lang saw there was something he said would
not hs.\'? been folerated by the crowd assembled in any other country. A weak and tired bullock uazble to draw an
aver-laden cm’_c had sunk beneath the burden. The driver of the cart tortured the bull to move. In an exasperated
attampt she driver colleeted some straw and sticks and lighted a firc all round the bullock. This was despite the
:ﬁr\mnsn:nn:c of the foreign onlooker. The poor beast nnable to rise succumbed to the fire. Lang is taken aback with
the crucity with which a sacred animal o the Hindus is dealt with. This leads him 1o question the fronical reaction of
ii-m Hingus at Benares 1o any European strking a sacred animal with a whip and their absurdity and incansistency in
omng sC.”

A similar such insensitive attitude of the Indian male was seen with regard — not t an animal this time ~ but (o 4
woman as c;&pm‘.l‘:nc&d by Colonel Hodgson, He writes in his diary From Hell to the Himalayas that when a Muslim
woman was accidentally it by his car and Hodgson thought her to be probably dead ar severely wounded, an ex-
Subedar — who was passing by- on being explained tie situation commented thus — ‘Don’t worry, it's only a wonan
(Kuch ficker natn, Sahib, yej surif aurat hai)".? From such experiences ave bom two ideas which are transferred to the
others — onc is that of the womun being @ unimportant and mcognissble clement of the Indiun socicty: or sccond
probably of the dislike of some of the Indians for the Muslims in general which mzde them react in this manner. This
second idea is brought forth clearly in ane more experience of Hodgson's as a Cantonment Magistrate.!®

The discussicn on religion, festivals, custers, cte. berween Lang and the Bengali Baboo brought out two facts, botk
put forth by Nobinsissen. One was that only the rich and poor classcs want to coatinuc obroxious religions practices.
like the Holi or Bakree Eid, celebrated on public streets but seusible and respectable Indiaos do not like them.
ondly. the people in India, Hindus and Muslime zet convarted to Christianity to get temporal benefits and not for
relivious belicfs. This was corraborated by a Tesuit priest.” Therefore, one can clearly see how the British shaped
~otme of the ideas o7 the peaple through discussions with the Indians.

European weriting on India did include the tyrannical character of the Muslim rule. They became more suspiciots of
the elite Wiusli fovelty after the Revolt of 1857, This vindicated their idea that india was populated by “wrong
doers’. The British justified their imnerial artude by believing their colonial tule to be far more just and principled as
compared to those of the cruef Mughais. Mareover, the European maders prefened to work with Hicdu financiers und

merchanis gver the Indian Muslims feanr.g unnecessary political connections the Muslims might have.”

Similerly. the disunity amongst the Indian Prnces dusing the Revolt of 1857 gave the impression that the people of
India are not consistent with their policies. In the process of an idea this one particular instance becomes generalised
for the couatry ané the people as 2 whele, Their representations are based on personal experiences ood presented as ea

idea of Indiz.

The Brinsh idez of tke icentities of the people of India was guided by certain preferences and orejudices of their own
cormmunizy. This was reflected in the colonia} perceptons. The women throueh their writings were more observart of
e classes m the indian society as compared 16 the intricacies of caste. They treated the Indian women of all classes -
i - and lower — on the same footing. These British women genernily preferred those whom thev perceived as

O a2
and were easy to parronize.”

i

Marv Martha Sherwood (the wife of a Captain) on seeing Hindu women of lower classes for the first time remarks
thus of their physical appearence ard their zttire m detail: Most of them wondered how a picce of cioth “so curiously

arrangec as to form, without fhe use of nesdle, thread, or scissors. a petticoat, mantle, and veil’. i

Anather ‘menisadiv’, Modanne Postaus (wife of a Czptain in the Bombay Native Infantry) 'ls.mesmeri,z:ci at the sight
i 1 washenvoman singing in melodious voice at sunset and the effect of the ray of light on her 25 she chants
“Mahrata” songs. She says, ‘There is certainly something exquisitely atoactive in colour and sunlight. How charmed 1
have often bee; in waiching the groups of ociental women massed about these Indian wells at sunset!”'*

