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INTRODUCTION

p to five years ago, American images of India pictured it as a

land of religion, luxury, and desperate poverty—holy men sitting
cross-legged by the roadside, fat maharajas on bejeweled elephants,
or poverty-stricken beggars picking through garbage for scraps to eat.
Now that image has begun to change. If Americans think of India today,
they are more likely to imagine Indian workers in call centers taking
jobs needed in the United States or slum kids winning fortunes on quiz
shows as in Slumdog Millionaire—or, if they read the business news,
they might imagine a population of consumer-crazed Indians drinking
Coca-Cola or Pepsi and eating Kentucky Fried Chicken. The “Bird of
Gold,” the golden Indian economy, is on the rise, and by 2025, accord-
ing to at least one group of American analysts, India’s new globalized
and liberalized economy could produce prosperity for more Indians
and create an Indian middle class of more than 593 million (almost
twice the size of the American population) eager to consume whatever
global markets can provide.

These current images are, in their own way, no less exotic or distorting
than images of the past. They do as little justice to the reality of Indian
life and history as past stereotypes of poverty, religious conflict, and “holy”
cows. India’s 5,000-year history tells the story of a land in which both
indigenous peoples and migrants from many ethnic and religious com-
munities came to live together, sometimes in harmony and sometimes
in conflict. The communal lives of the earliest Stone Age peoples; the
mysterious bead-making ancient civilization of the Indus River Valley; the
Sanskrit cultures of ancient India; the Islamic lifeways of Turks, Afghans,
and Mughals; and the Western modernities of European colonizers—
over past millennia, the contributions and lifeways of all these peoples,
communities, and civilizations have been woven together into the rich
tapestry that is India’s past. But that history, it is important to note, is not
owned by any one of these contributors or communities. It is the common
heritage of them all. It is a heritage equally visible, and equally authentic,
in the practices of a remote rural village or in the festivities of the yearly
Republic Day Parade with which Indians celebrate India’s independence
and the birth of India’s modern democracy in 1947.
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INTRODUCTION

It is this collective story of the Indian past that this brief history
tells. As in the first edition of this book, themes important to this his-
tory include the great size and diversity of the Indian subcontinent,
the origins and development of the Indian caste system, India’s reli-
gious traditions and their use and misuse in past and present, and the
complexities of democratic majoritarian politics within a country with
many castes, minorities, and religious groups.

Unity and Diversity on the Indian Subcontinent

India is big according to any number of indexes—in landmass, in popu-
lation, and in the diversity of its many peoples. In landmass, India is
approximately one-third the size of the United States. In population,
it is second in the world (after China) with a current population (esti-
mated July 2009) of 1.157 billion people. The peoples of India speak 16
officially recognized languages (including English), belong to at least
six major religions (having founded four of them), and live according
to so wide a range of cultural and ethnic traditions that scholars have
sometimes been tempted to define them village by village.

Instead of comparing India with other modern nation-states, a better
approach might be to compare India with another large cultural region,
such as the modern European Union. India today is three-quarters as
large in landmass as the modern European Union with more than twice
the European Union’s population. Where the European Union is made up
of 27 separate countries, India is a single country, governed centrally but
divided internally into 28 regional states (and seven union territories).
The peoples of the European Union follow at least four major religions;
Indians today practice six different religions. Where the European Union
population has 23 official languages, India has 16. Finally, the separate
Indian regions, like the separate states of the European Union, are united
(culturally) by shared religious and cultural assumptions, beliefs, values,
and practices. Also as in the European Union, India is made up of multiple
regional and local cultures and ethnicities.

As this brief history will show, the political unification of this vast and
diverse South Asian subcontinent has been the goal of Indian rulers from
the third century B.C.E. to the present. Rulers as otherwise different as
the Buddhist Ashoka, the Mughal Aurangzeb, the British Wellesley, and
the first prime minister of modern India, Nehru, have all sought to unite
the Indian subcontinent under their various regimes. At the same time,
regional rulers and politicians as varied as the ancient kings of Kalinga
(Orissa), the Rajputs, the Marathas, the Sikhs, and the political leaders of
contemporary Kashmir, the Punjab, and Assam have all struggled equally
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hard to assert their independence and/or autonomy from central control.
The old cliché of the interplay of “unity and diversity” on the subconti-
nent still has use as a metaphor for understanding the dynamics of power
relations throughout Indian history. And if this old metaphor encourages
us to read Indian history with a constant awareness of the subcontinent’s
great size, large population (even in ancient times), and regional, linguis-
tic, and cultural complexity, so much the better.

Caste

In this second edition, as in the first, the Indian caste system will be a
major focus of discussion. From the third century B.C.E. to the present,
the Indian institution of caste has intrigued and perplexed travelers to
the region. Originally a Brahman-inspired social and religious system,
caste divisions were intended to define people by birth on the basis of
the religious merits and demerits believed to have been accumulated in
their past lives. Most modern ideas about caste, however, begin with the
observations of 19th- and 20th-century British officials and scholars.
These men saw caste as a fixed hereditary system based on arbitrary cus-
toms and superstitions that forced Indians to live within a predetermined
hierarchy of professions and occupations and created the “unchanging”
villages of rural India. To such observers caste was a complete anachro-
nism, a system that was anathema to egalitarian and competitive modern
(that is to say, European) ways of life.

Many Western-educated Indians also believed that caste was an out-
dated system. In the early decades after Indian independence in 1947,
such men believed that caste would simply wither away, an unneeded
and outmoded appendage in a modern India organized on the principles
of electoral democracy. But caste has not disappeared from modern India.
Instead it has shown the flexibility and resilience that has characterized
this institution from its origins. Caste has reemerged in modern India as an
organizing category for Indian electoral politics and as an important com-
ponent within new ethnicized 20th- and 21st-century Indian identities.

No short book can do justice to the complex historical variations or
local and regional expressions of the Indian caste system. But this book
will describe the ancient origins of the caste system, what scholars think
it was and how scholars think it functioned, and it will suggest the many
ways in which communities and individuals have adapted caste and caste
categories and practices to their own needs and for their own purposes:
to increase their own community’s status (or decrease that of another); to
incorporate their own community (or those of others) into broader local,
regional, and/or imperial Indian political systems; and, in the modern
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world, to turn caste categories into broader ethnic identities and adapt
them to the new demands of modern electoral politics. Caste has existed
in some form in India from at least 600 B.C.E., but over the many centu-
ries of this unique institution’s existence, the single truth about it is that
it has never been static.

Religion and Violence

From as early as we have Indian texts (that is, today from ca. 1500 B.C.E.),
we have sources that tell us about Indian religions and religious diversity.
Over the millennia different religions have lived together on the subconti-
nent, governed often by rulers of different religious persuasions—whether
Buddhist, Jain, Hindu, Muslim, or Christian. Sometimes these communi-
ties have lived in peace with each other, sometimes in conflict.

Recent events—from the 1947 partition of the subcontinent into a
Hindu-majority India and a Muslim-majority Pakistan to the rise to
political dominance of Hindu nationalism in the late 1990s—have led to
dramatic episodes of religious violence, in, for instance, the partition riots
of 194748 and the Gujarat violence of 2002. Media reports of communal
conflicts often present them as the result of a too-intense religiosity. “The
problem’s name is God,” wrote the Indian novelist Salman Rushdie in the
aftermath of brutal Hindu-Muslim riots in Gujarat in 2002.

Over the centuries, however, God has had considerable help with reli-
gious violence on the Indian subcontinent. One story India’s history tells
well is the story of how communities live together when their peoples take
religion and religious belief seriously. This is not always an inspiring story.
At times India’s multiple religious communities have lived peacefully
together, adapting aspects of one another’s religious customs and practices
and sharing in religious festivities. At other times communities have sav-
aged one another, defining themselves in mutual opposition and attacking
one another brutally. Thus—to use an ancient example—(Vedic) Hindu,
Buddhist, and Jain communities competed peacefully for followers within
the Indo-Gangetic Plain from the sixth to second centuries B.C.E. and
throughout southern and western India during the first to third centuries
C.E. But several hundred years later (from the seventh to 12th centuries
C.E.), Hindu persecutions of Jain and Buddhist communities drove these
sects into virtual extinction in southern India.

Religion and religious identities, when taken seriously, become avail-
able for use—and misuse—by local, regional, and political powers and
communities. The exploitation of religion or religious feeling has never
been the unique property of any single religious community (or any
country, for that matter). Many, if not all, of India’s kings and rulers turned
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extant religious sensibilities to their own uses. Sometimes the purpose
was benign: The Buddhist emperor Ashoka urged his subjects to practice
toleration; the Mughal Akbar explored the similarities underlying diverse
religious experiences; in modern times, the nationalist leader Mohandas
K. Gandhi used Hindu images and language to create a nonviolent nation-
alism. At other times rulers used religion to more violent effect: Southern
Indian Hindu kings persecuted Jain and Buddhist monks to solidify their
own political empires; Mughal emperors attacked Sikh gurus and Sikhism
to remove political and religious competition. And sometimes the results
of religious exploitation were far worse than intended, as when British
efforts to encourage separate Hindu and Muslim political identities—
“divide and rule”—helped move the subcontinent toward the violence
of the 1947 partition. Or, to give another example, in the 1990s, when
Hindu nationalists’ efforts to build a Hindu temple on the site of a Muslim
mosque resulted in widespread violence, riots, and deaths.

Who Is an “Indian”? Hindutva and the

Challenge to Indian Secularism

At the heart of the religious violence and caste conflict in India from the
late 19th century to the present, however, are questions about both ethnic
identity and national belonging. These questions had not arisen in earlier
centuries (or millennia) in part because earlier authoritarian rulers had
had little need to pose questions of overall Indian identity. In part these
questions did not arise because of the functioning of caste itself.

From very early the Indian caste system allowed diverse and differently
defined communities to coexist in India, functioning together economi-
cally even while maintaining, at least in theory, separate and immutable
identities. However, over the centuries of such coexistence, communities
did, in fact, alter in response to groups around them, adapting others’
practices, customs, and even religious ideas. Thus many Muslim com-
munities in India as well as the 19th- and 20th-century Anglo-Indian
British communities functioned as caste communities in India, even
though caste had no basis or logic within their own religious ideologies.
They related internally to their own members and externally to outsiders
in ways often typical of Hindu castes. And movements such as the devo-
tional (bhakti) sects of the 12th to 18th centuries appear within many
different Indian religions even while sharing, across religious boundar-
ies, similarities in expression and form. Still, however much ethnic and/
or religious groups might borrow or adapt from one another, the caste
system allowed all these communities—to the extent that they thought
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of such things at all—to maintain a belief in the cultural and religious
integrity of their own ideas and practices.

In the 19th century the needs of organizing to oppose British rule in
India forced nationalist leaders for the first time to define an all-Indian
identity. Initially, in the effort toward unifying all in opposition to the
British, that identity was simply defined as “not British.” Indians, then,
were not white, not English speaking, not Western in their cultural
practices. Later, however, the definitions began to be differently defined.
Nationalists found themselves appealing to audiences on the basis of lin-
guistic, cultural, or religious identities: as Bengali or Urdu or Tamil speak-
ers; as Aryans or Dravidians; or as Hindus or Muslims. In the years after
independence in 1947, these multiple identities often returned to haunt
the governors of modern India, as ethnic and linguistic groups, their
consciousness raised by earlier nationalist appeals, sought regional states
within which their identities could find full expression.

After 1947, however, India also became a modern democracy—the
worlds largest democracy, in fact—and a country within which all
adult citizens, male or female, were entitled to vote. For leaders such as
Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, Indian citizenship was a
modern, completely secular status, conferred on adult men or women
by virtue of birth (or naturalization) within the modern nation-state of
India, a status that carried no requirements of particular linguistic, reli-
gious, or ethnic identities.

But the politics of majority electoral rule, and of nationhood itself, had
its own logic. By the last decades of the 20th century the question of the
nature of Indian citizenship had become one of the most compelling and
contentious in Indian public life. Modern Hindu nationalists sought to
create a politicized Hindu nation out of the 80 percent of the population
who were Hindus. They proposed a new definition of Indian identity (if
not quite of Indian citizenship): Hindutva. India would be identified not
as a secular state but as a Hindu nation, a nation in which only those
able to accept a Hindu identity might fully participate. By the turn of the
century the question of whether India would be secular or Hindu had
politicized not just Indian public life but all discussions of Indian history
from the ancient river valley civilization of Harappa to the present. Which
groups of Indians would be allowed to claim India’s historical heritage as
their own was very much in debate. As the Hindu nationalists won control
of the central government in the elections of 1998 and 1999, it seemed as
if the Indian majoritarian political system might become the vehicle for a
new religiously defined Indian state.
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The Bird of Gold

To the amazement of most political analysts, however, the Hindu nation-
alist party was defeated twice in the first decade of the 21st century,
and the secular government of the previously governing Congress Party
was returned to power. Congress’s economic policies, in place since
1991, were seen as responsible for the booming growth of the Indian
economy—policies that seemed to have wooed India’s new middle class
away from the Hindu nationalists. At the same time, Congress’s calls for
economic fairness and programs for rural employment captured a siz-
able portion of India’s powerful rural vote and newly enfranchised lower
caste and untouchable voters. Observers were left to wonder if the “bird
of gold”—that is, a booming Indian economy—coupled with low-caste,
untouchable, and rural voting majorities could trump the saffronized
identity of Hindu nationalism.

These are the main themes and issues of A Brief History of India, Second
Edition presented within a chronological framework throughout this
book. The book opens with a survey of India’s geography and ecology
and with a discussion of prehistoric communities, the Indus River settle-
ments, and early Aryan migrations into the Indian subcontinent. Chapter
2 discusses ancient India, the origins of Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Jainism, the spread of early Sanskrit-based culture throughout the sub-
continent, and the development of the caste system. Chapter 3 describes
the entry of Islam into India and the growth and spread of Muslim com-
munities and political kingdoms and empires. Chapters 4 and 5, taken
together, describe the establishment of the British Raj in India and the
impact of that rule on Indians both rural and urban: Chapter 4 specifi-
cally outlines, from the British point of view, the conquests and estab-
lishment of the British Empire; chapter 5 then discusses the multiple
levels of Indian responses to the structures and ideologies introduced
by British rule and to the economic changes the British Empire brought
to the Indian countryside. Chapters 6 and 7 describe the origins of the
Indian nationalist movement and its campaigns, under the leadership of
Mohandas K. Gandhi, against British rule. Finally chapters 8 through
10 turn to postindependence India. Chapter 8 describes the creation of
the modern republic of India and its governance through 1996, ending
with the first abortive attempt of the Hindu nationalist party to form a
government in that year. Chapter 9 discusses the social and demographic
changes that have reshaped Indian society and the forms of popular cul-
ture that that new society developed from 1947 through 2009. Finally,
chapter 10 carries the political story of the rise to power of the Hindu
nationalist party in the elections of 1998 and 1999 up through their
defeat by the Congress in both the elections of 2004 and 2009.
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LAND, CLIMATE, AND
PREHISTORY

Men, racing on fast horses, pray to me,
They call on me when surrounded in battle.
| cause the battle—I, generous Indra.
I, powerfully strong, raise the dust of the racing horses.

|
Rig-Veda IV. 42.5 (Rgveda Sambhita 1936, 1I:671; translated by Lucy Bulliet)

More than 50 million years ago a geological collision occurred
that determined India’s physical environment. The geographical
features and unique ecology that developed from that ancient event
profoundly affected India’s later human history. The subcontinent’s
early human societies, the Harappan civilization and the Indo-Aryans,
continue to fascinate contemporary scholars, even as modern Hindu
nationalists and Indian secularists debate their significance for contem-
porary Indian life.

Borders and Boundaries
India is a “subcontinent”—a triangular landmass lying below the main
Asian continent—bordered on three sides by water: in the east by the
Bay of Bengal, in the west by the Arabian Sea, and to the south by the
Indian Ocean. Across the north of this triangle stand extraordinarily
high mountains: to the north and east, the Himalayas, containing the
world’s highest peak, Mount Everest; to the northwest, two smaller
ranges, the Karakoram and the Hindu Kush.

Geologists say that these mountain ranges are relatively young in geo-
logical terms. They were formed only 50 million years ago, long before
humans lived in India. Beginning several hundred million years ago,
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the tectonic plates that underlie the Earth’s crust slowly but inexorably
moved the island landmass known today as India away from its location
near what today is Australia and toward the Eurasian continent. When
the island and the Eurasian landmass finally collided, some 50 million
years ago, the impact thrust them upward, creating the mountains and
high plateaus that lie across India’s northwest—the Himalayas and the
high Tibetan Plateau. Over the next 50 million years, the Himalayas
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and the Tibetan Plateau rose to the heights they have today, with peaks,
such as Mount Everest, reaching almost nine kilometers (or slightly
more than five and a half miles) in height.

The steep drop from these newly created mountains to the (once
island) plains caused rivers to flow swiftly down to the seas, cut-
ting deep channels through the plains and depositing the rich silt
and debris that created the alluvial soil of the Indo-Gangetic Plain,
the coastal plains of the Gujarat region, and the river deltas along
the eastern coastline. These same swift-flowing rivers were unstable,
however, changing course dramatically over the millennia, disappear-
ing in one region and appearing in another. And the places where the
two landmasses collided became geologically unstable also. Today, the
Himalayas continue to rise at the rate of approximately one centime-
ter a year (approximately 10 kilometers every million years), and the
region remains particularly prone to earthquakes.

The subcontinent’s natural borders—mountains and oceans—pro-
tected it. Before modern times, land access to the region for traders,
immigrants, or invaders was possible only through passes in the north-
west ranges: the Bolan Pass leading from the Baluchistan region in mod-
ern Pakistan into Afghanistan and eastern Iran or the more northern
Khyber Pass or Swat Valley, leading into Afghanistan and Central Asia.
These were the great trading highways of the past, connecting India to
both the Near East and Central Asia. In the third millennium B.C.E. these
routes linked the subcontinent’s earliest civilization with Mesopotamia;
later they were traveled by Alexander the Great (fourth century B.C.E.);
still later by Buddhist monks, travelers and traders moving north to the
famous Silk Road to China, and in India’s medieval centuries by a range
of Muslim kings and armies. Throughout Indian history a wide range of
traders, migrants, and invaders moved through the harsh mountains and
plateau regions of the north down into the northern plains.

The seas to India’s east, west, and south also protected the subconti-
nent from casual migration or invasion. Here also there were early and
extensive trading contacts: The earliest evidence of trade was between
the Indus River delta on the west coast and the Mesopotamian trad-
ing world (ca. 2600-1900 B.C.E.). Later, during the Roman Empire,
an extensive trade linked the Roman Mediterranean world and both
coasts of India—and even extended further east, to Java, Sumatra, and
Bali. Arab traders took over many of these lucrative trading routes in
the seventh through ninth centuries, and beginning in the 15th cen-
tury European traders established themselves along the Indian coast.
But while the northwest land routes into India were frequently taken
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by armies of invasion or conquest, ocean trade only rarely led to inva-
sion—most notably with the Europeans in the late 18th century. And
although the British came by sea to conquer and rule India for almost
200 years, they never attempted a large-scale settlement of English
people on the subcontinent.

Land and Water

Internally the subcontinent is mostly flat, particularly in the north. It
is cut in the north by two main river systems, both of which originate
in the Himalayas and flow in opposite directions to the sea. The Indus
River cuts through the northwestern regions of the Indian subcontinent
(modern-day Pakistan) and empties into the Arabian Sea; the many trib-
utaries of the Ganges River flow southeast coming together to empty into
the Bay of Bengal. Taken together, the region through which these rivers
flow is called the Indo-Gangetic (or North Indian) Plain. A third river,
the Narmada, flows from east to west into the Arabian Sea about halfway
down the subcontinent between the two low ranges of the Vindhya and
the Satpura Mountains. The Vindhya Range and the Narmada River are
geographical markers separating North and South India.

South of the Narmada is another ancient geological formation: the
high Deccan Plateau. The Deccan stretches a thousand miles to the
southern tip of India, spanning the width of southern India and much
of the peninsular part of the subcontinent. It begins in the Western
Ghats, steep hills that rise sharply from the narrow flat coastline and
run, spinelike, down the subcontinent’s western edge. The plateau also
falls slightly in height from west to east, where it ends in a second set
of sharp (but less high) clifflike hills, the Eastern Ghats, running north
to south inward from the eastern coastline. As a result of the decreasing
west-to-east elevation of the Deccan Plateau and the peninsula region,
the major rivers of South India flow eastward, emptying into the Bay
of Bengal.

Historically the giant mountain ranges across India’s north acted
both as a barrier and a funnel, either keeping people out or channeling
them onto the North Indian plains. In some ways one might think of
the subcontinent as composed of layers: some of its earliest inhabitants
now living in the southernmost regions of the country, its more recent
migrants or invaders occupying the north. Particularly when compared
to the high northern mountain ranges, internal barriers to migration,
movement, or conquest were less severe in the interior of the subconti-
nent—allowing both the diffusion of cultural traditions throughout the
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entire subcontinent and the development of distinctive regional cul-
tures. The historian Bernard Cohn once suggested that migration routes
through India to the south created distinct areas of cultural diversity, as
those living along these routes were exposed to the multiple cultures of
successive invading or migrating peoples while more peripheral areas
showed a greater cultural simplicity. In any event, from as early as the
third century B.C.E. powerful and energetic kings and their descendants
could sometimes unite all or most of the subcontinent under their rule.
Such empires were difficult to maintain, however, and their territories
often fell back quickly into regional or local hands.

Although the Indus, the Ganges, and the Brahmaputra (farther to the
east) all provide year-round water for the regions through which they
flow, most of the Indian subcontinent must depend for water on the sea-
sonal combination of wind and rain known as the southwest monsoon.
Beginning in June/July and continuing through September (depending
on the region), winds filled with rain blow from the southwest up across
the western and eastern coastlines of the subcontinent. In the west, the
ghats close to the coastline break the monsoon winds, causing much of
their water to fall along the narrow seacoast. On the other side of India,
the region of Bengal and the eastern coast receive much of the water. As
the winds move north and west through central India, they lose much
of their rain until, by the time they reach the northwest, they are almost
dry. Technically, then, much of the Indus River in the northwest flows
through a desert; rainfall is meager and only modern irrigation projects,
producing year-round water for crops, disguise the ancient dryness
of this region. For the rest of India, farmers and residents depend on
the monsoon for much of the water they will use throughout the year.
Periodically the monsoons fail, causing hardship, crop failures, and, in
the past, severe famines. Some observers have even related the “fatalism”
of Hinduism and other South Asian traditions to the ecology of the mon-
soon, seeing a connection between Indian ideas such as karma (action,
deeds, fate) and the necessity of depending for survival on rains that are
subject to periodic and unpredictable failure.

Stone Age Communities

From before 30,000 B.C.E. and up to (and in some cases beyond) 10,000
B.C.E. Stone Age communities of hunters and gatherers lived on the
subcontinent. The earliest of these human communities are known
primarily from surface finds of stone tools. Paleolithic (Old Stone Age)
peoples lived by hunting and gathering in the Soan River Valley, the
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Potwar plateau regions, and the Sanghao caves of northern Pakistan
and in the open or in caves and rock shelters in Madhya Pradesh and
Andhra Pradesh. The artifacts are limited: stone pebble tools, hand
axes, a skull in the Narmada River Valley, several older rock paintings
(along with others) at Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh, and, at a different
site in the same state, a natural weathered stone identified by workers
as a “mother goddess.” Later Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age) commu-
nities were more extensive with sites identified in the modern Indian
states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar.
Small parallel-sided blades and stone microliths (less than two inches
in length) were the tools of many of these Mesolithic communities who
lived by hunting and gathering and fishing, with signs (later in this
period) of the beginnings of herding and small-scale agriculture.

The beginnings of pastoral and agricultural communities (that is, of
the domestication of animals and settled farming) are found in Neolithic
(New Stone Age) sites at various periods and in many different parts of
the subcontinent: in the Swat Valley and in Baluchistan in Pakistan, in
the Kashmir Valley, in regions of the modern Indian states of Bihar, Uttar
Pradesh, and in peninsular India (in the early third millennium B.C.E.) in
northern Karnataka. The most famous and best known of Neolithic sites,
however, is the village of Mehrgarh, in northeastern Baluchistan at the
foot of the Bolan Pass. Excavations at Mehrgarh demonstrate that both
agriculture (the cultivation of wheat and barley) and the domestication
of animals (goats, sheep, and zebu cattle) developed during the seventh
millennium B.C.E. (ca. 6500 B.C.E.). Although earlier scholars believed
that settled agriculture and the domestication of animals developed on
the subcontinent as a result of trading and importation from a limited
number of sites in the Near East, contemporary archaeologists have sug-
gested these developments were indigenous, at least in the regions of the
Baluchistan mountains and the Indo-Iranian borderlands (Possehl 2002;
Kenoyer 1998). Regardless of origins, by the third millennium B.C.E., the
era in which the subcontinents earliest urban civilization appeared along
the length of the Indus River, that region was home to many different
communities—hunting and gathering, pastoral, and farming—and this
diverse pattern would continue throughout the Indus developments and
beyond.

An Ancient River Civilization
The subcontinent’s oldest (and most mysterious) civilization was an
urban culture that developed its large city centers between 2600 and
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FINDING HARAPPA

Traces of the Harappan civilization were discovered only in the
1820s when a deserter from the East India Company Army
happened upon some of its ruins in a place called Haripah. This was
the site of the ancient city of Harappa, but in the 19th and early
20th centuries its ruins were thought to date only to the time of
Alexander the Great (ca. fourth century B.C.E.). In the early 1920s,
the British Archaeological Survey of India, under the directorship of
John Marshall, began excavating the sites of Harappa and of Mohenjo-
Daro. The excavations produced a number of stamped seals, which
puzzled and interested the archaeologists, but the site’s great antiquity
was not recognized until 1924 when Marshall published a description
of the Harappan seals in the lllustrated London News. A specialist on
Sumer read the article and suggested that the Indian site might be very
ancient, contemporaneous with Mesopotamian civilization. The true
date of Harappan civilization was subsequently realized to be not the
fourth—third centuries B.C.E. but the third millennium B.C.E.

1900 B.C.E. along more than 1,000 miles of the Indus River Valley in
what is today both modern Pakistan and the Punjab region of north-
western India. At its height, the Harappan civilization—the name comes
from one of its cities—was larger than either Egypt and Mesopotamia,
its contemporary river civilizations in the Near East. But by 1900 B.C.E.
most of Harappa’s major urban centers had been abandoned and its cul-
tural legacy was rapidly disappearing, not just from the region where it
had existed, but also from the collective memories of the peoples of the
subcontinent. Neither its civilization nor any aspect of its way of life
appear in the texts or legends of India’s past; Harappan civilization was
completely unknown—as far as scholars can tell today—to the people
who created and later wrote down the Sanskrit texts and local inscrip-
tions that are the oldest sources for knowing about India’s ancient past.
In fact, until it was rediscovered by European and Indian archaeologists
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Harappan civilization had com-
pletely vanished from sight.

Who were the Harappan peoples? Where did they come from and
where did they go? For the past 150 years archaeologists and linguists
have tried to answer these questions. At the same time, others from
inside and outside Indian society—from European Sanskritists and
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British imperialists to, more recently, Hindu nationalists and their
secularist Indian opponents—have all sought to define and use the
Harappan legacy.

Harappan civilization developed indigenously in the Indus River
Valley. Its irrigation agriculture and urban society evolved gradually
out of the smaller farming communities in the region, made possible
by the Indus region’s dry climate and rich alluvial soil. By the middle of
the fourth millennium B.C.E. these agricultural communities had begun
to spread more widely through the Indus Valley region. What caused
an extensive urban, unified culture to develop out of the agricultural
settlements of the region may never be known. But between 2600 and
1900 B.C.E. Harappan civilization appeared in what scholars call its
“mature phase,” that is, as an extensive civilization with large urban
centers supported by surrounding agricultural communities and with a
unified, distinctive culture. Mature Harappan settlements are marked,
as their archaeological artifacts show, by increased uniformity in styles
of pottery, by their widespread use of copper and bronze metallurgy and
tools, by a uniform system of weights and measures, by baked brick
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architecture, by planned layouts of cities with extensive drainage sys-
tems, by specialized bead-making techniques, and by distinctive carved
steatite (soapstone) seals figured with animals and symbols that may
represent a script.

Harappan civilization was at the southeastern edge of an intercon-
nected ancient world of river civilizations that included Mesopotamia
in Iraq and its trading partners farther west. Indus contacts with this
ancient world were both overland through Afghanistan and by water
from the Indus delta region into the Arabian Gulf. A wide variety of
Harappan-style artifacts, including seals, beads, and ceramics, have
been found in sites at Oman (on the Persian Gulf) and in Mesopotamia
itself. Mesopotamian objects (although much fewer in number) have
also been found at Harappan sites. Mesopotamian sources speak of a
land called “Meluhha” with which they traded, from as early as 2600
B.C.E. to just after 1800 B.C.E. Scholars think Meluhha was the coastal
region of the Indus Valley.

Urban Harappan civilization in its mature phase was at least twice
the size of the two river valley civilizations farther to the east, either
ancient Egypt or Mesopotamia. Harappan settlements spread across an
area of almost 500,000 square miles and stretched from the Arabian sea-
coast north up the Indus River system to the foothills of the Himalayas,
west into Baluchistan, and south into what is modern-day Gujarat.
The total number of settlements identified with the mature phase of
Harappan civilization is currently estimated at between 1,000 to 1,500.
Out of these, approximately 100 have been excavated. It is worth not-
ing, however, that the size of these mature Harappan settlements can
vary widely, with most sites classified as small villages (less than 10
hectares, or 25 acres, in size) and a few as towns or small cities (less
than 50 hectares, or 124 acres, in size). Only five large cities have been
identified thus far in the urban phase of the Indus River civilization: Of
these two, Mohenjo-Daro in Sind and Harappa in the Punjab are the
best known and the largest, each perhaps originally one square mile in
overall size.

Scholars now agree that not one but two great rivers ran through
the northwest of the subcontinent at this time: the Indus itself (flowing
along a course somewhat different from its current one) and a second
river, a much larger version of the tiny Ghaggar-Hakra River whose
remnants still flow through part of the region today. This second river
system paralleled the course of the ancient Indus, flowing out of the
Himalaya Mountains in the north and into the Arabian Sea. By the end
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A zebu bull seal from Mohenjo-Daro. The Brahman, or zebu, bull on this Mohenjo-Daro seal is
an animal indigenous to the subcontinent. Although zebu bull motifs are common in Indus art,
the bull itself is only rarely found on seals and usually on seals with short inscriptions. (© ). M.
Kenoyer, courtesy Department of Archaeology and Museums, Government of Pakistan)

of the Harappan period, perhaps as a result of tectonic shifts in the
northern Himalayas, much of this river had dried up, and its tributary
headwaters had been captured both by the Indus itself and by rivers
flowing eastward toward the Bay of Bengal. Some suggest this was part
of an overall climate change that left the region drier and less able to
sustain agriculture than before. Animals that usually inhabited wetter
regions—elephants, tigers, rhinoceroses—are commonly pictured on
seals from Harappan sites, but the lion, an animal that prefers a drier
habitat, is conspicuously absent.

Controversy surrounds contemporary efforts to identify and name
this second river—and indeed the Indus Valley civilization itself.
“Indigenist” Hindu nationalist groups argue that Indian civilization
originated in the Indus Valley and later developed into the culture
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that produced the ancient texts of Hinduism, with some of its peoples
migrating “out of India” to spread the indigenous Indian language far-
ther to the east. In this context, journalists, scholars, and some archae-
ologists of the indigenous persuasion argue that the second river in the
Indus Valley must be the ancient Sarasvati, a river mentioned in the
oldest text of Hinduism, the Rig-Veda, but never identified in modern
times. Indus civilization, according to this argument, should be called
the “Sarasvati Civilization” or the “Indus Sarasvati Civilization” to
indicate that it was the originating point for the later development of
Hinduism and Indian civilization (Bryant 2001).

Harappan Culture

Mature Harappan cities were trading and craft production centers, set
within the mixed economies—farming, herding, hunting and gather-
ing—of the wider Indus region and dependent on these surrounding
economies for food and raw materials. Mesopotamian records indicate
that the Meluhha region produced ivory, wood, semiprecious stones
(lapis and carnelian), and gold—all known in Harappan settlements.
Workshops in larger Harappan towns and sometimes even whole settle-
ments existed for the craft production of traded items. Bead-making
workshops have been found at Chanhu-Daro in Sind and Lothal near
the Gulf of Cambay in Gujarat. These workshops produced sophis-
ticated beads in a wide range of materials, from carnelian and other
semiprecious stones to ivory and shell. Excavations have turned up
a wide range of distinctive Harappan products: Along with beads and
bead-making equipment, these include the square soapstone seals char-
acteristic of mature Harappan culture, many different kinds of small
clay animal figurines—cattle, water buffalo, dogs, monkeys, birds,
elephants, rhinoceroses—and a curious triangular shaped terra-cotta
cake that may have been used to retain heat in cooking.

Harappan settlements were spread out over a vast region. Nevertheless
“their monuments and antiquities,” as the British archaeologist John
Marshall observed, “are to all intents and purposes identical” (Possehl
2002, 61). It is this identity that allows discussion about Harappan cit-
ies, towns, and villages of the mature period (2600-1900 B.C.E.) as a
single civilization. While scholars can only speculate about the nature
of Harappan society, religion, or politics, they can see its underlying
unity in the physical remains of its settlements.

Beads of many types and carved soapstone seals characterized
Harappan culture. In addition Harappans produced a distinctive
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pottery used throughout their civilization: a pottery colored with red
slip and often decorated in black with plant and animal designs. They
used copper (from nearby Rajasthan and Baluchistan) and bronze to
make figurines, pots, tools, and weapons. Their builders used baked
bricks produced in a standard size and with uniform proportions.
Mature Harappan settlements are characterized by brick-lined wells
and drainage systems (often hidden underground). These complex sys-
tems, as seen in Mohenjo-Daro, moved water off streets and lanes and
removed wastewater from inside houses through vertical drainpipes
through walls, chutes leading to the streets, and drains in bathing floors
that fed into street drains.
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READING THE INDUS SCRIPT

The Indus Valley civilization developed the symbols of what looks
like a script, but scholars cannot yet read it. Harappans carved a
line of symbols along the top of the square soapstone seals that charac-
terized their society; usually they also carved an animal picture below
the writing. Archaeologists find these seals in abundance in Harappan
settlements. Like cylindrical seals used in Mesopotamia and in Central
Asia, Harappan seals were probably used to mark ownership of goods
and property or perhaps also as a kind of identity badge. The picture
and symbols were carved in reverse, then the seal was fired to harden
it. When stamped in clay, the writing was meant to be read from right
to left. On the back of a seal was a small boss used either for holding
the seal or for attaching a cord that let it hang around the neck. Indus
symbols have also been found scribbled on the edges of pottery and
on a three-meter-wide (9.8 feet) “signboard.” The longest inscription
is 26 symbols found on three sides of a triangular prism.
Approximately 400 different written symbols have been identified
on Harappan seals, of which about 200 appear frequently. There are,
thus, too many symbols for a phonetic alphabet but too few for a pic-
tographic writing system. Instead, many scholars suggest, the system
is logosyllabic, that is, its symbols represent both sounds and concepts
(words, phrases, ideas) as is the case in Mesopotamian cuneiform or

(continues)

The front and back of a unicorn seal from Mohenjo-Daro with a relatively long,
eight-symbol inscription. The back shows the boss common to Indus seals through
which a cord could be run. The unicorn is the most common animal on Indus
seals. (© J. M. Kenoyer, courtesy Department of Archaeology and Museums,
Government of Pakistan)
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READING THE INDUS SCRIPT (continued)

Egyptian hieroglyphics. Since the seals were first discovered in the
1870s, at least 100 different attempts have been made to decipher
them. Indigenist proponents have claimed the Indus script to be an
early form of Sanskrit (the ancient language of Hindu scriptures), but
their claims have been widely rejected by both Western and Indian
specialists on the subject. Two separate groups (one Soviet/Russian
and one Finnish), using computer-based studies in an effort to “read”
the symbols, have hypothesized that the writing was proto-Dravidian,
that is, it represented an early script of the Dravidian languages of pen-
insular India. Most recently, several scholars shocked the Indological
world with the theory that the symbols were not a language-based
script at all. Instead, they argued, the signs represented nonlinguistic
(religious or ideological) symbols (Farmer et al.). While both the
Dravidian theory and the nonlanguage theory have received serious
attention, neither is universally accepted. Indeed, many scholars sug-
gest that the script will never be decoded. They argue that examples
of this writing system are too short (too few symbols in a row) to
allow them to decipher what was written on these mysterious seals.

Source: Farmer, Steve, Richard Sproat, and Michael Witzel. “The Collapse
of the Indus-Script Thesis: The Myth of a Literate Harappan Civilization.”
Electronic Journal of Vedic Studies 11, no. 2 (2004). Available online. URL: http://
www.safarmer.com/fsw2.pdf. Accessed August 25, 2009.

In their overall architecture, as well as in their drainage systems,
Indus cities and even some smaller mature Harappan settlements show
evidence of being planned societies. Although Harappa in the north and
Mohenjo-Daro on the Indus to the south were about 350 miles apart,
the cities have many similarities in planning and execution. These are
the two largest sites yet found for the Indus Valley civilization and
the most extensively excavated. Kenoyer (1998) estimates the size of
Mohenjo-Daro at more than 200 hectares (more than 494 acres) and
Harappa at 150 hectares (370 acres).

