
		PART	I		

CRISES	AND
CONNECTIONS

Gopal, Priyamvada. Insurgent Empire : Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, Verso, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/usyd/detail.action?docID=5783986.
Created from usyd on 2021-05-21 22:26:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 V

er
so

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



						1						

The	Spirit	of	the	Sepoy	Host:
The	1857	Uprising	in	India	and
Early	British	Critics	of	Empire

Our	rule	has	been	that	of	the	robber	and	the	bandit	and	we	are	suffering	from	the	natural	result	–	insurrection.
Malcolm	Lewin,	Judge	in	the	East	India	Company

Despite	the	enduring	myth	of	a	nineteenth-century	Pax	Britannica,	British	rule	in	India	and	across	the	empire	was
punctuated	by	revolts,	rebellions,	 insurrection	and	instability.	So	endemic	were	such	challenges	to	British	imperial
rule	that	the	events	of	the	so-called	Indian	Mutiny	of	1857	have	been	described	as	‘unique	only	in	their	scale’.

Andrea	Major	and	Crispin	Bates,	Mutiny	at	the	Margins

In	 1925,	 nearly	 three-quarters	 of	 a	 century	 after	 the	 event,	 the	writer	 Edward	 Thompson
addressed	the	topic	of	what	he	called	‘Indian	irreconcilability’	–	the	‘unsatisfied,	embittered,
troublesome’	attitude	that	marred	Britain’s	relationship	with	the	jewel	in	the	imperial	crown.1
Like	almost	any	other	colonial	writer,	Thompson	was	confirmed	in	his	belief	that	British	rule
had	done	India	a	great	deal	of	good.	Yet	 it	was	 impossible	 to	deny	 that	 in	 that	country	 the
British	 name	 aroused	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 hatred,	 a	 ‘savage,	 set	 hatred’	 that	 could	 only	 be
accounted	for	through	widespread	popular	memories	which,	at	any	time,	could	flare	up	again
in	the	face	of	resurgent	discontent	with	colonial	rule	in	India.2	What	accounted	for	‘the	real
wall,	granite	and	immovable’,	which	the	Englishman	encountered	in	India?3	The	answer,	for
Thompson,	lay	in	the	‘Mutiny’	of	1857,	a	fountain	that	was	‘sending	forth	a	steady	flood	of
poisoned	waters’:

This	 case,	 unfortunately,	 is	 that	 of	 the	 one	 episode	where	we	were	 really	 guilty	 of	 the	 cruellest	 injustice	 on	 the
greatest	scale.	If	we	desire	to	eliminate	bitterness	from	our	controversy	with	India,	we	certainly	have	to	readjust	our
ideas	of	this	episode	–	the	Mutiny	…	Right	at	the	back	of	the	mind	of	many	an	Indian	the	Mutiny	flits	as	he	talks
with	an	Englishman	–	an	unavenged	and	unappeased	ghost.4

While	Thompson	repeats	the	familiar	colonial	canard	that	‘Indians	are	not	historians’,	adding
for	good	measure	that	‘they	rarely	show	any	critical	ability’,5	he	also	notes	that	the	English
interpretation	of	 the	events	of	1857	has	had	an	unjust	sway	on	history;	no	other	significant
episode	had	been	‘treated	so	uncritically	or	upon	such	one-sided	and	prejudged	evidence’.6
He	was	largely	right,	of	course,	about	the	dominance	of	one-sided	readings	of	the	two-sided
brutalities	of	1857,	and	the	powerful	hold	they	exercised	upon	the	British	imagination	well
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into	the	twentieth	century.	The	vast	majority	of	British	accounts	of	the	revolt	in	its	aftermath
were	steeped	 in	sanguinary	patriotism,	a	sense	of	 imperial	destiny	saved	from	peril.	Public
opinion	was,	we	 know,	 similarly	 shaped	 by	 retaliatory	 bloodlust	 and	 outrage,	 fuelled	 by	 a
ceaseless	 raking	 up	 of	 Indian	 brutalities.	 Thompson,	 no	 ‘extreme’	 critic	 of	 the	 imperial
project	 as	 he	 repeatedly	 stresses,	 nonetheless	 reads	 the	 uprising	 as	 ‘another	 of	 the	world’s
great	servile	 revolts’,7	 on	par	with	 those	 in	Demerara	 (1823)	 and	 Jamaica	 (1865),	 and	one
which	 drew	 an	 equally	 harsh	 retaliatory	 response	 that	 has	 never	 been	 subjected	 to	 critical
historical	 scrutiny.	 For	 him,	 subsequent	 colonial	 severities	 were	 a	 consequence	 of	 this
lamentable	failure.

We	know	 that	Thompson	was	 also	 correct	 about	 the	 overwhelmingly	 racialized	British
response	to	the	1857	uprising	that	told	the	story	in	the	Empire’s	favour.	A	‘great	crisis	in	our
national	history’,	as	one	of	its	earliest	and	most	famous	historians	put	it,	the	uprising	in	1857
produced,	in	the	first	instance,	conflicted	and	diverse	responses	in	Britain,	often	along	party
lines.8	Relatedly,	 there	was	plenty	of	 criticism	of	 the	 follies	 and	 failures	of	 the	 rule	of	 the
East	India	Company,	which	of	course	ended	after	 the	uprising	and	the	takeover	of	India	by
the	Crown	in	1858.	There	was	also	a	substantial	amount	of	public	agonizing	on	causation	–
on	what	had	gone	wrong	and	whether	 the	unexpected	 scale	and	bloodiness	of	 the	uprising
spoke	to	a	lethal	failure	to	understand	India	and	Indians.	One	consequence	of	the	uprising	–
and	 the	 crisis	 of	 rule	 that	 it	 undoubtedly	 provoked	 –	 was	 a	 debate	 about	 how	 best	 to
undertake	 and	manage	 the	 project	 of	 empire	 in	 India	 so	 as	 to	minimize	 the	 possibility	 of
revolt.	 The	 sanguinary	 horrors	 routinely	 evoked	 by	 accounts	 of	 the	 ‘Mutiny’	 were	 not
generally	 warnings	 against	 imperial	 rule,	 but	 cautionary	 notations	 about	 its	 dangers.	 Jill
Bender	 has	 noted	 that	 the	 uprising	 in	 India	 also	 came	 to	 constitute	 a	 master-narrative,
providing	 ‘a	 model	 for	 understanding	 and	 responding	 to	 subsequent	 crises’.9	 Explicit
comparisons	were	made	between,	for	instance,	the	rebels	of	Morant	Bay	eight	years	later,	and
the	‘treacherous’	sepoys	of	north	India.	It	remains,	then,	an	unavoidable	starting	point	for	any
examination	of	nineteenth-century	crises	of	rule	and	their	implications	for	Britain.

Much	 of	 the	 historical	 scholarship	 on	 1857	 appears	 to	 agree	 that	 the	 moment	 ‘would
mark	 the	 decisive	 turning	 away	 from	 an	 earlier	 liberal,	 reformist	 ethos	 that	 had	 furnished
nineteenth-century	empire	its	most	salient	moral	justification’.10	The	distinguished	historian
Rudrangshu	Mukherjee,	among	others,	has	argued	that	one	of	the	consequences	of	1857	was
that	the	‘velvet	glove	of	liberal	rhetoric	had	to	be	abandoned	for	the	mailed	fist’.11	Certainly,
relations	 between	 British	 colonial	 representatives	 and	 Indian	 subjects	 on	 the	 whole
manifested	a	hardening	of	 racial,	 religious	and	cultural	boundaries,	with	extreme	otherness
re-inscribed	 on	 the	 bodies	 of	 the	 ‘fanatical’	 insurgents.	 In	 place	 of	 liberal	 policies,	 ‘the
principle	of	complete	non-interference	in	the	traditional	structure	of	Indian	society’	would	be
enshrined	 alongside	 a	 clear	 racial	 hierarchy.12	 After	 the	 uprising	 was	 brutally	 crushed	 by
early	 1858,	 the	 British	 in	 India	 ‘were	 able	 to	 dictate	 a	 settlement	 from	 a	 position	 of
unquestioned	mastery,	and	to	enforce	their	will	upon	a	subdued	and	chastened	people’.13	At
the	same	time,	not	least	for	fear	of	further	insurrection,	 they	would,	 in	the	words	of	Queen
Victoria’s	 1858	 Proclamation,	 ‘disclaim	 alike	 the	 right	 and	 the	 desire	 to	 impose	 Our
convictions	 on	 any	 of	 Our	 subjects’.	 Post-rebellion	 unease,	 Christine	 Bolt	 has	 argued,
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produced	‘a	new	awareness	of	the	difficulties	involved	in	understanding	the	Indian	mind’.14
The	‘Indian’	or	‘native’	mind’	was	of	course	at	the	very	heart	of	the	question	of	the	future

of	British	India,	and	relevant	too	to	the	more	general	question	of	how	the	multihued	subjects
of	 the	 Empire	 were	 to	 be	 dealt	 with.	 The	 liberal	 and	 humanitarian	 position	 –	 steeped	 in
principles	 of	 paternalist	 tutelage	 or	 ‘improvement’	 –	 was	 that	 Indians,	 while	 not	 exactly
equal,	 could	 be	 educated	 into	 self-government,	 or	 at	 least	 the	 native	 elites	 could	 be.	 For
others,	the	mistaken	view	of	political	liberals	–	‘that	all	men	were	alike,	entitled	to	identical
rights	and	fit	to	be	governed	identically’	–	was	itself	culpable	of	having	inspired	the	revolt,
and	 had	 to	 be	 decisively	 repudiated	 in	 the	 post-1857	 era.15	 There	 was,	 however,	 a	 third
possibility,	 explored	 by	 a	 small	 number	 of	 thinkers,	 which	 came	 into	 view	 for	 a	 time.
Reading	 the	 rebellion	 as	 a	 text,	 against	 the	 grain	 of	 discourses	 of	 counter-insurgency	 that
dominated	the	British	public	sphere,	this	minority	asked	a	different	set	of	questions.	What	if
neither	the	racial	alterity	touted	by	the	hard-line	approach	nor	the	assimilative	paternalism	of
the	liberal	tutelage	model	constituted	the	right	response?	Might	there	be	a	way	to	think	about
relations	with	India	and	its	inhabitants	that	steered	a	course	outside	of	this	binary?	For	some
in	Britain,	the	rebellion	presented	itself	as	a	text	that	necessarily	asked	for	a	different	kind	of
reading,	 one	 that	 threw	 open	 other,	more	 dialogical	 possibilities.	 If	 the	 dominant	 political
shift,	as	Karuna	Mantena	has	it,	was	from	‘a	universalist	to	a	culturalist	stance’,	those	who
undertook	more	self-reflexive	and	critical	assessments	of	the	British	presence	in	India	did	not
so	much	reject	universalism	as	express	their	sense	that	the	relationship	between	the	universal
and	 the	particular	was	 a	 complex	one.16	Could	 it	 be	 that	 universals	were	 not	 so	much	 for
export	 from	Britain	 to	 its	 colonies	 as	 necessarily	 and	 already	 embedded	 in	 the	 particular?
Moreover,	what	might	Britain	(or,	more	frequently,	‘England’)	learn	from,	and	how	might	it
reconstitute	itself	in	response	to,	the	rebellion?	In	some	of	the	most	thoughtful	metropolitan
engagements	 with	 the	 rebellion,	 resistance	 was	 read	 as	 self-assertion,	 which	 opened	 up
possibilities	 for	a	more	 reciprocal	–	and	 incipiently	egalitarian	–	 form	of	engagement	with
distant	 peoples	 who	 were	 making	 claims	 upon	 and	 against	 Britain.	 In	 these	 readings,
Britain’s	subjugated	Indian	subjects	could	neither	be	relegated	to	pure	otherness,	as	they	were
in	 the	 absolutist	 conservative	 response,	 nor	 simply	 yoked	 to	 the	 project	 of	 reformist
improvement,	in	the	liberal	mode.	For	dissident	English	writers	like	the	Chartist	Ernest	Jones
and	 the	 Positivist	 Richard	 Congreve,	 the	 rebellion	 prompted	 a	 rethinking	 of	 their	 own
premises	 and	manner	 of	 engagement	 with	 the	 non-European;	 they	 invited	 their	 readers	 to
think	through	the	possibility	that	the	cultural-particular	and	the	humanist-universal	were	not
entirely	 at	 odds	 with	 each	 other.	 The	 text	 of	 insurgency,	 in	 other	 words,	 threw	 open	 the
problematic	of	engaging	with	subjugated	others	with	whom	common	ground	might	be	forged
without	eliding	differences.	If,	for	the	official	mind,	one	consequence	of	the	uprising	of	1857
was	 that	 a	 professed	universalism	 ‘easily	gave	way	 to	harsh	 attitudes	 about	 the	 intractable
differences	 among	 people,	 the	 inscrutability	 of	 other	 ways	 of	 life,	 and	 the	 ever-present
potential	 for	 racial	 and	 cultural	 conflict’,	 for	 some	 of	 a	more	 dissident	 bent,	 it	 opened	 up
rather	more	dialogical	possibilities.17	The	native-in-revolt,	 as	we	 shall	 see,	was	not	 always
figured	as	inscrutable	or	irrational,	but	rather	as	staking	claims	upon	a	history	they	intended
to	make	themselves,	if	in	circumstances	not	of	their	own	choosing.	Partly	in	response,	a	small
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but	distinct	body	of	dissident	discourse	developed	in	Britain	which	sought	to	invoke	a	degree
of	sympathetic	understanding	 for	 the	 rebellion,	as	well	as	a	critical	disposition	 towards	 the
imperial	project.

Beyond	the	Sepoy	War
Since	our	interest	is	in	how	the	events	of	1857	in	India	shaped	an	emergent	critique	of	empire
within	 Britain,	 I	 will	 not	 devote	 much	 space	 here	 to	 discussing	 the	 uprising	 itself.	 An
historical	episode	that	has	received	a	great	deal	of	scholarly	attention	from	the	late	nineteenth
century	onwards,	the	uprising	continues	to	be	revisited	and	debated	in	salutary	ways.18	In	a
volume	 produced	 by	 the	 Indian	 Council	 to	 commemorate	 the	 150th	 anniversary	 of	 those
events	 in	 2007,	 Sabyasachi	 Bhattacharya	 notes	 rightly	 that	 the	 literature	 on	 the	 subject	 is
‘dauntingly	 large’	 and	 includes	 important	 new	 revisionist	 work	 examining	 formerly
overlooked	 aspects	 such	 as	 gender,	 the	 role	 of	 tribal	 and	 Dalit	 communities,	 and	 its
representations	in	popular	culture,	making	use	of	Indian-language	sources	as	well.19	Initially
a	point	of	contestation	in	British	debates,	it	became	clear	that	the	insurgency	was	more	than	a
military	 mutiny,	 and	 involved	 ‘considerable	 participation	 by	 the	 civilian	 population’,	 and
diverse	 elements	 of	 that	 population.20	 It	 is	 also	 clear	 that	 a	 complex	 chain	 of	 causation
extended	 well	 beyond	 the	 legendary	 ‘greased	 cartridges’	 for	 the	 Enfield	 rifle,	 and	 indeed
beyond	religious	identities	and	sentiments	alone,	even	if	those	certainly	played	a	determinate
role.	 Our	 interest	 here	 is	 in	 how	 an	 understanding	 of	 causes	 and	 causality	 –	 and	 the
predictable	ferocity	of	 the	counterinsurgency	–	shaped	dissent	around	the	imperial	question
back	in	Britain.

The	briefest	of	overviews	then:	 the	uprising	–	or	the	‘Ghadar’	as	it	 is	known	in	Urdu	–
formally	 broke	 out	 on	 10	 May	 1957.	 The	 ostensible	 ‘last-straw’	 provocation	 for	 it	 has
traditionally	been	attributed	 to	 the	controversial	 cartridges	 for	 the	new	Enfield	 rifle,	which
had	been	provided	to	the	native	regiments	of	the	East	India	Company’s	army,	greased,	it	was
rumoured,	with	pig	and	cow	fat	–	thereby	violating	the	religious	sensibilities	of	both	Muslim
and	 Hindu	 infantrymen.	 The	 iconic	 cartridges,	 as	 Jill	 Bender	 has	 noted,	 ‘provided	 a
convenient	explanation	for	the	rebellion,	one	that	did	not	openly	challenge	the	legitimacy	of
British	colonial	control	or	validate	 Indian	unrest’.21	Rumour	 itself,	of	course,	played	a	key
role	in	the	fomenting	of	the	uprising,	often	acting,	as	in	the	instance	of	Meerut,	as	the	match
which	 lit	 a	 dry	 haystack.	 There	 were	 manifold	 other	 problems	 which	 caused	 soldierly
discontent,	 including	 poor	 pay,	 loss	 of	 allowances,	 and	 insistence	 on	 overseas	 service.	We
know	 that	 soldier	 violence,	 one	 element	 of	 the	 uprising	 of	 1857,	 was	 not	 in	 itself
unprecedented;	 a	 contemporary	 observer	 notes	 that	 there	 ‘had	 previously	 been	 several
mutinies	in	the	native	army	…	but	they	had	been	suppressed	with	little	difficulty’.22	Troubles
had	in	fact	been	rumbling	from	February	1857	onwards	when	in	May,	the	troops	at	Meerut
rose	against	 their	officers,	shot	 them	dead,	freed	imprisoned	fellow	troopers	and	set	off	for
Delhi.	 (One	 of	 the	 most	 famous	 figures	 associated	 with	 the	 rebellion,	 the	 infantryman
Mangal	 Pandey,	 had	 already	 been	 executed	 on	 29	 March	 for	 firing	 at	 and	 wounding	 his
commanding	 officer	 at	 his	 barracks	 near	 Calcutta.)	 Once	 the	 rebels	 reached	 and	 captured
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Delhi,	 they	were	joined	by	the	54th	Bengal	Native	Infantry,	which,	ordered	to	fire	at	 them,
had	refused	to.	Violence	then	spread	across	northern	India	into	other	cantonments	as	well	as
civilian	 areas,	 with	 government	 officers,	 telegraph	 lines,	 post	 offices,	 treasuries	 and	 local
courts	–	the	apparatus	and	infrastructure	of	colonial	rule	–	unsurprisingly	being	targeted	for
destruction,	in	addition	to	books	in	English,	maps	and	instruments.23	As	more	than	a	dozen
cantonments	fell	over	that	hot	summer,	hundreds	of	British	officers	and	civilians	perished	in
the	rampage;	their	violent	deaths,	in	particular	those	of	women	and	children,	would	become
the	 stuff	 of	 broadside	 and	 ballad.	 Among	 the	 fatalities	 were	 also	 ‘Anglo-Indians’	 or
‘Eurasians’,	 as	 well	 as	 Indian	 Christians.	 In	 one	 of	 the	 most	 infamous	 incidents,	 in	 June
1857,	after	being	promised	safe	passage	by	Nana	Sahib,	an	entire	garrison	was	ambushed	and
killed	near	Kanpur,	on	 the	banks	of	 the	Ganges	at	Satichaura	Ghat,	while	200	women	and
children	were	butchered,	quite	literally,	in	the	equally	infamous	Bibighar	incident	after	being
confined	 there,	 their	 bodies	 thrown	 into	 a	 legendary	well.	 The	 latter	 story	would	 electrify
British	newspaper	readers	when	it	reached	London	two	months	later,	becoming	emblematic
of	‘native’	treason	and	treachery.

In	an	attempt	by	the	rebels	to	unify	multiple	interests	which	were	set	in	opposition	to	the
British,	 and	 to	 provide	 a	 direct	 oppositional	 sovereignty	 to	 the	 British	 colonial	 order,	 the
King	 of	 Delhi	 –	 the	 aging	 and	 somewhat	 reluctant	 Mughal,	 Bahadur	 Shah	 Zafar	 –	 was
proclaimed	emperor	of	India.	Both	Hindus	and	Muslims	were	enjoined	to	participate	in	the
rebellion	as	a	religious	duty.	As	Kim	Wagner	notes,	those	who	fought	under	the	banner	of	the
Mughal	emperor	‘became	the	honourable	defenders	of	deen	and	dharma,	of	faith	and	social
duty	and	obligations.	The	 rebels,	 in	short,	 fought	 to	preserve	 the	moral	order	and	fabric	of
north	 Indian	 society’.24	 Some	other	 princes	 and	 feudal	 aristocrats	 –	most	 famously,	Tantia
Tope,	 leading	 the	 forces	 of	 Nana	 Sahib;	 Rani	 Lakshmi	 Bai	 of	 Jhansi,	 the	 famous	warrior
queen	 of	 nationalist	 lore	 who	 died	 in	 battle;	 Khan	 Bahadur	 Khan;	 and	 Firoz	 Shah	 –	 also
provided	rallying	points	and	leadership,	while	some	stayed	out	of	the	fray	or	allied	with	the
British.	 In	 August	 1857,	 a	 famous	 proclamation	 issued	 in	 Bahadur	 Shah	 Zafar’s	 name
adumbrated	 some	 of	 the	 reasons	 for	 the	 uprising.	 These	 included	 land	 seizures	 from
zamindars;	trade	monopolies	‘of	all	the	fine	and	valuable	merchandise,	such	as	indigo,	cloth,
and	other	articles	of	shipping,	leaving	only	the	trade	of	trifles	to	the	people’;	the	treatment	of
natives	 employed	 in	 the	 civil	 and	 military	 services	 with	 ‘little	 respect,	 low	 pay,	 and	 no
manner	of	influence’;	the	casting	into	unemployment	of	‘the	weavers,	the	cotton	dressers,	the
carpenters,	the	blacksmiths,	and	the	shoemakers	…	so	that	every	description	of	native	artisan
has	 been	 thrown	 into	 beggary’;	 and,	 finally,	 ‘the	 Europeans	 being	 enemies	 of	 both	 the
religions’,	Hindu	and	Mohammedan.25	A	multiplicity	of	causes	fomented	resistance,	some	of
it	directed	against	 indigenous	elites	 such	as	moneylenders	 and	 landlords.26	Attacks	 on	 and
the	 seizing	 of	 the	 property	 of	 the	 rich	were	 a	 frequent	 feature	 of	 the	 uprising,	 as	was	 the
releasing	 of	 prisoners	 from	 gaols	 and	 the	 ransacking	 of	 treasuries	 and	 Kutcheries	 (law
courts).27	As	Mukherjee	notes,	‘Two	overlapping	structures	of	domination	–	one	native	and
the	other	foreign	–	were	simultaneously	attacked	by	the	subordinated.’28	Some	of	these	elites,
like	moneylenders	and	traders,	were	also	perceived	to	be	collaborating	with	the	British.

From	a	large	number	of	historical	studies	and	popular	accounts,	we	are	now	familiar	with
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the	overwhelming	sense	of	national	distress	and	hysterical	 racial	outrage	generated	back	 in
Britain	by	rebel	violence.	Atrocities	such	as	those	which	took	place	in	Kanpur	(‘Cawnpore’)
and	 Lucknow	 have	 attained	 legendary	 status	 and	 continue	 to	 be	 obsessively	 revisited	 in
British	 popular	 history;	 the	 mutilation	 of	 –	 and	 alleged	 sexual	 violence	 against	 –	 British
women	became	central	to	British	imaginings	of	the	uprising.	As	one	historian	notes,	the	very
use	 of	 violence	 against	 the	 British	 itself	 constituted	 a	 startling	 reversal	 of	 direction,	 a
challenge	to	the	conquering	power.	To	the	extent	that	authority	arrogates	to	itself	a	monopoly
on	exercising	violence,	its	return	in	the	opposite	direction	is	a	transgression,	an	assertion	of
autonomy:	‘The	right	to	violence	is	everywhere	a	privilege	that	authority	enjoys	and	refuses
to	 share	with	 those	under	 it.’29	A	 challenge	 to	 this	monopoly	was	 also,	 of	 course,	 a	 direct
challenge	 to	 legitimacy	of	 rule.	As	The	Times	would	put	 it	on	31	August	1857,	 the	sepoys
had	‘broken	the	spell	of	inviolability	that	seemed	to	attach	to	an	English	man	[sic]	as	such’.30
The	ferocity	of	the	British	counterinsurgency,	observed	John	Lawrence,	the	governor	of	the
Punjab,	sought	to	‘make	an	example	and	terrify	others’	who	might	be	tempted	to	undertake
similar	 challenges	 to	 the	 right	 to	 violence.31	 The	 exemplary	 punishment	 by	 an	 ‘army	 of
retribution’,	as	it	came	to	be	known,	included	shooting,	hanging	or	blowing	Indian	suspects
from	the	mouths	of	cannons.	One	British	eyewitness	wrote	home	thus:

The	prisoners,	under	a	strong	European	guard,	were	then	marched	into	the	square,	 their	crimes	and	sentences	read
aloud	to	them,	and	at	the	head	of	each	regiment;	they	were	then	marched	round	the	square,	and	up	to	the	guns.	The
first	ten	were	picked	out	…	and	they	were	bound	to	the	guns	…	The	potfires	were	lighted,	and	at	a	signal	from	the
artillery	major,	the	guns	were	fired.	It	was	a	horrid	sight	that	then	met	the	eye,	a	regular	shower	of	human	fragments
of	heads,	of	arms,	of	legs,	appeared	in	the	air	through	the	smoke.32

Fragmenting	bodies,	including	by	guns	‘peppering	away	at	niggers’,	was	a	way	of	ensuring
that	 there	 could	 be	 no	 appropriate	 funerary	 rites	 –	 a	 final	 humiliation.33	 In	 some	 cases,
Hindus	 were	 deliberately	 buried	 and	Muslims	 cremated,	 contrary	 to	 each	 religion’s	 code.
Boastful	 letters	 dispatched	 back	 to	 England	 spoke	 of	 terrified	 civilians	 hunted	 down	 and
killed,	their	hutments	razed	to	the	ground	or	burned	down.	Two	sons	and	a	grandson	of	the
Mughal	 were	 also	 scandalously	 shot	 in	 cold	 blood,	 after	 they	 had	 surrendered,	 unarmed.
Bahadur	Shah	Zafar	was	himself	 imprisoned	and	put	on	 trial	 ‘for	his	 treasonable	design	of
overthrowing	 and	 destroying	 the	 British	 government	 in	 India’,	 though	 he	 was	 spared
execution.34	 Though	 it	 took	 some	 time	 –	 nearly	 two	 years	 in	 the	 end	 –	 the	 uprising	 was
ultimately	put	down	decisively,	though	this	did	not	spell	an	end	to	the	periodic	emergence	of
insurgencies,	 mutinies	 and	 other	 forms	 of	 resistance.	 The	 violence	 of	 1857–58	 had	 seen
hundreds	of	Britons	slain	and	tens	of	thousands	of	Indians	slaughtered.	In	November	1858,
the	 Crown	 proclaimed	 its	 sole	 control	 and	 constitutional	 authority,	 and	 the	 East	 India
Company’s	rule	came	to	an	end.	In	July	1859	the	viceroy	declared	a	‘state	of	peace’.

How	and	why	the	uprising	of	1857	failed	does	not	concern	us	here.	Among	the	reasons
historians	have	advanced	are	the	very	heterogeneity	of	the	various	interests	involved	and	the
absence	 of	 a	 coherent	 ideology	 and	 centralized	 leadership.	 There	 was,	 of	 course,	 also	 no
matching	 the	British	when	 it	 came	 to	 strength	 in	munitions	 and	weaponry	 as	 the	 counter-
insurgency,	which	saw	thousands	of	troops	in	the	shape	of	the	‘army	of	retribution’	shipped
out	 from	 Britain	 to	 assist,	 would	 brutally	 illustrate.	 Significantly,	 however,	 despite	 the
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ultimate	 victory,	 ‘the	 rebellion	 and	 its	 aftermath	 embedded	 itself	 in	 the	 British	 national
consciousness	in	a	way	unmatched	by	previous	colonial	confrontations’,	though	some	slave
insurrections	–	not	least	the	1823	Demerara	uprising	–	had	generated	public	controversy,	and,
not	 many	 years	 before,	 the	 Second	 Afghan	 War	 had	 featured	 in	 public	 discussions.35
Nonetheless,	1857	was	undoubtedly	the	first	major	crisis	in	the	post-Emancipation	era	to	be
relayed	 with	 relative	 immediacy	 to	 the	 British	 newspaper-reading	 public	 –	 news	 taking
weeks	rather	than	months	to	arrive	–	and	to	have	generated	such	a	vast	amount	of	political,
literary	and	cultural	engagement,	which	continued	into	the	next	century.	Before	a	degree	of
consensus	emerged	in	the	decade	following	the	uprising	–	one	in	which	Britain	was	figured
as	 a	 benevolent	 and	 liberal	 colonial	 power	 disloyally	 attacked	 by	 reactionary	 native	 elites
keen	to	preserve	their	own	feudal	and	caste	interests	–	the	initial	British	responses	to	news	of
the	 uprising	were	 in	 fact	 divided.	Much	 scholarly	work	 has	 been	 undertaken	 on	mapping
these	fractures	and	debates,	not	least	that	between	the	Whig	interpretation	of	the	‘Mutiny’	as
a	limited	military	insurrection	and	the	Tory	claim	that	interventionist	reforms	had	caused	the
rebellion.36	Famously,	Disraeli	declared:	‘The	decline	and	fall	of	empires	are	not	the	affair	of
greased	cartridges.	Such	results	are	occasioned	by	adequate	causes	and	the	accumulation	of
adequate	causes.’37	Most	of	those	subscribing	to	this	theory	‘were	critical	of	the	government
and	 EIC,	 although	 the	 nature	 of	 their	 critique	 of	 colonial	 rule	 varied’,	 writes	 Salahuddin
Malik,	 noting	 that	 there	 then	 began	 ‘a	 searching	 public	 exploration’	 of	 what	 these	 causes
might	have	been.38	Few,	of	course,	challenged	the	legitimacy	of	British	rule	itself,	focusing
instead	 on	 specific	 policies	 and	 Company	 misdemeanours.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 Gautam
Chakravarty	has	suggested,	resistance	in	this	case	and	others,	including	the	1865	Morant	Bay
rebellion	and	the	1882	Egyptian	war,	both	of	which	I	will	examine	in	subsequent	chapters,
produced	‘sophisticated	forms	of	metropolitan	counter-mobilisation	structured	around	themes
of	 race,	 religion,	 “pacification”,	 imperial	 identity	 and	 a	 forthright	 binary	 of	 civilisation–
savagery’.39	Yet	1857,	like	the	other	crises,	also	produced	myriad	forms	of	dissent,	ranging
from	 a	 radicalized	 liberalism	 that	 placed	 the	 agency	 of	 colonial	 subjects	 at	 its	 centre	 to
outright	 condemnations	of	 the	 colonial	 project	 that	went	 so	 far	 as	 to	 call	 for	 the	 complete
withdrawal	 of	 Britain	 from	 India.	 While	 these	 do	 not	 quite	 add	 up	 to	 what	 Christopher
Herbert	 rather	 hyperbolically	 terms	 ‘a	 voluminous	 discourse	 of	 dissent’,	 certain	 distinct
species	of	unease	and	critique	did	emerge	out	of	 the	 intellectual	and	political	churning	that
took	 place	 1857.40	 I	 will	 explore	 some	 of	 the	more	 uncompromising	 and	 interesting	 ones
presently,	 and	 examine	 how	 they	 were	 directly	 shaped	 by	 the	 fact	 of	 rebellion	 read	 as	 a
pedagogical	text.

Although	 a	 vast	 body	 of	 British	 writings	 on	 1857	 is	 indeed	 marked	 by	 what	 Herbert
describes	as	a	‘hallucinatory	stylistic	register’,	evoking	a	sense	of	‘traumatic	expulsion	from
a	 known	world	 into	 a	 frightening	 new	 historical	 era’,	 very	 little	 of	 it	 actually	 took	 on	 the
imperial	 project	 directly.41	 The	 ‘profoundly	 traumatic	 cultural	 crisis’	 generated	 by	 the
conflicted	responses	to	the	retaliatory	bloodshed	suggests	to	Herbert	that	the	imperial	project
was	 itself	plagued	by	crises	of	 ‘that	vital	 constituent	of	mid-Victorian	culture,	 the	national
conscience’.	This,	 he	 avers,	 shows	 up	 the	 fundamental	wrongness	 of	 ‘studies	 informed	 by
Said’s	 ground-breaking	 Orientalism’,	 which	 have	 taken	 as	 their	 ‘first	 commandment	 the
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premise	of	the	monolithic,	always	self-consistent	nature	of	imperialism’.42	Quite	apart	from
the	 patently	 absurd	 caricature	 of	 Said’s	work,	what	 is	 really	 telling	 here	 is	Herbert’s	 own
regurgitation	 of	 the	 axiom	 that	 imperialism	 was	 a	 self-correcting	 system,	 constitutively
plagued	by	a	sense	of	its	own	wrongness.	If	it	was	indeed	the	case	that	a	constantly	uneasy
conscience	redeems	Victorian	culture,	then	we	must	ask	why	it	took	events	entailing	violent
anticolonial	 insurgency	 for	 a	 ‘faculty	 of	 searching	 self-scrutiny’	 to	 be	 awakened,	 and	 for
Britons	 to	be	 ‘afforded	a	deeply	disillusioning	view	 into	 the	national	 soul’.43	Why	did	 this
‘national	conscience’	emerge	only	 in	 the	 face	of	 resistance	 to	 the	 imperial	mission	and	 the
brutal	 counterinsurgencies	 required	 to	 suppress	 it?	Why	 would	 a	 value	 system	 inherently
‘fatally	at	odds	with	itself’	worry	about	‘shocking	perversions’	only	when	challenged	by	an
opposite	force	making	its	own	demands	upon	it?44

My	own	argument	here	turns	away	from	the	hypostatizing	pieties	of	a	presumed	national
conscience	towards	an	examination	of	rebel	agency	as	a	catalyst	for	serious	criticism	of	the
imperial	 project.	 Looking	 at	 three	 very	 different	 readings	 of	 1857	 perceived	 as	 a
revolutionary	moment,	I	want	to	draw	out	some	aspects	of	dissident	engagement	with	India.
The	first	is	the	way	in	which	the	rebellion	itself	functions	as	a	text	upon	which	is	impressed
the	voice	and	will	of	insurgents.	The	second	is	the	manner	in	which	this	text	functions	as	a
pedagogical	enterprise	in	which	the	direction	of	tutelage	is	reversed:	it	is	the	colonizers	who
must	learn	from	the	colonized.	The	last	–	and	perhaps	most	important	for	a	longer	narrative
account	of	 the	 emergence	of	British	 anticolonialism	–	 is	 the	 emergence	of	possibilities	 for
forging	fellow-feeling	between	denizens	of	the	metropole	and	inhabitants	of	the	periphery,	a
shift	that	would	replace	paternalism	with	dialogism,	thus	creating	new	affective	and	political
dispositions.	 John	 Bruce	 Norton,	 an	 ‘India	 hand’	 of	 a	 critical	 bent,	 called	 for	 a	 radical
reconstitution	 of	 relations	 between	 rulers	 and	 ruled	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 equality	 and,	 in	 a
remarkable	inversion,	for	the	British	to	assimilate	with	the	Indians.	The	Chartist	 leader	and
poet	Ernest	 Jones	would	explicitly	 celebrate	 revolutionary	 ‘contagion’,	whereby	 the	 Indian
rebels	 might	 inspire	 domestic	 resistance.	 Finally,	 there	 is	 the	 unexpected	 radicalism	 of
Richard	Congreve,	the	Positivist	leader	who	was	one	of	the	few	to	call	unambiguously	for	a
full	 British	 withdrawal	 from	 India	 and	 the	 forging	 of	 working-class	 solidarity	 with	 those
under	British	rule.

‘We	may	learn	much	from	them	as	well	as	teach’:	John	Bruce	Norton	and
the	Illuminated	Text	of	Rebellion
Among	those	Britons	of	a	 liberal	disposition	who	did	not	 take	‘the	fact	of	 resistance	…	as
evidence	 of	 a	 derisive	 and	 perverse	 rejection	 by	 Indians	 of	 the	 civilizational	 benefits
proffered	by	imperial	rule’,	but	sought	instead	to	engage	with	its	implications	for	the	Empire
as	a	whole,	was	the	Madras	lawyer	and	jurist	John	Bruce	Norton.45	Norton	is	important	for
our	 purposes	 not	 only	 because	 he	 dissented	 from	 government	 policy	 and	 practice	 –	 well
before	the	insurgency,	which,	he	tells	us,	he	predicted	–	but	because	his	own	conflicted	view
about	the	continuance	of	British	rule	in	India	begins	to	indicate	the	emergence	of	an	attitude
towards	 the	colonized	 that	was	neither	 just	paternalist	nor	 simply	 relativist.	What	Norton’s

Gopal, Priyamvada. Insurgent Empire : Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, Verso, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/usyd/detail.action?docID=5783986.
Created from usyd on 2021-05-21 22:26:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 V

er
so

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



lengthy	 account	 of	 causation	 does	make	 clear,	 however,	 is	 the	 need	 for	 a	 certain	 kind	 of
reverse	tutelage,	whereby	it	would	be	the	British	who	learned	from	the	Indians.46	Here,	 the
actions	of	the	rebels	–	rather	than	‘an	explicit	intellectual	discourse’,	to	use	Trouillot’s	phrase
–	would	be	the	primer.47	 In	a	resonant	metaphor,	Norton	describes	 the	rebellion	as	a	 text	–
indeed,	 an	 illuminated	 manuscript,	 wherein	 ‘the	 same	 truth	 is	 thrust	 forward	 in	 a	 more
startling	and	authoritative	form	…	written	in	the	blood	of	our	murdered	countrymen	in	India,
illustrated	 by	 rebellion,	 and	 illuminated	 by	 the	 conflagrations	 at	 Meerut	 and	 Delhi,	 and
Lucknow,	 and	Allahabad’.48	 The	 reversal	 of	 textual	authority	 is	 not	 insignificant:	 it	 is	 the
rebellion	that	puts	flesh	and	blood,	so	to	speak,	on	the	Englishman’s	words.	Norton	himself
might	not	have	been	heeded	when	he	warned	of	impending	trouble	but	 ignoring	the	claims
‘written’	 in	blood	by	 the	 rebels	would	be	 catastrophic.	 ‘We’	have	 something	 to	 learn	 from
‘them’,	and	here	Norton’s	drawing	on	the	voices	of	rebels	mouthing	profanities	is	telling.	He
recounts	an	exemplary	incident,	‘a	glimmering	of	the	truth’	relayed	in	the	Bombay	Times:	‘At
the	slaughter	of	Neemuch,	when	the	officers	said	to	their	native	troops	…	“You	have	eaten
the	Company’s	salt,	why	are	you	not	faithful	to	it?”	The	answer,	as	the	sepoys	shot	down	and
bayonetted	them,	was,	“You	Banchats!	have	you	been	faithful	to	the	King	of	Oude?”	’49	This
moment	 of	moral	 dialogism	–	where	 the	 sepoy,	 in	 turn,	 poses	 a	 question	 to	 the	 colonizer,
asking	him	to	examine	his	own	betrayals	and	ethical	violations	–	has	pedagogic	value;	but	for
the	British,	not	the	natives.	It	is	the	British	who	need	to	learn	to	be	consistent	and	loyal:

Peruse	the	dying	speech	of	the	traitor	at	Sattara,	as	we	call	him	–	hero	and	martyr	as	the	people	regard	him,	and	as
we	should	ourselves	regard	him,	were	the	fable	narrated	of	ourselves	and	invading	Russians	–	and	reflect,	whether
his	brief	address	to	his	country-men	does	not	throw	light	upon	the	feelings	which	prompted	the	rising	at	Sattara.50

Norton	–	a	known	critic	of	 the	East	 India	Company’s	courts	who	would	become	advocate-
general	for	Madras	in	1863	and	who	had	served	on	the	famous	Torture	Commission	of	1855,
which	investigated	claims	that	agents	of	the	Company	had	tortured	persons	in	the	process	of
revenue	extraction	–	begins	his	pointedly	titled	work	The	Rebellion	in	India:	How	to	Prevent
Another	 by	 noting	 that	 the	 gag	 orders	 preventing	 the	 press,	 both	 ‘Native’	 and	 ‘European’,
from	 covering	 most	 aspects	 of	 the	 uprising	 were	 ‘intended	 to	 screen	 the	 cowardice	 and
incapacity	of	the	real	authors	of	the	revolution’.51	Writing	hot	on	the	heels	of	the	uprising	–
the	 book	 was	 published	 in	 London	 in	 the	 autumn	 of	 1857	 –	 Norton	 posed	 one	 central
question:	‘Shall	we	throw	away	or	shall	we	preserve	our	Indian	Empire?’52	Norton	was	very
clear	that	it	would	be	a	calamitous	mistake	to	hold	to	the	belief	that	‘the	origin	of	the	present
crisis	 is	 purely	 military	 disaffection’,	 and	 that	 ‘the	 masses	 took	 no	 share	 in	 it’.53	 The
widespread	 existence	 of	 negative	 feelings	 towards	 the	 British	 in	 India	 has	 to	 be	 taken	 on
board	as	a	central	 issue:	 ‘There	 is	 indisputably	a	very	 large	and	 influential	population	who
hate	us	cordially.’54	What	is	of	real	significance	in	Norton’s	sense	of	grim	vindication	is	his
emphasis	on	engagement	with	 the	 ruled	–	on	 listening	 to	 those	who,	 contrary	 to	 dominant
assumptions,	 had	 a	 clear	 sense	 of	 their	 own	 needs.	His	 own	 unheeded	 prognostications	 of
trouble	 had	 been	 based	 on	 conversations	 with	 those	 he	 encountered	 in	 the	 course	 of	 his
administrative	work.	Simply	observing	matters	with	 ‘ordinary	 intelligence’	had	 shown	 that
‘there	was	disaffection	enough	in	the	land	for	half-a-dozen	rebellions’,	and	that	any	failures
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these	might	meet	with	were	due	less	to	Britain’s	popularity	and	strength	than	to	diversity	and
discordance	 among	 its	 inhabitants.55	 Given	 the	 overwhelming	 emphasis	within	 the	British
community	 in	 India	 on	 severe	 retribution,	 repression	 and	 separation	 of	 communities,
Norton’s	call	for	active	engagement	and	listening	was	remarkable.

Norton	had	another	valuable	insight:	the	widespread	Indian	antipathy	was	to	a	system	of
rule,	not	simply	to	a	few	rotten	apples,	for	it	was	‘a	hatred	not	of	obnoxious	individuals	who
have	 given	 offence	 to	 their	 immediate	 inferiors;	 not	 a	 class	 feeling	 of	 the	 soldiery	 against
their	 officers;	 but	 a	 general	 antipathy	 to	 the	European	 race’.56	Listing	district	 after	 district
which	had	become	 scenes	of	hostile	outbreaks,	Norton	also	denied	 that	 it	was	possible	 ‘to
limit	 the	cause	of	outbreak	 to	 the	offended	religious	prejudices	of	any	particular	caste	…	I
believe	there	is	no	one	so	weak	as	to	fancy,	that	had	there	been	no	greased	cartridges	there
would	have	been	no	 rebellion’.57	Religion	and	cultural	differences	would	not	 suffice	as	an
explanation	of	causation,	and	any	consideration	of	the	‘feelings	of	the	Natives’	would	have	to
be	less	facile.58

It	 is	 worth	 pausing	 on	 the	 ‘actual	 feelings	 of	 the	 people’,	 variations	 of	 which	 phrase
Norton	repeatedly	uses.59	His	 interest	 in	 that	affective	 realm	–	and	 the	 recently	manifested
agency	of	those	who	act	upon	their	emotions	–	enables	his	own	criticisms	of	the	self-serving
discourse	deployed	by	colonial	administrators:	‘They	are	so	puffed	up	with	an	overweening
idea	 of	 their	 own	 excellence,	 that	 they	 cannot	 believe	 the	 people	 disaffected	 under	 their
superintendence;	they	are	so	wedded	to	the	perfections	of	the	Indian	Government,	that	they
cannot	conceive	it	distasteful	to	the	people’.60	Equally	significant	is	Norton’s	insistence	that
these	 negative	 feelings	 ought	 to	 be	 entirely	 legible	 in	 their	 specificity,	 rather	 than
mechanically	dismissed	as	fanaticism:	‘They	make	no	allowance	for	the	existence	among	the
Natives	 of	 those	 feelings	 which	 actuate	 themselves.	 They	 cannot	 believe	 that	 the	 Natives
look	with	reverence,	or	affection,	or	respect	to	old	institutions,	old	associations,	old	names,
old	dynasties.	They	look	only	to	what	they	conclude	their	system	ought	to	produce.’61	Norton
contended	 that	 this	 denial	 of	 parity	 was	 a	 significant	 part	 of	 the	 problem	 underlying	 the
rebellion.

Since,	 taken	 to	 its	 logical	 conclusion,	 respect	 for	 the	 feelings	 of	 the	 governed	 might
enjoin	 the	withdrawal	 of	 a	 resented	 external	 power,	 Norton	 admits	 to	 a	 sense	 of	 his	 own
contradictions:	‘It	may	seem	paradoxical,	and	I	confess,	I	feel	it	difficult	how	to	reconcile	my
statement	 of	 belief	 in	 discontent	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 masses	 with	 the	 admission	 that	 our
Government	 is	an	 improvement	on	any	 form	which	has	preceded	 it.’62	 (He	does,	however,
note	 that	 the	 previous	 form	 of	 government	 being	 ‘worse’	 does	 not	make	 this	 one	 ‘good’.)
This	admitted	paradox	is	important,	as	it	is	one	that	would	continue	to	dog	British	critics	of
empire	into	the	next	century:	the	clash	between	acknowledging	the	wishes	of	the	ruled	and	an
inability	 to	 relinquish	fully	 the	 liberal	principle	 that	 it	was	possible	 to	govern	benevolently
and	responsively.	Norton	is	conscious	that	his	disquisition	on	the	deep-rooted	and	widespread
causes	of	disaffection	here	fails	to	follow	through	on	its	own	conclusions	about	widespread
disaffection,	with	a	call	for	the	withdrawal	of	Britain	from	the	colony.	Norton’s	declaration
sits	at	odds	with	his	analysis:	‘It	is	not	possible	to	conceive	a	greater	calamity	to	the	people
of	 India,	 than	 the	 present	 dissolution	 of	 the	 bands	 between	 them	 and	 us.’63	 But,	 even	 so,
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Norton’s	conception	of	a	reconfigured	rule	is	radical	in	its	insistent	inversion	of	the	direction
of	 assimilation.	 If,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 familiar	 liberal	 trio	 of	 ‘justice,	 prudence,	 and
benevolence’	must	be	deployed	to	‘reconcile	the	Natives	to	our	rule’	until,	on	the	other,	they
are	‘fitted	to	take	their	own	government	peacefully	and	powerfully	into	their	own	hands’,	the
very	 definition	 of	 benefaction	 had	 changed.64	 It	 was	 important	 for	 the	 British	 in	 India	 to
change	 their	 behaviour	 to	 the	 point	where	 the	 natives	would	 come	 to	 regard	 them	 less	 as
benefactors	than	‘as	a	portion	of	themselves’.65	This	seemingly	throwaway	exegetical	phrase
is	 important,	 for	here	 is	neither	a	 radical	othering	nor	a	 simple	assimilation	of	native	 lives
and	cultures	to	European	mores.	It	is	the	British	outsider	who	must	strive	to	become	part	of
the	 Indian	 self;	 and,	 for	 this	 to	 happen,	 the	wishes	 of	 those	whom	Britain	 rules	 had	 to	 be
foundational:	‘We	have	governed	too	much	for	ourselves,	too	little	for	the	people.’66	Rather
than	 calling	 for	 Indians	 to	 be	 ‘lifted	 to	 the	 heights	 of	 Victorian	 liberalism’,	 Norton	 was
calling	for	the	ruling	British	to	bend	their	ear	low	to	their	subjects	–	to	listen	and	integrate.67
They	would,	of	course,	do	the	opposite,	withdrawing	into	the	enclaves	of	power	from	which
rule	would	be	undertaken	carefully,	but	enacted	upon	an	 inferior	people	who	did	not	know
what	was	good	for	them.