<vritings like these that an idea was created — in this case that of a sunset beieg magical with its colours
+ & =d i ar g B = G, 4 e 3 &y A
when falling on groups of simple natve worien — which Jed 10 vivid images of India in the minds of the British
L L = i v . - . - - = - s

I lur descripdon of u smsct zud Musim ludics in Culcutta is vividly givee by Elizabeth Mury

readers fruck horne. & 5T
S
Bruce m her Qany

Mary Carpenter; 2 prominent social reformer in_ Ti"ﬁu observed thu.s. “The sight of women cmgluyed as ardinary’
i Z as poriers wiling under hca\-y’w_‘ cnd /- ¥as Tnast repulsive. The features which nature intended to be soft

re worn wilh hardship, sehde tl;/d,dcg:'adm\g c loyments they arc compelied to nadcriake scems to
nse of femining proyri‘?ty‘ﬁ.-" is remark by Carpenter reflects the percepitons of thci)lr own coumry
vith the circ;;;r:%}crr:cs in India througl‘ ivhich they generate a new idea of this land and its
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- \ o

The idea of the lndian women Was :l‘ip}ege;:_tcd lbmugh/&{c:'?i d descriptions of the female ensemble as well. The
attire of these women and De jesvellery they 'adp;ge‘s_l_alufay_s fcmamcd an area of great interest to lh‘.: Bn.mh,m ID_',{!.ZI_
- that we can see shifting colonial ideologics and perceptions of the Indian yomen's attire. The shift
e "sari® being gracefuland efegant at one point ta it becoming immodest at another,
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- veservekions oa iks decenuy and. mod,esff.r_ky__iftfs. Ahe. dopalta wohich ECdFJGUﬂﬁ hemtancy
“The dopa&a’, she says, is so fransparent it hides nog it merely veils the form, adding beauty to ilic b:autxful__:o;.: st ;
soft and cloug-like folds. The jewellery sparkles beneatk i; ...... 18 As Sen aptly remarks that ‘Parks rates this dress |
far higher than westem apparel, According to Parks, a lady in the European dress is “as suff as 2 lobster w}u]e:"e
Mussalmani sttire “recalls the statues of antiquity™.”* Through these writings it wes clear that 2 Euopean woran's
dress rarely allowed her to walk gracefutly unlike that of the Indian atire which the British women admired.*

This is completely in contrast to a view expressed by another memsabib — Mary Frances Bilhngton;ﬁ jo.urnrc!zs_t -
writing almost 60 years later, that of the sari being completely indecent but mther a ‘modest’ gamm=nl. T] 1115 opinion
is further contradicied with Margaret Urquhart’s (a missionary in Calcuttm) writings as the sari being a ‘conmplete,
graceful and dignified dress’.®

It was through such distincive and contrasting opimions over decades that ideas were recreated. The atores of the
women of rayal families like the Begum of Oudh or the dress of the “Mahraras® were also dqscn'ba‘d by the travellers
in detail and greatly admired® As far as the women of the royal familics, princely states or the nd:_-cr houses were |
concerned their dresses and jewellery equally enamoured the British. The stage where such ohsm’vauo:fs viere E}ﬂdf i
was generally at balls and royal gatherings where the Britishers were welcomed cordially. The un_h_mm.n;on of the !
Europeans for the voyalty and princely women speaks laudably of their rich apparel and magnificent jevellery
adomed by them.