Both cities were oriented on a north-south axis. Both were built on
two levels, and each level was surrounded by large mud-brick walls with
gateways at intervals. The upper level, built on a brick platform, has
been variously called a “citadel” or an “acropolis”; it held large build-
ings and structures whose function is still unclear. At Mohenjo-Daro
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“Priest-King” from Mohenjo-Daro. Note that this figure is quite small, only approximately
seven inches in height. (© J. M. Kenoyer, courtesy Department of Archaeology and Museums,
Government of Pakistan)
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the upper level also includes a large brick-lined bathing structure (“the
Great Bath”), the sunken bathing section waterproofed by bitumen
(tar). Both Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro contain large buildings either
within the upper level or close to it whose function—granaries? ware-
houses?—scholars still debate.

The lower levels of both cities held residential areas and were built
in rectangular sections with streets, running north-south and east-west,
intersecting at right angles. Mohenjo-Daro’s “lower town” may once have
held 35,000-41,000 people. Harappa’s population has been estimated at
between 23,500 and 35,000. Urban homes in these cities were built around
central courtyards—as are many Indian homes today—with inner rooms
not visible from the street. Harappans also made careful plans for water. At
Mohenjo-Daro one out of three homes had a well in an inside room. Latrines
were built into the floors of houses, and wastewater (as noted earlier) was
carried out of urban homes through complex brick drainage
systems and outside the settlement areas through covered drains along
the streets.

While archaeological excavations have provided a great deal of infor-
mation about the material culture of Harappan civilization, the absence
of oral or written texts still leaves many questions. Without additional
sources scholars cannot know how Harappan cities were governed, how
they related to the surrounding countryside, or even how they related to
one another. Extensive water drainage systems and brick platforms that
raised sections of settlements above the surrounding floodplain dem-
onstrate Harappans’ concerns with water and, perhaps, with protecting
themselves against the periodic inundations of Indus Valley rivers. Walls
and gates around areas of these cities may demonstrate a concern with
protection from marauders, although many other settlements seem to lack
defenses. Unlike Mesopotamia in the Near East, Harappan civilization had
neither monuments nor large statues. One of the relatively few surviving
human sculptures from the Harappan world is a seven-inch-high remnant
that shows the upper torso of a bearded man. Is he a merchant, a king, or
a priest? Although some have nicknamed this figure the “Priest-King,” it
is not known who or what the image was meant to represent.

The End of Harappan Civilization
By 1800 B.C.E. many of the main urban centers of mature Harappan civili-
zation were abandoned or in decline, occupied on a much smaller scale and
by communities whose cultures were very different from that of the earlier
civilization. The upper levels of the city of Mohenjo-Daro show evidence

16



LAND, CLIMATE, AND PREHISTORY

of civic disorder and disarray—some 30 unburied skeletons lie in houses
or lanes—and by 1900 B.C.E. the site was abandoned. The city of Harappa
shrank in size, occupied in only one section and by a people whose pot-
tery and burial customs (known as Cemetery H Culture) differed from
those of earlier inhabitants. Other Harappan settlements—Ganweriwala,
Rakhigarhi—disappeared entirely. One archaeologist estimates that the
inhabited area of the Harappan region shrank to one-half its earlier size
(Ratnagar 2001). The material culture of the mature Harappan period—as
seen in Harappan-style seals and symbols, crafts using ivory or carnelian,
metallurgy, standardized brick constructions—substantially disappears in
settlements of the post—Harappan period.

Trade with Mesopotamia and the Oman region came to an end by
1800 B.C.E., and internal trade weakened. Mountain passes and trade
routes through to Afghanistan and Baluchistan, which may have closed
in the earlier period, seem to have reopened after 2000 B.C.E. (Ratnagar
2001). Archaeologists find evidence of Central Asian influences—
whether through trade or the movement of peoples is debated—in
artifacts from sites near the Bolan Pass (Sibri, Pirak, Quetta) and in the
distinctive Gandharan Grave Culture found in the northern Swat Valley.

At many Indus region sites in the post—Harappan period, region-
ally defined cultures reemerge, their artifacts, buildings, and living
styles replacing much, if not all, of the culture and products of mature
Harappan civilization. The drying up of the Ghaggar-Hakra (Sarasvati)
River forced many to abandon settlements along it. Archaeologists find
evidence of Cemetery H Culture (fine fired red pottery urn reburials)
in many sites throughout the Ghaggar-Hakra/Sarasvati River Valley and
the southern Punjab. In Sind, a Jhukar pottery is found, associated with
a culture using stone, bone, and some metal tools at Chanhu-Daro and
Amri. Toward the south on the Kathiawar peninsula (Saurashtra) in
Gujarat, new settlements appear, linked in style to earlier Harappan
culture, but with a distinctive, regionally defined, culture.

Interestingly, aspects of Harappan civilization lived on in the material
culture of the northwestern region. Full-size wooden bullock carts with
solid wheels found in the area today are almost the exact duplicates of
the small clay models from Harappan sites. Sewage drains continue to
be common features of homes in this part of the north. Small Harappan
figurines of large-breasted females remind many of “mother goddess”
figures of more recent derivation. The posture of one broken Harappan
statue, the torso of a man, is associated by some with the stance of the
later dancing god Shiva. And a figure on an Indus seal sits cross-legged
in a yogic pose common in later Hinduism.

17



A BRIEF HISTORY OF INDIA

INTO OR OUT OF INDIA

°ver the past 150 years many groups have used the Harappan
and Aryan legacies for their own purposes. The “Aryan inva-
sion” theory originated in the 19th century, before the existence of
Harappan civilization was even known, as part of Western linguists’
efforts to account for similarities between Sanskrit and Western lan-
guages. This theory was used by 19th-century European scholars such
as the Oxford don Friederich Max Miiller to underline the “family”
connection between “the Celts, the Germans, the Slaves [sic], the
Greeks and Italians, the Persian and Hindus.” All of these people at one
time “were living together beneath the same roof. . . .” (Trautmann).
Later British imperialists used the same theory to explain the inferi-
ority of the Indian “race”—through mixing with indigenous peoples,
Indians had degenerated from an earlier Aryan state—and, hence,
the need for British rule. German Nazis in the 20th century claimed
the Aryans were a superior “master race” whose descendants should
rule the world. In the German formulation, however, the Indians, as
Aryans, were part of the master race, not inferior to it.

The racial stereotypes and cultural supremacist assumptions inher-
ent in the old Aryan invasion theory have been rejected in modern
times, but the theory of a linkage between a wide number of “Indo-
European” languages continues to be generally accepted. And many
Western and Indian scholars (perhaps the majority, at least in the West)
also accept the “Into India” theory as the most plausible explanation
of the origins of Indian/Hindu religion and culture. That is, they argue
that the peoples who composed the Rig-Veda (Hinduism’s oldest text)
were an Indo-European—speaking people who entered Afghanistan and
the Punjab region of the subcontinent from the outside.

The linguistic connections of the into India theorists are widely
accepted and unquestioned even by opponents of the theory them-
selves. Virtually all linguists and scholars accept that there is an
Indo-European language family; the languages of western and eastern
Europe, the Baltic and Slavic regions (from Poland to Russia), Iran, the
South Asian subcontinent, and even the (ancient) Tocharian language
of the Tarim Basin in China and the (ancient) language of the Hittites
were all once part of a single language family, the Indo-European lan-
guage family.

The origin of all these languages (according to the “into India”
hypothesis) dates to the 4500-2500 B.C.E. period when a collection of
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tribes and/or tribal confederations lived together, in the steppe regions
north and east of the Black Sea. These tribal communities and confed-
erations were nomadic, warlike, used horses, and followed herds of
cattle; they shared a common language (named proto-Indo-European as
it existed before any of the later Indo-European languages developed).
Beginning even before 2500 B.C.E. these tribes broke apart; some
migrated into European lands or Slavic lands; others (known today as
Indo-Iranians) moved south toward Iran and the Indian subcontinent.
The term Aryan was used only by this later Indo-lIranian group; it is
found in both the Iranian Avesta and the Indian Rig-Veda. (European
scholars of the 19th century, however, mistakenly used Aryan to refer
to the entire community from which the languages of Europe, Iran, and
India derived [Bulliet].)

The into India scholars argue that the Indo-Aryans, the composers
of Hinduism’s most ancient text, the Rig-Veda, entered the subconti-
nent from the border regions to the northwest at some period before
ca. 1500 B.C.E. Before reaching Iran, the Indo-Iranian communities had
split: The Iranian-Aryans migrated south into Iran; the Indo-Aryans
(as the India group is called) moved into the greater Punjab region of
the subcontinent, sometime before ca.l1500 B.C.E., the date by which it
is thought the Rig-Veda was already composed (Witzel). In the same
period, however, that is the centuries after the collapse of Harappan
civilization (ca. 2000—-1500 B.C.E.), other Indo-Iranian tribal groups
may also have migrated into the subcontinent and/or settled along
the Indo-Iranian borderlands. Thus from ca. 2000 B.C.E. to 1500 B.C.E.
the subcontinent may have had multiple Indo-Iranian tribal communi-
ties either settled in, migrating through, or trading with its indigenous
population.

Indigenist archaeologists and scholars and (more broadly) Hindu
nationalist writers of the 20th and 2lIst centuries have challenged
the into India theory, arguing that Indo-Aryan culture as seen in the
Rig-Veda was indigenous to India; Aryans were the creators of the
ancient Harappan civilization. Indigenist archaeologists (such as Jim
Shaffer or B. B. Lal) argue that the reason archaeologists have failed
to find the physical remains of the culture of the Indo-Aryans who
composed the Rig-Veda is because these populations were indigenous
both to the Indus region and to the subcontinent itself. Indigenist
writers do not challenge the linguistic relationship between Indo-
European languages; most often they ignore the linguistic issues in
their writings. Some argue, however, that the linguistic connection

(continues)
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INTO OR OUT OF INDIA (continued)

was created by Indian migrants who traveled “out of India,” spreading
the Indo-European language (and Aryan race) into Iran and Europe.
According to this theory, the Hindus in India all descend from
this original Harappan/Aryan race. As descendants of the original
Indian people, Hindus are thus the only group who can legitimately
claim the right to live in and govern the modern country of India.

The out of India theory is not widely accepted among Western
scholars, and even in India itself it is far from universally accepted. Most
scholars think that the into India theory, if problematic in many respects
(the failure to “find” the archaeological remains of the Indo-Aryans who
created the Rig-Veda being perhaps the major failing), is still the more
acceptable theory for two reasons. One reason rests on linguistic evi-
dence. The Sanskrit language has some linguistic features found only in
it and not in other Indo-European languages. Those same features are
also found in the Dravidian languages of southern India. It is difficult to
believe that Sanskrit could have been the original proto-Indo-European
language and not have carried these linguistic characteristics on to even
one other Indo-European language.

The second major problem with the out of India theory lies in
the absence of horses in the ancient Harappan region and sites.
Indo-Aryan tribes were nomadic, pastoral people who fought their
frequent battles in chariots driven by horses. But Harappan civiliza-
tion has no evidence of horses: There are no horses on its seals;
no remains of horses—although there are domesticated cattle and
donkeys—found at its sites even in the greater Indus region before
1700 B.C.E. In the early 2Ist century, one enthusiastic proponent of
the out of India theory attempted to improve the historical record
by altering an image of a Harappan seal to make its bull (or unicorn)
look like a horse (Witzel and Farmer). Such efforts show that cur-
rent controversies over Harappa and the Aryan invasion are as much
struggles for identity and political legitimacy in present-day India as
they are arguments about the historical past.

Sources: Bulliet, Lucy. “The Indigenous Aryan Debate for Beginners.”
(New York: 2002); Trautmann, Thomas R. Aryans and British India. (New
Delhi: Vistaar, 1997), p. 177; Witzel, Michael. “Autochthonous Aryans?
The Evidence from Old Indian and Iranian Texts.” Electronic Journal of Vedic
Studies 7, no. 3 (2001): 1-115; Witzel, Michael, and Steve Farmer. “Horseplay
in Harappa: The Indus Valley Decipherment Hoax.” Frontline. 13 October,
2000. Available online. URL: http://www.flonnet.com/fl1720/17200040.htm.
Accessed April 26, 2004.
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What happened to Harappan civilization? British archaeologists in
the mid-20th century, such as Sir Mortimer Wheeler (1890-1976),
blamed its end on the “Aryan invasion,” a mass movement of Indo-
European—speaking warrior tribes from Iranian regions into the sub-
continent. Few modern scholars agree that either an “invasion” or even
tribal migrations into the subcontinent ended Harappan civilization.
(Although many Western and Indian scholars do think that the period
from ca. 2000 B.C.E. to 1500 B.C.E. saw numerous Indo-European—
speaking tribal communities or confederations either migrating into or
settling on the margins of the subcontinent region.) Scholars now look
at a combination of factors to account for the end of the urban Harappan
civilization: the end of trade links with Mesopotamia ca. 1800 that may
have destroyed the Harappan trading economy; the increasing desicca-
tion of the Ghaggar-Hakra/Sarasvati River region; the possibility that
tectonic changes may have flooded the lower Indus in the Mohenjo-
Daro region; and/or the possibility of endemic disease. Scholars even
speculate on how Harappan ideology (about which nothing is known)
might have contributed to the civilization’s demise. Hindu national-
ists of the 20th and 21st centuries claim Harappan civilization as the
birthplace of Sanskrit and Hindu culture—an “out of India” idea that
many “nonindigenists” strenuously dispute. In the end there are many
questions and speculations but few firm answers.

Origins of the Aryans
By 1500 B.C.E. a tribal community living in the greater Punjab region
of the subcontinent had composed a collection of hymns in praise of
their gods. This community called themselves Aryans (a term that later
meant “civilized” or “noble”). The hymns they composed eventually
became the Rig-Veda, a sacred text in the modern Hindu religion, the
oldest source for ancient Indian history and the only source of informa-
tion about the origins and culture of the community that composed it.
The Indo-Aryans who composed the Rig-Veda migrated into the sub-
continent from the mountains to the north and west. Linguistics theo-
rize that these peoples were originally part of a larger Indo-European
speaking subgroup, the Indo-Iranians, once living on the steppe lands
north and east of the Caspian Sea. The Indo-Iranians migrated into
south Central Asia where they then separated: one group, the Iranian
Aryans, moved south onto the Iranian plateau; a second group, the
Indo-Aryans, moved through the Afghan mountains into the Punjab
region of the Indus plain.
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Linguists base these migration theories on similarities between the
ancient language, religion, and culture of the Iranian Aryans (as seen
in the Avesta, the ancient scriptures of the Zoroastrian religion) and of
the Indo-Aryans (as seen in the Rig-Veda). The languages of both peo-
ples—as seen in these ancient texts—are so similar linguists say they
are like dialects of the same language. Both peoples referred to them-
selves as Aryans. Their religions also had many similarities: similar
gods with similar names, similar legends about these gods, and similar
modes of worshiping these gods.
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A century ago it was common to speak of the movement of these
Indo-Aryan-speaking peoples as an invasion, a term that conjured
images of platoons of mounted horsemen riding down onto the Indo-
Gangetic Plain. Now historians are more likely to emphasize the
gradualness of the process. Trade, regular and seasonal movements of
seminomadic herding peoples, the migrations of tribal communities—
these are all the means by which the Indo-Aryan peoples might have
found their way into the subcontinent. By 1500 B.C.E. long-term trade
and pastoral and migration routes had already linked India to Iran in
the west and Central Asia to the north for more than a thousand years.

Archaeological evidence shows that many different tribes and cul-
tures lived in the Indo-Iranian borderlands and in the northwestern
mountains in the post-Harappan period (1900-1300 B.C.E.). But
while artifacts found at numerous sites in this period show evidence
of Central Asian influences and may suggest the presence of Indo-
Iranian—speaking populations in the subcontinent, archaeologists have
not linked any one of these cultures to the Indo-Aryan communities
that composed the Rig-Veda. Excavators found evidence of camel and
horse domestication at Pirak in Baluchistan from ca. 1700 B.C.E.—the
first confirmed evidence of domesticated horses on the subcontinent.
At a small nearby site, Sibri, and also at Pirak there were seals, not in
the Harappan style, but in a style reminiscent of seals from early Indo-
European sites in Central Asia. At the city of Quetta, an undated hoard
of vessels and ornaments shows a style said to combine influences
from Baluchistan, northern Iran, and Turkmenistan. In the Swat Valley
region to the north, Gandhara Grave Culture (ca. 1700-1600 B.C.E.)
has pottery similar to pottery found in northern Iran. Artifacts from
Cemetery H Culture, excavated at the city of Harappa, show evidence
of a population who now occupied only a small section of that ancient
city. These people decorated their pottery with antelopes and peacocks
and burned bones of their dead in clay urns.

Archaeologists argue over whether settlements in the post- Harappan
period demonstrate the reemergence of regional cultures or the intrusion
of “foreign” (that is, Central Asian, Indo-European-speaking) cultures
into the area. Many believe the record now shows evidence of several
different Indo-Iranian—speaking communities at different places in the
region, although (as already indicated) no evidence links any of these
communities to the particular Indo-European—speaking population, that
is the Indo-Aryans, whose religion and culture are seen in the Rig-Veda.
Interestingly, human physical remains from excavations throughout this
region all fall within the same range of physical types. No “new” human
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subgroup entered the region in this period, perhaps because people
within the larger geographical region had already interacted biologically
(as they had economically) for more than a millennium.

Aryan Society
Whatever the means by which they made their way into the subcon-
tinent, by 1500 B.C.E. Indo-Aryan tribes had established themselves in

THE VEDAS

The Vedas are the oldest and most sacred texts in Hinduism. These
texts include the Rig-Veda, the Atharva-Veda, the Yajur-Veda,
and the Sama-Veda. Each of these four Vedas was itself a collection of
liturgical materials—hymns, for instance, and ritual sayings—used in the
performance of Vedic rites. Attached to each of the Vedas, in turn, were
three types of later explanatory, interpretive, and sometimes specula-
tive texts: (I) the Brahmanas were texts that explained the Vedic hymns
and rituals; (2) the Aranyakas were texts that gave even more esoteric
and secret interpretations of Vedic rituals; and (3) the Upanishads
were texts that gave later and yet more speculative interpretations of
the rituals and the cosmic order in which they were set. The oldest of
all the Vedas, the Rig-Veda, was probably composed by ca. 1500 B.C.E.
on the basis of stories, legends, rituals, and religious practices perhaps
already in existence for centuries. The rest of the Vedas, including the
most important early Upanishads, were composed by ca. 500 B.C.E.

The four Vedas and (most of) their attached Brahmanas, Aranyakas,
and Upanishads are classified in the Hindu tradition as sruti (“that
which has been revealed” or, more literally, “heard”). These texts were
sacred because they had been revealed to (“heard” by) the ancient rishis
(seers). Their language was fixed and could not be altered or misre-
membered. These were all oral texts, not written down until well into
the Christian era. To ensure their accuracy, the Brahman priests who
were in charge of them developed an elaborate and precise method of
memorization. The rest of Hindu religious scriptures were also consid-
ered important and sacred, but not in the same way as the Vedas.

Texts such as the epic poems (the Mahabharata, the Ramayana) and
the law codes (the Laws of Manu among others) were all classified as
smrti (“that which is remembered”). These smrti texts could be (and
were) told and retold, embellished and added onto in any number of
religious and secular contexts.
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the Punjab region and had composed most of the hymns in Hinduism’s
oldest text, the Rig-Veda. That text is a collection of more than 1,000
hymns addressed to various Vedic gods. It has survived in an ancient
and difficult version of the Sanskrit language (called Vedic Sanskrit),
and even today many of its passages remain obscure and unintelligible.
It is, nonetheless, the only source of information about the ancient
peoples whose worldviews, beliefs, and practices would develop into
the religion of a majority of Indian people.

The society described in the hymns of the Rig-Veda was nomadic
and pastoral. Indo-Aryan society was divided into three classes: kings,
priests, and commoners. Aryan life centered on cattle, horses, and
warfare. This can be seen in the hymns’ many metaphors involving
cows, in their use of cattle as a sign of wealth, and in the special energy
with which they condemn those who steal or threaten to steal Aryan
herds. Indo-Aryans protected their herds (and stole cows from oth-
ers) through warfare. This was a warrior culture whose major warrior
god, Indra, was shown fighting against the “enemies of the Aryans,”
the peoples, that is, whose practices differed from those of the Aryans
themselves.

The hymns also reveal Indo-Aryan society as pragmatic and utilitar-
ian. Hymns ask the gods for wealth, cattle, progeny, prosperity, and
health. The strong naturalistic elements in the Rig-Veda are represented
by gods such as Agni (fire) and Surya (the Sun), each of whom is por-
trayed as the natural element itself. These natural elements and human-
kind are bound together in mutual dependence within the worlds
cosmic order (rita). The ritual of sacrifice, the focus of the hymns, is
not only a means of flattering the gods and gaining gifts from them; it
is also an act necessary to continue the world order.

But although the Rig-Veda would later be among the most sacred
texts of the Hindu religion, many of Hinduism’s basic ideas are miss-
ing from it. The hymns are not mystical or devotional in the fashion of
later Hinduism. Nor do they mention key Hindu terms—such as karma
(fate), dharma (duty), or reincarnation. The four classes (varnas) so
important in later Indian society appear only in one late Rig-Vedic
hymn. These concepts and categories, central to the Hindu religion and
the social system in which it was embedded, only developed later, as
the Indo-Aryans abandoned their nomadic, pastoral ways and settled
down as farmers on the rich Gangetic plains.
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CASTE, KINGS, AND THE
HINDU WORLD ORDER
(1000 B.C.E.-700 C.E.)

If the king fails to administer Punishment tirelessly on those who ought to be
punished, the stronger would grill the weak like fish on a spit. . ..

|
The Law Code of Manu (Olivelle 2004, 107)

I ndo-Aryans spread into the upper Ganges River Valley between 1200
and 400 B.C.E. Their superior Iron Age technology enabled them to
dominate the many different tribes and communities living in Pakistan
and northern India in 1200 B.C.E. and develop a farming civilization
in the Gangetic region with urban centers of trade and power. By the
early centuries C.E. a Sanskrit-based Aryan culture in which competing
Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain religions vied for dominance had spread its
cultural hegemony through all settled regions of the subcontinent.

India’s Second Urbanization

Iron Age technology gave Indo-Aryan tribes the ability to move into the
heavily forested regions of the Ganges River Valley and enabled them
to dominate the region. Many scholars now agree that the sites in the
Indo-Gangetic region characterized by Painted Gray Ware (PGW) pot-
tery (ca. 1200-400 B.C.E.) are those of the Indo-Aryans. This pottery—a
fine, wheel-made pottery decorated with black or red geometric pat-
terns—was first found at sites from ca. 1200 B.C.E. along the northern
Indus and then increasingly in the Ganges River Valley. Population
pressures and the increasing desiccation of the Indus region may have
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HOLY COW

There are no cow gods in Hinduism—not in the Rig-Veda or later
Hinduism. The closest to a cow divinity are the divine wish-fulfill-
ing cow, Kamadhenu (desire-fulfilling-cow), who appears in stories in
the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, and the puranas, and the bull, Nandi,
who is the “vehicle” of the great god Shiva.

Nevertheless cows have long had both practical and religious signif-
icance in India. The Indo-Aryans were a nomadic herding people when
they migrated into the subcontinent. Their pastoral world valued
cows, using them as a measure of wealth. One Vedic text reflected
this in verses praising the cow:

The Cow is Heaven, the Cow is Earth, the Cow is Vishnu, Lord of Life. . . .
Both Gods and mortal men depend for life and being on the Cow.

She hath become this universe: all that the Sun surveys is she.

(Embree et al.)

In the ecological conditions of the North Indian plains, however, the
Aryans became farmers. As they moved from a pastoral to an agrar-
ian way of life cows came to be seen as work animals, too valuable to
be killed for food. Their milk products became the most precious of

(continues)

Mahabalipuram rock carving, ca. seventh century C.E., Pallava dynasty. This carv-
ing appears in the Krishna Mandapam, the largest of eight mandapams (shallow
rock-cut halls decorated with rock carvings) carved during the Pallava dynasty at
Mahabalipuram in south India. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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HOLY COW (continued)

Indian foods. The five products of the cow—milk, curd, butter, urine,
and dung—were traditionally seen to have great purifying powers.

The animal sacrifices that once were fundamental to Vedic
Hinduism were abandoned over the centuries beginning with the
Upanishads and later in response to Buddhist and Jain criticisms.
As vegetarianism became more prevalent, prohibitions against cow
slaughter became a fundamental feature of Hinduism. By the [2th
century C.E. one legend circulated that a Chola king had executed his
son because the boy had accidentally caused the death of a calf. This
story (like another about a Gujarati Jain king who fined people for kill-
ing fleas) was apocryphal but shows how prestigious cow protection
had become by this period. Even today, many religious Hindus will not
eat beef, and wealthy Hindus may donate money to support goshalas,
homes for the protection of cattle.

Source: Embree, Ainslie Thomas, et al., eds. Sources of Indian Tradition. Vol. I:
From the Beginning to 1800. 2d ed. (New York: Columbia University Press,
1988), p. 4l.

forced the Indo-Aryans to move farther east, clearing forests in the
Gangetic region and settling in now mixed agricultural and pastoral
communities, farming the land with teams of six and eight oxen. “Let
the plough, lance-pointed, well lying with well smoothed handle turn
up cow, sheep and on-going chariot frame and a plump wench. Let
Indra hold down the furrow . . . let it, rich in milk, yield to us each
further summer,” says a ritual hymn from the Atharva Veda (quoted
in Thapar 2002, 116). New iron tools and technology, widespread at
PGW sites by 800 B.C.E., allowed the Indo-Aryan tribes to move into
what are today the regions of Haryana and Uttar Pradesh. A finer,
“luxury” pottery (Northern Black Polished Ware or NBPW, ca. 700-200
B.C.E.) marks the later spread of Aryan culture throughout the Gangetic
region; it is this pottery that had also spread (perhaps through trade) as
far south as the Deccan Plateau by 500 B.C.E.

All the later Vedic texts, as well as the core stories of the two great
epics the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, were in existence by the fifth
century B.C.E. (The epics, scholars believe, would continue to evolve
and change well into the fourth century C.E.) Together, texts and exca-
vations of the mid-first millennium B.C.E. show a western Gangetic
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plain dominated by Indo-Aryan tribal communities that had horses,
iron tools, and weapons. These tribes had domesticated cattle, but they
had now also become farmers, growing wheat, barley, and perhaps even
rice. It is this PGW/Indo-Aryan society and its new way of life that
spread throughout the Gangetic region.

Although the later Vedic texts rarely speak of towns, by ca. 500 B.C.E.
India’s second urbanization was well under way. The fertile alluvial soil
of the Ganges River Valley combined with Indo-Aryan Iron Age technol-
ogy to produce crop surpluses that allowed both population growth and
the emergence of new cities. Silver bent bar coins and both silver and
copper punch-marked coins also came into use in this period (ca. fifth
century B.C.E.). “The number [of cities] is so great,” reported a Greek
envoy to the region in the late fourth century B.C.E., “that it cannot be
stated with precision” (McCrindle 2000, 67). These new Gangetic towns
and cities were built on the banks of rivers, enclosed by either a moat or
rampart, and sometimes fortified. The city of Pataliputra (modern-day
Patna), capital of the fourth-second century B.C.E. Mauryan Empire,
enclosed an estimated 340 hectares (840 acres) within its moat and had,
by one estimate, a population of 270,000 people (Allchin 1995, 69).

Urban settlements were not limited to the central Gangetic plains.
Cities dotted trade routes through the northwest, Taxila below the
Hindu Kush Mountains being the most famous. City sites have also
been found to the east in the Gangetic delta, to the west on the
Maharashtrian and Gujarat coasts, and along trade routes leading from
the Gangetic valley into both central and peninsular India.

Vedic Hinduism

As the once-nomadic Indo-Aryans settled into agrarian life in the
Gangetic region, the religion they had originally practiced changed
and adapted. Key concepts of Hinduism, such as reincarnation, karma
(actions, fate), dharma (obligations, duty), and the four varnas (classes)
developed during this time. These new ideas were well adapted to agrar-
ian (or even urban) settled life; they explained and justified the social
and economic divisions of Gangetic society in terms of an individuals
good or bad conduct in former lives. Taken together, these concepts cre-
ated the basic worldview assumed by all indigenous religions in India.
The Vedic Hinduism (or Brahmanism) that developed out of the
religion of the Rig-Veda in this period (ca. 1200-400 B.C.E.) was as dif-
ferent from modern Hinduism as the ancient Old Testament Hebrew
religion was from today’s Christianity. Vedic Hinduism centered on ritu-
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als addressed to Vedic gods, performed by Brahman priests around a
sacred fire. Some gods represented the natural elements—Agni, the fire;
Surya, the Sun; or Soma, the deified hallucinogenic plant used in ritu-
als. Others had human characteristics or were associated with a moral
or ethical principle: the god Indra was a mighty warrior, while Varuna
stood for cosmic order (rita). In later Hinduism some of these Vedic
gods (Indra, Agni, Surya) would become minor figures in the Hindu
pantheon, while others, like Varuna, would disappear entirely. Gods
barely mentioned in the Vedic texts—such as Vishnu—would later
assume much greater importance.

Vedic fire rituals, from the simplest to the most elaborate, involved
offerings of vegetable or meat foods or drink to the gods. In return the
sponsor of the sacrifice might receive a powerful reign (if a king) or (if
a householder) a good crop, a fruitful marriage, or a lifetime lasting a
hundred years. Vedic rituals had no fixed place of worship—no temple,
hall, or building was used—nor did they involve icons or images of
the gods. Daily domestic rituals used a single fire and one priest, while
public rituals—the accession of a king, the Horse Sacrifice—required at
least three fires and many priests.

The Horse Sacrifice

The Asvamedha, or Horse Sacrifice, was a major ritual of Vedic times that
continued in use well into the sixth and seventh centuries C.E. In this
ritual a royal stallion wandered free for a year. The king’s armies followed
behind, either demanding tribute from all whose territories the horse
entered or fighting them. At the end of the year, the horse was sacrificed
in a ritual that associated the power of the king with the animal. Part of
the ritual involved a pantomiming of the sexual coupling of the (dead)
horse and the chief queen. Here is a depiction of that part of the ritual, as
described in the Shatapatha Brahmana attached to the Yajur Veda:

A cloth, an upper cloth, and gold is what they spread out for
the horse, and on that they “quiet” [kill] him. . .. When the
water for washing the feet is ready, they make the chief queen
(Mahishi) lie down next to the horse and they cover the two of
them up with the upper cloth as they say the verse, “Let the
two of us cover ourselves in the world of heaven,” for the world
of heaven is where they “quiet” the sacrificial animal. Then they
draw out the penis of the horse and place it in the vagina of
the chief queen, while she says, “May the vigorous male, the
layer of seed, lay the seed”; this she says for sexual intercourse.
(O’Flaherty 1988, 16)
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The Horse Sacrifice, 1780s. This 18th-century painting (attributed to the artist Sital Das)
shows the Asvamedha (Horse Sacrifice). The chief queen sits on the platform with Brahmans
and the sacrificial horse. The sacrificial fire burns in the center next to the plinth to which
the horse is tied. In the upper left panel, the killing of the horse is shown. The Sanskrit text
at the top identifies this as the Horse Sacrifice. (By permission of the British Library. India
Office Prints & Drawings, Shelfmark J.5,21)

Unity and Diversity in the Upanishads

It was in the major Upanishadic texts (composed by ca. 500 B.C.E.)
that the literal ideas of the Vedic rituals took on abstract, metaphysical
significance. The Upanishadic texts described secret sessions in which
holy men gathered in the forest to speculate on human life and the cos-
mos. In the Upanishads, for instance, the ritual of the Horse Sacrifice
became an extended metaphor linking the horse with the cosmos itself:
“Verily the dawn is the head of the horse which is fit for sacrifice, the
sun its eye, the wind its breath. . . . When the horse shakes itself, then
it lightens; when it kicks, it thunders; when it makes water, it rains”
(Macnicol 1963, 43).

Upanishadic sages sought to draw out the hidden connections
between the essence of life in each living thing and the creative force
that brings all life into existence. Atman (the self) was the name the
Upanishadic texts gave to the spark of life in each creature; Brahman
(a neuter noun in this use) was the name for the ultimate force behind
creation—not the Vedic gods (they were part of the universe) but
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whatever enabled the universe and all its life-forms to come into exis-
tence. In the key insight of the Upanishads, atman and Brahman are
understood to be one and the same: The essence of life in each being
in the world (atman) is the same as the creative force (Brahman) that
brings about all life. “As a spider sends forth its thread, and as tiny
sparks spring forth from a fire,” said one Upanishad, “so indeed do all
the vital functions, all the worlds, all the gods, and all beings spring
from this self [atman]. Its hidden name [upanishad] is: ‘The real behind
the real,” . . .” (Olivelle 1996, 26). Underlying the wild diversity of the
universe is a simple unity. Each living being has a different form but
the same “subtle essence.” The differences—the forms, the changes—
would be seen by later Hinduism as illusory and that illusion would be
called maya. In the Upanishads the underlying unity is the point, the
essential reality. “This whole world has that essence for its Self,” says
one wise Upanishadic sage to his son Shvetaketu. “That is the Real.
That is the Self. That art thou, Shvetaketu” (De Bary 1958, 35-36).

Karma and Reincarnation

All Vedic sacrifices, from daily domestic offerings to the great Horse
Sacrifice, were predicated on the assumption that their rituals produced
consequences. But it was in the Upanishads (ca. 500 B.C.E.) that the
belief took shape that humans also could experience the consequences
of past acts through samsara (reincarnation, literally “the running
around” “wandering”). At death, one Upanishadic passage explains,
the most virtuous would go to “the worlds of brahman.” Others—after
the effects of their good deeds on Earth were used up—would return
to Earth and “take birth in the fire of woman . . . [and] circle around
in the same way.” The least virtuous would “become worms, insects, or
snakes” (Olivelle 1996, 83-84).

These new ideas of reincarnation and of karma (the effect of past
actions on future lives) were also linked to the four classes, or var-
nas, of human society. These classes had first been mentioned in a
late Rig-Vedic hymn. There they were created (as was the entire uni-
verse) out of the sacrifice of a primeval being, the “thousand-headed”
“thousand-eyed” man (purusha): “His mouth became the brahman his
two arms were made into the rajanyas [Kshatriyas], his two thighs
the vaishyas; from his two feet the shudra was born” (Embree et al.
1988, 18-19).

In later Vedic texts (as in the Rig-Vedic verse) the four classes were
both hierarchically ranked and occupationally defined. Brahmans
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performed the ritual sacrifices. They were the teachers, readers, and
preservers of the sacred texts. Kshatriyas were the warriors and the
kings, whose duty was to protect society. Vaishyas were the farmers and
merchants. And Shudras were the servants. Rebirth into a higher class
showed that one had been virtuous in past lives; rebirth at a lower level
showed the opposite. Moksha, or escape from the cycle of reincarna-
tion entirely, would become the ultimate goal of the Hindu religious
tradition (as also of Buddhism, in which it is called “nirvana,” and of
Jainism). But moksha was too difficult for most to achieve. For most
Hindus the goal of life was the fulfillment of the religious and social
duties (dharma) of one’s varna so as to acquire good karma and rebirth
into a higher class: “Those whose conduct has been good,” says the
Chandogya Upanishad, “will quickly attain some good birth, the birth
of a Brahman, or a Kshatriya, or a Vaisya. But those whose conduct has

THE VALUE OF A SON

“What does one get by means of a son?” asks a sonless man

to the sage Narada. The importance of a son in Hinduism
is linked to his ability both to enable his father’s spiritual progress in
future lives by lighting his funeral pyre and to bring into the paternal
home his wife (and dowry) when he marries. Here, from one of the
Brahmanas, is the Vedic answer to the question:

If a father sees the face of his son born dlive, he repays a debt
through him and achieves immortality. As many joys as there are in
the earth for creatures who have vital breath, as many as there are
in fire, and as many as there are in water, greater than this is the
joy that a father has in a son. Fathers have always crossed over the
deep darkness by means of a son, for a son gives a father comfort
and carries him across; the self is born from the self. What use is
dirt or the black antelope skin (of the ascetic)? What use are beards
and asceticism? “Seek a son, O Brahmins”; that is what people keep
saying. Food is breath and clothing is protection, gold is beauty and
cattle are marriage; a wife is a friend and a daughter is misery. But
a son is a light in the highest heaven.

Source: O’Flaherty, Wendy Doniger, ed. Textual Sources for the Study of
Hinduism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), p. 20.
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been evil, will quickly attain an evil birth, the birth of a dog, or a hog,
or a Chandala [an Untouchable]” (Macnicol 1963, 161).

In the Mahabharata and the Ramayana—the great epic poems whose
core stories were in existence by the fifth century B.C.E.—these ideas
form the moral backdrop against which human lives and events play
out. The fulfillment of the duties (dharma) of one’s class determined
what happened in future lives. “A Shudra,” says the old grandfather in
the Mahabharata, “should never amass wealth. . . . By this he would
incur sin” (Embree and De Bary 1972, 82). This outline of a social sys-
tem—and the concepts associated with it—remained fundamental to
both Vedic and later Hinduism, as well as to all the heterodox religions
indigenous to India.

Heterodoxy in North India
Cyclical Time, Reincarnation, and Karma

The Brahman priests who composed the early Hindu texts often spoke
as if their world was exclusively dominated by Vedic Hinduism. But
religious life on the Gangetic plains was heterodox and competitive.
Wandering holy men, monks, and religious teachers were the norm in
the urban towns and cities along the Ganges, particularly in the east-
ern regions of modern-day Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Public rivalries
and debates among contesting religious communities were common.
Among the many heterodoxies of the period (ca. sixth-fifth century
B.C.E.) Buddhist sources describe “six unorthodox teachers,” not count-
ing themselves. Each of the six led a different religious community with
distinctive answers to the religious questions of the day.