Norton’s	 sudden	 shift	 –	 and	 it	 is	 self-consciously,	 even	 sheepishly,	 sudden	 –	 from
articulating	a	trenchant	attack	on	the	failings	of	British	rule,	including	charging	it	with	being
primarily	concerned	with	 revenue	extraction,	 to	producing	an	equally	 impassioned	entreaty
for	a	reformed	continuance	of	it,	is	contradictory.	Yet	it	also	embodies	a	wider	truth:	calls	for
reforms,	 especially	 in	 colonial	 contexts,	were	generally	 responses	 to	pressures	 from	below
rather	than	initiatives	from	above.	‘Any	government	of	ours	in	India	must	be	one	of	opinion,’
Norton	 insisted,	meaning	not	only	 that	 it	must	be	responsive	but	 that	 it	must	be	seen	 to	be
responsive	to	native	opinion.68	Rather	than	waiting	to	bestow	self-government	once	Indians
were	deemed	ready	for	it,	British	rule	in	India	must	become	immediately	accountable	to	the
ruled.	 Norton	 was	 explicitly	 refusing	 authoritarian	 liberalism	 and	 benevolent	 colonial
despotism	as	 the	answer	 to	1857.	His	counter-discourse	–	which	 is	based,	as	he	 repeatedly
stresses,	on	an	attention	to	the	spoken	words	of	the	subjects	of	British	rule	–	points	towards
the	possibility	of	a	relationship	between	the	inhabitants	of	India	and	the	British	that	could	be
dialogical.	At	one	level,	Norton’s	reformism	may	be	simply	pragmatic;	physical	force	might
prevail	 now	 but	 will	 not	 suffice	 in	 the	 long	 run:	 ‘When	 once	 combination	 among	 them
becomes	 feasible,	 and	 a	 determination	 to	 combine	 is	 persevered	 in,	 the	 greater	 force	must
prevail	over	the	lesser.	When	a	hundred	million	combine,	writes	Sir	Charles	Napier,	the	game
is	up.’69	But	that	would	be	to	miss	Norton’s	repeated	emphasis	on	the	ethical	centrality	of	the
views	of	 the	 ruled	and	 the	way	 in	which	he	 insisted	on	 treating	 the	 ‘Mutiny’	as	a	 text	 that
invited	 reading	and	dialogical	engagement.	Norton	was	 raising	 the	startling	possibility	 that
the	ruled	could	be	the	authors	of	their	own	futures,	agents	of	change	rather	than	wedded	to
‘Oriental	 stagnation’,	 and	 that	 the	 rulers	 might	 benefit	 from	working	 collaboratively	 with
them.70	We	should	note	here	the	acknowledgement	that	the	greater	power	ultimately	resides
with	the	ruled	and	not	the	occupiers,	and	renders	all	projects	of	‘improvement’	fraught	with
danger:	 ‘May	 it	not	all	end	 in	 the	contempt	of	Caliban	for	Trinculo!’71	Norton	 is	not	quite
suggesting	that	it	is	the	British	who	have	taught	Indians	self-assertion,	but	rather	that	English
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education	 has	 afforded	 natives	 a	 means,	 by	 giving	 them	 knowledge	 of	 their	 rulers,	 of
assessing	and	puncturing	British	imperial	mythologies:	‘Those	whom	they	mistook	for	gods,
they	discover	to	be	mere	men.’72

Much	 of	 the	 remainder	 of	 Norton’s	 text	 is	 a	 damning	 list	 of	 annexations	 (‘thefts’),
especially	of	the	kingdom	of	Oude,	 treaty	violations,	and	revenue	extraction	that	‘have	had
no	 small	 share	 in	 causing	 the	 suspicion	 with	 which	 we	 are	 now	 universally	 regarded’.73
Indians	are	capable	of	speaking	up	–	and	Norton	stresses	both	the	existence	of	these	voices
and	 their	 elision	 in	 colonial	 discourse	 –	 against	 those	 crimes,	 and	 it	 is	 to	 Britain’s
disadvantage	that	they	are	not	heeded	when	they	do.	The	state	in	which	Lord	Dalhousie	left
India	is	evidenced	by	‘the	crowds	of	Indians	now	to	be	seen	in	London	on	every	side,	who
have	 come	 to	 petition	 the	 throne	 of	 England	 against	 his	 acts’.74	 Norton	 anticipates	 and
dismisses	 the	 apologetics	 that	 will	 inevitably	 be	 trotted	 out:	 ‘No	 doubt	 we	 shall	 have	 the
brilliancy	of	 the	 electric	 telegraph	and	 the	 railway	 flashed	across	our	 eyes;	but	 I	 say	 these
measures	 …	 were	 forced	 upon	 him	 by	 the	 pressure	 of	 public	 opinion;	 and	 both	 were
measures	calculated	immeasurably	to	increase	the	centralizing	power	of	government,	as	well
as	to	benefit	the	people.’75	It	is	Britain’s	double	standards	which	have	been	shown	the	mirror
by	the	1857	uprising,	 for	‘we	do	in	India	precisely	what	we	will	not	allow	Russia	 to	do	 in
Europe	…	our	palpable,	transparent	violation	in	the	East	of	principles	by	which	we	profess	to
be	guided	in	the	West’.76	Seizing	lands	by	doctrine	of	escheat,	‘this	vast	universal	effort	 to
make	ourselves	the	sole	landlords	of	the	soil	…	is	ample	cause	for	the	general	disaffection	of
the	 people’.77	 Norton	 emphasizes	 the	 salience	 of	 native	 voices	 –	 relaying	 accounts	 of
conversations	with	 Indians	 full	 of	 ‘vehemence	 and	 passion’	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 speak	 up	 in
self-interest.	 This	 is	 why,	 ‘if	 we	 retain	 India,	 a	 representative	 form	 of	 Government	 must
sooner	 or	 later	 be	 introduced’.78	 The	 spirit	 of	 such	 reforms,	 in	 Norton’s	mind,	 applies	 as
much	to	the	British	as	to	the	ruled:	‘We	must	drop	the	habit	of	regarding	ourselves	as	mere
exiles,	whose	first	object	should	be	 to	escape	from	a	disagreeable	climate	with	 the	greatest
possible	amount	of	 the	people’s	money	 in	 the	 shortest	possible	 time.’79	Norton	again	goes
against	the	grain	of	the	ascendant	insistence	on	radical	separateness	in	asking	whether	‘it	is
worthy	of	consideration	whether	the	era	has	not	arrived	for	striving	to	establish	friendships
between	ourselves	and	the	educated	Natives?	There	are	few	people,	however	repulsive	their
natural	 antipathies,	 who	 do	 not	 come	 to	 esteem	 each	 other	 when	 familiarity	 has	 been
established	 between	 them.	We	may	 learn	 much	 from	 them	 as	 well	 as	 teach.’80	 He	 notes,
moreover,	that	the	‘native	mind’	is	not	stationary	and	both	parties	can	change	in	response	to
each	other:

But	we	must	go	further;	we	must	admit	them	socially	to	our	conversational	circles.	They	are	not	to	be	regarded	as	an
inferior	 race,	 unworthy	 of,	 and	 unfitted	 for,	 polite	 society.	They	 have,	 of	 course,	 their	 peculiarities	 and	mauvaise
honte;	 perhaps	 we	 also	 have	 our	 peculiarities	 in	 their	 eyes;	 but	 it	 is	 by	 the	 constant	 collision	 of	 friendly
intercommunications	that	the	angles	of	difference	are	broken	off	and	polished	down.81

In	a	later	book,	Topics	for	Indian	Statesmen,	Norton	would	return	to	the	theme	of	the	British
needing	to	be	educated	by	India	a	year	into	the	rebellion:	‘But	one	of	the	gravest	lessons	ever
read	in	history	lies	open	before	us,	and	it	behoves	us	to	read	it	right.’82
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How,	though,	was	it	available	to	read?	Norton	wrote	his	warning	narrative	in	his	capacity
as	 a	 ‘man	on	 the	 spot’,	 but	one	with	 a	very	different	 sense	of	what	was	unfolding	 ‘on	 the
ground’	than	those	who	were	formulating	post-1857	policies	of	 rule.	Back	 in	Britain,	news
was	of	course	only	available	through	dispatches,	letters	and	the	published	accounts	of	those,
like	Norton,	who	had	witnessed	the	rebellion.	These	made	the	text	of	the	rebellion	–	and	the
rebellion	 as	 text	 –	 available	 for	 metropolitan	 reading	 and	 had	 provided	 the	 basis	 for	 the
widespread	 outrage	 at	 Indian	 atrocities.	 Certainly,	 in	 the	 first	 several	 months	 after	 the
outbreak	 of	 violence,	 these	 dispatches	were	 heavily	 official	 in	 character,	 of	 the	 sort	Guha
describes	as	written	‘by	those	who	had	the	most	to	fear’	from	rebellion.83	In	due	course,	there
were	also	accounts	by	administrators	 and	historians	 (or	 administrators-turned-historians,	 as
Guha	puts	it)	who	also	wrote	from	the	perspective	of	counterinsurgency.	But	these	were	also
read	–	and	differently	interpreted	–	by	those	Britons	who	were	inclined	to	be	more	critical	of
the	British	establishment	and	its	‘organs’,	such	as	The	Times.	 In	Ernest	Jones’s	 readings	of
news	 dispatches	 and	 accounts	 of	 the	 rebellion,	 we	 see	 once	 again	 a	 sense	 that	 the	 Indian
revolt	 was	 a	 primer	 from	which	 a	 reverse	 tutelage	 was	 possible,	 and	 from	which	 lessons
could	 be	 learned	 not	 only	 about	 the	 limits	 of	 imperial	 rule	 but	 also	 about	 the	 relationship
between	the	universal	and	the	particular.	 In	his	engagement	with	 the	1857	uprising,	as	also
Richard	Congreve’s,	there	was	an	effort	to	‘break	away	from	the	code	of	counter-insurgency’
and	 understand,	 even	 adopt,	 ‘the	 insurgent’s	 point	 of	 view’.84	 Where	 Jones’s	 reading
anticipated	a	 reframing	of	domestic	politics	 in	 terms	made	visible	by	 the	situation	 in	 India
alongside	 calls	 for	 identity	 of	 purpose,	 in	Congreve’s	 case	 it	 prompted	 both	 a	 call	 for	 the
immediate	 abandonment	 of	 the	 imperial	 project	 –	 astonishing,	 given	 his	 quintessentially
liberal	preference	for	gradual	change	–	and	an	exploration	of	how	common	ground	might	be
forged,	rather	than	assumed	in	the	face	of	manifest	cultural	differences.

‘The	spirit	of	the	sepoy	host’:	Ernest	Jones	and	Revolutionary	Contagion
In	 a	 useful	 article	 referencing	 the	 1857	 uprising,	 Tim	 Pratt	 has	 argued	 rightly	 that	 while
historians	have	acknowledged	that	the	episode	elicited	criticism	of	aspects	of	imperial	policy
and	 administration	 in	 the	 imperial	metropole,	 ‘the	 possibility	 that	 the	 rebels	were	 actively
supported	in	their	struggle	has	been	almost	completely	ignored’.85	He	notes	that	one	of	 the
people	 to	 conspicuously	 offer	 such	 support	 was	 the	 Chartist	 leader,	 Ernest	 Jones:	 ‘Rather
than	 joining	 the	 chorus	 of	 horrified	 condemnation	 of	 the	 Indian	 insurgents,	 Jones	 actively
sought	to	identify	the	causes	of	the	rebels	and	Chartism	by	attempting	to	elide	the	political,
racial	 and	 cultural	 differences	 between	 the	 British	 and	 Indians	 being	 highlighted	 in
parliament	and	the	mainstream	press,	instead	stressing	the	linkages	between	their	respective
causes.’86	 Chartism	 –	 the	movement	 which	 emerged	 from	 the	 publication	 of	 the	 People’s
Charter	in	1838	–	was	itself	headed	for	decline	by	the	late	1840s,	when	Jones	entered	it,	and
working-class	radicalism	in	general	was	an	increasingly	marginalized	force	in	mid	Victorian
Britain.87	 As	 Miles	 Taylor,	 drawing	 on	 John	 Saville,	 notes:	 ‘Ernest	 Jones	 and	 Chartism
became	 synonymous	 in	 the	mid-1850s.’88	 Already	 a	 reasonably	 well-regarded	 poet	 and	 a
journalist	of	 some	note,	 Jones	would	give	Chartism	one	 last	 lease	of	 life,	 lecturing	widely,
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and	editing	as	well	as	writing	large	portions	of	the	weekly	People’s	Paper.89	The	latter	fact	is
important,	 because	 ‘it	 was	 at	 precisely	 this	 juncture	 that	 the	 press	 assumed	 an	 overriding
significance	 in	 the	 annals	 of	 the	 Chartist	 movement’.90	 Jones’s	 engagement	 with	 –	 and
championing	 of	 –	 the	 cause	 of	 India	 through	 that	 period	would,	 apart	 from	 anything	 else,
bring	 a	 non-European	 and	 more	 strenuously	 anticolonial	 dimension	 to	 Chartist
internationalism,	 which,	 while	 it	 had	 sympathies	 with	 Polish	 nationalism	 and	 the	 Irish
struggle,	 had	 been	 largely	 focused	 on	 domestic	matters.91	 By	 the	 time	 Jones	 came	 out	 of
prison,	where	he	had	been	serving	a	sentence	for	 ‘sedition’	until	1851,	Chartism	as	a	mass
movement	 was	 over,	 though	 its	 influence	 would	 be	 felt	 in	 other	 reform	 initiatives	 and
movements.	 Jones	would	 try	valiantly	after	his	 release	 to	 resurrect	 it,	 and	as	he	did	 so,	he
found	inspiration	from	an	unexpected	quarter.	Framed	as	a	stimulus	to	action	in	England,	the
Indian	revolt	allowed	Jones	to	try	to	expand	the	language	of	a	movement	in	decline.

Although	 better	 known	 for	 writings	 on	 European	 affairs,	 including	 the	 Crimean	War,
Jones	had	long	taken	an	interest	 in	Indian	affairs,	writing	stinging	polemics	 in	 the	People’s
Paper	about	the	management	of	the	East	India	Company	in	1853,	when	its	charter	came	up
for	renewal	before	parliament.	In	these,	he	had	described	a	‘mighty	and	magnificent	country’
turned	 into	 ‘a	 nest	 for	 the	most	 profligate	 nepotism’	 by	 the	 greed	of	 a	 ‘race	 of	 harpies’.93
Critical	 as	 those	 pieces	 are	 of	British	 rule,	 there	 is	 little	 sense	 in	 them	 of	 the	 presence	 of
colonial	 subjects	 –	 still	 less	 of	 any	 resistance	 on	 their	 part.	 Jones’s	 focus	 is	 squarely	 on
misrule.	News	coming	out	of	India	in	the	late	spring	of	1857	initially	appeared	to	interest	him
less	for	its	implications	for	the	subjects	of	East	India	Company	rule	than	for	what	it	meant	in
terms	 of	 securing	 British	 lives	 and	 commercial	 interests.	 As	 news	 of	 regimental	 mutinies
started	to	pick	up	in	frequency	during	late	June	1857,	the	People’s	Paper	began	by	analysing
them	 in	 generally	 familiar	 terms,	 as	 an	 all-too-understandable	 soldiers’	 rebellion	 born	 of
disaffection	with	poor	working	conditions	which	included	reduced	pay	and	pensions,	onerous
terms	of	enlistment,	and	lengthened	marches.	Given	this	situation	as	well	as	the	sharpening
of	 the	 lines	 separating	 the	 races,	 ‘is	 it	 unreasonable’,	 one	 excerpt	 from	another	 newspaper
asked,	‘that	they	should	exhibit	symptoms	of	discontent?’94	While	speculating	that	slighted
religious	feelings	and	the	racial	divide	between	ruler	and	ruled	might	be	at	work,	the	paper’s
initial	reports	did	little	more	than	note	that	the	Indian	populace	was	‘held	at	bay	only	by	the
bayonet’s	point’.95	Eventually,	Jones	wrote	of	the	existence	of	wider	discontent	generated	by
the	 tax	 regime	of	 the	 ‘Permanent	Settlement’,	 noting	 accusingly	 that	 ‘the	 ryot	was	 thrown
into	 destitution	 –	 the	 universal	 confiscation	 of	 the	 soil	was	 your	 great	 crime,	 and	 you	 are
beginning	 to	 taste	 the	 fruit	 of	 retribution’.96	 Though	 within	 weeks	 he	 would	 deem	 it	 a
‘patriotic	assertion	of	a	gallant	people’s	rights,	against	the	vilest	usurpation	that	polluted	the
black	 page	 of	 history’,	 Jones	 seemed	 initially	 unsure	 whether	 the	 Indian	 rebellion	 would
indeed	grow.97	He	did,	however,	provide	his	readers	with	extended	essays	on	the	‘vast	land’,
in	which	 he	 delineated	 its	many	 features,	 including	 a	 ‘mighty	 gathering	 of	 races’,	 diverse
resources,	and	historical	and	artistic	achievements;	terra	nullius,	it	was	not.98

When	 by	August,	 however,	 it	 had	 become	 clear	 that	what	was	 unfolding	 in	 India	was
indeed	a	large-scale	uprising,	Jones’s	tone	would	change	quite	dramatically,	as	he	set	himself
the	 task	 of	 deciphering	 the	 text	 of	 the	 rebellion	 against	 the	 grain	 of	 the	 interpretation
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provided	by	The	Times	and	other	organs	on	the	side	of	the	East	India	Company.	He	found	in
the	 rebels’	 actions	 not	 only	 vindication	 of	 his	 earlier	 critique	 of	 Company	 rule,	 but	 also
evidence	 of	 a	 will	 to	 resist,	 an	 insurgent	 consciousness	 exhibiting	 an	 ‘internal	 drive’	 to
transform	 historical	 circumstances.99	 This	 story	 had	 to	 be	 deployed	 against	 the	 emerging
consensus:	 ‘The	organs	of	 the	Government	are	 trying	 to	 represent	 in	 their	blackest	 colours
the	conduct	of	the	Hindhus,	Mahommedans,	and	Brahmins.’100	In	ways	that	are	reminiscent
of	Norton’s	story	of	the	sepoys	who	counter-accused	those	who	charged	them	with	treachery,
Jones	tells	his	readers	that	the	actuality	was	the	opposite:	those	who	‘now	talk	of	loyalty	and
truth	 –	 of	 faithlessness	 and	 treason’	 to	 describe	 rebel	 actions	 –	 were	 doing	 so	 ‘as	 though
every	hour	of	complicity	in	their	ill-gotten	sway,	were	not	disloyalty	and	falsehood,	treachery
and	guilt,	against	all	that	man	holds	holiest	in	his	individual	and	aggregate	capacity’.101	His
position	 at	 this	 stage	 was	 that	 of	 a	 principled	 patriotic	 dissident:	 ‘When	 a	 war	 of
extermination	is	being	waged	between	two	mighty	nations,	the	one	oppressed	by	the	other	–
and	 when	 the	 vital	 interests	 of	 business-life/are	 [sic]	 at	 stake	 –	 those	 who	 aim	 at	 higher
morals,	 those	who	desire	 the	prosperity	of	 their	 country	on	 the	basis	of	 justice,	 those	who
profess	 the	 sacred	 principle	 of	 liberty	 and	 truth,	 should	 not	 be	 silent.’102	 He	 had	 already
cautioned	against	consuming	the	news	coming	in	from	India	uncritically:	 ‘The	reader	must
recollect	he	hears	one	side	of	the	question	only.’103

More	questionable	perhaps	is	Jones’s	casting	of	the	‘retributive	agency’	of	the	rebels	as	a
struggle	 for	 an	 independent	 nation	 by	 a	 ‘patriot	 army’	 –	 though	 he	 was	 not	 alone	 in
countering	claims	that	this	was	merely	a	military	mutiny	by	pointing	to	a	wider	project	that
might	be	understood	in	‘national’	terms.104	As	he	read	more	deeply	and	extensively	into	the
reports	coming	in,	Jones	advised	his	readership	that,	in	the	British	press	generally,	they	were
only	 hearing	 one	 side.	 He	 went	 on	 openly	 to	 attack	 The	 Times	 –	 the	 ‘dishonest’	 and
‘unprincipled’	‘organ	of	the	Leadenhall	Moneymongers’	–	for	parroting	the	line	that	events	in
India	constituted	a	military	mutiny	rather	than	a	national	insurrection.105	It	was	clear	to	him
that	the	‘independence’	of	India	had	to	be	recognized,	and	rule	by	the	‘merchant-robbers	of
Leadenhall	 St’	 ended,	 if	 things	 were	 not	 to	 get	 even	 bloodier.106	 Was	 this	 a	 discursive
annexation	 in	 its	 own	 right,	 then	 –	 India	 functioning	 as	 little	 more	 than	 an	 elaborate
metaphor?	 For	 Pratt,	 Jones’s	 attitude	 to	 the	 uprising	 in	 India,	 even	 as	 it	 shifted,	 was
relentlessly	opportunistic,	involving	the	manipulation	of	news	and	events	to	mould	it	in	the
image	of	the	renewed	Chartist	movement	he	now	hoped	to	revive	and	lead.	This	meant	that
he	 also	 ‘began	 to	 configure	 India	 and	 the	 rebellion	 in	 an	 increasingly	European	 image	…
refracting	the	image	of	India	and	her	people	through	the	prism	of	English	political	culture	to
dissolve	the	boundaries	of	race	and	religion,	asserting	the	justice	of	the	rising’.107	Ultimately,
it	would	seem,	the	1857	uprising	had	been	little	more	than	an	‘effective	motif’	through	which
‘Jones	could	construct	and	manipulate	bonds	of	identity	between	the	reform	movement	and
both	sides	in	the	conflict	to	suit	his	purposes’.108	Pratt’s	argument	here	resonates	with	Guha’s
own	 assessment	 of	 socialist	 readings	 of	 peasant	 rebellions	 as	 a	 species	 of	 ‘assimilative
thinking’	which	seeks	 to	 ‘arrange	 it	along	 the	alternative	axis	of	a	protracted	campaign	for
freedom	and	socialism’.109	There	is	some	truth	to	the	argument	that	Jones,	at	least	initially,
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registered	and	interpreted	events	taking	place	in	India	in	ways	that	confirmed	and	validated
his	own	vision	 for	a	 renewed	Chartist	 struggle.	 It	 is	certainly	possible	 to	see	 in	 the	blatant
transformation	 of	 a	 poem	written	 for	 the	 New	World	 into	 an	 encomium	 to	 the	 ‘revolt	 of
Hindostan’	 evidence	 of	 the	 Chartist	 leader	 annexing	 1857	 to	 ‘a	 broader	 narrative	 of	 the
coming	of	democracy	across	the	world’.110	It	is	also	fair	to	say	that,	in	early	articles	on	the
insurgency,	Jones’s	invocation	of	the	‘jewel’	of	Indian	independence	had	something	abstract
about	 it:	 a	will	 to	 bestow	 equality	 of	 aspiration	 upon	 these	 faraway	 denizens	 of	 a	 strange
land,	and	command	on	their	behalf	the	solidarity	of	English	democrats	and	working-men	as
votaries	 of	 ‘liberty	 and	 truth’.111	 Any	 hope	 of	 ‘securing’	 the	 Indian	 empire,	 by	 no	means
assured,	would	necessitate	a	 radical	 reform	programme	not	entirely	unlike	what	was	being
demanded	 at	 home	 –	 land	 given	 back,	 just	 laws,	 readjusted	 taxation,	 abolition	 of	 torture,
respect	 for	 local	 laws	 and	 an	 improved	 judiciary.	 This	 was,	 of	 course,	 a	 familiar	 Chartist
recipe.

Once	the	full	scale	of	the	bloody	uprising	became	clear,	however,	Jones	would	begin	to
read	events	more	 in	 terms	of	 their	own	 implications	–	clearly	enthused,	even	surprised,	by
what	seemed	to	be	an	even	more	powerful	rebellion	than	he	claimed	to	have	anticipated.	This
made	 him	 far	 more	 cognizant	 of	 difficulty;	 reform	 now	was	 too	 little,	 too	 late,	 since	 the
claims	of	the	insurgents	themselves	would	have	to	be	central:	‘It	is	all	very	well	to	talk	now
about	remedying	 the	state	of	 things	 in	India	–	about	redressing	grievances.	The	natives	are
not	waiting	for	us	to	redress	them	–	they	are	beginning	to	take	the	question	of	redress	in	their
own	hands.’112	 This	 is	 the	 insight	which	militates	 against	 reducing	 the	 entirety	 of	 Jones’s
engagement	 with	 India	 in	 1857	 to	 ‘self-interested	 political	 calculation’,	 a	 charge	 which
obscures	 the	fact	 that	events	served	to	shape	his	understanding	of	anticolonial	resistance	in
more	supple	ways	than	is	suggested	by	simple	opportunism.113	It	is	true,	of	course,	that	Jones
was	 positing,	 in	 Guha’s	 terms,	 ‘an	 ideal	 rather	 than	 the	 real	 historical	 personality	 of	 the
insurgent’,	as	was	true	of	most	British	attempts	to	read	the	rebellion	against	the	grain	in	the
absence	 of	 direct	 contact	 with	 rebels;	 the	 insurgent’s	 consciousness	 was	 mediated	 by	 the
dissident’s.114	When	it	comes	to	the	past,	as	Guha	also	suggests,	it	is	necessary	‘not	to	deny
the	political	importance	of	such	appropriation’.115	But	Jones	was	also	doing	important	work
in	relation	to	his	present	in	actively	rereading	–	and	reframing	–	the	information	that	came	to
him	and	the	rest	of	Britain	via	the	government	and	The	Times,	the	main	source	of	reportage
about	 the	 uprising,	 rather	 than	 simply	 ‘min[ing]	 them	 for	 evidence’.116	 Reprinting	 these
sources	 in	 the	 paper,	 Jones	 constructed	 an	 archive	 of	 sorts,	 comprising,	 in	 addition	 to	The
Times	 (which	 he	 would	 attack	 directly	 in	 stinging	 editorials),	 government	 dispatches,
telegrams,	 private	 correspondence,	 articles	 from	 the	 Indian	 press,	 eyewitness	 accounts,
placards	and	proclamations.	The	People’s	Paper	also	carried	reviews	of	books	critical	of	the
East	India	Company	and	British	rule	in	India,	which	frequently	alluded	to	native	discontent
and	simmering	resistance.	As	Jones	read	vast	quantities	of	‘the	prose	of	counter-insurgency’,
he	 discovered	 Guha’s	 insurgent,	 the	 ‘entity	 whose	 will	 and	 reason	 constituted	 the	 praxis
called	rebellion’.117	That	which	can	be	dismissed	as	appropriation	may	also	be	evidence	of	a
growing	sense	that	the	impulse	to	liberation	was	indeed	to	be	found	beyond	familiar	spaces,
and	in	particular	beyond	Europe’s	boundaries.
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What	 makes	 Jones’s	 reading	 of	 the	 rebellion	 more	 active	 and	 dialogical	 than	 a	 mere
annexation	 of	 events	 to	 a	 pre-existing	 framework	 would	 invoke	 is	 the	 way	 in	 which	 he
repeatedly	identifies	the	rebel	as	a	speaking	subject	with	a	voice	who	can	be	heard	in	sundry
texts,	and	who,	as	such,	ought	to	be	heeded.	Engaging	with	and	interpreting	these	utterances
enabled	 Jones	 to	 elaborate	 a	 discourse	 which	 ran	 counter	 to	 the	 one	 being	 forged	 in	 the
British	public	sphere.	Once	it	became	clear	that	the	‘mutinies’	were	picking	up	in	frequency,
Jones	began	to	republish	his	densely	informed	articles	from	1853,	giving	his	readership	more
contextual	 knowledge.	There	 he	 had	 cited	 the	 unheeded	petitions	 and	 complaints	made	 by
subjects	 under	 East	 Indian	 Company	 rule,	 to	 which	 Norton	 also	 refers.	 Rather	 than
immediately	annexing	early	dispatches	about	 the	 insurgency	 to	 the	Chartist	cause,	Jones	 in
fact	 appeared	 disinclined	 to	 see	what	was	 happening	 as	 genuinely	 revolutionary.	As	more
detailed	 reports	 of	 the	 actual	 mutinies	 came	 in,	 the	 paper	 criticized	 the	 colonial	 regime’s
failure	to	listen;	ignoring	symptoms	of	disaffection	in	people	who	knew	their	rights	had	been
a	 big	 mistake	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 British	 India	 government.	 The	 sanguinary	 events	 of	 the
summer	 of	 1857	 should	 not	 have	 come	 as	 a	 surprise,	 for	 ‘the	 native	 press	 [had]	 openly
revealed’	 the	 possibility	 of	 an	 uprising.118	 Parliament	 had	 ignored	 ‘the	 complaints	 of	 the
injured’	in	the	form	of	petitions,	as	well	as	‘seditious	journals’	brought	to	its	attention,	and	so:
‘The	result	is	before	us.’119

These	 voices,	 and	 this	 result,	 would	 now	 need	 to	 be	 heard	 as	 inspiration	 in	 the	 other
direction.	‘Now	is	the	time	to	shew	the	Hindhus	that	we	are	prepared	to	reform,	not	them,	but
ourselves’.120	The	argument	that	Jones	is	merely	annexing	a	distant	rebellion	to	an	English
cause	 is	 complicated	by	 the	 trouble	he	 takes	 to	 invert	 the	direction	of	 influence;	 events	 in
India	 became	 more	 a	 textbook	 than	 a	 motif.	 ‘Democracy	 must	 be	 consistent’,	 he	 insists,
noting	that	he	has	not	concealed	the	fact	that	he	is	‘avowedly	…	on	the	Indian	side’.121	It	is
Indian	 action	 that	 casts	 light	 on	 Englishness,	 demanding	 that	 the	 latter	 clarify	 and	 assert
itself;	one	form	of	national	assertion	makes	claims	upon	the	other:	‘If	it	is	“un-english”	to	be
on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 Hindhu,	 it	 is	 more	 “un-english”	 to	 be	 on	 the	 side	 of	 tyranny,	 cruelty,
oppression	and	invasion.’122	 If	 the	Indians	are	to	reclaim	their	country	from	their	rulers,	so
too	do	the	English	need	to	reclaim	their	country,	or	rather,	‘England,	as	misrepresented	by	her
rulers’.	 Jones	was	 crystal	 clear	 about	where	 transformation	was	 required	 and	 it	was	not	 in
India:	‘It	 is	time	that	England	change	–	or	rather,	 that	England	make	her	veritable	voice	be
heard	–	the	voice	of	the	English	people	–	and	cry,	“right	is	right,	and	truth	is	truth.”	’123	The
much-vaunted	 pedagogical	 enterprise	 of	 empire	 had	 rebounded	 on	 the	 British:	 ‘If	 they
massacre	 us,	we	 taught	 them	how’.124	 In	 several	 articles,	 Jones	 uses	 striking	metaphors	 of
corporeal	transmission	to	draw	out	the	reverse	direction	of	influence,	especially	with	regard
to	unity	of	purpose.	‘Suppose	the	spirit	of	the	Sepoy	host	(without	its	barbarity)	were	infused
into	English	Democracy’,	he	writes,	‘where	then	would	be	class	government?’125	Two	weeks
later,	 as	 news	 of	 cholera	 outbreaks	 came	 in,	 he	 would	 exhort	 fellow	 Chartists	 with
characteristic	trenchancy:	‘Do	you	not	see	that	the	Asiatic	East	can	send	us	something	better:
–	 yet	more	 terrible	 than	 cholera;	 the	 glorious	 contagion	 of	 successful	 revolution?’126	 The
language	 here	 is,	 of	 course,	 distinctly	 reminiscent	 of	 David	 Hume’s	 elaboration	 of
sentiments,	passions	or	manners	spreading	between	people	like	a	‘contagion’	–	a	word	Hume
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uses	along	with	its	cognates,	‘sympathy’	 included,	‘to	refer	 to	 the	process	by	which	people
enter	into	the	sentiments	of	others’.127	It	was	also	a	deliberate	reframing	of	the	ruling	elites’
anxiety	 that	 rebellion	 could	 spread	 across	 the	 colonies.	 So,	 for	 instance,	 the	 Duke	 of
Cambridge:	 ‘I	 cannot	 forget	 the	observation	made	by	 the	Emperor	Napoleon,	who	 said,	 in
alluding	 to	 our	 Indian	 affairs,	 that	 we	 should	 keep	 an	 eye	 to	 all	 our	 colonies,	 and	 on	 no
account	 think	 of	 reducing	 our	 force	 in	 them,	 as	 a	mutiny	was	 a	 very	 catching	 thing,	 and
nobody	could	foresee	how	other	localities	might	take	the	infection.’128

Rather	than	just	point	to	the	English	love	of	liberty	spread	into	the	colonies	or	the	happy
coincidence	of	national	aspirations,	Jones	seeks	to	chide	and	galvanize	a	dispirited,	defeated
people’s	movement	by	drawing	its	attention	to	a	resistance	that	does	not	appear	to	be	futile	–
and	 one	which	 has	 implications	 for	 their	 own	democratic	 futures:	 ‘Indian	mismanagement
will	 be	 felt	 in	 our	 mines	 and	 mills,	 our	 farms	 and	 factories.’129	 The	 biblical	 series	 of
corporeal	and	fleshly	metaphors	of	revitalization	here	enable	Jones	to	pronounce	prophecy:
‘Do	you	not	see,	 the	“dry	bones”	are	shaking	all	around,	putting	on	the	full	 flesh	of	a	new
life,	 and	 rising	 up	 in	 glorious	 resurrection,	 to	 fight	 once	 more	 the	 old–old	 fight	 of
freedom?’130	Beyond	 the	figurative,	 the	revolt	 in	 India	has	salutary	material	consequences:
‘Do	you	not	see	that	our	false	system	of	exchange	and	credit,	the	golden	crust	on	which	our
oligarchy	stands,	is	breaking	like	the	ice-floes	at	the	April-thaws,	before	the	hot	breath	of	that
Hindhu	revolt?’131	Note	the	acknowledged	shift	in	emphasis	from	deeds	of	(mis)rule	to	acts
of	 resistance:	 indeed,	 the	 first	 such	 essay	 is	 titled,	 with	 simple	 significance,	 ‘The	 Indian
Struggle’.132	As	‘one	of	the	most	just,	noble,	and	necessary	ever	attempted	in	the	history	of
the	world’	(unlike	many,	Jones	regards	India	as	part	of	world	history),	the	struggle	for	liberty
in	India	cannot	justifiably	be	seen	as	different	from	those	European	struggles	his	readership	–
and	others	–	would	have	sympathized	with:	Poland	against	Russia,	Hungary	against	Austria,
Italy	 against	 the	 Germans	 and	 the	 French.	 He	 thunders:	 ‘Was	 Poland	 right?	 Then	 so	 is
Hindostan.	Was	Hungary	 justified?	Then	 so	 is	Hindostan.	Was	 Italy	 deserving	 of	 support?
Then	 so	 is	 Hindostan.	 For	 all	 that	 Poland,	 Hungary,	 or	 Italy	 sought	 to	 gain,	 for	 that	 the
Hindhu	 strives.	Nay,	more!’133	 It	 is	 easy	 to	 underplay	 the	 radicalism	 of	 this	 insistence	 on
parity	 at	 a	 point	 in	 time	 when	 ideas	 of	 freedom	 were	 considered	 distinctly	 European	 in
provenance:	‘The	wonder	is,	not	that	one	hundred	and	seventy	millions	of	people	should	now
rise	in	part;	–	the	wonder	is	that	they	should	ever	have	submitted	at	all.’134	The	rhetoric	is	no
longer	that	of	‘slumbering	millions’	who	must	awaken	into	the	dawn	of	a	taught	freedom,	but
of	people	who	would	not	have	submitted	in	the	first	place	had	it	not	been	for	the	betrayals	of
their	 ‘kings,	 princes,	 and	aristocracies’,	 a	 shared	curse	with	Britain	–	 indeed,	 ‘the	 enemies
and	curses	of	every	land	that	harboured	them,	in	every	age’.135

With	 due	 attention	 to	 his	 emphasis	 on	 ‘sympathy’,	 necessarily	 an	 act	 of	 imagination
catalysed	 by	 ‘contagion’,	 Jones’s	 yoking	 together	 of	 the	 Indian	 anticolonial	 and	 English
democratic	 causes	 is	 plausibly	 read	 as	 an	 attempt	 to	 construct	 solidarity	 in	 the	 face	 of
differences:	‘We	bespeak	the	sympathy	of	the	English	people	for	their	Hindhu	brethren.’136
As	if	unsure	that	this	will	be	forthcoming	–	‘Their	cause	is	yours’,	he	urges	–	Jones	suggests
an	 elaborate	 exercise	 of	 the	 imagination	 in	 which	 his	 readers	 find	 themselves	 conquered
slowly	 through	 intrigue,	 betrayal,	 confiscation,	 pillage	 and	 attack	 by	 various	 groups	 from
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Europe	who	had	first	arrived	and	asked	permission	merely	‘to	build	a	factory	on	Woolwich
Marsh’.137	What	would	 they,	 the	 English,	 do?	 ‘You	would	 rise	 –	 rise	 in	 the	 holy	 right	 of
insurrection,	and	cry	to	Europe	and	to	the	world,	to	Heaven	and	earth,	to	bear	witness	to	the
justice	of	your	cause’.	This	‘sympathy’	derives,	unlike	contagion,	not	‘so	much	from	the	view
of	 the	passion,	as	from	that	of	 the	situation	which	excites	 it’,	 in	Adam	Smith’s	 terms,	with
fellow-feeling	deriving	from	‘changing	places	in	fancy	with	the	sufferer’.138	Both	are	distinct
from	benevolence,	breaking	from	the	paternalism	of	reform.	Of	course,	Jones	makes	a	leap	of
faith	 here	 –	 that	 a	 common	 standpoint	 will	 emerge	 from	 the	 imagination	 of	 a	 common
condition.	As	Knud	Haakonsen	notes,	however,	the	emphasis	on	imagination	is	embedded	in
Smith’s	famous	elaboration	of	‘sympathy’,	of	which	Jones	cannot	have	been	unaware:	‘The
act	 of	 sympathetic	 understanding	 is	 a	 creation	 of	 order	 in	 the	 observer’s	 perceptions	 by
means	of	an	imagined	rationale	for	the	observed	behaviour.	As	agents	or	moral	beings,	other
people	are,	therefore,	the	creation	of	our	imagination	…	the	same	can	be	said	of	ourselves;	as
moral	agents	we	are	acts	of	creative	imagination.’139	Jones	is	also	vulnerable	to	the	charge	of
romanticizing	 what	 he	 calls	 ‘one	 of	 the	 grandest	 and	 most	 justifiable	 national	 wars	 ever
waged	 by	 an	 oppressed	 people’.140	 Yet,	 to	 leave	 it	 at	 that	 would	 be,	 firstly,	 to	 grossly
underestimate	 the	 radicalism	of	 insisting	 at	 this	point	 in	 time	 that	 ‘Indians	have	 as	good	a
right	to	govern	India,	as	the	English	have	to	govern	England’.141	It	also	minimizes	the	extent
to	which	Jones’s	readings	of	the	crisis	were	clearly	responsive	to	events,	and	to	the	increasing
emphasis	he	placed	on	the	assertiveness	of	the	rebels.	The	People’s	Paper	also	carried	letters
by	Indians,	such	as	one	on	23	January	1858,	headed	‘Importance	of	the	Study	of	the	Indian
Language’	 and	 signed	 by	 one	 ‘Syed	 Abdoolah’,	 calling	 for	 daily	 spoken	 communication
between	British	 and	 Indians.142	 Jones	 commented	 in	 this	 regard,	 ‘There	 can	 be	 no	 greater
proof	 of	 the	 iniquity	 of	 our	 rule’	 than	 that	 colonial	 officials	 ‘are	 not	 even	 expected	 to
understand	the	tongue	of	those	whom	they	are	sent	to	govern.’143	It	is	also	worth	noting	that
Jones	attended	and	spoke	at	public	meetings	on	India,	with,	for	instance,	the	paper	carrying
prominent	front-page	notices	of	such	events.	‘An	Important	Exposure	of	our	Government	of
India’,	 on	17	February	1858,	was	 to	be	attended	by	MPs	 John	Townshend,	Charles	Gilpin
and	H.	Ingram.	His	ideas	were	not	without	means	of	circulation	beyond	the	People’s	Paper
and	were	articulated	within	earshot	of	the	influential.

By	the	late	autumn	of	1857,	Jones	appeared	to	switch	from	cheering	on	the	insurgency	to
assessing	the	flaws	and	strategic	mistakes	of	the	counterinsurgency,	including	poor	planning:
‘Thus	imbecility	is	losing	a	great	colonial	Empire.’144	This,	Pratt	suggests,	exemplifies	‘his
proclivity	to	switch	between	identification	with	rebel	or	counter-insurgent	as	the	likelihood	of
a	successful	rebellion	receded’.145	While	it	is	clear	that,	as	the	insurgency	was	put	down	over
several	 months,	 Jones	 manifestly	 revised	 his	 vision	 of	 where	 things	 would	 go,	 deflated
perhaps	after	his	bout	of	raucous	cheerleading,	and	also	explicitly	sickened	by	the	bloodshed
he	wanted	stopped,	it	is	certainly	not	the	case	that	he	simply	reneged	on	his	commitments	to
popular	 resistance:	 ‘The	 national	 character	 of	 the	 Indian	 insurrection	 can	 be	 no	 longer
truthfully	disputed’,	he	wrote.	‘No	matter	whether	it	be	the	Anglo-saxon	or	the	Hindhu,	the
American	 or	 the	 Celt	…	 the	 people	 are	 ever	 the	 only	 saviours	 of	 imperilled	 nations,	 the
cradle	and	the	home	of	all	great	thoughts	and	truths.	It	is	the	people	who	conceive;	it	is	the
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people	who	 realise,	 the	greatness	of	every	age.’146	 Indians	were	setting	a	 ‘noble	example’.
The	 failures	 of	 counterinsurgency	 largely	 provided	 Jones	 with	 a	 weapon	 with	 which	 to
continue	his	relentless	attack	on	the	incompetence	and	blunders	of	the	ruling	elites.	Indeed,
after	 a	 few	weeks’	 silence,	 as	 1857	 drew	 to	 a	 close	 Jones	 would	 title	 an	 article	 ‘How	 to
Secure	 India’,	 but	 almost	 immediately	 issue	 a	 caveat:	 ‘Let	 not	 the	 above	 title	mislead	 our
readers	…	We	do	not	believe	that	the	British	can	prove	a	rightful	claim	to	one	solitary	acre	of
ground	…	of	Hindostan.’147	But,	he	says,	with	the	knowledge	of	where	things	are	headed,	it
would	be	another	half-century	or	so	before	English	rule	could	be	undone,	in	which	case,	the
only	recourse	was	to	make	English-ruled	India	‘as	happy	as	you	can;	do	as	much	justice	as
circumstances	 admit’.148	 To	 this	 end,	 British	 rule	 had	 to	 be	 democratized,	 and	 treaties
honoured	in	the	name	of	the	English	people,	with	princes	restored	to	their	thrones	and	their
subjects	treated	on	terms	of	honourable	equality.149	One	of	the	last	articles	on	the	topic	in	the
paper,	which	would	 itself	 fold	 in	1858,	would	note	categorically	 that,	 in	 the	 final	analysis,
given	that	the	insurgency	was	not	quite	fully	crushed,	‘the	development	of	Indian	greatness
will	 be	 found	 most	 consistent	 with	 India’s	 freedom	 from	 British	 rule,	 and	 its	 thorough,
uncontrolled,	and	unshackled	independence’.150

Marx	and	1857:	A	Brief	Note
What	 of	 Jones’s	 friend	 and	 comrade,	Karl	Marx?	 In	 an	 interesting	 essay	 Thierry	Drapeau
argues	that,	while	scholars	have	‘long	established	the	intellectual	ascendancy	Marx	had	over
[Jones],	 they	have	 failed	 to	 track	 the	opposite	direction	of	 influence’.151	Drapeau	contends
that,	 while	 it	 may	 be	 that	 Marx’s	 eventual	 ‘multilinear	 perspectives’	 on	 anticolonialism
derived	from	intensive	study	of	non-Western	societies,	‘Ernest	Jones	was	inextricably	linked
to	 the	 unfolding	 of	 those	 efforts	 in	 the	 early	 1850s	 …	 adding	 nuance	 and	 deeper
understanding	 to	 them’.152	 There	 is	 some	 merit	 to	 the	 argument	 that	 Jones	 and	 Marx
influenced	each	other	during	the	early	1850s,	when	their	friendship	took	root,	and	certainly
Marx	would	move	away	over	time	from	the	‘Eurocentric,	unilinear,	and	determinist	model	of
historical	development’	he	had	cleaved	 to	 in	1848.153	But	 there	 is	 less	evidence	 to	 suggest
that	 Marx	 made	 huge	 strides	 in	 that	 direction	 in	 the	 1850s	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	 Jones’s
influence.	 For	 one	 thing,	 Jones	 himself	 would	 not	 really	 relocate	 ‘the	 initiative	 of
revolutionary	 transformation	…	 to	 the	oppressed	peoples	 of	 the	British	Empire’	 until	 after
1857;	his	‘The	New	World,	a	Democratic	Poem’	was	only	reworked	as	a	tribute	to	the	Indian
uprising	 several	 years	 after	 its	 first	 publication.154	 It	 was	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 1857	 that	 the
‘vantage	 point	 of	 the	 colonized’	 became	 a	manifest	 reality	 outside	 the	 text	 for	 Jones.	 The
other	fact	is	that,	for	all	its	deprecation	of	the	brutality	of	British	rule	and	condemnation	of
the	 exploitation	 of	 the	 Indian	 peasantry,	 and	 notwithstanding	 a	 sense	 that	 a	 national
insurrection	of	 sorts	could	be	discerned	 in	events,	Marx’s	 famous	dispatches	on	 the	 Indian
uprising	 for	 the	New	 York	 Tribune	 did	 not	 particularly	 interest	 themselves	 in	 that	 vantage
point	 –	 one	 reason	 that	 I	 have	 not	 engaged	 with	 them	 here.	 His	 suggestion	 that	 it	 was
conceivable	that	the	Indians	could	throw	off	the	English	yoke	remained	abstract,	something
for	 the	distant	 future.	But	 it	 is	 true	 that,	by	 this	point,	Marx	was	markedly	 less	 inclined	 to
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view	colonialism	as	a	beneficial	force	–	and	this,	as	well	as	his	passing	concession	that	what
England	 ‘considers	 a	 military	 mutiny	 is	 in	 truth	 a	 national	 revolt’,	 may	 well	 have	 had
something	to	do	with	Jones’s	analysis.155

It	is	fair	to	say	that,	even	if	1857	was	not	the	occasion	for	the	immediate	production	of
revolutionary	anticolonialism	in	Britain,	some	important	political	and	intellectual	seeds	had
nonetheless	been	sown,	 including	 in	Marx’s	case.	While	proletarian	 internationalism	of	 the
domestic	 variety	 may	 have	 always	 been	 integral	 to	 Jones’s	 engagement	 with	 colonial
questions,	 there	 seems	 little	 doubt	 that	 the	 historical	 actuality	 of	 the	 1857	uprising	 caused
him	 to	 shift	 markedly	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 seeking	 ‘contagion’	 from	 that	 source	 of
revolutionary	 agency.	Given	 that	Marx	 and	 Jones	were	 estranged	 by	 that	 point,	 it	 remains
open	 to	 question	 whether	 Jones	 in	 fact	 influenced	 his	 friend	 after	 1855,	 but	 it	 is	 not
inconceivable	 that	 engagement	 with	 Jones	 in	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the	 1850s,	 and	 then
subsequently	studying	the	1857	rebellion,	were	part	of	Marx’s	developing	understanding	of
anticolonialism	in	the	long	run.	Pranav	Jani	has	argued	eloquently	that	it	took	the	events	of
1857	 ‘to	 force	 Marx	 to	 develop	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 agency	 of	 the	 colonized
subject’,	 and	 that	 there	 is	 to	 be	 discerned	 ‘a	 more	 dialectical	 relationship	 between	 the
development	of	Marx’s	 ideas	and	 the	1857	Revolt’	 than	 scholars	have	 identified	before.156
While	this	dialectical	understanding	is	not,	I	think,	immediately	visible	in	his	famous	articles
on	 the	Revolt	 itself	 for	 the	New	York	Tribune,	which	focus	 largely	on	British	mistakes	and
military	manoeuvres,	Marx	does	evoke	even	here	‘the	secret	connivance	and	support	of	the
natives’	given	to	the	sepoys,	while	cautioning	against	expecting	‘an	Indian	revolt	to	assume
the	features	of	a	European	revolution’.157	He	notes	 too	 that	 the	 imperial	project	 in	 India	 is
one	that	benefits	individuals,	and	as	such	increases	the	national	wealth,	but	is	also	offset	by
the	very	great	costs	involved	in	‘endless	conquest	and	perpetual	aggression’.158	Agreeing	that
some	 of	 the	 outrages	 committed	 by	 the	 sepoys	were	 ‘hideous’	 and	 ‘appalling’,	Marx	was
inclined	 to	see	 them	as	mirroring	colonial	atrocities:	 ‘the	reflex,	 in	a	concentrated	form,	of
England’s	 own	 conduct	 in	 India’.159	 Jones	 too	 noted	 trenchantly:	 ‘The	 conduct	 of	 the
“rebels”,	 throughout	 the	 mutiny,	 has	 been	 in	 strict	 and	 consistent	 accordance	 with	 the
example	 of	 their	 civilised	 governors.’160	 He	 would	 repeatedly	 point	 out	 that	 the	 ‘wild,
wanton,	and	wicked	demand	for	native	blood’	would	only	make	sense	if	it	weren’t	the	British
who	had,	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 ‘sowed	 the	 seeds	 of	 that	 sanguinary	 harvest	which	 is	 but	 now
being	 reaped	 in	 British	 India’.161	 Certainly	 Marx,	 like	 Jones,	 was	 inclined	 to	 read	 the
discourse	of	counterinsurgency	critically,	as	one	in	which	it	was	supposed	that	‘all	the	cruelty
is	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 sepoys,	 and	 all	 the	milk	 of	 human	 kindness	 flows	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the
English’.162

No	‘Patient	Acquiescence’:	Richard	Congreve	and	‘Common	Human
Feeling’
If	Jones	appeared	to	back	down	on	his	revolutionary	fervour	for	the	Indian	cause	in	favour	of
an	interim	amelioration	of	grievances	(which	Marx	regarded	as	a	turn	to	the	right),	a	rejection
of	 reforms	 aimed	 at	 keeping	 Indians	 as	 happy	 as	 possible	 came	 from	 an	 avowedly	 non-
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revolutionary	 quarter:	 the	 leading	 English	 Positivist,	 Richard	 Congreve.	 In	 a	 pamphlet
published	in	November	1857,	even	as	national	outrage	in	Britain	was	reaching	a	high	point,
Congreve,	 aware	 that	 he	might	 be	 charged	with	 ‘reckless	 opposition	 to	 the	 feelings	 of	 the
majority’,	launched	an	attack	on	what	he	called	‘the	better	language	now	adopted’	to	justify
continued	British	rule	in	India:

We	 occupied	 India	 under	 the	 impulse	 of	 commercial	 and	 political	 motives;	 we	 have	 governed	 it	 as	 a	 valuable
appendage,	commercially	and	politically.	That	is	the	broad	truth.	When	our	Empire	is	tottering	to	its	fall,	then	to	step
forward	with	moral	or	Christian	motives	for	holding	it,	which	have	never	influenced	our	previous	policy,	is	a	very
questionable	course.163

His	 own	 response	 to	 the	 uprising	 is	 ‘simple	 in	 the	 extreme’:	 ‘that	 we	withdraw	 from	 our
occupation	 of	 India	 without	 any	 unnecessary	 delay’.164	 Two	 years	 later,	 as	 the	 country
prepared	 a	 national	 Thanksgiving	 ordered	 by	 Queen	 Victoria	 for	 1	 May	 1859	 to
commemorate	 victory	 over	 the	 rebels,	 Congreve	 released	 the	 pamphlet	 again,	 along	 with
what	he	called	a	‘Protest	Published	as	a	Placard’,	in	which	he	pleaded	with	his	fellow	English
to	 ‘reflect’	 on	 the	 rebellion	 as	 ‘the	 legitimate	 effort	 of	 a	 nation	 to	 shake	off	 an	oppressive
foreign	yoke’,	 and	not,	 therefore,	 to	 commemorate	 ‘the	 triumph	of	 force	over	 right’.165	At
one	level	this	position	was	of	course	entirely	consistent	with	Congreve’s	doctrinal	allegiance
to	 Positivism.	 In	 the	 preceding	 year,	 he	 had	 published	 an	 article	 on	 Gibraltar	 where	 –	 in
accordance	with	 the	views	of	 the	Positivist	 guiding	 spirit,	 the	French	philosopher	Auguste
Comte	–	he	had	 laid	out	 the	case	 for	a	 foreign	policy	driven	by	moral	 rather	 than	political
considerations,	whereby	England	would	 do	 the	 right	 thing	 in	 relation	 to	 ‘weaker’	 entities.
Why,	 then,	 had	 he	 not	 spoken	 of	 India	 in	 this	 context?	 Only,	 he	 claims,	 because	 he	 had
detected	 no	 native	 resistance:	 England’s	 dominion	 in	 the	 subcontinent	 was	 ‘apparently
unquestioned’	and	the	seeming	acquiescence	to	arbitrary	English	actions	had	suggested	that
there	was	‘no	probability	of	an	 immediate	agitation	of	 the	Indian	question’.166	Thus,	while
clear	as	to	the	wrongness	of	the	acquisition	itself,	he	‘had	accepted	it	as	a	fact’.	Indeed,	he
had	 himself	 partaken	 of	 the	 rationale	 of	 the	 ‘improvement’	 mission,	 accepting	 that	 any
withdrawal	 from	 India	 could	 be	 adjourned	 for	 some	 time	while	 the	 government	 redeemed
itself	 and	 offered	 compensation	 for	 conquest	 to	 its	 Indian	 subjects	 ‘by	 the	 enforcement	 of
order,	 the	 furtherance	of	material	 improvements,	and	by	 the	 lessons	of	Western	punctuality
and	honour’.167

Why	 so	 dramatic	 a	 change	 in	 position,	 then,	 from	 one	 whose	 doctrinal	 allegiances	 to
Positivism	also	committed	him	to	order	and	gradualism,	evolution	not	 revolution?168	Quite
simply:	‘The	recent	revolt	has	dispelled	all	such	ideas	of	patient	acquiescence	in	a	recognized
evil.’169	For	Positivist	principles	to	be	fully	activated	in	relation	to	India,	eliciting	parity	with
weaker	European	nations,	the	emergence	of	native	resistance	was	vital.	Like	Jones,	Congreve
read	the	revolt	in	India	as	making	specific	claims	of	England	(for	him,	too,	it	was	‘England’
rather	than	Britain)	and	as	having,	in	turn,	distinct	implications	for	this	nation’s	conception	of
itself.	 In	 his	 assessment	 of	 Congreve	 as	 one	 of	 a	 very	 small	 minority	 who	 did	 indeed
advocate	full	withdrawal	from	India,	distinguished	historian	of	empire	Bernard	Porter	notes
that	 the	 Positivist	 philosopher	 insisted	 that	 withdrawing	 from	 India	 would	 in	 fact	 be	 in
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Europe’s	interest,	and	that,	contrary	to	the	standard	view,	the	country	‘would	not	lapse	into
barbarism	 and	 anarchy	 once	 the	 imperial	 grip	 were	 relaxed’.170	 Such	 a	 ‘sympathetic
approach	to	alien	civilisations	was	something	new	in	English	colonial	criticism’.	Speculating
on	 the	 reasons	 for	Congreve’s	unusual	 attitude,	Porter	 argues	 that	 at	work	here	was	not	 so
much	‘the	mass	of	information	about	those	civilisations	which	had	been	accumulated	in	the
recent	 past	 by	 travellers	 and	 scientists’,	 but	 instead	 ‘cultural	 relativism’	–	meaning,	 in	 this
instance,	a	standpoint	that	simply	chose	not	to	be	ethnocentric,	and	to	regard	other	‘cultural
systems’	as	different	but	not	inferior	to	that	of	Western	Europe.171	This,	it	seems	to	me,	is	to
overlook	two	determining	aspects	of	Congreve’s	meditations	on	the	future	of	India.	The	first
is	 the	 admitted	 centrality	 of	 the	 1857	 uprising	 in	 getting	 him	 to	 abandon	 the	 reformist
position.	The	second	 is	 the	 extent	 to	which	Congreve	emphasizes	 the	need	 for	 the	English
working	classes	and	women	generally	 to	extend	‘sympathy’	 to	 the	ruled,	sympathy	defined
here	not	merely	as	commonality	of	feeling	but	as	a	means	of	thinking	together	with	Indians.