1t s the ormaments which according 16 Margeret Urquhart, *forn the most significant pari of a women's dress’. Vivid
descriptions given could attract the etienfion of women back home. This created an idea of prosperity, ricliness and !
wealth of the Indian princely ladies. Thus further creating an idea of it being cither their culral compulsion or |
personal desire® Poor people wore jewellery too but of other merals like brass and silver. By describing this they |
created an idea of the beauty of ar Indian woman — both the rich and the poor — and how they tried to enhance their
beauty by wearing profuse jewcllery. Similar such scatiments are cchocd in the writings of Lady Aune Wilson whe
describes her hostess; a middle class womar whose entire family savings hung as silver ornaments on her but the
room she lived in looked quite barren. This made Anne sigh on how “Poor things, their luxudes end with their
omaments’.?

The representations of the mitive people in these writings ercated an idea of the people of the Oricat — commonly
referred to as the “natives’ ar Indians. Be it a queen or a princess, a young boy in atiendance or an old man of 70 years
— the common trait observed in el these descriptions was that of the infelligence of these people.”” Lang comments
thns on the acting skills of the Indians — “There are ro such actors in the world as the people of Hindostae’.™ He .
describes a mature conversation he has with a six yzar old boy commenting on the wickedness of a man beatnz upa |
dear looking waman. Lang’s apimion of the Jutic boy spsaks very high of the Indian children. He said, ‘Charles Lamb
says that the children of the poor ate adults from infancy. The same may be said of the children of the rich in India’ *®
Women writers descobed the physieal features of the people of India, more so of the royalty, as weil as how
intelligent and charming they were and their disposition being very pleasant and dignified displaying as much grace as
an English princess.’® This weni on fo create 2n idea of the women of the royal families. At the same time we also
come across opinions wheremn the position of the Hindu woman in society is not like it is accorded to women in
Europe and America; ‘but she is by no means as degraded as is so frequenily represenied by travellers...... >3t This 15
a clear example to show us how in some cages the people of India were misrepresented through writings of some of
the wavellers leading to the creation of a negative idea back home. This idea was primarily caused due o the
misunderstanding of the Indian socicty by the travellers as the Indian coltuze was different from theirs. :

Lang 2lso mentions an interssting expericnee he had with a native doctor who cures him of his illness by “lacking his
eyes’ and mesmerising him which reduces the pain of the patient but causes some distress to the doctar himself?? It is
through writmgs like these that the idea of the land and people of India being mysterious and full of awe are created.

P. ). Marshall in lus edited book “The British Discovery of Hinduism in the Eighteenth Century” discusses the
dilcmma faced by the Europeans, both travellers and missionarics in their understanding of the philosaphy of
Hinduism as a religion in coufrast to Christiznity. He says that “Even if some inrellectral cnriosity about Hinduism
was aroused, the attitude of the great mass of Ewopeans who cams into contact with it was always efther ridicule or !
disgnst. Books were filled with accounis of a muldplicity of drities, repellent images and barbarous customs. Most
carly travellers concluded that ¢he Hindus were no more than idolaters, worshipping images or natural objecis.” The
British deplared the religions practices and rituals of Hinduism. In (ke initial stages when they did not understand the
religicn fully they cniticised it but atter studying it in detail they understood the clement of spiritualism in Hindnism
and ifs metaphysical natre which they praised. So, to the British, the philosophy of Hinduism was great though its
practices were appalling. Genemlly, they observed that though many Hindus performed tke rites and rituals of this
polytheistic religion, yet some of the Hindus believed in the existence of one Supreme Being controlling everything
which therefore had to be worshipped. They were most eritical of the religions practices due 1o those being irational
10 the British mind. It was because of their writings the pictore of Hinduism created outside was that of the religion
being inferior to Christianity.®

The British came to the “mysterious land” which obviousiy created curiosity in their minds. If one tries to trace the
origin of these ideas one notices the following: One that the mavellers” ideas were created by the alrezdy existing
literature on Xndia. Secondly, when these visitors came to India 2 range of advice were given to therm b, ibe Briish
already living in India; thirdly, these.ideas evolved through their acrual cxperiences and lastly, (hese were born
through the discussion with some educated intelligentsia or the common man which led to the creation of an idea.
These ideas were reflected in various aspects of life — social, economic, enitural, etc. as we have Jjust seen.