However bitterly these religions competed, they shared fundamental
assumptions about the process of time itself and the nature of life in
the world. These assumptions originated in Vedic and Upanishadic
Hinduism but by 500 B.C.E. had been so naturalized within Indian
society that they were unquestioningly assumed to be the function-
ing nature of the world. The Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain view of time
was and is cyclical, setting human life into an infinite expanse. In one
of many Hindu myths that explore the origins of the world, the god
Brahma creates the universe when he awakes each morning. He does
this, the myth explains, for “play” or “sport.” The universe he creates
lasts for 4 billion 320 million years and then is destroyed. All of this
occupies only one day in Brahma’s life, and at the end of the day (and at
the destruction of the universe) he sleeps. Next morning he begins all
over again, creating the universe once again. In this way the god lives
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to the comfortable age of 108. On his death, a new Brahma is born who
continues the cycle.

Each time Brahma creates the universe, it cycles through four ages
(called yugas). The first of these, the Krita Yuga, is the longest and most
perfect, but over time, a process of degeneration and decay sets in. By
the last age, the Kali Yuga (the Black Age), the world has reached a
condition of dangerous corruption, chaos, and degeneracy. It is in this
age that we find ourselves at present. The Kali Yuga is the shortest of
the four periods but a time marked by increasing disharmony, disorder
among beings, and the continued disintegration of the universe itself.
The end of this age brings with it the destruction of the universe and
all creatures in it.

Vedic orthodoxy and the heterodox religions not only assumed
a world in which time was cyclical, they took as a given that the
process of life within those cycles was one in which reincarnation
occurred based on the inexorable law of karma. Where reincarna-
tion had been a new and secret idea when first introduced in the
Upanishads, by the fifth century B.C.E. it had become the axiomatic
base on which all indigenous religions rested. Reincarnation was a
uniquely painful process, one which subjected the self to the pain
and suffering of not one but an infinite number of lives. “In every
kind of existence,” sang the Jain poet, “I have suffered pains which
have scarcely known reprieve for a moment” (De Bary 1958, 60).
All teachers and religious schools of the period addressed the prob-
lems posed by karma and unending rebirth. One heterodox sect, the
Ajivikas, argued that as karma was predestined, humans could do
nothing to change it. Another—that of Ajita Keshakambalin (“Ajita
of the Hair-blanket”)—took an atheistic position. The monks of this
school did not believe in rebirth and considered the concept of karma
irrelevant, since nothing at all remained after death: “When the body
dies, both fool and wise alike are cut off and perish. They do not
survive after death” (Basham 1954: 296).

Three religions survived from the intense competition of the North
Indian plains into modern times: Vedic Hinduism, Jainism, and
Buddhism. The three were embedded in society in somewhat different
ways. The Brahman priests of Vedic Hinduism were connected to both
urban and rural society through their performance of rituals and their
knowledge of (and monopoly over) the oral Hindu scriptures. Brahman
holy men often lived outside urban centers in forest dwellings, alone or
in small communities. Some even left society entirely, seeking spiritual
salvation by adopting the life of a wandering sannyasi (ascetic).
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LANGUAGES

I ndians in the Gangetic region in the heterodox centuries, whatever
their preferred religion, shared a common language base and by
the early centuries C.E., if they were in the elite they would probably
also know Sanskrit. By the fifth century B.C.E. there were two forms
of the Sanskrit language in existence: Vedic Sanskrit, the form of the
language used in rituals and preserved orally in the Vedas, and an early
version of what would later become classical Sanskrit, described in a
text by the Indian grammarian Panini dated to this period. This early
version of classical Sanskrit was probably the form of the language
in use in Panini’s time, and it became the form of Sanskrit used in all
later texts. Between the Mauryan and Gupta periods (300 B.C.E.—320
C.E.), Sanskrit spread throughout the subcontinent, and by the Gupta
period (ca. 320-550 C.E.) it had become the medium for elite com-
munication in most sections of India.

Ordinary speech of the time, however, was not in Sanskrit. The
most ancient North Indian vernaculars were collectively called the
Prakrits—a word that meant “unrefined” or “common” as opposed
to Sanskrit, which meant “refined” or “elegant.” The oldest Buddhist
texts used a Prakrit (called Pali), as did most inscriptions before the
Gupta period. Prakrit is also found in Sanskrit drama, in which women
and low-caste characters speak it rather than Sanskrit. By the medi-
eval period (ca. seventh century C.E.), Prakrits had been replaced in
the north by the regional vernaculars known today: Hindi, Marathi,
Gujarati, and Bengali, to name only a few. In South India the vernacu-
lars were Dravidian languages, such as Tamil, Kanarese, Telugu, or
Malayalam. Tamil cankam poetry (an anthology of Tamil poetry) of the
first to third centuries C.E. shows that south Indian elites used both
regional vernaculars and Sanskrit.

Followers of the heterodox schools of Buddhism or Jainism, in con-
trast, were more likely to live together in monastic communities called
sanghas (assemblies). Monks and nuns were supported by lay com-
munities, especially by trading and merchant families. By tradition the
founders of both religions came from the Kshatriya varna. Thus, both
Buddhism and Jainism implicitly challenged the idea that Brahmans had
a monopoly over religious life. Buddhism and Jainism were also explicitly
critical of Vedic animal sacrifices; both religions encouraged their mem-
bers to practice ahimsa (nonviolence) and to give up the eating of meat.
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Lay members of the Buddhist community were not allowed to work as
either hunters or butchers, and religious Jains were even forbidden to
farm (as that involved the killing of plants and living things in the soil).
These heterodox criticisms and practices had a great influence on Indian
society. Over the next centuries the practice of Vedic animal sacrifices
slowly died out. By the Gupta period (ca. fifth century C.E.) a Buddhist
traveler to India reported that vegetarianism was widely practiced among
the higher Indian classes and that only the lower castes still ate meat.

Jainism
The name of this major heterodox religion of North India was derived
from the Sanskrit word jina, meaning “to conquer.” The Jain religion
focused on the need to conquer or overcome the karmic influences
that bound humans to the cycle of reincarnation. To escape this cycle,
Jainism emphasized the unity of all life-forms and the religious, spiri-
tual, and karmic dangers of violence against any of them.

The historical founder of Jainism was Mahavira (Great Hero)
Vardhamana who lived during the sixth to fifth centuries B.C.E. Mahavira
was said to be the 24th and last in a long line of “ford-makers” that
stretched back, in the Jain worldview, through all history. (These ford-
makers, or tirthankaras, were the Jain saints who created the means
whereby humans could “ford the river” and achieve enlightenment.)
According to Jain traditions, Mahavira was born into a warrior clan in the
modern-day state of Bihar. He left home at age 30 to live the life of a home-
less wanderer, begging for his food, at first wearing only a single garment
that he never changed but later discarding this for complete nudity. In the
13th year of this ascetic life, Mahavira attained enlightenment. After that,
it was said, he taught for 30 more years before dying at age 72 of ritual
starvation in a village near the modern city of Patna. Traditionally, Jain
sects have placed Mahavira’s death at either 527 B.C.E. or 510 B.C.E., but,
as Mahavira was a contemporary of the Buddha, ongoing recalculations of
the Buddha’s death (see below) will necessarily cause Mahavira’s death to
be placed much later, at or around ca. 425 B.C.E. (Dundas 2002).

Jainism taught that a living soul (jiva) was imprisoned in each and
every material object. The actions of life led to the accretion of more and
more matter (ajiva, or karma) onto these souls, an accumulation that led
to the soul’s continued rebirth within material forms. Only abstention
from action—through a vow of nonviolence (ahimsa)—could decrease
the matter adhering to the jiva and bring its release from reincarnation
and (thus) the attainment of moksha. Once delivered from the physical
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body and all karma, the jiva rises to a realm of liberated jivas at the top
of the universe where it will exist forever. All living forms—plants and
animals as well as people—were believed to be inhabited by jivas and
should not be harmed: “All breathing, existing, living, sentient creatures
should not be slain nor treated with violence, nor abused, nor tormented,
nor driven away,” said an early Jain text. “This is the pure, unchange-
able, eternal law which the clever ones, who understand the world, have
proclaimed” (quoted in Dundas 2002, 41-42). Even in the modern era
members of the Jain sect may cover their mouths with a fine mesh cloth
as they walk in order to avoid breathing in insects or sweep the ground
before them with a broom to avoid trampling any small creatures. Such
actions may spring from a profound compassion for all living beings,
but their religious justification lies in the fact that they enable the soul
to escape the karma that might otherwise accrue from the death of these
small beings. The ultimate logic of Jainism was the cessation of all life-
sustaining activities, and in the past attempts to abstain completely from
action led religious Jains (such as the founder Mahavira or, according to
legend, the Mauryan emperor Chandragupta) to fast to death.

Monastic orders were necessary for such a strict life, and these orders
were supported by a particularly devoted lay community whose members
were encouraged to participate in the monastic experience as they could.
Sectarian divisions within Jain communities arose gradually over the cen-
turies following Mahavira’s death, largely in disputes over whether monks
should be naked or clothed. Those who wished to follow their founder
(Mahavira) and remain naked (the “Sky-clad” or Digambara sect) argued
against the wearing of clothes; those who thought this practice extreme
and unnecessary (the “White Clad” or Shvetambara sect) argued for it.
A mid-fifth century C.E. council (attended only by clothed monks) codi-
fied the Jain tradition along Shvetambara lines and confirmed the sectar-
ian division. Scholars debate whether much real theological difference
lay behind this division, but on one point at least the sects were deeply
divided: Both agreed that women could not achieve salvation unless they
were nuns and that women could not be nuns if that required them to be
naked. Therefore, the Digambara (or naked) Jains insisted that women
were not able to achieve salvation, while the Shvetambara (clad) sect
argued that they could.

Buddhism
Like the Jains, early Buddhists believed that the goal of life was escape
from the cycle of reincarnation (moksha, or nirvana). The Buddhist
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story that best illustrated this was the traditional story told about the
life of the Buddha himself, Siddhartha Gautama. Siddhartha was the
son of a king of the Shakya clan from the foothills of the Himalayas.
Fearing prophecies that his son would become a wandering ascetic, the
king raised him in great luxury, taking care to protect him from all pain
and sorrow. He married the boy to a beautiful wife, and she soon gave
Siddhartha a son. But on rare trips outside his father’s palace Siddhartha
was disturbed by a series of sights—an old man, a sick person, and a
corpse—and by the realization that old age, illness, and death were the
fate of everyone. When, on a fourth trip, he saw a holy man in the yel-
low robes of a wandering monk, Siddhartha realized that he too must
leave home to seek a solution to the painfulness of life. During years of
wandering he joined many different religious groups, but none helped
solve his problem. Finally, sitting under the branches of a Bodhi tree
(the tree of awakening), he resolved not to get up until he had found
a solution. After 49 days, he arose. He had become the Buddha (the

The deer park at Sarnath north of the city of Varanasi was said to be the first place the Buddha
preached after his enlightenment. It became a pilgrimage spot for Buddhists in later centuries
and had numerous stupas. The emperor Ashoka erected a pillar at Sarnath in the third century
B.C.E.; the Chinese pilgrim Faxian visited Sarnath in the fifth century C.E., as did another Chinese
pilgrim, Xuanzang, in the seventh century. The Dharmekh Stupa, in the background here, was
built between the fifth and seventh centuries C.E. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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Enlightened one). In a deer park at Sarnath north of Varanasi he told
an audience of five monks his solution. Life is sorrow, he said: “Birth
is sorrow, age is sorrow, disease is sorrow, death is sorrow, contact with
the unpleasant is sorrow, separation from the pleasant is sorrow, every
wish unfulfilled is sorrow” (De Bary 1958, 102). The source of this sor-
row is desire, the “craving which leads to rebirth.” Only by ending all
desire can people find peace in this world and achieve enlightenment.
By following the “Middle Way”—the practices and mental disciplines of
Buddhism—a Buddhist achieves nirvana (a state of final bliss in life and
after death) and escapes the cycle of reincarnation forever.

By tradition the Buddha lived to the age of 80, preaching his “Middle
Way” to a collection of disciples until he died at Kushinagara, a small
town (now Kashia) in eastern Uttar Pradesh. Earlier historians placed
the date of the Buddha’s death at 483 B.C.E., but recent scholarship has
concluded that a later date, between ca. 411-400 B.C.E., is more likely
(Bechert et al 1996; Cousins 1996).

To become a Buddhist was to step outside the social classes of Hindu
society and into a religious society whose obligations were defined by
the Buddhist dharma (here used in the sense of “law” or “religion”). But
the demands of this Buddhist dharma were not easy. A serious Buddhist
had to remain celibate; refrain from harming living beings (that is, not
eat meat); drink no wine; give up dancing, singing, and music (except
for religious purposes); and abstain from sleeping in beds or receiving
money. Such a severe discipline required monastic orders; committed
Buddhists lived in monasteries or nunneries, endowed by wealthy lay
Buddhists, or kings and rulers.

From Clan to King

Between ca. 1200 and 300 B.C.E. Indo-Aryan tribes cleared the forest
regions of the northern Ganges River and settled down in farming
communities prosperous enough to support cities throughout the
region. From the Rig-Veda it is known that Aryan society was originally
organized into tribal communities, clans dominated by elite warrior
lineages. By the fifth century B.C.E., 16 large clans or tribes had con-
solidated claims over lands in the Gangetic region and begun to define
themselves not by kinship but by the territories they claimed. Sources
for the period called the lands of each of these clans a mahajanapada
(great-clan’s territory). Among the 16, some governed themselves
through kings and some through oligarchic assemblies of a ruling clan
or clans. Their capitals were fortified cities, often located along strategic
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trade routes, surrounded by the agricultural villages and towns they
controlled. Five out of the six largest cities in the Gangetic region in
this period were the political capitals of such “great-clan territories.”

Political life in the Gangetic region, however, was just as volatile and
competitive as religious life. Over the next century, these great-clan ter-
ritories fought one another until only four remained. Magadha, located
midway along the Ganges River, was the wealthiest of the four. In the
mid-fourth century B.C.E., a soldier Mahapadma Nanda—said by some
to be the son of a Shudra—seized power from the Magadha lineage
and established his own kingdom. He made the Magadha capital city,
Pataliputra (modern-day Patna), his capital and quickly brought most
of the Gangetic region and the remaining great-clan territories under
his control.

The core stories of both the Mahabharata and the Ramayana were
initially composed in this period (ca. fifth century B.C.E.), and each
may have something to say about the period’s violence and changes.
The Mahabharata’s core story tells of the struggle for control of a king-
dom between two branches of a Kshatriya lineage, the Kurus and the
Pandavas. In the war that ensues, all of the evil Kurus are killed, as are
many children and supporters of the virtuous Pandavas. The Ramayana

GAMBLING IN ANCIENT INDIA

D ice and gambling were important in ancient India as far back
as the Indus civilization. Oblong “stick dice,” cubical six-sided
bar dice (of the kind used even today in India to play pachisi), and
cubical six-sided dice (like contemporary gambling dice) have been
found at Indus excavations. The Rig-Veda itself contains a hymn—the
“Gambler’s Lament”—that shows the popularity of gambling in early
Indo-Aryan society. The basic dice used in Indian gambling at the time
of the epic Mahabharata were four-sided, and the names of the dice
throws—xkrita (four), treta (three), dvapara (two), and kali (ace)—are
the same as the names of the four yugas (ages) of the world. The losing
streaks of compulsive gamblers figure prominently in the Mahabharata:
In one major episode a dice tournament causes the virtuous Pandava
brother Yudhisthira to lose both his kingdom and his wife, Draupadi,
to his evil Kuru cousin. In a second story (also from the Mahabharata),
King Nala’s gambling compulsion almost costs him his wife, Damayanti.
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tells of the banishment and long exile of Prince Rama, rightful heir to
the kingdom of Ayodhya, his long search for his kidnapped wife, Sita;
and the war he fights with the Sri Lankan demon-king Ravana to regain
her. Today both epics are read as Hindu scriptures, texts that offer reli-
gious, moral, and exemplary stories. The violence of the epics, however,
particularly the Mahabharata, may have had its origins in the violent
clan warfare and struggles of the mahajanapada period. At the same
time, the epics’ preoccupation with questions of kingly inheritance and
legitimacy may reflect both the growth of new ideas about monarchy
and the weakening hold clans had on political power at this time.

Yet even as didactic texts such as the Mahabharata and the Ramayana
insisted that kings came only from the Kshatriya varna, political events
showed the opposite. Increasingly kingship was an ad hoc institution;
that is, one defined as much by power and opportunity as by lineage
or institutional sanctions. Kshatriya status (as historian Burton Stein
suggested) was becoming an “achieved” status. The fact of seizing and
holding power conferred royalty on whoever could successfully do it.

Alexander the Great

As the Nanda dynasty solidified its hold over the clan-dominated terri-
tories of the Ganges, to the north and west the ruler of a faraway empire
prepared to invade India. In 331 B.C.E. Alexander of Macedon conquered
the Persian Empire whose easternmost satrapy (province) included
Gandhara and the northern Indus. Determined to assert control over all
his Persian territories, Alexander and his army fought their way east-
ward. By 327 B.C.E. the Macedonians had subdued Bactria, come over
the Hindu Kush Mountains, and crossed the Indus River. Alexander’s
army—as described by later Greek and Roman historians—numbered
125,000 men. They defeated tribal kings throughout the Punjab, but at
the Beas River (an eastern tributary of the Indus) the soldiers mutinied
and refused to go farther. Turning south the emperor fought his way
down the Indus. He sent some of his army back to Mesopotamia by sea,
while he and the remainder made the difficult land journey along the
Iranian coast. Alexander’s sudden death in Mesopotamia in 323 B.C.E.
brought his campaigns to a sudden end.

Alexander’s invasion of India had little lasting political impact. After
his death, the eastern end of his empire, beyond the Hindu Kush,
came under the rule of the Seleucids, a dynasty founded by one of his
generals. Along the Indus, within a century the settlements left behind
to govern Alexander’s conquered lands disappeared, and the lands
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reverted to local control. Alexander’s invasion did, however, bring India
to the attention of countries to the west. The literate Greek scribes who
accompanied him wrote about the eastern land through which they
traveled. Their writings—the earliest Western sources on India—pro-
voked an interest in this eastern region that continued down through
the Roman Empire.

The Mauryans

In 321 B.C.E. the Nanda dynasty was overthrown in its turn by an offi-
cer in its army, Chandragupta Maurya. Chandragupta seized the Nanda
capital at Pataliputra and the rich Magadha region. A treaty with the
northwestern Seleucids ceded all of India south of the Hindu Kush
to Chandragupta. By the end of the century he had conquered most
of northern India, from west to east, and as far south as the Narmada
River.

A Greek ambassador, Megasthenes, sent to Chandragupta’s court
by the Seleucid rulers in the north, left an account of his travels
preserved by later Greek and Roman writers. Megasthenes was par-
ticularly impressed by Chandragupta’s capital at Pataliputra. “The
greatest city in India,” he declared, it had 570 towers and 64 gates
and was surrounded by a ditch “six hundred feet in breadth and thirty
cubits in depth” (McCrindle 2000, 67). The emperor himself also
impressed Megasthenes. “He . . . remains in court for the whole day,”
the ambassador wrote, “without allowing the business to be inter-
rupted” (McCrindle 2000, 71). He even continued to hear court cases
while attendants massaged him with wooden cylinders. According to
Megasthenes, Chandragupta was personally cared for by a large number
of women slaves. When he hunted, the Greek noted, “crowds of women
surround him . . . some are in chariots, some on horses, and some
even on elephants, and they are equipped with weapons of every kind,
as if they were going on a campaign” (McCrindle 2000, 70-71). Yet,
however wealthy and powerful the king, his life was not easy. Fearing
assassination, Megasthenes reported, Chandragupta never slept during
the day and at night he changed where he slept periodically to defeat
any plots against his life.

Many legends surrounded the origins of the Mauryan dynasty
and Chandragupta’s life. Buddhist texts claimed that the Mauryans
were descended from the Kshatriya Moriya clan, a clan related to the
Shakyas (the Buddha’s hereditary lineage), while Brahmanical sources
suggested that Mauryans were Shudras. Two classical writers claimed
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Chandragupta had met Alexander the Great during the latter’s invasion
of the Punjab. Chandragupta, who, according to one source, wanted
Alexander to attack the Nandas to the east, so offended Alexander
that he briefly imprisoned the Mauryan. An even later Indian legend
claimed that Chandragupta Maurya was just a weak and ordinary man
and attributed his rise to power to the advice of a wily Brahman adviser
Kautilya. Even Chandragupta’s death became the subject of legends.
After ruling for 24 years, the Jain tradition says, the emperor abdicated,
became a Jain monk, and traveled to the south where he fasted to death
in the Karnataka region.

The Arthasastra

The clever minister Kautilya, who may have orchestrated Chandragupta
Maurya’s rise to power, was also said to have written a book on state-
craft: the Arthasastra (Treatise on material gain). The text describes
the art of running a kingdom: how to appoint ministers, officials, and
judges; how to collect and keep revenues; how to wage war; how to
manipulate and/or make treaties with neighboring kings. Its pragmatic
“the-ends-justify-the-means” suggestions have often been compared to
the 16th-century writings of the Italian political philosopher Niccolo
Machiavelli.

The complex bureaucratic system that the Arthasastra described was
probably more typical of the third-century C.E. Gupta period, during
which the text was substantially revised and expanded, than of the
fourth century B.C.E. But its practical and often brutal advice suited
Indian political relations of many periods. “Make peace with the equal
and the stronger . . . make war with the weaker” was its advice on polit-
ical relations (Kangle 1972, 327). Create a network of spies, it advised,
and include among them “secret agents in the disguise of holy men”
(267). Eliminate treacherous ministers by poisoning the food they pre-
pare for you, then have them put to death as traitors (194). The book
explained in detail how a king in financial need might “replenish” his
treasury: by taking more grain from farmers and more gold from traders
or (this with several variations) by proclaiming a tree, a shrub, a house
the site of a spectacular miracle and then living on the donations given
by believers (296-301). In addition to all this, the book also included
lists of magical potions and spells to be used against enemies or in case
of a revolt. Among these were potions that could turn someone’s hair
white or cause leprosy and spells that made people or animals invisible
(499-511).
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Ashoka

The greatest Mauryan emperor—some say the greatest emperor India
ever had—was Chandragupta’s grandson, the emperor Ashoka (r. ca.
268-233 B.C.E.). Ashoka became emperor four years after his father
Bindusara died and spent the early years of his reign solidifying and
extending his empire. Scholars judge its size today by the edicts Ashoka
had inscribed on rocks and pillars throughout India. Among these
the Rock Edicts, inscribed on rock surfaces during the early part of
Ashoka’s reign, stretch at least 1,500 miles from the northern Himalayas
into peninsular India and 1,200 miles across the widest breadth of the
subcontinent. The Pillar Edicts, carved sandstone pillars topped with
animal capitals, come from later in Ashoka’s reign and most have been
found in the Gangetic plain. The first Ashokan inscription was deci-
phered only in 1837, and even today additional inscriptions continue
to be found.

These Ashokan edicts are not the first examples of writing from post-
Harappan India but are very close to it. The earliest inscriptions found
in India (after Harappa) are in kharoshti, a Persian script derived from
Aramaic, and are from the Persian-ruled northwest of the late sixth
century B.C.E. For the rest of India the earliest writing is in the Brahmi
script, the script used in the Ashokan edicts and an ancient form of
Indian writing from which all subsequent Indian scripts are believed to
have developed.

Except for the edicts of the northwestern borderlands (which were
written in Greek and Aramaic), the language of most Ashokan edicts
was Prakrit, the general name for the spoken languages of northern
India. The Brahmi script was commonly used to write North Indian
Prakrits and even (in one example) to write the South Indian Tamil
language. By medieval times, of course, both the Dravidian languages
and the North Indian vernaculars were all developing separate, dis-
tinctive scripts. According to Buddhist traditions, Buddhist scriptures
were written down as early as the first century B.C.E., but most Indian
texts, secular and religious, were put into written form only in the
early centuries C.E.

Ashoka’s edicts are the main sources of information about the
emperor and the tumultuous events of his career. Ashoka converted to
Buddhism after a violent campaign against the eastern region of Kalinga
(modern-day Orissa). His rock edicts tell us this battle took more than
100,000 lives and left the ruler questioning the purpose of such vio-
lence. Like his grandfather, Chandragupta, Ashoka had a preference for
the heterodox religions. Buddhist sources say he had a son, Mahinda,
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Remnant of Ashokan pillar, Sarnath. The base of this Ashokan pillar at Sarnath remains in its
original site, and portions of its inscription can still be seen. Its capital (top), broken off during
excavation and now on display in the Sarnath museum, was carved with four lions back to
back, facing in four directions. The pillar edicts, carved sandstone pillars topped with animal
capitals, come from later in Ashoka’s reign and most have been found in the Gangetic Plain.
The first Ashokan inscription was deciphered only in 1837 and even today additional inscrip-
tions continue to be found. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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with a beautiful and devoutly Buddhist merchants daughter. When,
according to Buddhist traditions, the Third Buddhist Council met at
Pataliputra at Ashoka’s invitation, it adopted a plan to send Buddhist
missionaries throughout India and the world; it was Ashoka’s son
Mahinda, according to Buddhist traditions, who took Buddhism south
to the island of Sri Lanka.

Nonviolence and tolerance were the heart of the Buddhist dharma,
Ashoka proclaimed in his edicts. Disturbed by the violence of the
military campaign in Kalinga, the emperor expressed his great regret at
the loss of life and suffering through his edicts there. Ashoka banned
animal sacrifices at his capital and encouraged vegetarianism, in part
by regulating the slaughter of animals for food. Where his grandfather,
Chandragupta, had gone on hunting expeditions, Ashoka made pilgrim-
ages to Buddhist holy places. His edicts urged the different religions and
peoples in his empire to be tolerant: “Honour the sect of another,” one
inscription said, “for by doing so one increases the influence of one’s
own sect and benefits that of the other” (Thapar 2002, 202).

Ashoka called himself a cakravartin—a “universal ruler,” the Sanskrit
term for a ruler so powerful he established his righteous rule over all.
In subsequent centuries this became a favorite title for kings large and
small, regardless of religious affinity. Even as late as the eighth century
C.E., Indian kings sometimes still combined their use of Vedic rituals
with endowments to Buddhist or Jain monasteries or with donations
for the building of Buddhist stupas—all to justify claims to the title of
cakravartin.

How could a second-century B.C.E. ruler control an empire the size
of Ashoka’s? Although Ashoka traveled frequently throughout his realm
and consulted with local officials, he probably had direct control over
only the center of his empire: the wealthy Magadha and Gangetic region.
This area had grown even more prosperous under Mauryan rule; its
population now built more brick homes, dug more wells, and used more
iron implements than they had in earlier periods. On one Ashokan pillar
the emperor described his many public works in the area:

On the roads | have had banyan trees planted, which will give
shade to beasts and men. | have had mango groves planted and
I have had wells dug and rest houses built every nine miles. . ..
And | have had many watering places made everywhere for the
use of beasts and men. (Thapar 2002, 203)

Outside this region and throughout their empire the Mauryans
had certain core territories, important to them for trade or for crucial

47



A BRIEF HISTORY OF INDIA

Mauryan Empire at Its Greatest Extent,
ca.269-232 B.C.E.
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raw materials: cities such as Taxila in the north and Ujjain on the
Indo-Gangetic Plain, regions such as Kalinga in the east and south-
ern Karnataka in the west. The Mauryans ruled these areas through
local governors, and trade routes linked them to the capital. Taxila in
the northwest was the access point for trade beyond India’s borders,
while the Karnatak region was a rich source of gold. Beyond these core
regions lay the empire’s vast periphery: heavily forested regions or those
that were less inhabited. Here the emperor or his ministers might travel
safely—if accompanied by a large army—and they might leave behind

an occasional inscription, but in most respects they had little control
over these areas.
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Ashoka died in 232 B.C.E. He was followed by a succession of weaker
Mauryan rulers and the gradual shrinking of Mauryan territories. In
185 B.C.E. Pushyamitra Shunga, a Brahman general, overthrew the
last Mauryan king and established the Shunga dynasty in a small seg-
ment of the earlier empire. Shunga rulers practiced an aggressive Vedic
Hinduism. They restored Vedic animal sacrifices, including the Horse
Sacrifice, and, according to Buddhist sources, they persecuted Buddhist
monks.

Aryanization

By the end of the Mauryan period the Ganges River Valley was the
hub for trade routes that ran north, south, east, and west through the
Indian subcontinent. Some routes were initially created by migrating
communities of Vedic Hindus, Buddhists, and Jains who traveled out
of the Gangetic region to settle elsewhere. The Mauryan Empire had
patronized these existing routes—and the communities that created

The Ajanta caves. The 30 Ajanta caves were carved into the hillside in a half-circle and occupied
by Buddhist monks from the second century B.C.E. through the sixth century C.E. Sculptures and
frescoes decorate the cave interiors and illustrate the life of the Buddha and stories from the
Buddhist Jatakas (Birth Stories) about other incarnations of the Buddha. The caves were found
in 1819 by British soldiers on a tiger hunt. They are in a horseshoe ravine above a riverbed,
approximately 200 miles northeast of Mumbai (Bombay). (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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them—and had also established additional routes of its own, particu-
larly to core regions of the empire. The rock inscriptions of Ashoka
(third—second centuries B.C.E.) indicate the extent of these Mauryan
trading connections.

But more than trade traveled along these routes. Brahman com-
munities (and Vedic Hinduism) had spread throughout much of the
subcontinent by the early centuries C.E. Buddhist and Jain monks,
missionaries, and trading communities had also spread Sanskrit and
Gangetic culture to other regions over these same centuries. Some
scholars have called this movement “Aryanization,” but while the cul-
ture spread by all these groups was certainly Sanskrit-based and may
well have been derived from that of much earlier Indo-Aryans, it was
not yet dominated by the Hindu religion.

To the north and west, the Gandharan region was known for its
learned practitioners of Vedic Hinduism in the post-Mauryan centuries.
But Gandhara also had large Buddhist communities that have left behind
substantial archaeological remains. A famous second-century B.C.E.
Buddhist text, The Questions of King Milinda, records the questioning
of Buddhist monks by King Menander, an Indo-Greek (Bactrian) ruler
and a convert to Buddhism in this region. Gandhara became a major
Buddhist center again during the Kushan dynasty (first—third centuries
C.E.). It was from this region that Buddhist monks traveled north out
of the subcontinent and then east to take their religion across the Silk
Road into eastern Asia.

Buddhist and Jain migrants and missionaries also traveled south and
west. A Jain king named Kharavela ruled Kalinga (Orissa) in the mid-
first century B.C.E. Trade routes that reached as far down the Narmada
River as the Arabian Sea carried Jain communities into western regions,
where they remained dominant through to the 10th and 11th centu-
ries C.E. Buddhism also spread west into the Deccan hills; the caves
at Ajanta, Ellora, and Elephanta had Buddhist orders settled in them
through the early Christian centuries.

Buddhist missionaries from the Ganges region carried early Buddhism
(Theravada Buddhism) into South India and on to Sri Lanka and
Southeast Asia where it has remained the dominant form of Buddhism
to this day. Within India a newer form of Buddhism—Mahayana (the
Great Vehicle) Buddhism—became dominant in the centuries after the
Mauryans. It was this religion that northern monks took into China and
from there to Korea and Japan.

Little is known about South India before the beginnings of this
period of “Aryanization.” The region was peopled by pastoral or mixed
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agricultural pastoral communities beginning from the third to second
millennia B.C.E., and its coastal regions developed urban civilizations
in the late first millennium B.C.E. Its Dravidian languages—Tamil,
Telegu, and Malayalam, among others—may have been indigenous to
the south or may have been brought there, as some suggest, by migrants
from the Harappan north. But from at least the Mauryan period, these
south Indian languages coexisted with Sanskrit in the south. Early Jain
cave inscriptions, dated to the second century B.C.E. are in the Tamil
language but written in the Brahmi script, the same script used by the
Mauryans. Tamil texts from the early centuries C.E. also show evidence
of Sanskrit influences, although elite south Indians, whether migrant or
indigenous, were probably literate in both Sanskrit and the Dravidian
vernaculars.

Trade with Rome
By the first century C.E. trade routes throughout the subcontinent con-
nected regional centers into both an interregional and an external trade:
Iron came from mines in Rajasthan and other Indian regions; copper,
from Rajasthan, the Deccan, and the Himalayas; precious and semipre-
cious stones, from peninsular India; salt, from the “salt range” of the
Punjab; and spices, sandalwood, ebony, gold, and precious stones, from
South India. These goods were traded within India and outside through
trade with both the eastern Mediterranean and Southeast Asian regions.
Archaeological finds have documented the existence of trade between
both the western and eastern coasts of India and the Roman Empire
beginning as early as the first century B.C.E. and continuing through the
seventh century C.E. Merchants who came to India were called yavanas.
While this name may have originally been used for Indo-Greeks in the
northwest (perhaps for Ionia in Greece), it quickly came to be used for
all foreigners. Yavanas came from different parts of the Roman Empire
and the Near East and from a wide range of ethnic populations: Greeks,
Arabs, Egyptian Jews, and Armenians from western Asia, among others.
Black pepper was a major item of trade with the West along both the
western and eastern coasts. This rich trade continued on the Malabar
coast through the medieval period. Other items traded were spices,
semiprecious stones, ivory, and textiles. Western products coming into
India included wine, olive oil, and Roman coins—and in later centuries
horses. The most popular Western commodity for Indians, however,
were Roman coins. Hoards of such coins have been found throughout
the Deccan and further south, most from the period of the Roman
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emperors Augustus (r. 27 B.C.E.—14 C.E.) and Tiberius (r. 14-37 C.E.).
Indians had had a money economy and minted coins from as early as
the fifth century B.C.E., but the Roman coins may have been hoarded
for use as a high-value currency, since gold coins were largely missing
from these areas.

Indian traders were active at both the Indian and the foreign ends
of this maritime trade. Archaeological sites on the Red Sea have
turned up potsherds with the names of Indians written in Tamil (in
Brahmi script) and in Prakrit. In India archaeologists have identified
the port of Arikamedu (near Pondicherry in Tamil Nadu) as the site
of an ancient southeast Indian port mentioned in a mid-first-century
C.E. Greek seafaring geography—The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea.
Excavations there revealed Roman pottery, beads, and evidence of
wines imported from southern Italy and Greece. Arikamedu seems to
have traded with the eastern Mediterranean region from as early as
the first century B.C.E.

Both coasts of South India were also linked by trade with Southeast
Asia. An impetus for this trade may have been the rich Roman trade—
the profitability of goods sold to the West sent Indian traders farther
east looking for additional sources for spices. Both trading settlements
in Southeast Asia and trading connections that ran as far east as Java
and Bali are known.

Post-Mauryan Dynasties
In the centuries after the Mauryan Empire the porous border of north-
western India became even more so. Traders, migrants, and invaders
from Central Asia and Iran fought their way through the northwest
mountains to settle in the subcontinent. The most prominent among
these were the Indo-Bactrian-Greeks (or simply Indo-Greeks), the
Scythians (Shakas), and the Kushans. While some of these tribal com-
munities maintained their languages and ethnic identity through sev-
eral centuries, others adapted their Indian kingdoms to local culture.
Indo-Greek kings ruled small kingdoms in northern India from ca.
second to first centuries B.C.E. These Greeks had originally been settled
as Persian tributaries in Bactria in Central Asia, but in the second cen-
tury B.C.E. some kings moved south over the Hindu Kush to conquer
lands in the subcontinent. Most of what is known of them comes from
their multilingual coins—Greek on one side, Prakrit on the other. Their
most famous ruler was the Buddhist convert King Menander (known in
India as Milinda), who ruled ca. 155-130 B.C.E.
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The Scythians (Shakas) were Central Asian horsemen, a nomadic
peoples forced to migrate south and west into Iran and India by stron-
ger tribes to their east. In successive attacks in the late second—first
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ST. THOMAS AND SOUTH
INDIAN CHRISTIANS

According to legend, the Christian apostle St. Thomas was
brought to the northwestern region of India soon after the
Crucifixion by the Parthian (Pahlava/lranian) king Gondophares. After
making his first converts at the Parthian king’s court, St. Thomas was
said to have preached in other regions of India and was martyred by
an unidentified Indian king; some legends place this martyrdom in
the modern city of Chennai (Madras). Other legends say St. Thomas
arrived on the Malabar coast ca. 52 C.E. A group of Persian Christians
are said to have migrated to Kerala ca. 500 C.E., and Christian churches
on the Malabar coast and in Sri Lanka are noted by ca. sixth-century
travelers. These South Indian Christian communities developed into
the modern-day Syrian Christians.

centuries B.C.E. the Shakas defeated the northern Indo-Greek rulers
and moved into Gandhara and then farther south. A later branch of the
Shakas (called the Western Shakas) ruled over parts of Rajasthan and
Sind through the fourth century C.E.

The Kushan, tribes of the people known to the Chinese as the Yueh-
zhih, migrated south from Central Asia in the first century C.E., defeat-
ing most of the Shaka kings and creating a unified empire that lasted
into the third century C.E. Their most powerful king, Kanishka (whose
reign began in C.E. 78 or 144), ruled an empire that may have equaled
Ashoka’s in size: It stretched from Bactria through northern India to
Varanasi on the Ganges. Kanishka was also a great patron of Buddhism,
which flourished under his rule in the Gandharan region.

In south India the Satavahana (or Andhra) dynasty ruled a Deccan
kingdom below the Narmada River between the first to third centuries
C.E. The Satavahanas allied themselves with Vedic Hinduism; their first
major ruler even celebrated the Horse Sacrifice. Farther south were
three lineages that Ashoka’s edicts once claimed to have defeated: the
Cholas, the Cheras, and the Pandyas. Tamil cankam poetry (ca. first—
third centuries C.E.) shows these lineages in constant combat with one
another. The Chola lineage was associated with the Coromandel coast;
the Cheras, with Kerala and the Malabar coast; and the Pandyas, with
the southernmost tip of the subcontinent.
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The Guptas

Historians often label the Gupta period as “classical” because it brings
to fruition a Sanskrit-based culture begun in earlier centuries. By ca. 400
C.E., early in the Gupta period, Vedic Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism
had spread throughout India. Brahman priests had composed most
of the great Sanskrit texts and scriptures of Hinduism, most recently
the Hindu law codes and the Puranas (Ancient tales), a collection of
legends focused on key gods and goddesses. The Mahabharata and the
Ramayana had reached their final forms. During the Gupta dynasty
(ca. 320 C.E.—ca. mid-sixth century), this Sanskrit-based culture, now
spread across India, reached a peak of creativity that included the pro-
duction of secular literature, poetry, and art, of which the Sanskrit plays
and poems of the court writer Kalidasa are the best-known example.