Richard	Congreve	was	Britain’s	foremost	exponent	of	the	influential	ideas	of	Comte,	the
Positivist	 founder	 of	 the	 ‘Church	 of	 Humanity’	 whose	 values	 appealed	 to	 the	 nineteenth-
century	British	middle	classes:	‘upholding	morality,	providing	a	means	of	controlling	social
change,	and	providing	a	sense	of	 identity	 to	 the	 individual	by	defining	his	place	within	 the
community’.172	There	was	to	be	no	revolution,	but	order	and	progress	were	to	be	reconciled
through	social	reconstruction.	While	both	liberal	individualism	and	class	society	were	to	be
shunned,	‘the	dominant	values	of	this	society	would	be	largely	those	of	the	middle	class’	and
capitalism	could	have	a	‘moralized’	form.173	Congreve	–	who	founded	the	English	Comtean
organization,	the	‘Religion	of	Humanity’,	in	January	1859	–	lectured	on	Positivism,	and	his
lectures	 were	 attended	 by,	 among	 others,	 George	 Eliot	 (though	 she	 apparently	 found	 him
dull).	 It	 is	 this	 commitment	 to	 a	moral,	 ordered	 and	 controlled	 social	 change	 –	 he	would
reiterate	 that	his	 ‘whole	notions	are	alien	 to	disorder’	–	 that	makes	 the	 impact	of	 the	1857
uprising	on	Congreve	all	the	more	remarkable	for	its	undoubted	radicalism	in	getting	him	to
call	 for	 immediate,	 not	 gradual,	withdrawal.174	 (Half	 a	 century	 later,	 his	 pamphlet	 ‘India’,
responding	 to	 the	 uprising,	 would	 be	 republished	 and	 disseminated	 by	 the	 London-based
Indian	radical	and	editor	of	the	Indian	Sociologist,	Shyamji	Krishnavarma.)	While	Congreve
was	 something	 of	 an	 outlier,	 he	 matters	 for	 any	 study	 of	 British	 dissent	 inasmuch	 as
Positivism’s	scientific	and	humanist	tenor	was	one	of	the	tributary	strands	of	mid-nineteenth-
century	 British	 radicalism.	 Both	 as	 a	 high-profile	 Oxford	 don	 until	 1854,	 and	 later	 as	 a
Comtean,	Congreve	also	influenced	a	later	generation	of	critics	of	empire,	most	importantly
Frederic	 Harrison.	 A	 distinctive	 contributor	 to	 what	 might	 be	 regarded	 as	 the	 nineteenth-
century	legacy	of	imperial	scepticism,	Congreve	would	become	a	supporter	of	trade	unions,
as	 well	 as	 an	 advocate	 of	 Irish	 independence.	 Even	 as	 a	 smaller	 voice,	 however,	 he	 was
among	 the	 first	 to	 bring	 into	 view	 three	 dimensions	 of	 British	 criticism	 of	 empire	 which
would	become	increasingly	salient:	the	need	to	listen	to	and	make	central	the	wishes	of	those
at	 the	 receiving	 end	 of	 colonialism;	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 resistance	 to	 the	 imperial	 project
called	upon	the	metropole	(in	Congreve’s	case,	England)	to	reflect	on	and	reconstitute	itself;
and	 finally,	 perhaps	 most	 importantly,	 the	 need	 to	 forge	 ‘sympathetic’	 bonds	 that	 at	 once
recognized	differences	and	identified	points	of	commonality.
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There	are	a	great	many	things	to	be	said	about	this	slim	but	powerfully	articulated	work	–
not	least	about	the	ways	in	which	it	prefigures	Thompson’s	critique	of	the	one-sided	writing
of	the	history	of	the	uprising	in	calling	for	justice	(not	‘military	vengeance’)	to	be	dispensed
in	all	directions	without	national	or	 racial	 superiority	determining	 the	outcome:	 ‘Not	alone
the	white	woman,	or	the	child	of	English	parents,	but	Hindoo	women	and	children,	should	be
fearfully	avenged.’175	What	 is	 of	most	 relevance	 for	 our	 purposes,	 however,	 is	 the	way	 in
which	Congreve	 appears	 to	 break	 not	 only	 from	 gradualism,	 but	 from	 benevolence	 as	 the
driving	 force	 of	 reforms,	 advocating	 instead	 a	 ‘sympathy’	with	 the	 ruled	 that	 is	 conceived
very	differently	from	paternalism.	Indeed,	Congreve	was	in	many	ways	an	early	theorist	of
‘solidarity’	–	not	a	word	that	he	would	have	had	available	to	him,	but	certainly	a	concept	he
seemed	to	understand	fully.	He	dispenses	very	quickly,	for	instance,	with	the	idea	of	imperial
rule	 as	 a	 form	of	 ‘trusteeship’	–	 a	 concept	 and	 term	 that	would	 recur	 in	 arguments	 for	 the
Empire	well	into	the	twentieth	century,	when	it	would	also	be	challenged	by	black	and	Asian
anticolonialists	 on	 grounds	 very	 similar	 to	 those	 Congreve	 articulates.	 Confronting
Gladstone’s	 argument	 that	 the	 mode	 of	 acquisition	 of	 India	 mattered	 less	 now	 than	 the
‘obligations	…	contracted	towards	the	nearly	200	millions	of	people	under	our	rule	in	India’,
Congreve	 noted	 that	 the	 rebellion	 had	made	 one	 thing	 abundantly	 clear	 in	 relation	 to	 the
former’s	 claim	 that	 the	 British	 occupy	 ‘the	 condition	 of	 trustees’	 between	 God	 and	 the
Indians:	 this	 ‘trusteeship	 has	 not	 hitherto	 been	 recognised’.176	 Rebellion	 is	 thus	 a	 forceful
reminder	 that	 the	 colonized	 share	 the	 right	 to	 recognize	 and	 be	 recognized	 –	 but	 also,
crucially,	 to	 refuse	 recognition.	 Given	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 act	 of	 ‘recognition’	 to
international	law,	to	which	Congreve	explicitly	alludes	in	his	questioning	of	the	British	right
to	 hold	 India	 down	 by	 force,	 his	 insistence	 on	 the	 right	 of	 Indians	 to	 recognize	 or	 refuse
recognition	 of	 the	 colonial	 presence	 is	 of	 no	 small	 import:	 ‘Is	 there	 in	 the	 East	 Indies	 a
different	 international	 law	 from	 what	 exists	 in	 England?’177	 Thus,	 rather	 than	 call	 for
reforms,	 ‘solutions	 which	 to	 me	 are	 incoherent	 and	 immoral’,	 he	 preferred	 to	 pose	 the
question	that	he	believed	the	revolt	itself	was	posing	of	England:	‘Shall	we	set	to	work	to	re-
conquer	 India?’178	 It	 is	 the	 basis	 on	which	 he	 offers	 his	 resounding	 negative	 that	 is	most
significant:	the	ruled	did	not	wish	to	be	ruled.

At	 the	 outset,	 still	 defending	 his	 own	 inaction	 on	 the	 question	 of	 India	 and	 his	 past
endorsement	 of	 the	 ‘improvement’	 mission,	 Congreve	 suggests,	 perhaps	 a	 little
disingenuously,	that	he	had	been	waiting	‘patiently	for	the	day	when	…	the	energies	of	the
native	population	should	make	our	further	hold	impossible’,	even	as	he	hoped	that	England
would,	on	the	basis	of	a	‘purer	moral	feeling’,	voluntarily	relinquish	its	hold	on	India.179	The
revolt	 changed	 all	 that,	 showing	 clearly	 that	 the	 ruled,	 not	 the	 rulers,	would	 be	 the	 prime
movers	 of	 both	 India’s	 immediate	 present	 and	 distant	 future.	 ‘Recent	 events’	 had
demonstrated	 that	 the	only	way	for	 the	English	 to	keep	India	was	by	force.	Whatever	 their
own	 problems,	 Indians	 appeared	 to	 ‘prefer	 the	 chances	 of	 less	 settled	 government	 to	 the
certainty	 of	 an	 alien	 despotism’.180	 Principles	 of	 trusteeship,	 Congreve	 pointed	 out,
prefiguring	 anticolonial	 thinkers	 of	 the	 next	 century,	 could	 not	 be	 imposed	 on	 a	 reluctant
people,	but	were	‘valid	only	with	those	who	accept	them’.181	The	revolt	could	be	read	then	as
the	future	of	the	Empire	in	India	writ	large:	‘For,	either	they	expel	us,	or	we	retire.’182	The
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other	justification	for	colonial	rule	Congreve	had	to	deal	with	was	precisely	a	relativist	one:
‘that	what	holds	good	of	independent	States	in	Europe	is	not	binding	in	the	East’.183	It	was
unclear	 that	 this	claim	was	defensible:	 ‘What	are	 the	 limits	of	 this	difference,	and	on	what
rational	basis	does	it	rest?’	Admitting	frankly	that	he	was	‘not	deeply	versed	in	the	literature
and	religious	antiquities	of	India’,	based	on	a	‘mass	of	information’,	Congreve	insisted	on	the
right	of	Indian	civilization	not	to	be	subjected	to	English	rule.184	As	other	liberals	had	done,
he	cited	Burke	copiously	on	the	difference	between	savages	in	the	Americas	(whom	it	was,
presumably,	acceptable	to	conquer)	and	the	Indians,	‘cultivated	by	all	the	arts	of	polished	life,
whilst	we	were	yet	in	the	woods’.185	Ultimately,	however,	Congreve’s	own	argument,	while
it	drew	on	the	Burkean	critique	of	empire,	rested	less	on	India’s	civilizational	achievements
than	on	the	fact	of	ongoing	resistance,	which	had	made	clear	that	there	was	no	probability	of
amalgamation	 (of	 the	 sort	Norton	wanted)	 and	 ‘a	 genuine	 union	 being	 at	 last	 effected’.186
Given	that	‘the	different	manners	of	the	East’	were	not,	to	his	mind,	grounds	for	a	relativist
application	of	international	law	or	moral	principles,	the	fact	was	that	the	rebellion	pointed	to
the	impossibility	of	common	cause	under	British	rule.187	With	the	right	kind	of	imaginative
labour,	 common	 cause	 could,	 however,	 be	 forged	 between	 English	 working-men	 and
Englishwomen,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 Indians	 under	 British	 rule	 on	 the	 other.	 If	 colonial
conquest	 had	 resulted	 in	 such	 a	 ‘want	 of	 sympathy’	 with	 conquered	 societies,	 that	 even
‘instructive	 forms	 of	 civilisation’	 were	 destroyed,	 it	 could	 be	 attributed	 to	 a	 distinctively
class-based	 attitude.188	 Congreve	 was	 clear	 that	 the	 end	 of	 colonial	 rule	 was	 specifically
‘alien	 in	 conception	 and	 results	 to	 the	 thoughts	 and	 wishes	 of	 the	 upper	 classes	 of
England’.189	But	he	was	more	hopeful	of	others’	 attitude	 to	 Indians,	 the	 ‘large	numbers	 in
England	who,	if	my	opinions	could	reach	them,	would	sympathise	with	them	in	spirit	at	least,
if	they	could	not	wholly	accept	them’.190	This	was	a	necessarily	dialogical	process,	involving
cognition	and	recognition,	imaginative	labour	that	the	English	people	could	undertake,	even
in	the	absence	of	actual	contact	with	Indians.	Adam	Smith’s	cognitive	model	of	‘sympathy’
as	denoting	not	just	pity	or	compassion	but	‘our	fellow-feeling	with	any	passion	whatever’	is
useful	here.

Congreve’s	 appeal	 to	 women	 was	 brief	 and	 relatively	 predictable	 in	 its	 gendered
assumptions:	 since	 they	 hold	 aloof	 from	 the	 strife	 and	 personal	 ambition	 that	 mar	 men’s
politics,	 women	 can	 bring	 vital	 moral	 considerations	 and	 a	moderating	 power	 to	 political
questions.	 Here,	 too,	 in	 ‘the	 court	 of	 moral	 feeling’,	 Congreve	 stressed	 the	 need	 to	 pose
questions,	 then	listen	for	and	keep	in	 the	foreground	the	wishes	of	 the	ruled	in	India:	‘Is	 it
with	 the	 consent	 of	 its	 people	 that	we	 persist	 in	 trying	 to	 rule	 it,	 or	 solely	 by	 virtue	 of	 a
favourable	 judgement	 on	 our	 claim	 pronounced	 by	 none	 but	 ourselves?’191	 It	 is	 really,
however,	with	his	 appeal	 to	 ‘the	Working	Men	of	England’	 that	Congreve	came	up	with	a
theory	 of	 common	 condition	 that	 enabled	 him	 to	make	 the	 case	 for	 the	 ‘keenest	 political
sympathy’	not	just	between	himself	as	philosopher	and	the	proletariat,	but	between	them	and
the	 subjects	 of	 British	 India.192	 Here	 Congreve	 enunciated	 a	 claim	 about	 the	 intertwined
structures	of	empire	which	would	be	articulated	by	other	critics	too	in	the	decades	to	come:
‘The	question	is	two-fold.	It	is	an	Indian	one,	but	it	is	also	an	English	one.	The	interests	of
both	countries	are	at	stake.	You	may	take	them	apart	for	convenience,	but	you	cannot	really
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separate	 them.’193	The	working-men	were	 in	 a	unique	position	 to	 listen	 to	 and	 sympathize
with	the	aspirations	of	the	ruled,	not	least	because	they	lacked	the	upper	classes’	material	and
personal	 connections	 to	 India	 and	 ‘derive	 no	 advantages	 from	 its	 possession’.194	They	 too
were	ruled	and	lied	to	by	the	same	class:	‘You	will	not	be	deceived	by	the	assertions	that	the
mass	of	the	Hindoo	nation	wishes	us	to	continue	its	ruler’,	not	least	because	of	the	‘similar
ones	made	at	home	by	your	own	state	of	feelings’.195	The	extent	to	which	Congreve	stressed
the	 similarity	 (rather	 than	 congruity)	 of	 condition,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 resulting	 capacity	 to
interpret	 the	 feelings	of	 the	 ruled,	 is	 striking:	 ‘You	know	 that	 your	 own	 state	 of	 feeling	 is
misinterpreted	or	entirely	neglected	by	 those	who	administer	your	Government;	 is	 it	 likely
that	 they	 would	 be	 successful	 in	 interpreting	 that	 of	 the	 distant	 and	 alien	 population	 of
India?’196

Congreve	is	not	suggesting	that	the	standpoint	of	the	working	Englishman	is	the	same	as
that	of	the	subject	of	rule	in	India	–	or	not	quite.	He	is	instead	calling	for	this	man	to	recall	at
once	his	own	condition	and	‘sympathise’	–	as	he	already	does	with	those	in	Hungary	or	Italy
who	 ask	 for	 independence	 and	 justice	 –	 ‘with	 the	 Hindoo	 in	 his	 struggle	 for	 the	 same
objects’.197	This	did	not,	as	he	had	already	made	clear,	imply	an	identity	of	culture	or	belief
systems.	It	did,	however,	mean	that	those	at	the	receiving	end	of	exploitation	were	in	a	better
position	 to	 conceive	 ‘what	 we	 ourselves	 should	 feel	 in	 the	 like	 situation’,	 to	 use	 Smith’s
elaboration	 of	 ‘sympathy’.198	 The	 working-men	 of	 England,	 by	 contrast	 with	 the	 English
upper	classes,	were	in	a	unique	position	to	undertake	the	imaginative	labour	that	could	bridge
some	of	that	distance	and	difference:

You	can	judge	of	the	bearing	of	the	English	in	India	by	the	bearing	of	the	same	classes	at	home,	by	the	bearing	of
your	aristocracy,	whether	commercial	or	landed,	by	the	bearing	of	your	middle	classes.	The	hard	indifference	of	the
latter,	the	haughty	neglect	of	the	former,	the	reckless	way	in	which	both	satisfy	their	personal	tastes	and	feelings,	and
take	no	care	of	yours,	the	strange	display	of	almost	fabulous	wealth	and	luxury,	in	vivid	contrast	with	the	extreme	of
poverty	and	suffering,	all	these	you	can	appreciate	at	home.	You	watch	them	with	mingled	feelings,	for	those	who	so
act	 are	 your	 countrymen,	 and	 have	 some	points	 in	 common	with	 yourself,	 some	points	 of	 friendly	 contact,	 some
common	feelings.	Take	away	all	that	softens	the	relation;	let	the	conduct	be	the	same,	and	let	the	men	be	conquerors
of	 another	 colour,	 another	 language,	 and	 another	 religion,	 and	 let	 them	 add	 the	 contempt	 such	 difference	 too
naturally	inspires:	you	may	then	have	the	measure	of	the	feelings	of	the	subject	Hindoo	or	Mahometan	towards	his
European	masters.	You	may	understand	their	vengeful	spirit;	you	may	not	palliate	their	mode	of	vengeance.199

I	 quote	 this	 passage	 at	 some	 length	 because	 of	 its	 extraordinary	 emphasis	 not	 only	 on
‘feelings’,	 but	 also	 the	 bold	 equation	 Congreve	 makes	 between	 fellow	 feeling	 and	 the
capacity	to	judge	not	only	the	causes	but	the	ferocity	of	–	and	the	means	deployed	against	–
the	 Indian	 rebellion.	 Common	 ground,	 even	 shared	 human	 feeling,	 is	 not	 a	 given,	 but	 is
arrived	 at	 through	 imaginative	 work.	 The	 relationship	 between	 English	 working-man	 and
distant	 Indian	 subject	 is	 one	 that	 has	 to	 be	 dialogical	 in	 some	 form,	 entailing	 the	work	 of
interpretation,	comprehension	and	reconstitution.	The	form	of	‘sympathy’	that	Congreve	calls
for	entails,	then,	emphatically	not	charity,	benevolence	or	compassion,	but	‘common	human
feeling’,200	or	what	Smith	would	call	‘fellow	feeling’,	which	is	‘an	analogous	emotion	…	at
the	 thought	 of	 his	 situation,	 in	 the	 breast	 of	 every	 attentive	 spectator’.201	Women	 and	 the
working	classes	are	more	likely	to	be	‘attentive’	interpreters	in	this	mode.
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There	is	also,	of	course,	a	sound	material	basis	for,	and	indeed	self-interest	in,	identifying
analogous	aspirations.	Like	Jones,	Congreve	emphasizes	to	the	working	classes	he	addresses
that	the	disadvantages	of	an	exploitative	domestic	order	and	those	of	colonial	rule	are	part	of
the	 same	 formation:	 ‘India	 is	 the	 keystone	 of	 the	 existing	 system	of	Government.’202	 It	 is
they,	the	English	working	classes,	who	will	foot	the	bill	as	well	as	provide	the	cannon	fodder
for	holding	down	India	by	force:

On	all	grounds,	then,	so	far	as	India	is	concerned,	I	fearlessly	appeal	to	you	for	a	verdict,	given	by	the	light	of	your
common	English	experience,	and	by	the	light	of	your	common	human	feeling;	and,	as	you	would	rise,	to	a	man,	to
prevent	 your	 country	 from	 being	 the	 victim	 of	 foreign	 oppression,	 so	 I	 call	 on	 you	 to	 raise	 your	 voice	 no	 less
unanimously	in	protest	against	her	being	the	oppressor.203

There	could	be	no	change	in	the	domestic	social	order	without	an	end	to	the	Indian	empire,
and	the	result	could	be	salutary:	‘a	dominion	narrower	in	extent	but	better	wielded’.204	It	is
precisely	 in	 the	 light	 of	 this	 relatively	modest	 proposal	 for	 the	 domestic	 benefits	 –	 ‘in	 no
revolutionary	 spirit’	 –	 of	 letting	 go	 of	 empire	 that	 we	must	 read	 Congreve’s	 pamphlet	 on
‘India’	less	as	a	Positivist	assimilation	of	a	far-off	uprising	than	as	an	exemplar	of	Positivism
pushed	to	more	radical	analysis	by	a	rebellion	with	distinct	domestic	resonances.205

The	Afterlife	of	1857
‘The	events	of	1857	forced	all	of	us	to	consider	the	whole	question	of	the	Empire’,	recalled
another	 Positivist,	 Congreve’s	 former	 Oxford	 tutee,	 and	 lawyer,	 Frederic	 Harrison,	 some
years	later.	‘From	that	day	I	became	an	anti-Imperialist’.206	Harrison,	a	figure	we	shall	meet
again,	initially	appears	to	have	been	divided	between	seeing	the	uprising,	like	Congreve,	as
necessarily	universal	in	its	assertion	of	righteous	resistance,	and	deeming	it	a	consequence	of
‘savage	instincts’,	the	insurmountable	alterity	underpinning	‘the	inevitable	struggle	of	black
man	against	white	–	native	against	European’.207	Yet,	in	that	same	autumn	of	1857,	Harrison
found	 himself	 accepting	 that	 this	was	 ‘a	 long-expected	 inevitable	 rebellion	 of	 a	 keen	 race
against	 their	 conquerors	 and	 masters’.208	 Now	 he	 credited	 the	 rebels	 with	 greater
thoughtfulness	 and	agency	 than	he	had	before,	 arguing	 that	 the	 soldiers	who	had	mutinied
were	‘the	élite,	the	leading	class,	the	most	spirited,	the	most	intelligent,	the	most	thoroughly
Hindoo.	They	lead	and	represent	the	rest,	as	much	as	Cromwell’s	Ironsides	were	the	marrow
of	England.’209	It	is	the	emergence	of	this	resistance	that	makes	a	‘phantom’	of	British	rule,	a
simulacrum	of	conquest.210	Clearly,	the	mission	to	‘Europeanise’	was	not	successful,	even	if
much	had	been	imparted,	for	‘no	respectable	native	class	ever	identifies	itself	with	us’.211	If
the	British	in	India	were	to	be	overthrown	in	the	course	of	an	insurgency,	there	could	be	no
re-conquest,	 for	 then	 the	British	working	classes	 ‘would	not	allow	 their	 lives,	 their	money,
and	 their	 claims	 to	 be	 sacrificed	 in	 an	 object	 they	 would	 feel	 to	 belong	 wholly	 to	 the
commercial	 classes’.212	 What	 is	 striking	 about	 Harrison’s	 meditations,	 in	 contrast	 to
Congreve’s	rather	more	surefooted	insistence	on	the	wrongness	of	colonial	rule,	is	that	they
are	shot	through	with	doubt.	‘We	are	indeed	a	nation	of	colonists;	and	India	is	the	fairest	of
our	possessions’,	Harrison	concedes;	but	what	 if,	 in	 fact,	 all	 such	conquests	do,	other	 than
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enhance	commercial	interests,	‘is	to	wrap	round	Britannia	a	useless	purple’	which	will	enable
historians	of	the	future	to	‘show	how	the	imperial	pomp	blinded	both	English	and	Europeans
to	 the	 real	position	of	 this	 country	on	 the	map’?213	 In	 the	 end,	1857	had	 shown	 that	 India
resisted	 incorporation	 and	 could	 only	 be	 governed	 now	 as	 a	 ‘temporary	 possession’,	 one
which	 it	 was	 futile	 to	 attempt	 to	 Europeanize	 or	 Christianize.	 From	 this	 vantage-point,
Britain’s	empire	was	at	best	 folly,	and	at	worst	a	catastrophe	 that	did	nothing	 for	 ‘national
existence’.214	Though	he	prognosticated	that	the	century	‘long	before	its	close	–	will	see	the
last	of	British	rule	in	India’,	within	a	few	weeks	of	writing	these	words	Harrison	would	find
himself	 once	more	 doubtful,	 as	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 uprising	would	 be	 suppressed.215
Now,	not	unlike	Jones,	he	suggested	he	would	support	a	reformed	project	‘to	govern	India,
but	solely	from	the	point	of	view	of	an	intelligent	and	patriotic	native	–	if	it	can	be	done.	If
not	–	marchons!’216

For	all	that	it	created	both	uneasiness	and	public	anguish,	the	Indian	uprising	of	1857	did
not	 constitute	 a	 crisis	 that	 forged	 anything	 like	 a	 critical	 consensus	 on	 the	 downsides	 of
empire.	 As	 others	 have	 noted,	 it	 undermined	 the	 liberal	 pedagogical	 mission	 to	 raise	 the
inhabitants	of	 the	subcontinent	 to	higher	civilizational	standards.	 It	 is	also	widely	accepted
that	 lines	 of	 difference	were	 hardened,	 confirming	 ‘the	mutual	 distrust	 between	 rulers	 and
ruled’.217	Yet,	 as	 I	 have	 argued	here,	 some	 responses	 to	 the	uprising	 laid	 the	ground	 for	 a
different	interpretation	of	such	crises	of	rule	–	one	that	undermined	attitudes	of	paternalism
and	 benevolence	 in	 favour	 of	 dispositions	 that	 emphasized	 fellow	 feeling,	 reciprocal
engagement	and	reverse	pedagogy.	Such	interpretations	may	have	been	a	minor	key	against
the	 upsurge	 of	 emotions	 that	 marked	 the	 response	 to	 the	 uprising,	 but	 they	 constitute,
nonetheless,	 a	 bookmark	 which	 kept	 different	 political	 possibilities	 open.	 These	 included
modes	of	relating	to	non-Europeans	that	both	acknowledged	the	variety	of	the	ways	in	which
the	‘human’	expressed	itself	 in	cultures	and	sought	 to	forge	common	ground.	The	idea	that
Englishness,	 or	 Britishness,	 also	 needed	 to	 reconstitute	 itself	 for	 the	 better	 in	 the	 face	 of
resistance,	learning	from	it	in	the	process,	was	also	put	into	play	at	this	time.

Let	 us	 return,	 finally,	 to	 Edward	 Thompson,	 writing	 not	 quite	 seventy	 years	 later,
convinced	that	another	Indian	struggle	was	once	again	imminent,	but	hoping	that	it	would	not
be	 necessary,	 and	 arguing	 that	 it	 need	 not	 be	 embittered.	 If	 there	 was	 ‘irreconcilability’
between	white	 and	brown	 in	 India,	 its	 roots	 lay	 far	back	 in	 the	 events	of	1857:	 ‘But	 from
Bihar	 to	 the	Border	 the	Mutiny	 lives;	 it	 lives	 in	 the	memory	 of	Europeans	 and	 of	 Indians
alike.	 It	 overshadows	 the	 thought	 and	 the	 relations	of	both	 races	…	Those	memories	have
never	slept,	and	now	they	are	raising	their	heads	as	never	before.’218	The	shadow	of	accepted
accounts	of	the	‘Mutiny’	thus	fell	over	events	that	followed,	from	the	second	Afghan	War	to
the	1919	massacre	at	Jallianwala	Bagh,	by	enshrining	harsh	retribution	for	any	resistance.	On
the	 British	 side,	 General	 Dyer	 could	 not	 be	 pilloried	 as	 the	 sole	 villain	 of	 the	 horrific
massacre	in	Amritsar,	but	needed	to	be	seen	instead,	in	Thompson’s	view,	as	the	embodiment
of	 a	 national	 delusion	 generated	 by	 a	 fatal	 mythology:	 ‘It	 was	 our	 inherited	 thought
concerning	the	Mutiny	and	Indians	and	India	that	drove	him	on.	The	ghosts	of	Cooper	and
Cowan	 presided	 over	 Jallianwala.’219	 If	 relations	 between	 the	British	 in	 India	 and	 Indians
were	not	to	escalate	into	a	final,	irrevocable	clash,	then	it	was	for	the	British,	not	the	Indians,
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to	‘face	the	things	that	happened,	and	change	our	way	of	writing	about	them’.220	The	process
of	changing	 the	way	 the	Empire	was	written	about	would	 take	a	very	 long	 time;	 indeed,	 it
remains	 incomplete.	 Events	 that	 made	 such	 a	 rewriting	 imperative,	 however,	 would	 take
place	with	determined	regularity	across	British	colonial	possessions:	the	next	one	would	be
less	than	a	decade	after	the	Indian	insurgency,	in	faraway	Jamaica.	It	too	would	put	questions
of	empire	and	the	imperial	project	back	into	the	public	consciousness	in	Britain.
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						2						

A	Barbaric	Independence:
Rebel	Voice	and	Transnational
Solidarity,	Morant	Bay,	1865

The	 rebellion	 of	 the	 negroes	 comes	 very	 home	 to	 the	 national	 soul.	 Though	 a	 fleabite	 compared	with	 the	 Indian
Mutiny,	it	touches	our	pride	more	and	is	more	in	the	nature	of	a	disappointment.

The	Times,	18	November	1865

What	have	the	English	people	done	that	the	irrepressible	negro	should	make	an	interruption	into	their	daily	press,
disport	himself	at	their	dessert,	chill	their	turtle,	spoil	their	wine,	and	sour	their	pine-apple	and	their	temper?	…	Are
we	henceforth	to	be	separated,	as	a	nation,	into	negrophilites	and	anti-negroites?

Saturday	Review,	October	1866

Constitutionally	 considered,	 it	 makes	 no	 difference	 in	 the	 question,	 that	 what	 Governor	 Eyre	 did	 was	 done	 in
Jamaica	and	not	in	England.	For	this	purpose,	the	two	islands	are	one	and	the	same.

The	Bee-Hive,	1	September	1866

On	a	cloudy	Monday	morning	in	October	1865,	a	few	hours	after	the	end	of	the	Sabbath,
George	William	Gordon,	a	forty-five-year-old	man,	stood	beneath	the	arch	of	a	burned-down
courthouse	in	the	Jamaican	town	of	Morant	Bay.	His	hands	and	feet	had	been	pinioned	and	a
halter	was	draped	around	his	neck.	After	the	drop	fell	at	7.10	a.m.,	the	corpse,	dressed	in	a
borrowed	white	coat,	was	kept	suspended	and	swinging	on	public	view	in	inclement	weather
for	a	full	twenty-four	hours	and	then	thrown	into	a	felon’s	grave.	It	was,	however,	far	from
being	consigned	to	anonymity.	Gordon’s	name	would	soon	reverberate	4,500	miles	away	on
another	island,	one	which,	by	that	point	in	history,	was	more	habituated	to	rainy	days	than	to
summary	public	executions	of	opposition	politicians.	From	late	November	1865,	when	news
finally	 reached	 London	 of	Gordon’s	 execution	 under	martial	 law	 and	 of	 the	 extra-judicial
deaths	of	many	others	–	mostly	black	or	Afro-Jamaican	men	deemed	part	of	a	conspiracy	to
overthrow	white	rule	–	a	controversy	raged	in	England	for	nearly	three	years.	The	so-called
‘Jamaica	Affair’	would	 shake	 the	English	 intelligentsia	 and	political	 classes,	 creating	 fresh
and	 bitter	 divisions	 while	 widening	 existing	 cleavages.	 It	 would	 also	 be	 discussed	 at
working-class	meetings	held	in	the	run-up	to	the	Second	Reform	Bill,	which	was	coming	up
for	parliamentary	debate.1	For	nearly	 three	years,	 the	English	public	sphere	would	concern
itself	with	what	also	came	to	be	known	as	‘the	Eyre	controversy’,	as	attempts	were	made	by
some	of	England’s	best-known	political	and	intellectual	figures	to	bring	to	book	the	colonial
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governor	 under	 whose	 administrative	 aegis	 Gordon	 and	 over	 500	 others	 had	 met	 their
untimely	deaths.

Breaking	out	eight	years	after	the	Indian	uprising,	Morant	Bay	has	long	been	recognized
as	 the	 other	 mid-nineteenth-century	 national	 crisis	 which	 contributed	 to	 ‘new	 ways	 of
categorising	racial	difference’.2	‘After	the	Morant	Bay	Rebellion’,	writes	Marouf	Hasian,	Jr,
‘the	 belief	 in	 racial	 hierarchies	 also	 ossified,	 and	Afro-Jamaicans	were	 re-characterized	 as
unruly	 and	 untrustworthy	 colonial	 subjects.’3	 The	 profound	 effect	 of	 this	 uprising	 on
metropolitan	 discourse	 has	 also	 been	 discussed	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 fundamental	 questions	 it
raised	 ‘about	 the	 nature	 of	 Englishness	 itself’.4	 Tim	 Watson	 reminds	 us	 of	 the
‘disproportionate	 significance’	 accorded	 to	Morant	Bay	 at	 the	 time,	 arguing	 that	 the	 event
presaged	 the	 re-emergence	 of	 ‘the	 modern	 notion	 of	 the	 British	 Empire	 as	 a	 single
conceptual,	territorial,	and	political	unit’.5	Consequent	upon	the	controversy	was	nothing	less
than	 the	 consolidation	 of	 the	 British	 Empire	 ‘as	 an	 imaginary	 unit	 soldered	 together	 by
modern	humanitarianism’.6	Within	 the	British	 historiographical	 record,	 the	Governor	 Eyre
controversy	 functions	as	a	 locus	classicus,	 a	 characteristic	moment	of	 internal	moral	 crisis
leading	 to	 self-correction	 –	 in	 this	 case	 a	more	 responsive,	 liberal	 and	 reforming	 colonial
government,	 with	 Jamaica	 passing	 to	 direct	 Crown	 rule	 in	 1866,	 when	 its	 Legislative
Assembly	dissolved	 itself.	 ‘The	moral	 perils	 of	 empire’,	writes	R.	W.	Kostal,	 situating	 the
controversy	 in	 a	 historical	 frame,	 ‘were	 quintessentially	 English	 preoccupations,	 and	 they
had	surfaced	many	times	before.’7

Contemporary	etching	of	rebels	being	hanged	at	the	Morant	Bay	Courthouse

What	happens,	though,	to	the	insurgent	Jamaican	subject	who	instigates	the	crisis	in	the
first	 place?	 While	 there	 is	 little	 doubt	 that	 the	 whole	 controversy	 was	 ‘appropriated	 and
reconstructed	as	a	means	of	contesting	political	positions	and	propositions	in	England’	itself,
it	is	a	mistake	to	view	the	Eyre	affair	as	only	as	the	mise	en	scène	for	a	very	British	debate
about	rights	and	constitutionality,	the	Jamaican	elements	rendered	secondary	to	the	process.8
Even	where	connections	have	been	touched	on,	discussions	of	the	Morant	Bay	episode	have
in	general	tended	to	emphasize	either	events	in	Jamaica	or	the	famously	divided	high-profile

Gopal, Priyamvada. Insurgent Empire : Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, Verso, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/usyd/detail.action?docID=5783986.
Created from usyd on 2021-05-21 22:26:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 V

er
so

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



response	in	Britain.	In	fact,	not	only	was	the	Jamaican	insurgent	 instrumental	 in	fomenting
debate	and	division	but	black	agency	–	and	what	was	to	be	done	with	it	–	was,	in	many	ways,
at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 controversy.	 The	 positions	 taken	 by	 British	 domestic	 parties	 to	 the
controversy	were	profoundly	inflected	by	an	awareness	of	both	the	reality	of	black	Jamaican
self-assertion	 and,	 crucially,	 the	 fact	 that	 ‘ex-slaves	 chose	 to	 define	 the	 content	 of	 their
freedom	 in	 apparent	 opposition	 to	 market	 forces’.9	 Their	 words	 and	 actions	 fomented
division	in	Britain,	and	in	doing	so	also	formed	the	basis	for	 the	emergence	of	criticism	of
post-Emancipation	white	rule	in	the	West	Indian	colonies,	as	well	as	something	very	like	the
transnational	working-class	solidarity	envisioned	by	Congreve	and	Jones	in	the	wake	of	the
Indian	rebellion.

Once	again,	the	question	of	‘voice’	is	central	–	indeed	more	so,	for,	unlike	the	1857	crisis,
this	 time	 the	 documents	 of	 counterinsurgency	 provided	 a	 channel	 for	 the	 voices	 of	 black
Jamaican	rebels	–	as	well	as	Gordon	himself	–	 to	 resonate	more	 fully	 in	 the	British	public
sphere.	 Mimi	 Sheller	 notes	 that,	 even	 prior	 to	 the	 rebellion,	 ‘the	 numerous	 two-way	 ties
between	 freed	 people	 and	 the	British	 government	made	 both	 sides	 adept	 at	 addressing	 the
other’,	 leaving	 a	 more	 extensive	 documentary	 trail	 than	 was	 often	 the	 case.10	 Thus,	 the
historical	 record	 shows	 very	 clearly	 that	 Jamaican	 dissidents	 and	 rebels	made	 demands	 of
Britain	 and	British	 rule	while	 challenging	 its	 rhetorical	 contradictions.	Their	 specific	 post-
slavery	understandings	of	what	 freedom	should	mean	were	frequently	distinct	 from,	and	 in
conflict	with,	those	generated	by	the	imperial	centre.	The	multiple	speech	acts	through	which
the	 black	 Jamaican	 peasantry	 and	 their	 political	 leaders	 communicated,	 both	 leading	 up	 to
and	following	the	rebellion,	registered	upon	and	were	interpreted	by	various	interests	back	in
Britain	and	should	be	regarded	as	significantly	tributary	to	the	controversy	that	subsequently
unfolded.	It	is	not	just	that	when	Jamaica	‘reappeared	on	centre	stage	of	British	public	life	in
late	1865,	 it	 also	 found	 itself	 at	 the	 centre	of	 a	new	 set	 of	political	 and	cultural	 beliefs’.11
Afro-Jamaican	insurgency	helped	shape	those	beliefs	in	very	fundamental	ways,	giving	them
genuinely	transnational	dimensions	and	thickening	the	meaning	of	democratic	rights.	In	his
excellent	 legal	 history	 of	 the	 controversy	 and	 the	 various	 attempts	 made	 by	 the	 Jamaica
Committee	to	prosecute	Eyre	for	‘murder’,	among	other	misdeeds,	Kostal	has	suggested	that
the	 ‘controversy	arose	 from	 the	 tectonic	 stresses	generated	by	 the	collision	between	global
imperial	ambition	and	bedrock	moral	and	legal	sensibilities’.12	This	 familiar	 reading	of	 the
controversy	largely	in	terms	of	‘Burkean	qualms’	elides	a	constitutive	third	party:	the	Afro-
Jamaican	 peasant	 rebels	 who,	 in	 ways	 their	 Indian	 counterparts	 could	 not,	 offered	 to	 a
metropolitan	audience	engagements	with	their	own	condition.13

One	 of	 the	 reasons	 that	 the	Morant	 Bay	 uprising	 created	much	more	 pronounced	 and
high-profile	divisions	than	we	saw	in	the	case	of	India	1857	is	the	extent	to	which	the	voices
of	Jamaican	discontent	were	heard	–	and	speaking	in	English	–	back	in	the	metropole.	The
British	press	across	the	spectrum	reported	assiduously	on	the	insurgency	and	its	repression,
often	 carrying	 copies	 of	 dispatches	 and	 reports	 from	 the	 Jamaican	 press.	 The	 views	 and
aspirations	 of	 black	 Jamaican	 peasants	were	 available	 for	metropolitan	 understanding	 in	 a
striking	 variety	 of	 forms:	 petitions,	 memorials,	 speeches,	 addresses,	 resolutions,	 letters,
placards,	 and	 leaflets.	 These	 embodied	 genres	 ranged	 from	 complaints,	 lamentation,
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deposition	 and	 testimony	 to	 plea,	 threat,	 demand,	 accusation	 and	 claim.	 Even	 Edward
Underhill,	whose	famous	letter	to	the	colonial	secretary	detailing	the	condition	of	the	Jamaica
peasantry	became	a	flashpoint	for	Jamaican	organizing,	would	recall	in	his	memoirs	that	the
Royal	Commission	of	Inquiry	itself	drew	on	a	wide	variety	of	evidentiary	texts,	from	pieces
by	‘editors	and	writers	in	newspapers’	to	‘the	loose	talk	of	the	nursery’,	‘the	jokes	of	friends’,
‘the	 vague	 rumours	 which	 accompanied	 or	 followed	 the	 political	 meetings’	 and	 ‘the
exasperated	 language	of	men	 smarting	under	 fresh	 acts	 of	 injustice’.14	Underhill’s	memoir
details	the	manifold	ways	in	which	black	Jamaican	peasants	voiced	their	discontent,	his	own
controversial	letter	having	drawn	on	their	articulated	grievances	rather	than	‘authoring’	them,
as	was	charged.	One	response	to	such	self-assertion	was,	as	Holt	observes,	a	redefinition	of
black	people	 themselves	as	 ‘a	different	kind	of	human	being’,	so	 that	hardened	racial	 lines
became	a	means	of	fending	off	the	threat	of	resistance	to	the	demands	of	political	economy.15
Studies	of	such	‘re-characterization’	have	tended	to	focus,	as	in	the	case	of	India	in	1857,	on
this	 sharpening	 of	 boundaries	 and	 racial	 ‘othering’,	 which	 undoubtedly	 testifies	 to	 the
ultimate	 triumph,	as	 it	were,	of	 the	Eyre	camp’s	 racism.	Those	 responses	which	sought,	 in
contrast,	 to	 insist	on	 the	need	 for	parity	of	 treatment	 for	white	Briton	and	black	 Jamaican,
have	largely	been	read	in	terms	of	anxieties	about	the	British	constitution	and	the	rule	of	law,
rather	than	as	an	engagement	with	the	question	of	racial	equality.	(Holt	is	one	of	the	few	to
suggest	 that	 this	might	 have	been	 strategic,	 given	 a	post-1857	milieu	of	 tremendous	 racial
hostility	 to	 non-white	 peoples.)	 My	 own	 argument	 here	 is	 that	 the	 self-assertion	 of	 the
Jamaican	blacks	and	their	insistence	on	shaping	their	historical	condition	were	key	not	just	to
the	 vitriolic	 racism	 of	 those	 like	 Carlyle,	 Dickens	 and	 Ruskin,	 who	 counted	 themselves
supporters	of	Eyre	and	were	open	about	the	dangers	of	black	agency;	they	also	put	pressure
on	those	liberals	and	radicals	who	came	together	to	hold	the	governor	accountable,	making
for	 the	 emergence	 of	more	 racially	 inclusive	 and	 egalitarian	 conceptions	 of	 rights.	 If	 John
Stuart	Mill’s	leadership	of	the	Jamaica	Committee	was	impelled	by	an	‘imagined	community
[which]	was	one	of	potential	equality’,	it	is	necessary	to	acknowledge	the	role	of	the	Jamaica
rebels	 in	 pushing	 open	 the	 racial	 and	 geopolitical	 borders	 of	 that	 community.16	 Here,	 as
elsewhere,	agitation	and	insurgency	from	below	served	to	radicalize	liberalism	in	ways	that
need	to	be	made	more	visible	–	or	audible.

A	recognition	of	black	agency	also	inflected	an	incipient	British	labour	internationalism
which	began	 to	stress	class	 ‘sympathies’	or	solidarity	over	 racial	differences.	The	 ‘Jamaica
affair’	was	one	of	the	few	Victorian	crises	of	empire	in	which	there	is	a	record	of	expressed
British	 working-class	 sympathies	 for	 victims	 of	 violent	 colonial	 repression.	 The	 parallels
between	domestic	struggles	and	those	of	the	Jamaican	peasantry	were	not	invoked	simply	out
of	generosity	or	a	colour-blind	egalitarianism,	but	in	response	to	a	self-assertion	which	made
claims	upon	working-class	solidarity.	We	know,	for	 instance,	 that	 in	early	September	1866,
by	which	time	the	Royal	Commission	had	reported	back	very	fully	on	events	leading	up	to
the	rebellion,	Eyre	was	burned	in	effigy	on	Clerkenwell	Green.17	Funerary	decorations	used
in	 some	 condemnatory	 working-class	 protest	 meetings	 hailed	 Gordon’s	 death	 as	 that	 of	 a
martyr.	As	the	controversy	over	Eyre’s	conduct	heated	up,	the	question	of	according	parity	to
the	 struggles	 of	 both	 the	 white	 working	 classes	 and	 the	 black	 peasantry	 itself	 became	 a
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flashpoint,	 Dickens	 complaining	 in	 a	 letter	 to	 a	 friend:	 ‘So	 we	 are	 badgered	 about	 New
Zealanders,	and	Hottentots,	as	if	they	were	identical	with	men	in	clean	shirts	at	Camberwell,
and	were	to	be	bound	by	pen	and	ink	accordingly.’18	Others,	however	–	labour	 leaders	and
trade	unionists	–	called	for	common	cause	to	be	made,	not	least	because	the	Tories	could	do
to	the	English	working	classes	what	they	had	done	to	Jamaicans.	Indeed,	the	question	of	who
had	the	right	to	be	accorded	‘sympathy’	was	central	to	the	arguments	for	and	against	Eyre’s
actions.	But	it	is	misleading	to	view	this	simply	as	an	exercise	in	the	expression	of	existing
political	dispositions;	it	was,	at	least	partly,	a	dialogical	response	to	the	claims	put	forward	by
rebellion.	 In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Hyde	 Park	 riots	 of	 1866	 and	 the	 Habeas	 Corpus	 Acts	 in
Ireland,	 ‘political	 reformers	 did	 not	 take	 long	 to	 see	 similarities	 between	 the	 Jamaican
episode	and	their	own	struggle	for	parliamentary	reform’,	Douglas	Lorimer	rightly	observes,
though	 insisting	 that	 these	 ‘simply	 reconfirmed	 existing	 beliefs’.19	 Such	 an	 assessment
overlooks	 the	 ideological	 and	 rhetorical	 tensions	 that	 became	 evident	 in	 progressive
engagements	with	the	moment	and	afterlife	of	the	Morant	Bay	rebellion.	If,	as	Catherine	Hall
suggests,	 the	 Eyre	 debate	 ‘marked	 a	 moment	 when	 two	 different	 conceptions	 of	 “us”,
constructed	 through	 two	 different	 notions	 of	 “them”,	were	 publicly	 contested’,	 it	 is	worth
examining	how	it	was	black	insurgency	that	made	space	for	the	construction	of	a	radical	‘us’
that	crossed	both	racial	lines	and	the	boundary	between	colony	and	metropole.	This	was	less
about	 the	 ‘potential	 of	 Jamaican	 blacks’	 to	 become	 like	 a	 transnational	 ‘us’	 through	 a
civilizing	 process,	 but	 rather	 the	 active	 forging	 of	 ‘us’	 out	 of	 a	 fellowship	 of	 ongoing
struggle.20	In	what	follows,	I	first	explore	the	content	of	the	uprising;	then	the	role	played	by
Gordon,	 and	 his	 death,	 as	 a	 vehicle	 for	 controversy;	 and,	 finally,	 the	 responses	 of	 British
liberal	reformers	and	working-class	radicals	to	the	claims	made	by	the	Jamaican	insurgency.

