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Natio

B.B. CHAUDHURI

R NINE essays have been included in this volume:
Jold, ‘Bureaucratic recruitment and subordination
| India: The Madras constnbulnry,. .1859_1947';
‘Forestry and social prorcsr.il? Br'msh Kumaun,
93-1921; Swapan Dasgupta, ‘Adivasi ‘polmcs in M’d"“Pur.
]S)"(O 1924; Tanika Sarkar, Jitu Santal’'s movement in Malda,
;9;;:3; 153\:id Hardiman, ‘Fron} custom to crime: :I‘he p‘)l,il:iis 01;
drinking in colonial South Gujarat’; Gmtmm Bhadra, I;oufrlu els o
cigh(ecn-ﬁf:y—scvcn’; Bernard S. Coh.n, The comman kolsarl])grage
and thelanguage of command’; Gayatri Chakravorr-ySplva ,‘Subaltern
Seudies: Deconstructing historiography’s and Dipesh Chakrabarty,
‘Invitation to a dialogue.” Considerations of space prevent me frolm
critically reviewing all of them. I would prefer to co,nct:ntr:fte on ;w
essays dealing with a major theme of the ‘subaltern hl.stonogra[?dly-
popular protest movements and their relationship with the wider

LTOGETHE
David Arr
in colonia
Ramachandra Gubha,

political movements of the time.

Since the contributions of Arnold and Cohn do not
genre, 1 would only briefly indicate their arguments. Arno
with a subaltern group—the constabulary constituting tl

belong to this
1d does deal

1e ‘botrom

. = . an
‘ Based on Ranajit Guha, ed., Subatrern Studies 1V: Writings o% South A1
hisiory and sociery (Delhi; Oxford University Press, 1985), pp-: x+383.
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made pnssil)k‘ t.)(:cnsinn;ll protests againse their lowly position. Thes
even f()rmc.d unions for lllc‘purp()sc However, they seldom ".m".ru;m-.r,f’
the authority of the colonial state. Their collective action could nor
pecome ‘a basis for wider solidarity with ather subaeern groups, r,:r
they used their limited powers derived from the seare H;: their l,;.i,vn
selfish ends. Illegal exactions and bribe-taking alienated them from
the rural and urban poor and ‘aligned them more closely with the
wealthier and more powerful classes who could purchase or command
their services." They were not ‘collaborators’ with the imperial govern-
ment as they did not subscribe to its objectives. This, however, did
not make them friends of the people, since, though an ‘exploited’
group, they were also ‘exploiters’; ‘the oppressed were also oppressors.’

The vastly erudite and well-argued essay by Cohn seeks to explain
the reason why the British were keen on learning Indian languages
after they had established their political domination in Bengal and
other parts of India. Cohn also shows how the spcciﬁcxrics“o( the
learning process had wider cultural implications unconnected with
the immediate aims of the learners. [t was the command of languages,
Cohn argues, which provided to the masters precise knowledge of the
subject race—its material resources, manners, customs and laws.
Knowledge was power. It ‘was to be the instrumentality’ through
which the masters ‘issued commands’ and collected ever-increasing
amounts of information. “This information was needed to create or
locate cheap and effective means to assess and collect taxes, mainaain
law and order, and it served as a way to idencify and classify groups
within Indian society. . . . The vast world that was [ndia had co be
classified, categorised and bounded before it could be hierarchised’
(pp. 283-4). Knowledge was all the more vical inidially since the
Company's government decided to ‘adapt our regulations o the
manners and understanding of the people . . . adhering as closely as
we are able to cheir ancient uses and institutions.”
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of learning Indian languages had i ool
iish tried to comprehend the spyy ;
T i own forms of knowing and thins
" uiltcme Europeans inevitably adopted the ryje,
Apart from anyture e::f heir own languages. Over the years deye.
'g‘“m;_—,:; the sr-n.muli A which ‘in turn supplied the scientific
iO;fd comparative P r.,;ivewsmd." of law, re]lglo'n and society.” Th,
modd for the compi < epared to give 1O the Indians the greaes, i
Europeans were now Pr Pthe Indian would receive a lli.vtmy_’
they could give_ar_l,"one—’ﬁ the last two form a group apart—"d;,_
Of the remaining 6:{-535 of any specific historical theme. Dipegh
ns rather lhii‘si:id'cism of;ome earlier ‘subaltern studies.” Hj;
sicion is, 25 us‘uzl, rcmar}:abl}' lucid. L‘;S 3‘1}:}15 mbre C:lnvinc.ing
el condescendingly responds to the critics. He mainly
£ the ‘subaltern historians. However, from the
point of view of the histoﬁogfapi‘z;:}’f P:’lf’;li’\gar::i alrslovex]x.\e_r:]s'
he contributes 2 new argument (w h, 2 ) ; explicidy
rmzde as he has done here). The persistence o‘f the primacy given o
economic factors he would associate \:Vl[h fhe pf)*mlar revival in tha
1970s of the ‘Nehruvian (Marxist-nationalist) critique ?fcolomalxsm'
(p-370)- Early nzuonalists sought to undersran.d I‘ndxa s poverty, and
not the poor, and blamed the poverty on colonialism. A considerable
number of the writings in the 1970s and later on popular movements
were essentially neo-nationalist. The movements were explained in
terms of 2n ‘inexorable economic rationality.” Even where popular
protest was articulated in religious idioms, it was explained away
merely 2s 2 marter of form which only obscured, it was argued, the
essentially economic content of the protest. '
The ‘theoretical intervention’ by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak isas
abstruse as Dipesh Chakrabarty’s “discussion’ is lucid. She examines
some postulates of the ‘subaltern” historiography in the light ofrece.m
advances in linguistics. However, she addresses readers asa specialist
would talk o 2 small coterie of specialists. Since the present reviewer
does not belong to this charmed circle, he feels it would be foolhardy