But the Gupta period also saw the reformulation of much of the ear-
lier tradition. As much as it is “classical,” Gupta India should also be
seen as the starting point for new forms of Hinduism, Hindu political
relations, and Hindu social institutions.

The Gupta dynasty was founded in the Ganges River valley ca.
320 C.E. by a man who took the name of the founder of the Mauryan
dynasty, Chandragupta. This proved prophetic, for the Guptas’ empire
would reconquer much of the territory once held by earlier Mauryan
kings. The base for the Guptas was (as it had been for the Mauryans)
the Gangetic plains. The founder’s son, Samudragupta (reigned ca.
330-380), also made Pataliputra his capital. Samudragupta’s conquests
created an empire that reached from Assam in the east through the
Punjab and as far to the west as the territories of the Scythians (western
Shakas) allowed. The third Gupta king, Chandragupta II (reigned ca.
380-415), became legendary in later centuries as King Vikramaditya,
a wise and benevolent ruler about whom many tales and stories cir-
culated. Chandragupta II extended Gupta territory to its greatest size.
After his successful campaign against the Shakas, his dynasty controlled
all of North India from the Indus in the west to Assam in the east and
was acknowledged even by regional rulers south of the Narmada River.
A Chinese Buddhist monk, Faxian, who lived in India for six years dur-
ing Chandragupta II's reign, commented on the peacefulness of Indian
society in this period.

But where the Mauryans had favored heterodox religions, Gupta
kings identified themselves and their dynasty more with elite Sanskrit
culture and with the new devotional, temple-based Hinduism—even
though the Guptas continued to endow Buddhist monasteries and
stupas. The Guptas built and endowed Hindu temples, and they wrote
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Gupta Empire at Its Greatest Extent, ca.375-415 C.E.

Bay of Bengal

0 500 miles %

'—'— i
0 500 km =

© Infobase Learning _'; INDIAN OCEAN Q

inscriptions on these temples in Sanskrit (not Prakrit), now the elite
written language of India. Samudragupta boasted of having performed
the horse sacrifice and claimed the title of universal ruler (cakravartin).
The Guptas also used Hindu rituals to formalize the incorporation of
defeated tribes and kings into their empire. In a consecration ritual
attended personally by the emperors, they reconsecrated defeated kings
as tributary subordinates; the defeated ruler became a regional king of
his land, paying tribute to and attending occasional audiences with
the Gupta cakravartin but otherwise ruling independently in his land.
Where the Mauryans had maintained control over only the center and a
few core regions of their empire, the Guptas, through tributary relation-
ships, attempted to control most of it.
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STUPAS AND TEMPLES

Buddhist stupas and cave temples were built in India as early as the
second century B.C.E. Stupas were round structures that held rel-
ics of the Buddha and were perambulated by devotees. They were built
through donations from kings and laypeople from at least the time of
Ashoka. The earliest freestanding Hindu temples in the subcontinent,
however, date only to the Gupta period (fourth—mid-sixth centuries
C.E.). These structures were small in comparison to the temples of later
centuries; most had flat roofs and were built of thick masonry without
mortar. The temple design of sixth century C.E. has remained the stan-
dard even to the modern period. At the center of the temple is a small,
dark shrine room containing the image of the chief deity, and outside
this is a larger hall and a porch through which worshippers enter. A large
tower rises over the core shrine room, and the whole building complex
is set within a rectangular courtyard, sometimes (in later buildings)
enclosing a temple tank. The great Hindu temples were built under the
patronage of the South Indian dynasties of the fifth to |2th centuries: the
Pallavas, Chalukyas, and Cholas. In the north many older temples were
destroyed by Muslim invaders, and most large temples, even in Varanasi,
are recent. Two large famous temple complexes dating to the 12th and
I3th centuries can be found in Orissa: the Jagannatha temple in the city
of Puri and the temple to Surya (the sun god) at nearby Konarak.

i :

Jagannatha temple at Puri, Orissa. Built in the |2th century on the east coast of
India, this is one of the most famous Hindu temples in India. The temple’s main
deity is Jagannatha (Vishnu), worshipped in addition to his brother, Balabhadra,

and his sister, Subhadra. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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The successors of Chandragupta II, however, were unable to main-
tain his vast empire. In the north, beginning in the mid-fifth century,
the Hunas—a Central Asian tribe related to the White Huns—repeat-
edly attacked the empire and even occupied its western regions in the
early decades of the sixth century. These attacks, combined with the
dynasty’s failure to produce a strong ruler, weakened the Guptas. By the
mid-sixth century, the Gupta successors were ruling only small frag-
ments of the once great empire, the remainder having fallen back into
the hands of regional and local rulers.

Puranic Hinduism
In the early centuries C.E. Hinduism developed into a temple-based,
devotional religion. This new form of Hinduism maintained the sanc-
tity of earlier Vedic texts and the preeminent position of the Brahman
priest, even as the dominant forms of Hindu worship (puja) became
devotional and focused more exclusively on the gods Shiva or Vishnu
(and Vishnu’s incarnations) or on the worship of Devi (the Goddess).

Whereas Vedic Hinduism had placed rituals performed by Brahman
priests at the center of human efforts to control the cosmos, both the
Upanishads and the later heterodox religions saw the goal of life as
attaining moksha—in Buddhism, nirvana—and escaping the cycle of
reincarnation. Bhakti (the devotional worship of a god) developed out
of these ideas. Its first mention is in the Bhagavad Gita (Song of the
blessed one), a long addition to the Mahabharata dated to ca. the first
century C.E. (Thompson 2008). In the Gita, the prince Arjuna stands
in his chariot on the battlefield, beset by doubts about the morality of
going to war against his own grandfather and cousins. Arjuna’s chari-
oteer, the god Krishna in disguise, explains that even though such con-
duct may seem immoral, it is simply Arjuna’s Kshatriya dharma. But
dharma is just one of many paths by which men can find liberation
from rebirth. The best of all these paths, Krishna says, is that of bhakti.
Then Krishna reveals himself to Arjuna in his true form—he is the
universe itself, all the cosmos is incorporated within him. Krishna says,
“Whatever you do—whatever you eat, whatever offering you make,
whatever you give, whatever austerity you perform—Arjuna, do it all
as an offering to me!” (Thompson 2008, 47). Through bhakti, Krishna
explains, karma ends, and liberation from rebirth is achieved.

The idea of devotion to a god as the center of religious life was
accompanied in the early centuries C.E. by the rise in importance and
centrality of the Hindu temple and of worship in that temple to its god.
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Krishna instructs Arjuna on the efficacy of bhakti (devotion) in this modern rendition of a
famous scene from the Mahabharata. The scene is carved on a wall of the 1938 Lakshmi
Narayan Temple (Birla Mandir) in New Delhi, built by the industrialist B. D. Birla and inau-
gurated by the nationalist leader Mohandas K. Gandhi. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)

Where ancient Vedic rituals had taken place in the open and without
images, now an image (murti) believed to embody the god being wor-
shipped was installed at the heart of large temple complexes. Where
Vedic religious life had centered on the performance of rituals, now reli-
gious life—for both priests and individual worshippers—was based on
tending and worshipping the temple deity. The new gods worshipped
in this way were celebrated in a new collection of Hindu texts: the
Puranas. Written down no earlier than the fourth century C.E., these
texts retold myths and legends associated with gods such as Vishnu,
Shiva, or Devi and described the correct ways to worship them. While
older Vedic gods such as Agni, Surya, and Indra continued to have a
place within the Hindu pantheon, it was Vishnu (and his nine avatars,
or incarnations), Shiva, or the Goddess who were the focus of the sto-
ries and tales of the Puranas and of devotional, temple-based worship.

Kings and Emperors

For centuries Indian kings had fought one another, the loser forced to
accept subordination (or often death) at the hands of the winner. “The
big fish eats the small fish,” as the Indian proverb puts it. The Gupta
dynasty, however, attempted to replace these older ad hoc relations with
a more formal relationship, a tributary system. Under the Guptas such
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relations could stretch in a descending spiral from the great emperor
himself down to the headman of a local village, with tribute passed
up to each successive overlord. From the Gupta period onward rulers’
titles increasingly inflated their place in these graded rankings: Even the
smallest vassal king might title himself “great king” (maharaja), while
kings of any importance at all would insist on being called “Great King
of Kings and Supreme Lord” (maharaja-adhiraja-paramabhattaraka).

In this system dharma was “king.” “This dharma is the sovereign
power ruling over kshatra [royal power] itself,” explains an early
Upanishad (De Bary 1958, 241). In the Laws of Manu, one of a num-
ber of Hindu law codes composed between ca. 200 B.C.E. and 200 C.E.,
society is to be governed by the varna system, its duties and obligations
overseen by Brahman priests. The king’s role was only the maintenance
of these structures as they already existed: “The king was created as
the protector of the classes [varnas] and the stages of life, that are
appointed each to its own particular duty, in proper order” (Doniger
and Smith 1991, 131). Whether he was as great as a rajadhiraja (king
of kings) or cakravartin or as “little” as the head of a small village, the
ruler functioned to preserve dharmic order.

The set of regional tributary relations begun by the Guptas remained
the model for Indian political relations through the medieval period.
Within this system kings spent most of their time trying to survive.
A 12th-century text chronicling the lives of the kings of Kashmir (the
Rajatarangini) shows us the likely fate of a ruler. If ministers did not
plot against him, relatives did not overthrow him, or his wives did not
have him murdered, his own sons might cause his death. Sons, like
crabs, the traditional warning goes, survive by destroying their fathers.

Another way to think of this political system, as anthropologist
Bernard Cohn once suggested, is as a means for channeling the agri-
cultural surplus of peasants up through the various levels of power to
the ruler with the greatest force. Describing the 18th-century king of
Varanasi, Cohn wrote,

Politically the Raja of Benares had to face in two directions. He
fought a continuous and devious battle to be completely inde-
pendent of the Nawab [a more powerful ruler and theoretically
his overlord]. He also had to keep in check lineages and local
chiefs and rajas who had power within his province. (1960, 422)

The central issue was tribute, and the measure of a superior’s suc-
cess was the amount he could collect from his subordinates. Success for
subordinates, on the other hand, lay in the degree to which they could
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elude payment. By tradition, the king owned the land and had the right
to a portion of the crop. But these rights existed within a system in
which collection signified superiority and willingness to pay signaled
weakness.

Rulers could not dispense with the regional and local powers
beneath them, however, because they lacked the ability to collect the
tribute themselves. Therefore collection was delegated from superior
to subordinate, from the “emperor” down through the various levels of
political power to the level of the dominant caste in each village. Within
this pyramid, village communities were the most stable units, the units
most easily dominated and controlled by local clan or caste lineages
over long periods of time. In some parts of the subcontinent, long-term
regional control was also possible. Certain regional divisions—Bengal
in the east, for instance, and the Deccan in the southwest—slip in and
out of India’s history, held by one group, then by another. Unification
of larger areas was hard to achieve—and even harder to maintain. As
the territory of a king expanded, he became increasingly vulnerable
to challenges from more stable regional and/or local kings below him.

If the origins of a regional tributary political system can be placed in
the Gupta period, however, it should also be recognized that the Guptas,
to some degree, simply put an institutional and ritual face on a system
of political relations that had existed long before them. Even with their
reconsecration of defeated rulers the Gupta dynasty still existed within
a largely ad hoc system of kingship and empire. The skill of a ruler and/
or the luck or circumstances in which he found himself had as much
to do with his success as anything else. Whether an emperor or a “little
king,” rulers spent their days protecting or extending their power over
and against that of other rulers around them. Only with the Mughals in
the medieval period and even later with the British are there political
systems that attempt to challenge the tributary system.

Caste, Varna, and Jati

The term caste comes from the Portuguese word casta, first used during
the 16th century to describe the Indian social system. Indigenous terms
for social groups in both the ancient and modern periods were varna
(class) and jati (birth group). The four varnas—Brahman, Kshatriya,
Vaishya, and Shudra—appear as early as the Rig-Veda and in both
Hindu and non-Hindu sources. Each varna was identified very early
with a hereditary occupation—priest, warrior, farmer/merchant, and
servant, respectively—and by the time of the early Upanishads the
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different and unequal duties of these groups were justified by karma
and the individual’s acts in former lives. Jatis were lineages, clans, and/
or families whose membership was determined by birth. Different jatis
might interact economically, but their social contact was restricted; for
instance, people married, shared meals, or participated in funerals only
with members of their own birth group.

In contrast to the four varnas whose hierarchical order was uni-
versally known and acknowledged throughout the subcontinent, jatis
were local or regional groups. Members of a village jati would know
their status relative to other jatis in their immediate region, but there
was no all-India hierarchy for these groups. Jati status changed from
region to region—and over time. Village studies from North India
in the 20th century have shown that jatis whose economic circum-
stances change can raise their varna status through a process soci-
ologists call “Sanskritization”—the adoption of customs defined in
Sanskrit texts as appropriate for a higher varna. If a jati can maintain
such practices over several generations, their new varna status will
be accepted. Conversely, groups that fall on hard times and are forced
to adopt social customs associated with lower varnas—the eating of
meat, for instance—can “lose caste” as a result. Untouchable com-
munities in northern India, Bernard Cohn found, explained their low
status in just such historical terms, as a loss of caste caused by poverty
and the necessity of adopting practices associated with untouchability
sometime in the ancient past.

If one thinks of the caste system in terms of jatis, varnas, and the
connections between them, one can appreciate the complexity and flex-
ibility of this social institution. Villages never remained “unchanged”
over time. Instead, the caste system allowed frequent changes of social
position, and jatis “lost caste” or raised it as their historical and eco-
nomic circumstances changed. One example of a jati group whose
status changed dramatically over time are the Kayasthas, a group from
the Gangetic region that was classified as Shudra in the Gupta period.
By the 11th century Kayastha status had improved dramatically as its
members came increasingly to work as scribes and administrators for
political rulers. Individual kings in ancient India, frequently came from
non-Kshatriya origins; in the fourth century some Puranic texts try
to fix these varna aberrations by providing non-Kshatriya kings with
appropriate royal genealogies. Similarly the Hindu law codes (ca. 200
B.C.E.—200 C.E.) try to fix the shifting varna statuses of all these groups
by offering elaborate classifications for groups that did not fit ordinary
varna categories: a Brahman who marries a Shudra, for instance.
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Birth groups were a way to give varna status to a wide range of
peoples (and religions) who might otherwise not fit into varna classi-
fications. From the mid-fifth century B.C.E. through the Gupta period,
Indian society had to adjust to the presence of many new and/or
non-Aryan groups: the heterodox followers of Buddhism and Jainism
and also Indo-Greeks, any number of Central Asian tribes, and South
Indian Dravidian-speaking communities, to name just a few. Local and
regional societies could integrate these peoples by considering each of
them as a separate jati and assigning a varna status appropriate to the
group’s economic wealth or political power. In this sense jatis func-
tioned as a way to bring a wide range of non-Hindu peoples under
the rubric of a Hindu (Aryan) varna system that in origin had been a
Brahman view of society, not historical reality.

Women in Ancient India

Day and night men should keep their women from acting independently;
for, attached as they are to sensual pleasures, men should keep them
under their control. Her father guards her in her childhood,
her husband guards her in her youth, and her sons guard her in her old age;
a woman is not qualified to act independently.

|
The Law Code of Manu (Olivelle 2004, 155)

Although this much quoted passage from the Laws of Manu illustrates
women’s subordination to men in ancient India, other texts and sources
give a more varied picture of how women lived and were expected
to behave. Passages from the Rig-Veda suggest an early society in
which unmarried girls and young men freely associated and in which
women took part in public ceremonies such as the Horse Sacrifice. The
Upanishads show two learned women (Maitreyi and Gargi) participat-
ing in philosophical speculations. By the early centuries C.E., however,
knowledge of the Vedas had become forbidden to Hindu women (as
also to Shudras), and women were described as an inferior class who
could obtain moksha only after rebirth as men. Only in the heterodox
sects of Buddhism and Jainism did women still have access to religious
scriptures. In this same period the Arthasastra notes that the antahpur
(women’s quarters) of a king’s harem was secluded and closely guarded
and that wives who drank, gambled, or left home without permission
were fined. A different impression, however, from the same period
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appears in stories describing young girls who visit temples without
chaperones and in sculptures showing unveiled women watching pro-
cessions from open balconies. Although it had long been customary
for women’s literacy to be forbidden, a 10th—11th-century Khajuraho
sculpture shows a woman holding her writing tablet.

Hindu religious scriptures reveal a deep ambivalence toward women.
On the one hand, in the Laws of Manu a wife is the “lamp” of her
husband’s home, and if she brings him children (preferably sons), she
is called a Lakshmi, the goddess of good fortune (Doniger and Smith
1991, 200). According to the Mahabharata,

The wife is half the man,

the best of friends,

the root of the three ends of life,

and of all that will help him in the other worlds. (Basham [958, 181)

On the other hand, women and women’s sexuality are frequently por-
trayed as dangerous and uncontrollable. “Good looks do not matter to
them, nor do they care about youth,” says Manu. “‘A man!’ they say,
and enjoy sex with him, whether he is good-looking or ugly” (Doniger

SATI

Sati (also spelled suttee) was the Hindu practice in which a newly
widowed wife chose to be burned or buried alive with her hus-
band’s corpse. The custom was not mandatory for Hindu women and
was never widely practiced, occurring mostly in the Ganges River
Valley, the Punjab, and Rajasthan. The woman who chose to become a
sati, it was commonly believed, was reunited with her dead husband in
the afterlife. In the brief period before her death, the sati was thought
to have magical powers to curse or bless those around her.

Mention of satis appears sporadically in Hindu scriptures (some
claim as early as the Rig-Veda), while travelers reported witnessing
satis from the fourth century B.C.E. The custom was common among
Central Asian tribes, however, leading some scholars to suggest it
became more common with the movement of these tribes into India
after 200 B.C.E. Among Rajputs (a military caste of northern India),
widows’ suicides (jauhar) often followed the death of a Rajput king in
battle. Sati was made illegal by the British in 1829. A recent case was
the sati of a young Rajasthani college student in 1987.
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and Smith 1991, 198). Religious scriptures are unequivocal, however,
about the need for a woman’ absolute duty to serve her husband “like
a god.” As stated in the Laws of Manu, “A virtuous wife should con-
stantly serve her husband like a god, even if he behaves badly, freely
indulges his lust, and is devoid of any good qualities . . . it is because
a wife obeys her husband that she is exalted in heaven” (Doniger and
Smith 1991, 115).

By custom high-caste widows were not allowed to remarry, and
a wife demonstrated her extreme devotion to her dead husband by
becoming a sati (the one who is true), a woman who was burned or
buried alive with her husband’s corpse. As late as Mauryan and Gupta
times, widow remarriage was still possible, but by the medieval period
the ban on widow remarriage extended even to child brides widowed
before the marriage was consummated. Widows were expected to live
lives of austerity, their atonement for having had the bad karma to sur-
vive their husbands. By custom widows were to shave their heads, wear
only simple white saris and no jewelry, and eat only once a day a simple
vegetarian meal with no condiments.

Harsha

After the Gupta period and before the Muslim incursions of the 13th
century, only one ruler was able to create a substantial North Indian
empire. This was Harshavardhana (r. 606-647 C.E.). Harsha inherited
his elder brother’s small Punjab kingdom at the age of 16 and soon after
added to it the nearby lands of his widowed sister. Making his capital
in the city of Kanauj, he expanded eastward, eventually controlling
lands as far east as the Ganges delta and as far south as the Narmada
River. Harsha claimed the title of cakravartin and, like the Guptas, con-
trolled his empire by gifting lands and subordinate status to the kings
he defeated. Later Buddhist texts claimed Harsha as a convert. The
Chinese Buddhist monk Xuanzang, who visited India during Harsha’s
reign, claimed that kings only took the throne after receiving permis-
sion to do so from a Buddhist semigod (a bodhisattva). When Harsha
died without an heir in 647, his empire quickly fell back into the hands
of local and regional powers.

By the seventh century elites who identified with a Sanskrit-based,
Indo-Aryan culture dominated all regions of the Indian subcontinent. A
revitalized, temple-based Hinduism was coming to dominance, particu-
larly in the south. Invading tribes of the past centuries had been suc-
cessfully incorporated into local and regional life, and relations among
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India’s political elites had attained a stasis of ever-present warfare and
intrigue. Harsha, as it turned out, would be the last Hindu king to rule
a great North Indian empire. All future imperial powers in India would
govern with an eye on events and contexts far beyond India’s borders:
on the court of the Baghdad caliph, for instance, or (eventually) on the
Parliament of a British queen.
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TURKS, AFGHANS,
AND MUGHALS (600-1800)

We placed our feet in the stirrup of resolve, grabbed the reins of
trust in God, and directed ourselves against Sultan |brahim, son of
Sultan Sikandar, son of Bahlul Lodi the Afghan, who controlled
the capital Delhi and the realm of Hindustan at that time.

|
The Baburnama: Memoirs of Babur, Prince and Emperor (Thackston 2002, 320)

In the eighth century C.E. the armies of a newly energized Arab
Empire brought the religion of Islam to India. The Central Asian
Turks and Afghans who conquered India in the centuries that followed
were fierce warriors. As rulers, however, they struggled with their com-
mitment to Islam and their minority status among a greater Hindu
population. The Mughal emperor Akbar found the most successful
resolution to this conflict. The Mughal war machine he created main-
tained Mughal dominance over most of India until the 18th century.

Islam Enters India
In 622 the Mecca-born Arab Muhammad (570-632) and a small number
of followers established themselves and their new religion, Islam (mean-
ing “submission”), in the Arabian city of Medina. This date marks the start
of a rapid military expansion that within a century had created the Islamic
Empire, the most powerful empire the Western world had ever known.
At its height this empire controlled the Mediterranean Sea and lands from
Spain in the west through the Middle East and as far east as India.

Islam spread quickly through the lands conquered by the Arabs. As
the third “religion of the book,” Islam claimed a heritage that included
both Judaism and Christianity. At the heart of Islam was submission to
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the will of Allah, the one, only, and omnipotent God. Muhammad was
“the seal of the prophets,” the last in the line of human transmitters of
Allah’s message that began in the Old Testament. For Muslims, as for
Jews and Christians, human history began with Allah’s creation of the
world and would end in a Last Judgment, when human souls would be
punished for their sins or rewarded for their virtues.

By the time armies from the new Islamic Empire entered India in the
eighth century, Muhammad was long dead, and political power over the
expanding empire had been placed in the hands of a caliph. The caliph’s
office (caliphate) was located, at the empire’s height, ca. 750-1258, in
the city of Baghdad. The Qur’an, Allah’s revelations to Muhammad,
had been written down in Arabic. Islam had already divided into two
competing sects: the Sunnis, a majority sect that based its teachings on
Islamic law (the sharia) as interpreted by special theologians-scholars
(the ulama); and the Shiites, a minority sect that followed the char-
ismatic teachings of the 12 imams, the true spiritual descendants of
Muhammad, the last of whom would disappear in the 12th century.
Islam’s mystic tradition, Sufism, would begin only later, in the eighth
century, and between the 13th and 15th centuries the great Sufi orders
would spread throughout north India.

Dar al-Islam

In many ways Muslim rulers in India behaved just as Hindu, Buddhist,
or Jain kings before them. They increased their lands through battle.
They bound defeated rulers to them through alliances and gifts. They
endowed buildings and supported the religious activities of religions
other than Islam, and they adapted themselves and their courts to local
Indian institutions, culture, and customs. Islam and Hinduism mutu-
ally influenced each other’s social structures, art, architecture, and reli-
gious practices for more than 1,200 years.

But Islam also had a well-defined location outside the Indian subcon-
tinent. When Muslims prayed, they faced in the direction of the holy
city of Mecca. When they recited the Qur’an, they were encouraged to
recite it in Arabic, for no translation was authentic. As often as they
could, good Muslims should join the annual religious pilgrimage to
Mecca (the hajj). In all their dealings—religious, social, or political—
they should see themselves as part of a brotherhood of Muslims and
seek to spread Islam and its teachings. All these practices tied Indian
Muslims, kings, courts, and elites to the Arabian Peninsula and its cen-
ters of Islamic scholarship and law.
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Dar al-Islam (the Abode of Islam), ca. 1500
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Muslim rulers, courts, and communities also saw themselves within
a worldwide Muslim context. They were part of a global network of
places—dar al-Islam (the Abode of Islam)—where Muslim peoples
observed the religion of Allah, or where Muslim kings and/or power-
ful men maintained Islamic practices even while ruling non-Muslim
populations. The strictest interpretation of Islamic injunctions would
have required a jihad (holy war) against all non-Muslims, the destruc-
tion of all infidel temples and churches, and the death or conversion
of all nonbelievers. The realities of ruling a large non-Muslim popula-
tion, however, caused Muslim rulers in India, as elsewhere, to give the
Hindu population the protected status of dhimmis (protected peoples),
a status previously applied to “peoples of the book,” that is to Jews
and Christians. This allowed the continuation of Hindu religious rites
and customs on payment of a yearly tax. To satisfy their own orthodox
ulama, however, Muslim rulers would sometimes declare their local
conflicts a jihad (holy war) or deface prominent local temples.

In the wider Muslim world (dar al-Islam), elite Muslims found oth-
ers like themselves with whom they could share their knowledge of
and perspectives on Islamic laws, customs, and practices. When the
Moroccan-born Ibn Battuta traveled the world in the 14th century, he
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met many non-Arab peoples and encountered non-Muslim cultures.
But although he traveled from Spain and North Africa to sub-Saharan
Africa, India, and China, for most of his travels he remained within
an elite Islamic world and with “individuals who shared his tastes and
sensibilities and among whom he could always find hospitality, security,
and friendship” (Dunn 1986, 7). In India, as elsewhere in the medieval
world, Muslim kings and their related elites lived with a deep awareness
of their location within an Islamic network of places and peoples linked
throughout the world.

Arabs and Turks

By 711, Arab military commanders attacked and eventually conquered
the western region of Sind. In the northwest, by the 10th century, inde-
pendent Persian Muslims controlled the lands between Persia and the
Oxus River (later called Amu Darya). Buddhism, which had flourished
earlier in these regions, was abandoned as Turkic tribes converted to
Islam.

Arab traders, new converts to Islam, had been settled peacefully in
permanent communities along India’s west coast from as early as the
mid-seventh century. Arab merchants replaced moribund Roman trade
routes with global routes that linked India to both the Mediterranean
world and to Southeast Asia. Like the Christian communities that had
settled in Kerala, Muslim traders were given land, allowed to maintain
their own religion, and incorporated, as jatis, into the west coast’s
political and social structures. The Mappila (Moplah) community on
the Malabar Coast and the Navayat Muslim community in the Konkan
are the modern descendants of these early Arab settlements.

Mahmud of Ghazni

In the late 10th century, a Turkish military slave, Sabuktigin, estab-
lished an Afghan kingdom centered on the city of Ghazni and, in 986,
attacked and defeated a neighboring Hindu ruler who controlled lands
between Kabul and the northwest Punjab. Sabuktigin’s son, Mahmud
of Ghazni (r. 998-1030) continued his father’s raids into India, carry-
ing out between 16 and 20 raids in the years between 1000 and 1027.
Mahmud’s raids destroyed and looted major Hindu temples at Mathura,
Kanauj, and Somnath, and brought back to Ghazni great caravans
of riches and slaves. The slower elephant-based armies of the Hindu
dynasties in the northwest could not withstand the elite mounted
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archers of the Ghaznavid cavalry. Writing to the caliph at Baghdad,
Mahmud boasted that his raids had killed 50,000 infidels and 50,000
Muslim heretics. He asked for (and received) the honor of being named
a fighter in the cause of Islam.

The Ghaznavids looted cities in Iran and India, Muslim as well as
Hindu. Their raids were needed to pay for their professional slave-based
army. In addition, Mahmud used his plunder to bring Muslim schol-
ars to Ghazni and establish a library there—the books were plundered
from conquered Persian libraries—and to build a beautiful mosque. His
dynasty was succeeded by the Ghurids, a dynasty of eastern Iranian
origins, in 1151. The Ghurids were more ambitious than Mahmud, who
had nominally extended his kingdom into the Punjab but had made
little effort to control the lands he raided. By 1206 Ghurid rulers had
conquered much of the north, controlling the cities of Delhi, Kanauj, and
Varanasi (Benares), much of Rajasthan, and destroying the Sena dynasty
in Bengal along with the Buddhist monasteries that the Senas supported.

South India (600-1300)

The flat farmlands of the northern Indo-Gangetic Plain invited the
establishment of large agrarian empires. In regions south of the
Narmada River, however, a more rugged geography enabled smaller,
more regional clans and lineages to survive. The Chalukyas in
Karnataka, the Pallavas in Kanchipuram, the Pandyas in Madurai, and
the Cholas at Tanjore all struggled for power with one another and with
even smaller kings and local rulers between the sixth and ninth centu-
ries. The Chalukya control of the Deccan during the seventh century
kept the North Indian emperor Harsha from expanding farther south.
But by the eighth century Chalukya power was gone. In the far south,
the Pandyas held on to their Madurai region by a series of ever-shifting
alliances until the 10th century.

Unlike the Chalukyas, Pandyas, and Cholas—Ilineages that had
fought one another for power since Mauryan times—the Pallavas were
a new dynasty. One Tamil legend attributed their origin to a love match
between a local prince and a Naga (snake) princess from the under-
world. Contemporary historians link the Pallavas to an Iranian lineage
(the Pahlavas, or Parthians) that briefly held power in the northwest
during the first century B.C.E. Pallava kings controlled the eastern pen-
insula between the Krishna and Kaveri Rivers by the seventh century
and remained powerful for the next 300 years. The last Pallava king
died in the early 10th century.
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THE TEMPLE AT SOMNATH

Mahmud of Ghazni’s destruction of the Hindu Shaivite temple at
Somnath provided later historians with an event that seemed a
perfect symbol for the clash of religions on the subcontinent. Muslim
historians, such as the l6éth-century Qasim Hindushah Firishta, cel-
ebrated Mahmud’s destruction of the temple as the act of a pious
Muslim. In the 1840s, a British member of Parliament (wishing to prove
the British better rulers than the Muslims) claimed that Mahmud’s
raids had created “painful feelings which had been rankling against the
[Hindu] people for nearly a thousand years” (Thapar). In the 2Ist cen-
tury, Hindu nationalists have also used Mahmud’s attacks (and Muslim
incursions into India in general) as examples of Muslim aggression that
would leave “a split in India’s national character” (Birodkar).

For historians, Somnath raises interesting questions. Earlier Muslim
accounts emphasized the destruction of the Somnath temple idol;
Mahmud of Ghazni was said to have struck off its nose and sent pieces
to Ghazni, Mecca, and Medina. The temple was Shaivite, however, so
the temple idol was not an image but a lingam—a solid stone object,
with no features (and certainly no nose) to be struck off and probably
no hollow inside either to hold (as in many stories) vast quantities of
gold and diamonds (Embree et al.).

British and Hindu nationalist claims that the raid at Somnath had
scarred contemporary Hindus deeply are also hard to demonstrate
from |lth-century evidence. Jain texts from the region record the
event but only to make the point that the Jain temple (protected by
a stronger god) escaped unscathed. Sanskrit inscriptions at Somnath
say nothing about the raid, although the inscriptions do register bit-
ter complaints about the conduct of local Hindu kings, who, it seems,
frequently looted pilgrims on their way to worship. “There are,” histo-
rian Romila Thapar concludes after a survey of the historical evidence
for the Somnath raid, “no simplistic explanations that would emerge
from any or all of these narratives” (Thapar).

Source: Birodkar, Sudheer. “Hindu History: The Intervention of Alien
Rule from 1194 C.E. up to 1947 C.E.” Hindutva.org. 2004. Available online.
URL: http://www.hindutva.org/landalienrule.html. Accessed March 31, 2005;
Embree, Ainslie Thomas, et al., eds. Sources of Indian Tradition. Vol. |: From the
Beginning to 1800. 2d ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), p. 437;
Thapar, Romila. “Somanatha and Mahmud.” Frontline 16, no. 8 (April 10-23,
1999). Available online. URL: http://www.flonnet.com/fl1608/16081210.htm.
Accessed July 26, 2005.

72



TURKS, AFGHANS, AND MUGHALS

(sse48u0) jo Aueaqi) “sjopr
upljoSuoW :0E—§Z ‘SjIsusin
[pPY1ODS npulH (477
suanuad npuIH Qg ‘[Pwpd
SIAW 6] ‘wa1shs Jpjos

npuiH :g| ‘pAins-oyppng /|
‘byppng :9| ‘IppADIDS pup
pwypag :§| ‘uiSpfpAnyy wpis
3y1 uo pAIYS | ‘[ubwiom
Jipyjuow Jpy] supoiydowisy
SD DAIYS €] ‘PIDY 40 DJUIUDY|
SD NUYSIA “Z| ‘D3S W 343
Jo sydwiu :j| ‘puysiry sp
NUYSIA Q] “NUYSIA 26 ‘DAIYS
@ ‘DWDY WDIDY SD NUYSIA

:/ J4DMp D SD nuysip :9
{ID0Q D SD NUYSIA :§ 95101401
D SD NUYSIA :p ‘ysi b s
nUYSIA € DAIYS puD NUYSIA
:7 ‘[oays nuysip ‘pwiypag]
mnwiy ayy :j a4ndi4 '7
aw|d ‘Al awnjor (]58|
‘an3lup9 ydjopny o,
M3N) 34y pPUE ‘aunjeJal
‘9d2uaIdg jo eipardo|d4oug
s1ydeadouod| sppaH D
uupyo[ ur paimoid sp (s1ay10
Suownp) spos3 npuiH Jo
suonpauasaidal d1ydnisouod|

73



A BRIEF HISTORY OF INDIA

PLOWING FOR DEVOTION

n this song of the Tamil saint Appar it is clear that farming and the
worship of Shiva are completely intertwined.

Using the plow of truth

sowing the seeds of love

plucking the weeds of falsehood
pouring the water of patience;

They look directly into themselves

and build fences of virtue.

If they remain rooted in their good ways,
the Bliss of Shiva will grow.

Source: Prentiss, Karen Pechilis. The Embodiment of Bhakti (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), p. 92.

By the ninth century, the ancient lineage of the Cholas had reemerged
in the south. From the mid-ninth century to 1279, kings of the Chola
dynasty controlled most of the Tamil-speaking south, including the
region around Tanjore, the Coromandel Coast, and much of the east-
ern Deccan. Two Chola kings (Rajaraja I [985-1014] and Rajendra I
[1014-44]) extended the Chola domains to the northern part of Sri
Lanka, which remained a Chola tributary until the 1070s.

Bhakti Is Born
“I was born in Dravida [South India],” says the goddess Bhakti in
a Puranic story about the origins of devotional Hinduism. “I was
born in Dravida and grew up in Karnataka. I lived here and there in
Maharashtra; and became weak and old in Gujarat” (Prentiss 1999, 31).
Although the concept of bhakti appears as early as the Bhagavad
Gita (ca. first century C.E.), the first bhakti sects are not seen in South
India until the seventh to 10th centuries. Bhakti was in North India by
as early as the 10th century B.C.E., and bhakti devotional sects prolifer-
ated in the north during the 15th through 18th centuries. Bhakti sects
were regional movements linking language, geography, and cultural
identities in the devotional worship of a god—and sometimes blurring
distinctions between Hinduism and Islam in the process.

74



TURKS, AFGHANS, AND MUGHALS

Bhakti became the most popular form of Hindu worship, not so
much replacing Vedic Hinduism as existing alongside it. The major
bhakti gods were Vishnu (in any of his nine incarnations), Shiva, or
a form of the Mother Goddess (Devi). Shiva was most popular in the
south, Vishnu (particularly in his incarnation as Rama or Krishna)
in northern India, and the Goddess in the east (Bengal). The choice
of god, however, could also be a matter of personal preference, one
brother in a family becoming a Vaishnavite (a devotee of Vishnu), while
another was a Shaivite (a devotee of Shiva).

Sixty-three Shaivites (called the Nayanars) and 12 Vaishnavites (the
Alvars) made up the earliest south Indian bhakti saints. “I have never
failed to worship you,” sang the Tamil saint Appar, “with flowers and
incense and water, never failed to sing you in melodious Tamil songs”
(Peterson 1998, 176). The saints sang to all castes and classes of soci-
ety. They linked their songs to specific Tamil places and to the ordinary
tasks of work and daily life.

Bhakti in South India
The Tamil bhakti movement was quickly linked to a temple-centered
Hinduism in which puja (worship) rather than Vedic sacrifices was the
central mode of veneration. As early as the Pallava dynasty, the songs of
the itinerant saint-devotees were being sung in Hindu temples. Chola
kings built temples to Shiva all across Tamil land, particularly in places
identified in the bhakti saints’ songs. By the 12th century, devotional
songs were a regular part of the liturgy and worship of South Indian tem-
ples. The performance of temple rituals and sacrifices was still the unique
provenance of Brahman priests, but now a special class of non-Brahman
Shudra singers was attached to the temples to perform the bhakti songs.