A	Most	Serious	Insurrection
John	 Edward	 Eyre	 had	 been	 first	 lieutenant	 governor	 then	 governor	 of	 Jamaica	 for	 about
three	years	when	he	faced	the	uprising	that	would	eventually	result	in	his	immense	notoriety.
Though	 it	has	now	receded	from	the	popular	memory	 in	Britain,	 the	general	outline	of	 the
story	 is	 a	 familiar	 one	 to	 scholars	 of	 British	 imperial	 history.	 On	 11	 October	 1865,	 an
organized	procession	of	several	hundred	black	men	and	women	entered	the	town	of	Morant
Bay,	converging	from	different	roads	leading	into	town.	They	were	blowing	shells	and	horns
or	 beating	drums,	 and	many	were	 armed	with	 sticks	 and	 cutlasses.	While	 their	 destination
was	the	town	courthouse,	en	route	they	stopped	at	the	police	station	where,	by	all	accounts,
they	beat	up	at	least	one	policeman	before	divesting	the	building	of	its	weapons	(though,	as	it
turned	out,	the	guns	were	missing	parts	and	there	was	no	ammunition	to	be	had).21	When	the
crowds	 reached	 the	 town	 square,	 they	 were	 addressed	 by	 the	 Baron	 von	 Ketelhodt,	 the
‘custos’	or	chief	magistrate	of	the	parish	of	St-Thomas-in-the-East	in	which	Morant	Bay	was
located.	In	front	of	him	stood	a	line	of	‘volunteers’	from	the	island’s	militia,	which	had	been
summoned	as	a	precaution.	Ketelhodt	asked	those	gathered	not	to	come	into	the	square	and,
when	 they	 proceeded	 to	 do	 so,	 read	 out	 the	 Riot	 Act.	 The	 crowd’s	 response	was	 to	 fling
stones	at	the	militia,	at	which	point	the	latter	began	firing,	killing	several.	Instead	of	backing
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down,	many	of	those	present	then	rushed	the	militia.	Outnumbered,	the	volunteers	retreated
into	 the	 courthouse	 to	 join	 the	 custos	 and	 other	 officials.	 Ignoring	 the	 truce	 flags,	 the
insurgent	 crowd	 then	 set	 fire	 to	 the	 courthouse.22	 As	 the	 custos	 and	 other	 officials	 came
running	out,	some	of	them,	including	Ketelhodt,	were	set	upon	and	killed.23	Some	accounts
suggest	 that	 the	 latter’s	 fingers	were	deliberately	cut,	with	one	person	 ‘observing	 that	 they
would	write	no	more	lies	to	the	Queen’.24	After	setting	another	building	on	fire	and	releasing
some	fifty	prisoners	from	the	district	gaol,	 the	crowd	left	 the	area.25	By	most	accounts,	 the
protesters	 retreated	 to	 a	 Native	 Baptist	 chapel	 run	 by	 their	 leader,	 Paul	 Bogle,	 in	 the
settlement	of	Stony	Gut,	and	spent	some	time	in	prayer.

The	unrest	 spread	 to	a	handful	of	 settlements	and	sugar	plantations	 in	 the	parish	of	St-
Thomas-in-the-East	 the	following	day	as	crowds	entered	 them,	plundering	some	stores	and
houses.	One	 threatening	 chant	hinted	 that	 that	 the	 area	would	be	 cleansed	of	 ‘buckras’,	 or
whites:

Buckras’	blood	we	want
Buckras’	blood	we’ll	have
Buckras’	blood	we	are	going	for
Till	there’s	no	more	to	have.26

Despite	some	pillaging	and	taking	of	prisoners,	there	was	in	fact	only	one	killing	–	that	of	the
attorney	of	the	Amity	Hall	Estate	plantation,	Augustus	Hire,	who	had	been	directly	involved
in	a	conflict	with	some	of	the	rebels	over	land	tenure.	As	official	reports	would	later	take	the
trouble	to	note,	no	white	women	or	children	were	harmed;	some	had	been	taken	to	safety	by
loyal	black	servants.	By	the	next	day,	Governor	Eyre	had	sent	troops	to	regain	control	of	the
area,	 and	 within	 three	 days	 the	 outbreak	 had	 been	 completely	 suppressed,	 the	 troops
apparently	meeting	with	little	resistance.	Martial	law	was	nevertheless	declared	in	the	whole
county	of	Surrey	excepting	the	town	of	Kingston,	which	was	the	seat	of	government.	Over
the	next	several	days,	as	troops	rampaged	through	the	eastern	portion	of	the	island,	hundreds
of	actual	and	presumed	rebels	were	summarily	shot,	while	others	were	executed	after	cursory
military	 trials.	Additionally,	 over	 600	men	 and	women,	many	 of	whom	had	 nothing	 to	 do
with	 the	 uprising,	 were	 subjected	 to	 brutal	 floggings,	 and	 some	 thousand	 dwellings	 were
burned	to	the	ground	in	what	would	later	be	described	by	a	Royal	Commission	of	Inquiry	as
a	 ‘wanton	 and	 cruel’	 manner.27	 Some	 military	 officers	 would	 write	 back	 to	 friends	 and
colleagues	in	England	describing	the	killings	and	floggings	with	a	‘levity’	deprecated	by	the
Royal	Commissioners.28	Meanwhile,	 in	Kingston,	after	hearing	that	a	warrant	for	his	arrest
had	been	issued,	George	William	Gordon,	who	had	been	unwell,	voluntarily	turned	himself
in	 to	 the	 governor.	 Eyre	 promptly	 loaded	 him	 on	 board	 the	 naval	 sloop	Wolverine,	 and
personally	conveyed	him	to	Morant	Bay	to	face	a	military	trial.	This	would	turn	out	to	be	a
disastrous	misstep	on	Eyre’s	part.	After	 a	 trial	 that	 lasted	barely	 a	 few	hours,	Gordon	was
hanged	after	having	been	deemed	–	according	to	Major	General	O’Connor	who	presided	over
the	clearly	flimsy	proceedings	–	‘to	have	been	one	of	the	principal	instigators	of	the	people	to
rebellion,	 and	 the	 primary	 cause	 of	 the	 miserable	 massacre	 of	 Europeans	 and	 native
inhabitants	at	Morant’.29	The	creak	of	 that	scaffold	would	resonate	 in	England	for	 the	next
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three	years.

George	William	Gordon	(1820–65)

When	 news	 of	 the	 uprising	 reached	 England	 in	 early	November,	 there	was	 immediate
consternation:	 memories	 of	 1857	 were	 still	 fresh	 in	 the	 public	 mind,	 and	 familiar	 racial
anxieties	were	swiftly	rekindled	as	snippets	of	news	about	atrocities	against	whites	came	off
the	 ships	 arriving	 from	 the	Caribbean.	The	Times	 reprinted	 a	 bulletin	 from	Major	General
O’Connor	claiming	the	rebels’	plan	was	‘to	murder	all	of	the	white	and	coloured	men	first,
then	the	children,	and	to	keep	the	women	as	servants	and	for	 their	own	pleasure’.30	As	the
week	went	by,	however,	more	reassuring	news	indicated	that	the	situation	was	in	fact	under
control,	 and	 that	 the	 white	 community	 of	 Jamaica	 was	 now	 safe.31	 Speculation	 about	 the
causes	 of	 the	 rebellion	 began,	 with	 some	 fingers	 pointed	 at	 Baptist	 missionaries	 for
‘authoring’	discontent,	 and	others	 at	 colonial	officials	 and	 the	planters	of	 Jamaica	 for	poor
governance	 and	 deteriorating	 social	 conditions.	 By	 the	 time	Governor	 Eyre’s	 first	 official
dispatch,	 dated	 20	 October,	 arrived	 in	 London	 on	 16	 November	 1865,	 news	 had	 already
started	circulating	about	the	questionable	manner	in	which	the	uprising	had	been	put	down.
The	dispatch	itself	would	set	off	a	flurry	of	sceptical	responses,	inaugurating	the	‘Governor
Eyre’	 or	 ‘Jamaica’	 affair.	 Opening	 with	 news	 of	 the	 ‘great	 loss	 of	 life	 and	 destruction	 of
property’	entailed	by	what	 it	 termed	a	‘most	serious	and	alarming	insurrection	of	 the	negro
population’,	 Eyre	 took	 self-regarding	 cognizance	 of	 his	 own	 ‘promptitude	 and	 vigour	 of
action’	 in	 suppressing	 the	 uprising.32	 His	 swift	 imposition	 of	 martial	 law	 and	 dispatch	 of
troops	to	the	troubled	region,	he	asserted,	had	spared	the	mother	country	the	loss	of	Jamaica,
the	 alternative	 to	 which	 might	 have	 been	 an	 ‘almost	 interminable	 war	 and	 an	 unknown
expense’	to	keep	the	colony.33	Instead,	those	responsible	had	been	brought	swiftly	to	military
courts	 and	 executed	 after	 trial	 to	 prevent	 the	 outbreak	 spreading	 further.	 While	 outlining
troop	 movements	 and	 suppression	 measures	 in	 a	 matter-of-fact	 tone,	 Eyre’s	 dispatch	 is
unable	to	resist	a	touch	of	post-1857	sensationalism	pertaining	to	what	he	describes	as	black
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atrocities	 against	whites:	 a	 victim	who	 ‘is	 said	 to	 have	 had	 his	 tongue	 cut	 out	whilst	 still
alive’	as	attempts	were	made	 to	skin	him;	another	who	was	set	on	fire;	and	still	more	who
‘are	said	to	have	had	their	eyes	scooped	out’	as	‘heads	were	cleft	open,	and	the	brains	taken
out’	(these	were	later	shown	to	be	unsubstantiated	rumours).	Indeed,	Eyre	pointed	out	cannily
that	 ‘the	 whole	 outrage	 could	 only	 be	 paralleled	 by	 the	 atrocities	 of	 the	 Indian	 mutiny’,
before	going	on	to	add	that,	‘as	usual’,	the	women	‘were	even	more	brutal	and	barbarous	than
the	men’.34

It	is	only	towards	the	end	of	his	dispatch,	however,	that	Eyre	finally	reveals	his	hand.	As
he	 toured	 the	 affected	 region	 in	 the	 days	 following	 the	 outbreak,	 he	writes,	 he	 had	 ‘found
everywhere	 the	 most	 unmistakable	 evidence	 that	Mr	 George	William	 Gordon,	 a	 coloured
member	 of	 the	 House	 of	 Assembly,	 had	 not	 only	 been	 mixed	 up	 in	 the	 matter,	 but	 was
himself,	through	his	own	misrepresentations	and	seditious	language	addressed	to	the	ignorant
black	 people,	 the	 chief	 cause	 and	 origin	 of	 the	 whole	 rebellion’.35	 After	 briefly	 outlining
what	he	identifies	as	additional	provocateurs	and	provocations	responsible	for	the	uprising	–
primarily	 a	 letter	 by	 the	 Baptist	 missionary	 Edward	 Underhill	 that,	 earlier	 that	 year,	 had
detailed	 the	multifarious	 distresses	 suffered	 by	 the	majority	 of	 islanders	 –	 Eyre	 somewhat
defensively	alludes	 to	 the	 ‘just	 severity’	of	 the	measures	 that	had	been	exercised	under	his
personal	 approval	 and	 instruction.36	 Then,	 in	 a	 terse	 postscript	 dated	 23	 October	 at	 the
bottom	of	the	letter,	Eyre	finally	informs	the	colonial	secretary	that	Gordon	‘has	been	tried	by
court-martial	at	Morant	Bay,	and	sentenced	to	be	hung’	that	morning.37

An	outbreak	of	some	seriousness	contained	by	proportionately	serious	measures:	Eyre’s
dispatch	 unfolded	 a	 story	 that	 had	 been	 told	 many	 times	 before.	 As	 the	 activist	 lawyer
Frederic	 Harrison	 would	 note	 sardonically,	 ‘the	 oft-recurring	 tale	 of	 insurrection’	 was	 a
familiar	one,

a	tale	of	wonderful	sameness	–	one	unbroken	weary	round	of	horror.	A	riot;	much	agitation;	a	good	deal	of	plunder;	a
little	bloodshed:	 then	 an	ominous	pause.	Soon	an	organized	 reign	of	 terror	by	 the	planters,	martial-law,	burnings,
floggings,	torturings,	and	indiscriminate	massacre	of	an	unresisting	and	cowering	people,	protracted	for	months,	until
the	very	executioners	become	exhausted.	Afterwards	a	murmur	of	 indignation	at	home,	defiance	 from	 the	planter
interest,	a	craven	Government,	and	public	apathy.38

The	Colonial	Office	published	Eyre’s	unmistakably	defensive	dispatch	 in	short	order,	 three
days	 after	 it	 arrived,	 on	 19	 November	 1865,	 and	 it	 was	 carried	 by	 the	 country’s	 main
newspapers,	with	unhappy	consequences	for	the	colonial	governor.	From	the	early	perception
that	 he	 had	 done	 an	 admirable	 job	 in	 so	 swiftly	 quelling	 a	 catastrophic	 uprising	 against
colonial	 rule,	 the	 tide	now	turned	 to	concern	 that	Eyre	might	have	presided	over	a	brutally
disproportionate	 response	 to	 a	 small,	 localized	 insurrection.	As	newspapers	 began	 to	 carry
other	 letters	and	reports,	 it	became	apparent	 that	 there	were	many	questions	 to	be	asked	of
Eyre	 and	 his	 officials	 in	 Jamaica.	 Why	 had	 suppression	 of	 the	 uprising	 necessitated	 the
gruesome	 deeds,	 including	 the	 vicious	 flogging	 and	 shootings-on-sight	 of	 which	 some
military	officers	were	boasting	 in	 letters?	Why	was	martial	 law	 imposed	 for	 so	many	days
after	the	insurrection	had	been	put	down?	Had	the	brief	military	trials	been	just	and	based	on
clear	evidence	of	complicity?	Why	had	Gordon	–	now	revealed	to	be	a	political	opponent	of
Eyre	 and	 other	 legislators	 –	 been	 swiftly	 transported	 from	 Kingston,	 where	 civil	 law
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prevailed,	to	Morant	Bay	for	military	trial	and	execution?	By	the	beginning	of	November,	in
just	 two	weeks,	 as	 one	 historian	 puts	 it,	 ‘the	 Jamaica	 affair	 had	 been	 transformed	 from	 a
narrative	about	 the	salvation	of	Jamaican	colonists	 into	a	narrative	about	 the	destruction	of
the	English	constitution’.39	As	various	representations	criticizing	Eyre’s	actions	were	made
to	 the	Colonial	Office	and	 to	Downing	Street,	with	British	antislavery	activists	 leading	 the
charge,	 the	 government	 announced	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 Jamaica	 Royal	 Commission	 to
investigate	 what	 had	 happened	 in	 Morant	 Bay.40	 On	 19	 December	 1865,	 the	 newly
constituted	 Jamaica	 Committee	 –	which	 included	members	 of	 various	 existing	 antislavery
advocacy	organizations,	 including	Exeter	Hall	–	also	met	 for	 the	 first	 time.41	A	number	of
luminaries	 agreed	 that,	 pending	 further	 investigation,	 Eyre	 could	 face	 prosecution.	 They
included	 the	politician	 John	Bright,	 the	philosopher	 and	politician	 J.	S.	Mill,	 the	 academic
Goldwin	Smith,	the	Positivist	Frederic	Harrison,	and	the	scientists	Charles	Darwin,	Thomas
Huxley,	and	Herbert	Spencer	(‘all	the	leading	evolutionists	…	besides	others	less	known’,	as
the	 last	 would	 note).42	 It	 was	 around	 this	 attempt	 to	 hold	 Eyre	 to	 account	 that	 a	 bitter
controversy	would	unfold	over	the	next	several	months,	leading	the	Tory	Saturday	Review	to
complain	that	every	dinner	party	and	tea	party	was	‘worried	and	wearied’	by	arguments	as	to
the	 ‘brutal	 inferiority	 or	 the	 angelic	 superiority	 of	 the	 sons	 of	 Ham’.43	 The	 culture	 wars
brewing	from	the	1838	Emancipation	onwards	had	finally	come	to	a	head.

In	her	influential	work	on	the	Eyre	controversy,	Catherine	Hall	has	suggested	that	slave
emancipation	itself	provoked	a	hardening	in	the	typologies	of	racial	difference,	inasmuch	as
it	‘raised	the	spectre	of	black	peoples	as	free	and	equal’.44	In	fact,	the	Morant	Bay	uprising
manifested	 the	feared	reality	 of	 subjects	of	 the	British	Empire	willing	 to	 struggle	–	 just	 as
their	slave	forebears	had	rebelled	–	for	rights,	justice	and	opportunities	beyond	the	nominal
freedom	which	was	bestowed	on	them.45	It	is	this	embodied	reality	–	of	what	the	Spectator
magazine	 correctly	 described	 then	 as	 ‘the	 demand	of	 negroes	 for	 equal	 consideration	with
Irishmen,	Scotchmen,	and	Englishmen’	–	that	underpins	much	of	the	British	response	to	the
Morant	Bay	uprising,	and	shapes	the	ideological	fault	line	that	became	visible	in	its	wake.46
It	elicited	a	range	of	reactions,	all	of	them	to	do	in	one	way	or	another	with	the	implications	–
for	Britain	 and	 the	 colonies	 –	 of	 realized	 black	 freedom.	The	 presence	 of	 colonies,	writes
Linda	Colley,	made	inescapable	the	question	of	whether	colonial	subjects,	‘those	millions	of
men	and	women	who	were	manifestly	not	British,	but	who	had	been	brought	under	British
rule	 by	 armed	 force	 …	 have	 any	 claim	 on	 those	 vague	 but	 valuable	 freedoms	 so	 many
Britons	 considered	 to	 be	 peculiarly	 their	 own’.47	 What	 if	 the	 Morant	 Bay	 rebellion	 also
pointed	to	a	clash	of	freedoms	–	one	in	which,	rather	than	be	forced	to	concede	ground	to	a
wholly	 different	 conception	 of	 political	 economy	 where	 workers	 had	 considerably	 more
control	over	what	to	do	with	their	labour	power,	it	might	be	wiser	to	concede,	in	response	to	a
claim,	 certain	 limited	 shared	 rights	 precisely	 as	 joint	 ‘British	 subjects’?	 ‘The	 case	 of
Governor	Eyre’,	 as	Bernard	Semmel	observes,	 ‘was	perhaps	 the	 first	 in	which	 it	might	be
said	 that	 the	 realities	 of	 a	 heavy-handed	 imperial	 rule	 were	 confronted	 by	 the	 growing
acceptance	 of	 democracy	 in	 the	 homeland’.48	 That	 confrontation,	 however,	 was	 itself
facilitated	 by	 the	 voices	 of	 G.	 W.	 Gordon	 –	 whose	 language	 had	 been	 so	 central	 to	 the
charges	against	him	–	and	those	his	judicial	execution	had	brought	to	metropolitan	attention.
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‘A	sanctimonious	bearing	and	a	brown	skin’

Wild,	east	and	west,	he	roams	and	raves,
Against	the	Church	and	State,
Seeking	to	idolize	the	small,
And	demonize	the	great.

W.	Hosack,	describing	G.	W.	Gordon49

In	 the	 late	autumn	of	1865,	as	arguments	began	to	rage	(again)	over	whether	‘strong	white
government’	 was	 the	 only	 way	 to	 control	 the	 black	 man,	 or	 whether	 Britain	 had	 been
dishonoured	by	 the	violation	of	 the	 rule	 of	 law,	 from	beyond	 the	grave	 came	 the	 sobering
voice	of	George	William	Gordon,	whose	last	letter	to	his	wife,	written	on	the	morning	of	his
death,	was	published	by	British	newspapers	on	1	December	1865.50	In	the	letter,	which	was
later	 distributed	 by	 antislavery	 activists	 and	 cited	 in	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 writing	 around	 the
incident,	Gordon’s	tone	was	calm	but	disconcertingly	firm:

My	beloved	Wife	–	General	Nelson	has	just	been	kind	enough	to	inform	me	that	the	court-martial	on	Saturday	last
has	ordered	me	to	be	hung,	and	that	the	sentence	is	to	be	executed	in	an	hour	hence;	so	that	I	shall	be	gone	from	this
world	of	sin	and	sorrow.

I	regret	that	my	worldly	affairs	are	so	deranged;	but	now	it	cannot	be	helped.	I	do	not	deserve	this	sentence,	for	I
never	advised	or	took	part	in	any	insurrection.	All	I	ever	did	was	to	recommend	the	people	who	complained	to	seek
redress	in	a	legitimate	way;	and	if	in	this	I	erred,	or	have	been	misrepresented,	I	do	not	think	I	deserve	the	extreme
sentence.	It	is,	however,	the	will	of	my	Heavenly	Father	that	I	should	thus	suffer	in	obeying	his	command	to	relieve
the	poor	and	needy,	and	to	protect,	as	far	as	I	was	able,	the	oppressed.	And	glory	be	to	his	name;	and	I	thank	him	that
I	suffer	in	such	a	cause.51

For	all	that	it	is	written	by	a	‘truly	devoted	and	now	nearly	dying	husband’	who	accepts	his
fate	with	faithful	calm,	Gordon’s	last	letter	is	also	unflinching,	indeed	defiant,	in	naming	the
injustices	he	has	been	subject	to.	The	judges	appear	to	have	been	against	him	from	the	outset,
he	notes,	even	determined	to	have	him	‘sacrificed’.52	He	had	hoped	that	the	governor	would
give	him	a	fair	trial,	but	witnesses	had	changed	their	testimony,	judges	retaining	the	version
that	was	to	his	disadvantage.	The	‘rigid	manner	of	the	court’	meant	that	he	had	been	silenced
and	could	not	 ‘get	 in	 all	 the	 explanation	 I	 intended’.53	What	 he	 is	 very	 clear	 about	 is	 that
neither	 his	wife	 nor	 other	members	 of	 his	 family	 should	be	 ashamed	of	 his	 death:	 ‘I	 have
fought	a	good	fight,	I	have	kept	the	faith.’54

It	 is	 tempting	 to	 suggest	 that	Gordon	became	 the	 focus	of	moral	outrage	and	anti-Eyre
sentiment	 in	 England	 because	 he	 was	 essentially	 regarded	 as	 an	 almost	 white	 Christian
English	gentleman.	This,	however,	is	to	overlook	not	only	the	extent	to	which	the	Jamaican
politician	was	explicitly	 racialized	as	 an	ungrateful	 ‘incendiary	mulatto’,	 but	 also	his	open
espousal	of	the	interests	of	the	black	poor.55	Gordon	also	practised	a	form	of	Christianity	–
Native	Baptism	–	 that	was	wholly	connected	with	black	 life	and	African	 influences,	 a	 fact
used	 against	 him	 politically.	 As	 Abigail	 Bakan	 has	 noted,	 the	 ‘political	 leadership	 of	 the
producing	classes	was	associated	with	self-styled	Baptist	preaching’.56	While	 it	 is	certainly
true	 that	 Gordon	 exuded	 a	 certain	 establishmentarian	 respectability	 –	 he	 was	 a	 man	 of
property	 who	 was	 also	 educated	 and	 articulate	 –	 it	 would	 have	 taken	 a	 degree	 of	 wilful
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evasion	 for	 his	 supporters	 in	 England	 to	 overlook	 both	 his	 close	 connections	 to	 the	 black
peasantry	 and	 his	 consistently	 antagonistic	 relationship	 to	 the	white	 planter	 establishment.
Underhill,	for	instance,	describes	Gordon	as	‘a	staunch	and	unfailing	advocate	of	the	interests
of	 the	 negro,	 to	which	 race,	 by	his	 birth	 he	was	 allied’.57	One	British	politician	described
Gordon	as	possessed	of	the	‘fanatical	earnestness	of	the	field-preacher’,	likely	referring	both
to	 his	 religious	 observances	 and	 his	 political	 style.58	 While	 Gordon	 undoubtedly	 used	 a
politician’s	calculus	 in	setting	up	a	 large	support	base	among	 the	black	peasantry,	 it	 seems
clear	 that	he	was	also	genuinely	 ‘willing	 to	confront	 the	wrong-doings	of	men	who	hold	a
position	of	public	and	important	trust’,	and	that	this	earned	him	great	malice	from	his	foes.59
The	Spectator	clearly	grasped	the	importance	of	Gordon’s	connections	to	Jamaican	blacks,	as
it	criticized	Eyre’s	acquittal	in	a	private	prosecution	brought	by	the	Jamaica	Committee:

We	remark	that	Mr	Justice	Blackburn	uses	the	phrase,	‘general	belief	in	the	colony’	–	which	he	says	was	all	against
Mr	Gordon	–	as	synonymous	with	general	belief	amongst	the	whites	of	the	colony	…	That	Mr	Gordon	had	plenty	of
warm	 friends	who	 thoroughly	 disbelieved	 in	 his	 guilt	 amongst	 the	mulatto	 and	 native	 population,	 and	who	were
utterly	aghast	at	the	violent	measure	taken,	no	one	disputes.60

It	 is	 likely	 that	Gordon,	 in	 fact,	posed	 something	of	a	problem	 for	detractors	and	admirers
alike,	 since	 he	 was	 at	 once	 recognizable	 as	 someone	 ‘rather	 eccentric	 in	 his	 views	 and
notions	 of	 the	 people’s	 rights’,	 a	 familiar	 prototype	 in	 mid-Victorian	 Britain,	 but	 also
insistently	different	by	virtue	of	his	own	skin	colour.61	His	insistence	on	what	he	called	‘the
stern	obligations	of	a	sense	of	justice	and	common	humanity’	would	have	struck	a	chord	with
English	liberals;	but	they	were	rather	more	used	to	calling	for	the	benevolent	deployment	of
humanitarianism	 towards	 the	 ‘weaker	 races’	 than	 having	 the	 claims	 of	 common	 humanity
articulated	 as	 a	 demand.62	 In	 the	 face	 of	 inhuman	 treatment	 and	 lack	 of	 redress,	 Gordon
apparently	agreed	that	‘the	people	would	be	quite	right	to	break	out	into	open	rebellion.	If	an
illegality	 is	 permitted	 in	 the	 Governor,	 an	 illegality	 may	 be	 permitted	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the
people.’63	Described	by	fellow	assemblymen	as	habitually	thwarting	their	goals,	Gordon	was
‘a	 sort	 of	 constitutional	 Opposition	 in	 himself’,	 speaking	 up	 persistently	 and	 urging	 his
constituents	to	do	the	same,	and	insist	to	their	employers	on	their	rights	as	waged	labourers.64
Testimony	 before	 the	 Royal	 Commission	 described	 his	 ‘language	 and	 deportment’	 as
‘anything	but	what	it	ought	to	have	been’;	his	personality	was	obdurate	–	he	refused	to	leave
the	vestry	even	after	he	was	stripped	of	his	position	as	a	churchwarden	and	physically	lifted
in	 his	 chair	 out	 of	 the	 room.65	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 appears	 to	 have	 exhorted	 his	 Afro-
Jamaican	electors	to	self-improvement:	‘Educate	your	children,	and	in	time	they	will	be	able
to	 take	 the	 leading	posts	 in	 the	country.’66	 In	a	 letter	 to	 the	colonial	 secretary	 shortly	after
Gordon’s	execution,	Eyre	claimed	that	a	few	educated	persons	were	stirring	up	the	ignorant
and	illiterate:	at	meetings	‘language	of	 the	most	exciting	and	seditious	kind	was	constantly
used,	 and	 the	 people	 told	 plainly	 to	 right	 themselves,	 to	 be	 up	 and	 doing,	 to	 put	 their
shoulders	to	the	wheel,	to	do	as	the	Haytiens	had	done,	and	other	similar	advice’.67	He	was
referring	to	Underhill	and	other	Baptists,	but	clearly	also	to	Gordon	and	his	allies.68	Whether
or	 not	Gordon	 could	 be	 held	 ‘morally	 guilty	 and	 legally	 innocent’,	 as	 one	 of	 Eyre’s	 later
biographers	 had	 it,	 he	 certainly	 minced	 no	 words,	 and	 was	 clearly	 aware	 of	 rebellious
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sentiments	fermenting	among	Afro-Jamaicans.69	 In	Jamaica,	Gordon	was	both	disliked	and
feared	by	white	politicians,	including	Eyre,	who	–	referring	partly	to	Gordon’s	ownership	of
the	newspapers	the	Watchman	and	Jamaica	Free	Press	and	the	Sentinel	–	complained	to	the
Colonial	Office	that	the	newspapers	were	mostly	owned	by	‘either	Jews	or	coloured	persons
–	classes	that	have	been	generally	for	the	last	two	years	in	violent	antagonism	to	me	from	one
cause	or	another’.70

It	was	 the	black	vote	 in	 a	 restricted	 franchise	 that,	 in	1863,	 saw	Gordon	elected	 to	 the
Assembly;	his	political	 agent	was	Paul	Bogle,	 a	 prominent	 figure	 in	 the	uprising	 to	 come.
Gordon	also	established	his	own	‘Tabernacle’	as	a	Native	Baptist	preacher.	‘That	he	was	an
agitator,	I	will	not	dispute;	that	his	agitation	was	invariably	measured	and	prudent	I	may	not
affirm’,	 wrote	 one	 of	 his	 white	 supporters.71	 It	 is	 inadequate	 to	 claim,	 as	 a	 sympathetic
British	 politician	 did,	 that	 Gordon	 simply	 represented	 the	 best	 of	 representative	 politics
within	 an	English	 constitutional	 system,	 a	 politician	who	 ‘out	 of	 his	 very	 restlessness	 and
troublesomeness	often	does	good	…	representing	the	check	of	perpetual	opposition’.72	But	it
is	very	likely	that	‘his	employment	of	the	usages	of	British	political	agitation	in	so	heated	an
atmosphere,	 probably	 contributed	 to	 store	 up	 combustible	 elements’.73	 Indeed,	 he	 seemed
fully	aware	both	of	the	level	of	discontent	on	the	island	and	of	his	own	power	to	harness	it,
observing	 frankly	 to	 one	white	 interlocutor:	 ‘If	 I	wanted	 a	 rebellion	 I	 could	 have	 had	 one
long	ago.	I	have	been	asked	several	times	to	head	a	rebellion,	but	there	is	no	fear	of	that.’74
At	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 believed	 that	 a	 popular	 ‘great	movement’	was	 afoot	 and	 that,	 unless
changes	were	secured,	‘in	six	months	there	will	be	a	revolution	in	this	country’	–	apparently
noting	too,	according	to	witness	testimony	that	was	taken	by	some	to	be	damning:	‘As	I	have
always	stood	by	the	people,	 I	will	stand	by	 them	then.’75	A	report	of	a	meeting	chaired	by
Gordon	 indicates	 that	he	actually	cautioned	his	constituents	against	 terrorizing	and	abusing
white	residents,	but	urged	them	to	‘speak	out	boldly	as	to	the	state	of	the	Island’	and	claim
their	rights	as	British	subjects.76

‘It	was	never	made	clear	 to	me	how	a	 rich	brown	man	and	a	poor	black	man	came	 to
share	 the	 gallows	 at	 the	 Courthouse	 in	 1865’,	 remarked	 a	 commentator	 in	 the	 Jamaican
newspaper	the	Sunday	Gleaner	in	2004,	reflecting	on	Gordon’s	death.77	The	answer	has	to	do
with	the	milieu	of	political	ferment,	in	which	alliances	between	the	coloured	middle	classes
and	 the	black	peasantry	were	 integral.	Although	Gordon	knew	how	 to	put	 pressure	 on	 the
constitutional	system	within	which	he	operated,	it	is	important	to	recognize	that	Jamaicans	–
who	were,	in	any	case,	not	fully	enfranchised	–	did	not	merely	‘	“learn”	democratic	political
culture	from	British	tutelage’,	but	seized	opportunities	‘to	push	forward	their	own	vision	of
freedom’	 in	 ways	 that	 were	 sometimes	 constitutional	 and,	 at	 others,	 possessed	 of	 ‘more
violent	 undercurrents’.78	 By	 the	 middle	 of	 1865,	 in	 conditions	 of	 extreme	 poverty	 and
deprivation,	 and	 the	widespread	 resentment	 that	 resulted,	 there	 had	 emerged	 a	 remarkable
political	 confluence:	 investigative	 missionaries	 from	 Britain	 like	 Underhill,	 Jamaican
political	agitators	of	colour	(of	whom	Gordon	was	only	the	most	literate	and	prominent),	and,
most	 crucially,	 a	 black	 population	 in	 dire	 straits	 willing	 to	 organize	 and	 take	 risks.
Emancipation	 had	 both	 enabled	 this	 concatenation	 of	 factors	 and	 created	 a	 need	 to	 make
claims	on	freedom	as	a	state	of	being,	and	expand	it	into	a	more	meaningful	condition;	in	this
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sense,	 the	 end	of	 formal	 slavery	 in	1838	had	posed	a	beginning	 rather	 than	an	ethical	 and
political	end-point.

If	Gordon	is	a	key	figure	in	thinking	about	the	implications	of	the	Morant	Bay	rebellion
for	dissent	in	Britain,	it	is	not	only	because	he	himself	was	extraordinarily	articulate,	but	also
because	the	manner	of	his	detention,	unjust	military	trial	and	subsequent	execution	excavated
a	 channel	 through	 which	 voices	 other	 than	 those	 of	 English	 missionaries,	 planters	 and
colonial	administrators	could	be	heard	back	in	the	imperial	homeland.	The	Reverend	Henry
Clarke,	 an	 Anglican	 rector	 in	 Jamaica	 who	 wrote	 to	 the	 Anti-Slavery	 Society,	 noted	 of
Gordon’s	power-in-death:

G.	W.	Gordon	is	at	this	moment	speaking	more	loudly,	more	persistently,	more	effectively	for	the	people	of	Jamaica
than	ever	he	did	in	his	life	time,	and	the	time	is	not	far	distant	when	amid	the	grateful	tears	of	a	free	and	prosperous
people	a	glorious	monument	 shall	be	erected	over	his	grave	 inscribed	 to	him	as	 the	 self-sacrificing	martyr	whose
blood	sealed	the	Magna	Carta	of	the	black	man’s	liberties.79

As	in	many	other	colonial	contexts,	our	knowledge	of	what	happened	at	Morant	Bay	comes
largely	 from	 the	 written	 accounts	 and	 archived	 documents	 provided	 by	 British	 officials,
travellers,	 missionaries	 and	 journalists.	 Embedded	 within	 these,	 however,	 are	 the	 copious
communications	 of	 those	 Jamaicans	 involved	 in	 some	 way	 with	 the	 uprising,	 particularly
those	who	attended	the	infamous	‘Underhill	meetings’	called	by	Gordon	and	his	allies,	using
the	 English	missionary’s	 critique	 of	 conditions	 in	 Jamaica	 as	 a	 basis	 for	 speaking	 up	 and
organizing.	These	 included,	according	to	one	disgruntled	editorial	 in	 the	Colonial	Standard
and	Jamaica	Despatch,	 ‘the	stump	orator,	 the	 little	agitator,	 the	small	speechifier	 [and]	 the
disappointed	scoundrel,	the	embryo	cut-throat,	the	ambitious	leader	of	illicit	trainbands	and
secret	associations’.80	One	of	 the	organizational	 roles	 that	Gordon	had	played	 successfully
was	 the	 ‘bridging	 of	 oppositional	 middle-class	 and	 black	 smallholder	 networks’,	 and	 this
meant	 that	 the	 archives	 contain	 a	 combination	 of	 formal	 registers	 and	 constitutional	 and
‘gentlemanly’	 as	 well	 as	 more	 untutored	 and	 colloquial	 forms	 of	 speech.81	 These	 also
reflected	 a	 range	 of	 oppositional	 activities	 which	 realized	 what	 Sheller	 calls	 ‘peasant
economic	agency’,	from	organized	work	stoppage	and	strikes	to	cooperative	labour,	self-help
societies,	 collective	 landholding	 and	 credit	 associations.82	 It	 was	 precisely	 this	 level	 of
organization	and	 the	concomitant	 ‘spectre	of	…	increasing	black	control	of	 the	 legislature’
that	had	caused	anxiety	for	Eyre	and	his	supporters	well	before	the	Morant	Bay	episode:83

The	 negroes	 were	 for	 the	 most	 part	 uneducated	 peasants,	 speaking	 in	 accents	 strange	 to	 the	 ear,	 often	 in	 a
phraseology	of	their	own,	with	vague	conceptions	of	number	and	time,	unaccustomed	to	definiteness	or	accuracy	of
speech,	and	in	many	cases	still	smarting	under	a	sense	of	injuries	sustained.84

The	report	of	the	Jamaica	Royal	Commission	and	the	related	papers	laid	before	parliament,
for	instance,	enable	us	to	hear	–	as	many	Victorians	would	have	–	the	voices	of	Gordon,	his
political	allies	 like	Paul	Bogle	and	James	McLaren,	and	many	ordinary	and	poor	Jamaican
blacks.85	Some	are	refracted	–	and	undoubtedly	distorted	–	by	second-hand	accounts,	while
others	emerge	through	copies	of	anonymous	letters	and	accounts	of	meetings	and	resolutions
taken.	They	speak	in	varied	registers	and	tones	but	are	strikingly	devoid	of	simple	postures	of
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suffering	–	the	passive,	imploring	and	benevolent	black	figures	that	had	become	familiar	to	a
British	 audience	 through	 abolitionist	 discourse.	 If	 the	 answer	 to	 the	 ‘world-renowned’
question	 ‘Am	 I	 not	 a	 man	 and	 a	 brother?’	 was	 in	 some	 doubt,	 as	 one	 British	 newspaper
argued,	it	was	perhaps	now	being	posed	as	a	statement	rather	than	a	plea.86	As	illustrated	in
several	 threatening	 letters	 to	 colonial	 officials	 collected	 and	 placed	 before	 the	 Royal
Commission,	 there	 was	 growing	 anger	 and	 a	 spirit	 of	 self-assertion	 among	 the	 Jamaican
peasantry:

Your	swords	we	do	not	care	about.	Your	firearms	we	don’t	care	about.	It	must	be	life	or	death	between	us	before	we
should	live	in	such	a	miserable	life	…	We	are	yours	disobedient	subjects	[sic].	(Anonymous,	sent	to	the	Custos	of	St
Mary)

We	not	to	be	dread	of	anything	…	By	the	time	you	send	for	man-of-war	and	soldiers	all	you	white	fellows	will	be
sent	to	a	flight	and	all	you	who	call	yourself	men	in	laws	that	will	 try	to	oppress	us	because	we	are	poor.	(Signed
‘Thomas	Killmany,	and	intend	to	kill	many	more’,	sent	to	Messrs	J.	B.	Goffe	&	Co.)87

We	can	hear	in	this	untutored	speech	growing	awareness	of	both	what	freedom	from	slavery
has	meant	and	what	it	has	not	yet	achieved;	discontent	at	the	limitations	that	still	govern	the
lives	 of	 former	 slaves	 and	 their	 descendants,	 ‘disaffection’	 with	 a	 government	 that	 is
perceived	 to	 be	 not	 on	 their	 side	 and,	 increasingly,	 a	 sense	 that	 little	will	 change	without
some	 form	 of	 action	 and	 assertion	 undertaken	 by	 those	 who	 feel	 themselves	 exploited.
‘Remember	 that,	 “he	 only	 is	 free	 whom	 the	 truth	makes	 free”	 ’	 exhorts	 the	 ‘State	 of	 the
Island’	placard	that	circulated	in	the	wake	of	the	‘Queen’s	Advice’:	‘You	are	no	longer	slaves
but	free	men.’88	Freedom	–	and	this	is	an	insight	repeated	in	a	variety	of	ways	–	will	have	to
be	 fleshed	out	and	given	meaning	 through	some	 form	of	action	by	 the	 ‘freed’:	 ‘We	advise
you	to	be	up	and	doing;	and	to	maintain	your	cause;	you	must	be	united	in	your	efforts.’89	As
Underhill	himself	recollected:	‘An	opportunity	had	now	come	for	the	despised	negro	to	give
utterance	to	his	complaints.	The	oppressed	and	down-trodden	people	were	not	without	able
expounders	of	their	rights,	men	risen	from	their	own	ranks’.90

Many	of	 these	expounders	‘were	able	public	speakers,	and	could	express	 themselves	 in
forcible	Saxon	speech’.91	Immediately	prior	to	the	outbreak,	Bogle	and	nineteen	other	black
men	had	also	sent	an	articulate	collective	statement	of	their	position	to	the	governor:

We,	the	petitioners	of	St	Thomas-in-the-East,	send	to	inform	your	Excellency	of	the	mean	advantages	that	has	been
taken	 of	 us	 from	 time	 to	 time,	 and	 more	 especially	 this	 present	 time,	 when	 on	 Saturday,	 7th	 of	 this	 month,	 an
outrageous	assault	was	committed	upon	us	by	the	policemen	of	this	parish,	by	order	of	the	Justices,	which	occasion
an	outbreaking	for	which	warrants	have	been	issued	against	innocent	person,	of	which	we	were	compelled	to	resist.
We,	 therefore,	 call	 upon	 your	 Excellency	 for	 protection,	 seeing	 we	 are	 Her	 Majesty’s	 loyal	 subjects,	 which
protection,	if	refused	to	will	be	compelled	to	put	our	shoulders	to	the	wheel,	as	we	have	been	imposed	upon	for	a
period	 of	 27	 years	with	 due	 obeisance	 to	 the	 laws	 of	 our	Queen	 and	 country,	 and	we	 can	 no	 longer	 endure	 the
same.92

While	 this	 missive	 has	 been	 read	 variously	 –	 as	 indicating,	 according	 to	 Eyre’s	 critics,	 a
willingness	 to	 follow	a	constitutional	path,	or,	according	 to	 the	Royal	Commissioners,	 ‘the
character	 of	 a	manifesto	 preparatory	 to	 and	 attempting	 to	 justify	 a	 recourse	 to	 violence’	 –
what	 is	 really	 significant	 is	 its	 insistence	 that	 resistance	 in	 the	 face	 of	 governmental
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intransigence	 is	 not	 so	much	 a	 right	 as	 a	moral	 compulsion	 on	 the	 part	 of	 otherwise	 law-
abiding	subjects.	The	freed	blacks	who	are	signatories	to	this	manifesto	are,	like	many	slave
rebels	before	them,	‘purposeful	subjects	aware	of	their	own	voices’,	clearly	cognizant	of	and
insightful	about	their	political	situation	and	the	possible	need	for	forceful	action	to	remedy	it
if	other	avenues	remain	closed	to	them.93	We	know,	for	instance,	that,	in	August	1865,	Bogle
had	 headed	 a	 delegation	 to	 take	 grievances	 to	 Eyre,	 only	 to	 be	 turned	 away.94	The	 above
address,	sent	to	the	governor	on	10	October	1865,	refers	to	having	endured	injustice	but	also
makes	 clear	 that	 the	 time	 of	 endurance	 is	 over.	Whether	 or	 not	 the	Royal	Commissioners
were	correct	in	suggesting	that	the	primary	purpose	of	the	letter	was	to	justify	violence,	they
were	 certainly	 right	 in	 detecting	 a	 note	 of	 ‘scarcely	 concealed	 defiance’.95	 This	 kind	 of
knowing	self-assertion	–	which	even	in	its	early	stages	manifested	itself	in	‘impertinent’	body
language,	‘insolent’	back-chat	and	deliberate	idling	at	work	–	could	not	ultimately	be	entirely
ignored	 by	 debates	 and	 commentary	 in	 the	 imperial	 capital,	 though	 it	 could	 be	 either
demonized	as	Carlyle’s	famous	‘miserable	mad	seditions’	or	minimized	by	some	missionaries
as	‘a	proneness	to	petty	quarrelling	and	a	love	of	litigation’.96

Exactly	two	months	before	the	riots	outside	the	courthouse,	on	11	August,	a	placard	was
posted	on	a	cotton	tree	on	the	main	road	in	Morant	Bay.	It	was	an	exhortation:

People	of	St	Thomas	ye	East,	you	have	been	ground	down	 too	 long	already.	Shake	off	your	sloth,	and	speak	 like
honourable	and	free	men	at	your	meeting.	Let	not	a	crafty,	jesuitical	priesthood	deceive	you.	Prepare	for	your	duty.
Remember	the	destitution	in	the	midst	of	your	families,	and	your	forlorn	condition.	The	Government	have	taxed	you
to	defend	your	own	rights	against	the	enormities	of	an	unscrupulous	and	oppressive	foreigner.	Mr	Custos	Ketelhodt,
you	feel	this:	it	is	no	wonder	you	do.	You	have	been	dared	in	this	provoking	act,	and	it	is	sufficient	to	extinguish	your
long	patience	…	it	is	your	duty	to	speak	out,	and	to	act	too!97

The	 language	 of	 the	 lengthy	 notice,	 titled	 ‘State	 of	 the	 Island’,	 is	 clearly	 erudite	 and
sophisticated,	 and	 evidence	 indicates	 that	Gordon,	 even	 if	 he	was	 not	 its	 sole	 author,	 had
contributed	substantially	to	its	formulation.	This	short	extract	reprises	the	themes	that	would
be	 rehearsed	both	 in	private	and	public	communications	by	Gordon	and	others:	 the	 fact	of
widespread	poverty	across	the	island,	a	flat	tax	that	weighed	disproportionately	on	the	poor,
and	a	judicial	system	which	was	seen,	with	good	cause,	to	be	skewed	in	favour	of	the	white
planters	 who	 also,	 scandalously	 enough,	 comprised	 the	 magistracy.	 Such	 causes	 for
disaffection	had	already	been	elaborated	 in	Underhill’s	 letter.98	But	unlike	 the	 letter,	which
highlights	suffering,	the	emphasis	here	is	on	the	unavoidable	duty	of	claiming	freedom	and
working	to	give	it	meaning	by	being	‘up	and	doing’.

The	insistence	of	the	Jamaican	peasant	petitioners	on	taking	responsibility	for	their	own
futures	 is	 relevant	 to	 the	 contest	 over	 the	 meanings	 of	 Emancipation.	 Following	 the
‘Underhill	meetings’,	a	petition	or	‘Memorial’	signed	by	108	persons	was	sent	to	the	queen	in
April	1865	by	the	‘poor	people	of	Jamaica	and	Parish	of	St	Ann’,	laying	out	their	grievances
and	 asking	 for	 due	 redress.99	 The	 petition	 spoke	 of	 ‘great	 want	 and	 distress	 for	 want	 of
employment’	 and	 lack	 of	 land	 to	 cultivate	 to	 ameliorate	 this	 situation.100	 High	 prices	 and
heavy	taxes	caused	further	impoverishment;	many	poor	blacks	had	committed	themselves	to
prison	in	consequence.	If	rendered	some	initial	assistance	–	that	is,	 if	 the	queen	would	rent
them	land	to	work	at	a	low	rate	–	the	petitioners	would	‘put	our	hands	and	heart	to	work,	and
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cultivate	coffee,	corn,	canes,	cotton	and	tobacco,	and	other	produce.	We	will	form	a	company
for	 that	 purpose’.101	 Where	 missionaries	 read	 the	 document	 as	 a	 cry	 of	 distress	 from	 a
suffering	people,	it	was	treated	by	Eyre’s	government	as	a	political	demonstration.	In	fact,	it
had	elements	of	both.	Described	 later	by	 the	 Jamaica	Committee	as	an	 ‘insult’,	 the	widely
circulated	reply	from	the	Colonial	Office	and	Cardwell,	in	the	form	of	‘The	Queen’s	Advice’,
would	come	as	a	huge	blow	to	the	petitioners,	greatly	increasing	disaffection	and	laying	the
ground	 for	 the	more	 radical	 steps	 that	 some	 of	 them	would	 advocate	 and	 take.	 Implicitly
upholding	the	white	plantocracy’s	view	of	black	labour	as	lazy	and	uncooperative,	the	letter
informed	 the	 petitioners	 that	 the	 prosperity	 of	 Jamaica	 depended	 ‘upon	 their	 working	 for
wages,	not	uncertainly	or	capriciously,	but	steadily	and	continuously,	at	the	times	when	their
labour	is	wanted,	and	for	so	long	as	it	is	wanted’.102	Put	simply,	the	petitioners	would	not	be
assisted	in	their	modest	goal	of	farming	their	own	small	plots	of	land,	but	were	patronizingly
urged	 instead	 to	 become	 the	 reliable	wage	 labourers	 sought	 by	 planters.	By	 endorsing	 the
planter	view	that	the	main	problem	affecting	Jamaica	was	the	lack	of	steady	black	plantation
labour,	this	royal	‘advice’	refused	to	acknowledge	the	widespread	desire	among	freed	slaves
and	their	descendants	to	control	their	own	economic	destiny	through	farming	smallholdings
rather	 than	be	shackled	 to	 low-wage	 labour	on	 terms	 laid	out	by	 the	planters.103	What	had
emerged,	 therefore,	 was	 a	 stark	 ideological	 clash	 about	 what	 freedom	 meant.	 One	 view,
touted	 by	 the	 planters	 and	 endorsed	 by	 the	 colonial	 government,	 insisted	 that	 freedom
consisted	of	 the	‘option’	of	selling	labour	 to	a	capitalist	entity	for	prices	determined	by	the
latter.	The	other	 refused	 anything	 resembling	 the	 contractual	 and	 compulsory	 extraction	of
labour	 in	 favour	 of	 controlling	 the	 output	 of	 a	 smallholding.	 This	 disagreement	 paved	 the
way	for	the	events	in	Morant	Bay	on	11	October	1865.