of him 10 try 10 glean any pearl from the depth of this bafflingly obs-
cure piece of composition.
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The five remaining essays deal with popular protesss in diffe
parts of colonial India. We first take up the contributions by (
Dasgupta, Sarkar and Hardiman, all of them examining, amon
ers, 2 common theme: the nature of the autonomy of subal
ments in relation to the nationalist movement of the tim=.

Guha's theme is the intensification of peasant protest
1921) in Kumaun against the encroachment by the colonial stat= on

{

labour (wzar) which the enforcement of the new forest laws necessizzrad.
Guha's study of the encroachment is an excellent piece of research.
We are, however, more concerned with the protest movement. Two
aspects of itneed to be re-examined: How did the gradual radicalisasion
of the movement occur? How do we explzin the “zbsence, mparagvely
speaking, of violence, certainly of physical violence” (p. 96)2

Guha identifies the major elements in the radicalisation process
during the years 1920-2. Forced labour ceased to be the fimary issue

iary issus

of the movement. Retrieving the lost forest rights now became the
dominant aim. The rebels had, perhaps for the first dme, the vision
of a ‘free India.” The organisation of the movement was suitzblv ori-
ented to the radical aims. Guha thus comments on this orzznisation
and on the nature of its relation with the contemporary nztionaliss
movement: “While this unity and sense of purpose r:ec:.ﬁa:ilj: made
their actions political, the politics of the peasanuy was dlearly not
derivative of the politics of urban nationalism. Apart from 2 hazy
perception of Gandhi as a saint whose qualities of heroic sacrifice were
invoked against the powers of government, the uzzr movements had
lictle in the nature of an identification with the Congress as such
(p. 87).

Guha does not quite explain the radicalisation. ‘Enhancement of
the customary services’ in the recent years scarcely explains why the
radical tone in the movement became most pronounced in the year
1920-2. (We wish his note on the Kumaun Parishad, zn “association
oflocal journalists, lawyers and intellectuals,” which had a leading role
in the movement, were more elaborate. Whar was the narure of its
links, particularly the key figure Badridutt Pande’s relations, with the
Congress organisation and movement of the ume?) The evidence