Although South Indian Hindus recognized the four classes of the varna
system, these four classes were not well represented in South Indian soci-
ety. In much of the south the main distinction was between Brahman
and non-Brahman classes, and most non-Brahmans were classified as
Shudras. Thus the Vellala community of South India was technically clas-
sified as Shudras, although they were a dominant jati in regional society
and in many places were major landowners. Despite their Shudra status
the Vellalas were allowed to recite the Tamil saints’ songs in temples.

In the same period as the South Indian bhakti movement, two South
Indian Brahmans used the central insights of the Sanskrit Upanishads
to develop different branches of a philosophy called Vedanta (the end
of the Vedas). The first to do this was Shankara (ca. eighth-ninth

75



A BRIEF HISTORY OF INDIA

century C.E.), who emphasized the unqualified monism in earlier
Upanishadic teachings that the Brahman (universal spirit) and the
atman (individual self) were one. Only when individual souls rec-
ognize that the world around them is illusion (maya), according to
Shankara, can they recognize the identity of Brahman and atman and
escape the cycle of reincarnation (samsara). Such liberation or release
(moksha) was, for Shankara, the ultimate goal of Hinduism. Shankara’s
teachings were spread through the subcontinent by the monastic
order (matha) he founded and by the missionaries his order sent out.
A later philosopher, Ramanuja (d. ca. 1137 C.E.), also a South Indian
Brahman, developed a school of Vedanta that emphasized the impor-
tance of devotion (bhakti) in attaining moksha.

Bhakti in North India

By the 15th century bhakti sects had spread throughout North India.
By the 18th century these sects had appeared in virtually all Indian
regions and vernaculars. In Varanasi (Benares) on the Ganges River,
Kabir (1440-1518), an ex-Muslim weaver, sang of a god without attri-
butes (nirguna), unlimited by Islamic sectarianism or Hindu caste. In the
Punjab, Nanak (1469-1539) rejected the caste system of his Hindu birth
and founded the Sikh religion, the devotional worship of a monotheistic
nirguna god. In eastern India, the Bengali ex-Brahman Chaitanya (1485—
1533) and his followers replaced caste and Hindu rituals with ecstatic
public dances and songs of devotion to Krishna. Chaitanya’s Krishna
was a god with attributes (saguna), worshipped, not as the warrior-god
of the Mahabharata, but as a naughty child or adolescent lover. Other
16th-century bhakti saints also sung of saguna gods. The North Indian
Hindi speaker Tulsidas (16th—17th century) retold the story of Rama
in the devotional Ramcaritmanas (Spiritual lake of the acts of Rama).
Surdas, a blind saint from Mathura, and Mirabai, a woman devotee from
Rajasthan—both dated by tradition to the reign of the Mughal emperor
Akbar (1556-1605)—worshipped the god Krishna in their songs. In
Maharashtra, Tukaram (1608-49) sang in Marathi to the god Vitobha (a
form of Vishnu). As in the south, bhakti worship was incorporated into
Hindu temples, but bhajan maths (singing halls) were also built in many
North Indian towns where saints and their followers could meet, sing,
and worship their god. Sang Surdas to the god Krishna (Hari):

Songs to Hari work great wonders.
They elevate the lowly of the world,
who celebrate their lofty climb with drums.
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To come to the feet of the Lord in song
is enough to make stones float on the sea.... (Embree et al. 1988,362)

Mirabai Worships Krishna

One of the most popular of bhakti saints in North India was Mirabai.
According to legend, she was a Rajput princess devoted to the god Krishna
from childhood. Forced to marry, she nevertheless dedicated herself
only to the god Krishna. In her in-laws’ home she refused to bow to her
mother-in-law or to the family’s household goddess. In spite of her sister-
in-law’s pleas she spent her time with wandering holy men. When the
rana (the king, and her father-in-law) tried to poison her, the god Krishna
transformed the poison and saved Mirabai’s life. She eventually left her
in-laws’ home to became a wandering saint; according to legend she disap-
peared, drawn into the Krishna image one day as she worshipped it.

Mirabai’s devotion shows the unselfish devotion of the true wife. Her
struggle to maintain this devotion reveals the many difficulties women
faced in their in-laws’ homes and shows a strength of character often
found in popular Hindu goddesses:

Life without Hari is no life, friend,
And though my mother-in-law fights,
my sister-in-law teases,
the rana is angered,
A guard is stationed on a stool outside,
and a lock is mounted on the door,
How can | abandon the love | have loved
in life after life?
Mira’s Lord is the clever Mountain Lifter:
Why would | want anyone else? (Hawley and Juergensmeyer 2004, 134)

(In one legend, the boy-god Krishna holds aloft Mount Govardhan to
shelter cows and cowherds from the anger of the rain-god Indra.)

Persecution of Jains and Buddhists

During the seventh to 12th centuries South Indian kings increasingly
identified themselves as devotees (bhaktas) of particular Hindu gods.
Kings of the Pallava, Pandya, or Chola dynasties incorporated the insti-
tutions and ceremonies of devotional Puranic Hinduism into their royal
functions and used this new revived Hinduism to solidify their control
over the peoples and territories they claimed. Kings built temples dedi-
cated to the god with whom they identified, generously endowed those
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temples’ operations, and gifted whole villages to temples, to Brahmans,
or to Brahman communities. Kings gave these gifts in temple pujas,
ceremonies that now replaced older Vedic rituals as the way a king
legitimated his relationships. Such gifts left kings constantly searching
for new sources of land or wealth. The more plunder a ruler had, the
more subordinates (such as lesser kings, temple officials, and Brahman
jatis) he could bring under his sway.

Where earlier rulers had given gifts and used ceremonies drawn from
many different religions, South Indian kings were increasingly willing
to consider the rivals and enemies of the Hindu sect they endorsed as
their own rivals and enemies. Tamil bhakti saints sang of the differences
among themselves (as devotees of Shiva) and the Buddhist monks or
Jain ascetics with whom they competed for royal favor. “The Jains who
expose their skulls,” sang the saint Appar, “Conceal Shiva with their
minds. / But is it possible to conceal him?” (Prentiss 1999, 72). After
the Shaivite saint Appar converted the Pallava king Mahendravarman
I (ca. 580-630 C.E.) from Jainism to Shaivism, a 12th-century Shaivite
text tells us, the king attacked the Jains’ temples and monks. According
to another legend, after the Shaivite saint Campantar defeated the Jains
in debate in the Pandya-ruled city of Madurai, 8,000 Jain monks were
impaled on stakes (Peterson 1998, 180-181).

By the 13th century, as a result of these persecutions, Jain and Buddhist
communities in South India had lost influence and power. The Jain reli-
gion survived in western India, where it retains a strong presence down
to the present day. Buddhism, however, disappeared entirely from India.
In North India Buddhism was incorporated into Hinduism, the Buddha
appearing as one of the nine incarnations (avatars) of the god Vishnu. In
the mountain regions farther to the north—the old centers of Gandharan
culture—Buddhism disappeared as local populations converted to Islam.

The Delhi Sultanate

The Delhi Sultanate was not a single dynasty but a succession of
five unrelated lineages: the Slave, or Mamluk, dynasty; the Khaljis;
the Tughlugs; the Sayyids; and the Lodis. For more than 300 years
(1206-1526) the sultans (rulers) of these lineages ruled a north Indian
kingdom with its capital at Delhi. At its largest the sultanate controlled
virtually all of India, but at its weakest it could barely rule its own capi-
tal and the encircling villages.

Sultanate lineages came from Turkish and Afghan military clans, ini-
tially forced into the subcontinent by tribal movements related to the
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expanding Islamic Empire. In theory the sultans governed as Muslims
under the political authority of the caliph at Baghdad; in reality they
were independent kings, most focused on wealth and glory. During the
first two centuries of the sultanate, Delhi sultans faced the constant
threat of attacks from the Mongol armies that swept across Central
Asia and into Persia and Arabia. By 1258 the Mongols had destroyed
the caliphate itself at Baghdad. Mongol power cut off local Turks and
Afghans from their original homelands beyond the mountains, while,
at the same time, making the sultan capital at Delhi an attractive refuge
for Muslim elites fleeing south.

The Mongol Threat

The Mongols were a nomadic, pastoral people based in the arid grass-
lands north of China. Mongol tribes had been unified in the early 13th
century under the leadership of Chinggis Khan, whose grandson would
found the Yuan dynasty in China. In 1220 the killing of a Mongol emis-
sary brought Mongol cavalry under Chinggis Khan to the Oxus River
region north of the Indian subcontinent. A second Mongol invasion
destroyed the Abbasid dynasty in Baghdad in 1258 and established
Mongol rulers in territories that reached from the Mediterranean
through Central Asia and into China.

As Mongol armies terrorized lands to India’s north and west, suc-
cessive sultans kept the Mongols from overrunning India by a com-
bination of diplomacy, military skill, and luck. Attacks from Mongol
forces between 1229 and 1241 overran the Punjab region but were
stopped at the Mamluk dynasty’s Indus border. During the Khalji
dynasty, the Mongols made a series of attacks between 1299 and 1307,
but each time the sultan’s armies drove them back. Throughout the
13th and 14th centuries, the sultan’s court at Delhi was a refuge for
elite Muslims—scholars, religious leaders, and intellectuals—fleeing
Mongol violence beyond India’s borders.

At the end of the 14th century, the Turkish/Mongol ruler Timur
(Tamerlane) based in Transoxiana (modern Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Southwest Kazakhstan) conquered Persia and occupied Russia. The
violence of Timur’s campaigns exceeded even the Mongol heritage he
claimed as his own. In 1398-99 Timur’s armies, already resident in the
Punjab, occupied, sacked, and plundered Delhi, dragging back across
the northern mountains wealth and thousands of slaves; behind him,
in Delhi, Timur left towers made out of the skulls and bodies of slaugh-
tered Delhi residents. Timur’s invasion broke the power of the Tughluq
dynasty, which was overthrown in 1413.
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Sultanate Dynasties

The power of the Delhi sultans, as that of Indian kings before them, was
based on constant warfare and on alliances with conquered lesser kings.
Sultans also faced the constant threat of plots by sons, wives, relatives,
and courtiers, all eager for their power. What was gained in one season
might easily be lost in the next. As the sultans expanded their territo-
ries across north India, they appointed Muslim subordinates to govern
regions they had conquered. In this way Muslim rule spread through
north India, for when a region declared its independence from the
sultan, the ruler who did so, more often than not, was also a Muslim.

The first dynasty of the Sultanate was the Mamluk, or Slave, dynasty,
established by Qutbuddin Aybak (r. 1206-10/11), who proclaimed him-
self sultan of Delhi in 1206, when the last Ghurid ruler was assassinated.
Qutbuddin was a Mamluk, a Turkish military slave bought as a child and
trained to fight for his masters. Mamluks were widely used throughout
kingdoms in Central Asia, Persia, and the rest of the Islamic Empire.
They made fierce and skillful soldiers, particularly as cavalrymen, and
were famed for their ability to fire their crossbows backward as they gal-
loped away from an enemy. Qutbuddin, however, died in a polo accident.
His military slave and successor, Shamsuddin Iltutmish (r. 1210/1211-
36), secured the kingdom’s northern frontier along the Indus River and
expanded its territories into Sind, Rajasthan, and Bengal. The sultan
pacified his Hindu subjects by granting all Hindus the status of dhimmis.
His daughter Raziyya (r. 1236-39) briefly succeeded him on his death.
Within three years she was deposed and then subsequently murdered by
a coalition of palace guards (known collectively as “the Forty”), one of
whom, Balban, later ruled as sultan between 1266 and 1287.

The Khalji dynasty, founded by Jalaluddin Firuz Khalji (r. 1290-96),
had Turkish origins but had long been settled in the Afghan region. The
second Khalji sultan, Alauddin (1296-1316), used gold gained from his
raids in the Deccan to arrange his uncle’s assassination and then to buy
the loyalty of his nobles. Alauddin’s army—funded through increased
taxation—successfully repelled repeated Mongol raids and attacks
between 1297 and 1307. When the Mongols withdrew, Alauddin sent
his armies south under the command of Malik Kafur, a Hindu convert
from Gujarat with whom the emperor was said to have a homosexual
relationship. The Khalji forces conquered as far south as the city of
Madurai, giving the sultan dominion over virtually all of India. By
1316, however, when Alauddin died, the empire was in disarray. Malik
Kafur was killed by his own soldiers, and both Gujarat and Rajasthan
had regained independence.

80



TURKS, AFGHANS, AND MUGHALS

The Tughluq lineage was founded by Ghiyasuddin Tughluq in a
revolt against the Khaljis in 1320. Both Ghiyasuddin and his heir
died suddenly in 1325, when a pavilion collapsed, and another son,
Muhammad (r. 1325-51), came to the throne. Muhammad’s reign was
characterized by plans to rebuild the empire and by idiosyncratic deci-
sions that suggest he may have been mentally unstable. In 1327, in an
effort to gain better control over conquered South Indian territories, he
attempted to move the capital—his administration and all Delhi resi-
dents—500 miles south to the Deccan. Many died in the move, and heat
and health conditions later caused the Deccan capital to be abandoned.
In the same period Muhammad also introduced a new copper and brass
currency, which had to be withdrawn several years later because of
difficulties with forgeries. In 1335-42, when a severe drought caused
famine and death in the Delhi region, the sultanate offered no help to
the starving residents. The latter years of Muhammad’s rule saw many
regions of his empire in rebellion. In 1334 the provincial governor
of Madurai declared himself an independent “sultan,” and in 1338
Bengal became independent under a Muslim ruler. In 1346 the Hindu
kingdom of Vijayanagar solidified its control over the southern half of
peninsular India.

In 1351 Muhammad died from fever while in Sind trying to quell a
rebellion. His cousin Firuz Shah (r. 1351-88) was the choice of court
nobles and religious leaders. Firuz repaid these nobles and orthodox
ulama for his appointment by returning previously confiscated estates
and lands, building no fewer than 40 mosques, and through laws that
required Brahmans (previously exempt) to pay the jizya (a tax on non-
Muslims). After his death, the dynasty had no strong rulers and was
finally destroyed at the end of the century by the invasion of Timur.

The Sayyids, a Turkish clan, took power in 1414 and remained in con-
trol until 1451. From this time on, regional Muslim rulers controlled most
of what had once been sultanate lands. Sind, Gujarat, Malwa, the Deccan,
and Bengal were all governed by independent Muslim rulers. The Hindu
kingdom of Vijayanagar held the southern peninsula, and independent
Hindu Rajputs ruled in Rajasthan. During the rule of the last Sayyid,
Alauddin Alam Shah (1445-51), the Delhi Sultanate ruled over little more
than the city of Delhi and its immediate surrounding villages.

The last dynasty was founded by a Sayyid provincial governor,
Buhlul Lodi (r. 1451-89). The Lodis were descended from Afghans, and
under their rule Afghans eclipsed Turks in court patronage. Buhlul’s
son Sikandar (r. 1489-1517) once again extended the sultanate control
to the northern reaches of the Indus and southeast along the Ganges
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River valley up to, but not including, Bengal. The last Lodi, Sikandar’s
son Ibrahim (1. 1517-26), antagonized his own Afghan nobles by asser-
tions of the absolute power of the sultanate. They appealed for help to
Kabul, where Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur, a Turkic descendant of
both Timur and Chinggis Khan, had established a small kingdom.

Vijayanagar and the Bahmani Sultanate

In south India, in the 1330s and 1340s, five Hindu brothers of the
Sangama family took advantage of rebellions against the Tughluq
dynasty to establish the city and independent kingdom of Vijayanagar.
By 1347 Harihara I (d. 1357), the first ruler of Vijayanagar, together
with his brothers ruled a kingdom that included virtually all of the
southern half of the peninsula. Vijayanagar rulers protected themselves
by adopting Muslim tactics, cavalry, and forts. Vijayanagar kings devel-
oped tank-irrigated agriculture in their higher lands and made their
coastal regions into a center of trade between Europe and Southeast
Asia. Among Vijayanagar’s greatest rulers were Krishnadevaraya (r.
1509-29) and its last powerful ruler, Aliya (son-in-law) Rama Raya,
who held power from 1542-65.

Farther north in the Deccan, the Bahmani Sultanate was founded
by a Turkish or Afghan military officer who declared his independence
from the Delhi Sultanate and ruled under the name of Bahman Shah
from 1347. Over the next 200 years, Bahmani rulers fought Vijayanagar
kings over the rich doab (land between two rivers) on their border. In
1518 the sultanate split into five smaller ones: Admadnagar and Berar,
Bidar, Bijapur, and Golconda. In 1565 these five kingdoms combined
to attack and defeat Vijayanagar. All five Deccani sultanates were sub-
sequently absorbed by the Mughal Empire.

The Mughal Empire
Babur, the ruler of Kabul, had dreamed for 20 years of conquering India.
In 1526, when discontented Lodi nobles invited him to save them from
their power-mad sultan, Babur invaded India. At Panipat in 1526 his
mobile cavalry, matchlock-equipped infantry, and light cannon drove the
sultan’s larger army and war elephants from the field. A year later Babur’s
cavalry and firepower had a second victory, this time over a confederacy
of Hindu Rajput kings with an army of 500 armored elephants.

Babur became the first ruler of the Mughal dynasty, which continued
to rule powerfully and effectively for nearly 200 years (1526-1707) and
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then survived in a much weaker form through to the mid-19th century.
At the height of the Great Mughals’ rule the empire covered almost all
of the subcontinent and had a population of perhaps 150 million. The
wealth and opulence of the Mughal court was famed throughout the
world. Even today the vibrancy of Mughal miniature paintings and the
elegance of the Taj Mahal show us the Mughals’ greatness. For Mughal
contemporaries, Shah Jahan’s Peacock Throne more than demonstrated
the empire’s wealth: Ten million rupees’ worth of rubies, emeralds, dia-
monds, and pearls were set in a gold encrusted throne that took artisans
seven years to complete.

No one could foresee this greatness, however, in 1530, when Babur
died in Agra and his son Humayun (r. 1530-56) took the throne.
Humayun, struggling with an addiction to opium and wine, soon
found himself under attack from his four younger brothers and the
even stronger ruler of Bengal, Sher Shah (r. 1539-45). Sher Shah drove
Humayun out of India and eventually into refuge at the court of the
Persian Safavids. There, to gain the court’s acceptance, Humayun con-
verted to the Shiite sect of Islam. In return the shah sent him back to
India in 1555 with a Persian army large enough to defeat his enemies.
Within a year, however, Humayun died from a fall on the stone steps
of his Delhi observatory. His son, Akbar, was 12 years old at the time.

Akbar

Jalaluddin Muhammad Akbar became emperor 17 days after his
father’s sudden death in 1556. An accord among the regime’s nobles
placed the boy under the authority of a regent, Bairam Khan. By 1560
Akbar and his regent had expanded Mughal rule across the Indo-
Gangetic heartland between Lahore and Agra. Within two decades,
Akbar, now ruling on his own, extended the Mughal Empire into
Rajasthan (1570), Gujarat (1572), and Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa
(1574-76). By the late 1580s he would annex the provinces of Sind
and Kashmir, and by 1601 he would take Berar and two other prov-
inces in the Deccan Plateau.

Akbar’s military expansion was accompanied by the use of both
diplomacy and force. Over the 40 years of his reign, which ended
with his death in 1605, Akbar diluted his own Turkish clan within the
Mughal nobility and gave the high rank of emir (amir, that is, military
officer or nobleman) to men of Persian, Indian Muslim, and Hindu
(mostly Rajput) descent. At the same time, in the 1567 siege of the
Rajput city of Chitor, Akbar demonstrated the high cost of resistance to
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YRS AN Sh

Portrait of Aged Akbar, a [7th-century portrait of Akbar as an old man, attributed to
Govardhan (ca. 1640—50). Govardhan was one of a number of artists at the emperor Jahangir’s
court who developed individual artistic styles. (Govardhan [artist], Indian, active ca. 1600-56.
Portrait of Aged Akbar, ca. 1640-50. Ink and gold on paper, 25.2 % 16.8 cm. © The Cleveland
Museum of Art, 2004. Andrew R. and Martha Holden Jennings Fund, ID number 1971. 78)
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RAJPUT MARTIAL CLANS

The Rajput (son of the king) military clans that first appear in the
ninth and 10th centuries in northwestern and central India were
probably descended from earlier Central Asian tribes and may not
have had any hereditary connections to one another. Nevertheless,
Rajput clans claimed ancient Hindu and Kshatriya status based on
genealogies linking them to the Hindu solar or lunar royal dynasties
and on legends connecting mythological Rajput founders with Vedic
fire rituals.

Rajputs successfully maintained their independence through much
of the Delhi Sultanate. Under the Mughals they were both defeated
and incorporated into the Mughal nobility. Akbar defeated the great
Mewar clan through sieges of its key cities, Chitor and Rathambor, in
1567—-69. But he also encouraged the Rajputs to become part of his
court. Akbar made his first Rajput marriage alliance in 1562, marrying
a daughter of a minor Rajput chief of Amber. By 1570, all major Rajputs
but the king of Mewar had accepted noble status and sometimes mar-
riage alliances with Akbar. In these alliances Rajput kings kept control
over their ancestral lands, but in all other ways came under Mughal
authority. Under future emperors the Rajputs remained a key Hindu
element within the Mughal nobility. As late as Shah Jahan’s reign (the
1640s), 73 of the 90 Hindus in the higher mansabdari (Mughal service)
ranks were Rajputs.

Under the emperor Aurangzeb, however, the percentage of Rajput
nobles decreased, and new administrative rules limited the lands
(jagirs) from which Rajputs could collect revenues. Aurangzeb’s more
orthodox Islamism also led him to attempt to place a Muslim convert
on the Marwar clan’s throne. All these changes led to the Rajput
war of 1679 and to the Rajputs’ support of Aurangzeb’s son Akbar I
in his unsuccessful effort to overthrow his father in 1781. Although
Aurangzeb ended the Rajput rebellion and forced one Rajput clan, the
Mewars, to surrender, and although his son’s coup failed, the Marwar
Rajputs remained in rebellion against the Mughals for a generation.

his will: His armies destroyed the fort itself, massacred its inhabitants,
and killed 25,000 residents in the surrounding villages.

Akbar was a brilliant military commander and a man of great per-
sonal charisma and charm. Illiterate—and perhaps dyslexic (four tutors
tried unsuccessfully to teach him how to read)—he was still curious
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and interested in history, religion, and philosophy. Above all, Akbar
was a great leader of men not only on the battlefield but also within his
own court and administration. It was the structures of Mughal organi-
zation and administration devised by Akbar and his Muslim and Hindu
ministers that held the Mughal Empire together over the next century
and a half.

After 1560 Akbar administered his empire through four ministers:
one each for finance, military organization, the royal household, and
religious/legal affairs. He reserved for himself control over the army,
relations with other rulers, and appointments/promotions in rank. The
Mughal system assigned all mansabdars (those in Mughal military ser-
vice) a rank that specified status, salary, and assignment. Ranks were not
hereditary; they could change as a result of service, great courage in bat-
tle, or the emperor’s wish. Each mansabdar provided the Mughals with
a fixed number of soldiers (determined by rank) and, in return, each
received a salary. Higher-ranking mansabdars might also receive a jagir
(the right to collect land revenues from a specified village or region).

The Mughal War Machine

War was the business of the great Mughals. Mughal emperors from Akbar
through Aurangzeb spent fully one-half their time at war. Mughal wars
were initially fought to bring the different regions of the subcontinent
under Mughal authority, and then, subsequently, Mughal military power
and warfare was used to maintain Mughal rule against unruly regional
powers. As early as the end of Akbar’s reign, the Mughal war machine was
so powerful that local and regional rulers saw their only alternatives as
surrender or death. The Mughals, however, never solved the problem of
succession. The saying went, “takht ya takhta” (throne or coffin) (Spear
1963, xiii), and before and after the death of each emperor, contending
heirs turned the great Mughal army viciously against itself.

Under the Mughal system, as it evolved, all mansabdars, whether
noble or non-noble, military or bureaucratic, were required to recruit,
train, command, and pay a fixed number of soldiers or cavalry for the
emperor’s armies. The number of soldiers varied from 10 to 10,000, with
the lowest mansabdars providing the former and the highest nobles the
latter. This system gave Mughal emperors a ready, well-equipped army,
and they depended on these armies and their mansabdar leaders to
extend and preserve the Mughal Empire. At the end of Akbar’ reign, 82
percent of the regime’s revenues and budget supported the mansabdars,
their troops, and assistants.
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The Mughal administrative system existed to funnel vast sums to its
armies. As Mughal land revenues paid the mansabdars, Akbar’s Hindu
revenue minister, Todar Mal, ordered a survey of Mughal North Indian
lands. Beginning in 1580 Mughal revenue officials determined land
holdings, climate, soil fertility, and appropriate rent assessments at the
district level. Annual assessments were set at approximately one-third
the crop (lower than had been traditional or would be customary later).
Taxes were to be partially remitted in years of bad crops. Local chiefs
and zamindars (lords of the land) could keep only 10 percent of the
revenues they collected each year. Unlike earlier tributary relationships
between kings and subordinates, Mughal rule required local rulers to
pay an annual tax based on crops and place all but lands personally
occupied under Mughal fiscal and administrative control.

Such a military system required emperors to spend much of their
time on the move. Akbar spent at least half of his long reign at war. He
had capitals at both Agra and Lahore and at the city of Fatehpur Sikri,
which he built outside Agra and which he used as a capital between
1571 and 1585. The emperor also took much of his court, wives, chil-
dren, and servants with him on military campaigns. The Jesuit father
Antonio Monserrate, who tutored Akbar’s second son, accompanied
the emperor on one such expedition into Afghanistan in 1581. The
entire court lived in a great white city of tents, after the fashion of the
Mongols. On the right, Monserrate wrote, “are the tents of the King’s
eldest son and his attendant nobles; these are placed next to the royal
pavilion . . . [Behind the tents of the King’s sons and nobles] come the
rest of the troops in tents clustered as closely as possible round their
own officers . . .” (Richards 1993, 42).

Akbar’s Religion

The more intensive military, economic, and administrative control of the
Mughal emperors was accompanied, in Akbar’s reign at least, by greater
religious freedom. Early in his reign (1563) the emperor abolished taxes
on Hindu pilgrims and allowed Hindu temples to be built and repaired.
In 1564, he abolished the jizya (the tax paid by all non-Muslim dhim-
mis). “Both Hindus and Muslims are one in my eyes,” one imperial
edict declared, and thus “are exempt from the payment of jazia [jizyal”
(Richards 1993, 90). Land grants were still made to Muslims and the
court ulama, but now they also went to monasteries, Zoroastrians (Indian
followers of Iranian Zoroastrianism, later called Parsis), and Brahman
priests. Cow slaughter was even prohibited late in Akbar’s reign.
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On a personal level, Akbars religious convictions also changed.
As a young man he had been a devotee of the Sufi saint Sheikh Salim
Chishti (d. 1581), but by the 1570s he was developing more eclectic
religious ideas. He invited representative Hindus, Jains, Parsis, Sikhs,
and Christians to debate religious ideas in his Diwan-i-Khas (Hall of
Private Audiences). He began to practice his own “Divine Faith,” a
form of worship centered on the Sun. High nobles were encouraged
to become Akbar’s personal disciples, agreeing to repudiate orthodox
Islam and worship Allah directly.

Europeans in India

During the 16th—17th centuries, the Portuguese, Dutch, English, and
French established trade with India, built “factories” (trading posts and
warehouses) in various Indian ports, and hired independent armies to
protect them. Trade was lucrative: Imports of black pepper to Europe
in 1621 were valued at £7 million. Cotton textiles were the second
most valuable commodity, with Indian silks, indigo, saltpeter, and other
spices following behind. Unlike China or Japan in these centuries,
Europeans could travel freely in Mughal India and had settled in most
major cities by the end of the 17th century.

Trading wars (and actual armed conflict) between European compa-
nies in India were frequent. The Portuguese initially dominated Indian
and Asian trade from their Goa settlement (1510). The Jesuit mission-
ary Francis Xavier (1506-52) came to Goa in 1542, and as early as
Akbar’s reign Jesuits were in residence at the Mughal court, working
both as Christian missionaries and to further Portuguese trading inter-
ests. Portugal’s union with Spain (1580), however, the defeat of the
Spanish Armada (1588), and Portuguese naval defeats in the Indian
Ocean all reduced Portuguese dominance in India. Under a grant from
Jahangir, the English established factories at Surat and Bombay (now
Mumbai) (1612), Madras (now Chenai) (1639), and Calcutta (now
Kolkata) (1690). By 1650 the Dutch controlled the Southeast Asian
spice trade from their bases on Sri Lanka. In the late 1660s the French
company established settlements at Surat and Pondicherry (south of
Madras) and in Bengal upriver from Calcutta.

The Great Mughals

By Akbar’s death in 1605, the Mughal military and administrative sys-
tems were well established and would remain, more or less unchanged,
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Mughal Empire at the Death of Akbar (1605)
and Aurangzeb (1707)
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through the reign of Aurangzeb (1658-1707), the last of what are called
the “Great Mughals.” Mughal military expansion was blocked to the far
north by mountainous terrain and resistant hill tribes, to the east and
west by the oceans, and to the south at the Kaveri River and—in spite
of Aurangzeb’s efforts—by Deccani resistance.

The Mughals maintained public order throughout this vast empire
through constant military readiness and a well-organized infrastruc-
ture. Hindu service castes such as the Khatris and Kayasthas, as well
as Brahmans, had learned Persian and staffed the provincial levels of
Mughal government. An extensive road system, built and maintained
by a public works department, connected the Agra-Delhi region to the
provinces, allowing for the easy movement of troops and the securing
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of routes against roving bandits or local armies. A far-flung “postal sys-
tem” of couriers relayed paper reports, news, orders, and funds back
and forth from the imperial center to the mofussil (rural) periphery.

Trade flourished in markets, towns, and cities throughout the
empire, and the manufacturing of traded goods was widely dispersed.
Cotton textiles, such as calicoes, muslins, and piece goods, were the
largest manufactured product, produced for both internal and external
trade. Economically the Mughals were self-sufficient. Foreign trad-
ers found they needed gold or silver to purchase products desired in
Europe or Southeast Asia.

This centralized, orderly, and prosperous empire did not survive
Aurangzeb’s reign. Its greatest problem was not the religious differ-
ences between Muslim rulers and Hindu populations; Muslim rul-
ers adapted their religious convictions to the realities of governing a
mostly Hindu land. The Mughals’ great weakness was succession. From
Babur through Aurangzeb and beyond, an uncertain succession pitted
impatient sons against aging fathers, and brothers against brothers in
violent, costly, vicious struggles that only escalated in destructiveness
throughout the Mughal period.

Jahangir

Jahangir (r. 1605-27), Akbar’s eldest son and heir, became emperor
after a six-year struggle that began with his own attempt to overthrow
his father in 1599 and ended with his own son Khusrau’s attempt
to usurp the throne. On his deathbed Akbar recognized Jahangir as
emperor, and Khusrau was imprisoned and partially blinded. Khusrau’s
supporters, among whom was the fifth Sikh guru, Arjun, were all cap-
tured and executed.

Jahangir maintained with little change the lands he inherited from
his father and continued Akbar’s political alliances and his policy of
religious tolerance. He allowed the Jesuits to maintain churches in his
capital cities, and he treated both Hindu holy men and Sufi saints with
reverence. Like his father Jahangir took a number of Hindu wives. Like
Akbar he also encouraged court nobles to become his personal disci-
ples. The mixture of Persian and Indian elements in Mughal court cul-
ture became more pronounced during his reign. Persian was now the
language of court, administration, and cultural life throughout Mughal
India. Court artists, both Hindu and Muslim, developed distinctively
“Mughlai” styles of painting and portraiture.

In 1611 Jahangir married Nur Jahan (light of the world), the beau-
tiful Muslim widow of one of his officers who was also the daughter
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of one of his high-ranking nobles. Nur Jahan, in conjunction with
her father and brother, dominated court politics for the remainder of
Jahangir’s reign.

Shah Jahan
Jahangir died in 1627. His son Shah Jahan (r. 1628-58) assumed the
throne at the age of 36, after a brief but bloody succession struggle
that was resolved by the execution of two brothers and several adult
male cousins. At the time, Shah Jahan was already a mature general in
his father’s armies. Over the course of his reign he maintained Mughal
military dominance against challenges from Afghan nobles, through
campaigns in Sind, and against regional rulers in Central India. He ruled

ORIGINS OF THE SIKH KHALSA

The Sikh religion was founded in the early 16th century by the first
guru, Nanak (1469-1539). Guru Nanak taught a monotheistic,
devotional religion that accepted Hindu ideas of reincarnation and
karma but rejected caste. This religion proved popular among Hindu
Jat peasants in the Punjab. Until 1708 the community was led by 10
Sikh gurus, and during this time the Sikh sacred scriptures (the Granth
Sahib, or Adi Granth) were compiled in a special Sikh script, gurumukhi
(from the Guru’s mouth).

The third and fourth gurus were patronized by Akbar. But the
fifth guru, Arjun (1563—1606), was tortured to death by Jahangir on
suspicion of treachery. Arjun’s son and successor, Hargobind, fled to
the Himalayan foothills with armed followers. The ninth guru, Tegh
Bahadur (1621-75), was executed by Aurangzeb when he refused
to convert to Islam. The two young sons of the 10th and last guru,
Gobind Rai (1666—1708), were executed by Aurangzeb’s successors,
and the guru himself was assassinated when he sought to protest their
murder. At his death Gobind Rai declared himself the last of the gurus
and vested his authority in the Adi Granth, which was to guide Sikhs
in the future.

Constant Mughal-Sikh conflict during the 16th—18th centuries
forged the Sikhs into a fighting force, a khalsa (an army of the pure). As
signs of membership in this army, male Sikhs left their beards and hair
uncut, always carried a comb and a sword, and wore a steel bracelet
on the right wrist and knee-length martial shorts. The Sikhs remained
a powerful military force in the Punjab into the mid-19th century.
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Jama Masjid, New Delhi. Built by Shah Jahan in the |7th century, this is one of the largest
and finest mosques in India. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)

a mature empire, enormous in size and wealth, where the revenues from
a large district in Lahore or Agra brought in more than 1 million rupees
each year.

Shah Jahan was a seasoned general, and his army overall was larger
than it had been in Akbar’s time. Yet he spent a smaller proportion of
his wealth on military and government officials than had his grandfa-
ther. Instead he directed a series of spectacular building projects. For
his coronation he had the Peacock Throne constructed. At the death of
his favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal, he commissioned the Taj Mahal as an
eventual tomb for both their bodies. In 1639 he ordered a new capi-
tal city, Shajahanabad, to be built on a site just south of Delhi. When
finished in 1648, the new city contained a great royal fortress and the
largest mosque in India, the Jama Masjid.

During Shah Jahan’s reign, prominent Sufi leaders were urging ortho-
dox Sunni Muslims to adhere strictly to sharia laws. Perhaps this, as
much as personal inclination, accounts for the more Muslim style of
Shah Jahan’s rule. He celebrated Islamic festivals with great enthusiasm
and resumed sponsorship of a yearly pilgrimage to Mecca. Beginning
in 1633 he enforced sharia laws forbidding the repair of churches or
temples. In his relations with court nobles he abandoned the personal
discipleship encouraged by his father and grandfather, emphasizing

92



TURKS, AFGHANS, AND MUGHALS

instead the long-standing familial ties Muslim nobles had with Mughal
rulers. By the middle of his reign all 73 of the most elite nobles and 80
percent of higher-ranking mansabdars were Muslim.

Taj Mahal, Agra. The Taj was built by Shah Jahan as a memorial and resting place for his
favorite wife, Arjumand Banu Begum (otherwise known as Mumtaz Mahal, “ornament of
the palace”). They were married in 1612, and all 14 of Shah Jahan’s subsequent children
were hers. She died in 1631, at the age of 39, giving birth to her 14th child. Construction of
the Taj, which would provide a tomb for the bodies of both Mumtaz Mahal and Shah Jahan,
began in 1632. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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Conflict among Shah Jahan’s adult sons (and their court factions)
preoccupied the last years of the emperors reign. Dara Shukoh, the
emperor’s favorite and appointed heir, shared his great-grandfather’s
ecumenical interest in religion. He had had the Upanishads translated
into Persian and believed that they reflected a monotheistic religious
sensibility that was, at its core, Islamic. Dara attracted those at court
who yearned for a return to Akbar’s more religiously diverse court. At
the opposite pole was Shah Jahan’s third son, Aurangzeb. An excellent
military commander and experienced administrator, Aurangzeb was
a pious Muslim. “He pretended to be a faquir (faqir), a holy mendi-
cant,” observed an unsympathetic Italian at the court, “by which he
renounced the world, gave up all claim to the crown, and was content
to pass his life in prayers and mortifications” (Richards 1995, 153).
Aurangzeb attracted those who wanted a court committed to Islam and
the institution of a religiously orthodox state.

Aurangzeb
When Shah Jahan fell seriously ill in 1657, these two court factions
turned the Mughal military inward upon itself. The struggle for suc-
cession lasted two years. It ended with Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707) as
emperor; his father, Shah Jahan, imprisoned; and all three of his broth-
ers dead. Dara Shukoh was executed after the Delhi ulama convicted
him of apostasy and idolatry.

Aurangzeb’s rule inaugurated a more aggressively orthodox and
Islamic court culture. The new austerity curtailed large building proj-
ects, ended Mughal patronage of musicians and painters, and banned
wine and opium from court. The sharia, as interpreted by court ulama,
was to provide the ideological basis for Mughal government. New
temple construction was banned, and old temples and idols were often
destroyed; new taxes were imposed on temple pilgrims and Hindu
merchants; and in 1679 the jizya was again imposed on all Hindus.
Aurangzeb also sought to increase the number of Muslims in Mughal
service and to restrict Rajput access to the higher mansabdari ranks.
When he learned that the ninth Sikh guru had converted Muslims to
his religion, Aurangzeb had him arrested and put to death. His armies
pursued the 10th guru for years in the Himalayan foothills.