The	Uses	of	Freedom

What	God	Almighty	make	land	for?	You	have	plenty;	we	have	none.
A	Morant	Bay	peasant

The	 personal	 cultivation	 and	 ownership	 of	 land	 was	 fundamental	 to	 the	 post-slavery
Jamaican	 conception	 of	 freedom.	Well	 before	 1865,	 rumours	 had	 begun	 to	 circulate	 that,
along	with	freedom,	the	queen	had	bestowed	lands	upon	ex-slaves	to	cultivate,	 linking	‘the
idea	of	 liberty	of	 the	person	with	 liberty	of	 the	 land’,	as	 the	Royal	Commission	would	put
it.104	The	owner	of	an	uncultivated	estate,	Wellwood	Maxwell	Anderson,	testified	before	the
Commission	that	his	tenants	refused	to	pay	ground	rents,	arguing	‘that	the	Queen	had	given
them	the	place	when	she	gave	them	freedom;	and	freedom	would	be	of	no	use	if	they	had	not
their	 lands	 and	 houses’.105	 Although	 Gordon	 himself	 became	 the	 subject	 of	 rumours	 in
which	he	 says	 that	peasants	were	 entitled	 to	get	 land	or	 fight	 for	 it,	 such	claims	appear	 to
have	 emerged	 autonomously.	 As	 James	 C.	 Scott	 notes,	 oppressed	 groups	 ‘often	 read	 in
rumors	promises	of	their	imminent	liberation’.106	A	plot	of	land,	however	small,	‘symbolized
freedom,	personhood,	and	prestige	among	 the	descendants	of	 former	 slaves’.107	The	Royal
Commission	concluded	that	‘a	principal	object	of	the	disturbers	of	order	was	the	obtaining	of
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land	 free	 from	 the	 payment	 of	 rent’.108	 The	 bone	 of	 contention	 was	 access	 to	 what	 was
known	as	the	‘back	lands’	–	lands	that	lay	on	the	perimeters	of	cultivated	or	plantation	land
which	had	fallen	into	disuse	by	its	tenants	and	owners.	One	witness’s	account	of	a	September
meeting	 in	 Paul	 Bogel’s	 chapel	 in	 Stony	 Gut	 illuminates	 matters	 clearly.	 Addressing	 the
meeting,	McLaren,	who	would	be	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	October	uprising,	explains	‘why
cause	me	 hold	 this	meeting’,	 given	 that,	 although	 his	 parents	were	 slaves,	 he	 himself	 had
been	born	free:

But	now	I	am	still	a	slave	by	working	from	days	to	days.	I	cannot	get	money	to	feed	my	family,	and	I	working	at
Coley	estate	for	35	chains	for	1s.,	and	after	five	days’	working	I	get	2s.6d.	 for	my	family.	 Is	 that	able	 to	sustain	a
house	full	of	family?	…	Well,	the	best	we	can	do	is	to	come	together,	and	send	in	a	petition	to	the	Government;	and
if	they	will	give	up	the	outside	land	to	we,	we	shall	work	with	cane,	and	cotton,	and	coffee	like	the	white.	But	the
white	people	say	we	are	lazy	and	won’t	work	…	if	the	outside	land	was	given	up	to	them	to	work,	they	should	pay
the	taxes	to	the	Queen,	and	if	the	land	was	given	up	to	them	they	did	not	want	anything	from	the	white	people,	they
would	try	to	make	their	own	living	themselves.109

In	 former	 slave	 colonies,	 ownership	 or	 use	 of	 land	 at	 reasonable	 rent	 was	 more	 than	 an
alternative	 means	 of	 sustenance;	 it	 was	 tied	 to	 a	 deeply	 felt	 resistance	 to	 working	 for
plantation	owners,	owing	not	only	to	a	clearly	inadequate,	indeed	unviable,	economic	return,
but	 also	 a	 suspicion	 that	wage	 labour	 under	 those	 conditions	was	 too	 close	 to,	 and	might
entail	a	 return	 to,	 slavery.	 In	 the	months	 leading	up	 to	Morant	Bay,	a	popular	 rumour	held
that	 slavery	 was	 to	 be	 reinstated.110	 There	 was	 something	 of	 a	 panic	 about	 this,	 one
clergyman	maintained	 in	 his	 testimony:	 ‘a	 settled	 belief	 gaining	 strength	 from	 the	 time	 it
arose’	which,	 to	his	mind,	 paved	 the	way	 for	potential	 rebellion.	 Importantly,	 the	 curate	 is
firm	in	his	insistence	that	the	black	peasantry	are	no	more	credulous	‘than	England	or	other
places’,	taking	seriously	‘only	such	reports	as	that	which	peculiarly	affect	their	own	position,
such	as	that	of	being	made	slaves’.111

Another	element	of	the	organized	mobilizing	that	appears	to	have	emerged	independently
of	either	Gordon	or	his	‘seditious	language’	was	a	call	to	black	unity	by	some	agitators.	The
rhetoric	of	 race	 and	 racial	 unity	 in	Morant	Bay	was	most	 apparent	 as	 a	 form	of	 collective
self-assertion,	 one	 underpinning	 a	 claim	 to	 land	 through	 a	 reversal	 of	 the	 existing	 racial
hierarchy	of	ownership	and	use:	‘Hurra!	Buckra	country	for	us.’112	For	the	white	propertied
class	 of	 Jamaica	 and	 their	 supporters	 in	Britain,	 the	 perceived	 refusal	 of	 freed	 blacks	 and
their	descendants	to	submit	to	the	regimes	of	plantation	labour	in	favour	of	tilling	their	own
plots	 of	 land	 threw	 their	 self-serving	 idea	 of	 ‘freedom’	 into	 crisis.	 The	 liberty	 of	 black
Jamaicans	to	sell	or	withhold	their	labour	power	as	they	pleased	was	as	much	an	economic
problem	as	a	political	one.	In	this	regard,	an	observation	offered	to	the	Royal	Commission	by
a	planter	on	his	relations	with	the	freed	black	peasantry	is	illuminating:

I	 should	 be	 very	 glad	 if	 they	 would	 be	 dependent	 on	my	 capital;	 but	 they	 are	 not,	 and	 that	 would	 be	 the	 great
difficulty	in	Jamaica	with	regard	to	agriculture;	the	negroes	are	not	like	those	in	Barbadoes,	they	are	not	dependent
upon	estates	for	their	livelihood	…	their	very	independence	is	an	evil.113

Another	 critic	 of	 the	 Morant	 Bay	 rebels,	 who	 describes	 himself	 as	 a	 ‘A	 Thirty	 Years
Resident’,	 concedes	 that,	 at	 Emancipation,	 planters	 ‘rather	 resembled	 madmen	 than
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reasonable	beings;	deprived	of	the	unrequited	labours	of	the	slaves,	their	great	object	seemed
to	be	 to	assimilate	 [the	slaves’]	 freedom	as	nearly	as	possible	 to	slavery’.114	This	 included
concerted	action	 to	keep	wages	 as	 low	as	possible	 and	charge	enormous	 rents	 for	 cottages
and	provision	grounds.

Their	unacceptable	resistance	to	a	regime	of	wage	labour	within	the	plantation	economy
is	a	salient	theme	in	Victorian	broadsides	against	ex-slaves	and	their	insurgent	descendants.	It
is	 not	 so	 much	 the	 discursive	 spectre	 of	 an	 existentially	 free	 black	 human	 being	 that
occasions	 indignation	here	as	 the	material	 refusal	of	Jamaican	peasants	 to	comply	with	 the
economic	 imperatives	of	mercantile	capitalism.	The	Times	 editorial	 of	13	November	1865,
just	after	news	of	the	Jamaica	insurrection	came	in,	mulls	over	what	it	regards	as	the	colonial
failure	to	‘eradicate	the	original	savageness	of	the	African	blood’	by	turning	slaves	into	wage
labourers:	‘The	negro	has	been	able	to	live	with	little	or	no	work,	he	has	been	able	to	get	a
patch	 of	 land	 readily,	 and	 to	 subsist	 by	 a	 wretched	 cultivation	 of	 it.’115	 Necessitating	 the
importation	of	coolies,	or	indentured	labour,	from	India	and	China	to	do	the	plantation	work
instead	 of	 them,	 black	 Jamaicans	 are	 uncivilized	 to	 the	 precise	 extent	 that	 they	 refuse	 to
accede	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 capitalism	 or	 ‘the	 laws	 of	 industry	 and	 labour,	 which	 naturally
regulate	 all	 well-managed	 communities’,	 as	 one	 critic	 of	 Emancipation	 puts	 it.116	 In
frustrating	 the	 demands	 of	 political	 economy,	 the	 emancipated	 black	 is	 ‘freer	 than	…	 the
white	man’117	–	and	so	prosperous	that	‘no	peasant	in	England,	Scotland,	France,	or	Belgium
could	 compete	 with	 him	 in	 his	 command	 of	 the	 comforts	 of	 life’.118	 In	 his	 later,	 more
measured	 reflections	 on	 the	 matter,	 Charles	 Roundell,	 who	 had	 acted	 as	 secretary	 to	 the
Jamaica	Royal	Commission,	would	ask	in	a	hopeful	vein	whether	the	perceived	‘failure’	of
Emancipation	 might	 not	 be	 ‘an	 economical	 question	 of	 capital	 and	 labour,	 supply	 and
demand,	which,	 like	 all	 economical	 questions,	 is	 capable	 of	 being	grappled	with,	 of	 being
understood,	and	successfully	surmounted’.119	The	right	restrictions	on	labour	and	employers
alike	could	ensure	a	controlled	liberty	that	would	result	in	more	plentifully	supplied	capital,	a
consistent	labour	supply	and	better	returns.

For	 supporters	 of	 Eyre,	 the	 resistance	 to	 the	 claims	 of	 political	 economy,	 which
culminated	in	the	Morant	Bay	violence,	could	easily	have	led	to	a	repeat	of	the	nightmare	of
the	 Haitian	 Revolution	 –	 an	 obsessive	 preoccupation	 for	 many	 critics	 of	 Emancipation.
Gordon	was	repeatedly	accused	by	planters	of	exhorting	his	electorate	 to	‘do	as	 they	do	 in
Hayti’;	he	was	equally	insistent	that	he	had	never	thought	of	it.	‘The	vicinity	of	Hayti	and	its
barbaric	 independence’,	 The	 Times	 editorial	 of	 20	 November	 1865	 pronounces,	 almost
triumphantly,	 ‘have	 fostered	 [the	 black	 man’s]	 dreams	 of	 vengeance	 and	 his	 dreams	 of
aggrandizement	 …	 He	 dreams	 of	 the	 glorious	 island	 in	 which	 he	 lives	 being	 owned	 in
perpetuity	 by	 himself	 and	 his	 posterity.’120	 That	 version	 of	 freedom,	 to	 be	 avoided	 at	 all
costs,	is	‘the	erection	of	a	semi-barbarian	Sovereignty	in	the	West	Indies’,	along	the	lines	of
Haiti.121	Freedom,	 in	other	words,	was	divisible	 into	 the	putative	universalism	of	capitalist
political	economic	imperatives	and	the	unacceptable	particularism	of	refusing	them.	The	real
issue	at	stake	for	those	who	denounced	the	Jamaica	rebels	emerges	more	explicitly	in	a	well-
known	polemic	 titled	‘The	Negro	 in	Jamaica’,	given	before	 the	Anthropological	Society	of
London	in	1866.	In	it	Commander	Bedford	Pim	would	state	the	case	for	‘moderate	control’	in
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baldly	honest	political-economic	terms:

The	negro	in	a	state	of	freedom	continues	powerless	to	advance	himself	in	civilisation,	and	he	is	most	improvable
when	under	moderate	 control.	 It	 is	 no	 longer	 expedient	 to	make	a	 slave	of	him;	he	has	performed	his	part	 in	 the
world’s	history	in	that	capacity	…	He	has	no	right,	however,	and	civilized	man	has	no	right	to	allow	him,	to	pass	his
existence	without	in	any	way	contributing	to	the	advancement	of	mankind.122

It	 is	 not	 until	 the	 ex-slave	 has	 been	 fully	 incorporated	 into	 this	 economic	 regime,	 having
proved	his	 title,	 that	 ‘he	can	be	admitted	 into	 the	 fellowship’	of	 the	 free,	and	 therefore	 the
fully	 human.	 In	 the	 ensuing	 discussion,	 many	 of	 Pim’s	 audience	 would	 repeat	 a	 familiar
grouse:	that	the	Afro-Jamaican	limited	‘his	husbandry	to	the	satisfaction	of	his	daily	wants’,
and	that	as	a	group	they	refused	to	‘apply	their	knowledge	for	their	own	gain	in	life	or	for	the
benefit	 of	 their	 employers’.123	As	 the	writer	 J.	A.	 Froude,	 a	 friend	 of	Charles	Kingsley’s,
would	put	it,	looking	back	on	the	events	of	1865	some	two	decades	later,	if	self-government
of	 any	 kind	 was	 to	 be	 granted	 in	 the	 West	 Indies,	 it	 would	 be	 impossible	 to	 take	 black
allegiance	for	granted,	or	to	remain	confident	‘that	the	liberties	which	we	concede	will	not	be
used	for	purposes	which	we	are	unable	to	tolerate’.124

Reframing	Rebellion:	The	Jamaica	Committee	and	the	Problem	of	Freedom
What	 purposes	 should	 underlie	 liberty,	 and	 who	 should	 have	 it?	 These	 were	 indeed	 the
questions	at	the	heart	of	the	disagreement	over	Eyre’s	actions,	as	English	intellectuals	broke
ranks	and	formed	two	opposing	committees	to	determine	the	governor’s	future	after	he	was
recalled	 from	 Jamaica	 in	 1866.	 Once,	 in	 August	 1866,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 Jamaica
Committee	would	pursue	a	private	prosecution	of	Eyre,	as	 the	government	had	declined	 to
charge	him,	an	organization	 to	champion	Eyre’s	cause	came	 into	being.	The	Eyre	Defence
and	Aid	Fund	 felt	 it	 to	 be	 ‘a	 solemn	public	 duty	on	 the	part	 of	 all	 those	who	believe	 that
Governor	Eyre	 quelled	 the	 insurrection	 in	 Jamaica,	 and	 saved	 the	 island,	 to	 come	 forward
and	 boldly	 proclaim	 such	 to	 be	 their	 opinion’.125	 Its	 constituent	 members	 included	many
well-known	writers	 and	 intellectuals,	 such	as	 John	Ruskin	and	Thomas	Carlyle,	 as	well	 as
John	 Tyndall	 and	 Charles	 Kingsley;	 it	 would	 receive	 support	 from	 the	 likes	 of	 Charles
Dickens,	Alfred	Lord	Tennyson	and,	 later	on,	 J.	A.	Froude.	Equally	 revealing	are	 the	 self-
descriptions	given	by	 those	who	anonymously	sent	 subscriptions	 to	 the	 fund;	 they	 include,
among	 others:	 ‘One	 whose	 sister	 was	 massacred	 at	 Cawnpore’,	 ‘One	 who	 perceives	 the
necessity	 of	 firmness	 and	 vigour	 in	 those	 in	 authority’,	 ‘A	 lady	 who	 has	 suffered	 by
insurrection’,	‘A	soldier	who	has	not	forgotten	Cawnpore’,	‘A	lady	who	was	in	India	during
the	Mutiny’	and	‘A	lady	ashamed	of	her	country’s	ingratitude’.126	For	Eyre’s	defenders,	the
rebellious	blacks	whom	he	had	contained	were	an	imminent	threat,	above	all,	to	the	political
economy	of	empire.	In	a	letter	to	the	Jamaica	Committee,	some	of	whose	members	he	was
friendly	with,	the	scientist	John	Tyndall	lambasted	‘a	tendency	on	your	part	to	tone	down	the
crimes	 of	 the	 negro	 and	 to	 bring	 his	 punishments	 into	 relief’.127	 Objecting	 to	 the
Committee’s	downgrading	of	the	Morant	Bay	uprising	to	a	mere	‘local	riot’,	Tyndall	pointed
to	‘the	spirit	of	rebellion’	born	of	widespread	disaffection	that	could	only	have	been	quelled,
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as	 Eyre	 had	 done,	 by	 ‘making	 the	 name,	 power,	 and	 determination	 of	 England	 terrible
throughout	the	island’.128	Like	many	others,	Tyndall	saw	this	insurgent	flame	as	originating
from	and	nourished	by	the	historical	and	spatial	proximity	of	Haiti’s	success	in	overthrowing
the	 power	 of	 France.	Gordon,	 he	 said,	 had	 to	 be	 read	 as,	 at	 the	 very	 least,	 a	 ‘taproot’	 for
insurgency,	rather	than	the	bland	constitutionalist	that	the	Jamaica	Committee	had	made	him
out	 to	 be.129	 Moreover,	 attempts	 to	 universalize	 liberty	 and	 identify	 black	 and	 white
resistance	 were	 illegitimate:	 ‘We	 do	 not	 hold	 an	 Englishman	 and	 a	 Jamaica	 negro	 to	 be
convertible	terms,	nor	do	we	think	that	the	cause	of	human	liberty	will	be	promoted	by	any
attempt	to	make	them	so.’130	Also	writing	a	letter	on	the	topic,	to	the	Daily	Telegraph,	was
John	Ruskin,	an	active	member	of	the	Eyre	Defence	Fund,	noting	that	the	difference	between
him	and	the	Jamaica	Committee	was	not	just	that	he	was	for	lordship	and	they	for	liberty,	but
that	he	believed	‘that	white	emancipation	not	only	ought	to	precede,	but	must	by	law	of	all
fate	precede,	black	emancipation’.131	 In	 a	 lecture	on	 ‘Liberty’,	 also	given	 in	1865,	Ruskin
uses	 a	 tellingly	 vivid	 metaphor	 of	 the	 dangers	 of	 excessive	 freedom	 illustrated	 by	 the
housefly,	‘free	in	the	air,	free	in	the	chamber	–	a	black	incarnation	of	caprice	–	wandering,
investigating,	flitting,	flirting,	feasting	at	his	will,	with	rich	variety	…	what	freedom	is	like
his?’132	 Carlyle,	 who	 drafted	 a	 Petition	 from	 the	 Eyre	 Defence	 Fund	 to	 the	 House	 of
Commons,	 spoke	 similarly	 of	 the	Morant	 Bay	 incidents	 as	 a	 ‘frightful	 and	 immeasurable
kindling	 of	 black	 unutterabilities’	 –	 a	 telling	 phrase,	 seeking	 to	 render	 the	 voices	 of	 black
rebellion	 literally	 unspeakable.133	 Famously,	 of	 course,	Carlyle	 also	 described	 the	 Jamaica
Committee’s	observations	as	less	than	human,	relegating	them	to	the	same	level	of	speech	as
those	 they	defended,	 ‘nothing	but	 a	group	or	knot	of	 rabid	Nigger-Philanthropists,	 barking
furiously	 in	 the	 gutter,	 and	 threatening	 one’s	 Reform	Bill	with	 loss	 of	 certain	 friends	 and
votes’.134

For	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee,	 which	 included	 no	 fewer	 than	 nineteen	 members	 of
parliament	headed	by	John	Bright,	the	questionable	deployment	of	martial	law	by	Eyre	raised
the	possibility	of	repression	coming	home	to	roost:	‘What	is	done	in	a	colony	to-day	may	be
done	 in	 Ireland	 to-morrow,	 and	 in	England	 hereafter’,	 as	 Fredric	Harrison	 had	 it.135	 ‘Men
became	members	of	that	committee	who	had	never	taken	part	in	public	agitation	of	any	kind
before’,	wrote	 the	MP	Justin	McCarthy	many	years	 later.136	The	 ‘members	of	 the	 Jamaica
Committee’,	 Bernard	 Semmel	 averred,	 were	 ‘men	 of	 the	 new	 middle	 classes,	 sober,
respectable,	pious	and	serious’.137	For	 those	who	came	 to	Eyre’s	defence	–	 largely	‘King’s
men’,	 in	Ruskin’s	 terms	–	 the	 Jamaica	Committee	 represented	what	would	 today	be	called
‘political	correctness	gone	mad’,	or	as	Dickens	would	put	it,	a	‘platform-sympathy	with	the
black	–	or	the	native,	or	the	devil	–	afar	off,	and	platform	indifference	to	our	countrymen	at
enormous	odds	in	the	midst	of	bloodshed	and	savagery’.138	Ironically,	of	the	two	parties,	it	is
those	who	backed	Eyre	who	accorded	to	the	Jamaica	rebels,	albeit	with	outrage,	the	status	of
full-fledged	 black	 insurgents	whose	 actions	 and	 views	might,	 in	 the	 long	 run,	 portend	 full
independence	from	white	rule,	along	Haitian	lines.	The	Jamaica	Committee’s	deliberations,
in	 contrast,	 stressed	 the	 right	 to	 constitutional	 forms	of	 agitation.	Though	 they	denied	 that
events	at	Morant	Bay	amounted	to	outright	rebellion,	the	right	of	those	in	British	territories	to
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agitate	–	‘as	men	must	ever	be	allowed	to	do	in	every	free	country’	–	was	nonetheless	central
to	 the	 case	 the	 committee	 made	 against	 Eyre.139	 Their	 principal	 goal,	 insisted	 these
campaigners	–	who	came	to	include	the	veteran	antislavery	figures	from	Exeter	Hall,	Louis
Chamerovzow,	Charles	Buxton	MP,	and	Frederick	Chesson	–	was	constitutional:	the	absolute
‘defence	of	 those	 legal	 and	 chartered	 rights	which	protect	 the	 lives	 and	 liberties	of	 all’.140
The	 language	 of	 its	 public	 documents	 and	 deliberations	 was	 therefore	 self-consciously
‘moderate’	 and,	 perhaps	 also	 reflecting	 its	 composition,	 carefully	 parliamentary.	 As	 Mill,
who	had	spent	a	career	with	the	East	India	Company,	and	had	just	been	elected	to	parliament,
in	 July	 1865,	 put	 it:	 ‘There	 was	 much	 more	 at	 stake	 than	 only	 justice	 to	 the	 Negroes,
imperative	 as	was	 that	 consideration.	The	question	was,	whether	 the	British	 dependencies,
and	eventually	perhaps	Great	Britain	 itself,	were	 to	be	under	 the	government	of	 law,	or	of
military	license.’141	Events	in	Morant	Bay	indicated,	the	Jamaica	Committee	argued,	rioting
rather	 than	 outright	 rebellion,	 so	 that	 the	 imposition	 of	 martial	 law	 was	 not	 only	 legally
questionable	 but	 also	 strategically	 unnecessary.	 Even	 if	 ‘resistance	 did	 occur	 in	 the	 riots’,
they	 argued,	 there	 was,	 nevertheless,	 no	 ‘rebellion’,	 in	 the	 sense	 not	 only	 of	 ‘forcible
resistance	to	lawful	authority,	but	a	resistance	that	is	concerted,	and,	to	some	extent	at	least,
organized’.142

There	was	undoubtedly	a	certain	doubleness	to	the	Jamaica	Committee’s	formal	position,
which	at	once	 insisted	on	 the	 right	of	colonial	 subjects	of	 the	Crown	 to	 resist,	as	domestic
subjects	could,	and	attempted	 to	mitigate	 the	extent	of	 that	 resistance	as	 it	had	unfolded	 in
Morant	Bay.	The	rebellion	in	Jamaica	was,	in	other	words,	recast	by	the	Jamaica	Committee
in	terms	that	would	be	familiar	to	British	constitutionalists	and	advocates	of	gradual	change,
annexed	 to	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 liberal	 constitutionalism.	 In	 its	 advocacy	 of	Gordon	 as	 a	 semi-
heroic	and	peaceable	figure,	the	Committee	insisted	that	any	‘popular	agitation	as	revealed	in
the	 Jamaica	 press	 was	 of	 a	 constitutional	 kind’,	 deriving	 from	 a	 situation	 where	 ‘a	 large
portion	of	the	people	believed	themselves	to	be	under	a	system	of	government	in	which	the
interests	of	 the	many	were	sacrificed	 to	 the	desires	of	 the	few’.143	There	was	‘no	evidence
that	 revolutionary	measures	were	 contemplated’.144	While	 reminding	 ‘their	 fellow-citizens
that	hopeless	wrong	is	 the	sure	parent	of	 rebellion,	and	 that	 its	best	antidote	 is	 the	hope	of
constitutional	 redress’,	 the	Committee	 also	 insisted	 that,	 in	 sending	 their	 representatives	 to
Jamaica	to	investigate	matters,	they	had	‘no	desire	to	abet	resistance	to	lawful	authority	or	to
weaken	 the	 arm	 of	 the	 magistrate	 in	 preserving	 public	 order’,	 and	 intended	 to	 ‘lend	 no
assistance	or	countenance	to	those	persons	who	had	suffered	for	real’.145	Collating	evidence
and	assessments	 into	 a	 series	of	pamphlets,	 the	Committee	believed	 that	 these	 showed	not
only

the	necessity	for	an	official	 inquiry	 into	all	 the	circumstances	of	 the	so-called	‘Rebellion’	 in	Jamaica,	and	into	 the
legality	 of	 the	 sanguinary	 measures	 of	 repression,	 but	 …	 the	 need	 of	 a	 powerful	 organization	 to	 assist	 in	 the
collection	and	examination	of	evidence,	and	to	demand,	on	behalf	of	the	British	nation,	the	impartial	application	of
the	law	in	any	well-authenticated	cases	of	cruel	excess	of	power.146

This	doubleness	has	to	do	with	the	fact	that,	in	significant	ways,	what	the	Jamaica	Committee
was	also	doing	was	channelling	into	more	parliamentary	language	the	emergence	of	a	more
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radical	solidarity	with	Jamaican	resistance.
There	was	an	important	third	force	which,	like	Eyre’s	defenders,	chose	to	read	events	and

actors	in	Jamaica	as	indeed	constituting	a	radical	resistance	to	political	economy;	unlike	the
Eyre	party,	it	considered	the	resistance	desirable.	British	working-class	and	labour	movement
engagements	with	the	Jamaica	controversy	were	direct	and	polemical	in	defending	the	right
of	 Jamaican	 labourers	 to	 resist	 an	 exploitative	 system	 with	 all	 their	 might.	 This	 third
approach	manifested	a	process	of	recognition	in	which	the	voiced	resistance	of	the	Jamaican
peasant	 resonated	with	 attempts	 to	give	voice	 to	working-class	men	 in	Britain	 through	 the
franchise.	 Radical	 British	 polemics	 on	 the	 Eyre	 controversy	 cautioned	 against	 seeing	 the
violent	 repression	 of	 resistance	 in	 Jamaica	 as	 singular,	 for	 what	 the	 Jamaican	 rebels	 had
exposed	was	a	system	of	exploitation	so	red	in	tooth	and	claw	that	it	was	unlikely	to	take	any
more	 kindly	 to	 being	 substantially	 challenged	 in	 the	metropole	 than	 in	 the	 colony.	 Such	 a
system	 necessitated	 a	 resistance	 that	 would	 cut	 across	 the	 racial	 divisions	 of	 empire.	 The
popular	 Reynolds	 Newspaper,	 founded	 by	 novelist	 G.	 W.	 M.	 Reynolds	 with	 a	 largely
working-class	 circulation	 (350,000	by	1870),	 covered	 the	 Jamaica	 controversy	 extensively.
One	 of	 its	 regular	 columnists,	 writing	 under	 the	 pseudonym	 ‘Northumbrian’,	 sounded	 the
keynote	for	an	oppositional	approach	at	the	outset,	reading	dominant	rhetoric	–	purveyed	by
the	 likes	of	The	Times	 –	 against	 the	grain,	 and	 identifying	points	of	 commonality	with	 the
rebels.	 ‘Somehow	or	other’,	observed	Northumbrian	 sardonically,	 ‘British	arms	are	always
engaged	 in	 fighting	 Kaffirs,	 Maories,	 Hindoos,	 or	 negroes.	 Now,	 this	 policy	 may	 be
necessary,	 but	 certainly	 is	 not	 glorious.’147	 Race	 and	 racial	 discourse	 are	 engaged	 with
directly:	‘Excesses	and	atrocities	of	the	most	fiendish	kind	have	been	committed’,	announced
an	article	in	late	November	1865	satirizing	the	hysterical	high	notes	of	The	Times’s	coverage
of	 the	 insurrection	as	 an	attack	on	whites.	 ‘The	most	 lawless,	malignant,	 and	diabolical	of
these	atrocities	have	been	perpetrated,	not	by	the	blacks,	but	by	the	whites	…	men	of	British
blood,	who	arrogate	to	themselves	an	immeasurable	and	unapproachable	superiority	over	the
despised	 African.’148	 Identifying	 similarities	 in	 the	 workings	 of	 power	 across	 colonial
contexts	helped	allies	of	the	Morant	Bay	insurgents	to	make	the	argument	that	what	happened
out	in	the	Empire	was	likely	to	come	home	to	roost	by	stages:	‘Our	rulers	have	not	used	the
Jamaica	negroes	in	a	more	unlawful	manner	than	they	have	the	Irish	Fenians.	The	difference
in	the	treatment	of	 these	two	is	one	of	degree,	not	of	principle	…	Let	Englishmen	think	of
these	 things;	 for,	 although	 Irishmen	 and	 negroes	 are	 the	 present	 victims,	who	 knows	who
may	 be	 the	 next	 people	 exposed	 to	 the	 tender	mercies	 of	 the	Hobbs’s,	 the	 Eyres,	 and	 the
Wodehouses?’149

Reynolds	was	clearly	drawing	on	sentiments	expressed	in	working-class	and	other	public
meetings	held	to	discuss	the	Jamaica	business,	lengthy	accounts	of	which	were	also	carried	in
the	 paper.	 A	 report	 of	 a	 meeting	 in	 Manchester	 notes	 that	 600	 signatures	 had	 been
requisitioned	to	call	it.	‘A	riot	was	a	rising	of	the	people	against	authority	for	the	time	being,’
said	one	speaker,	as	a	resolution	introduced	by	T.	B.	Potter	MP	–	who	also	edited	the	smaller-
circulation	trade	union	paper	the	Bee-Hive	–	 invited	listeners	 to	make	connections	between
violence	 against	 colonial	 subjects	 and	 repression	 at	 home.150	Manchester	 too	had	 faced	an
‘attack	upon	the	people	by	 the	authorities	[which]	gave	 the	signal	 for	great	changes	 in	 this
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country’,	he	reminds	his	listeners,	referring	presumably	to	the	Peterloo	massacre	of	1819.151
The	 trouble	 taken	 to	 make	 these	 parallels	 and	 to	 urge	 audiences	 to	 see	 the	 historical
resonances	 cannot	 be	 simply	 dismissed	 as	 discursive	 annexation,	 for	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 effort
goes	into	identifying	and	illuminating	points	of	connection.	Similarly,	Potter’s	insistence	on
Gordon’s	and	his	allies’	right	to	be	seen	as	Englishmen	is	clear-sighted	in	reframing	national
identity	as	a	fellowship	of	common	cause	rather	than	a	matter	of	racial	essence:	‘When	one
looked	at	the	case	of	Mr	Gordon,	he	(Mr	Potter)	confessed	it	made	his	blood	run	cold	to	think
that	 an	 Englishman	 –	 for	 though	 coloured	 men	 these	 were	 Englishmen	 –	 (cheers)	 –	 our
fellow-subjects,	whose	 rights	were	 our	 rights,	 as	 ours	were	 theirs	 –	 (renewed	 cheers)’	 had
been	subjected	to	a	court	martial	as	the	Jamaican	civilian	opposition	politician	had	been.152
The	 language	 is	 deliberately	 reciprocal,	 locating	 both	 parties	 in	 a	 mutually	 reinforcing
relationship	 of	 struggle	 against	 a	 common	 enemy,	 rather	 than	 one	 ‘bestowing’	 rights	 on
another.	Indeed,	most	of	the	writing	on	the	controversy	in	Reynolds	Newspaper	is	marked	by
a	 distinct	 lack	 of	 paternalism	 and	 contains	 strikingly	 few	 references	 to	 the	 ‘inferiority’	 of
other	 races.	 Speaking	 at	 the	 same	 meeting,	 Jacob	 Bright,	 brother	 of	 the	 famous	 Liberal
politician	John,	would	apostrophize	Gordon	thus:	‘And	if	there	could	be	fifty	such	men,	there
might	be	a	Government	in	Jamaica	(applause).’153

From	several	articles	and	summaries	of	speeches	at	public	meetings,	 it	 is	clear	 that	 the
recognition	of	common	cause	was,	in	fact,	based	on	an	informed	engagement	with	the	issues
at	stake,	including	the	fact	that	the	blacks	of	Jamaica	had	articulated	their	needs	only	to	be
denied	redress.	In	its	very	first	report	on	the	insurrection,	Reynolds	was	swift	to	note	that	the
blacks	of	Jamaica	laboured	under	very	real	injustices,	and	had	cause	to	be	‘dissatisfied’	with
the	 results	 of	 their	 applications	 for	 relief.154	 A	 later	 article	 observed	 that	 the	 whites	 of
Jamaica	had	‘never	yet	reconciled	themselves	to	the	emancipation	of	the	blacks’,	despite	the
hefty	 compensation	 paid	 out	 by	 the	 ‘plundered	 and	 impoverished’	 working	 classes	 of
Britain.155	 It	 is	 understandable,	 however,	 that	 the	 ‘freedmen’	 (printed	 with	 scare	 quotes)
might	not	have	 found	wage	 labour	on	plantations	a	congenial	prospect,	and	would	wish	 to
make	their	‘freedom’	more	real	than	the	planters	intended	it	to	be:

When	 the	 negroes	 obtained	 their	 nominal	 freedom,	 they	 very	 naturally	 preferred	 to	 work	 for	 themselves.	 They
desired	to	be	their	own	masters	…	But,	because	they	have	done	this	–	because	they	declined	to	work	for	the	white
planters	as	slavishly	and	cheaply	as	when	they	were	slaves	–	they	have	been	denounced	as	lazy,	sensual,	and	insolent
creatures,	unfit	for	freedom	and	incapable	of	sustained	industry.156

The	piece	 quotes	 extensively	 from	various	 depositions,	 as	well	 as	 the	 ‘St	Ann’s	Address’,
which	it	attributes	to	Gordon,	offering	a	different	reading	from	that	articulated	by	the	British
authorities.	 ‘Phrases	deemed	inflammatory	and	exaggerated’	such	as	‘	“Naked	people	of	St
Ann’s”!	…	 “Starving	 people	 of	 St	 Ann’s!”	 ’	 were,	 it	 argued,	 ‘words	 descriptive	 of	 facts
which	 are	 not	 less	 terrible	 than	 true’.157	Any	 form	of	 speaking	out	 by	 Jamaicans	 came	up
against	 a	 pernicious	 interdict:	 ‘If	 the	 negroes	 complain	 of	 this	 treatment,	 they	 are	 at	 once
charged	with	rebellious	and	murderous	designs.’158	This	suppression	of	voices	found	a	direct
parallel	 in	Britain,	 noted	 the	 chair	 of	 another	 public	meeting,	 held	 to	 protest	 the	welcome
banquet	held	for	Eyre	upon	his	return	to	a	country	where	‘the	working	men	could	not	make
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themselves	heard	 in	 the	House	of	Commons	because	unrepresented’.	The	‘only	way	 left	 to
them	 to	 show	 that	 they	 took	 an	 interest	 in	 the	 affairs	 of	 the	 nation	 was	 to	 hold	 public
meetings’.159

The	struggles	of	the	Jamaican	blacks	and	the	violent	repression	they	subsequently	faced
not	 only	 found	 expressions	 of	 identification	 or	 outrage	 back	 in	 Britain,	 but	 also	 offered
opportunities	for	the	practice	of	democracy.	The	meeting	alluded	to	above	took	as	its	purpose
expressions	not	just	of	solidarity	with	blacks	struggling	for	their	due,	but	also	of	distancing
the	 English	 working	 classes	 from	 the	 white	 ruling	 classes,	 for	 ‘it	 behoved	 the	 people	 of
England	 to	 demonstrate	 …	 that	 they	 did	 not	 identify	 themselves	 with	 acts	 which	 had
disgraced	 the	 British	 name’.160	 This	 reclaiming	 of	 nation	 was	 in	 stark	 and	 deliberate
opposition	 to	 Charles	 Kingsley’s	 bombastically	 imperialist	 and	much-resented	 ruling-class
encomiums	to	Eyre	at	his	welcome	banquet	as	an	embodiment	of	‘the	English	spirit	of	good-
nature,	of	temper,	of	the	understanding	of	human	beings,	of	knowing	how	to	manage	men	…
that	English	 spirit	which	had	 carried	 the	Anglo-Saxon	 tongue	 round	 the	world,	 and	which
had	made	us	the	fathers	of	the	United	States	and	the	conquerors	of	India’.161	If	the	Jamaica
controversy	had	indeed	set	into	motion	a	struggle	over	the	very	meanings	of	Britain/England,
it	was	one	to	which	the	question	of	democracy	and	economic	justice	as	posed	by	the	Afro-
Jamaicans	 was	 central.	 The	 expropriations	 of	 land	 and	 labour	 were,	 in	 fact,	 issues	 that
resonated	for	both	white	and	black	working	classes,	as	‘the	chief	end	and	object	of	all	royal
and	 aristocratic	 governments	 is	 to	 enslave	 the	 masses	 of	 mankind’	 –	 an	 insight	 from
‘Northumbrian’	that	directly	echoed	Jamaican	peasant	views	of	wage	labour	on	plantations	as
slavery	 in	another	 form.162	Gordon’s	death	was	deemed	exemplary	of	 the	 lengths	 to	which
the	ruling	classes	would	go	to	preserve	this	state	of	affairs.	Wearing	a	black	armband	like	the
others,	and	standing	on	a	wagon	draped	with	a	flag	bearing	the	name	‘G.	W.	Gordon’	in	white
letters	surrounded	by	wreaths,	one	speaker	pronounced:

George	William	Gordon	…	was	murdered	without	a	 trial,	although	the	charges	brought	against	him	were	 inquired
into	 by	 the	 foppish	 striplings	 of	 an	 odious	 and	 dangerous	 aristocracy.	 (Hisses)	 And,	 need	 he	 say	 that	 the	 same
aristocracy	would	treat	John	Bright	–	(loud	cheers)	–	and	Edmond	Beales	–	(cheers)	–	in	a	similar	manner	to-morrow
if	they	had	the	chance?	(Cries	of	‘They	would	if	they	dare.’)163

Another	 speaker	would	 note	 that	 ‘it	 had	 always	 happened	 that	 the	 aristocracy	 of	 England
were	 opposed	 to	 the	 rights	 and	 liberties	 of	 the	 people’.164	 The	 common	 condition	 of
exploitation,	and	not	race,	had	to	be	the	basis	of	kinship.

Even	 as	 these	 radical	 responses,	 and	 the	 distinctly	 more	 moderate	 line	 taken	 by	 the
Jamaica	Committee,	differed	 in	 their	approach	 to	 the	question	of	how	resistance	should	be
undertaken,	 there	 are	 clear	 lines	 of	 connection	 between	 them.	 One	 can	 be	 traced	 through
Edward	Beesly,	a	Positivist	like	Harrison,	and	also	a	member	of	the	Jamaica	Committee.	A
student	of	Richard	Congreve’s	 at	Oxford,	 a	 labour	 campaigner	 and	close	 associate	of	Karl
Marx	 in	 the	 run-up	 to	 the	 First	 International,	 Beesly,	 also	 a	 London	 university	 professor,
became	a	familiar	voice	speaking	and	writing	on	the	Eyre	controversy.	He	was	one	of	the	few
writing	in	the	pages	of	Reynolds	to	maintain	a	racial	hierarchy	in	discussing	the	Jamaicans:
‘The	 treatment	 of	 uncivilized	 races	 by	 Englishmen	 is	 a	 subject	 that	 demands	 far	 more
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attention	 from	 workmen	 than	 it	 gets.’165	 Beesly’s	 racial	 hierarchy	 finds	 a	 parallel	 in	 his
delineation	of	 a	 class	order	 in	which	 the	working	classes	must	be	 represented	by	educated
middle-class	men.	For	him,	Gordon’s	death	was	not	so	much	a	story	about	the	Jamaican	poor
as	 one	 of	 the	 disciplining	 of	 those	more	 elevated	 individuals	 who	 spoke	 for	 the	margins:
‘Every	one	[sic]	who	makes	himself	…	conspicuous	by	pointing	out	to	the	lower	orders	the
political	and	social	evils	under	which	 they	suffer	will	do	so	at	a	 terrible	 risk.’166	Here	 too,
however,	Gordon	 is	 a	 cautionary	 tale	 for	what	might	 just	 as	well	 happen	 in	England	with
liberal	leaders:

Take	care	of	Mr	Bright	or	Mr	Beales.	They	have	both	of	them	repeatedly	used	much	stronger	language	than	any	that
was	proved	 against	Gordon.	 If	 the	 reform	 struggle	 should	become	more	 embittered;	 if	 the	Tories,	 by	 their	 insane
management	should	bring	about	a	riot,	attended	with	loss	of	life	…	what	will	there	be	to	prevent	Mr	Bright	and	Mr
Beales	from	being	treated	as	Mr	Gordon	was?	The	cases	would	be	exactly	parallel.167

Beesly	 shares	with	his	 radical	working-class	 readers	 a	developed	 sense	of	 the	 implications
for	democratic	agitation	in	Britain	of	allowing	repression	in	the	colonies	to	go	unchallenged.
Indeed,	he	suggests,	the	key	bone	of	contention	in	Jamaica	may	also	have	an	exact	parallel:

But	political	privilege	is	not	the	dearest	possession	of	the	upper	classes.	Touch	their	monopoly	of	the	land	and	you
will	see	 their	 teeth.	When	Mr	Bright	said	 in	Glasgow	that	half	Scotland	belonged	to	a	dozen	proprietors,	and	half
England	to	a	hundred	and	fifty,	he	put	his	finger	on	one	of	the	most	frightful	blots	on	English	civilization.168

There	 is	no	 reason	 to	assume,	he	points	out,	 that	 the	violence	exercised	against	a	different
race	in	Jamaica	will	not	be	reprised	at	home	should	the	same	kinds	of	challenges	to	power	–
and	land-ownership	–	be	issued	by	white	working	people.	To	allow	‘the	Jamaica	precedents
to	remain	unchallenged’	is	to	‘furnish	our	oligarchy	with	a	weapon’	that	can	be	turned	against
white	Britons.169

Beesly	was	writing	this	in	a	letter	to	Reynolds,	as	he	puts	it,	because	‘your	journal	is	read
by	a	very	 large	number	of	workmen	who	never	 look	at	any	other’.	He	himself	was	a	more
regular	contributor	to	the	Bee-Hive,	the	trade	union	journal	for	the	‘industrial	classes’	which
also	 covered	 the	 Morant	 Bay	 uprising	 extensively	 –	 though	 slightly	 differently	 from
Reynolds,	 in	 that	 its	 emphasis	 was	 on	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 repression	 for	 organized
British	working-class	agitation	against	systemic	exploitation.	In	the	pages	of	the	Bee-Hive	on
25	November	1865,	Beesly	argued	that	the	punishments	inflicted	on	the	Jamaicans	were	self-
evidently	 severe,	 but	 that	 the	 real	 point	was	 ‘that	 they	 have	 been	 inflicted	 to	maintain	 an
abominable	 system	which	 it	 behoves	our	working	men	here	 to	do	 their	 best	 to	 tear	 up	 the
roots’.170	At	stake	were	the	relations	between	labour	and	a	parasitical	planter	class,	eager	to
sit	on	 its	hands	doing	nothing,	 ‘a	burden	on	 the	 land’,	 that	prioritized	profits	at	 the	cost	of
both	wages	and	the	public	purse.	Beesly	is	at	his	polemical	best	when,	in	a	series	of	reversals,
he	 attacks	 those	 in	power,	 using	 the	 same	 terms	Thomas	Carlyle	 famously	deployed	when
polemicizing	against	freed	blacks	as	‘lazy’:	‘The	emancipation	of	the	blacks	left	all	the	land
in	the	possession	of	the	whites,	a	lazy,	vicious,	bankrupt	class,	filled	with	hatred	for	their	late
slaves;	 too	proud	to	work,	 though	not	ashamed	to	beg	in	a	genteel	way.’171	The	charges	of
‘laziness’,	 he	 observes,	 are	 also	 deployed	 at	 home	 against	 strikers.	 Beesly	 notes	 that,	 in
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response	to	demands	for	better	wages	from	black	workers,	white	Jamaican	planters	‘sent	half
round	the	world	for	shiploads	of	“Coolies”	to	do	the	work	cheap	–	a	trade	which,	if	the	truth
be	 told,	 is	 not	 much	 better	 than	 the	 old	 slave-trade’.172	 He	 was,	 of	 course,	 referring	 to
indentured	labour.	While	Beesly	famously	distances	himself	from	the	black	man	as	such	–	‘I
protest	 I	 am	 no	 negro-worshipper’	 –	 and	 remains	 unshaken	 in	 his	 assumption	 of	 black
inferiority,	it	is	precisely	this	protestation	that	makes	his	call	for	solidarity	and	parity	of	rights
worth	examining.173	Indeed,	it	is	because	he	shares	a	wider	liberal	sense	of	racial	hierarchies
that	 Beesly’s	 call	 for	 ‘vigorous	 and	 indignant’	 cross-racial	 and	 international	 solidarity	 is
striking.	His	 advice	 is	 that	 the	 trade	unions	 draw	up	 a	 petition	 to	 parliament	which	would
make	it	clear	that	the	petitioners	as	‘labourers	look	on	the	cause	of	the	labourers	in	Jamaica
as	 their	 own’.	 Thus,	 ‘when	 the	 upper	 classes	 see	 how	 such	 injustice	 to	 labour,	 even	 in	 a
distant	 colony,	 is	 resented	 by	 the	working	men	 of	England,	 they	will	 be	 careful	 how	 they
trifle	with	similar	interests	at	home’.174	Comparing	events	in	Morant	Bay	to	the	Hyde	Park
riots,	 he	 notes	 in	 another	 piece:	 ‘In	 both	 instances	wealth	 and	 respectability	 employed	 the
executive	apparatus	to	put	down	the	lower	orders.’175

Other	articles	in	the	Bee-Hive,	however,	did	engage	directly	with	the	question	of	race.	A
regular	columnist,	‘Plain	Dealer’,	would	put	it	with	absolute	clarity:	‘Yes,	there	are	working-
men	in	Jamaica.	Though	their	skin	is	black,	their	hair	woolly,	their	noses	flat,	and	their	lips
thick,	 they	 are	 entitled	 to	 the	 same	 consideration	 and	 sympathy	 as	 working-men	 of	 fair
complexion.’176	For	Plain	Dealer,	Morant	Bay	was	a	case	of	outright	repression	in	response
to	legitimate	agitation	where,	he	would	write	a	year	 later,	 ‘agrarian	discontent	and	political
aspiration	among	the	people	of	Jamaica	were	extinguished	in	their	own	blood	and	in	that	of
good	men	who	 acknowledged	 to	 them	 that	 they	 had	 cause	 for	 complaint	 and	 did	 well	 to
speak	 up	 for	 them-selves’.177	 Again,	 speech	 is	 the	 key	 issue,	 the	 writer	 observing	 that
repression	along	the	lines	of	what	took	place	in	Jamaica	‘would	be	an	excellent	device	…	for
silencing	 the	 voice	 of	 the	 working	 men	 of	 England	 claiming	 the	 rights	 of	 industry,	 and
soliciting	a	share	in	the	constitutional	franchise	of	their	country’;	they	too	could	be	‘hunted
down	 or	 hanged	 up	 or	 shot	 as	 the	 negroes	 were’.178	 Race	 hierarchies	 are	 operative,	 but
whiteness	will	not	in	itself	protect	English	agitators.	Sympathy	for	Eyre,	he	opined,

may	be	attributable	to	the	habit	of	setting	a	lower	value	upon	the	lives	of	black	or	coloured	men	than	upon	those	of
the	white.	But,	while	no	such	distinction	is	to	be	for	an	instant	allowed,	neither	must	we	delude	ourselves	with	the
vain	imagination,	that	it	makes,	in	the	minds	of	those	who	entertain	it,	the	least	difference	in	favour	of	the	working
men	of	England	over	the	field	negroes	of	Jamaica.179

Where	Beesly	relies	on	a	certain	abstraction	to	emphasize	that	 the	same	system	operates	in
both	metropole	and	colony,	which	leaves	agitating	labour	vulnerable	across	the	board,	Plain
Dealer	warns	against	allowing	sympathy	and	solidarity	to	emerge	solely	on	race	lines:	‘Those
of	our	countrymen	who,	in	any	dispute	between	white	and	black,	confine	their	fellow-feeling
to	that	side	where	they	find	complexions	like	their	own,	are	not	to	be	trusted,	let	them	protest
ever	 so	 loudly	 their	 devotion	 to	 the	 cause	 of	 public	 freedom	 and	 to	 the	 interests	 of	 the
community’.180	Racists,	 in	 short,	 cannot	 be	 depended	 upon	 for	 solidarity	 along	 class	 lines
either,	Plain	Dealer	cautions,	also	denouncing	littérateurs	like	Kingsley	for	failing	to	develop
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sympathies	with	their	fellow	humans	of	a	different	hue.181	The	Bee-Hive	columnist	is	clearly
attuned	to	the	clash	of	freedoms	in	Jamaica,	warning	that	 the	whites	of	the	West	Indies	are
the	‘sworn	enemies’	of	all	liberty	‘but	that	which	would	give	them	license	to	work	out	their
own	 will’.182	 Real	 freedom	 is	 necessarily	 universal,	 so	 that	 its	 violation	 in	 one	 place
constitutes	its	violation	in	another:	‘Most	certainly	the	only	way	to	preserve	the	liberties	of
our	country	is,	to	assert	and	vindicate	them	wherever	they	are	assailed	and	violated.’183	In	the
killing	of	Gordon	and	the	harm	visited	upon	the	Jamaican	blacks,	‘our	rights	as	Englishmen,
the	rights	of	every	one	of	us,	have	been	outraged	and	endangered’.	If	the	Jamaicans	stood	up
for	their	rights,	so	must	Englishmen,	duly	inspired	–	shades	of	Ernest	Jones	here	–	‘make	a
stand	 for	 your	 rights’	 rather	 than	 sitting	 ‘quiet	 with	 our	 hands	 before	 us	 and	 our	 mouths
closed’.184	 The	 test	 to	 which	 Emancipation	 was	 put	 by	 the	 Jamaicans	 is	 not	 irrelevant	 in
England,	for	the	‘time	has	come	when	we	must	make	it	seen	whether	English	freedom	is	a
real	fact	or	a	mere	fancy’.185

Another	 prominent	 member	 of	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee	 writing	 in	 the	 Bee-Hive,	 the
Oxford	 classics	 don	 Goldwin	 Smith,	 also	 picked	 up	 on	 the	 distinction	 between	 ‘public
liberty’	and	the	planter	class’s	liberty	to	oppress	at	will	by	warning	that,	for	the	plantocracy,
race	bonds	did	not	actually	extend	across	class:	‘Do	we	flatter	ourselves	that	the	Eyre	party
would	 regard	 the	English	workman	or	 peasant	 as	 their	 own	 flesh	 and	blood,	 and	 that	 they
would	 not	 …	 do	 to	 him	 what	 they	 glory	 in	 having	 done	 to	 the	 negro	 peasantry	 of
Jamaica?’186	Noting	that	Gordon’s	lighter	skin	had	not	ultimately	protected	him,	Smith	also
suggests	 that	 if	 an	 agitation	 similar	 to	 that	 in	 Jamaica	were	 to	 arise	 in	England	 and	 create
class	 ‘panic’,	 a	 sense	 of	 racial	 kinship	 would	 not	 stop	 ‘the	 planter	 party	 here’	 from
implementing	 ‘Jamaican	 measures	 of	 oppression’,	 referencing	 once	 again	 the	 Peterloo
massacre	 and	 bloodshed	 in	 Ireland.	 For	 Smith,	 the	 violence	 visited	 upon	 light-skinned,
chromatically	liminal	figures	like	Gordon	and	the	Irish	is	evidence	that	race	is	no	ring-fence
when	it	comes	to	‘oligarchic	vengeance’;	resistance	must	therefore	also	be	forged	across	race
lines.	‘Startling’	and	‘extravagant’	though	it	may	sound,	the	prospect	of	a	real	war	is	‘a	hard
struggle	 between	 the	 enfranchised	 and	 the	 unenfranchised,	 between	 capital	 and	 labour’.187
The	most	 developed	 account	 of	 the	wider	 implications	 of	 the	 ‘fatally	 chronic’	 exercise	 of
arbitrary	power	‘to	maintain	our	vast	unresting	empire’,	however,	came	from	Harrison,	who,
though	he	had	declared	himself	to	be	politicized	by	the	Indian	uprising,	really	emerged	as	an
oppositional	voice	on	colonial	issues	with	his	work	for	the	Jamaica	Committee,	in	which	he
clearly	drew	on	 the	emergent	 identification	of	 the	Jamaican	peasant	with	English	working-
class	causes.188

For	 Harrison,	 whose	Martial	 Law:	 Six	 Letters	 to	 ‘The	 Daily	 News’	 was	 collated	 and
published	by	the	Committee	as	a	single	work	with	their	imprimatur	on	it,	there	could	also	be
no	 impermeable	 border	 which	 would	 prevent	 the	 wave-like	 contagion	 of	 a	 repressive
counter-insurgency	from	rebounding	on	the	colonial	motherland.	‘We	cannot	make	rules	for
negroes’,	he	would	note	pointedly	of	the	‘reign	of	terror’	in	Jamaica,	‘without	baiting	them
like	traps	for	Europeans	…	Whose	turn,	be	it	colony	or	citizen,	might	not	come	next?’189	His
comparison	of	the	Jamaica	insurgency	and	those	historical	rebellions	in	England	is	explicit:
‘The	 sacred	 principles	 for	 which	 the	 English	 people	 once	 fought	 and	 struggled	 we	 now
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invoke	 for	 the	 loftier	 end	 of	 checking	 the	 English	 people	 themselves	 from	 imitating	 the
tyranny	 they	crushed.’190	For	all	 that	Harrison	repeatedly	 invokes	 the	principles	of	English
‘liberty’,	 his	 language	 also	 evinces	 an	 acknowledgement	 that,	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	 struggle	 for
rights,	 the	 ‘rebel’	and	 ‘repressor’	are	 shifting	subject	positions,	one	capable	of	 turning	 into
the	other.	At	the	time	he	was	writing,	the	place	where	these	liberties	were	being	asserted	was
the	colonies,	and	the	person	who	had	become	the	symbol	of	that	assertion	was	the	executed
Gordon,	now	carrying	‘in	himself	all	the	acts	of	wrong	which	his	race	has	endured’.	With	the
end	 of	 slavery,	 Harrison	 notes,	 ‘all	 separate	 rights	 of	 colour’	 have	 been	 ‘utterly
extinguished’.191	 Empire	 and	 motherland,	 imperial	 subject	 and	 domestic	 subject,	 are	 now
inextricably	linked:	‘Every	citizen	in	that	empire,	black	or	white,	is	perilled	by	the	sanction
of	 outrage	 on	 any	 other.’192	 For	 Harrison,	 it	 is	 1857	 which	 is	 in	 danger	 of	 becoming	 a
precedent:	‘It	called	out	all	the	tiger	in	our	race.	That	wild	beast	must	be	caged	again.’193	In	a
metaphor	 familiar	 from	 the	 rhetoric	of	antislavery,	he	expresses	a	particular	disquiet	 at	 the
civilizational	 inversions	 implied	 by	 the	 exercise	 of	 absolute	 power	 and	 arbitrary	 violence:
‘We	know	that	African	slavery	has	bred	in	white	men	a	spirit	more	devilish	than	any	that	has
ever	 defiled	 human	 nature	 –	 cannibalism	 only	 excepted.	 That	 spirit	 is	 yet	 rampant.	 It
mastered	the	late	governor.’194	The	idea	that	whereas	rebellion	humanized,	power	bestialized,
was	given	more	blunt	polemical	 force	 at	 a	working-class	meeting	where	 an	effigy	of	Eyre
was	burned,	one	placard	suggesting	he	should	be	thrown	to	the	lions	in	the	London	Zoo	to
devour.