T e - ia which ¢ ;

o Thc';rini'p_r;s:iuns crzated the idea of India which changed irom -person to person. Colonel C.E. Hodzson, clearly

* admits on _bging very wnhappy when he was asked 10 go to India for foir years and told to acecpt it neacticless.
However, whé'scems strange: is the fact that insizad of spending four, Celont] Hodgson spent twenty-five years of his

life in India}-Thelhappiest indeed. He said, ‘So......J......embarked on the trooper §.S. Syria bonnd for India, where 1
PP Y y

i spend twenry-five years — the happiest of my long army career’ > This makes me wonder what was it
2réd them and whar did they get from India which changed their idea about India to a diznierrically
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paintings may bring about.

'\“30_30 Manucei, an Halian who travelled across Tndia in the Jate seventeen and exly eighteenth century wnites in Ris
~§‘F0nﬂ del Mogol, that his portraits of kings and princes presenied to the Euvopean public are most mmhentic, He
fucther states, T do not prescat portraits of queens and princesses because it is impossible to see ihem as they are
abways covered: and if anyone has mede them, they are not <o be believed. for they can only be of prostitutes, dancers
eic., reworked according to the fancy of the painter. It should be remembered that all the figures who bave a halo and
parasol over the head are persons of roval blaod ™%

Sanjay Subrehmanyam analyses the portroits of Manveci in fhe” following words: *.... the portrits are always
prcscn:cg UsiRg a stereotypical mise-en-scne, with soidiers carrying weapons on the borders and surroundine Lh;
cc—npf.:l nzure of the monarch who is always m movement, whether on palanquins, an-elephant, or a harse. 'luhc:;e
Solclu:v':s_ nowever at times have curious expressions, iecluding smiles und grimaces, of a sort that would never be seen
w official Mughal portraiture. On the other hand, the nobles ere often presented in a courtly scene...... Further. tae
usual F\fiug_ha] conventions of hicrarchized presentaiion where persons are presented in profile or semiprefile
depending on their swtus, as Ebba Koch has nated — are not fully observed.>*

The sketches 2ad paintings that the wavellers, Rritish officers and soldiers, and British women made of India also led
to the creation of an image of India. There was a ereater visual impact created through the paintings. Literature
created an imaginative painting for the readets who were Fee to interpret it however these paintings were so real that
it gave the identical image of the subject being painted with accurate details. The subjects painted were those of scenic
landscapes, monuments - both religions and secular including temples, palaces, forts, Indian people from different
regions of India, their fairs and festivals, customs, fgures of different castes and trades, gads, bazaars. Indian amices,
flera and i‘r.Lm:.L, ete. The landscapes developed the British romantic cancepi of the picturesque. A contrast of nature
:hnoggh dcpicnon of deserts, plains and hills is also very obvious. They were pencil sketches or water-colour paintings
ar oil-painticgs brought to life. Eurapeans itained Tndian artisans in theic style and technique of painting. The features
of the people were shown distinctively according to the repions, wherein neither European faces were given to Indians
nor people from different regions of India were represented m a similar way. lu addigon to this each face in a painting
was different from the others which showed deep abservalions of the Furopesns. Their paintings were also
proportionate with the Jnowledge of perspective being used effectively. Through the paintings and the costumes of
the peaple portrayed the professions, financial and socisl positions of the people were well depicted. These paintings
were more documentary than imaginative. In other words, the stvie of the paintings was ‘realistic’ whereas the
suthjects of the painting were ‘romasic’

There are some interesting paintings wiich depict the [ndian lifestyle of Nawabs being lived by some of the British
officers while i India on official duty. They ware shewn behaving very much-like an Indian gentieman would at
home, relaxing with a hookan and attended by his servants.?”