The first 30 years of Aurangzeb’s reign aimed at creating a more
Islamic Mughal regime. But in 1681, in part because of the emperor’s
anti-Hindu policies, Rajput clans supported the efforts of a son, Akbar
II, to usurp the throne. The attempt failed, and Akbar fled to the
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Maratha kingdom and eventually to the court of the Persian kings.
Aurangzeb, fearing a possible coalition of enemies at court with
Rajputs, independent Deccani sultans, and Marathas, determined to
bring the Deccan under his control. He marched south, taking with
him his own army, the armies of his three sons, and those of his major
generals. In 1685 he defeated the sultans of Bijapur (the Karnatak) and
Golconda (Hyderabad). In 1689 his forces tracked down and killed the
Maratha king Sambhaji. By then Mughal territories extended from the
Himalayas to all but the very tip of the Indian peninsula.

But the Marathas refused to surrender. Aurangzeb spent the last 20
years of his life in the Deccan, much of it living in a giant tent city 30
miles in circumference, vainly attempting to bring the Deccan under
his control. Even after Mughal troops killed Sambhaji's brother Rajaram
in 1698, Rajaram’s widow, Tara Bai, fought on as regent for her infant
son. From 1700 to 1705 the Mughals repeatedly besieged and captured
Maratha hill fortresses only to have the Marathas recapture them as
soon as the Mughals withdrew. In the countryside, Maratha armies col-
lected the land revenues before the Mughals could secure them.

In the north, Mughal administrative and fiscal systems were break-
ing down. The cost of the Deccan war was depleting the treasury even
as the growing practice of “tax farming” (hiring a third party to collect
revenues from a jagir) was reducing overall revenues. The old mansab-
dari military system was no longer honored—soldiers were either not
provided or inadequately horsed and equipped. Rebellion, disorder, and
disaffection were breaking out even in the Indo-Gangetic heartland. In
the late 1680s, Hindu Jat peasants south of Agra plundered Mughal
supply trains with such impunity that Aurangzeb had to send troops
from the Deccan to stop them.

In 1705, old and ill, Aurangzeb abandoned his war and began a
slow march north. Two years later he died, in his tent city outside
Aurangabad. “My famous and auspicious sons should not quarrel
among themselves and allow a general massacre of the people,” he
wrote in almost identical letters to his three sons and heirs shortly
before his death. “My years have gone by profitless. . . . I have greatly
sinned and know not what torment awaits me” (Smith 1958, 426).

Muslim Society

The Muslim society that developed across India over the centuries of
Muslim rule was divided into elite, or ashraf (honorable), and nonelite
households. Ashraf Muslims were urban, religious officials (ulama),
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SHIVAJI AND THE MARATHAS

The term Maratha occurs early in Indian history (Ist century C.E.)
but originally only as a description of peoples who spoke the
language of the region. During the 14th—17th centuries, with repeated
Muslim invasions of the Deccan Plateau and the establishment of the
Bahmani Sultanate, a distinct Maratha community, defined by martial,
military, and administrative abilities, began to differentiate itself from
other non-Muslim, non-Brahman, cultivating and pastoral castes of
the Deccan Plateau. By the |7th century, Maratha clans were soldiers
and administrators either within Deccani Muslim governments or in
opposition to them. The most famous Maratha leader, Shivaji Bhonsle
(1630—-80), had begun to build his kingdom and his army of mobile
guerrilla fighters out of competing Maratha clans by the age of 20. His
exploits and the daring of his guerrilla forces became legendary in the
Deccan. In 1659, surrounded by troops of the Bijapur Sultan, he disem-
boweled their general, Afzal Khan, with “tiger claws” strapped to his
fingers, and his followers slaughtered the Bijapur forces (among whom
were also Marathas). In 1666, offended by Aurangzeb’s treatment, he
escaped imprisonment in Agra (allegedly by hiding in a basket of sweet-
meats) and returned to Maharashtra within a month, eluding capture
by taking side routes through tribal areas east of Malwa. In 1674, after
Brahman ritual specialists invested him with the sacred thread and

soldiers, and administrators. By the end of the Delhi Sultanate, inde-
pendent Muslim rulers had established themselves throughout much of
the subcontinent. Muslim elites settled along with these rulers in their
capitals and trading centers. By the 15th century elite Muslims who
claimed Arab ancestry were called Sayyids; from Central Asian ancestry,
Mughals; and Afghan ancestry, Pathans.

Non-ashraf Muslims were urban artisans and rural cultivators orga-
nized into endogamous jati communities, some of which certainly had
preexisted the Muslims. The first British census in the mid-19th cen-
tury found that Muslims made up one-quarter of the population, con-
centrated in the largest numbers in the Punjab and Bengal. Conversions
in Bengal probably date to Mughal efforts to expand deltaic farmlands
under Aurangzeb and were carried out by Sufi masters who established
mosques and Muslim religious centers in the eastern Bengal region.

Muslim elites and Muslim artisan jatis lived in the urban centers
of India, in the prosperous trading cities and in the various provincial
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Kshatriya status, Shivaji installed himself as ruler in an elaborate Vedic
ritual employing thousands of priests and reputedly costing 5 million
rupees. At the time of his death in 1680, Shivaji’s Maratha kingdom
extended the length of the Konkan hills in the west and included
smaller domains to the southeast, the largest centered on Tanjore city.

Shivaji’s heir, Sambhaji (ruled 1680—-88), supported the failed coup of
Aurangzeb’s son Akbar Il in 1681 and was hunted down, tortured, and
killed by the Mughals in 1688—his body torn apart and thrown to dogs.
But although the Mughal emperor annexed the Deccan the next year,
neither he nor his successors could stamp out Maratha power. In 1719
the Mughals gave the Marathas all of Shivaji’s earlier territories in return
for a yearly tribute.

During the 18th century, a series of literate Chitpavan Brahman
peshwas (prime ministers) shaped the Marathas into a powerful confed-
eracy. Shivaji’s grandson Shahu (1707-49) appointed Balaji Vishwanath
(r. 1713-20) as the first peshwa; the position became hereditary with his
son, Baji Rao | (r. 1720—40). Peshwa bureaucrats, based in Pune (Poona),
used Mughal techniques to organize the confederacy and farm out its
extensive land revenues. Marauding Maratha armies periodically swept
across the North India plains in plundering raids that in 1742 reached
the outskirts of Calcutta. By 1751 Maratha Confederacy territories
extended north into Rajasthan, Delhi, and the Punjab and south into the
Karnatak and Tamil land.

capitals and the capitals of independent, regional sultanates. The Bengal
sultanate, for instance, had its capital in Gaur in the early 16th century.
Gaur was a large and prosperous city. It had a population of 40,000 and
stretched for several miles along the river. Its markets were full of cheap
and plentiful food, and its streets and lanes were paved with bricks. A
Portuguese traveler who visited it noted how crowded its streets had
become: “The streets and cross-lanes are so full of people that [it] is
impossible to move and it has reached the point where the high noble-
men have taken to being preceded along the road to the palace by men
carrying bamboo sticks to push people out of the way” (Eaton 1993, 98).

Purdah

The Quran places women and men in terms of absolute equality before
God (Allah), but in social terms, Muslim women were subordinate to
Muslim men. “Men are in charge of women,” says the Qur'an, “because
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LATER MUGHAL EMPERORS
AND THE CAUSE OF THEIR
REIGN’S END
Date of Rule Emperors
1707-12 Bahadur Shah | (died)
1712-13 Jahandar Shah (murdered)
1713-19 Farukkhsiyar (murdered)
171948 Muhammad Shah (died)
1748-54 Ahmad Shah (deposed)
1754-59 Alamgir Il (murdered)
1759-1806 Shah Alam Il (died)
1806-37 Akbar Shah Il (died)
1837-57 Bahadur Shah Il (deposed)

Allah hath made the one of them to excel the other, and because they
spend their property (for the support of women)” (Eaton 1993, 297).
The Muslim practice of purdah (meaning literally “veil” or “curtain”)
required that women not be seen by men unrelated to them. Elite Muslim
women lived in the zenana (women’s quarters) of the home, away from
all men but their husbands and closest male relatives. When they trav-
eled, they did so in covered conveyances. Ancient Indian society had also
developed practices that restricted women’s social mobility and behav-
ior, particularly in the early centuries C.E. Over the centuries in which
Muslims ruled many sections of India, Muslim conventions intensified
these Hindu practices, and by the 19th century purdah was the custom-
ary practice of high-caste Hindu and elite communities throughout India.

In Decline
The centralized Mughal Empire did not survive much past the last of its
great Mughal leaders. Aurangzeb’s ambition to control the Deccan forced
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him to spend long years there, to the detriment of his North Indian
empire. Wars of succession, the one problem the Mughals never solved,
tore them apart periodically during the time of the Great Mughals. After
Aurangzeb’s death, with administrative and revenue systems in grow-
ing disarray, succession struggles brought Mughal power more or less
to an end. In the succession crisis that followed Aurangzeb’s death in
1707, Bahadur Shah (r. 1707-12) killed his two competing brothers
and became the sixth Mughal emperor. Between his death in 1712 and
1720, repeating wars of succession convulsed the Mughal court. By
1720 regional Mughal nobles were asserting their independent control
over Punjab, Oudh, Bengal, Gujarat, and the Deccan. Rajput kings and
the Marathas encroached on Mughal territories at every opportunity.
By the mid-18th century the Mughals themselves controlled little more
than the territory surrounding Delhi. It would only be under the next
great empire—that of the British—that the centralization begun by the
Great Mughals would reach its logical conclusion.
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THE JEWEL IN THE CROWN
(1757-1885)

When, by the blessing of Providence, internal tranquility shall be restored, it is our
earnest desire to stimulate the peaceful industry of India, to promote works of
public utility and improvement, and to administer its government for the benefit

of all our subjects resident therein. In their prosperity will be our strength,
in their contentment our security, and in their gratitude our best reward.

Proclamation of Queen Victoria of Great Britain, 1858
(Muir 1969, 384)

In 1739 the Persian king Nadir Shah (r. 1736-47) raided the Mughal
capital at Delhi, destroyed the current emperor’s army, killed more
than 30,000 Delhi residents, and returned to Persia with gold, jewels, and
Shah Jahan’s Peacock Throne. The Mughal Empire was over—although
it would survive as a weakened shell for more than a hundred years. The
remaining competitors for Mughal power were local and regional Mughal
officials (nawabs and nizams), regionally dominant tribes and rulers
(Hindu or Muslim), and two foreign trading companies, one English and
one French, both relative newcomers to the Indian scene.

Of all of these, it was British East India Company that would replace
the Mughals as India’s new paramount power—against the objections
of many in Great Britain itself. By 1876, when the British government
finally declared Queen Victoria empress of India, Great Britain had
made India the “jewel in the crown” of its worldwide empire and was
developing new ideologies—“Pax Britannica” and the “civilizing mis-
sion”—to justify British imperial rule.

Nawabs and Nabobs
The Mughals were so weak by the mid-18th century that they had
become, in effect, a regional power, controlling Delhi and its surround-
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ing environs but little else. Their war machine was in ruins, and their
land taxes were farmed out to the highest bidders. Regional nawabs
(Mughal provincial governors) in Hyderabad, Oudh, and Bengal were
now de facto rulers. They maintained a superficial deference to Mughal
authority but sent no revenue and fought wars or sued for peace at
their will. To the north, an Afghan-based empire that included Sind
and much of the Punjab was ruled by Ahmad Shah Abdali (r. 1747-72).

To the south, the Marathas ruled homelands in the Deccan and adja-
cent centers in Tanjore and the Karnatak. By the 1750s the Maratha
peshwa (prime minister) at Pune headed the Maratha Confederacy
dominated by four Maratha ruling families, each with its own local
domain: The Gaekwar dynasty controlled Baroda; Holkar controlled
Indore; Scindia controlled Gwalior; and Bhonsle controlled Nagpur.
The breakdown of Mughal authority left villages across North India
unprotected and allowed Maratha armies to raid virtually unchecked
across the subcontinent. Maratha horsemen rode up to the walled vil-
lages of the Indian plains, demanding gold and rupees—and killing
those who did not have them. An 18th-century observer described the
terror of these raids:

. .. the bargis [Maratha horsemen] entered the villages. They
set fire to the houses, large and small, temples and dwelling
places. ... Some victims they tied with their arms twisted behind
them. Some they flung down and kicked with their shoes. They
constantly shouted “Give us rupees, give us rupees, give us
rupees.” When they got no rupee, they filled their victims’ nos-
trils with water and drowned them in tanks. Some were put to
death by suffocation.Those who had money gave it to the bargis;
those who had none gave up their lives. (Smith 1958, 466)

In 1742 Maratha raiders reached as far east as the outskirts of Calcutta
before being turned back. Maratha hopes of installing their own can-
didate on the Mughal throne were destroyed in 1761, however, on the
battlefield of Panipat, when Afghan armies helped the weak Mughal
ruler to destroy Maratha forces.

As the Mughals’ collapse became increasingly obvious, two European
trading companies, one French and the other English, battled each
other for commercial and political dominance along the Indian coasts.
By the mid-18th century the India-Europe trade in textiles, indigo, salt-
peter, tea, and spices was extremely lucrative. The French company was
returning almost 25 percent on its investment to shareholders at home.
The British East India Company’s share in this trade was worth £2 mil-
lion. As early as the late 18th century wealthy company “nabobs”—a
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THE EAST INDIA COMPANY

The English East India Company was founded in 1600 as a private
joint-stock corporation under a charter from Queen Elizabeth |
that gave it a monopoly over trade with India, Southeast Asia, and East
Asia. The company was governed in London by 24 directors, elected
by its shareholders (known collectively as the Court of Proprietors).
Profits from its trade were distributed in an annual dividend that varied
during 1711-55 at between 8 and 10 percent. The company’s trading
business was carried on overseas by its covenanted “servants,” young
boys nominated by the directors usually at the age of 15. Servant salaries
were low (in the mid-18th century a company writer made £5 per year),
and it was understood they would support themselves by private trade.

Between 1773 and 1833 a series of charter revisions increased
parliamentary supervision over company affairs and weakened the
company’s monopoly over Asian trade. In the Act of 1833 the East
India Company lost its monopoly over trade entirely, ceasing to exist
as a commercial agent and remaining only as an administrative shell
through which Parliament governed Indian territories. In 1858 the
East India Company was abolished entirely, and India was placed under
the direct rule of the British Crown.

corruption of the Indian title nawab—had begun to return to England
to live in “Oriental” splendor on their Indian riches.

The main French trading settlement was at Pondicherry (south
of Madras), with smaller centers at Surat (north of Bombay), and
Chandernagar (north of Calcutta on the Hugli River). After 1709
the British East India Company carried on trade from well-fortified
settlements at Bombay, Fort St. George in Madras, and Fort William in
Calcutta. Satellite factories in the mofussil (the Indian hinterland) were
attached to each of these “presidency” centers.

The French East India Company was led at Pondicherry after 1742
by Joseph-Francois Dupleix (1697-1764), a 20-year commercial vet-
eran in India. Dupleix’s goal was to make himself and his company the
power behind the throne in several regional Indian states. The English in
Madras had much the same idea, and French and English forces fought
the three Carnatic Wars (1746-49, 1751-54, 1756—63) over trade and
in support of their candidates for nizam of Hyderabad and nawab of
the Carnatic (the southeastern coast of India, from north of Madras
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to the southernmost tip). Robert Clive (1725-74), a company servant
turned soldier, used English forces to place the British candidate on the
Carnatic throne in 1752. Dupleix was recalled to France, and in the
last Carnatic war the French were completely defeated. Chandernagore
and Pondicherry remained nominally French, but French commercial,
military, and political power in India had come to an end.

The Carnatic Wars showed servants of the British East India Company
such as Clive the potential for political and economic power (and per-
sonal fortune) in India. The wars also demonstrated to both Indians and
Europeans the military superiority of European armies. The disciplined
gun volleys of a relatively small English infantry formation could defeat
the charge of much larger numbers of Indian cavalry. This military supe-
riority would be a critical factor in the company’s rise to power.

The Battle of Plassey
In 1756 the young nawab of Bengal, Sirajuddaula (r. 1756-57),
marched on British Calcutta to punish its citizens for treaty violations.

An |8th-century palki (palanquin). The palanquin was a common form of conveyance for
both men and women in |8th- and even [9th-century India. East India Company servants
(like the gentleman pictured within) could read as they were carried about on their business.
This drawing is a detail from the Thomas Daniell (1749—1840) etching View of Calcutta,
ca. 1786—88. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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The British soldiers fled, and the nawab had the remaining English
residents (either 64 or 146 in number) imprisoned overnight in a local
cell (the “Black Hole”). The smallness of the cell, the heat of the June
weather, and the shock of confinement killed all but 23 (or 21) by
dawn. Clive marched north from Madras with 3,000 troops to avenge
the disaster. Company forces defeated the nawab’s army at the Battle
of Plassey in 1757—a date often used to mark the beginning of British
rule in India. Clive owed most of his victory, however, to a private
understanding reached before the battle between Clive, the Hindu
banking family of the Seths, and Mir Jafar, the nawab’s uncle and the
commander of his troops. Mir Jafar’s soldiers changed sides during the
battle, and Clive subsequently had Mir Jafar installed as nawab. Four
days later Sirajuddaula was captured and executed by Mir Jafar’s son.
The Battle of Plassey began a 15-year period during which the com-
pany’s new political power allowed its servants to acquire great for-

OPIUM SCHEMES

I n the years before the Battle of Plassey, there was little demand in
India for European or English commodities (such as woolens), and
the British East India Company had imported bullion to pay for its trade.
After 1757 the company imported little bullion into Bengal. Bengal’s land
revenues, estimated at 30 million rupees per year, now funded a variety
of company expenses, among which was the trade in opium. The com-
pany had a monopoly over opium cultivation in Bengal and Bihar, and
beginning in 1772 land revenues were used to purchase the opium crop.
The company shipped its opium through middlemen to China, where it
was exchanged (illegally under Chinese law) for gold and silver bullion.
That bullion, in turn, bought Chinese goods that were then shipped
back for sale in England. Although this exchange never worked quite as
planned, the opium trade was enormously profitable to the company.
This trade sent a steadily rising supply of opium into China: 1,000 chests
ayear in 1767, 40,000 chests in 1838, and 50—60,000 chests after 1860. By
1860 the British had fought two wars to force the Chinese government to
legalize opium trading. The East India Company lost its commercial func-
tions in 1833; nevertheless, opium remained a government monopoly in
India until 1856, contributing up to |5 percent of the Indian government’s
income and making up 30 percent of the value of Indian trade. Opium
imports into China continued into the 20th century, ending only in 1917.
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tunes. Clive himself received £234,000 in cash at Plassey, in addition
to a mansabdari appointment worth £30,000 per year (Wolpert 2008).
For most company servants, wealth was why they had come to India.
The saying was “Two monsoons are the age of a man”—so if a servant
survived, his goal was to become rich and return to England as quickly
as possible (Spear 1963, 5). After Plassey, servants trading privately in
Bengal were exempt from all taxes and had unlimited credit. Posts in
the mofussil, even quite modest ones, were now the source of lucrative
presents and favors.

In the 1760s and 1770s company servants began to return to
England with their post-Plassey wealth. Clive himself returned in
1760 as one of England’s richest citizens and used his new wealth to
buy a fortune in East India Company stock, hoping to forge a career
in politics. Criticisms mounted in Parliament about nabobs who had
pillaged Bengal’s countryside and returned to live in splendor. In 1774
the censure became so intense that Clive, who had had earlier bouts of
depression and attempted suicide, took his own life.

When the new nawab, Mir Jafar, took power in Bengal in 1757, he
found himself saddled with huge debts from the Plassey settlement,
and his tax coffers emptied by concessions made to company servants.
Tired of his complaints, the British East India Company briefly replaced
him with his son-in-law, Mir Qasim, only to return Mir Jafar to power
in 1763. Mir Qasim, however, then looked for help to the Mughal
emperor, Shah Alam. At the 1764 Battle of Baksar (Buxar) the Mughal
emperor’s army was defeated by a much smaller company force. In the
1765 peace negotiations, Clive (who had returned to India as governor
of Bengal that same year) left political control in the office of nawab
(to be held by an Indian appointed by the company) but took for the
company the diwani (the right to collect the tax revenues) of Bengal.

From 1765 on, the East India company collected Bengal’s tax reve-
nues. Land taxes paid for company armies and were “invested” in com-
pany trade. Local company monopolies of saltpeter, salt, indigo, betel
nut, and opium improved the company’s position in international trade.
That trade made Bengal potentially one of India’s richest provinces. In
theory, after 1757 and 1765, much of Bengal’s wealth came under the
direct control of the East India Company.

Regulations and Reforms
Between Plassey in 1757 and 1833 when the East India Company’s com-
mercial activities ended, company territory in India grew enormously.
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By 1833 the company controlled directly and indirectly most of the
subcontinent. This expansion, however, was accompanied by parlia-
mentary objections and public outcry, often from the company’s own
directors.

Within India, most officials saw expansion as inevitable. The only
way to secure company trade and revenues or to protect territories
already conquered was to engage in the intrigues and warfare that char-
acterized 18th- and 19th-century Indian politics. The military superior-
ity of the East India Company armies gave the company an advantage,
but it was the loyalty of company servants that made the greatest
difference. Servants might (and did) put personal profit ahead of com-
pany interests, but they saw no future in siding with an Indian ruler
in battle or in court intrigues. In a world where Indian rulers faced at
least as much danger and treachery from their own relatives and courts
as from external enemies, the loyalty of its servants gave the East India
Company a great advantage. “The big fish eats the small fish,” said the
ancient Indian proverb. From the point of view of company officials in
India the choice was either eat or be eaten.

From the perspective of England, however, the company’s wars in
India often appeared immoral, pointless, and extravagant. To the com-
pany’s many parliamentary enemies it seemed immoral for a private
corporation to own a foreign country. Countries needed to be under the
guidance of those who would act, as the member of Parliament William
Pitt (the Younger) put it, as “trustees” for their peoples. Even the
company’s own directors and its parliamentary friends had difficulty
understanding why Indian territories should be expanded. Indian wars
did not improve company dividends; more often than not they put the
company further in debt. But India was six months away by ship from
England, and London directives were often moot before they arrived. In
the end it was the company’s failure to pay its taxes after 1767—even
as its servants returned with private riches—that forced the issue of
government regulations.

The Regulating Act and Warren Hastings

In the years after Plassey and the East India Company’s assumption
of the diwani of Bengal, conditions in Bengal deteriorated rapidly.
The company’s servants used its political power for personal gain, the
nawab’s government had no funds, and the company’s efforts to secure
returns from the tax revenues were in chaos. In 1769-70 crop failures
led to severe famine and the death of up to one-quarter of Bengal’s pop-
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ulation. The company took no steps to ameliorate famine conditions in
these years, but its reduced revenue collections left it unable after 1767
to pay its taxes to the British Crown.

Parliament responded in 1773 with two acts. The first authorized a
loan of £1.5 million to the company. The second—the Regulating Act
of 1773—reorganized company operations. The company’s London
directors were to be elected for longer terms, and in India the three
presidencies (Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras) were unified under the
control of a governor-general based in Calcutta.

The first governor-general appointed under the Regulating Act was
Warren Hastings (1732-1818), a 20-year veteran of company service
in India who held the appointment from 1774 to 1785. As governor
of Fort William in Bengal (Calcutta) Hastings had already brought the
collection of Bengal taxes directly under company control. As governor-
general he abolished the office of nawab, bringing Bengal under the
company’s direct political rule. He used East India Company armies
aggressively: first to protect an ally, Oudh, from marauding Rohilla
tribes; then to attack Maratha armies in the Bombay area; and finally
against Haidar Ali Khan (1722-82) of Mysore. To refill his treasury after
these military operations, he forced the dependent kingdoms of Oudh
and Benares to pay additional tribute to the company.

Orientalists

Hastings’s long residence in India had given him a deep interest in
Indian society and culture. It was under his auspices that Sir William
Jones, judge of the Calcutta supreme court, founded the Asiatic Society
of Bengal in 1784. Jones had studied Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic,
and Persian at Oxford before turning to law. In India he also studied
Sanskrit, a language almost unknown to Western scholars at that time.
It was Jones who first suggested the link between Latin, Greek, and
Sanskrit that began the comparative study of Indo-European languages.

The Asiatic Society began the European study of the ancient Indian
past. Europeans in both India and Europe, Jones included, were more
familiar with Muslim society and culture than with India. It required
considerable work over the 18th and 19th centuries for men such as
Jones and his Asiatic Society colleagues to translate India’s ancient past
into forms compatible with and comprehensible to European sensibili-
ties and scholarship. In Bengal Jones and a successor, H. T. Colebrooke,
compiled materials for both Hindu and Muslim personal law codes,
basing the Hindu codes on pre-Muslim Brahmanical Sanskrit texts. In
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Rajasthan James Tod compiled records and legends into his Annals and
Antiquities of Rajastan (1829-32). In South India Colin Mackenzie col-
lected texts, inscriptions, and artifacts in an extensive archive on South
Indian history. These efforts, along with the great cartographic projects
that reduced the physical features of empire to paper maps, constructed
an India intelligible to Europeans.

Men such as Jones, Tod, and Mackenzie were loosely classed together
as Orientalists, a term that to them implied a European scholar deeply
interested in the Oriental past. In the late 20th century, the intellectual
Edward Said gave this term a more negative gloss: “Orientalists,” he
pointed out, had often studied what was to them foreign and exotic in
Middle Eastern and Asian cultures only to demonstrate the inherent
superiority of the West (Said 1978).

Pitt’s India Act and Lord Cornwallis

William Pitt’s India Act was passed by Parliament in 1784 in a further
effort to bring company actions in India more directly under Parliament’s
control. Under the act the East India Company’s London directors
retained their patronage appointments, including the right to appoint the
governor-general, but a parliamentary Board of Control now supervised
company government in India—and could recall the governor-general
if it wished. When Warren Hastings in India learned of Pitt’s act, he
resigned his position as governor-general. Within two years Parliament
had brought impeachment proceedings against Hastings, in part on
grounds that he had extorted funds from Indian allies. The broader point
was the issue of British “trusteeship” over India and the idea that political
behavior considered immoral in Britain should also be immoral in India.
After seven years Hastings was acquitted of all charges but financially
ruined and barred from any further public service.

In 1785 the East India Company directors sent Charles Cornwallis
(1738-1805) to India as governor-general, an appointment Cornwallis
held until 1793. Lord Cornwallis, who had just returned from America
where he presided over the surrender of British forces at Yorktown
(1781), had a reputation for uncompromising rectitude. He was sent
to India to reform the company’s India operations. His wide-ranging
reforms were later collected into the Code of Forty-eight Regulations
(the Cornwallis Code). Cornwallis fired company officials found
guilty of embezzling and made the servants’ private trade illegal. He
barred Indian civilians from company employment at the higher ranks
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and sepoys (Indian soldiers) from rising to commissioned status in
the British army. He replaced regional Indian judges with provincial
courts run by British judges. Beginning with Cornwallis, the “collec-
tor” became the company official in charge of revenue assessments,
tax collection, and (after 1817) judicial functions at the district level.
Where Pitt’s India Act defined a dual system of government that lasted
until 1858, Cornwallis provided administrative reforms that structured
British government through 1947.

Cornwalliss most dramatic reform, however, was the “permanent
settlement” of Bengal. Pitt’s act required new tax rules for Bengal,
and initially a 10-year settlement was considered. Bengali tax collec-
tors under the Mughals had been the zamindars (lords of the land),
an appointed, nonhereditary position. Over the centuries, however,
zamindari rights had often become hereditary. In 1793, hoping to create
a Bengali landowning class equivalent to the English gentry, Cornwallis
decided to make the revenue settlement permanent. The “permanent
settlement” gave landownership to Bengali zamindars in perpetuity—
or for as long as they were able to pay the company (later the Crown)
the yearly taxes due on their estates. The settlement’s disadvantages
became clear almost immediately, as several years of bad crops forced
new zamindars to transfer their rights to Calcutta moneylenders. The
Bengal model was abandoned in most 19th-century land settlements,
in part because by then the government’s greater dependence on land
revenues made officials unwilling to fix them in perpetuity.

The Company as Paramount Power

By the early 19th century British wars in Europe against France had
produced a climate more favorable to empire. From 1798 to 1828
governors-general in India aggressively pursued wars, annexations,
and alliances designed to make the British dominant in India. Richard
Colley Wellesley (1760-1842) was sent to India in 1798 with specific
instructions to remove all traces of French influence from the subcon-
tinent. As a member of the British nobility comfortable with the pomp
of aristocratic institutions (much under attack by the French), Lord
Wellesley assumed that uncontested British dominance in India would
improve both company commerce and the general welfare of the Indian
people. Consequently Wellesley took the occasion of his instructions
as an opportunity to move against virtually all independent states in
India. Wellesley also augmented the imperial grandeur of company rule
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Government House, Calcutta, 1819. Lord Wellesley had Government House (Raj Bhavan)
built in Calcutta between 1799 and 1803 to give himself and future governors-general a
palatial dwelling appropriate for the empire they were creating in India. The East India
Company directors in London only learned about the building (and its enormous cost) in
1804. The building’s architect was Charles Wyatt (1759—1819), and the design was modeled
on a Derbyshire English manor, Kedleston Hall, built in the 1760s. This drawing, A View of
Government House from the Eastward, is by James Baillie Fraser, ca. 1819. (courtesy of
Judith E. Walsh)

by building, at great cost, a new Government House in Calcutta. As an
aristocratic friend said in defense of the expense of this undertaking, “I
wish India to be ruled from a palace, not from a counting house; with
the ideas of a Prince, not with those of a retail-dealer in muslins and
indigo” (Metcalf and Metcalf 2006, 68).

In addition to war and outright annexation, Wellesley used the “sub-
sidiary alliance” to expand British territories. Under this agreement a
ruler received the protection of East India Company troops in exchange
for ceding to the company all rights over his state’s external affairs.
Rulers paid the expenses of company troops and a representative of the
company (called a resident) lived at their courts. Internally the state
was controlled by the ruler; foreign relations—wars, peace, negotia-
tions—were all the business of the company. The East India Company
had used such alliances since at least the time of Robert Clive, but
Wellesley made them a major instrument of imperial expansion.
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The Anglo-Mysore Wars (1767-1799)

Wellesley’s anti-French instructions led him first to attack Tipu Sultan (ca.
1750-99), the ruler of Mysore in south India. Both Tipu Sultan and his
father, Haidar Ali Khan, were implacable foes of the British. Haider Ali
had built up an extensive army of infantry, artillery, and cavalry on the
European model and used it in a series of wars with the company.
Haidar Ali had won an early contest with the British in 1769. Then in
1780, after a series of company treaty infractions, the Mysore king, in
alliance with the Marathas and the nizam of Hyderabad, had sent
90,000 troops against the British at Madras. Warren Hastings sent
Calcutta troops to defend Madras and sued for peace with Tipu Sultan,
who had become ruler after his father’s death. In the third Anglo-
Mysore war (1790-92) the East India Company made alliances with the
Marathas and Hyderabad against Mysore. These allied forces besieged
Tipu at his capital at Seringapatam. In the surrender Tipu lost half his
kingdom.

After his defeat in the third war, Tipu, who had reached a tentative alli-
ance with the French on the Mascarene Islands, had shown his sympathy
with the French Revolution by planting a “tree of liberty” in his capital,
Seringapatam. This was considered enough to justify Wellesley’s attack
on him in 1799. The war ended in three months with Tipu’s death in
battle. In the subsequent division of the Mysore kingdom, the East India
Company took half and gained direct access from Madras to the west
coast. Wellesley installed a Hindu king over the small remaining king-
dom, with whom he signed a subsidiary alliance. (Mysore would remain
a princely state ruled by Hindu kings until 1947.)

Between 1799 and 1801, Wellesley also annexed a series of territories
from rulers who had been company allies for some time. Tanjore (1799),
Surat (1800), and Nellore, the Carnatic, and Trichinolopy (all in 1801)
came under direct company rule. In Oudh, Wellesley forced the current
nawab’s abdication, and in the renegotiation of the kingdom’s subsidiary
alliance the company annexed two-thirds of Oudh’s territory.

Maratha Wars (1775-1818)
Wellesley turned next to the Marathas. The Maratha Confederacy had
fought British East India Company troops for the first time in 1775-82
in a struggle over company territorial expansion. But Nana Fadnavis,
the peshwa’s Brahman minister and his skilled diplomacy had kept the
Marathas relatively united and the English at bay. After his death in
1800, however, the confederacy began to degenerate into a loose and
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Mahadaiji Scindia, ca. 1820. This picture (a modern hand copy of an 1820 painting) shows
the Maratha ruler of the house of Scindia entertaining a British naval officer and military
officer with a nautch (a performance by dancing girls). (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)

feuding collection of clans, although the major Maratha houses were
still powerful and controlled substantial territories in central India.
The Scindias at Gwalior had long employed a French-trained military,
and Wellesley used this limited French connection to justify a war
against them. In 1802 Wellesley took advantage of internal Maratha
conflicts to convince the peshwa, Baji Rao 11 (1775-1851), to sign a
subsidiary alliance with the company. Wellesley used this treaty to jus-
tify attacks on the four Deccan Maratha clans; by 1805 new subsidiary
alliances with the houses of Bhonsle and Scindia gave him direct con-
trol over additional lands in the Deccan and Gujarat, as well as over
Orissa and the cities of Delhi and Agra (all of which had been under
Maratha control).

Wellesley’s campaign against the Marathas was interrupted when he
was recalled to London in 1805. Between 1798 and 1806 Wellesley’s
military expansions had tripled the company’s debt (Bayly 1988, 80).
Neither the East India Company nor Parliament could justify the
expense of additional Indian wars. Yet by 1805, even the prime min-
ister, William Pitt, a frequent critic of company activities, supported
the company’s new supremacy in India. If Britain’s war against France
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(and company indebtedness) momentarily required a halt to further
Indian campaigns, all agreed that the future stability of British interests
required Britain’s unchallenged domination of India.

Wellesley’s successors—Lord Cornwallis (who died in 1805, the
year of his second appointment), Sir John Barlow, Lord Minto, Lord
Hastings, and Lord Amherst—continued his policy of expansion. The
company’s charter was renewed in 1813 but only with new provisions
allowing private traders (and missionaries) to travel to and work in
company domains. Hastings forced the kingdom of Nepal to accept a
subsidiary alliance in 1816 and the next year negotiated 19 subsidiary
alliances with Rajput states. He then renewed company attacks on the
Marathas; by 1818 the Marathas were defeated. A final settlement dis-
mantled their Pune court, sending the peshwa into retirement and exile
at Cawnpore (Kanpur) on the Ganges and making the Pune region
part of the Bombay Presidency. The Maratha clans of Scindia, Holkar,
Gaekwar, and Bhonsle all signed subsidiary alliances with the British.
In 1824 Ambherst began a series of wars against Burma that forced
the kingdom into a subsidiary alliance in 1826. In India by 1833 the
Sikh kingdom of Ranjit Singh in the Punjab was the only independent
Indian state within a subcontinent otherwise completely under com-
pany control.

Land Revenues and Pax Britannica

British territorial gains in both North and South India led relatively
quickly to new revenue settlements in these regions. Between 1790 and
1826 the company’s twin goals were the reassessment of taxes in newly
conquered territories and the pacification of villagers, peasants, and
tribesmen to ensure the regular collection of those taxes. Whereas Bengal
revenues had brought in £3 million, by 1818 the company’s conquests
and annexations had increased the total from Indian revenues to £22
million (Bayly 1988, 116). Land taxes underwrote the company’s balance
of trade with India and China and subsidized the cost of the East India
Company’s far-flung army. Company expenses in India were also remit-
ted to Britain on an annual basis out of Indian revenues. Collectively
called the “Home Charges,” these charges included the cost of offices,
salaries, pensions, and all other expenses associated with the running
of Great Britain’s Indian Empire. By 1820, according to one historian’s
estimate, these transfers had reached £6 million annually (Bayly 1988).
Extravagant levels of official expenditures and the expenses of military
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campaigns, however, made serious inroads into Indian revenues. In 1828,
a senior company official noted in a letter to the new governor-general
Lord William Bentinck in 1828 that India “has yielded no surplus rev-
enue. It has not even paid its own expenses” (Bayly 1988, 121).

Although Bengal’s permanent settlement was extended to zamin-
dars in Bihar and Orissa in 1802-05, British officials were already
disillusioned with it. Instead of a reforming gentry, the settlement had
produced only a class of wealthy absentee rent collectors. More impor-
tant, as the company increasingly focused on revenues and tax collec-
tion, the disadvantages of a “permanent” settlement, under which taxes
could never be raised, became increasingly obvious. In the Madras
Presidency in the 1820s its governor-general, Sir Thomas Munro,
devised a system to settle revenues directly on peasant cultivators (the
ryots). Under this ryotwari system assessments were made with indi-
vidual cultivators on the basis of small plots of land for periods of 30
years. Taxes took one-half the net value of the crop, a high assessment
given that Mughal taxes had only taken one-third of the crop (and even
that was not always collected). Munro’s ryotwari system was later used
in Bombay, Gujarat, and in the Deccan. In the Delhi region, in parts of
Oudh, and in the Punjab, however, the land settlements made between
1833 and 1853 followed a variety of different models, sometimes set-
tling revenues with village communities or village elders, usually for
periods of 30 years.

Even as they mapped and catalogued revenue statistics, company
officials were also trying to bring order to their new territories. To
reduce the military capabilities of chiefs and petty rajas (princes or
nobles) they awarded honors to some and used their armies against
others. They attempted to award migrant tribes and forest peoples land-
holdings (and tax assessments) in marginal marsh and waste lands and
on the peripheries of more settled regions—in part to fix their location.
Company armies hunted down and eliminated marauding Maratha
pindari (plunderers) tribes and Afghan Rohilla bands.