Given	the	existence	of	this	range	of	radical	readings	of	the	Morant	Bay	uprising,	how	do
we	situate	the	relatively	cautious	–	if	nonetheless	controversial	–	response	to	it	of	the	Jamaica
Committee?	 In	 her	 assessment	 of	 J.	 S.	 Mill’s	 engagement	 with	 Eyre	 and	 the	 Jamaica
Committee,	Jennifer	Pitts	has	speculated	that	‘Mill’s	motives	in	avoiding	public	mention	of
the	 racial	 and	 colonial	 context	 were	 in	 part	 strategic:	 he	 feared	 that	 he	 would	 lose	 the
sympathy	of	the	British	public	if	he	were	to	insist	on	the	racial	aspect	of	the	crimes.’195	Pitts
notes	rightly	that,	despite	his	efforts	to	bring	Eyre	to	book	representing	‘his	most	determined
criticism	of	the	British	Empire	…	Mill’s	response	fell	short	of	a	thoroughgoing	interrogation
of	the	premises	and	systemic	failures	of	British	rule	over	populations	that	Mill,	like	most	of
his	 countrymen,	 considered	 civilizationally	 inferior’.196	 Mill,	 of	 course,	 had	 famously
defended	the	East	India	Company’s	rule	and	denied	that	the	British	had	provoked	the	1857
uprising.	My	own	argument	here	 is	 not	 that	Morant	Bay	1865,	 any	more	 than	 India	1857,
resulted	 in	a	discursive	 rejection	of	 the	 imperial	project	 as	 such.	There	can	be	 little	doubt,
however,	 that	 it	 constitutes	 a	 significant	moment	 of	 ground-clearing	 in	which	 oppositional
tendencies	 emerged,	 not	 least	 from	within	working-class	 and	 labour	movements,	which	 in
turn	put	pressure	on	political	liberals.	In	1865,	this	took	the	form	not	so	much	of	a	rejection
of	 empire,	 but	 of	what	might	 be	 regarded	 as	 an	 incipient	 internationalism	 –	 one	 in	which
there	was	a	self-conscious	identification	of	the	causes	of	black	and	white	people	against	the
depredations	 of	 the	 ruling	 classes.	Given	 the	 dominant	 and	 increasingly	 polarized	 view	 of
non-whites	as	 inferior,	and	 therefore	not	deserving	of	parity,	 these	early	forms	of	 theorized
solidarity	–	in	response	to	black	resistance	–	are	both	radical	and	remarkable.

What	 emerges	 in	 Mill’s	 and	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee’s	 contentions	 as	 a	 bland
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constitutionalism	insisting	on	equality	for	all	the	‘Queen’s	subjects’	(not	to	be	treated	lightly,
either,	 in	 an	 atmosphere	 inclined	 to	 justify	 colonial	 and	 racial	 violence)	 should	 be
understood,	in	crucial	ways,	as	a	distillation	and	reframing	of	a	more	thoroughgoing	criticism
from	below.	It	is	possible	in	one	sense	to	read	the	more	careful	phrasing	of	John	Stuart	Mill,
quoted	 below,	 and	 his	 colleagues	 on	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee	 as	 translations	 (with	 due
elisions)	of	radical	outrage	into	parliamentary	discourse:

If	officers	of	the	Government	are	to	be	allowed	to	take	the	lives	of	the	Queen’s	subjects	improperly	–	as	has	been
confessedly	done	in	this	case	–	without	being	called	to	a	judicial	account,	and	having	the	excuses	they	make	for	it
sifted	and	adjudicated	by	the	tribunal	in	that	case	provided,	we	are	giving	up	altogether	the	principle	of	government
by	law,	and	resigning	ourselves	to	arbitrary	power.197

Nonetheless,	 ‘the	people’,	 an	 entity	which	emerges	 as	 a	 constitutively	 transnational,	 cross-
racial	collectivity	in	radical	working-class	discourse	on	Morant	Bay,	is	also	invoked	in	Mill’s
speech	when	he	notes	 that	 the	 ‘great	 public	duty’	of	holding	 the	 executive	 to	 account	was
ultimately	 a	 democratic	 one;	 it	 ‘may	 be	 discharged	 without	 the	 help	 of	 the	 Government:
without	the	help	of	the	people	it	cannot’.198	As	Pitts	suggests,	while	Mill’s	contributions	on
the	Jamaica	affair	stressed	the	importance	of	upholding	the	rule	of	law	there,	two	weeks	after
news	of	 the	rebellion	reached	England,	he	expressed	his	support	 for	black	enfranchisement
through	suffrage	in	America,	observing:	‘What	has	just	taken	place	in	Jamaica	might	be	used
as	a	very	strong	argument	against	 leaving	the	freedmen	to	be	 legislated	for	by	their	former
masters’.199	Certainly,	after	1865,	Mill	appeared	 to	have	moved	 in	more	 radical	directions,
even	without	 repudiating	 the	colonial	enterprise	per	se,	beginning	 in	1866	 to	 reflect	on	 the
‘universal	 colonial	 question’	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 Britain’s	 treatment	 of	 its	 colonial
subjects,	 including	 in	 India	 during	 the	 1857	 uprising.200	 The	 Eyre	 episode	 may	 have
prompted	 Mill	 to	 struggle	 ‘with	 concerns	 about	 colonial	 violence	 towards	 non-European
subjects	as	he	never	had	in	his	Indian	career’;	his	faith	in	colonial	benevolence	was	no	longer
unquestioning.201	But	the	question	is,	why?	Could	it	have	at	least	something	to	do	with	the
ways	in	which	the	voices	of	the	oppressed	and	the	rebellious	resonated	in	parliament	through
the	 Royal	 Commission’s	 report,	 among	 other	 documents,	 in	 a	 far	 clearer	 way	 than	 had
occurred	 during	 the	 1857	 uprising?	 Were	 they	 becoming,	 not	 least	 through	 Gordon’s
representations,	recognizable	as	political	subjects	voicing	unanswerable	claims?	As	Semmel
observes,	Goldwin	Smith	too	had	been	a	votary	of	British	paternalism	in	the	colonies;	news
of	Morant	 Bay	 would	 change	 his	 mind.202	 Eyre	 had	 to	 be	 brought	 to	 book	 to	 ‘vindicate
humanity’,	and	‘to	prove	that	all	British	subjects,	black	or	white,	were	under	the	protection	of
British	law’.203	In	this,	Goldwin	Smith	tellingly	notes,	echoing	the	assertions	made	in	public
meetings,	they	were	‘defeated	by	the	sympathy	of	the	Tory	upper	classes	with	arbitrary	and
sanguinary	violence’.204

My	father	died	in	a	morphia-dream,	the	subject	of	which	was	the	high-handed	action	of	Governor	Eyre	in	Jamaica	…
the	Eyre-prosecution,	 then	 pending,	 greatly	 occupied	 his	mind.	His	 last	 audible	words	 concerned	 the	 controversy
which	was	raging	at	the	time.

So	wrote	Herbert	Spencer	in	his	memoirs.	In	the	end,	Eyre	successfully	faced	down	attempts
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at	prosecution	by	 the	Jamaica	Committee,	but	 lived	out	his	days	quietly	 in	 the	Devonshire
countryside,	 in	 possession	 of	 a	 government	 pension	 attained	 after	 some	 campaigning;	 his
career	as	a	civil	servant,	to	the	outrage	of	his	defenders,	was	over.	Jamaica	passed	to	direct
Crown	rule	as	its	Legislative	Assembly	–	fearful	of	an	eventual	black	majority	–	fell	on	its
sword	 and	 dissolved	 itself	 in	 December	 1865.	 It	 was	 an	 action	 that	 many,	 including	 the
Jamaica	 Committee,	 saw	 as	 a	 public	 admission,	 if	 an	 honourable	 one,	 of	 ‘incapacity	 to
rule’.205	 But	 the	 reverberations	 of	 both	 the	Morant	 Bay	 rebellion	 and	 the	 Governor	 Eyre
controversy	 would	 be	 felt	 in	 both	 colony	 and	 imperial	 motherland	 for	 several	 decades	 to
come,	provoking	debate	and	analysis	well	 into	 the	 twentieth	century.	Thomas	Huxley,	who
joined	the	Jamaica	Committee,	in	opposition	to	friends	of	his	like	Kingsley	and	Tyndall,	was
right	to	say	that	‘men	take	sides	on	this	question,	not	so	much	by	looking	at	the	mere	facts	of
the	case,	but	rather	as	their	deepest	political	convictions	lead	them’.206	He	also	pointed	out
that	 the	affair	acted	as	a	clarifying	lens	to	‘help	a	great	many	people	 to	find	out	what	 their
profoundest	political	beliefs	are’.207	I	have	argued	here	that	this	moral	crisis,	engendered	by
the	 rebellion	and	suppression,	cannot	be	 read	 in	 isolation	 from	 the	 figure	of	 the	 rebel	who
instigates	it	in	the	first	place.	G.	W.	Gordon,	Paul	Bogle	and	many	others	made	their	voices
heard	 in	 the	 metropole	 through	 the	 documents	 of	 insurgency	 and	 counterinsurgency	 and
elicited	 in	 response	both	deep	hostility	and	a	sense	of	common	cause.	Like	 the	uprising	of
1857,	but	far	more	intensively	and	explicitly,	 the	Morant	Bay	uprising	raised	questions	and
concerns	which,	 in	 causing	debate	 and	 self-reflection,	 formed	 the	 seedbed	 for	oppositional
discourse	on	imperial	questions	to	emerge.	In	the	next	two	chapters,	I	will	explore	how	travel
and	 contact	 opened	 up	 fresh	 modes	 of	 dialogical	 engagement	 between	 anticolonial
movements	 in	Egypt	 and	 India	 and	British	 travellers	 of	 a	 dissident	 bent.	While	 it	was	 not
until	 well	 into	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 during	 the	 interwar	 period,	 that	 something	 like
transnational	anticolonial	alliances	would	emerge,	these	several	chords	of	criticism	and	crisis
in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 constitute	 a	 vital	 backstory	 which	 teaches	 us	 that	 it	 is	 out	 of	 a
struggle	over	the	meanings	and	scope	of	freedom	that	solidarity	emerges.

Gopal, Priyamvada. Insurgent Empire : Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, Verso, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/usyd/detail.action?docID=5783986.
Created from usyd on 2021-05-21 22:26:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 V

er
so

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



						3						

The	Accidental	Anticolonialist:
Egypt’s	‘Urabi’	Rebellion	and	Late
Victorian	Critiques	of	Imperialism

In	the	year	1876	I	too,	as	I	have	said,	was	a	believer	in	England,	and	I	shared	the	common	idea	of	the	beneficence	of
her	rule	in	the	East,	and	I	had	no	other	thought	for	the	Egyptians	than	that	they	should	share	with	India,	which	I	had
not	yet	seen,	the	privilege	of	our	protection.

Wilfrid	Blunt,	Secret	History	of	the	Occupation	of	Egypt

Surely,	on	the	contrary,	we	should	hide	our	heads	in	shame,	if	we	had	any	national	conscience	after	these	hundred
years	of	violent	fraud	and	crime?	You	will	say,	Sir,	that	out	of	all	this	good	will	come!	But	good	to	whom?	Not	surely
to	the	nations	we	have	devoured!

Wilfrid	Blunt,	The	Shame	of	the	Nineteenth	Century

The	British	diplomat,	traveller	and	poet	Wilfrid	Blunt	was	somewhat	anxious	as	he	set	out
from	his	Cairo	 lodgings	 to	 the	Kasr-el-Nil	barracks	on	a	delicate	mission.	His	brief	was	 to
convince	the	popular	Egyptian	leader,	Colonel	Ahmad	Urabi,	that	the	‘Joint	Note’	issued	by
Britain	 and	 France	 three	 days	 before,	 on	 6	 January	 1882,	 far	 from	 being	 hostile	 to	 the
Egyptian	nationalists,	was	 in	fact	a	favourable	missive.1	Blunt	was	on	excellent	 terms	with
Urabi,	and	it	had	made	eminent	sense	for	the	British	consul,	Sir	Edward	Malet,	to	entrust	him
with	the	job.	The	problem	was	that	Blunt	himself	was	unconvinced	by	the	interpretation	he
was	 supposed	 to	 advocate.	 The	 note	 had	 made	 abundantly	 clear	 that	 the	 two	 European
powers	 would	 back,	 not	 the	 Egyptian	 representatives	 in	 government,	 led	 by	 Urabi,	 but
Khedive	Tewfik,	the	Turkish	viceroy,	through	whom	Britain	and	France	exercised	controlling
power	in	Egypt.	Tewfik	was	in	conflict	with	Egyptian	nationalists	in	the	government,	and	the
note	was	categorical	and	deliberate	in	stating	its	commitment	to	him:

The	two	Governments,	being	closely	associated	in	their	resolve	to	guard,	by	their	united	efforts,	against	all	causes	of
complication,	internal	or	external,	which	might	menace	the	order	of	things	established	in	Egypt,	do	not	doubt	that	the
assurance	 publicly	 given	 of	 their	 fixed	 intention	 in	 this	 respect	 will	 tend	 to	 avert	 the	 dangers	 to	 which	 the
Government	of	the	Khedive	might	be	exposed	and	which	would	certainly	find	England	and	France	united	to	oppose
them.2

Clearly,	there	was	not	much	room	for	ambiguity	here.	Convincing	Urabi	that	what	the	British
government	 really	 meant	 was	 that	 it	 would	 not	 permit	 Egypt	 to	 be	 harmed	 by	 either	 the
Turkish	sultan	or	the	khedive	would	take	some	doing.
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Blunt	was	right	to	be	worried	about	being	the	‘bearer	of	such	rubbish’,	as	he	himself	put
it.3	He	writes	 that	 he	 found	Urabi,	 also	 the	Egyptian	 under-secretary	 for	war,	 alone	 in	 his
office	 and	 angry,	 his	 face	 ‘like	 a	 thunder-cloud’	 and	 a	 ‘peculiar	 gleam	 in	 his	 eye’.4	 Blunt
delivered	 his	 message,	 but	 the	 colonel’s	 response	 was	 scathing.	 ‘Sir	 Edward	 Malet	 must
really	think	us	children	who	do	not	know	the	meaning	of	words’,	he	thundered.	‘In	the	first
place	…	it	 is	 the	 language	of	menace.	There	 is	no	clerk	 in	 this	office	who	would	use	such
words	with	 such	 a	meaning’.5	Urabi	 carried	 on	 parsing	 the	 note,	 pointing	 to	 sentences	 he
interpreted,	 quite	 correctly,	 as	 threatening	 his	 government.	He	 noted	 that	 the	 unanimity	 of
France	and	Britain	on	the	matter	could	mean	little	other	than	that	they	would	invade	Egypt	in
much	 the	 same	 manner	 as	 France	 had	 recently	 annexed	 Tunis.	 Urabi	 then	 spoke	 for	 his
countrymen:	‘Let	them	come	…	every	man	and	child	in	Egypt	will	fight	them.	It	is	contrary
to	our	principles	 to	 strike	 the	 first	 blow,	but	we	 shall	 know	how	 to	 return	 it.’6	Dismissing
Blunt’s	services,	Urabi	took	the	Englishman	by	the	arm	and,	in	a	softer	manner,	invited	him
to	come	home	for	a	visit.	Blunt,	promising	to	return	with	better	news,	reported	to	Malet	that
the	 note	 had	 seriously	 damaged	 Anglo-Egyptian	 relations;	 instead	 of	 frightening	 the
Egyptians,	 it	 had	 enraged	 and	 united	 them.	 His	 warnings	 were	 of	 little	 avail:	 the	 British
government	did	not	provide	the	kind	of	clarification	or	reassurance	that	might	have	calmed
tensions.	Within	six	months	the	British	invasion	and	occupation	of	Egypt	would	commence,
and	by	 the	 following	year	Urabi	would	commence	a	 long	exile	 from	his	homeland,	after	a
trial	which	found	him	guilty	of	treason.

I	 begin	with	 this	 anecdote,	 taken	 from	Blunt’s	memoirs,	 because	 it	 tells	 us	 something
about	 the	 nature	 of	 encounters	 between	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	 British	 ‘political	 traveller’,	 and
anticolonial	figures	who	emerged	from	the	crucible	of	late-nineteenth-century	resistances	to
imperial	incursions	in	Asia	and	Africa.7	While,	on	the	face	of	it,	 there	is	little	in	this	scene
that	 signifies	 much	 more	 than	 another	 failed	 informal	 attempt	 at	 rapprochement	 in	 the
months	leading	up	to	Britain’s	invasion	of	Egypt,	we	might	note	here	an	inversion	of	familiar
prototypes:	it	is	the	white	man,	emissary	for	the	colonial	powers,	who	remains	silent	as	the
Arab	 leader	 offers	 a	 lucid	 critique	 of	 his	 message	 and	 the	 infantilizing	 discourse	 that
underpins	 it.	Blunt	represents	himself	 in	his	own	account	as	a	silent	 interlocutor	who	takes
the	 lesson	 back	 to	 his	 fellow	Britons	 to	 try	 to	 persuade	 them	 to	 act	 otherwise;	 in	 this	 he
would	fail.	The	significance	of	this	brief	encounter	also	derives	from	a	compelling	backstory
that	tells	us	something	not	only	about	the	age	of	British	imperialism	in	North	Africa,	but	also
about	how	resistance	to	that	imperialism	emerged,	and	in	turn	influenced	criticism	of	empire
in	 Britain.	 If	 the	 occupation	 of	 Egypt	 inaugurated	 the	 modern	 phase	 of	 British	 high
imperialism	–	the	infamous	‘scramble	for	Africa’	would	begin	shortly	thereafter	–	Egyptian
resistance	to	it	also	generated	early	and	important	British	counterpoints	to	anthems	of	empire.
Blunt’s	would	be	one	of	the	loudest	voices,	but	by	no	means	a	lone	one,	in	a	growing	chorus
of	 dissent	 from	within	 Britain.	 The	 resistance	 in	 Egypt,	 which	 came	 to	 be	 known	 as	 ‘the
Urabi	revolt’,	was	integral	to	the	development	of	his	critique	–	as	well	as	those	articulated	by
the	 likes	 of	 Fredric	 Harrison,	 A.	 M.	 Broadley,	 J.	 S.	 Keay,	William	 Gregory	 and	Wilfred
Lawson,	 a	 learning	 process	 in	 which	 British	 liberals	 found	 their	 assumptions	 and	 ideals
challenged,	complicated	and	reshaped	by	witnessing	anticolonial	rebellion	and	engaging	with
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Egyptians	 involved	 in	 it.	 The	 story	 of	 Blunt’s	 relationship	 with	 Urabi,	 and	 with	 other
significant	 figures	 on	 the	 scene	 of	 Egyptian	 resistance	 to	 both	 Turkish	 and	 European
incursions	 –	 and	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 he	 changed	 over	 time	 from	 champion	 of	 English
benevolence	to	a	self-professed	Egyptian	nationalist	–	constitutes,	I	argue,	a	key	strand	in	the
story	 of	 the	 development	 of	 British	 anti-colonialism	 partly	 as	 a	 critical	 dialogue	 between
anticolonial	figures	in	the	periphery	and	their	metropolitan	interlocutors.

In	 this	 and	 the	 following	 chapter,	 I	 examine	 the	 role	 played	 by	 travellers	 to	 ‘antique
lands’	in	forging	critical	perspectives	on	imperial	rule,	as	they	journeyed	through	outposts	of
empire	during	 the	 last	phase	of	European	 imperial	 consolidation,	 from	 the	1880s	onwards.
Travelling	with	 the	 intent	 of	 trying	 to	 understand	what	was	 going	 on	 in	 Egypt	 and	 India,
these	were	 explorers	who	 sought	 to	map	 geopolitical	 rather	 than	 geographical	 terrain,	 but
found	 their	 categories	 and	 assumptions	 disrupted	 and	 reframed	 in	 the	 ‘contact	 zone’	 of
insurgency;	 indeed,	 as	 in	 Blunt’s	 case,	 they	 themselves	 often	 underwent	 quite	 dramatic
political	transformations.8	Episodes	of	insurgency	such	as	those	in	1857	and	1865	were	read
largely	 through	 news	 reportage,	 letters	 and	 the	 documents	 of	 counterinsurgency,	 which
yielded	glimpses	of	affinities	and	connections.	By	the	last	decades	of	the	nineteenth	century,
however,	 some	 Britons	 sought	 to	 understand	 the	 growth	 of	 what	 was	 called	 ‘unrest’	 –
anticolonial	 and	 nationalist	 movements	 –	 through	 personal	 engagement	 and	 witnessing.
While	 ‘contact	 zones’	 involve	 the	 establishment	 of	 relations	 between	 peoples	 with	 very
different	histories	and	cultures	in	a	context	of	‘radically	asymmetrical	relations	of	power’,	the
narratives	I	examine	here	and	in	Chapter	4	frequently	speak	to	a	performative	role	reversal	in
which	 it	 is	 the	 traveller	 who	 becomes	 a	 tutee,	 sometimes	 willingly	 and	 at	 others	 more
reluctantly,	 while	 insurgency	 itself	 becomes	 a	 teaching	 text	 of	 sorts.9	 The	 act	 of	 reverse
tutelage,	 in	 which	 the	 disparities	 of	 power	were	 not	 ignored	 but	 their	 abolition	 imagined,
would	 itself	 become	 significant	 in	 the	 emergence	 of	 metropolitan	 anticolonialism.	 The
‘seeing	man’	was	seen,	and	the	tutor	became	taught.	Moreover,	the	political	landscape	is	not
yielding	or	available	for	possession:	 it	must	be	engaged	with	and	allowed	to	 transform.	As
the	self-activity	of	 the	colonized	becomes	more	visible	or	audible,	 the	Empire	 itself	comes
under	scrutiny.

Six	months	 after	 Blunt	 and	Urabi	met	 in	 the	 latter’s	 offices	 –	 they	would	 continue	 to
correspond	after	Blunt	returned	to	England	and	resumed	his	efforts	 to	mediate	between	the
British	and	Egyptian	governments	–	the	fateful	British	bombardment	of	the	Egyptian	coastal
city	 of	 Alexandria	 began.	 Shortly	 after	 dawn	 on	 11	 July	 1882,	 ten	 ironclads	 and	 several
smaller	gunboats	belonging	to	the	British	Mediterranean	Fleet	began	firing	at	Egyptian	forts.
It	 took	just	over	ten	hours	for	them	to	decimate	the	latter,	which	were	struggling	with	their
obsolete	weaponry	and	returning	weak	fire.	Nine	days	later,	the	British	cabinet	authorized	the
arrival	of	an	expeditionary	force	under	 the	command	of	Sir	Garnet	Wolsey.	His	 troops	met
Urabi’s	forces	at	the	famous	battle	of	Tel	el-Kabir	on	13	September	1882,	after	violating	the
neutrality	of	the	Suez	Canal,	honoured	by	Urabi	and	accordingly	left	undefended,	and	seizing
it	at	both	ends.10	Striking	without	warning	at	4.30	a.m.	on	13	September,	Wolsey’s	infantry
routed	Urabi’s	 irregular	 forces,	 slaughtering	 ill-clad	Bedouins	by	 the	 thousands.	By	6	 a.m.
the	British	forces	had	declared	victory.	Two	days	 later,	Colonel	Urabi	surrendered	and	was
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imprisoned	pending	trial.	The	formal	British	occupation	of	Egypt,	which	would	last	well	into
the	 twentieth	century	–	 longer	 than	anyone	had	anticipated	–	had	begun.	Urabi,	along	with
several	others,	was	charged	with	acts	of	mutiny	and	rebellion.	He	was	accused	of	exciting	the
Egyptians	 to	arm	against	 the	khedive	 (who	changed	 sides	and	 sought	 the	protection	of	 the
British	halfway	through	hostilities),	fomenting	civil	war,	and	overseeing	the	conflagration	in
Alexandria	pursuant	to	the	bombardment	in	July.11	The	British	government,	now	headed	by
Liberal	 prime	minister	William	Gladstone,	 hoped	 that	 the	 tricky	matter	 of	Colonel	Urabi’s
fate	–	rebellion	carried	the	death	penalty	–	would	go	away	quickly	and	quietly	once	he	was
handed	over	to	Khedive	Tewfik,	who	remained	under	British	counsel.12

Matters	 did	 not	 unfold	 quite	 that	 way.	 While	 there	 had	 been	 a	 sustained	 negative
campaign	 against	 Urabi	 in	 the	 British	 political	 sphere	 and	 newspapers	 over	 the	 months
leading	up	to	the	invasion	–	he	was	painted	as	a	fanatical	military	despot	–	the	bombardment
of	Alexandria	did	not	go	unchallenged,	and	Urabi’s	fate	generated	some	debate,	with	a	few
strong	voices	raising	questions	on	his	behalf.13	Had	there	in	fact	been	a	rebellion	in	the	strict
sense	of	 the	term,	an	uprising	against	a	 legitimate	head	of	state?	Had	there	been	a	national
movement	which	had	been	widely	supported	with	cries	for	Urabi’s	triumph	ringing	across	the
streets	of	Cairo?	 In	other	words,	who	 represented	Egyptian	popular	 feeling,	and	could	 that
feeling	be	described	as	‘national’?	With	Britain	now	an	occupying	power,	should	Urabi	not
be	afforded	a	fair	trial	rather	than	the	summary	court	martial	that	had	been	planned?	In	the
end,	a	reluctant	British	government	gave	in.	There	was	a	nominal	but	highly	publicized	trial,
albeit	with	the	outcome	negotiated	ahead	of	time,	Urabi	having	agreed	to	plead	guilty	to	the
charge	of	rebellion	in	return	for	having	his	death	sentence	commuted	to	exile	on	the	island	of
Ceylon	–	a	 location	of	 the	British	government’s	choosing.	The	key	to	Urabi’s	reprieve	was
not,	in	fact,	the	belatedly	awakened	conscience	of	British	officialdom,	but	Blunt’s	decision	to
mount	a	 legal	campaign	on	 the	Egyptian	 leader’s	behalf.	The	Englishman	would	champion
Urabi’s	cause	with	extraordinary	passion	and	tenacity,	putting	not	only	sharp	words	but	also
large	 sums	 of	 his	 own	 money	 into	 the	 cause.	 Thanks	 to	 Blunt’s	 efforts,	 Urabi	 would	 be
defended	by	the	British	barrister	A.	M.	Broadley,	who	would	also	articulate	the	case	against
the	British	presence	in	Egypt	in	his	published	account	of	the	trial.	The	collective	defence	of
Urabi	was	itself	the	culmination	of	a	longer	campaign	by	Blunt	and	a	small	handful	of	allies
and	sympathizers	to	make	the	case	for	Egyptian	nationalism	in	Britain,	an	endeavour	–	and	it
is	 important	not	 to	underestimate	 the	 importance	of	 this	–	 in	which	 they	were	not	 entirely
unsuccessful.14	His	own	radicalized	position	inspired	by	Egyptian	resistance	to	both	Turkish
and	European	control,	Blunt	was	a	significant	contributor	to	fomenting	metropolitan	dissent
from	British	 foreign	 policy.	He	 and	 others	 associated	with	 events	 in	Egypt	 helped	 forge	 a
language	 of	 critique	 that	 not	 only	 ran	 determinedly	 against	 the	 ascendant	 ideology	 and
rhetoric	 of	 imperialism,	 but	 also	 put	 Egyptian	 resistance	 to	 foreign	 rule	 at	 its	 centre.	 The
trenchant	critiques	of	imperialism	which	emerged	out	of	the	Egypt	crisis	of	1881–82	–	early
versions	of	colonial	discourse	analysis	–	would	be	voiced	only	in	a	distinctly	minor	key	for
many	years	to	come,	but	were	important	in	paving	the	way	for	the	eventual	development	of	a
more	pronounced	criticism	of	empire	within	Britain.	The	crisis	was	arguably	one	of	the	first
in	 which	 the	 terms	 of	 criticism	were	 very	 distinctly	 shaped	 by	 direct	 personal	 interaction
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between	some	British	dissenters	and	forces	of	 resistance	within	 the	Empire;	 indeed,	by	 the
witnessing	of	a	revolution	at	close	quarters.

Some	 historical	 scholarship	 has	 dismissed	Blunt	 as	 an	 ‘anti-imperialist	British	 gadfly’,
even	as	many	scholars	of	that	period	of	Egypt’s	history	have	drawn	on	his	copious	notes	on
what	unfolded	during	the	Urabi	uprising.15	Yet	no	study	of	British	anticolonialism	can	ignore
this	figure	who,	as	Gregory	Claeys	notes,	‘produced	over	the	course	of	some	thirty	years	an
exceptionally	 detailed,	 critical	 narrative	 of	 British	 imperial	 policy,	 more	 sweeping	 in	 its
scope	and	relentless	in	its	condemnation	than	anything	outside	Positivist	circles’.16	Indeed,	I
would	 argue	 that	 Blunt’s	 criticism	 was	 frequently	 more	 radical	 and	 textured	 than	 that
produced	 by	 Positivists,	 including	Harrison,	 and	 that	 this	was	 in	 no	 small	 part	 due	 to	 his
regular	contact	with	anticolonial	figures	from	the	Arab	world.	While	it	is	certainly	true	that
Blunt	had	a	self-important	air	about	him,	and	tended	to	overestimate	his	ability	to	influence
individuals	and	events,	there	is	also	little	doubt	that	he	had	both	a	ringside	view	of	events	and
extraordinary	access	to	the	corridors	of	power	and	key	players	both	in	Britain	and	in	Egypt,
being	 regarded	 by	 some	 in	 government	 as	 ‘a	 considerable	 authority	 on	Asiatic	matters’.17
Certainly,	many	of	 the	Egyptian	actors	 in	 the	revolution	were	fulsome	in	 their	praise	when
recollecting	 his	 role.	 Blunt	 sought	 in	 turn	 to	 provide	 an	 alternative	 voice	 to	 British
establishment	 discourse	 on	 empire,	 and	 self-consciously	 construct	 a	 counter-history
delineating	‘the	true	condition	of	things’.	This	he	opposed	to	what	called	the	‘manipulation
of	 the	 organs	 of	 public	 news	 in	 the	 interests	 of	 our	 diplomacy’,	 including	 the	 presence	 in
Cairo	and	elsewhere	of	what	we	might	today	call	‘embedded	journalists’	–	a	fact	he	cautions
future	historians	to	bear	in	mind	when	consulting	newspaper	files	in	search	of	information.18
My	 argument	 in	 this	 chapter	 is	 that	 what	 Claeys	 rightly	 describes	 as	 the	 ‘subtlety	 and
complexity	of	his	anti-imperialist	outlook’	was	directly	shaped	by	Blunt’s	witnessing	of	the
Urabi	revolt,	and	by	engagement	with	some	of	the	most	renowned	thinkers	of	that	moment
and	milieu.19	Blunt’s	campaign	on	behalf	of	Urabi	also	provided	a	structural	space	that	drew
others	into	the	fray.	In	this	sense,	the	revolt	in	Egypt	and	Blunt’s	engagement	with	it	can	be
said	to	have	inflected	British	dissidence	on	empire	in	that	moment	very	profoundly.

An	Unlikely	Anticolonialist:	The	Education	of	Wilfrid	Blunt
Wilfrid	 Scawen	 Blunt	 was	 not	 born	 to	 be	 an	 imperial	 sceptic,	 let	 alone	 the	 forceful
anticolonialist	 he	would	 eventually	 become,	 even	 going	 to	 jail	 for	 his	 efforts	 on	 behalf	 of
Ireland	in	the	late	1880s.	This	is	precisely	what	makes	him	important.	The	milieu	of	landed
gentry	into	which	he	was	born	was	conducive	neither	to	political	radicalism	nor	even	to	the
sort	of	persistent	dissent	on	imperial	questions	which	would	become	something	of	a	vocation
for	 him	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 events	 of	 1882.	 Described	 by	 a	 recent	 biographer	 as	 a	 ‘West
Sussex	 country	 squire,	 society	 darling,	 ladies	man	 [sic],	 horse	 fancier	 and	middling	 poet’,
Blunt	 was	 a	 political	 Conservative	 (he	 had	 even	 regarded	 the	 Liberal	 Gladstone	 as	 ‘an
ignoramus	and	fanatic’	on	‘Oriental	questions’)	who	came	into	some	wealth	upon	the	death
of	his	older	brother,	prior	 to	which	he	had	 spent	 ten	unremarkable	years	 as	 a	bored	career
diplomat	in	Europe	and	South	America.20	The	money	enabled	him	to	leave	the	service	and,
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along	with	his	wife,	Lady	Anne,	also	a	writer	of	some	note,	to	indulge	a	passion	for	travelling
in	 the	 Middle	 East	 from	 the	 mid	 1870s	 onwards.21	 During	 these	 sojourns,	 the	 couple
purchased	Arabian	horses	that	were	shipped	back	to	England	to	establish	what	would	become
a	 well-known	 stud	 farm	 at	 Crabbet,	 their	 estate	 in	 Sussex;	 the	 lineage	 of	 most	 British
racehorses	today	can	still	be	traced	back	to	the	Crabbet	Stud.	It	appears	to	have	been	during
these	travels	–	along	with	time	spent	in	India	–	that	Blunt,	the	gentleman	of	leisure,	became
something	 of	 a	 professional	 Orientalist,	 developing	 a	 lifelong	 interest	 in	 Islam	 and	 Arab
culture,	 as	 well	 as	 an	 antipathy	 to	 what	 he	 deemed	 to	 be	 repressive	 and	 brutal	 Turkish
Ottoman	 rule.	 Although	 it	 was	 Lady	 Anne	 who	 wrote	 the	 two	 compendious	 travelogues
detailing	their	journeys	through	Arab	lands,	Blunt	claimed	to	have	had	a	heavy	editorial	hand
in	them.22	His	own	career	as	a	writer	and	self-described	Arab	expert	began	with	articles	he
contributed	to	the	journals	Nineteenth	Century	and	Fortnightly	Review,	where	he	expounded
his	 views	 on	Arab	 people	 and	 culture,	 Islam	 and	 politics	 in	 the	Middle	 East.	 These	were
remarkable	 works	 inasmuch	 as	 they	 both	 drew	 on	 established	 Orientalist	 frameworks	 for
understanding	 the	 Middle	 East,	 and	 combatively	 challenged	 many	 widely	 espoused
assumptions	 generated	 by	 those	 very	 frameworks.	 Such	 early	 intimations	 of	 dissident
tendencies	 notwithstanding,	 it	 would	 not	 be	 until	 Blunt	 spent	 time	 in	 Egypt	 and	 came	 to
know	–	and	learn	from	–	many	of	the	chief	players	in	the	making	of	the	Egyptian	revolution
that	he	would	come	into	his	own	as	one	of	the	earliest	and	most	powerful	voices	of	British
anticolonialism.	 Blunt’s	 own	 trajectory	 of	 change	 presages	 aspects	 of	 British	 criticism	 of
empire	 that	would	 emerge	more	distinctly	 in	 the	decades	 to	 come,	 his	 own	 learning	 curve
representing,	 in	 some	ways,	 the	 evolution	 of	 dissident	 discourse.	 Blunt	 came	 to	 unlearn	 a
habitual	paternalism	and	understand	that	 there	were	substantive	cultural	resources	available
to	non-European	subjects	for	thinking	about	emancipation	and	change	which	did	not	preclude
engagement	 with	 other	 cultures.	With	 these	 insights	 in	 hand,	 Blunt	 began	 to	 formulate	 a
textured	 humanism	 which	 was	 not	 about	 the	 ‘abstract	 promise	 of	 a	 shared	 humanity’
available	 to	 the	colonized	‘if	 they	embraced	Western	values,	customs	and	practices’.23	The
ideas	 Blunt	 began	 to	 espouse	 were	 more	 akin	 to	 what	 Edward	 Said	 describes	 as	 ‘critical
humanism’,	a	practice	not	restricted	to	any	particular	culture	or	civilization,	which	recognizes
that	all	human	beings	and	cultures	are	capable	of	‘a	continuous	process	of	self-understanding
and	self-realization’.24	Starting	out	with	something	like	the	abstract	promise	of	inclusion	on
European	 terms,	 Blunt’s	 experience	 of	 the	 revolutionary	milieu	 in	 Egypt,	 and	 the	 cultural
resources	 it	 drew	on,	brought	him	 to	acknowledge,	 in	Said’s	 terms,	 ‘what	has	 long	been	a
characteristic	of	all	cultures,	namely,	that	there	is	a	strong	streak	of	radical	antiauthoritarian
dissent	 in	 them’.25	 It	 was	 this	 streak	 that	 could	 provide	 the	 basis	 for	 solidarity	 between
Britons	of	a	dissident	inclination	and	Egyptian	anticolonialists.
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Wilfrid	Blunt	and	Lady	Anne	with	Crabbet	stud

‘Islam	does	move’
The	profound	change	that	Blunt	underwent	over	the	course	of	his	engagement	with	Islamic
intellectuals	and	his	experience	of	the	milieu	of	the	Urabi	revolution	can	be	mapped	through
his	writing	on	both	the	Arab	world	and	Islam	in	a	short	period	between	1880	and	1882	in	the
Nineteenth	Century	 and	 the	Fortnightly	 Review.	 After	 a	 piece	 based	 on	 his	 long-standing
equine	expertise,	which	compared	English	and	Arabian	thoroughbred	horses,	Blunt	began	to
explore	Bedouin	life	and	Arab	culture.26	He	offered	a	counterpoint	 to	the	wearying	‘tale	of
Oriental	corruption	and	Oriental	 tyranny’,	 in	an	 idealized	account	of	 the	Arab	as	practical,
physically	vigorous,	and	prone	to	despotic	rule,	in	which	‘popular	feeling’	nonetheless	exerts
its	 influence.27	 With	 familiar	 Orientalist	 benevolence,	 Blunt	 suggested	 that	 the	 Arab	 was
exceptional,	 and	 thus	 ‘fully	 entitled	 by	 his	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 powers	 to	 political
freedom’.28	 (Later,	he	would	note	 that,	while	 liberty,	 equality	 and	brotherhood	were	 ‘three
blessings’	that	Europe	liked	to	boast	about,	‘we	do	not	in	truth	possess	them’.)29	Certainly,	in
Blunt’s	 early	 forays	 into	 thinking	 about	 Islam	 and	 the	 Arab	 world,	 the	 keynote	 was
benevolence.	It	was	still	a	time,	he	would	recall,	when	he	‘clung	to	the	thought	that	England
in	the	East	might	yet	…	be	made	an	instrument	for	good’.30	Accordingly,	he	stressed	points
of	equivalence	between	Europe	and	Central	Arabia,	where	he	had	spent	some	time	in	1879,
suggesting	that	liberal	values	prevailed	there:	‘Englishmen	should	rejoice	to	hear	that	there	is
at	 least	 in	 one	 corner	 of	Asia	 a	 state	where	 life	 and	property	 are	 absolutely	 secure,	where
justice	 is	 impartial,	 taxation	 light,	military	 service	 voluntary,	 and	where	 a	 prosperous	 and
happy	people	 cheerfully	 acquiesce	 in	 the	 established	 forms	of	 law.’31	Charting	 that	 period
later	in	his	memoir,	Blunt	notes	that	his	thoughts	were	not	then	especially	political,	though	he
was	 struck,	 in	Algeria,	 by	 the	 ‘spectacle’	 of	 ‘an	 Eastern	 people	 in	 violent	 subjection	 to	 a
Western’,	 and	 felt	 a	 certain	 ‘sympathy’	with	 the	 former.32	Of	 his	 early	 travels	 to	 ‘Arabic-
speaking	lands’,	Blunt	also	confessed:	‘I	heard	their	voices,	but	knew	neither	their	language
nor	 their	 ways	 of	 thought’33;	 Egypt,	 to	 begin	 with,	 was	 ‘another	 pleasant	 travelling
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adventure’;	and	though	he	noted	the	abysmal	condition	of	the	fellah,	or	Egyptian	peasant,	as
the	upper	classes	feasted	on	plenty,	he	assumed	the	former	not	to	have	any	thoughts	of	revolt
in	their	nature	–	though	he	would	later	acknowledge	he	had	been	wrong.