that Guha cites seems to be inconsistent with his conclusion. Iz is true
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if its s0UrCE lay 0 : }’ ferment affected the peasant politics,
1y identify ‘}‘5, '//2{ ,tj‘ ’ri is politics #as nowarticulated were ggrilﬂi"g}‘/
The idioms in % ‘},,:c,rllﬁizl gathering of over ten thousand 5,
pew. For instancs 2;" ~:‘P paﬁ'ﬂd/"" a message from Gandhi tha 1,
Jocal fair szni!l"“:;“;r;, from oppression as hedid in Champaray,
ouldcomeanc & cants firmly resolved not to provide begar
It was at the fair that p:;';n- for the restoration of their losy f(,,'m
any longer ’md, v C?,n,xof‘;i;hztmz Gandhiand “Swatantra Bharsy
rights. ‘Slogans In Pm;m,‘n:m e it (o) et the i
2nd cri.»,s ’:hat :}}:5 gBU sening forests on fire, now became part of 2
lnaﬂdm}sm, it Guha had not cared to explain such new forms
e campﬁng:Hm bland formulation that peasant politics ‘was
o %‘f’fidvc of the politics of urban nationalism’ precludes
dwz:::io:gf their possible links with the nationalist movement
conside
i :Z‘:r:;;:xplain the near-absence of physical ;]/]iolenc}:t-‘ l:' EZ'Sca]c
violence to property did occur. Guha does not tell us why the absence
of only one form of violence needs to be explam‘ed. (Wegetan impres-
sion that he tends to assume the absence of violence of any kmd-a_s
a form of protest.) His explanations of the ph‘enomenon do not quite
convince. He relates it partly to the absence in f(‘umaun of an inter-
mediate class enjoying a vested interest in land,” ‘2 Fulturale distinct
buffer class, as the Hindu zamindars were to the tribals, betwecn‘ (%xe
body of cultivating proprietors and the state,’ an.d' partly 0 d.xe dis-
tinctive history of peasant protest’ of the pre-British days which the
practice known as dbandak exemplified.
Guha's assumption is that the extent of violence is correlated to
‘different forms of domination.” One may argue that the absence of
an intermediate landed class in Kumaun did not mean the absence
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enistent.) Hormally, tribal protess turned viglens mzinky
cribals realised, under specific ciscumstances, thas the oy
(often its local representatives) had gone quer 1 the o
versaries, so that they had nothing v expecs fromis vomrar
their grievances. Needless 10 say, this erception almme é
10 2n organised tribal movement,

Dhandak, the typical collective peazant protest
Kumaun, directed primarily agzins: specific wror
against the authority of the king, had two maior
their authority and 2n 2ppeal to the king to remove them where the
peasant initiative was not enough to make them mend thei ways.
This form of protest did not perhaps persist. It was devised undes
specific historical conditions, particularly 2 firm belief of the peopls
that the king would either tame their oppressors or 2ltoz=ther remove
them. Guha does admir that ‘its socio—cultural idiom vas predicated
firmly on the traditional relationship berween the raja and prajd
(p- 84). The new power structure was hardlr companble with such
2 belief.

Swiapan Dasgupta’s conclusion that the tribal politics in the Jungle
Mzhals of Midnapur was far from the ‘exclusive handiwork of Cons-
ress politics’ is indisputable. However, he does nor se2m 1o have mad=
up his mind as to how exactly the wibal politics was related 1o the
Congress politics. The assertion such as the following is unequivocal:
“Elite politics in Midnapur has thus only a very tenuous connection
with the autonomous mobilisation of this particular section of the
subaltern. Adivasi insurgency belonged on the whole to another do-
main of politics’ (p. 135). (By “élite politics’ Dasgupra presumably
means the Congress politics.) He also makes qualified assertions. To
the question he asks (in connection with the resistance of the rribals
to the Midnapur Zamindari Company): ‘If Congress did notintroduce

politics” to the Adivasis, did it merely appropriate their autonomous
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vas an already existing subaltern consciousnegs
for be]ieving(hatthcrc‘ L ropriated, and of course in certain cageg
which was seized ll{Pf?xl, 3}124) As a conscious activity of tribals, /4,
advanced by ‘hc, Cl.l[e‘a([};j and often spontaneous, qualitatively differeq
loo‘ingsvspomdl_c’ 1;0 sistance to the MZC, an infinitely more for.
from the o,-gamsT ret-he petty shopkeepers and traders in essentia]
midable enemy “m:j \and of an abruptly increased price infuriated
modities whose end e e AT recorded inotams
Jar agitation against the MZC' prior to 1921-2. And he has lh,e
popular 8 lanation to offer: ‘Overawed perhaps by the MZC’s
b 3213 did not act in the same idiom upon which Birsa
powe’ - Sl lhad drawn. Their awareness of their own condi-
Munda, = exarr:P e’elations responsible for it was not enough to acti-
tionand [h,e pov\C”ta does admit the cruciality of the role of the
Pl (hemn'wr? ;igt‘;li organisation of the opposition to the MZC: ‘In
Sm(:sn if:;zct Congress proPag.a.nda, f}lelled .t:iy (tjh:vmg rumours of l(hey
impending collapse of the British Raj, provided the necessary stimulus
(p. 127). " . |
Yet Dasgupta would accuse the Congressmen of not consistently
upholding the tribal cause. Indeed he would even conclude: Qn other
occasions the role of the Congress seems to suggest a conscious 'sub—
version of autonomous adivasi initiative’ (p. 128) (emphasis mine).