The British named their pacification of company lands the Pax
Britannica. As had also been true during early Mughal rule, peace and
stability brought renewed prosperity to many areas. Recycled Mughal
rest houses along major routes helped farmers and merchants move
goods to regional markets. In Delhi, urban property values almost
tripled between 1803 and 1826, and interest rates fell sharply both in
Delhi and throughout India. By the 1830s British armies had brought
peace and order—and heavier taxation—to much of urban and rural
India.
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Lord Bentinck’s Reforms

When Lord William Cavendish Bentinck (1774-1839) became gover-
nor-general in 1828, the warfare that had characterized the company’s
expansion was over. As a utilitarian, Bentinck believed in the rational
organization of society, and during his time in office the restructuring of
company expenditures turned a deficit of £1.5 million into a surplus of
£0.5 million. The company’s court system was also reorganized, making
English, not Persian, the official language for the higher courts and for
government business. Company armies and police eradicated the gangs
of thagi (ritual thieves and murderers) from central and north India.

Bentinck’s most dramatic act as governor-general was the abolition
of sati. Sati was not widespread in either Bengal or India. It occurred
mostly in the Gangetic region and (in a slightly different form) among
Rajputs in central India. Nevertheless, for Christian missionaries and
officials like Bentinck, an evangelical Christian, sati symbolized all that
was evil and barbaric in an idolatrous Hinduism. Missionaries in Bengal
had long campaigned against the practice, but British officials feared
that interfering with a religious practice might provoke an uprising.
In 1829 Bentinck signed Article XVII into law in company territories.
The article made the burning or burying alive of a widow “culpable
homicide”; if drugs or compulsion were used, the offense was murder.
When the missionary William Carey was sent the new regulation for
translation into Bengali, he was said to have jumped to his feet crying,
“No church for me today! . . . If I delay an hour to translate and pub-
lish this, many a widow’s life may be sacrificed” (Thompson 1928, 78).
Bentinck’s regulation provoked no mass protests or uprisings. The only
protest came from a group of Calcutta Hindus, who sent an 800-signa-
ture petition to the Privy Council in England asking (unsuccessfully)
for the law’s repeal.

Toward the end of Bentinck’s tenure, Parliament took further steps
toward direct British rule in India. The Charter Act of 1833 abolished
the East India Company’s commercial functions, opening all of Asia
to private trade and ending the company’s existence as a commercial
body. It left the company’s government structures in place, however,
as a bureaucratic shell through which Parliament would continue to
govern India.

By 1833 Great Britain had become an industrialized country. English
machine-woven cloth was exported to India as early as 1800. After
1815 the Bengal handloom industry—Bengal's most popular and lucra-
tive industry since Mughal times—could no longer compete in either
Europe or Asia with Lancashire woven cottons, and by 1833 Bengal’s
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cotton industry had collapsed. Increasingly raw cotton was India’s
major export, and industrially produced finished goods were the
imports British merchants wanted to sell in India. By ending the com-
mercial functions of the old East India Company, Parliament signaled
the end of the mercantile economy that had brought the English to
India centuries earlier.

Against this background of changing political and economic rela-
tions between Great Britain and India, the government in Calcutta
debated the question of Indian education. The debate was between two
groups of British officials: the Orientalists, who believed Indians should
be educated in their own indigenous languages, and the Anglicists,
who argued that education should be in the superior and more useful
language of English. The Anglicists’ spokesman, the new law secretary
Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800-59), summed up his arguments in
1835 in the famous “Minute on Education.”

“I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit [sic] or Arabic,” Macaulay
wrote without apology, but “I have never found one among them [the
Orientalists|] who could deny that a single shelf of a good European library
was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia” (Macaulay
2001). The best and most responsible course the British could take in
India was to educate a small elite group of Indians in the superior British
language and traditions. By doing so they would create a group to serve
as intermediaries between the British and the Indian masses—*“a class of
persons,” Macaulay wrote, who would be “Indian in blood and colour, but
English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect” (2001).

Behind the debate but largely unaddressed were some practical
realities: English had just been made the official language for court and
government business throughout India. In future years, government
would need substantial numbers of local people literate in English
to carry out its ordinary administrative functions. Probably for both
ideological and practical reasons, the government committed itself to
the financial support of English-language education for Indians. There
were already English-language schools for Indians in Bombay, Calcutta,
and Madras. However, government orders expanding college-level edu-
cation throughout India would not be mandated for almost 20 years.

Dalhousie’s Reforms and Annexations

If in Wellesley’s time the British goal was for British power to domi-
nate India, by the time James Andrew Brown Ramsay, the marquis
of Dalhousie (1812-60), began his appointment as governor-general
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in 1848, the British were ready for an even more ambitious task: the
creation of an empire. But as Dalhousie’s regime saw the outlines of a
modern British empire emerge in India, more than one Indian constitu-
ency found reasons to wish for an end to British rule.

Sikhs and Afghans

Dalhousie’s first major effort was a simple war of expansion against the
Sikhs, the last independent Indian kingdom on the subcontinent. Ranjit
Singh (1780-1839) had ruled the Sikh Punjabi community from 1799
to his death in 1839. His army, made up of Sikh, Muslim, and Hindu
soldiers, was organized on modern lines and trained by European
officers. But when Ranjit Singh died in 1839, the British, began the
first of their three Afghan Wars (1839-42, 1878-80, 1919). Fearing
the Russians would attack through Afghanistan, the British tried to
place their own candidate on the Afghan throne. In 1841, Afghan
troops trapped 16,000 British troops in winter weather at Kabul and
only one man survived the retreat back to British territories. By 1843,
however, British armies had successfully annexed Sind, and troops had
been massed on the Sutlej border, ready to move against the Sikhs. In
the First Anglo-Sikh War (1845-46) the Sikhs lost the northeastern
edge of the Punjab. In the Second Anglo-Sikh War (1848-49), fought
under Dalhousie, the British destroyed the Sikh army and annexed the
remaining Sikh lands. Dalhousie sent the Lawrence brothers, John and
Henry, to pacify the region. John Lawrence established what became
known as the “Punjab system,” an approach that combined government
investment in rural agricultural projects (irrigation, roads, bridges)
with revenue settlements calculated after crops had been harvested and
set as low as 25 percent of the harvest (Bayly 1988, 134).

“Lapse” and “Paramountcy”

The Dalhousie government used the administrative tools of “lapse” and
“paramountcy” to expand British land and land revenues in India even
further. Ignoring Indian adoption customs, “lapse” argued that where
there was no biological male heir to a throne, the British could legally
annex the kingdom. “Paramountcy” said that, as the British were the
paramount power in India, they had responsibility for each ruler’s behav-
ior and could annex territories where rulers governed irresponsibly.

Relying on these doctrines, Dalhousie’s government moved aggres-
sively between 1849 and 1856 to eliminate royal titles and privileges
and to annex states where the royal line had “lapsed” or where rulers
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governed “unwisely.” The government eliminated the royal titles of
the Carnatic and Tanjore—and the pensions of the families that held
them. Officials attempted the same with the Mughal imperial title—its
last holder, Bahadur Shah II, was living on a pension in Delhi—but the
intervention of British aristocrats forced Dalhousie’s regime to settle
for a provision under which the title would die with the old man who
held it. In the same way, the government used “lapse” to annex seven
princely states in Bengal, central India, Rajasthan, and the Punjab—
among which were the Rajput state of Udaipur (1852) and the Maratha
states of Satara (1848), Jhansi (1853) and Nagpur (1854). Dalhousie
also terminated the pension of the adopted son of the Maratha peshwa,
living in British-imposed exile at Cawnpore. His government’s last and
most dramatic act was the annexation of Oudh in 1856. Oudh had been
a subsidiary ally of the British since the days of Clive. British officials

THE GREAT INDIAN RAILROADS

The Indian railroads were built mostly by private companies with
government land grants, government incentives, and profits guar-
anteed by the government. After the tracks were built, the govern-
ment purchased and ran the lines. The major lines were laid between
1853 and the 1920s: the first 5,000 miles of track by 1869; 16,000 by
1890; 35,000 by 1920; and 40,000 by 1946. In 1946, 78 percent of the
Indian countryside was no more than 20 miles from a rail line.

The government’s initial intent was to connect the three great
British capitals—Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras—by rail and to run
a rail line up the Ganges River Valley into the Punjab. By the 1880s, a
main trunk-line network connected Indian inland regions to the major
port cities of Calcutta, Bombay, Karachi, and Madras. Freight carried
by the rail lines increased from 3.6 million tons in 1871, to 42.6 million
tons in 1901, to 143.6 million tons in 1945—46. The same tracks, of
course, could also move troops in times of conflict and food in times
of famine. By the 20th century the railroads had unified India’s internal
markets, producing cheaper prices and greater availability of goods
even as they destroyed small-scale and local industries. Rail transport
was popular and crowded from its very beginnings, despite prophecies
that caste barriers would keep Hindus away. By 1927 government pur-
chasing programs had given the government ownership of 72 percent
of India’s rail lines.
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now argued that its rulers had misgoverned the state, and Dalhousie’s
government annexed it. Dalhousie’s annexations brought in additional
revenues at relatively little expense. The annexations of Satara, Jhansi,
Nagpur, and Oudh alone added an estimated £10 million to the com-
pany’s annual Indian taxes.

Railways, the Postal System, and Telegraphs

When he left India in 1856, Dalhousie noted that he had introduced
the “three great engines of social improvement, which the sagacity and
science of recent times had previously given to the Western nations—I
mean, Railways, uniform Postage and Electric Telegraphs” (Muir 1969,
365). Dalhousie had overseen the development of Britain’s railway
system as president of London’s Board of Trade. In India he did the
same. The first railway line was laid out of Bombay in 1853 and ran 21
miles from the city to one of its suburbs. Subsequent lines followed in
Calcutta (1853) and Madras (1856).

Dalhousie also oversaw the unification of India’s mail system and
the laying of its telegraphic lines. Where mail between Calcutta and
Bombay had previously cost 1 rupee per letter, the new unified postal
service delivered mail anywhere in British India at a cost of only a half-
anna (1/32 of a rupee). Between 1851 and 1854, 2,500 miles of telegraph
line connected all India’s major cities. In 1855, post and telegraph were
unified into a single, all-India system.

Dalhousie and his successor, Charles John Canning (1812-62), also
saw the beginnings of a number of educational and social reforms with
far-reaching consequences. In 1854, the Wood dispatch created three
university centers at Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras to oversee college
education in the English language. These universities had no teachers
or classes but oversaw the curricula, examinations, degrees, and honors
for affiliated, privately run English-language institutions. Throughout
the provinces private English-language schools at the primary, middle
school, and secondary levels would serve as feeder schools for the
university system. This was not mass education—as the government
specifically pointed out in 1858. This was an elite educational system,
designed to create graduates with English-language skills and Western
knowledge in every province in British India.

The government also passed several reforms contravening custom-
ary Hindu religious practices. The 1850 Caste Disabilities Act allowed
Hindu converts to Christianity to inherit property, and a subsequent
1856 law allowed Hindu widows to remarry. In the same year Lord
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Canning’s government also passed a reform act directed at soldiers in
the military. The 1856 General Service Enlistment Act ordered Indian
soldiers to serve wherever the British government sent them, regard-
less of caste customs and concerns. (Four years earlier, 47 sepoys in a
Bengal regiment had been executed for refusing to break caste customs
and board ships bound for Burma.) Most of these measures had limited
effect at the time they were passed. But, taken together, they showed
a government more ready than ever before to create a British colonial
state in its Indian territories—regardless of the concerns, prejudices, or
religious practices of its Indian subjects.

Mutiny and Rebellion

When Dalhousie left office in 1856, turning over the government
to Lord Canning, observers might have considered Dalhousie as the
governor-general who had modernized British India. Within less than
two years, however, as India was convulsed by the violent uprisings of
1857, it appeared that Dalhousie’s regime might go down in history as
responsible for bringing British rule in India to an end.

The uprisings of 1857-58 began as mutinies among Indian troops
but spread quickly through northern India among states and groups
recently disempowered by the British. The Sepoy Rebellion, or Indian
Mutiny, began in the barracks at Meerut, 30 miles outside Delhi. New
Enfield rifles had recently been introduced but to load them soldiers
had to bite open the cartridges. The rumor spread that the cartridges
were greased with pig and cow fat. When 85 sepoys at Meerut refused to
use the guns and were put in irons, their comrades rebelled on May 10,
killed several officers, and fled to Delhi. There they found the 82-year-
old Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah II, and declared him the leader of
their rebellion. At Cawnpore, Nana Sahib, adopted son of the former
peshwa, and at Jhansi, the Maratha rani (queen) Lakshmibai joined the
uprising. At Lucknow in Oudh, Sir Henry Lawrence (1806-57) and the
European community were besieged within a fortified and supplied res-
idency. At Cawnpore the British general surrendered to Nana Sahib, and
all but four of the 400 Englishmen, -women, and children were killed.

The rebellion spread through much of the central and northern
Ganges River valley, centering on Lucknow (Oudh), Cawnpore, and
Delhi. In central India, Rajput and Jat communities and in the Deccan,
old Maratha centers were also involved. Opposition in Oudh was the
most unified. Almost one-third of the Bengal army came from high-
caste Oudh families, and there was widespread support for Oudh’s
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Sir Henry Lawrence, in a 19th-century drawing based on a photograph taken at Lucknow. In
1857 Lawrence organized and led the English community within the besieged Lucknow
Residency. He died in July from wounds received in battle, but his planning enabled the
English to hold out until the siege was lifted. In later years it became a point of pride that
the flag was never lowered at the residency, and both Lawrence and the residency itself
became part of the heroic memories Anglo-Indians attached to the period’s events.
(Frederick Sleigh Roberts. Forty-one Years in India, 34th ed., 1905)
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deposed ruler, Wajid Ali Shah. Throughout the affected areas, local
rajas and chiefs also took this opportunity to settle old scores or acquire
the holdings of longtime enemies.

Despite widespread opposition to the British, the rebellion’s main
leaders never unified, and even in the Delhi, Oudh, and Cawnpore
centers, court factions competed with and undercut one another. Delhi
was recaptured by the British in September 1857. Bahadur Shah’s sons
were summarily executed, and the old man was exiled to Burma where
he died the next year. The siege of Lucknow was lifted in November,
and Cawnpore, recaptured in December. The Maratha city of Gwalior
fell in 1858. The Rani of Jhansi died in battle, and Nana Sahib’s main
general, Tantia Tope, was captured and executed. The peshwa himself
vanished into Nepal.

By July 1858 the British had regained military control. Although
there were less than 45,000 English troops to somewhat less than
230,000 sepoys (and 200 million Indian civilians), the British had been
unified. They had regained the north with Sikh troops from the Punjab,

THE WELL AT CAWNPORE

Ofall the Sepoy Rebellion, or Indian Mutiny, stories that later cir-
culated among British and Anglo-Indian communities, none was
as famous as that of the well at Cawnpore (Kanpur). Cawnpore, a book
written eight years after the 1857-58 mutiny, retold a bystander’s
account of the murder of British women and children well suited to
the racialized feelings of the English in post-mutiny India:

The bodies . . . were dragged out, most of them by the hair of the
head. Those who had clothes worth taking were stripped. Some of
the women were dlive. | cannot say how many. . . . They prayed for
the sake of God that an end might be put to their sufferings. . . .
Three boys were alive. They were fair children. The eldest, | think,
must have been six or seven, and the youngest five years. They were
running round the well (where else could they go to?) and there was
none to save them. No: none said a word, or tried to save them.

Source: Embree, Ainslie T., ed. 1857 in India: Mutiny or War of Independence?
(Boston: D. C. Heath, 1963), p. 35.
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English troops sent from overseas, and sepoys from south India—a
region generally untouched by rebellion. Outside the Gangetic north,
most of British India and many of the princely states had not actively
participated in the rebellion.

In the aftermath of the rebellion, the British took their revenge.
British troops and sometimes civilians attacked neutral villagers
almost at random. Captured sepoys were summarily executed, often
by being strapped to cannons and blown apart. Governor-General
Canning’s call for moderation won him only the contemptuous nick-
name “Clemency Canning.”

The 1857-58 rebellion changed the nature of the Indian army and
racialized British relations with Indians in ways that were never forgot-
ten. The army had had its origins in the independent forces hired by the
Bengal, Bombay, and Madras Presidencies. By 1857 the number of sol-
diers had grown to 271,000 men, and European officers were only one
out of every six soldiers. After the rebellion, the army was unified under
the British Crown. Only British officers were allowed to control artillery,
and the ethnicity of regiments was deliberately mixed. In addition, the
ratios of European troops to Indian troops increased: In Bengal there
was now one European soldier for every two Indians; in Bombay and
Madras, one for every three (Schmidt 1995). The army also recruited
Indian soldiers differently after 1857. Where the pre-mutiny army had
had many high-caste peasants from Oudh and Bihar, the post-rebellion
army was recruited from regions where the rebellion had been weakest
and among populations now (somewhat arbitrarily) identified as India’s
“martial races”—from Punjabis (Sikhs, Jats, Rajputs, and Muslims),
from Afghan Pathans, and from Nepali Gurkhas. By 1875, half of the
Indian army was Punjabi in origin.

In the later decades of the 19th century key mutiny locations were
monumentalized by British imperialists and India’s Anglo-Indian com-
munity. The well at Cawnpore received a sculpture of Mercy with
a cross. The Lucknow Residency’s tattered flag was never lowered.
Windows in churches and tombs in graveyards were inscribed with
vivid memories of the place and violence of mutiny deaths. The mutiny
confirmed for the British their own “heroism . . . moral superiority and
the right to rule” (Metcalf and Metcalf 2006, 107). But the violence of
attacks on women and children and the “treachery” of sepoys and ser-
vants on whose devotion the British had thought they could rely also
weighed heavily in later memories of events. The Sepoy Rebellion left
the British intensely aware of the fragility of their rule.

123



A BRIEF HISTORY OF INDIA

Crown Rule Begins

The 1857-58 rebellion cost Britain £50 million to suppress in addition
to monies lost from unpaid land and opium revenues. (Bayly 1988,
195). Many in Parliament blamed the archaic structures of the East
India Company’s administration for the loss and in 1858 Parliament
abolished the company entirely, placing the Indian empire under direct
Crown rule. The Government of India Act created a secretary of state
for India, a cabinet post responsible for Indian government and rev-
enues, together with an advisory 15-member Council of India. In India,
Lord Canning kept the title of governor-general but added to it that of
viceroy, in recognition of India’s new place in Great Britain’s empire.
Queen Victoria herself would become empress of India in 1876.

British India and the Princely States, ca. 1947
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Two rajas from the Central Provinces. Almost one-third of India was controlled by Indian
princes who ruled their states under the watchful eyes of local British residents. The princes
were among the strongest supporters of British rule after 1858. They ruled more than 500
to 600 princely states that ranged in size from territories as large as England to those cover-
ing only several square miles. These two local rajas held territories of the smaller type in the
Central Provinces during the late [9th century. (Andrew H. L. Fraser, Among Indian Rajahs and
Ryots: A Civil Servant’s Recollections and Impressions of Thirty-Seven Years of Work and Sport in the
Central Provinces and Bengal, 3rd ed., 1912)

In November 1858, the Queen’s proclamation—*“India’s Magna Carta”
Indian schoolbooks later called it—announced these changes to the
“Princes, Chiefs, and People of India” (Stark 1921, 11; Muir 1969, 384).
The proclamation declared there would be no further religious interfer-
ence in India. Dalhousie’s doctrine of “lapse” was rejected, several former
rulers were restored to their thrones, and the princes were assured that
treaty obligations would be “scrupulously” observed in future. Aristocrats
and princes were to be the new bulwark of the Crown-ruled empire;
indeed, from 1858 to 1947 the territories ruled by Princely (or Native)
States made up almost one-third of British India. The 500 to 600 Indian
princes recognized by the British by the end of the century were, both
individually and collectively, the staunchest supporters of British rule.

The Princely States were overseen by the governor-general/viceroy
through his political department. The rest of British India was directly
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governed by the governor-general with the advice of a five-person
Executive Council. The army was directly under the governor-general
as were the provincial governments. At the district level, administra-
tion was through the Indian Civil Service (ICS), whose covenanted
civil servants were appointed after 1853 on the basis of competitive
examinations. The head of each district, variously called the “district
magistrate” or the “collector,” was an ICS officer. In 1861 the Indian
Councils Act added members (up to the number of 12) to the governor-
general’s Executive Council for the purposes of legislation. Half of these
additional members could be “non-officials,” that is, Indians.

Economics of Imperial Expansion

The second half of the 19th century was a period of growth for India’s
economy and saw the increased exploitation of the empire’s rural
regions. The Indian government guaranteed foreign investors a rate of
return whether or not their projects proved profitable, and under these
arrangements British companies invested £150 million into railroads,
hard-surfaced roads, and irrigation canals. Irrigation projects increased
cultivated lands in regions such as the western United Provinces and in
Andhra. Almost half of all new irrigation, however, was in the “canal
colonies” of the Punjab where 3 million acres were added to cultivated
lands by 1885 and 14 million by 1947. By the end of the century, rail
routes and improved roads connected the Indian hinterlands to major
sea ports, facilitating the movement of raw materials such as cotton and
coal out of the country and British imports in. The opening of the Suez
Canal in 1869 added further impetus to European and British commer-
cial exploitation of the empire.

During the first 50 years of the 19th century, India had exported
indigo, opium, cotton (first cloth and yarn, then later raw cotton), and
silk. In the decades after the East India Company’s monopoly on trade
ended in 1833, private European planters developed tea and coffee
estates in eastern and southern India. By 1871 tea plantations in Assam
and the Nilgiri hills shipped more than 6 million pounds of tea each year.
By 1885 South Indian coffee cultivation expanded to more than a quarter
million acres. The jute industry linked jute cultivation in eastern Bengal
to production mills in Calcutta in the late 19th century. European mer-
chants also took control of indigo production in Bengal and Bihar; they
treated their “coolie” workers so harshly that they precipitated India’s
first labor strike, the Blue Mutiny of 1859-60. Between 1860 and 1920,
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however, both the opium and indigo trades disappeared (Tomlinson
1993, 51-52). Opium exports declined from 30 percent of all Indian
exports in the 1860s to nothing in 1920 as a ban on its trade came into
effect. Indigo also disappeared as an export commodity, declining from 6
percent of Indian exports in the 1860s to zero in the 1920s.

THE INVENTION OF CASTE

The British were great critics of the Indian caste system, seeing it as
a retrograde institution that caused the decline of India’s ancient
“Aryan” civilization and blighted India with its superstitions and restric-
tions. During British rule, however, the British government’s analytic
frameworks and survey practices—as well as British assumptions that
caste was a fixed and unchanging social institution—politicized and
changed how caste functioned. In the provincial gazetteers that were
compiled beginning in 1865, caste was a major ethnographic category.
In the census, the 10-year population surveys begun in 1871, caste was
a core organizing principle. The 1891 census ranked castes in order of
“social precedence,” and in 1901 the census attempted to assign a fixed
varna status to all castes.

From the 1880s through the 1930s, in part due to British census
tabulations, hundreds of caste conferences and caste associations
came into existence throughout British India. Although these regional
organizations had multiple agendas and many were short lived, a
common reason for organizing was to control how census tabula-
tions recorded their caste status. Some groups met to define their
status; others sent letters and petitions to protest census rankings.
By 1911 many Indians believed that the purpose of the census was not
to count the population but to determine caste ranks. By 1931 caste
groups were distributing flyers to their members, instructing them on
how to respond to census questions. Over a century of surveys and
tabulations, British statistical efforts threatened to fix caste identities
more permanently than at any other time in the Indian past. It is in this
sense that some scholars have suggested that the British “invented”
the caste system.

Source: Dirks, Nicholas B. “Castes of Mind.” Representations 37 (Winter
1992): pp. 56-78; . Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern
India (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001).
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Between 1860 and 1920, raw cotton, wheat, oilseeds, jute, and tea
were the major exports of the imperial Indian economy. While the main
export crops of the first half of the 19th century—opium, indigo, cot-
ton, and silks—were traditional products, their export (with the excep-
tion of cotton) had depended largely on European enterprise and state
support. The main export crops of the late 19th and early 20th century,
however, were (with the exception of tea, a plantation crop) indigenous
crops produced by rural peasant communities as part of the peasant
crop cycle (Tomlinson 1993, 51). Raw cotton was the largest single
export item. Before 1850 most Indian cotton was exported to China;
after the 1870s, Indian cotton went to the European continent and to
Japan. The export of Indian wheat and oilseeds (as well as rice grown
in Burma) developed after the Suez Canal opened in 1869. By the 1890s
about 17 percent of Indias wheat was exported, and between 1902
and 1913 Indian wheat provided 18 percent of Britain’s wheat imports.
Jute, which provided the bags in which the world’s grain exports were
packed for shipment, was the most valuable Indian export during the
early decades of the 20th century. Tea production began in the 1830s,
and by the early 1900s Indian tea made up 59 percent of the tea con-
sumed in Britain.

British business firms received most of the profits of Indias late
19th- century export trade. British firms controlled the overseas trade
in Indian export commodities and also their shipping and insurance.
The secondary beneficiaries of the export trade were Indian traders,
middlemen, and moneylenders. Such men facilitated the production of
export crops at the rural level and usually profited regardless of export
fluctuations. Of all the participants in the export trade, peasant culti-
vators took the greatest risks and made the least profits. Local farmers
bore the brunt of the price and demand fluctuations of exporting to
global markets, and as a result, rural indebtedness became a major
problem in the late century. Well into the 20th century peasant cul-
tivation, even of export crops, remained at the simplest technological
level. As late as the 1950s, peasants’ tools for agricultural production
were still “bullocks, wooden ploughs and unsprung carts” (Tomlinson
1993, 83).

Although agricultural exports were the major reason for imperial
India’s economic growth, the second half of the 19th century also saw
the beginnings of Indian industrial production if only on a small scale.
The first Indian steam-powered cotton mill opened in Bombay in 1856.
In the 1870s-80s the Indian textile industry in Bombay expanded in
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Bullock cart technology. As this picture from Rajasthan in the late 1970s shows, bullocks and
the carts they pulled remained a major technology of Indian farming well into the late 20th
century. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)

earnest, as first 47 and then 79 mills opened there. Bombay cotton
industries were often started by Indian traders in raw cotton looking
to expand their business activities. In the Gujarati city of Ahmedabad,
long a regional weaving center, indigenous banking families (shroffs)
added the industrial production of cotton yarn as part of their dealings
with cotton growers and handloom weavers. By 1900 Indian mill-pro-
duced yarn was 68 percent of the domestic market and also supplied
a substantial export market to China and Japan. By 1913 Ahmedabad
had become a major center for Indian mill-made cloth. Imported cloth,
however, was half the cloth sold in India up to 1914, falling to less than
20 percent only by the 1930s.

In eastern India industrial production appeared first in the late 19th
century in jute and coal businesses controlled by European and Anglo-
Indian firms. Jute was manufactured by firms in Calcutta between
1880 and 1929. Coal production began in the 1840s, and by the early
1900s Indian railways used mostly local coal. In 1899 J. N. Tata, a Parsi
businessman, began work on the organization of the Tata Iron and
Steel Company (TISCO). The Tata family already owned cotton mills
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in western India and their family firm, Tata Sons and Company, was
among India’s largest iron and steel importers and dealers. Unable to
finance their new company through London, the Tatas obtained funding
from Indian investors in Bombay. In 1907 the company founded its first
modern plant at Jamshedpur in Bihar.

The British in India

The long-term British residents of India, called Anglo-Indians in the
19th century, were only a small minority on the Indian subcontinent,
never numbering more than 100,000, even at the height of the British
Empire. The men in this community ran the upper levels of the Indian
government and the Indian Civil Service and were often from families
that could trace connections with India over several generations. Such
connections gave Anglo-Indians as a whole both faith in their own
authoritative knowledge about India and a strong vested interest in the
continuance of British rule in India.

While during the course of the British Raj many Anglo-Indians
made important contributions to our understanding of Indian history
and culture, it is also true that the Anglo-Indian community was often
the source of racist and supremacist ideas about India and its peoples.
Anglo-Indians believed implicitly in the benefits of British rule in India
and in what is sometimes called the “civilizing mission” of British
imperialism—the belief, that is, that the British had a mission to civilize
India by reforming its indigenous ways of life with the more “advanced”
ideas, culture, and practices of Great Britain and the West. Such beliefs
when combined with the dominant position of Anglo-Indians within
British India itself often resulted in relations with Indians that were
either overtly or covertly racist. And the ingrained conservative and
racist attitudes of Anglo-Indian officials may also have contributed to
the slowness of constitutional reforms during the late 19th and early
20th centuries.

There is some irony in the fact that while many 19th- and 20th-cen-
tury British critics railed against Indian customs and caste practices,
the Anglo-Indian community in India lived and worked in conditions
that replicated many practices of indigenous caste or jati groups. Like
members of Indian castes, the British ate and socialized only with
each other. As in Indian castes, Anglo-Indians married only within
their own community (or with people from “home”). They wor-
shipped with and were buried by members of their own community
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“IMPERIAL CHINTZ”

“The kitchen is a black hole, the pantry a sink,” wrote Flora
Annie Steel and Grace Gardiner in their late [9th-century
manual for Anglo-Indian housewives, The Complete Indian Housekeeper
and Cook:

The only servant who will condescend to tidy up is a skulking savage
with a reed broom; whilst pervading all things broods the stifling,
enervating atmosphere of custom, against which energy beats itself
unavailingly as against a feather bed.The authors themselves know
what it is to look round on a large Indian household, seeing that all
things are wrong, all things slovenly, yet feeling paralysed by sheer
inexperience in the attempt to find a remedy. (Steel and Gardiner
1902, ix)

Like many in the late 19th century, Steel and Gardiner saw the English
home in India as the local and domestic site of the more general
confrontation between British civilization and Indian barbarism. By
imposing proper practices of cleanliness, system, and order within their
Indian homes, Anglo-Indian housewives could demonstrate both the

(continues)
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Chalk Farm at Meerut, 1883. An Anglo-Indian bungalow home in Meerut, Bengal,
complete with horses, dogs, and servants (harappa.com)
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“IMPERIAL CHINTZ” (continued)

superior virtues of Victorian domesticity and that domesticity’s ability
to civilize India itself. Anglo-Indian wives who decorated their Indian
homes with English chintz, grew English pansies in hill stations,
arranged tea parties and croquet matches on Indian lawns, buried
their children, and survived the Indian heat participated in a “public
domesticity” of empire (George). They were seen (and sometimes
saw themselves) as exemplars of a global and naturalized domestic-
ity fundamental to civilization itself. The basic Anglo-Indian view that
India was a decadent and uncivilized society much in need of British
tutelage became specific and concrete through demonstrations of the
superior virtues of the Anglo-Indian home. Anglo-Indian domesticity
became an important part of the broader “civilizing mission” of British
imperial rule in India.

Source: George, Rosemary Marangoly, ed. Burning Down the House: Recycling
Domesticity (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1998), p. 51; Steel, F. A., and
G. Gardiner. The Complete Indian Housekeeper and Cook: Giving the Duties of
Mistress and Servants, the General Management of the House and Practical Recipes
for Cooking in All Its Branches. 4th ed. (London: W. Heinemann, 1902), p. ix.

and according to its customs. And for those who broke Anglo-Indian
social conventions, ostracism was as severe as for any indigenous
Indian “outcaste.”

The Anglo-Indian community in India developed slowly from the
late 18th to the mid-19th century. In these decades it took six months to
travel from England to India by way of the African cape. There were few
European women in India, and company servants regularly kept Indian
mistresses and socialized with local Muslim elites. In 1830, however,
an overland route across Egypt shortened the journey somewhat, and
in 1869 the opening of the Suez Canal cut the time for travel between
England and India to just over three weeks. More Englishwomen
accompanied their husbands to the subcontinent (or traveled to India
in search of husbands). As a result Anglo-Indian society grew, becoming
in the process both more elaborate and more restrictive.

Particularly after 1857, British urban settlements in India were physi-
cally separated from the surrounding Indian society. British cantonments
(towns where armies were quartered) or provincial or district centers
had sections set apart—the “Civil Lines” inhabited by Anglo-Indians and
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St. Mary’s in Madras. Churches were a standard feature of Anglo-Indian communities.

St. Mary’s Church in the city of Madras (present-day Chennai) was built in 1679. Often
described as the Westminster Abbey of the East, it is the oldest British building in Chennai
and the first Anglican church built in Asia. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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Europeans. The bungalow-style residences of the Anglo-Indian officials
and staff were located within these Civil Lines, as were their church,
club, polo grounds, and cemetery. Army barracks were separate. And
most towns and cities also had a “black town,” a section for Indian
residents and their businesses.

The demands and patterns of government service also bound
together Anglo-Indian families and separated them further from indig-
enous Indian life. Anglo-Indian civilian life was extremely peripatetic,
with officers and their families moving constantly from station to
station over the course of a career. In addition, it was a government
practice, inaugurated in the 1830s, to move officials and staff to the
hills during the hot Indian summer season. The central government
moved from Calcutta to the Himalayan town of Simla, while provincial
governments developed their own local hill stations, such as Darjeeling
for Bengal and Mahableshwar for Bombay. Not all memsahibs (wives of
English officials, or sahibs) thought this was a good idea—or even nec-
essary. Steel and Gardiner advised their readers to consider remaining
in the plains with their husbands. “Don’t give in to it,” they said of the
hot weather, “and it will give in to you” (1902, 204).

But whether in Civil Lines or in hill stations, Anglo-Indian society
developed its own strict codes and customs. Just as Anglo-Indian men
staffed the ICS and the upper levels of central and provincial govern-
ments, the law courts, and the military, Anglo-Indian society divided
itself internally along these lines. One 20th-century Anglo-Indian
joked,

The Brahmins . . . were the members of the topmost
Government service, the Indian Civil Service . . . below them
were the semi-Brahmins, the various other covenanted ser-
vices—the provincial civil services and so on. Then you had the
military caste . . . [and the] British businessmen, very wealthy
and powerful in places like Calcutta, but fairly low caste. (Allen
and Mason 1976, 83)

Precedence for seating and for presentation at parties was defined by
printed “civil lists.” At the larger stations, dress codes were elaborate,
and visiting customs, complex (Allen and Mason 1976, 68). “Dress
becomingly,” advised The Complete Indian Housekeeper and Cook,
“...and never, even in the wilds, exist without one civilised evening
and morning dress” (Steel and Gardiner 1902, 217).

The English writer Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) wrote many sto-
ries chronicling Anglo-Indian life in India. Kipling himself came from
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an Anglo-Indian family. Born in Bombay, the son of Lockwood Kipling
and Alice Macdonald, he had spent his early years in India, raised
by Indian servants and speaking Hindustani with them. In 1871, as
was common with Anglo-Indian families, he and his sister were sent
“home” to England, where they boarded with a retired merchant cap-
tain and where Kipling attended school. When he returned to India
in 1882, Kipling began work as a reporter for a Lahore newspaper. He
was a bad reporter; he garbled facts and had no memory for details. But
his stories of Anglo-Indian life began to be published, first in the local
press and then as Plain Tales from the Hills (1888) in England. When he
returned to England in 1889, he was already a popular and well-known
author. He would write most of his later work, including the famous
adventure novel Kim (1901), in either England or America, and in 1907
he would receive the Nobel Prize in literature, the first Englishman to
win this honor.

Kipling’s famous 1899 poem “The White Man’s Burden,” although
written about U.S. involvement in the Philippines, nevertheless cap-
tured the Anglo-Indian community’s own sense of its purpose and
function in India:

Take up the White Man’s burden—

Send forth the best ye breed—

Go bind your sons to exile

To serve your captives’ need.. .. (Howe 1982, 602)

The self-sacrifice, honor, duty, and service that Kipling eulogized in
this poem were qualities that defined, for Anglo-Indians, the meaning
and purpose of their lives and work in India. The poem’s assumption
that all nonwhite peoples needed white “civilization” was also one
with which Anglo-Indians would have agreed. For the most part nei-
ther the Anglo-Indian community nor British imperialists more gener-
ally gave much thought to the many ways British rule profited Great
Britain and British citizens at the expense of India and Indian people.

Still, even in 1899 when Kipling wrote his famous poem, his views
were not entirely unchallenged. The British daily, London’ Truth, added
this poetical coda to Kipling’s poem:

Pile on the brown man’s burden
To satisfy your greed. (Bartlett 1992, 593)

By 1899 there was already an audience in India that would have
approved this critique of imperialism. Over the course of the 19th
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century English education had produced an elite class of Indians
intimately familiar with the colonial modernity that British rule had
brought to India. By the end of the century this Indian elite had
begun to organize itself politically and was both ready and willing
to add its own opinions of British greed and racism to the London
paper’s short coda.

136



5

BECOMING MODERN—THE
COLONIAL WAY (1800-1900)

To the memory of the British Empire in India which conferred subject hood
on us but withheld citizenship. To which yet everyone of us threw out
the challenge “Civis Britannicus Sum” because all that was good and living
within us was made, shaped and quickened by the same British Rule.

Nirad C. Chaudhuri, The Autobiography of an Unknown Indian
(1968, dedication)

As British armies consolidated imperial control across the subconti-
nent, British institutions and economic structures reshaped life in
towns and cities and in the countryside. British architecture redrew the
skylines of urban centers, while British technologies and administra-
tive structures reorganized urban public spaces and public life. In rural
India a new focus on exports shifted from agricultural production for
local consumption and exchange to farm products to be sold across the
subcontinent and in world markets.