Blunt’s	personal	encounters	during	his	lengthy	travels	in	the	Middle	East	were	clearly	an
important	element	of	his	evolution	from	poet-squire	to,	first,	advocate	of	benevolent	British
imperialism,	and	then	vociferous	critic	of	British	rule	in	Egypt,	India	and	Ireland;	but	they	do
not	 in	 themselves	 explain	 his	 trajectory.	Other	 such	 travellers	 and	 ‘experts’	 on	 the	Middle
East	during	this	period	were	to	be	found,	after	all,	including	the	likes	of	Richard	Burton	and
Edward	 William	 Lane,	 each	 believing,	 in	 Said’s	 classic	 terms,	 that	 ‘his	 vision	 of	 things
Oriental	 was	 individual,	 self-created	 out	 of	 some	 intensely	 personal	 encounter	 with	 the
Orient,	 Islam,	 or	 the	 Arabs’.34	 All	 such	 Orientalists	 also	 typically	 ‘expressed	 general
contempt	 for	 official	 knowledge	 held	 about	 the	East’.35	Yet	Blunt	was	 different	 –	 and	 not
only	because	he	did	not	express	what	Said	described	as	‘the	traditional	Western	hostility	to
and	 fear	of	 the	Orient’.	What	 is	more	significant	 is	 the	way	 in	which	he	ended	up	bearing
faithful	witness	 to	 the	unfolding	of	one	of	 the	first	major	anticolonial	 revolutions	 in	Africa
and	Asia,	and	learning	from	it	–	moving	from	an	early	Orientalism	with	idealizing	tendencies
to	studying	Islam	in	more	substantive	ways,	and	then	finally	being	politicized	by	anticolonial
Egyptian	 thought.	 Where	 British	 imperialism	 may	 have	 turned	 Burton	 into	 an	 ‘imperial
scribe’,	 resistance	 to	 British	 imperialism	 turned	 Blunt	 into	 an	 anticolonial	 voice	 of	 some
distinction.36	This	was	due	in	no	small	part	to	his	intentional	efforts	to	understand	Egypt	and
Islam	from	the	standpoint	of	those	who	were	resisting	Europe’s	incursions.	Blunt’s	evolution
was	 ultimately	 not	 about	 experimenting	 with	 alternative	 Oriental	 identities,	 as	 it	 was	 for
some	travellers	to	antique	lands,	but	something	rather	more	substantial	and	enduring.	Neither
posture	 nor	 performance,	 Blunt’s	 transformation	 into	 an	 advocate	 for	 Egypt	 was	 deeply
influenced	by	a	sense	of	voice	–	both	those	voices	he	heard	raised	in	Egypt	against	Europe’s
incursions,	and	his	own	as	a	vehicle	for	carrying	them	over	to	the	heart	of	the	Empire.37

In	1880,	Blunt	was	thrown	into	a	‘chaos	of	ideas,	literary,	social	and	political’.38	Inspired
by	intense	discussions	with	scholars	of	the	religion,	Blunt	found	himself	thinking	about	Islam
in	 both	 its	 spiritual	 and	 political	 dimensions.	 He	 wrote	 retrospectively	 that	 these
conversations	 ‘affected	me	 profoundly,	 and	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	 revolutionized	my	 ideas’.39
Beset	by	the	feeling	‘that	in	all	my	thought	of	freeing	and	reforming	the	East	I	had	begun	at
the	wrong	end’,	he	decided	to	study	Islamic	thought	properly	(he	was	already	being	tutored
in	Arabic).40	This	 study	would	be	parlayed	 into	an	eloquent	and	 informative	set	of	essays,
published	 under	 the	 characteristically	 magisterial	 title	 The	 Future	 of	 Islam.41	 Blunt’s
authorial	persona	 in	 these	essays	–	published	 serially	 in	 the	Fortnightly	Review	 –	was	 still
very	much	that	of	an	Orientalist	who	sought	to	understand	how	the	past	of	an	entity	can	teach
us	something	about	its	future.	With	the	overweening	confidence	in	the	importance	of	his	own
views	to	matters	of	state	that	marked	much	of	his	political	writing,	Blunt	claims	that	he	had
set	out	his	disquisition	on	the	question	of	Islam	‘in	 the	hope	that	 it	may	be	 instrumental	 in
guiding	 the	 national	 choice’.42	 By	 this,	 he	 meant	 that	 Britain’s	 responsibility	 as	 a	 power
governing	a	very	 large	number	of	Muslims	could	be	better	discharged	 if	 there	was	a	more
informed	sense	of	what	Islam	had	to	offer.	Nothing	in	The	Future	of	Islam	indicates	anything
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less	than	faith	in	the	imperial	project,	with	England	(Blunt	rarely	uses	‘Britain’)	maintaining
a	 ‘position	 as	 the	 guide	 and	 arbiter	 of	 Asiatic	 progress’.43	 The	 last	 essay	 ends	 with	 a
classically	 paternalistic	 image,	 Blunt	 calling	 on	 England	 to	 ‘take	 Islam	 by	 the	 hand	 and
encourage	 her	 boldly	 in	 the	 path	 of	 virtue’	 –	 a	 path	 preferable	 to	 ‘a	 whole	 century	 of
crusade’.44

Yet,	even	as	he	was	completing	these	essays,	Blunt’s	thinking	was	beginning	to	shift	 in
critical	directions.	For	all	that	he	maintains	a	position	towards	Britain’s	imperial	reach	that	is
loyal	 and	hopeful	 (he	would,	with	 the	benefit	of	hindsight,	 in	 a	 tellingly	 religious	 register,
call	 it	 a	 ‘failing	 faith’),	The	 Future	 of	 Islam	 nonetheless	 carries	within	 it	 intimations	 of	 a
different	set	of	possibilities	 that	would	underpin	Blunt’s	 transformation	 into	a	sharp-voiced
antagonist	 of	 empire	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 revolution.	 He	 had	 started	 to	 identify
cultural	and	social	dynamics	that	would	lead	him	to	abandon	thoughts	of	assimilating	Arab
societies	 to	 British	 liberal	 values,	 having	 found	 ‘new	 worlds	 of	 thought	 and	 life	 in	 an
atmosphere	 I	 had	 fancied	 to	 be	 only	 of	 decay’.45	Mapping	 the	 beginnings	 of	 a	 significant
personal	transformation,	he	writes:	‘if	I	had	not	exactly	come	to	scoff,	I	certainly	remained,
in	 a	 certain	 sense,	 to	 pray’.46	 If	 there	 was	 one	 formative	 insight	 that	 changed	 Blunt’s
perspective,	it	was	that	Islam	and	Islamic	cultures	were	no	less	capable	of	introspection	and
change	than	any	other	–	just	as	Christian	societies	were	as	capable	of	stagnation	and	reaction
as	 any	 other.	 ‘I	 know’,	 he	 writes,	 ‘that	 it	 is	 a	 received	 opinion	 …	 that	 Islam	 is	 in	 its
constitution	unamenable	 to	change,	and	by	consequence	 to	progressive	 life.’47	For	 all	 that,
there	 is	 plenty	 of	 evidence	 to	marshal	 in	 favour	 of	 this	 assertion:	 ‘The	 fact	 is,	 Islam	does
move’.48	It	is	around	this	insight	that	any	considerations	of	the	past	and	the	future	of	Islam
and	 Islamic	 polities	 must	 necessarily	 arrange	 themselves.	 While	 he	 acknowledged	 that
equivalences	should	not	be	strained	beyond	credibility,	Blunt	recognized,	in	a	way	that	Frantz
Fanon	would	 also	 do	 decades	 later,	 that	 the	 capacity	 to	 change	 is	 not	 unique	 to	 particular
cultures	and	societies.	For	Fanon,	this	is	a	capacity	which	is	put	into	abeyance	in	the	face	of
colonization,	 a	 ‘tragic	 labyrinth’	 in	 which	 ‘the	 truth	 objectively	 expressed	 is	 constantly
vitiated	 by	 the	 lie	 of	 the	 colonial	 situation’.49	 Blunt	 too	 was	 coming	 to	 understand	 what
Fanon	articulated	so	clearly	well	over	half	a	century	later:	until	it	is	distorted	and	arrested	by
the	 fact	 of	 colonialism	 and	 its	 insistence	 on	 ‘successful	 integration’	 to	 the	 supposedly
superior	 values	 of	 the	 colonizing	 entity,	 cultures	 have	 a	 healthy	 dynamic	 that	 includes
engagement	with	new	ideas	and	other	cultures.50	Reason	and	faith	coexist	as	much	in	Muslim
societies	as	in	Christian	ones,	so	that	Islam	ought	to	be	treated	on	par	with	Christianity	as	‘a
true	 religion,	 true	 inasmuch	 as	 it	 is	 a	 form	 of	 the	worship	 of	 that	 one	 true	God	 in	whom
Europe,	in	spite	of	her	modern	reason,	still	believes’.51

Towards	 the	 end	 of	 his	 set	 of	 essays	 on	 Islam,	 much	 of	 which	 is	 devoted	 simply	 to
explicating	 Islam	 in	 an	 historical	 frame	 and	 delineating	 differences	within	 it	 and	 between
Muslim	societies,	Blunt	also	reverses	his	own	initial	emphasis	on	European	influence	in	the
Middle	East	–	a	gesture	at	once	historically	sound	and	polemically	powerful.	Now	he	notes
that	 European	 thought	 itself	 has	 long	 been	 influenced	 by	 Arab	 ideas:	 ‘We	 have	 seen	 in
Europe,	even	in	England,	a	land	never	brought	physically	into	contact	with	Arabia,	how	long
Arabian	thought,	filtered	as	it	was	through	France	and	Spain	to	our	shores,	has	dominated	our
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ideas’.52	If	it	has	survived	so	far	away,	‘Who	shall	fix	the	term	of	its	power,	and	say	that	it
cannot	 renew	itself	and	 live?’53	Still	 in	a	moderate	and	 reformist	vein,	Blunt’s	goal	 in	 this
work	was	 to	 find	a	modus	vivendi	 for	 Islam	and	Christianity	 to	coexist.	Yet,	 in	 less	 than	a
year,	Blunt	would	again	come	to	see	his	own	position	as	well-intentioned	but	naive,	not	least
in	its	belief	that	England	had	a	special	relationship	with	the	Muslim	world,	‘seeking	of	them
practical	advantages	of	trade	rather	than	conquest’.54	Now	he	saw	himself,	schooled	by	the
Egyptian	 revolution,	as	 ‘a	 single	voice	against	 a	multitude,	 the	voice	of	one	man	who	had
lived	 inside	 the	 house	 of	 liberty	 against	 the	 many	 voices	 of	 men	 who	 had	 only	 stood
outside’.55	In	September	1882	he	would	announce	himself	to	his	countrymen	as	one	who	was
in	 ‘violent	 sympathy	 with	 the	 enemy’,	 Egypt,	 and	 the	 country’s	 devout	 Muslim	 leader,
Colonel	Urabi.56	The	‘violence’	of	this	sympathy	spoke	of	a	dramatic	wrenching	of	self	from
the	Englishman’s	benevolent	interest	in	Egyptian	Arabs	as	the	subjects	of	Britain’s	informal
empire	to	complete	solidarity	with	the	Egyptian	resistance.	The	conversion	to	‘so	strange	a
state	of	feeling’,	as	he	put	it,	was	one	in	which	he	would	fulfil	a	promise	to	‘return	and	throw
in	my	lot	with	[the	Egyptians]	in	a	campaign	for	independence’.57	What	had	happened?	Two
strands	of	Egyptian	life	had	become	Blunt’s	touchstones	for	speaking	up	against	the	doings
of	 the	 British	 in	 that	 country:	 one	 was	 that	 the	 restless	 fellahin,	 already	 ‘despoiled	 of
everything’,	 were	 willing	 to	 rise	 up,	 and	 Urabi	 represented	 this	 strand.	 The	 other	 was
represented	 by	 a	 man	 who	 was,	 for	 a	 time,	 a	 pivotal	 figure	 in	 providing	 the	 intellectual
scaffolding	 for	 the	 rebellion.	 By	 the	 time	 the	 ‘Urabi	 revolt’	 broke	 out,	 Jamal	 al-Din	 Al-
Afghani	had	been	banished	from	Cairo	for	his	role	in	fomenting	it.	In	what	Blunt	described
as	his	‘courageous	teaching’,	Afghani	had	told	his	Egyptian	audiences	that	their	choice	was
either	to	‘live	like	free	people	or	die	as	martyrs’.58	Between	them,	the	conjoined	movements
represented	by	Urabi	and	Afghani	transformed	Blunt’s	political	views.

‘So	strange	a	state	of	feeling’:	The	Making	of	a	British	Anticolonialist
When	 Blunt	 and	 the	 Egyptian	 leader	 met	 for	 the	 first	 time	 on	 6	 December	 1881,	 the
conversation	began	with	Urabi	 referring	 to	Lord	Byron,	Lady	Anne’s	grandfather.	Familiar
already,	via	the	Azhar,	or	Islamic	university	of	Cairo,	with	Blunt’s	reputation	as	a	‘friend	of
the	 fellah	 cause’,	Urabi	 told	 his	 new	English	 acquaintance	 that,	while	 he	 knew	nothing	of
Byron’s	poetry,	he	was	an	admirer	of	the	poet’s	contributions	to	the	campaign	for	liberty	in
Greece.	 Fresh	 from	 putting	 together	 The	 Future	 of	 Islam,	 Blunt	 himself	 was	 focused	 on
Arabia	 as	 ‘the	 cradle	 of	 Eastern	 liberty	 and	 true	 religion’,	 not	 having	 realized	 that	 ‘in	 the
National	movement	in	Egypt	the	chief	interest	for	me	in	Islam	already	lay,	as	it	were,	close	to
my	hand’.59	This,	he	notes,	was	because	he	had	himself	accepted	the	British	establishment’s
line	that	what	was	taking	place	was	purely	military	and	sinister:	‘I	share	with	most	lovers	of
liberty	a	distrust	of	professional	soldiers	as	the	champions	of	any	cause	not	that	of	tyranny.’60
And	indeed,	in	ways	that	will	not	be	unfamiliar	to	the	twenty-first-century	reader,	both	press
and	official	sources	had	taken	a	virulent	pleasure	in	painting	Urabi	as	a	‘military	oppressor’
and	‘dictator’,	who	had	placed	a	‘military	yoke	…	around	the	neck	of	Egyptians’	while	also
fostering	religious	fanaticism.61	Blunt	noted	not	only	 that	 there	was	 ‘nothing	 in	him	of	 the
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fanatic,	 if	 fanaticism	means	 religious	 hatred’,	 but	 also	 that	 his	 unmistakable	 piety	 did	 not
prevent	 Urabi	 making	 transnational	 and	 cross-religious	 alliances	 ‘with	 Jew,	 Christian,	 or
infidel’.62	Pious	though	he	was,	Urabi	was	no	fanatic,	but,	in	the	first	instance,	a	class	warrior
of	 sorts,	 representing	 the	 fellahin	 –	 the	 tillers	 of	Egyptian	 land:	 ‘It	 cannot	 be	 too	 strongly
emphasized	that	the	National	movement	of	1881	was	essentially	a	fellah	movement,	having
for	 its	 object	 the	 emancipation	 of	 the	 fellahin	…	 and	 only	 incidentally	 against	 the	Anglo-
French	control	when	this	last	declared	itself	openly	the	ally	and	supporter	of	that	tyranny.’63

Urabi’s	nationalism	was	focused	on	land	rights	and	economic	grievances	rather	than	on
excluding	 racial	 or	 religious	 outsiders.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 the	 fellah	 leader	 exuded	 an	 open
attitude	to	‘humanity	at	large	without	distinction	of	race	or	creed’.64	It	is	really	at	this	point
that	 Blunt’s	 growing	 understanding	 that	 freedom	 from	 bondage	 could	 be	 thought	 of	 as	 a
shared	 human	 aspiration	 rather	 than	 one	 unique	 to	 European	 thought	 appears	 to	 have
crystallized	into	a	clear	insight.	His	subsequent	letter	to	Gladstone	cut	against	the	prevalent
political	 rendering	of	 ‘freedom’	as	a	gift	 from	Britain	 to	Egypt	–	a	notion	 that	was	already
being	bandied	about	as	a	possible	military	intervention	to	end	Urabi’s	putative	despotism	was
considered.	 ‘The	 ideas	 he	 expresses	 are	 not	merely	 a	 repetition	 of	 the	 phrases	 of	modern
Europe’,	Blunt	 said	 of	Urabi,	 ‘but	 are	 based	on	 a	 knowledge	of	 history	 and	on	 the	 liberal
tradition	of	Arabian	thought,	inherited	from	the	days	when	Mohammedanism	was	liberal’.65
Blunt	also	insists	that	Urabi	was	no	mimic	man,	and	that	his	words	were	markedly	different
from	the	usual	language	used	by	Eastern	politicians	when	talking	to	Europeans.	There	was	no
developmental	teleology,	no	‘nonsense	about	railroads	and	canals	and	tramways	as	nostrums
that	 could	 redeem	 the	 East’.66	 Blunt’s	 assessment	 was	 shared	 by	 another	 of	 Urabi’s
defenders,	Lady	Gregory,	who	noted	in	her	demystifying	account	Arabi	and	His	Household
(based	on	visits,	with	Lady	Anne,	to	Arabi’s	wife	and	mother)	that	the	Egyptian	leader	was
distrusted	by	the	authorities	precisely	as	a	‘man	with	ideas’.67

The	son	of	a	 fellah	headman	who	had	 received	 schooling	 in	 the	village	and	 then	 some
education	at	the	Azhar	in	Cairo,	Ahmed	Urabi	al-Hussaini	had	risen	rapidly	up	the	ranks	in
the	army	under	Khedive	Said.	The	khedive	had	put	in	place	a	controversial	policy	of	fellah
advancement	 in	 the	 army,	 to	 the	 dismay	 of	 the	 Turko-Circassian	 officers	 who	 had
traditionally	 enjoyed	 preferment.	 They	 were	 returned	 to	 dominance	 after	 Said’s	 death,
thereby	laying	the	groundwork	for	the	fellah	military	discontent.	By	the	time	Blunt	heard	of
him	in	Cairo,	during	the	autumn	of	1881,	Urabi	had	become	fairly	well	known	as	one	of	the
authors	of	a	petition	to	redress	fellah	officers’	grievances.	These	included	withheld	pay	and
the	preferential	treatment	given	to	Turko-Circassian	officers.	Fellah	soldiers	were	being	made
to	undertake	non-military	hard	labour,	but	Urabi	had	refused	to	let	his	men	dig	canals.	The
eventual	consequence	of	this	affair	was	an	attempt	by	Khedive	Tewfik,	on	1	February	1881,
to	arrest	Urabi	and	two	of	his	fellow	officers	by	summoning	them	to	the	palace	under	a	false
pretext.	The	officers	were	famously	and	dramatically	rescued	by	their	regiments,	who	forced
open	the	doors	of	the	royal	edifice.	Consequent	to	this	episode,	Blunt	writes,	Urabi	had	been
invested	with	 the	mantle	of	‘champion	of	fellah	wrongs	against	 the	Turkish	ruling	class’,	a
role	he	appears	to	have	embraced:	‘It	must	be	remembered	that	in	all	Egyptian	history,	for	at
least	 three	 hundred	 years,	 no	 mere	 fellah	 had	 ever	 risen	 to	 a	 position	 of	 any	 political
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eminence	 in	 Egypt,	 or	 had	 appeared	 in	 the	 light	 of	 a	 reformer,	 or	 whispered	 a	 word	 of
possible	revolt.’68	Blunt	had	grasped	that,	in	important	ways,	this	was	not	simply	a	national
struggle	in	the	attenuated	sense	of	‘natives’	against	‘foreigners’,	but	an	insurgency	to	reclaim
Egypt	that	had	vital	class	dimensions	to	it.	The	second	incident	took	place	a	few	months	later,
in	 September	 1881,	 when	 a	 series	 of	 events	 led	 to	 a	 direct	 and	 dramatic	 face-to-face
confrontation	between	Khedive	Tewfik	and	Urabi,	whose	troops	had	occupied	the	square	in
front	 of	Abdin	 Palace.	After	 dismounting	 and	 handing	 over	 his	 sword,	Urabi	 placed	 three
demands	before	the	khedive,	whose	reply	was:	‘I	am	Khedive	of	the	country	and	shall	do	as	I
please.’69	Urabi’s	reply	has	gone	down	in	 legend,	entering	Egyptian	school	 textbooks:	 ‘We
are	not	slaves	and	shall	never	from	this	day	forth	be	inherited.’70

Though	 educated,	 Urabi	 was	 not	 an	 intellectual;	 he	 appears	 to	 have	 been	 driven	 by	 a
deeply	felt	sense	of	class	injury	as	a	non-Turkish	fellah	officer	in	the	Egyptian	army,	and	by	a
willingness	to	channel	the	wider	resentment	of	the	fellahin	at	material	inequalities.	‘He	seems
to	be	a	man’,	Lady	Anne	wrote,	‘who	has	set	himself	a	task	and	who	never	loses	sight	of	the
main	object	of	his	life,	considering	himself	the	servant	of	that	object	–	the	welfare	of	others
and	 not	 his	 own	 …	 He	 may	 be	 mistaken	 in	 details	 as	 to	 some	 things,	 from	 want	 of
knowledge,	but	that	this	does	not	materially	signify.’71	Urabi’s	memoirs	of	the	revolution	that
came	to	be	named	after	him	were	published	in	1925,	after	he	returned	from	exile	to	live	and
die	 in	 obscurity.	 While	 not	 a	 treatise	 on	 the	 meaning	 of	 nationalism,	 or	 even	 the	 titular
‘awakening’	 (nahda),	 Urabi’s	 account	 nonetheless	 situates	 his	 mutinous	 actions	 within	 a
wider	 context	 of	 discontent	 and	 dissent.72	 Land	 –	 and	 the	 arbitrary	 grant	 of	 land	 titles	 to
Circassian	khedivial	favourites,	often	involving	land	grabs	–	were	at	the	heart	of	the	conflict,
as	 were	 debt	 and	 taxation,	 both	 of	 which	 disproportionately	 affected	 the	 fellahin.	 In	 his
account,	the	army	and	intellectuals	came	together	to	protect	the	rights	of	the	umma	–	a	term
that	eludes	easy	translation,	but	in	context	clearly	refers	to	the	non-Europeans	and	non-Turks,
that	 is,	 native	Egyptians,	 as	 a	national	 community	 that	 comes	 into	being	precisely	 through
shared	 subordination	 and	 connection	 to	 land,	 rather	 than	 necessarily	 through	 race	 or
religion.73	There	is	little	here	that	suggests	the	demands	Urabi	made	in	the	name	of	the	umma
in	 January	 1881	 –	 including	 equal,	 non-discriminatory,	 non-racialized	 treatment	 for	 native
Egyptians	 and	 a	 Majlis	 Nawab,	 or	 Council	 of	 Representatives	 –	 were	 developed	 mainly
through	 contact	 with	 Western	 ideas.	 Urabi	 also	 appears	 to	 have	 gone	 out	 of	 his	 way	 to
emphasize	that	equal	treatment	for	Egyptians	did	not	mean	hostility	to	other	races,	including
the	Circassians.	Indeed,	in	a	speech	he	gave	at	the	Hussein	mosque	in	central	Cairo,	he	took
pains	to	distinguish	the	expansive	Egyptian	sense	of	freedom	from	its	expansionist	European
counterpart:	‘Those	who	read	history	know	that	the	European	nations	have	achieved	freedom
through	 extravagant	 impetuosity,	 spilling	 blood,	 ravishing	 honour	 and	 perpetrating	 acts	 of
destruction	 but	we	 have	 achieved	 freedom	 in	 an	 hour	without	 spilling	 one	 drop	 of	 blood,
without	 terrifying	 one	 heart	 and	 without	 touching	 any	 one’s	 honour.’74	 Urabi	 sought
precedent	 for	 his	 political	 claims	 in	 Arabic-language	 works,	 including	 histories	 and
chronicles,	giving	examples	of	events	in	the	past	where	demands	for	individual	or	collective
rights	had	been	asserted.	He	was	not	alone	 in	 this;	a	 raft	of	 terms	and	concepts	 situated	 in
indigenous	traditions	and	texts	were	in	circulation	at	the	time.	In	his	assessment	of	the	poetry
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of	emergent	Egyptian	nationalism,	for	instance,	Mounah	A.	Khouri	observes	that	these	terms
included	adl	 (justice),	 hurriya	 (freedom),	 qawm	 (folk,	 people,	 nation),	 shura	 or	mashura
(consultation,	deliberation).75

As	Juan	Cole	has	noted,	discontent	and	resistance	had	been	germinating	for	considerably
longer	 than	 the	 events	 associated	 with	 Urabi	 himself	 would	 suggest.76	 Several	 different
interests	 and	 grievances	 underlay	 the	 revolution	 which	 finally	 unfolded	 in	 1882.	 These
included	 ‘the	desire	 to	end	 the	extraordinary	privileges	of	 the	dual	elite	 (coded	as	 foreign)
and	 to	ensure	more	consultative	 involvement	of	 the	middling	sort	 (coded	as	 indigenous)	 in
governance’.77	 Fellah	 and	military	 discontent	 turned	 the	mixture	 combustible.	 In	 his	 essay
‘The	 Egyptian	 Revolution’,	 published	 in	 September	 1882,	 Blunt	 attested	 to	 his	 final
conversion	 in	 this	milieu	not	 just	 to	 ‘sympathy’	with	 the	Egyptian,	but	 to	something	 rather
more	 fundamental,	 indeed	 visceral.	He	 distinguished	 his	 own	 feelings	 from	 those	 of	 other
critics	 of	 the	 invasion,	 like	Harrison	 and	 the	MP	Wilfrid	Lawson,	 distancing	himself	 from
paternalism	in	the	process:	‘Their	sympathy	is	not	as	that	of	a	man	for	his	own	kin,	rather	as
of	a	man	for	some	ill-treated	beast.	They	do	not	love	the	Mussulman	“Arabs”	of	Egypt	as	I
do.’78	 Back	 in	Cairo	 in	 late	 1881,	 Blunt	 came	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 he	 had	wronged	 the
movement	 in	Egypt	by	being	 initially	 suspicious	of	 it:	 he	now	 found	a	 country	united	and
confidently	open	in	talking	the	‘language	of	religious	and	political	liberty’.79	It	was	a	living,
moving	exemplar	of	the	ideas	that	he	had	only	grasped	in	the	abstract	in	The	Future	of	Islam.
Witnessing	 the	 struggle	had	 turned	his	 ideational	world	upside	down:	 ‘During	 the	 last	 few
weeks	of	my	 stay	 in	Egypt	 I	 retired	 from	 the	European	world	of	Cairo	 to	 the	world	 I	 had
learned	to	love	better,	that	of	the	Egyptians.	I	had	learned	too	to	respect	it.’80	When	he	did
visit	the	European	quarters	it	was,	he	claimed,	‘with	the	feeling	that	I	was	descending	from	a
higher	to	a	much	lower	moral	and	intellectual	level’.81

The	Blunts	returned	to	an	England	in	the	spring	of	1882	where	the	political	landscape	had
changed	 significantly	 and	 for	 the	worse.	The	Liberals,	 now	 in	power,	had	abandoned	 their
‘enthusiasm	for	Eastern	nationalities	and	Eastern	liberty’,	and	were	full	of	ideas	of	‘imperial
coercion’	in	relation,	not	least,	to	Ireland.82	Answering	hostile	parliamentary	questions	put	to
him	 after	 the	 bombardment	 of	 Alexandria,	 Gladstone	 insisted	 that,	 without	 European
intervention,	Urabi	‘would	have	become	dictator	of	the	country’.	He,	in	turn,	had	been	told
by	 Edward	 Malet	 that	 ‘the	 University,	 the	 Chamber,	 and	 the	 nation	 are	 anxious	 for	 the
termination	 of	 the	military	 despotism	which	 now	 terrorizes	 them’.83	 At	 one	 level,	 Blunt’s
work	was	cut	out	for	him:	 to	undo	the	myth-making	of	 imperial	self-justification	alongside
the	 concomitant	 demonizing	 of	 Islam	 and	 Muslims,	 itself	 a	 legacy	 of	 the	 1857	 uprising,
which	 the	 British	 authorities	 blamed	 largely	 on	 Indian	 Muslims.	 ‘Fanaticism’	 was	 ‘a
convenient	word	which	began	now	to	be	freely	used	in	describing	the	National	movement’;
even	 the	 proposed	 reduction	 of	 the	 budget	 of	 the	 European	Opera	House	 in	Cairo,	 not	 to
mention	criticism	of	wasteful	expenditure,	became	proof	of	‘fanaticism’.84	While	Urabi	was
keen	‘to	restore	good	Mussulman	government	in	his	country’,	he	was	‘evidently	the	reverse
of	a	fanatic’,	Blunt	pointed	out,	not	least	given	that	his	was	primarily	a	movement	against	the
supremacy	 of	 another	 Muslim	 power.85	 ‘Fanaticism’	 had	 become	 convenient	 European
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shorthand	for	what	Blunt	described	quite	simply	as	‘the	patriotism	of	the	people,	 to	protest
against	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 French	 and	 British	 fleets’.86	 To	 his	 mind,	 the	 only	 extant
fanaticism	 was	 that	 evident	 in	 the	 efforts	 of	 English	 agents	 ‘to	 bring	 about	 a	 revolution
counter	to	the	will	of	the	people’.87	Influenced	by	Blunt,	some	parliamentarians	also	enquired
why	 Britain’s	 way	 of	 showing	 regard	 for	 the	 Egyptian	 people	 ‘was	 to	 go	 out	 and	 shoot
them’.88

Blunt’s	 other	 task,	 as	 he	 saw	 it,	 was	 to	 persuade	 the	 British	 political	 classes	 to	 take
seriously	 and	 empathize	 with	 what	 was	 going	 on	 in	 Egypt	 in	 terms	 of	 self-assertion,
including	 demands	 for	 more	 consultative	 rule	 and	 better	 conditions	 for	 the	 fellahin.
Translating	these	into	the	legitimizing	language	of	nationalism	was	at	once	true	to	how	many
in	Egypt	 themselves	 viewed	matters	 –	 through	 the	 lens	 of	wataniyat,	 or	 ‘feeling	 for	 one’s
native	land’	–	and	strategic	in	relation	to	British	political	discourse.	Barely	four	years	before,
when	 in	 opposition,	 William	 Gladstone	 MP	 had	 himself	 sharply	 criticized	 calls	 for
intervention	in	Egypt,	although	mainly	on	grounds	of	inexpediency.89	The	gap	between	 the
politician’s	 rhetoric	 in	 opposition	 and	 his	 practice	 in	 power	 was	 one	 that	 gave	 Blunt
ammunition	 in	 a	 letter	 he	wrote	 to	 Prime	Minister	Gladstone	 on	 the	 question	 of	 Egyptian
national	feelings:

I	think	the	lovers	of	Western	progress	should	rather	congratulate	themselves	on	this	strange	and	unlooked	for	sign	of
political	life	in	a	land	which	has	hitherto	been	reproached	by	them	as	the	least	thinking	portion	of	the	stagnant	East.
You,	sir,	I	think,	once	expressed	to	me	your	belief	that	the	nations	of	the	East	could	only	regenerate	themselves	by	a
spontaneous	resumption	of	their	lost	national	Will,	and	behold	in	Egypt	that	Will	has	arisen	and	is	now	struggling	to
find	words	which	may	persuade	Europe	of	its	existence.90

His	 own	 project,	 then,	 would	 be	 to	 help	 find	 those	 words	 by	 interpreting	 the	 texts	 of
resistance	 and	 change.	 It	 is	 worth	 recalling	 here,	 given	 our	 own	 dominant	 post-national
theoretical	 sensibilities,	 that	 in	 the	 context	 of	 late-Victorian	Britain’s	 imperial	world	order,
nationhood	was	not	usually	conceded	to	societies	outside	Europe.	Recall,	for	instance,	J.	S.
Mill’s	 firm	pronouncement	 that	 ‘barbarians	 have	no	 rights	 as	 a	 nation’,	 though	 they	 could
eventually	be	made	fit	to	become	one.91

Blunt’s	 interventions	 making	 the	 case	 both	 for	 Egyptian	 ‘nationalism’	 and	 for	 Islam’s
‘liberal’	 traditions	naturally	 raise	questions	 for	 the	postcolonial	 reader.	 If,	on	 the	one	hand,
Blunt	identifies	a	British	failure	to	accord	equality	of	aspiration	to	Egyptians	resisting	foreign
rule	 and	 demanding	 representative	 institutions,	 is	 he,	 on	 the	 other,	 culpable	 of	 grafting
European	 political	 categories	 onto	 a	 distinctly	 non-European	 and	 very	 different	 cultural
context?	 Is	 he	 simplistically	 turning	 Egypt’s	 singularities	 into	 a	 variation	 on	 familiar
categories	for	the	purposes	of	European	comprehension?92	In	his	incipiently	modernist	way,
Blunt	 as	 mediator	 may	 have	 committed	 that	 most	 postmodern	 of	 crimes:	 the	 denial	 of
difference.	 Yet,	 to	 level	 this	 charge	 is	 to	 overlook	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Blunt’s	 Eurocentric
liberal	abstractions	had	been,	first,	undone	by	his	study	of	Islam,	and	then	reconfigured	by	a
milieu	 of	 revolutionary	 ferment.	 The	 Englishman	 may	 have	 set	 himself	 the	 task	 of
interpreting	his	countrymen	and	the	Egyptians	to	each	other;	but	in	the	process	it	was	he	who
found	himself	 learning	new	 languages.	A	somewhat	 theoretical	 insight	 into	how	Islam	was
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not	lacking	in	ideas	of	liberty	and	consultative	governance	was	given	heft	and	texture	when
Blunt	 witnessed	 a	 largely	Muslim	 society	 in	 historical	 turmoil	 around	 questions	 of	 class,
nationality	 and	 rights.	 Part	 of	 Blunt’s	 rationale	 in	 using	 the	 language	 of	 democratic
constitutional	 nationalism	 was	 to	 counter	 the	 pernicious	 Orientalism	 of	 British	 colonial
claims,	 such	 as	 that	 made	 by	 Edward	 Dicey:	 ‘In	 Egypt	 –	 as,	 for	 that	 matter,	 in	 any
Mussulman	 country	 –	 parliamentary	 government	 is	 an	 impossibility.’	 Dicey	 believed	 that
representation	and	 taxation	should	both	be	considered	as	 ‘incomprehensible	 to	 the	Oriental
mind	as	the	differential	calculus	would	be	to	a	ploughboy’.93	Where	questionable	assertions
of	alterity	were	made	the	basis	of	rule,	the	assertion	of	common	capacities	could	be	a	form	of
resistance.

The	Intellectual	Background
A	few	weeks	before	the	Joint	Note	sent	waves	of	indignation	across	Egyptian	shores,	Blunt,
after	consulting	with	Urabi,	had	drafted	a	‘studiously	moderate’	memorandum	detailing	the
nationalist	 agenda,	which	was	 sent	 to	Gladstone	 and	published	 in	The	Times	 on	 3	 January
1882.94	 It	was	an	attempt	 to	persuade	politicians	and	 the	broadsheet-reading	classes	of	 the
existence	 of	 a	 coherent	 nationalist	 programme	 in	 Egypt	 under	 Urabi	 in	 terms	 that	 would
render	it	legitimate	to	them.95	The	‘Programme’	made	clear	its	commitment	to	pan-Islamism
in	reiterating	an	allegiance	to	the	sultan	of	Turkey	as	the	caliph,	but	insisted	that	the	khedive,
as	his	representative,	must	reign	‘in	accordance	with	justice	and	the	law’,	and	with	the	help
of	a	Majlis	Shoura	or	Council	of	Deputies.	It	attempted	to	soothe	European	bondholder	and
Dual	Control	sensibilities	by	declaring	that	Egypt	accepted	the	entirety	of	the	foreign	debt	as
a	 matter	 of	 national	 honour,	 though	 a	 matter-of-fact	 bitterness	 underlay	 the	 adjacent
observation	that	the	debt	was	‘incurred	not	for	Egypt’s	benefit,	but	in	the	private	interests	of
a	dishonest	and	irresponsible	ruler’.96	It	called	for	special	privileges	for	Europeans,	including
exemption	 from	 general	 taxation,	 to	 cease.	 Becoming	 more	 forceful	 as	 it	 went	 on,	 the
Programme	was	plain-spoken	in	stating	the	vision	of	Egyptian	nationalists:	‘Their	object	 is
some	 day	 to	 see	 Egypt	 entirely	 in	 Egyptian	 hands’.97	 The	 text	 was	 not,	 despite	 Malet’s
claims,	an	 inauthentic	confection	drawn	up	by	Blunt	on	his	own.	While	 it	 is	clear	 that	 this
document	 was	 attempting	 to	 articulate	 various	 Egyptian	 aspirations	 to	 liberty	 and	 justice,
communicating	 them	 to	 a	 British	 readership	 in	 the	 recognizable	 language	 of	 national
sovereignty,	 it	manifestly	drew	on	rich	resources	specific	 to	 the	Egyptian	context,	not	 least
the	intellectual	milieu	of	Islamic	‘reawakening’	and	reform.

The	 late	 nineteenth	 century	 in	 Egypt	 had	 seen	 the	 emergence	 of	 several	 circles	 for
intellectual	 debate	 and	 political	 engagement,	 including	 the	Mahfil	 at-Taqaddum	 (Circle	 of
Progress),	Jamiyat	Muhibbi	al‘Ilm	(Society	of	the	Lovers	of	Knowledge)	and	Misr	al-Fatah
(Young	Egypt).	Dissident	 journalism	had	become	an	 important	 part	 of	 the	Egyptian	 scene,
with	newspapers	such	as	Misr,	run	by	the	Syrian	Christian	Adib	Ishaq,	taking	strongly	anti-
imperialist	 lines	while	still	engaging	with	European	ideas.	Ishaq,	among	others,	did	not	see
‘liberty’	as	deriving	from	the	West,	but	as	having	an	ancient	home	in	the	East	to	which	it	was
now	 returning.98	 Blunt	 had	 come	 to	 know	 influential	 figures	 like	 the	 wandering	 and
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determinedly	enigmatic	Islamic	scholar	Jamal-ud-din	al-Afghani,	describing	him	memorably
as	 a	 ‘wild	man	 of	 genius’	who	was	 able	 to	make	 the	 case	 for	 reform	 and	 progress	 ‘from
below’,	showing	how	these	were	wholly	compatible	with	Islamic	law	and	the	Koran.	Blunt
also	 became	 lifelong	 friends	 with	 Afghani’s	 disciple	 and	 Urabi’s	 ally,	 Muhammad	 Abdu
(sometimes	spelled	Abduh),	who	would	eventually	become	grand	mufti	at	Cairo.99	Both	men
were	acutely	concerned	with	the	need	for	Muslim	societies	to	respond	robustly	to	the	West’s
claims	 to	 civilizational	 superiority	 –	 and	 thus	 political	 dominance	 –	 through	 scientific
learning	and	social	progress.

Accordingly,	 Afghani	 and	 his	 milieu	 sought	 to	 revivify	 critical	 practices	 of	 reading,
interpretation	 and	 epistemological	 inquiry	 within	 Islam.	 Nikki	 R.	 Keddie	 has	 argued	 that
Afghani’s	appeal	to	the	Islamic	tradition	‘was	strengthened	by	a	desire	to	avoid	identification
with	the	Western	oppressors	or	feelings	of	inferiority	toward	them’.100	It	was	also,	however,
a	genuine	process	akin	 to	what	Said	has	described	as	‘restlessly	self-clarifying’	critique	‘in
search	of	freedom,	enlightenment,	more	agency’.101	Describing	his	time	in	Cairo	as	a	student
‘seeking	Mohammedan	instruction’,	Blunt	attests	 to	a	sense	of	 joy	 in	encountering	 through
his	 teachers	 Islam’s	most	 expansive	 and	 ecumenical	manifestations	–	 ‘the	 larger	 and	purer
school	of	thought’,	as	he	saw	it.102	This	he	attributed	largely	to	Afghani’s	influence,	which
‘taught	 that	Sunnite	 Islam	was	 capable	 of	 adapting	 itself	 to	 all	 the	 highest	 cravings	 of	 the
human	 soul	 and	 the	 needs	 of	 modern	 life’	 (it	 is	 worth	 noting	 here	 Blunt’s	 emphasis	 on
articulating	 both	 material	 needs	 and	 more	 ineffable	 human	 aspirations).103	 Afghani’s
influence	in	Egypt	extended	to	institution-building;	himself	a	fixture	in	Cairo’s	café	culture,
which	provided	spaces	 for	 intense	debate,	he	encouraged	 the	setting	up	of	newspapers	and
secret	societies,	including	Freemasonry,	which	facilitated	political	organization.104	Sometime
in	 1879,	 Afghani	 also	 called	 for	 the	 establishment	 of	 hizban	 wataniyyan	 or	 a	 patriotic
(‘homeland’)	party.105	His	circle	at	the	Azhar	included	Christians	like	Adib	Ishaq	and	Louis
Sabunji	(who	worked	very	closely	with	Blunt	during	the	1882	crisis	and	Urabi’s	trial)	and	the
Jewish	 writer	 Yaqub	 Sanu	 (or	 James	 Sanua),	 all	 of	 whom	 played	 a	 role	 in	 emerging
nationalist	 political	 and	 public	 activities.	 For	 disciples	 like	 Mohammed	 Abdu,	 Afghani
played	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 enabling	 opinions	 critical	 of	 the	 regime	 to	 be	 voiced	 openly	 by
encouraging	 the	 establishment	 of	 newspapers	which	 combated	 the	 tendencies	 of	 the	 older,
more	 subservient	 ones.	 By	 1879,	 when	 his	 once-friendly	 acquaintance,	 Khedive	 Tewfik,
alarmed	at	the	extent	of	Afghani’s	anticolonial	preaching,	would	expel	him	from	Egypt,	even
the	correspondent	of	The	Times	noted	 that	Afghani	and	his	followers	showed	that	 ‘a	native
opinion	exists,	has	means	to	find	expression,	and	therefore	is	not	to	be	utterly	ignored’.106

It	is	not	necessary	to	overstate	the	correlation	between	Afghani’s	teachings	and	the	rise	of
Egyptian	nationalism	to	note	the	significance	of	his	presence	in	Egypt	for	nearly	a	decade	in
the	run-up	 to	 the	revolution.	Astonishingly,	as	Pankaj	Mishra	has	noted,	 ‘Afghani	 is	barely
known	 in	 the	 West	 today,	 even	 though	 his	 influence	 …	 at	 least	 in	 its	 longevity,	 almost
matches	Marx’s’.107	Afghani,	a	notoriously	evasive	and	shape-shifting	 figure,	would	go	on
after	his	Egyptian	sojourn	 to	become	perhaps	 the	most	 influential	political	 theorist	of	pan-
Islamism	 as	 an	 anticolonial	 strategy	 and	 ideology.	 His	 fierce	 anticolonialism,	 with	 a
particular	animus	against	the	British,	is	thought	to	have	developed	in	India	at	the	time	of	the
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1857	 rebellion.108	 In	 Cairo,	 the	 wandering	 intellectual’s	 speeches	 calling	 for	 Egyptian
independence	invoked	the	ways	in	which	‘they,	the	Egyptians,	had	submitted	to	centuries	of
despotism	and	submission	and	their	oppressive	governments	had	taken	from	them	what	they
had	created	with	the	sweat	of	their	brows’.109	Emphasizing	what	would	be	theorized	in	 the
twentieth	century	as	‘self-emancipation’	or	‘self-liberation’,	their	choice,	he	told	his	listeners,
was	either	 to	 ‘live	 like	 free	people	or	die	as	martyrs’.110	Afghani	also	addressed	 the	 fellah
directly:	 ‘You	break	 the	heart	of	 the	earth	 in	order	 to	draw	sustenance	 from	 it	 and	support
your	family.	Why	do	you	not	break	the	heart	of	your	oppressor?	Why	do	you	not	break	the
heart	 of	 those	 who	 eat	 the	 fruit	 of	 your	 labor?’111	 By	 advocating	 resistance	 both	 to
‘egotistical	 Sultans’	 and	 the	 forces	 of	 European	 colonialism,	 Afghani	 appears	 to	 have
anticipated	 many	 anticolonial	 arguments	 that	 ‘were	 generally	 brought	 forth	 only	 some
decades	later’.112	His	copious,	very	diverse	body	of	work	–	and	the	way	in	which	it	changed
over	time	–	merits	further	study	in	its	own	right,	for	which	there	is	insufficient	space	here.	I
do,	 however,	 want	 to	 pause	 on	 a	 couple	 of	 lectures	 that	 give	 us	 some	 sense	 of	 the	 ‘new
critical	 spirit’	 Blunt	 saw	 as	 integral	 to	 the	 wandering	 teacher’s	 influence	 in	 Egypt.	 The
lectures	were	given	in	India,	where	he	returned	shortly	after	he	was	expelled	from	Egypt	and
give	us	a	flavour	of	his	thinking	in	that	period.

A	 powerful	 commitment	 to	 the	 pursuit	 of	 knowledge,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 sense	 of
epistemological	 inquiry	 as	 a	human	 rather	 than	 culturally	 specific	 endeavour	 is	 evident	 in
Afghani’s	 thought.	 Afghani’s	 speeches	 frequently	 suggested	 that	 knowledge	 necessarily
involves	the	transmission	of	ideas	across	borders,	so	that	they	could	not	be	said	to	‘belong’	to
any	single	culture	–	even	if,	reversing	the	colonial	order	of	things,	he	cannily	told	his	Indian
audience:	 ‘Human	 values	 spread	 out	 from	 India	 to	 the	whole	world.’113	 The	 recovery	 and
revivification	of	hermeneutic	traditions	in	the	face	of	stagnation	did	not	mean	that	colonized
peoples	were	 thereby	acceding	 to	 the	West;	 it	was	 to	 return	 to	 something	 that	was	already
embedded	in	their	own	traditions	and	histories.	For	Afghani,	scientific	thinking	was	part	of	a
political	explanation	for	the	West’s	current	domination	and	prosperity	but	not	an	inherently
Western	mode.	In	a	speech	in	Alexandria,	Afghani	noted	that	present-day	Egyptians	were	the
descendants	of	peoples	who	had	‘made	major	breakthroughs	in	engineering	and	mathematics,
and	 who	 had	 taught	 writing,	 agriculture	 and	 philosophy	 to	 the	 Greeks’.114	 Equally,	 those
countries	–	including	India	and	the	Muslim	polities	of	the	Middle	East	–	which	had	neglected
their	 scientific	 traditions	 were	 now	 paying	 the	 price	 for	 intellectual	 dereliction.	 Afghani’s
own	 investments	 are	 in	 philosophy	 or	 falsafa	 –	 a	 comprehensive	 mode	 of	 inquiry	 that
subsumes	 the	 other	 sciences	 because,	 he	 says,	 ‘its	 subject	 is	 universal’.115	 Hence,	 those
Muslim	scholars	‘who	forbid	science	and	knowledge	in	the	belief	that	they	are	safeguarding
the	Islamic	religion	are	really	the	enemies	of	that	religion	…	and	there	is	no	incompatibility
between	science	and	knowledge	and	the	foundation	of	the	Islamic	faith’.116

Reclaiming	 knowledge	 as	 an	 ineluctably	 human	 endeavour,	 Afghani	 defines	 the
provenance	 of	 philosophy	 as	 ‘the	 wide	 arena	 of	 human	 feelings’,	 and	 its	 goal	 as	 ‘human
perfection	 in	 reason’.117	 In	 another	 essay	 probably	written	 around	 the	 same	 time	 (c.1882),
addressed	 explicitly	 to	 Indian	Muslim	 clerics	 or	ulema,	Afghani	 figures	 ‘Reason’	 not	 as	 a
particular	mode	of	thinking,	but	as	part	of	the	‘light	of	natural	intelligence’	which	all	human
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beings	have	necessarily	deployed	to	know	and	shape	the	world	around	them,	‘to	cultivate,	to
plant	 trees,	 preserve	 fruits,	 procure	 animals,	 protect	 rivers,	 bring	 forth	 waters,	 dig	 canals,
dikes,	 and	 dams,	 to	 spin	 and	weave,	 in	 an	 agreeable	 and	 appropriate	 way’.118	 All	 of	 this
requires	knowledge	 through	 the	spirit	of	 inquiry,	whether	 this	be	of	 ‘the	nature	of	 soils’	or
‘the	action	and	reaction	of	 the	elements’.119	Knowledge	by	definition	 is	 limitless,	which	 is
why	 those	Muslim	 scholars	who	 seek	 to	 narrow	 its	 scope,	 closing	 ‘the	 doors	 of	why	 and
wherefore	 to	 pure	 minds’	 and	 wearing	 the	 ‘garment	 of	 infallibility’,	 are	 ‘defective	 and
incomplete’.120	As	he	would	note	in	his	famous	rebuttal	of	Renan’s	condemnation	of	Islam,
all	 religions	 have	 it	 in	 them	 to	 be	 intolerant	 and	 stifle	 learning	 and	 all	 have	 done	 so	 at
different	 points	 in	 their	 history.121	 For	Afghani,	 the	 ‘Precious	Book’	 or	Holy	Koran	 itself,
however,	makes	 clear	 the	 importance	of	 ‘knowledge,	wisdom,	 learning,	 reflection,	 thought
and	insight’,	and	clarifies	the	laws	of	civic	and	domestic	relationships	so	as	to	prevent	‘the
harm	of	oppression	and	injustice’.122	Equally,	knowledge	cannot	be	culturally	bounded,	 for
‘to	be	proud	regarding	learning	is	to	be	satisfied	with	ignorance’;	humbly	learning	from	other
cultures	is	vital	to	the	natural	progression	of	ideas.123	Many	ideas	that	are	seen	as	Greek	or
Roman	have	travelled	there,	Afghani	tells	his	audience,	through	India,	Babylonia	and	Egypt,
in	 each	 move	 acquiring	 ‘a	 new	 form,	 and	 in	 each	 migration	 …	 fresh	 adornment’.124
Spirituality	and	science	are	neither	closed	nor	mutually	exclusive	systems.	‘No	end	exists	for
this	great	Book’,	which	is	open	to	 infinite	study	and	interpretation,	he	writes	of	 the	Koran,
and	anyone	who	either	claims	 to	have	fathomed	it	or	attempts	 to	close	off	 its	meanings	‘is
suffering	from	compound	ignorance	or	madness’.125	In	closing,	he	urges	the	ulema	of	India
to	give	up	defective	scholarship,	to	cast	their	glance	on	the	‘wide	world’	around	them	and	ask
why	Muslims	are	afflicted	by	‘poverty,	indigence,	helplessness,	and	distress’.126	To	do	this,
they	will	need	to	engage	with	science,	technology,	indeed	modernity	itself:	‘Is	it	not	a	fault
for	a	percipient	sage	not	to	learn	the	entire	sphere	of	new	sciences	and	inventions	and	fresh
creations	…	when	the	world	has	changed	from	one	state	to	another?’127	Keddie	suggests	that
Afghani	 was	 drawing	 here	 on	 a	 longer	 Islamic	 philosophical	 tradition	 in	 which	 ‘when
scripture	apparently	contradicted	reason	or	science,	scripture	must	be	reinterpreted’.128

An	Egyptian	Nationalist	Returns	to	Britain
When,	in	early	1882,	Blunt	left	Cairo,	radicalized	by	the	ferment,	his	sense	of	himself	as	a
mediator	who	was,	in	the	final	instance,	loyal	to	the	British	crown	had	been	badly	shaken.	He
wrote	 that	 the	 three	 months	 he	 had	 recently	 spent	 in	 Egypt	 had	 felt	 like	 a	 lifetime,	 ‘so
absorbing	had	been	the	interests	they	had	brought	me’.129	In	a	marked	reversal,	he	began	to
think	 of	 key	British	 officials	 in	 Egypt	 such	 as	Malet	 as	 former	 friends,	 ‘gone	 over	 to	 the
enemy’s	camp,	and	…	now	no	longer	to	be	trusted’,	and	himself	described	the	Joint	Note	he
had	set	out	to	advocate	to	Urabi	as	an	attack	on	the	national	movement.130	This	attack	was
taking	place	under	the	cover	of	‘a	crusade	of	civilization’	which	was	in	fact	‘a	support	to	the
established	order	in	Cairo	of	financial	things’.131	As	his	visit	to	Urabi	in	December	on	behalf
of	 Malet	 had	 so	 clearly	 demonstrated,	 the	 Egyptians	 were	 not	 credulous	 and	 passive

Gopal, Priyamvada. Insurgent Empire : Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, Verso, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/usyd/detail.action?docID=5783986.
Created from usyd on 2021-05-21 22:26:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 V

er
so

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



recipients	of	his	attempts	to	translate	imperial	intentions.	He	himself,	meanwhile,	had	turned
from	being	a	mere	 sympathizer	–	he	would	now	subject	 ‘romantic	 sympathy’	 to	 critique	–
into	a	man	who	would	see	himself	as	an	Egyptian	nationalist,	who	perhaps	felt	the	betrayal	of
Britain	and	its	messianic	rhetoric	of	spreading	liberty	more	sharply	than	any	other.	Leaving
for	England	on	27	February	1882,	a	bare	four	months	before	the	bombardment	of	Alexandria
which	led	up	to	Urabi’s	defeat,	he	noted	another	inversion,	in	which	it	was	not	the	colonized
who	 assimilated	 to	English	 values:	 ‘I	 looked	upon	Egypt	 already	 like	 a	 second	patria	and
intended	to	 throw	my	lot	 in	with	the	Egyptians	as	 if	 they	were	my	own	countrymen.	I	was
estranged	from	those	of	my	countrymen	in	blood,	except	Gregory,	who	formed	the	then	little
English	colony	at	Cairo.’132	This	was	not	the	romantically	Orientalist	Blunt	going	native,	like
many	 before	 him,	 including	 his	 acquaintance	Richard	Burton,	 or	 toying	with	 his	 admitted
attraction	 to	 Islam	 (he	 would,	 later	 in	 life,	 consider	 converting).133	 What	 Blunt	 had
undergone	 by	 the	 time	 Alexandria	 was	 shelled	 and	 Urabi	 put	 on	 trial	 was,	 as	 it	 were,	 a
Cairene	conversion	to	anticolonialism.	He	would	bitterly	distinguish	the	genuineness	of	his
own	 identification	with	 the	 cause	 of	 Egyptian	 liberty	 from	 the	 fraudulence	 of	 the	 Liberal,
Gladstone,	 who	 ‘like	 the	 tragedian	 in	 Dickens,	 when	 he	 had	 to	 act	 Othello	…	 began	 by
painting	himself	black	all	over’.134

Despite	 the	 efforts	 of	 Blunt,	 Sir	 William	 Gregory	 and	 others	 to	 sway	 Gladstone’s
government,	in	the	end	the	British	occupation	of	Egypt	(the	French	bowed	out	early	on)	was
indeed	 the	 result.	 Ably	 assisted	 by	 Malet	 and	 other	 colonial	 administrators,	 Gladstone
succeeded	in	his	efforts	to	portray	Urabi	as	a	military	dictator	who	would	usurp	rather	than
represent	 Egypt’s	 national	 aspirations,	 which	 both	 the	 Liberal	 Party	 and	 the	 liberal	 press
continued	 to	claim	to	respect.	Although	attempts	were	made	 to	obtain	 the	consent	of	other
European	powers	to	the	invasion,	Britain	ultimately	went	it	alone.	The	sleight	of	hand	did	not
go	unremarked	by	the	Annual	Register:

Lady	Anne	and	Wilfrid	Blunt

Up	to	this	time,	and	indeed	for	a	long	time	afterwards,	Arabi	Pasha	was	regarded	by	the	English	Foreign	Office	as	a
mere	military	adventurer	–	the	national	support	which	his	programme	gradually	received	was	altogether	ignored,	and
a	deaf	ear	was	turned	to	those	warnings	which	came	from	even	official	sources;	whilst	those	addressed	to	the	public

Gopal, Priyamvada. Insurgent Empire : Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, Verso, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/usyd/detail.action?docID=5783986.
Created from usyd on 2021-05-21 22:26:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 V

er
so

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



by	 Sir	 William	 Gregory,	 Mr	 Wilfrid	 Blunt,	 and	 others	 who	 were	 conveniently	 classed	 together	 as	 dreamers	 or
partisans,	were	put	aside	as	unworthy	of	a	moment’s	attention.135

Blunt	was	incredulous:	‘I	could	not	believe	that	England	had	an	interest	 in	crushing	liberty
anywhere’,	he	wrote	in	an	article	after	Urabi’s	defeat	at	Tel-el-Kabir.136	He	had	been	wrong:
‘It	 has	 been	 to	 prevent	 a	 crime	 that	 I	 have	 laboured	 –	 alas,	 in	 vain!’137	His	 experience	 of
colonial	myth-making	around	Egypt	gave	him	a	fresh	perspective	on	other	situations,	such	as
Ireland,	of	which	restive	colony	it	was	also	being	said	that	‘agitators’	were	at	work,	‘that	the
Irish	 fellahin	 are	not	 really	with	 the	National	Party,	 and	 that	 armed	 intervention	would	 set
things	 right’.138	 Despite	 Gladstone’s	 having	 labelled	 him	 the	 ‘one	 unfortunate	 exception’
among	Englishmen	with	Egyptian	experience	 in	opposing	 the	war,	Blunt	was	not	exactly	a
‘single	 voice	 against	 a	multitude’	 (as	 he	 described	 himself)	 even	 if	 he	 had	 been	 the	most
vociferous.139	There	was	even	one	high-profile	resignation	over	the	intervention	–	that	of	the
Liberal	MP	John	Bright,	who	had	been	very	active	with	the	Jamaica	Committee.	‘I	think	that
in	 the	present	case	 there	has	been	a	manifest	violation	both	of	 international	 law	and	of	 the
moral	law,	and,	therefore,	it	is	impossible	for	me	to	give	my	support	to	it’,	Bright	maintained
in	his	resignation	address,	the	day	after	the	bombardment.140	Most	questions,	unlike	Blunt’s,
Harrison’s	or	Gregory’s,	were	asked	after	the	event.	Had	‘the	bombardment	of	Alexandria	…
been	undertaken	to	protect	British	subjects	and	British	interests,	or	to	protect	the	interests	of
British	and	French	bondholders?’	Had	parliament	‘been	drifting	into	war	with	their	eyes	open
…	carrying	fire	and	sword	into	the	country	on	behalf	of	usurers’?141

Gladstone’s	government	held	the	line	even	as	it	declared	that	it	was	not	at	war	with	Egypt
at	 all.	 Invoked	 in	 a	 trope	 that	 will	 be	 all	 too	 familiar	 to	 present-day	 readers,	 Egypt	 was
represented	as	a	land	of	‘lawless	military	violence,	aggravated	by	cruel	and	wanton	crime’,
while	‘Arabi	was	a	military	oppressor;	whose	success	would	revive	the	worst	abuses	of	old
Egyptians’	misrule;	 and	 our	 troops	were	 engaged	 not	 in	 a	 war	with	 Egypt,	 but	 in	 freeing
Egyptians	from	oppression’.142	Furious	at	criticism	in	the	House,	Gladstone	insisted	that	the
bombardment	had	been	undertaken	in	‘self-defence’.143	Less	credulous	Liberals	demanded	of
their	 leader:	which	party	 in	Egypt	had	 invited	Britain	 to	 rid	 them	of	 the	despot?	And	how
could	the	arrival	of	the	fleet	well	before	the	riots	be	construed	as	‘self-defence’?	The	answer
was	 not	 precisely	 satisfactory,	 but	 it	 came	 in	 the	 form	 of	 Sir	 Charles	 Dilke’s	 groundless
assertion	 that,	 had	 action	 not	 been	 taken,	 it	 ‘would	 be	 to	 put	 the	 lives	 of	 Europeans
throughout	the	East	absolutely	at	the	mercy	of	a	fanatical	mob	of	Mahomedans’.	What	was	at
stake,	he	noted,	with	greater	honesty	perhaps	as	he	appealed	to	the	working-men	of	Britain,
was	 not	 only	 ‘the	 sanctity	 of	 European	 life’	 but	 the	 right	 of	 British	 traders	 not	 to	 be
‘completely	debarred	from	operations	in	the	East	and	driven	out’.144	Although	Dilke	went	on
to	 insist	 that	 the	 protection	 of	 British	 trade	 was	 not	 the	 reason	 for	 bombardment,	 the
revolution	had	portended	significant	changes	to	the	way	in	which	Egypt	would	be	governed,
in	particular,	with	regard	to	labour	and	finance.	What	cantankerous	British	parliamentarians
referred	to	as	‘bondholders’	backed	by	military	force	were	in	fact	an	expandable	tribe	in	the
service	of	 international	capitalism,	‘a	foreign	stratum	of	 investors,	merchants,	workers,	and
diplomats	 [with]	 extraordinary	 leverage	 over	 the	 indigenous	 state’.145	 There	 is	 little	 doubt
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that	this	was	a	class	whose	interests	were	firmly	in	the	sights	of	the	revolution,	and	that	their
privileges	would	 have	 been	 significantly	 undermined	 if	 Urabi	 and	 his	 allies	 had	 not	 been
stopped.	One	of	 the	first	–	and,	 for	 the	Anglo-French	alliance,	more	alarming	–	acts	of	 the
Urabi	government	was	the	cancellation	of	fellah	loans	contracted	from	foreigners.	Whatever
changes	may	have	been	forthcoming,	they	were	certainly	not	conducive	to	the	maintenance
of	the	advantages	of	powerful	foreign	commercial	and	financial	interests.