com

the tribals. Dasgupt di

He cites just a single occasion. Even that does not establish his argu-
ment. The occasion was as follows. While the Santals ‘were collectively
reasserting lost traditional rights as a conscious political act of ins.ur-
gency, Roy, anactive Congress worker there, ‘was intenton negotiaqng
with the District Magistrate and the MZC." Roy’s motive, according
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10 Dasgupta, was ‘to en.sure Congress supervision over the labour pro-
cess L0 make Iandlorfilsm more humane.” He does not provide any
evidence wha[soevc.r in support of this crucial assertion. On the con-
trary he himself points out that the District Magistrate’s ‘attempt at
a compromise failed due to the intransigence of Roy. Roy in fact pres-
surised the MZC to come to terms with the Congress on the latter’s
cerms.’ How did, then, Roy ‘consciously’ subvert the autonomous
Adivasi initiative? What does ‘Congress supervision over the labour
process’ actually mean? Dasg.upta bas only perfunctorily dealt with
such questions. The manner in which Congressmen came to be in-
volved in the specific tribal struggle implies that the Congess politics
there had ceased to be ‘dlite politics, in the sense in which he under-
stands it.

It is true that the Congress role in the ‘second wave’ of the move-
ment (beginning sometime in August 1922) was much less decisive.
However, the Congress continued to be associated with it. The Cong-
ressmen, on Dasgupta’s own admission, ‘did not alienate themselves
from the tribal people.” During a Congress worker’s trial ‘not a single
Santal or anyone else came forward to serve as witness for the prose-
cution.” Following the arrest of a prominent Congress leader ‘the
Adivasis destroyed the MZC office.’ Yet Dasgupra sees ‘only a very
tenuous connection’ of the Congress politics with the tribal movement
there. This seems to be an instance of a tension between the idee foxe
of a historian and his compulsion not to ignore the historical dara he
handles.

Tanika Sarkar’s is an illuminating study of ambiguities in the con-
sciousness of a subaltern group—immigrant Santals in Malda, mostly
sharecroppers. (The story of the Santal movement against landlords,
which forms an important part of the study, is the context in which
the ambiguities become intelligible.) Recurrence of religious revital-
isation movements among tribals in different parts of British India
is by now a well-known phenomenon. So is the decisiveness of the
influence of Hindu ideas on some of them. The originality of Sarkar’s
study of the Santal revitalisation movement is that she points to
striking ambiguities in its ideology.

The influence of Hindu ideas on the leader, Jitu, and his ‘Sannyasi
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of pleasure, were retained throughout. Jitu's messape was "d"_'re.‘.rd
exclusively 1o the Santals, Tt was commumicated 0o in the Sapyal;
language. More -\l}‘,"iﬁ"""l."- ‘!‘C fessage cssentially detived from
Jitu's perceprions of the roots of the Santal subordination. He would
repeatedly tell the Santals that they would soon regain their Desh
(homeland) where all ‘intermediate layers of authority created by the
colonial government” between the common Santal and the village
head would disappear.

These apparent ambiguities in the consciousness of the Hinduised
Santals are explicable. Conversion to Hinduism was not mercly a
matter of substituting one religious faith for another. Tt was largely
motivated by asincere conviction that it was an essential precondition
for the coming of the millennium. The practice of keeping pigs and
fowls was abandoned not just because the Hindus considered it
unclean. Jitu believed that revitalisation of the Santal culture and reli-
gion through this abandonment would make the Santals a match for

©
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(heir adversaries. The new jal-chal status was a means of the appro-
priation of the symbols of status of the caste Hindus, and would thus
make them Ic_(‘l cqul to their enemices, The religious revitlisation
movements of the Santals are inseparable from their continuing,
dical struggle.

This phase of the religious movement of the Santals should not,
however, be rq:.mlcd as a continuation of such movements carlier.
The Santals did come under Hindu influences before, but they were
ot formally Hinduised. Nor did they think it a matter of pride 1o
call themselves | findus, to the extent of rejecting their Santal identity.
They were then hardly keen on finding a place for themselves in the
Hindu caste systermi | lindu influences only reinforced their search for
an enduring Santal identy.