These changes had an enormous impact on Indians themselves. For
both urban and rural Indians Pax Britannica meant more than just for-
eign rule and India’s political unity. For the high-caste sons of regional
Indian elites it meant attendance at new English-language colleges,
an introduction to the ideas and concepts of Western modernity, and
futures shaped by the need to succeed within the new occupations and
professions introduced into India along with British rule. As early as
the 1820s the members of the growing “English-educated elite” formed
literary clubs, debating societies, and religious and social reform groups
in which they debated the merits of India’s past and their own and their
country’s future. By the 1870s many members of this urban, middle-
class elite were joining regional political associations.
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For rural Indians, however, current conditions posed more urgent
problems than debates about the future. As farmers produced more
crops for commercial export, substantial food shortages appeared in
rural regions, particularly among poorer communities. Both famine
and disease spread more quickly than ever before through India’s now
closely interlinked provinces. Over the last 30 years of the century
major famines ravaged villages, towns, and cities, often followed closely
by contagious diseases that further devastated already weakened popu-
lations. Sporadic protests during these years revealed undercurrents of
local opposition to the changes brought by the new colonial regime.

Colonial Modernity

Over the course of the 19th century the British presence and power in
India altered the physical, economic, social, and even domestic land-
scapes of urban towns and cities across the subcontinent, introducing
into them the structures, ideologies, and practices of a British-mediated
colonial modernity. Along with governmental and administrative
offices, British rule brought to Indian cities law offices, hospitals,
hotels, emporiums, schools and colleges, town halls, churches, learned
societies, printers and publishers—the full panoply of 19th-century
life as it existed in mid-century English or European cities. These
changes were most dramatic in India’s capital, Calcutta, but they also
reshaped public and work spaces in most towns, cantonments, and cit-
ies throughout the Raj.

The use of English rather than Persian as the language of courts and
government and the railroads, telegraphs, and unified post all contrib-
uted to the new urban British India. Along with these changes came
European-style buildings and the institutional structures of Western-
style office work and British administrative practices. In downtown
Calcutta the old East India Company Writers’ Building was rebuilt
over the 1850s and 1870s into a vast Gothic brick building. Its endless
corridors and offices made it the proper home for the reports, forms,
receipts, officials, clerks, scribes, and peons (servants) of a colonial
bureaucracy. Such workers and their array of paper procedures became
the standard features of the businesses and other modern occupations
introduced into India with British rule. By mid-century, office work and
its routines and hierarchies defined daily life throughout urban British
India.

Just as imperial-style buildings dominated public space in British
India, British concepts of time, efficiency, and order organized life
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Writers’ Building, Calcutta, as it looked after being rebuilt in the 1850s and 1870s (courtesy
of Ron Ellis, Derby, United Kingdom, and also with thanks to the Center for Study of the Life
and Work of William Carey, D.D. [1761-1834], William Carey College, Hattiesburg, Mississippi)

within those spaces. Clock time (a concept almost equally new in
industrialized England and Europe) structured daily public life. Office
work began and ended at fixed times. Trains ran according to “time-
tables,” and streets were cleaned on schedule. “How the English appre-
ciate the value of time!” wrote one Indian admiringly. “They work at
the right time, eat at the right time, attend office at the right time, and
play at the right time. Everything they do is governed by rules. . . . It
is because of this quality that the English get the time to accomplish so
much” (Chakrabarty 1993, 6). The pocket watch became an emblem of
British colonial modernity for Westernized Indian men.

Printed books and newspapers were equally omnipresent signs
of modern colonial life. Print culture and print capitalism—in both
English and newly revitalized indigenous languages—grew quickly in
the 19th century. Multiple newspapers and tracts addressed the diverse
reading publics that coexisted in British Indian towns and cities.
English-language newspapers for the Anglo-Indian community dated
from the late 18th and early 19th centuries. The first vernacular news-
paper, the Bengali Gazette, began in 1816. Bombay had its first Indian
press in 1861; Madras had its first Indian-owned newspaper, the Madras
Mail, in 1868. By mid-century literate Calcutta families were said to
prefer printed almanacs to live astrologers. By the 1860s Indian-printed
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publications had become so numerous the government needed new
laws to catalog and track them. Printing was the capital’s second largest
industry by 1911. Throughout the rest of India, as in Calcutta, a large
and diverse Indian reading public consumed books of all types in both
English and the many regional Indian vernaculars.

Hindu Renaissance in Bengal

The earliest urban Indian response to the ideas and practices of the
English came in the 1820s from the Indian elites based in the city
of Calcutta. By the 1820s Calcutta was already a “city of palaces,” so
named for its palatial European-style mansions. It was the capital of
Britain’s Indian empire and the second city of the world (after London)
in Britain’s global trading empire. Many well-known Bengali men in the
city were descended from families grown rich either working for the
East India Company or as zamindars under Bengal’s permanent settle-
ment (or sometimes as both). Dwarkanath Tagore (1794-1846), who
founded the city’s most famous family, built upon the fortune made by
his family in Calcutta trade and then solidified that fortune through the
purchase of extensive zamindari estates in eastern Bengal. Rammohan

Belvedere House, Calcutta. Belvedere and its 30-acre estate in south Calcutta was occupied
during the |9th century by the lieutenant governors of Bengal. When the capital was moved
to New Delhi in 1911, Belvedere became the Calcutta residence of the viceroy. Today it
houses the collection of the National Library of India. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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RAMMOHAN ROY

Rammohan Roy (1772-1833) was one of India’s earliest public
figures, a man whose interest in and response to Western ideas
later won him the title of the “Father of Modern India.” After retiring
to Calcutta in 1815, Roy wrote and published newspapers in English,
Persian, and Bengali. He was deeply opposed to idolatry, which he
found in both Hinduism and in the Christian idea of the Trinity. He
also opposed the Hindu custom of sati, which, it was said, he had once
seen a member of his own family commit. In 1804 Roy wrote a tract
in Persian denouncing image worship, and in 1818, a tract in English
opposing sati. Another English publication, his 1820 “The Precepts
of Jesus,” praised aspects of Christianity. In 1828 Roy founded the
Brahmo Sabha (later renamed the Brahmo Samaj, or “Society about
the Absolute Being”). He based his new religious association on the
ancient Hindu Upanishads; there he found a monotheism that dem-
onstrated, as he put it, the “unity of the Supreme Being as sole Ruler
of the Universe.” In 1830 Roy traveled to England to visit English
Unitarian friends in Bristol with whom he had long corresponded. He
died in Bristol three years later, in 1833.

Source: Quotation from Kopf, David. The Brahmo Samaj (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 14.

Roy (1772-1833), later called the “Father of Modern India,” worked
for the East India Company in various capacities before retiring to
Calcutta as a wealthy zamindar in 1815. Gopimohan Deb, the father of
the conservative Hindu Radhakanta Deb (1784-1867), had been Robert
Clive’s Persian secretary and munshi (clerk) and acquired large zamind-
ari estates in the late 18th century.

In 1817 Tagore and the Debs (father and son), along with other
locally prominent English and Indian men, founded Hindu College,
a private English-language school for the boys of their own and other
similar families in the city. Gopimohan Deb became the school’s first
director, and a year later Radhakanta Deb took over the directorship,
a position he held through the 1830s. Rammohan Roy also approved
of English education and supported the college—but not openly.
He was already an anathema to many Calcutta Hindus because of
his well-known opposition to Hindu idolatry and his interest in
Christianity.
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Jorasanko Thakurbari, Tagore family mansion in Calcutta. Jorasanko Thakurbari was a resi-
dence in north Calcutta—the “black,” or Indian, part of town—but it was as palatial and
grand as the European-style homes to the south. Today the building houses the Rabindra
Bharati Museum. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)

In the late 1820s (the same period in which the government made
sati illegal and Roy founded his Brahmo Sabha) students of the new
Hindu College began to put their education’s ideas into practice. The
students had come under the influence of a young Eurasian teacher at
the college, Henry Derozio (1809-31), who had lectured on rationalism,
the European Enlightenment, and the French Revolution. Determined
to demonstrate their opposition to what they now saw as the irratio-
nal superstitions of Hinduism, Hindu College students began to eat
meals together that broke Hindu dietary and commensality laws and to
attend public meetings at which they were heard shouting “Down with
Hinduism! Down with orthodoxy!” (Bhattacharjee 1986, 113). In one
scandalous and provocative incident several students threw beef bones
into the courtyard of a prominent Brahman family.

The director of Hindu College, Radhakanta Deb, had already made
his convictions on reform issues known by founding the Hindu
Dharma Sabha (Hindu Association for Dharma), a group that had col-
lected signatures for a Privy Council petition against the new anti-sati
law. Blaming Derozio for the students’ behavior Deb and his associates
forced Derozio’s resignation from the college. It made no difference.
Over the next decade Hindu College students, graduates, and sympa-
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thizers—Ilater collectively labeled “Young Bengal”—founded clubs and
associations, started newspapers, and wrote tracts and plays, all with
the goal of reforming and rationalizing Hindu religious and customary
practices, or (as one participant put it) of achieving the “eradication of
Hindu idolatry” (Bhattacharjee 1986, 139).

Later scholars would call this movement the “Hindu Renaissance”
because of its participants’ desire to see Hinduism “reborn,” shorn of
its idolatry and superstitions. But the Hindu Renaissance was as much
about social and cultural reform—about adaptation to British colonial
modernity—as it was about religion. While a strong Christian mission-
ary presence in and around Calcutta in the 1830s shaped the language
and rhetoric with which men such as Roy and the student reformers
wrote and spoke, few Hindus actually converted to Christianity in this
period. In the second half of the 19th century, as the ideas and practices
of British colonial modernity became institutionalized in the routines
of office work in Indian towns and cities and through the teachings of
an expanding English-language educational system, later conflicts over
reform and adaptation would take on a more secular tone.

The Hindu Renaissance was also, as many contemporaries pointed
out, a generational struggle among the men of elite Calcutta families.
Participants on both sides of the conflict, both “orthodox” men such as
Radhakanta Deb and “reformers” such as Roy and the Hindu College
students, were members of a Calcutta elite already substantially influ-
enced by Western ideas and practices. What they disagreed over was
the degree of adaptation, the degree to which reform ideas and practices
should replace older customs and traditions. Later in the 19th century,
as the Western-style employment of English-educated men became
increasingly necessary for their families’ economic well-being, the
Western ideas and practices such men advocated would become more
acceptable, even to more conservative family elders.

English Education

The Wood Dispatch of 1854 had established the outlines of an English
education system in India with university centers at Calcutta, Bombay,
and Madras. Over the next half century, as English-language education
became a required credential for elite employment throughout British
India, both the number of schools and their enrollments rose dramati-
cally. In 1854 there were only 180 English-language schools at all levels
(primary through college) in the country. By 1885 most provinces had
English-language schools, and 78 colleges were affiliated to the three
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university centers. By 1902, 140 arts colleges enrolled 17,000 college-
level students. Two years later, the system expanded to five universities
with 200 affiliated colleges. By 1918 Calcutta University’s 27,000 stu-
dents made it the largest university in the world.

Although organized by region, the educational system was remarkably
uniform both in structure and in content across British India. Regardless
of region, students studied English, a classical language (European or
Indian), mathematics, logic, physical science, geography, and history in
their first two years. They were tested on these subjects through writ-
ten examinations whose questions were set two years in advance and
whose answers were to be factual and detailed, based on information in
arecommended textbook. In history, for instance, exam questions might
ask students to name “some of the chief of our liberties established by
the Magna Carta,” or ask “Who was the founder of the Mahratta [sic]
dynasty? Give a brief account of his career” (Punjab University Calendar
1874, 195; Calcutta University Calendar 1861, 32).

The standard for passing was severe. At the Matriculation Examination
(M.E.), required for entrance into the college curriculum, half the can-
didates regularly failed. At the B.A. level, the pass rate was even lower,
just above 10 percent. Between 1857 and 1885, for instance, 48,000
candidates passed the M.E., but only slightly more than 5,100 obtained
a B.A. degree. By the end of the century, Indians who had studied in
the system but had failed their examinations took to appending “B.A.
Failed” to their names on cards and publications as an indication of
their English-language credentials.

The English-Educated Elite

The young Indian men who graduated from English education institu-
tions were part of what contemporaries called the “English-educated
elite.” The numbers of such men were minuscule in relation to the
wider Indian population, not even 1 percent of the total as late as
1900. Nevertheless this elite dominated Indian religious, social, and
political movements throughout the late 19th and 20th centuries. It
was the urban, middle-class English-educated elite who organized the
religious and social reform movements of the late 19th and early 20th
centuries; it was English-educated men who agitated for widow remar-
riage, against child marriage, and for women’s literacy and education.
In the last decades of the 19th century it would be the Westernized elite
that provided the organizational base and the leadership for the Indian
nationalist movement.
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DEFINING THE MIDDLE CLASS

The English-educated elite were a wealthy select community, less
than 0.3 percent of the total Indian population in the 1880s,
according to one estimate (McCully). Nevertheless they were fre-
quently referred to, then and now, as the “Indian middle class.” There
were two reasons for the use of this term. First, many |9th-century
British and Indian writers assumed that there was an analogy to be
made between the “respectable” educated classes of Indian society
and the bourgeoisie of various European countries. And second, as
urban professionals and/or office workers, the English-educated fell
into no other category of Indian life: They came from the upper
castes (usually defined as those linked with the Brahman, Kshatriya,
or Vaishya varnas) but not from any one caste or varna. They were not
a hereditary aristocracy, nor were they peasants.

The “Indian middle class,” to the extent that it can be defined as
such in the 19th century, lived professional lives structured by employ-
ment within the British Raj and had lifestyles broadly adapted to the
ideas and practices of British colonial modernity. The men of such
families were invariably literate, usually in both English and at least
one vernacular language. Family backgrounds were generally those of
high-caste Hindu or ashraf Muslim, and often these families had tra-
ditions of service within the courts and provincial centers of earlier
Muslim rulers. In income, members could range from the wealthiest
descendants of zamindars to impoverished office clerks.

Source: McCully, Bruce. English Education and the Origins of Indian Nationalism
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1940), p. 177.

Although schooled in different regions and speaking different ver-
naculars, English-educated graduates had much in common. Most were
Hindus, relatively high caste, and from families already literate in the
languages of the Mughal Empire (Persian or Urdu) or in Sanskrit. The
educational system through which they passed added to this shared
background a common language (English) and a perspective shaped
by common Western ideas and values of the time. Indian students,
although living under the absolute imperial power of the Raj, memo-
rized the “rights” given by the Magna Carta; they learned about sci-
ence and scientific method; and they rehearsed the “Benefits of British
Rule”—an obligatory chapter in many Indian history textbooks that
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listed the benefits of technology, peace, and prosperity that the British
had brought to India.

School textbooks actively urged students to acculturate, to become
Anglicized and Westernized, and to leave behind the decadent accretions
of their indigenous pasts. After acculturation would come prominent
positions within British India, schoolbooks promised; it was the British
governments intention, as one text put it, “to offer a large share in the
administration . . . to natives of India who were qualified by character
and education” (Thompson 1908, 393). The educational system, how-
ever, taught more than a simple message of acculturation. It also taught
schoolboys about India’s “degenerate” past and their own “weak” and/
or “effeminate” natures. Caste, idolatry, the treatment of women, India’s
debilitating climate, and vegetarianism were, according to schoolbooks,
responsible for India’s backward and superstitious culture and its puny
and small citizenry. The nationalist leader Mohandas K. Gandhi (1869—
1948) recalled from his Gujarati youth a verse that ran

Behold the mighty Englishman,
He rules the Indian small,
Because being a meat-eater
He is five cubits tall. (1957, 21)

British racism was institutionalized within an educational system that
simultaneously taught Indian inferiority and British superiority. These
superior Western qualities and inferior Indian counterparts became base
points of a core identity increasingly internalized over the 19th and 20th
centuries in succeeding generations of English-educated families. After
graduation, employment in British institutions or under British superiors
introduced the educated elite to racial prejudices but in more personal
circumstances. One English-educated Punjabi gentleman, for instance,
worked as an engineer for the government in turn-of-the-century India
and admired many qualities of his British employers, but at work he had
the sense of being always “on test.” The British, his son remembers the
father saying, “could afford to relax because if things went wrong they
managed to explain it to each other. . . . But when an Indian made a mis-
take the reaction, if an understanding one, was that the job, perhaps, was
too difficult for him” (Tandon 1968, 210-211).

Religious and Social Reform Associations
“The Life of the Educated Native: What Should It Be?” This was the
title of a student essay in the 1870s and a question many Western-

146



BECOMING MODERN—THE COLONIAL WAY

educated Indians asked themselves in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury. “Rationalism” and the “Enlightenment” were the keys to a modern
future; just as caste, idolatry, and superstition were its anathema. But
beyond schoolbook formulas lay the thornier realm of actual practice.
The wearing of a sacred thread, prohibitions against eating beef, restric-
tions on commensality (sharing food across caste lines), prohibitions
against the use of utensils for eating and against overseas travel, the
ban on widow remarriage, and the customs of child marriage and of
purdah—all were linked to social practices embedded in Hindu daily
and domestic life. The changed conditions of life in British-ruled India
politicized these practices (and many more), precipitating debates and
conflicts within Westernized communities. The religious and social
reform associations that formed over the latter half of the 19th century
were the contexts in which the Western educated debated the degree to
which they would adapt themselves, their religions, and the Indian past
to the ideas and practices of British colonial modernity.

The Brahmo Samaj and the Prarthana Samaj

Originally founded by Rammohan Roy in 1828, the Brahmo Samaj
expanded throughout the second half of the 19th century, gaining
new followers and splitting several times over issues of practice. By
the end of the century Brahmos functioned almost as a separate caste
within Bengali Hindu society. They had their own religious beliefs and
practices, their own “churches,” and their own social rituals. Their chil-
dren’s marriages were arranged within the Brahmo community.

In the 1840s and 1850s Debendranath Tagore (1817-1905) renewed
the Brahmo Samaj as a religious association committed to the mono-
theistic worship of a formless deity. Then in 1866 Keshab Chandra Sen
(1838-84) left Tagore’s society to found the Brahmo Samaj of India, a
society in which members could aggressively practice their religious
beliefs. Sen’s Brahmos refused to wear the Hindu sacred thread or to
perform Hindu rituals or death ceremonies, practices that provoked
violence, ostracism, and disinheritance from converts’ families. Sen
established ashrams (hostels) for Brahmo converts who needed shelter,
and his Brahmos traveled throughout Bengal and India as missionar-
ies spreading the Brahmo faith. In 1878, however, when Sen ignored
Brahmo reforms in order to marry his daughter to a Hindu prince,
younger members left him to form the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj (the
People’s Brahmo Samaj), a sect with even more reformist practices
particularly in regard to women. Sadharan girls wore petticoats under
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The Sadharan Brahmo Samaj (the People’s Brahmo Samaj) was formed by a split away from
Keshab Sen’s Brahmo group in 1878 over differences in the practice of the Brahmos’ mono-
theistic faith. The building for the new sect was begun the next year, on Cornwallis Street
(now Bidhan Sarani) in Calcutta. Debendranath Tagore, although himself still a member of
the original Brahmo group (the Adi Brahmo Samaj), gave 7,000 rupees toward the building
project. The new mandir (temple) opened in 1881. (courtesy of Judith E. Walsh)
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their saris and ate at European-style tables using Western utensils; they
studied math and science and were encouraged to go to college.

Sen’s missionary lectures in Bombay inspired the founding there in
the late 1860s of a West Indian religious reform group, the Prarthana
Samaj (Prayer Society). One of its early leaders, Mahadev Govind Ranade
(1842-1901), was a Chitpavan Brahman from the Konkan region who
became a lawyer and later judge in the Pune region. The Prarthana Samaj
shared Brahmo ideas on monotheism and on the desirability of reforming
caste customs, particularly in regard to women, but, as elsewhere, ortho-
dox pressure could make it difficult to translate these beliefs into practice.
Ranade, for instance, spent much of his life working for social reform,
arranging Bombay’s first widow remarriage in 1862, founding the Society
for the Encouragement of Widow Remarriage shortly thereafter, and later
(1884) founding the Deccan Education Society to promote girls’ educa-
tion (Wolpert 1962, 11). But when his first wife died in 1873, he did not
marry a Hindu widow, as he had long advocated and as he wished; instead
he accepted the 11-year-old bride chosen for him by his father.

Muslim Education and Reform
Writing about conditions in India after the 1857 rebellion, the well-
known Urdu poet Maulana Altaf Hussain Hali (1837-1914) said:

We [Muslims] are not trusted by the government,

Not are we among the prominent courtiers or the ruler
Neither are we among the educated elite

We have no share in trade or the industry

Nor do you found [sic] us in the civil services

Or among the businesses. . .. (Khalidi 1995, 52)

Muslim elites had been slow to enlist under the British rulers who had
replaced them, and Muslim families had been reluctant to enroll their
sons in English-language schools. But Muslim religious leaders were
not unaware of the changed society around them. Northern Indian
Muslim elites saw their control over positions in regional government
services steadily declining in the second half of the 19th century, from
65 percent in 1857 to 35 percent by the early 20th century, as Muslims
lost ground to English-educated applicants from Hindu trading, money
lending, and professional communities.

The six years between 1868 and 1875 saw the founding of com-
peting Muslim educational institutions in the towns of Deoband and
Aligarh in northern India (modern Uttar Pradesh). These two institu-
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tions appealed to different levels of elite Muslim society and offered
different responses to British rule in India. The Deoband Dar-ul-Ulum
was a madrassa (religious seminary) founded in 1868 for the education
of Muslim ulama (theologian-scholars). It took an orthodox approach
to Islamic studies, attracted poorer but elite Muslim students, and
produced teachers for local religious schools throughout its region.
Deoband offered a traditional Islamic curriculum. But it taught in
Western-style classrooms modeled on the British school system and
used the North Indian language Urdu. In the 20th century Deoband’s
relatively anti-British politics would cause its teachers, students, and
graduates to align themselves with the Indian nationalist movement.

The other school, the Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College, was
the first Muslim English-language college in India. It was founded at
Aligarh in 1875 by the Muslim reformer (and later Muslim separatist)
Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-98). Sayyid Ahmad’s family was highly
placed within the Mughal nobility at Delhi, but he himself had worked
many years under the British. He founded the Scientific Society in 1864
and a modern Urdu-language journal in 1870, hoping through these
media to demonstrate to upper-class Muslims that Western science
was compatible with and complementary to the teachings of Islam.
Impressed by Western colleges on a trip to England in 1875, Sayyid
Ahmad founded Aligarh (as the school came to be known) on the
model of Cambridge University. The school taught classes in English
and combined Western and Islamic subjects within a single curriculum.
Sayyid Ahmad wrote in a letter at the time,

The adoption of the new system of education does not mean
the renunciation of Islam. It means its protection. . .. The truth
of Islam will shine the more brightly if its followers are well edu-
cated, familiar with the highest in the knowledge of the world;
it will come under an eclipse if its followers are ignorant. (De
Bary 1958, 745)

Unlike Deoband, Aligarh’s students were drawn from the wealthier
Muslim landlord and service communities of northern India.

Aligarh’s “reformist” religious attitudes, however, placed it and its
founder in opposition to contemporaneous pan-Islamic movements
from the Middle East. In the 1880s, one pan-Islamicist, Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani, lived and lectured in both Calcutta and Hyderabad; al-
Afghani’s movement stressed the role of the Ottoman sultan as supreme
leader of a worldwide Muslim community. In his speeches al-Afghani
argued for Hindus and Muslims to unite against the British in India and
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abroad, a position the Deobandis found attractive, and British govern-
ment officials, alarming. Aligarh had always received considerable gov-
ernment funding; Sayyid Ahmad’s pro-British views had led the British
to hope that the school would develop a new (pro-British) Muslim elite
that would dominate Indian Muslim communities. In the 1880s the
British further raised their economic support for the college, and this
was one of the factors that led Aligarh to become the premier English-
language institution for Muslim Indian students in India.

Arya Samaj
The North Indian religious reform association, the Arya Samaj, was
founded in 1875 in Bombay and in 1877 in the Punjab. It shared many
of the same reform concerns as the Bengal and Bombay associations but
added to these an aggressively militant stance in relation to other North
Indian religions. Dayananda Sarasvati (1824-83), the society’s founder,
was a Gujarati sannyasi (holy man) with little interest in English edu-
cation. In his early career Dayananda dressed and lived as a holy man,
spoke in Sanskrit, and debated orthodox Hindu priests. After a trip to
Calcutta in 1872 during which he met Debendranath Tagore and other
Brahmos, Dayananda abandoned his mendicant clothing and began
speaking in Hindi, a language that allowed him to reach an audience of
Western-educated professionals and trading communities (Jones 1989).

His teachings resonated with these groups, particularly in the Punjab
and northern Indian regions where followers nicknamed him the “Luther
of India.” Dayananda traveled these regions debating competing religion-
ists (Muslims, Sikhs, or Hindu Sanatanists, that is, orthodox Hindus).
He based his “purified” Hinduism on the Sanskrit Vedas and rejected the
popular Puranas, polytheism, idolatry, caste exclusivity, and customary
restrictions on women. In Dayananda’s Hinduism, jatis (local caste divi-
sions) should be replaced by a varna system that would be fixed for boys
and girls “according to merits and actions” (Jaffrelot 1996, 14).

In the 20th century both the Brahmo Samaj and the Prarthana Samaj
remained focused on religious and cultural reform and subsequently
declined in influence and membership. In contrast, the Arya Samaj
switched its focus from reform and education to Hindu revivalism and
nationalism and remained a vital and popular movement.

Theosophical Society
The theosophist movement of the late 19th century was also a reli-
gious reform society, but one that drew its membership primarily from
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Europeans and Americans. The society was founded in New York City
in 1875 by a Russian, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, and an American,
Colonel Henry Steel Olcott. The society’s religious ideas were origi-
nally drawn from Jewish mysticism and Western occultist move-
ments. In 1879, Madame Blavatsky traveled to India to meet Swami
Dayananda Sarasvati, whose Arya Samaj movement greatly inter-
ested her. Within a few years the society based its religious ideas on
Hindu and Buddhist concepts of karma and reincarnation. Madame
Blavatsky established the Indian headquarters of the Theosophist
Society in Madras in 1882.

The Women’s Question

Throughout the second half of the 19th century the “women’s ques-
tion” encompassed a set of concerns debated in many Indian forums.
For British critics Indian women’s social conditions demonstrated the
backwardness and decadence of Indian civilization. In public meetings
and tracts Western-educated Indian men debated the need to reform
practices such as the early age of marriage (child marriage), the seclu-
sion of women (purdah), the ban on widow remarriage, and the Hindu
religion’s prohibition against women’s literacy and education. At the
same time young Western-educated Indian men read Romeo and Juliet
in college classes and often wrote passionately of their desire for roman-
tic love and companionate marriage.

Both to reform women’s social conditions and to create wives more to
their liking, young English-educated men founded numerous societies
for women’s social reform and education during the second half of the
19th century. Women’s education grew rapidly in this period among
urban elites. In the mid-19th century provinces such as Bengal had had
only a small number of girls in school, but by the 20th century edu-
cation was an accepted part of an urban middle-class girl’s life. Many
customary practices regarding women had changed or been adapted in
urban and middle-class families: The age of marriage had risen, women
appeared more frequently in public, and even widow remarriage had
become marginally acceptable, especially for child widows, that is,
girls whose “husbands” had died before the marriage was consum-
mated. Two million girls were in schools in 1927, a small percentage
of the total population of women but nevertheless a dramatic increase.
Women’s education was now identified with the general progress of
Indian society: “Educating a girl,” said one early 20th-century reformer,
“means educating a family” (Chanana 1988, 97).
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The Dance of the Emancipated Bengalee Lady by Gaganendranath Tagore, ca. 1918-21.
Tagore (1867—1938) was born at Jorasanko, the Tagore mansion in north Calcutta, and was
the nephew of Rabindranath Tagore. Well known as an artist, cartoonist, and social critic,
Tagore drew several versions of this cartoon. He titled this version Colour Scream, noting
“the times are changed and we are changed with them” and drawing his very liberated Indian
lady dancing with a rather red- (and pig-) faced English dancing partner. (Chandi Lahiri)
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The new wives desired by young Western educated men in the
late 19th century were to be modern, literate, and educated.
Equally important they were to bring new domestic skills to family
and home life. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries many
domestic magazines and manuals appeared in North Indian languages,
specifically addressed to women (both Hindu and Muslim) and written
to teach women the new skills needed for modern home manage-
ment, cooking, account keeping, child care, hygiene, and married life.
The manuals and magazines of the [9th century were almost all writ-
ten or edited by English educated Indian men, but by the 20th century
Indian women had taken over the production of these materials. The
Guijarati-language journal Stribodh (Enlightenment of women) pub-
lished from 1857 well into the 20th century, was part of this domestic
literature. Stribodh encouraged women to use their leisure reading
for domestic and self-improvement. Its issues profiled “An Inspiring
Woman” (for example, Queen Victoria or Florence Nightingale) and
offered instructions on sewing, embroidery, and drawing, advice on
how to purchase and arrange furniture, how to hire servants, how to
use Western eating utensils, and on the moral benefits of reformed
practices like the wearing of shoes and socks. Of special concern was
how a wife cared for a husband when he returned home after a hard
day at the office. Here are a few of Stribodh’s suggestions:

i. Arrange the house neatly and aesthetically.
ii. Keep the children neat and disciplined.
iii. Do not shout at children or beat them.
iv. Dress in nice clothes, especially to receive him when he
returns home in the evening.
v. Manage the servants well but do not mix with them.
vi. Never sit idle.
vii. Do not sit with other women to gossip and make idle talk.
viii. Do not complain to your husband about your children,
mother-in-law, and sisters-in-law.
ix. Do not complain to him about your problems in household
management.
x. Sing or play a musical instrument to help your husband relax
when he returns home.
xi. Speak to him in a soft and pleasant manner.
xii. Do not ever nag him. (Shukla 1991, 65)

Source: Shukla, Sonal. “Cultivating Minds: 19th Century Gujarati Women’s
Journals.” Economic and Political Weekly, 26 October, 1991, p 65.
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Rural India

Even as British rule reshaped Indian towns and cities and the urban
Westernized Indian elite explored the ideas and practices of colonial
modernity, in the Indian countryside a much larger population strug-
gled to deal with the consequences of higher land revenues, a more
commercially oriented agriculture, famine, and disease. India was a
rural and agricultural society throughout the 19th and 20th centuries.
In 1901 there were only 2,100 towns and cities in British India; India’s
total population was 284 million, and villages held 90 percent of those
people.

Although records for 19th-century village life are limited, scholars
think villages were populated by multiple castes and subcastes in the
north and in the south by castes and subcastes that identified primarily
with the Brahman or the Shudra varna. Religious and social relations
in northern villages were structured through local castes’ and subcastes’
varna identifications. Hereditary service relationships (called jajmani
relations) bound village service and subordinate castes to the dominant
caste of a village, that is, to the caste community that owned the great-
est amount of the land surrounding the village.

During the 19th century, the British land settlements redefined rural
life for the purpose of revenue collection by awarding land owner-
ship to select categories of Indian peasants. In permanent settlement
regions, such as Bengal, land ownership was awarded on the basis of
prior zamindar (tax collector) status; in later settlements (particularly
in south India), on the basis of land cultivation (ryotwari, or peas-
ant, cultivation). In both types of settlement, however, landholdings
became further subdivided over time, either as a result of divisions due
to inheritance or because landowners subleased their lands to subor-
dinate cultivators. Further, by the 20th century (if not earlier), large
numbers of peasant households both owned land and worked as ten-
ants on other families’ lands. In the 1950s when the first direct surveys
of land control were done, 75 percent of rural households held less than
five acres of land and 23 percent owned no land at all.

Below village landowners, partial landowners, and tenants was the
poorest rural class: the landless laborer. These workers had no rights in
lands and survived only by working the lands of others. These workers
and their families were often desperately poor; in 1881 one British offi-
cial noted that this class permanently lacked sufficient food. By some
estimates, landless laborers and their families numbered more than 52
million in 1901, almost 20 percent of the total Indian population. They
came mostly from lower caste and tribal communities.
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Commercialization of Agriculture, 1860-1920
During the second half of the 19th century Indian rural products
became increasingly integrated into global markets, and Indian peas-
ants shifted to growing raw materials for export to these markets.
Peasant proprietors had an absolute need for cash funds both to pay
land revenues and sometimes to buy seed crops. Money lenders,
whether locals or outsiders (such as Marwari traders said to have come
originally from Rajasthan), were the peasants’ only source of funds.
Local food crops grown for exchange within the village economy were
less attractive than the commercial export crops—cotton, jute, wheat,
oilseeds, tea, indigo, opium—that could be grown for cash.

From the 1860s to the 1920s the commercialization of agriculture
reshaped rural India, altering the crops planted as well as patterns of
rural relationships. Agriculture expanded from 1881 to 1931, and the
number of agricultural workers rose 28 percent. But peasant economies,
growing crops for export, could now also be destroyed by fluctuating
world markets, and both rural indebtedness and loss of land became
major rural problems in this period. During the 1860s and 1870s, for
instance, the worldwide shortage of cotton caused by the American
Civil War encouraged Indian peasants to increase cotton plantings.
When the Civil War ended and cotton from the U.S. South reentered
the world market, prices for Indian-produced cotton plunged. In addi-
tion, as Indian farmers switched to export crops, they lowered their
production of food crops, particularly of the millets and pulses that fed
poorer people in their economies. Between the 1890s and the 1940s
commercial crops increased by 85 percent, but the overall production
of food crops declined by almost 30 percent. More rigid contractual
agreements and new transportation networks linking Indian regions
and tying into a world market worked together to give local producers
little flexibility in deciding where their crops would go.

Famine
Famine had been a regular feature of Indian life from at least the 12th
century, usually caused by the failure or excess of monsoon rains
and usually limited in impact to a single region. Severe famines had
occurred during both the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal Empire.
Under East India Company rule, in 1769-70 a famine in Bengal killed
one-quarter of the region’s population.

From the 1860s into the early years of the 20th century, however, a
new pattern of famine emerged in British India. The commercialization
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of Indian agriculture reduced supplies of locally consumed food crops,
at the same time as railroads and roads tied even remote hinterlands
into the wider Indian economy. Fixed contracts moved crops out of a
region for sale elsewhere regardless of local conditions and even as local
shortages mounted. Famines that once had been local or regional now
spread more widely, affecting food supplies and causing deaths across
several regions or even the whole country. Infectious diseases (bubonic
plague in the 19th century, influenza in the 20th) often followed in the
wake of these mass famines, attacking populations already weakened
by starvation.

The first of this new type of famine was the 1866—-67 “Orissa fam-
ine,” a spreading series of food shortages and dearth that extended from
the Ganges River valley down the eastern seacoast (well past Orissa)
through the Madras Presidency and west into Hyderabad and Mysore.
The Orissa famine caused 800,000 famine deaths and affected more
than 3 million people. (“Famine deaths” are calculated by subtracting
the number of deaths normally expected in a region or period from the
number of deaths that occur.)

Orissa was followed over the next several decades by an almost con-
tinuous series of regional or multiregional famines. In 1868-70 a sec-
ond famine caused 400,000 deaths in the western Ganges, Rajasthan,
central India, and the northern Deccan; 1873-74 saw severe famine
in Bengal and eastern India; 1875-76 in the Deccan; 1876-78 in the
Ganges region and in the cities of Madras, Hyderabad, Mysore, and
Bombay. At the end of the century two devastating India-wide famines
occurred one after the other: The 1896-97 famine affected 96 million
Indians and caused more than 5 million famine deaths; the 1899-1900
famine affected 60 million Indians, also causing 5 million deaths.

Initially the British Indian government attributed the increased fam-
ines to monsoon failures and bad weather and argued that government
intervention would only make conditions worse. But during the vice-
royalty of Edward Robert Bulwer-Lytton (Lord Lytton) in the late 1870s,
public outcry in Great Britain forced some government intervention. In
1883 a more Liberal viceroy, George Frederick Samuel Robinson, Lord
Ripon, passed the Famine Code, a series of regulations to guide govern-
ment interventions in famines and food shortages. The code prescribed
methods for the early determination of shortages, declaring states of
scarcity and famine, and using railways and shipping to move grain into
famine regions. By the early 20th century the Famine Code, in conjunc-
tion with more aggressive food relief and public health measures, had
all but eliminated mass famine deaths from India.
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Rural Protests

After 1857 there was never again a regional uprising that threatened
British dominance in India. Nevertheless British land revenue pres-
sures, peasant indebtedness, and widespread famines produced a series
of smaller, regional, tribal, communal, and caste uprisings during the
second half of the 19th century. Before 1857 local uprisings were most
likely to be organized by regional rulers, chiefs, or zamindars dispos-
sessed by an expanding British authority. After 1857, however, surviv-
ing princes and zamindars became staunch supporters of the Raj. Rural
rebellions and social protests, some of the most important of which are
described below, came mostly from lower-caste and -class communities
and were not always directed against the British.

Tribal Rebellions

Tribals, or Scheduled Tribes, were forest-dwelling communities linked
by kinship rather than caste and found throughout the subcontinent
wherever cultivated lands met unexploited forests. By the late 19th
century tribals still made up perhaps 10 percent of the total Indian
population. British laws gave land and tenancy rights to peasant farm-
ing populations that paid land revenues but not to tribal communities
that used the forests for hunting and gathering or for shifting cultiva-
tion but paid no revenues for this use.

Throughout the 19th century the British government made repeated
efforts to force the tribal communities of northeastern Bengal, Bihar,
central India, Gujarat, and Madras into cultivation (and the payment
of land taxes) wherever possible. Violent protests against these pres-
sures from the 1850s to the 1920s came from the Santhals in north-
eastern India (1855), from Naikda tribes in Gujarat (1868), and from
several different communities in Madras Presidency (1879-80, 1886,
and 1900). The largest tribal uprising, however, was the 1899-1900
Ulgulan (great tumult) of the Munda tribespeople of southern Bihar. By
the 1890s Munda traditional lands had been seized by Hindu migrants
from the plains and encroached on by the British government itself.
Birsa Munda (ca. 1874-1900), a sharecropper convert to Vaishnavism
with some missionary education, became the leader of the Munda
movement in 1899. Claiming to be a new prophet Birsa Munda urged
his followers to kill Hindus, Muslims, and Christians, telling them that
the weap