Such paintings created an impression that some of these British oflicers had become one with the Indizn socicty anc

developed ro inhibitions of being 1dentified with the Indian *Other’. These paintnes exemplify the treascolturation of
P g i it P

romanticism which oceurred during this periad. ~

Iu this paper I have tried to understand this ‘idea’ of India interspersed in the numerous writings of travellers 1o see
how India was represented through iravel accounts and alse through the paintings. Broadly, we can see three distinct
layers of these representations — the first is that of a colomsed India which is reflected greatly through the official
xeports prepaced ox their occupation of India; second is that of the ‘imagined” India — which was probably created
based on fke reports read back home or throush the experiences shared by the afficers posted in colonial India with a
little bit of exasgeration to pormay themselves in good light; and the third was that of representations ia literature
wherein the idea of Asia wes being recast™ through a comparison of its exoricisation of the past as opposed to 1s
poverty of the present. (For example, through Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem ‘Kubla Khan' written in the 19
century.) With this began a movement of the idea of anything and everything that India represented which went back
and forth resulting jo a new 1dea of India being created wath every movement.

I this cortext of the movement of ideas, it will B¢ interesting to study whelher the impressions these visitors had of
Iudia were confmed by their actual expertences or did it lead (o the crestion of a different idea. Colomial
histeriogzaphy counferpoised with the administrator’s personal gaze — as scen throush their observations of the
society — also created the idea of India,

yritings of the memsahibs also help to deepen this idea of India in the minds of the Britishers bzck home. One
ember that the moment of recording and the context in which 11 is recarded also helps in shaping this idea.
ings of the memsabibs were largely guarded by the ‘social context as well as the cultural paradigms’
';ﬁngongh the written word. A mixture of these different perceptions of the wiriters leads to the portrayai of a

eXpressec
new id-&a:r 4|

| 11
What i05% British women write shows an appreciation of thiags Indian — the nawre, attire, use of mehendi (a hand-
cglourfn'g poveder of a plant), cte. Mentally they ere outside colonial thinking. They wers not bound by this colonial
. frfmework. Therefore, the women’s and lravellers® perception is probably more realistic than the prejudiced Brnsh
officers” and administrators’.

As regards the paintings, they too similerly focus ca the socml'zmd cuhural_comexts of Indian life as witnessed by
them while it India. We find a number of similarities ip the subject being written about and the painting being made
of the same. The mejor difference between the bwo representations is ihat the thinking of the Indians has been writien
about very clearly in their writngs but the same cannot be and therefore, is not depicted through their paintings. The
pamﬂaga‘.\‘.'cre more realistic in reprecenting lacha as compared 0 writinge whick were free to be interpreted in the
mind of the rezder.

This leads me to my firal set of questions — whethcr these ncw.’-y.creuled ideas truly represent the ever evolving image
of Indic or do these re-present the same idea of this land and its people as seen through some of the writings and
paintings? Do these writings question an idea of India? or Does it resonate an J‘dca of India — whether complementary
or juxtaposing to the already existing ideas? or Aze th cs travellers “interiopers not nn:ly to the country but also to the
idea? or Was it that these ideas were created by the natives themselves through their discussions and interactions with
these wavellers? And it wes only sharad through the accounts of these travellers with their kinsmen back home?

In miy opinion, the newly created ideas were by and large a re-pre cntatic_m of the prevailing ideas. In addition to thar
Be Sravellers were oSG thece WA2ag (A - © W Coi
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PN Alone, with this, the travellers
—Gﬁiﬁ%ﬁ&:ﬂeﬂ. Tadidn s..om.e,JcB o el gincethey gx‘cav preted

sm in accordance with their understanding. They prmemcd what I would call *an’ idea of India, Which may then |
Lave resonated elsewhere, with differenr results. The questions mised here ere those that came to my mind while
rescarching this paper. Therefore, these answers are only suggestive. There are obvicusly other aliernative answers
which additional research ot an extension of the research might bring forth,
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