poli-

Hardiman's essay divides into two distinct parts, The longer one
convincingly shows how the intervention by the colonial government
in the productionand distribution of ‘drinks’ tended to force the poor
tribals of south Gujarat to abandon the increasingly expensive drinks
and to shift to cheaper but impure stuff (made not of the traditional
ingredients such as the juice of certain trees or of certain flowers). The
tribals did not allow this to happen without a protest. Its usual form
was not opposition to the strangers connected with the new apparatus
of colonial control, but ‘illicic’ distillation and smuggling. An activity,
which in the tribal consciousness had nothing whatsoever to do with
the commission of a crime, appeared now as a crime. The second part
analyses the changing attitudes of the tribals to drinking. This seems
to be more significant from the point of view of the ‘subaltern’ hist-
oriography. Drinking for the tribals was not just a way of finding an
escape from the stresses produced by a hard day’s work. It ‘occupied
a central place in their culwure’ (p- 173). ‘In all spheres of their life,
drink had positive associations. It was a food of the gods which
possessed an element of divine power; it seta seal on negotiations and
legitimised family ceremonies; it enhanced the pleasures of social
gatherings and public festivities; it provided succour during times of
scarcity. Drink . . . lubricated the whole cycle of life of the peasants’
(p. 177).

However, under the altered conditions created by the intervention
of the colonial authority the tribals themselves tended to regard
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Adivasis ‘felt that drinking was a part of their culture, a custom

hallowed by tradition, something indcc?l which was a part of their
very identity’ (p. 222). This explanation is only partly tenable. Other
wibal societies did jettison customs ‘hallowed by tradition,’” once they
were convinced that the renunciation would help them retrieve their
lost independence. (Needless to say, the whole of a tribal community
could not be persuaded to the new style of life. Hence the continuing
conflict in the tribal society committed to a new culture and ethical
code.) The sense of identity and communal solidarity need not neces-
sarily have derived from one continuing tradition. It could have
multiple roots, since the tradition by itself did not preclude exposure
to new cultural influences, which might have created a more enduring
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sense of solidarity. It would be tautological to say that the tribals re-

qurned © their old practices, just because they were ‘hallowed by tra-

dition. - )
Gautam Bhadra rehabilitates four little-known rebels of the

':\111(il1)"1 Shah Mal (?ll small landlord), Devi Singh (a cultivator be-
Jonging © A substantial peasant community), Gonoo (an ordinary
Jtivator of Singhbhum) and Maulavi Ahmadullah Shah (an itinerant
prc.u:hcr), He rcjc'cts the usual élitist bias in rl?c traditional historio-
gmph)’ of the Mutiny and seck.s to refute one of its central assumptions
hat ‘the mass of the population appeared to have played little part
or at most tamely followed the behests of the caste superiors’ (p. 230).
}He concentrates on the people’s perception of alien rule and of the
wide-ranging implications of the Mutiny, and on the independent
initiative of the people in organising local rebellions against the Raj.

The most remarkable part of the essay is his explanation of how
relatively ‘ordinary’ rebels came to lead the popular rebellions. The
crucial factor was the pervasive popular belief that the mighty British
Raj, which represented in the people’s consciousness a formidable
instrument of repression, had irretrievably collapsed. It was now time
for the people to take the initiative which had for long been denied
to them. Creation of an alternative structure of authority and power
embodied this initiative and also the people’s aspirations. Anger
againstexploiters was formerly often expressed in the form of sporadic
crimes. Violence, now collectively organised and sustained by the new
authority structure, was designed to achieve collective aims. However,
the rebels’ vision ranged far beyond their immediate grievances. The
remote past was now recalled. This revived communal memories,
which had often little relevance to the contemporary reality. The
leader here was carrying out the will of the people and not imposing
his will on the people.

In at least one case, that of the maulavi, the people’s choice of the
leader had much to do with his extraordinariness. Bhadra infers the
‘ordinariness’ of the maulavi from his limited ‘learning’ and command
over Arabic and Persian. This was hardly a measure of his stature as
a leader. Bhadra’s references to contemporary assessments of the
Maulavi point unmistakably to the sources of his moral authority: *his

cu
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holy character’ (p. 266); ‘the Mahomedans had great fieh ;. .
an inspired prophet’ (p. 267); his troops ‘believed i ks in\'uln: hl~ N
even after a bullet.. . . smashed his thumb’ (ibid.), 3pg they Sblhr}.‘
lieved chat *his Whip and Handkerchief possessed Magicy| U;JO be
(ibid.). Other leaders were scarcely adored in this “‘;“he,q gy
Itis refreshing to find ‘subaltern’ historians handling S”ikinol - )
ginal themes. The present reviewer has, however, 501;1 st on.
abourt their treatment of the question of ‘autonomy’
movements. Some studies included in the present volun
the rigidity of the first formulation on the theme suill p
altern movements did, understandably, have their djs tnce
However, the distinctiveness might not necessarily have
their autonomy. On the other hand, persons formally a5
“élite politics’ could be involved in subaltern movéme
manner that the élite politics ceased to be so. It would b

to investigate how the content of the so-called éljte
thus significantly altered.
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