Once	Urabi	had	surrendered	and	been	taken	prisoner	of	war,	on	13	September	1882,	his
trial	and	presumed	death	sentence	would	bring	together	a	small	but	articulate	group	of	British
campaigners,	 including	 the	 anti-war	 Radicals	 Wilfrid	 Lawson	 MP,	 Frederic	 Harrison	 and
John	Seymour	Keay.146	The	Gladstone	government	did	not	look	upon	the	prospect	of	a	fair
trial	 in	 open	 court	 with	 equanimity;	 too	 much	might	 come	 out	 in	 the	 wash,	 putting	 their
carefully	constructed	version	of	events	 in	 jeopardy.	Neither,	of	course,	did	 the	khedive	and
his	 advisors.	 It	 took	 extraordinary	 persistence	 on	 Blunt’s	 part,	 combined	 with	 a	 shift	 in
British	public	opinion,	for	an	agreement	to	emerge	that	Urabi	could,	after	all,	be	represented
by	 the	barrister	A.	M.	Broadley,	who	had	 already	been	working	on	behalf	 of	 apprehended
rebels	 in	 French-occupied	 Tunis.	 Upon	 Broadley’s	 advice,	 Blunt	 (reluctantly)	 and	 Urabi
accepted	 the	 compromise	 offer	 that,	 if	 the	 latter	 pleaded	 guilty	 to	 the	 charge	 of	 rebellion,
other	charges	would	be	dropped	and	his	sentence	commuted	to	exile.	Once	the	initial	flush	of
military	 success	 died	 down,	 Blunt	 thought,	 ‘reasonable	 people	 were	 beginning	 to	 ask
themselves	what	after	all	we	were	fighting	in	Egypt	about’.147	The	aftermath	of	war	and	the
highly	 publicized	 attempt	 to	 save	 Urabi’s	 life	 certainly	 made	 way	 for	 increased	 domestic
criticism	in	Britain	of	the	annexation	of	Egypt.	Urabi’s	trial	and	all	the	various	components
of	‘the	Egypt	crisis’	would	become	the	point	of	departure	for	writing	alternative	histories	of
the	annexation,	which	in	turn	were	also	‘secret	histories’	of	British	imperialism	itself.	What	is
common	 to	 this	 small	 but	 significant	 body	 of	 work	 –	 which	 would	 provide	 a	 historical
resource	for	the	development	of	a	more	sustained	body	of	anticolonialism	within	Britain	–	is
the	way	in	which	it	both	takes	native	Egyptian	resistance	seriously	and	finds	points	of	cross-
cultural	identification	with	it.

Sulking	at	‘Civilization’
One	of	the	most	trenchant	voices	to	articulate	a	position	critical	of	both	the	motivations	for
such	 imperial	 incursions	 and	 their	 impact	 on	Britain	was	 not	 that	 of	 an	 iconoclastic	 ‘Tory
Democrat’	 like	Blunt,	or	of	an	avowed	socialist,	but	rather	of	 the	Positivist	 intellectual	and
writer	 Frederic	 Harrison,	 briefly	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 2.	 Harrison	 did	 not	 share	 Blunt’s
Oriental	 enthusiasms,	 his	 travel	 experience,	 or	 his	 personal	 engagement	 with	 Egypt	 and
Egyptians,	but	had	studied	 the	situation	extensively	 in	addition	 to	discussing	 it	with	Blunt.
Regretting	that	they	had	not	met	earlier,	Blunt	described	Harrison	as	‘the	soundest	and	most
courageous	man	on	foreign	policy	then	in	the	Liberal	Party,	and	by	far	 their	most	vigorous
pamphleteer’.148	Harrison	 had,	 of	 course,	 been	 a	 relatively	 young	member	 of	 the	 Jamaica
Committee,	 and	 had	 produced	 the	 six	 ‘Letters’	 on	martial	 law	which,	 as	we	 have	 already
seen,	were	particularly	concerned	with	the	question	of	the	rebounding	impact	on	the	British
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psyche	 and	 body	 politic	 of	 violent	 suppression	 in	 the	 further	 reaches	 of	 the	 Empire.	 This
concern	 resurfaced	 in	 his	 powerful	 indictment	 of	 ‘Englishmen	 fighting	 to	 rivet	 on	 a	weak
people	 the	 chains	 of	 a	 debt-slavery’	 in	 Egypt.149	 Delivered	 first,	 as	 a	 speech	 to	 the	Anti-
Aggression	League,	 in	1882,	 just	 before	 the	bombardment	of	Alexandria,	Harrison’s	 essay
‘Egypt’	also	provides	a	succinct	counter-history	of	events	leading	up	to	that	fateful	moment.
The	forensic	critique	he	laid	out	in	it	is	marked	by	an	unsparing	scrutiny	of	the	language	used
to	justify	the	unjustifiable,	but	the	thrust	of	the	argument	focuses	on	Egyptian	resistance	born
of	‘the	 irritation	of	 the	native	mind	at	 the	European	exploitation	of	 their	country’.150	 If	 the
colonial	enterprise	was	indeed	to	be	understood	as	one	based	on	spreading	liberal	values,	as
Gladstone	 was	 claiming,	 how	 strange	 was	 it	 that	 ‘the	 Egyptians	 grew	 sulky	 at	 so	 much
civilisation’?151	Perhaps	the	answer	lay	in	more	grossly	material	realms:

A	native	pays	tax	of	12	per	cent	annual	value	on	his	house;	the	European	lives	tax	free.	The	native	fly-driver	pays	a
heavy	tax	on	his	carriage;	the	European	banker	drives	his	pair	tax	free.	Next,	the	civilisers	having	obliged	the	country
with	some	115	millions	sterling	at	7	and	10	per	cent,	obtained	‘concessions’	for	about	thirty-five	millions	more.	Then
they	kindly	exempted	themselves	from	taxation,	were	good	enough	to	set	up	local	courts	in	which	they	had	the	right
to	bring	their	civil	and	criminal	affairs	to	a	judge	of	their	own	nation.	An	army	of	European	judges,	and	secretaries,
and	 assessors,	 and	 barristers	 were	 called	 in	 at	 very	 liberal	 salaries,	 who	 kindly	 undertook	 to	 do	 the	 law	 for	 the
Egyptian	people.152

Even	‘the	worst	exactions	of	his	native	Mahometan	tax-gatherers	never	imposed	on	him	so
hopeless	 a	 burden	 as	 the	 cool,	 scientific,	 book-keeping	 sort	 of	 spoliation	 of	 his	 European
civilisers’,	Harrison	observed,	in	direct	contradiction	of	the	claim	that	European	rule	was	less
exploitative	 of	 the	 ordinary	 Egyptian	 than	 native	 despotism.153	 As	 the	 despoiled	 Muslim
population	 ‘conceived	 what	 is	 called	 a	 “fanatical”	 objection	 to	 the	 foreigners;	 they	 even
blasphemed	the	value	of	the	civilisation;	they	murmured	it	was	rather	too	dear’.154

In	a	trenchantly	sardonic	style,	Harrison	drew	out	a	feature	of	the	Egyptian	rebellion	that
had	been	deliberately	obscured	in	official	accounts	of	the	Egypt	crisis:	shifting	loyalties	and
complicated	 internal	 relations	 notwithstanding,	 it	 was	 fundamentally	 a	 polarized	 struggle
between	 the	 agents	 and	 allies	 of	 European	 commercial	 and	 financial	 interests,	 on	 the	 one
hand,	and	the	diverse	indigenous	forces	which	came	together	to	resist	them,	on	the	other.	It
suited	 ‘the	 European	 ring’	 to	 reduce	 this	 challenge	 to	 a	 military	 mutiny	 which,	 Harrison
scoffed	 –	 far	 less	 uncertain	 than	 he	 had	 been	 in	 1857	 –	 was	 simply	 ‘a	 wild	 and	 silly
calumny’;	Egypt	was	hardly,	he	noted	pointedly,	the	first	place	where	a	‘national	rising’	had
been	 headed	 by	 soldiers.155	 On	 the	 contrary	 –	 and	 the	 link	 to	 Blunt’s	 advocacy	 of	 the
Egyptian	cause	is	clear	here	–	its	inspiration	could	be	found	in	the	great	university	of	Cairo,
‘the	 intellectual	 centre	 of	 the	 Mussulman	 world’.156	 Instead	 of	 being	 cowed	 by	 the
bombardment	of	Alexandria,	the	Egyptians	‘were	roused	to	fury	by	it’.157	Rather	than	crush
such	 justifiable	 resistance,	 Harrison	wonders	 (in	 inevitably	 gendered	 language)	 whether	 it
ought	not	 to	be	possible,	 instead,	 to	‘honour	the	Egyptian	people	that	 they	were	capable	of
such	 manly	 indignation’.158	 The	 emphasis	 on	 the	 feelings	 and	 consequent	 actions	 of	 the
Egyptians	is	of	no	little	significance;	much	as	Ernest	Jones	once	did	in	his	editorials	on	the
Indian	uprising,	Harrison	asked	his	readers	to	reflect	on	the	feelings	that	might	arise	in	their
own	breasts	if	French	and	Russian	fleets	sailed	up	the	Thames	to	serve	an	ultimatum	on	the
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queen	to	exile	Gladstone	to	Australia	and	dissolve	the	House	of	Commons.	Far	from	being
evidence	of	a	strange	fanaticism,	Harrison	suggested,	the	fury	of	the	Egyptians	was	evidence
of	shared	sensibilities	and	values:	 ‘Well,	 the	Egyptians	have	feelings,	and	 they	resented,	as
was	natural,	 this	 insolent	and	impotent	menace’.159	As	he	had	 in	his	 letters	on	martial	 law,
Harrison	was	able	to	map	the	topoi	of	colonial	apologetics	deftly,	in	a	plea	to	Gladstone	not
to	betray	his	earlier	avowed	Midlothian	principles:

India,	 the	Empire,	British	 interests,	commerce,	our	countrymen	in	personal	danger,	English	capital	sunk	in	Africa,
the	 large	 financial	 interests	 at	 stake,	 our	 international	 obligations,	 the	 harmony	 of	 Europe,	 the	 cause	 of	 good
government,	the	emancipation	of	the	slaves,	the	amelioration	of	the	lot	of	the	fellah,	the	jealousies	and	ambition	of
France,	with	a	general	background	of	‘civilisation’	…	It	is	the	old	story;	the	same	grand	phrases	which	so	often	did
duty	on	the	Danube	and	the	Bosphorus,	on	the	Vaal	and	the	Indus.160

‘Sonorous’	and	self-serving	civilizational	discourse,	Harrison	was	perhaps	one	of	the	earliest
to	 articulate,	was	 deployed	 in	 the	 interests	 of	 ‘certain	 rich	men	 in	London	 and	Paris’	with
determinate	financial	interests	in	Egypt,	India	and	beyond,	so	that	war	became	‘a	shallow	and
shameless	pretext’	to	protect	‘one	hundred	and	fifty	millions	or	so	of	Western	gold	trembling
for	its	dividends	and	interest’.161

That	it	was	Egyptian	resistance,	rather	than	just	his	own	allegiance	to	a	species	of	English
Liberalism	which	inspired	these	reflections	on	commonality	is	evidenced	by	the	fact	Harrison
was	not	at	all	immune	to	the	racial	hierarchies	of	his	time.	Initially	protesting	only	Britain’s
assumption	 of	 the	 governance	 of	what	 he	 himself	 called	 ‘semi-civilised	 nations’,	Harrison
certainly	 did	 not	 arrive	 at	 his	 reflections	 on	 Egypt	 through	 a	 presupposition	 of	 cultural
equality,	but	found	himself	conceding	parity	of	aspiration	by	coming	to	an	understanding	of
the	 aspirations	 and	 claims	 that	 drove	 the	 rebellion.	 Given	 that	 he	 did	 not	 have	 personal
experience	 of	 engagement	 with	 other	 cultures,	 Egyptian	 resistance	 appears	 to	 have	 had	 a
significant	role	in	shaping	Harrison’s	critical	asseverations	on	empire.	This	human	tendency
to	self-assertion	in	the	face	of	attack,	he	even	tried	to	tell	Gladstone	in	an	open	letter,	would
render	 any	 civilizational	 mission	 inevitably	 incendiary:	 ‘You	 can	 always	 produce	 anarchy
anywhere	by	goading	a	people	to	frenzy	where	any	spark	of	courage	or	independence	is	left
them.’162	 There	 can	 ultimately	 be	 no	 such	 thing	 as	 a	 cooperative	 and	 accommodating
colonialism;	the	forces	 it	unleashes	are	necessarily	polarized:	‘The	ascendancy	of	a	foreign
race,	 even	 where	 they	 have	 much	 to	 offer	 the	 natives	…	 cannot	 be	 permanently	 secured
without	conquest;	and	it	must	be	maintained	by	a	protracted	struggle	for	supremacy’.163	For
Harrison	as	for	Blunt,	this	was	a	marked	shift	in	perspective.	In	relation	to	Afghanistan	and
Jamaica,	 Harrison	 was	 more	 concerned	 with	 the	 exercise	 of	 imperial	 terror,	 which,	 in	 its
illegality,	undermined	 the	English	as	a	 ‘civilised	and	honourable	people’.164	The	 ‘Egyptian
imbroglio’,	 in	contrast,	 impelled	Harrison	 to	experience	something	 like	 shared	 indignation,
and	 no	 small	 degree	 of	 identification,	with	 the	 Egyptian	 rebels.	 It	 appears	 to	 have	 been	 a
sensation	akin	to	‘solidarity’.

That	what	had	emerged	in	Egypt	was	both	natural	and	universally	legitimate	–	and	ought
to	 be	 treated	 as	 such	 –	 was	 also	 the	 insight	 that	 drove	 the	 Scottish–Indian	 businessman,
administrator	 and	 politician	 John	 Seymour	 Keay’s	 j’accuse,	 uncompromisingly	 titled
Spoiling	 the	 Egyptians.	 Keay,	 a	 supporter	 of	 Indian	 native	 claims	 to	 a	 greater	 share	 in
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government,	and	later	a	member	of	the	British	Committee	of	the	Indian	National	Congress,
noted	 that	 suppressing	 the	 fact	 of	 Egyptian	 resistance	 to	 spoliation	was	 vital	 to	 the	myth-
making	 of	 the	 colonial	mission.	Colonial	 discourse	 had	 routinely	 to	 deny	 the	 existence	 of
indigenous	conceptions	of	rights	in	order	to	make	the	case	that	justice	was	the	gift	of	colonial
rule.	In	fact,	colonialism	resulted	in	the	forced	abrogation	of	those	customary	rights:

Among	all	the	Eastern	races	…	a	great	variety	of	different	customs,	tenures,	and	privileges	have	grown	up	connected
with	 the	 land,	 all	 of	 which,	 however	 ill-defined,	 have,	 among	 the	 people,	 the	 force	 of	 absolute	 rights.	We	may
imagine,	 then,	 the	 feelings	 of	 those	 people,	 when	 a	 corps	 of	 aliens	 appears,	 and	 spreads	 itself	 abroad	 over	 the
country,	placing	in	every	village	its	representative,	whose	express	duty	is	to	dispute	and	confiscate	those	rights.165

Colonial	officialdom,	in	Keay’s	critical	view,	had

made	most	determined	efforts	to	convince	the	English	nation	that	nobody	in	Egypt	dislikes	them,	or	has	raised	any
issue	with	them,	except	a	few	mutinous	soldiers	…	It	would	never	do	for	those	who	existed	only	for	the	Bondholders
to	admit	that	a	really	National	feeling	had	arisen	against	their	organized	extortions,	whereby	one	half	of	the	income
of	the	Nation	was	expropriated.166

Like	Harrison,	 Keay	 identified	 emergent	 colonial	mythologies,	 such	 as	 that	 the	 ‘Egyptian
peasantry	were	formerly	more	grievously	oppressed	under	Native	rule	 than	 they	have	been
since	European	dictation	began’;	that	the	country	itself	had	now	‘been	raised	from	misery	to
unalloyed	happiness	by	the	Deus	ex	machina	of	the	European	Control;	and	that	‘there	existed
a	real	 longing	for	 its	beneficent	presence	among	all	classes’.167	All	 these	colonial	fantasies
rely	 on	 a	 chilling	 moral	 relativism:	 ‘The	 Egyptian	 eel	 was	 a	 reptile	 so	 accustomed	 to	 be
skinned,	 that	 it	 rather	 enjoyed	 the	 process!’168	 For	 both	 Keay	 and	 Harrison,	 this	 colonial
denial	of	parity	 through	a	deliberate	refusal	 to	 imagine	 the	 lives	and	feelings	of	others	had
disturbing	moral	 implications.	Urabi,	who	ought	 to	be	 seen	 ‘as	a	political	 liberator’	 and	 ‘a
political	 leader	of	 the	people’,	had	himself	appealed	 to	England	 in	her	capacity	as	a	slave-
freeing	nation	‘to	sympathize	with	 the	Egyptians	 in	 their	attempt	 to	obtain	 liberty’.169	This
liberty	had	been	denied	because	the	first	use	Egyptians	would	make	of	it	‘would,	no	doubt,
be	to	check	the	wholesale	depletion	of	their	country	by	the	foreigner’.170

Charged	with	being	unpatriotic,	Harrison	too	would	counter	that	criticism	of	empire	was
continuous	with	antislavery	–	an	idea	that	would	surface	periodically	in	British	anticolonial
thought:

What	slavery	and	the	slave	trade	once	were	to	our	grandfathers	here,	what	a	slave	industry	and	a	slave	society	were
to	 the	 Americans	 of	 yesterday,	 that	 empire	 is	 becoming	 to	 Englishmen	 to-day.	 A	 cry	 of	 emancipation,	 as	 of	 a
religious	duty	to	redress	the	sufferings	of	humanity,	is	rising	up	here	too.	Our	people	have	no	share	in	this	guilt,	as
they	have	none	in	the	gain	or	the	glory.171

Unsurprisingly,	it	was	Harrison	who	was	most	exercised	by	the	implications	for	his	country
of	crushing	political	self-assertion	in	other	lands:	‘England	is	not	herself,	whilst	she	is	forced
thus	 to	 keep	 anxious	 and	 suspicious	 watch	 across	 Africa	 and	 Asia	 over	 her	 huge	 and
precarious	 prize.’172	 The	 ‘hard	mechanical	 pressure’	 it	 would	 take	 to	 secure	 and	 hold	 the
Empire	in	the	face	of	resistance	would	only	work	for	a	limited	time,	‘breaking	every	now	and
again	 into	 further	 seas	 of	 blood,	more	 conquests,	 more	 vengeance,	 ever	 sliding	 down	 the
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slope	of	tyranny,	cruelty,	and	panic’.173	Much	as	Congreve	had	done	with	the	Indian	uprising,
Harrison	would	suggest	 to	working-class	 listeners	 that	 the	energies	consumed	in	repressing
resistance	elsewhere	provided	a	subterfuge	for	avoiding	a	legion	of	domestic	problems;	they
needed	 to	 tell	 their	politicians	 that	 ‘civilisation’	which	 ‘is	making	 the	 tour	of	 the	world	on
board	ironclads	with	eighty-ton	guns	…	is	terribly	wanted	in	the	three	kingdoms	at	home’.174

The	opposition	was	eloquent	but	offered	in	vain,	Harrison	would	note:	‘The	party	system,
the	 financial	 interests,	 and	 the	 thirst	of	Empire	are	 forces	 that	do	not	 listen	 to	 the	voice	of
reason	and	of	justice.’175	Urabi	and	others	tried	with	him	for	‘rebellion’	received	commuted
death	sentences	and	‘perpetual	exile’	to	Ceylon;	he	himself	would	eventually	return	to	Egypt
to	 live	 and	 die	 quietly.	Within	 days	 of	 the	 verdict,	 the	 deposed	 leader	would	write	 to	The
Times	 a	 letter	dated	4	December	1882,	 included	 in	 full	 in	Broadley’s	memoir,	 in	which	he
would	note	that	he	could	‘leave	Egypt	with	perfect	tranquillity	and	confidence	in	the	future,
because	I	know	that	England	cannot	any	longer	delay	the	reforms	which	we	have	struggled
for’.176	Despite	 protestations	 of	 gratitude,	 a	 quiet	 but	 unmistakable	 defiance	 –	 astonishing
given	that	he	was	virtually	a	British	prisoner	at	this	point	–	also	marks	the	deposed	leader’s
insistence	that	any	reforms	undertaken	by	England	in	Egypt	would	have	derived	ultimately
from	native	initiative.	They	would	include,	he	predicted	correctly,	the	abolition	of	the	Anglo-
French	Control,	legal	and	judicial	reforms,	more	representative	government	‘with	a	voice’	for
the	Egyptian	people,	and	the	end	of	foreign	domination	of	gainful	employment:	‘Egypt	will
be	no	more	in	the	hands	of	a	myriad	of	foreign	employees	filling	every	available	post,	to	the
exclusion	of	the	Egyptians’.177	It	is	not,	however,	a	narrowly	anti-Western	declaration;	on	the
contrary,	‘Arábi	the	rebel’	addressed	himself,	across	national	boundaries,	to	a	commonality	of
understanding	 and,	 amazingly	 enough,	 urged	 the	 English	 to	 ‘complete’	 the	 work	 he	 had
commenced:	‘The	English	people,	when	they	see	all	these	things,	will	then	be	able	to	realize
the	fact	that	my	rebellion	had	a	very	strong	justification.’178	His	words	and	the	movement	he
led	were	only	temporarily	defeated;	that	resistance	would	once	again	find	expression	in	the
1919	revolution	that	would	eventually	force	the	British	out	of	Egypt.

In	his	letter,	Urabi	also	thanked	those,	including	members	of	parliament,	who	had	‘often
and	 nobly	 spoken	 on	 [his]	 behalf’.179	 The	most	 stentorian	 of	 these	 voices	was,	 of	 course,
Blunt’s.	He	would	continue	 to	speak	out	on	Egypt	and	on	colonial	 issues	 for	 the	next	 four
decades,	until	his	death	in	1922.	The	Egyptian	revolution	had	been	as	much	a	baptism	of	fire
for	him	as	 it	had	been	a	watershed	historical	passage	 for	Egyptians.	Gone	was	 the	naively
benevolent	writer	of	The	Future	of	Islam,	with	an	unexamined	sense	of	empire’s	liberalizing
potential.	Travelling	in	India	after	the	Urabi	Rebellion	(he	was	not	allowed	to	disembark	in
Egypt),	 Blunt	wrote	 uncompromisingly	 in	 the	Manchester	Guardian:	 ‘That	Asia	 is	 awake
and	 politically	 self-conscious	 and	 desperately	 in	 earnest	 for	 self-government	 cannot	 any
longer	be	denied	…	The	vast	millions	of	Asiatics	denied	their	aspirations	under	British	rule
must	in	the	end	break	the	strength	to	coerce	them	of	the	British	empire.’180	In	The	Wind	and
the	Whirlwind,	a	 long	and	angry	poetic	 jeremiad	of	disputable	quality,	Blunt	would	 lay	out
the	case	against	imperialism	in	Egypt	in	copious	verse.	What	is	of	interest	about	the	poem	is
the	emphasis	it	places	in	its	opening	on	the	uses	(and	abuses)	of	voice,	the	first	line	repeated
throughout	the	text:
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I	have	a	thing	to	say.	But	how	to	say	it?
I	have	a	cause	to	plead.	But	to	what	ears?
How	shall	I	move	a	world	by	lamentation	–
A	world	which	has	not	heeded	a	Nation’s	tears?181

How	can	the	case	against	imperial	power	be	made?	Blunt’s	sense	of	himself	as	a	lone	voice,
‘unthanked’	and	‘unhonoured’,	veers	into	bombast,	of	course;	but,	once	again,	his	target	is,	in
part,	 the	 selective	 apostrophizing	 of	 freedom	 in	 English	 verse.	 Why	 should	 the	 cause	 of
‘freedom	/	Lost	on	the	Nile’	be	any	less	worthy	of	a	poet’s	hymning	than	the	liberty	Milton	or
Dante	might	have	sung	of?182	The	language	of	freedom	was	not	English	alone:	‘Its	utterance
/	Was	in	that	tongue	divine	the	Orient	knew’;	the	Egyptians	–	‘Jew,	and	Copt,	and	Moslem’	–
join	 the	 chanting	 chorus,	 catching	 and	 echoing	 words	 that	 speak	 to	 shared	 aspirations.183
Though	his	plan	 to	bring	Urabi	himself	 to	London	to	plead	 the	Egyptian	case	failed,	Blunt
would	also	continue	 to	facilitate	engagement	with	anticolonial	 figures	such	as	Afghani	and
Abdu,	hosting	 them	 in	London	and	 introducing	 them	 to	political	players	 such	as	Randolph
Churchill.	While	staying	with	Blunt	in	1884,	Abdu	gave	a	startlingly	frank	interview	to	the
Pall	Mall	Gazette	in	which	he	rubbished	all	English	claims	to	benevolent	influence	in	Egypt:
‘Your	liberality	we	see	plainly	is	only	for	yourselves,	and	your	sympathy	with	us	is	 that	of
the	 wolf	 for	 the	 lamb	which	 he	 designs	 to	 eat.’184	 After	 the	 invasion	 of	 1882,	 Egyptians
‘know	that	there	are	worse	evils	than	despotism,	and	worse	enemies	than	the	Turks	…	There
is	no	Mohammedan	in	Egypt	so	oppressed	as	to	wish	for	any	more	of	your	help.’185	Calling
for	British	 troops	 to	be	withdrawn	 from	 the	country	and	 for	Urabi	 to	be	 returned	 to	Egypt
from	exile,	Abdu	closes	the	interview	with	a	devastating	pronouncement:	‘But	do	not	attempt
to	do	us	any	more	good.	Your	good	has	done	us	too	much	harm	already.’186

On	Christmas	Eve,	1899,	looking	back	on	the	century	just	gone,	Blunt	penned	a	short	but
magnificent	 polemic	 from	his	Cairo	 home	 in	 the	 form	of	 a	 letter	 to	The	Times	 titled	 ‘The
Shame	of	the	Nineteenth	Century’.187	It	is	worth	quoting	at	some	length	not	only	because	it
shows	how	far	he	himself	had	come	from	his	days	as	an	Orientalist	traveller	and	aristocratic
horse-trader,	but	because	it	cuts	sharply	through	the	narratives	of	empire	that,	at	the	turn	of
the	century,	held	Britain	in	their	grip:

We	have	come	to	the	last	week	of	the	glorious	Nineteenth	Century,	and	your	columns	and	those	of	every	other	great
London	newspaper	will,	I	know,	be	full	of	its	praises,	and	especially	for	the	part	we	Englishmen,	in	the	character	of
sons	of	the	Empire,	have	played	in	it.	We	shall	be	told	of	our	imperial	expansion,	of	our	glories,	of	our	mission	of
freedom	and	justice,	and	of	our	claims	on	the	admiration	of	the	world	and	of	ourselves.	We	shall	be	called	on	to	fall
down	 as	 a	 nation	 and	 worship	 our	 own	 golden	 image	 revealed	 in	 a	 splendid	 record	 of	 heroic	 deeds	 and	 noble
impulses,	and,	if	any	dissent,	it	shall	be	counted	to	him	for	envy	and	uncharitable-ness	or	wilful	blindness	to	the	sun
at	noon-day.	It	is	against	this	self-worship	I	would	raise	my	voice,	however	feebly,	against	this	shameless	self-praise,
this	painting	in	every	gaudy	colour	of	the	imperial	idol	in	which	Englishmen,	each	day	of	the	week,	behold	the	image
of	their	own	imperial	faces.	Is	it	possible	that	we	do	not	see	the	folly	of	it	all,	the	childishness	of	concealing	terrible
facts	known	to	all	the	world,	the	huge	vulgarity	of	pretending	to	be	other	than	the	miserable	sinners	we	are,	fulfilling
a	destiny	half	 chosen	by	ourselves,	 half	 thrust	 upon	us	by	 the	disease	of	our	world-hunger,	 of	 devouring	peoples
more	beautiful	and	better	than	ourselves?188

If	‘imperial	scepticism’,	to	use	Gregory	Claey’s	term,	runs	like	a	skein	through	the	dramatic
canvas	of	 the	 second	half	of	 the	nineteenth	century,	 it	would	 find	 its	 apotheosis	 in	Blunt’s
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persistently	 raised	 voice	 which,	 as	 the	 new	 century	 began,	 was	 beginning	 to	 speak	 the
language	of	 full-fledged	anticolonialism.	 It	 entailed	anti-capitalism	 too:	 ‘free	 labour’	under
capitalist	imperial	rule,	where	complete	destruction	is	avoided	only	because	labouring	hands
are	needed	for	the	enrichment	of	the	employer,	Blunt	notes	baldly,	can	spell	degradation	‘far
worse	 than	 slavery’.189	 Like	 Harrison,	 Blunt	 points	 to	 the	 dangers	 of	 ‘moral	 and	 mental
decay	corresponding	very	closely	with	 the	ruin	we	have	 inflicted	on	others’	 rebounding	on
Britain.190	 He	 deprecates	 a	 growing	 international	 division	 of	 labour	 whereby	 Englishmen
expect	 others	 to	 work	 for	 them,	 just	 as	 in	 the	 colonies	 indentured	 workers,	 ‘the	 black	 or
yellow	 races,	 labour	 in	 the	 sun	 and	 the	white	man	 sits	 idly	 in	 the	 shade’.191	 If	 the	Urabi
revolution	constituted	Blunt’s	initiation	into	the	language	of	anticolonial	resistance,	he	would
continue	to	learn	from	its	later	manifestations	in	various	local	contexts,	not	least	Ireland.	It
would	be	a	very	long	time	before	anything	like	the	‘change	in	the	public	mind’	with	regard	to
empire	which	Blunt	hoped	for	would	begin	to	emerge	in	Britain;	he	would	not	live	to	see	it
happen.192	But	the	curtain	of	the	twentieth	century	opened	on	a	rapidly	enlarging	theatre	of
protest	and	resistance.	The	best	efforts	of	 its	politicians	and	propagandists	notwithstanding,
Britain	could	not	shut	out	the	echoes.
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						4						

Passages	to	Internationalism:
The	‘New	Spirit’	in	India	and

Edwardian	Travellers

There	 is	no	empire	 lost	by	a	 free	grant	of	concession	by	 the	rulers	 to	 the	ruled.	History	does	not	record	any	such
event.

Bal	Gangadhar	Tilak

They	 had	 in	 the	House	 itself	 the	 constant	 co-operation	 of	 a	 small	 but	 active	 group	 of	members,	 who	 constituted
themselves	into	an	‘Indian	Party’,	and	were	ever	ready	to	act	as	spokesmen	of	Indian	discontent.

Valentine	Chirol,	Times	correspondent	in	India

In	the	spring	of	1882,	Wilfrid	Blunt	returned	to	London	from	Egypt	deeply	critical	of	British
foreign	policy,	but	he	was	not	yet	the	wide-ranging	anticolonialist	that	he	would	become	over
the	next	decade.	It	would	take	his	very	personal	 involvement	with	the	Irish	struggle	during
the	 late	 1880s	 to	 complete	 his	 radicalization	 on	 questions	 of	 empire.	 In	 1883,	 en	 route	 to
Ceylon	 to	 see	Urabi,	 he	broke	his	 journey	 in	 India,	 a	 country	he	had	previously	visited	 in
1879.	Blunt’s	diaries	record	that	 the	suggestion	he	spend	a	few	months	in	India	came	from
Afghani,	 but	 also	 that,	 as	 a	 consequence	of	what	he	had	 learned	 in	Egypt,	 he	himself	was
keen	on	understanding	Indian	Muslims	as	a	‘living	force	 in	Islam’.	As	a	‘Home	Ruler’,	he
also	 wanted	 to	 ascertain	 ‘what	 the	 true	 feeling	 of	 the	 country	 was	 towards	 its	 English
masters,	and	what	 the	prospect	of	India’s	eventually	gaining	her	freedom’.1	The	 immediate
result	was	Ideas	about	India,	whose	constituent	essays,	previously	published	in	Fortnightly
Review,	Blunt	grandiosely	billed	as	‘the	first	complete	and	fearless	apology	of	Indian	home
rule	which	had	been	published’.2	 The	 short	 volume	was	 also	 a	 defence	 of	 his	 friend	Lord
Ripon’s	rule	as	a	liberal	viceroy;	without	further	reforms	in	the	direction	of	home	rule	such	as
Ripon	had	made,	Blunt	warned,	the	prospect	of	revolution	was	real.	Curiously,	perhaps,	for
the	 reader	of	 the	decidedly	more	militant	A	Secret	History,	Blunt’s	 language	 in	 this	 text	 is
that	of	a	defender	of	British	rule	in	India,	albeit	one	who	wishes	for	it	to	continue	only	until
such	time	as	India	has	‘worked	out	her	salvation’	under	the	protection	it	offers.3	Such	mellow
paternalism	 was	 very	 much	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 views	 of	 other	 late	 Victorian	 and
Edwardian	 critics	 of	 empire	 for	 whom	 the	 horizon	 of	 full	 independence	 was	 as	 yet
unimaginable,	 or	 certainly	 very	 distant.	 They	would	 voice	 critiques	 of	 British	 rule	 (rather
than	of	the	imperial	project	as	a	whole)	predicated	on	a	paternal	concern	for	its	subjects,	and
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issue	fraternal	warnings	to	politicians	and	colonial	administrators	about	the	dangers	posed	to
the	well-being	of	the	British	Indian	empire	by	their	policies	and	practices.	The	assumption,	in
Annie	Besant’s	words,	was	that	India	had	no	wish	to	‘break	her	link	with	England,	but	she
desires	so	to	transform	it	that	it	may	be	a	tie	honourable	to	both	and	prized	by	both’.4

Blunt	and	‘India	for	the	Indians’
Even	 so,	 Blunt’s	 account	 of	 his	 Indian	 sojourn	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century
registered	 intimations	 of	 the	 agitation	 that	would	 break	 out	more	 fully	 in	 the	wake	 of	 the
1905	partition	of	Bengal.	His	Egyptian	experiences	fresh	in	his	mind,	he	believed	he	could
see	 signs	 of	 ‘the	 dawn	 of	 that	 day	 of	 unrest	 which	 is	 the	 necessary	 prelude	 to	 full	 self-
assertion	in	every	subject	land’.5	He	had	arrived	in	India,	politicized	by	his	experience	of	the
Egyptian	Revolution	and	taken	with	Islam,	but	admittedly	ignorant	about	‘Hindu	life’,	as	he
put	it.	As	a	guest	of	Viceroy	Ripon,	Blunt	was	inclined,	in	a	somewhat	unexamined	manner,
to	enthusiastically	endorse	 the	liberal	reform-based	approach	to	ruling	India	which	his	host
was	propounding.	That	enthusiasm	was	quite	quickly	moderated.	In	a	curious	comment	in	a
later	 memoir,	 based	 on	 his	 journals	 from	 that	 period,	 Blunt	 noted	 that	 when	 accused	 of
stirring	 up	 trouble	 where	 all	 had	 been	 well	 he	 had	 been	 compelled	 to	 ask:	 ‘Who	 are	 the
satisfied	natives?	I	have	not	met	a	single	one	since	I	came	to	India.’6	He	was	disconcerted	by
the	extent	 to	which	he	 found	‘everywhere	distrust	of	 the	Government,	 fear	of	 the	officials,
and	a	certain	vague	disquiet	which	is	an	unmistakable	sign	with	nations	that	all	is	not	well’.7
Accordingly,	his	assessment	of	the	British	Empire’s	prospects	in	India	vacillates	–	as	would
the	 memoirs	 of	 those	 who	 followed	 him	 –	 between	 insisting	 that	 there	 has	 been	 no
irreconcilable	 breach	 between	 ruler	 and	 ruled,	 and	 gloomily	 noting:	 ‘There	 is	 no	 love	 lost
whatever	 between	 the	 Indians	 and	ourselves,	whether	 they	be	Mohammedan,	 or	Hindu,	 or
Parsi,	 or	 native	 Christian.’8	 While	 characteristically	 centred	 on	 Blunt’s	 own	 acumen	 and
insight,	 Ideas	 is	 nonetheless	 strikingly	 concerned	with	 the	 extent	 to	which	 radical	 analysis
and	 ideas	 are	 already	 thickening	 the	 air	 in	 native	 circles.	The	post-Egypt	Blunt	 is	 swift	 to
dismiss	 the	colonial	 canard	 that	 the	only	 Indians	holding	 forth	on	 self-rule	are	mimic	men
who	are	not	representative	of	India:	‘It	has	constantly	been	pretended	by	English	writers	that
it	is	only	what	are	called	“Babus”	of	Calcutta	who	are	sufficiently	educated	to	have	advanced
ideas	on	the	political	regeneration	of	their	country;	but	nothing	is	less	true’;	this	too	was	an
insight	 later	 political	 travellers	 would	 reiterate.9	 Blunt	 recounts	 encounters	 with	 a	 wide
variety	 of	 people,	 including	 peasant	 farmers	 or	 ryots	 with	 whom	 he	 converses	 through
interpreters.	For	all	that	Blunt	cleaves	to	a	teleology	which	finds	its	apotheosis	in	the	nation
form,	much	of	his	analysis	is	taken	up	with	criticizing	the	destruction	of	existing	resources	of
governance	which	had	served	India	well,	if	not	perfectly,	in	precolonial	times.

Ideas	 about	 India	 is	 structured	 by	 a	 set	 of	 parallel	 tensions,	 between	 reform	 and
overthrow,	 and	 between	 insistence	 on	 native	 loyalty	 to	 imperial	 rule	 and	 acknowledging
dissatisfaction	with	 it.	The	 text	 is	 shot	 through	with	 the	 sense	 that,	 even	 in	 India,	different
though	 it	 is	 from	 Egypt,	 cataclysmic	 revolt	 is	 not	 an	 impossibility;	 Blunt	 had	 ‘no	 doubt
whatever	 that	 if	 things	 continue	 in	 their	 present	 groove	 a	 revolution	 is	 the	necessary	 end’,
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though	‘by	timely	reform	that	catastrophe	might	be	averted’.10	While	colonial	rule	may	have
acted	as	a	catalyst	for	a	cultural	reawakening,	Blunt	writes,	it	was	time	for	his	fellow	Britons
to	admit	to	‘the	destruction	of	much	that	was	good	and	noble	and	of	profit	in	the	past	by	the
unthinking	 and	 often	 selfish	 action	 of	Western	methods’.11	 Faced	with	 the	 realities	 of	 the
situation,	Blunt’s	own	vision	of	India’s	future	is	dialectical:	he	does	‘not	wish	the	past	back
in	its	integrity’,	but	would	nonetheless	‘save	what	can	still	be	saved	of	the	indigenous	plan,
and	…	use	 in	 reconstruction	 something	of	 the	 same	materials’.12	The	 ‘sound’	 reasoning	of
‘native	economists’	looms	large	in	this	narrative	as	Blunt	recalls	his	most	recent	experiences:
‘We	have	seen	the	results	of	an	unsound	finance	in	Egypt:	and	we	shall	see	them	repeated	in
India	 before	 the	world	 is	many	 years	 older.’13	 In	 the	 end,	 however,	 it	 was	 the	 potentially
intractable	racial	divide	fostered	by	British	rule	which	put	Blunt	in	mind	of	General	Gordon’s
warning	which	he	cites	to	end	his	narrative:	‘You	may	do	what	you	will.	It	will	be	of	no	use.
India	will	never	be	 reformed	until	 there	has	been	 there	a	new	revolt.’14	 In	averring	 that,	 if
things	 continued	 as	 they	 were,	 revolution	 would	 be	 the	 inevitable	 and	 catastrophic
consequence,	Blunt	may	not	have	been	quite	imagining	self-emancipation,	but	was	certainly
confronting	 the	 limits	 of	 well-meaning	 reformism:	 ‘I	 am	 convinced	 that	 if	 at	 the	 present
moment	any	serious	disaffection	were	to	arise	in	the	native	army,	such	as	occurred	in	1857,	it
would	 not	 lead	 to	 a	 revolt	 only.	 It	 would	 be	 joined,	 as	 the	 other	 was	 not,	 by	 the	 whole
people.’15

Twenty-five	 years	 after	 the	 1857	 uprising,	 concerted	 and	 widespread	 resistance	 to
colonial	rule	in	India	had,	on	the	face	of	it,	been	eliminated	from	the	wider	horizon,	although
several	 significant	 localized	 uprisings	 took	 place,	 including	 the	 Indigo	 Rebellion	 in	 1859.
Two	years	after	Blunt’s	visit,	the	Indian	National	Congress	(preceded	by	an	organization	that
called	 itself	 the	 Indian	 Association)	 would	 constitute	 itself	 under	 the	 guidance	 of	 the
Scotsman	Allan	Octavian	Hume,	as	a	project	of	tutelage	in	which	Indians	would	learn	to	ask
for	 a	 share	 in	 governance.	 For	 ‘sympathizers’	 like	 Hume,	 the	 language	 of	 nationalism,
presumed	to	have	universal	reach,	nonetheless	had	to	be	taught	to	Indians,	against	the	grain
of	their	habitual	fatalism,	as	this	verse	suggests:

Sons	of	Ind,	why	sit	ye	idle
Wait	ye	for	some	Deva’s	aid?
Buckle	to,	be	up	and	doing!
Nations	by	themselves	are	made!16

From	Theosophist	 Congress	member	Annie	Besant’s	 perspective,	 ‘responsible	 Englishmen
have	declared	that	England	desired	to	give	to	India	the	liberties	enjoyed	by	her	own	people,
so	 soon	 as	 India	 was	 ready	 to	 possess	 and	 utilise	 them’.17	 Accordingly,	 for	 its	 first	 two
decades	 the	 congress	 would	 undertake	 modest	 lobbying	 for	 a	 larger	 native	 role	 in	 the
administration	of	British	India,	in	order,	as	two	early	twentieth-century	historians	would	put
it,	‘to	consider	how	best	they	could	influence	the	foreign	government	under	which	they	and
their	children	were	 fated	 to	 live’.18	 In	 this	project,	 Indian	campaigners	 received	 support	 in
Britain	 from	‘prominent	 individual	Whigs	or	 liberals	who	 raised	 their	voices	 in	defence	of
India’.19	These	defenders	of	India	would	include,	in	addition	to	Besant,	former	colonial	civil
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servants	Henry	 Cotton	 and	William	Wedderburn.	 In	 the	main,	 however,	 such	 voices	were
raised	 in	 the	 interests	 of	 amelioration	 and	 reform	 rather	 than	 as	 critiques	 of	 the	 imperial
project	per	se.	This	was	as	true,	in	the	first	instance,	for	socialist	figures	such	as	the	relatively
militant	 H.	M.	 Hyndman	 of	 the	 Social	 Democratic	 Federation,	 and	 J.	 Keir	 Hardie	 of	 the
Independent	Labour	Party	(and,	later,	one	of	the	founders	of	the	Labour	Party)	as	it	was	for
those	of	a	more	liberal	disposition,	such	as	Besant	and	Cotton.	As	Gregory	Claeys	has	noted
in	his	study	of	‘imperial	sceptics’	in	the	last	years	of	the	nineteenth	century,	while	there	was
‘considerable	 socialist	 antagonism	 towards	 imperial	 expansion’,	 this	 too	was	 ‘increasingly
balanced	by	a	desire	to	improve	rather	than	dispense	with	Britain’s	colonial	possessions	…
broadly	conceived	in	terms	of	a	co-operative	commonwealth	ideal	rather	than	an	exploitative
capitalist	model.’20

A	will	 to	 reconfigure	 rather	 than	 abandon	was	 also	manifest	 in	 the	 views	 of	 the	most
famous	critic	of	empire	during	that	period,	J.	A.	Hobson,	whose	own	critique	of	imperialism
drew	on	the	Cobdenite	idea	that	imperialism	violated	free	trade	and	was	harmful	for	national
prosperity.	 The	Boer	War	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 shaped	Hobson’s	 view	 that
imperialism	need	not	be	repudiated	but	had	to	be	forged	as	a	‘higher’	ideal	in	which	jingoism
had	no	place.	At	 any	 rate,	 the	views	of	 the	 subjugated	did	not	 particularly	 impinge	on	his
critique:

Finally,	 the	 government	 by	 force,	 not	 by	 consent,	 of	 another	 people,	 and	 the	 chronic	 temptation	 hypocritically	 to
feign	 that	 the	 dominating	 motive	 in	 our	 rule	 is	 their	 good,	 not	 our	 own	 gain,	 may	 react	 so	 powerfully	 and	 so
insidiously	upon	the	mind	of	an	Imperialist	nation	that	it	loses	the	capacity	not	merely	to	recognise	the	advantage	of
leaving	 lower	peoples	 to	 follow	 their	own	paths	of	progress	or	 regression,	but	 to	perceive	 the	 fatal	 injuries	which
domineering	practices	abroad	inflict	upon	the	efficiency	of	national	self-government	at	home.21

To	 the	extent	 that	 ‘sanction’	mattered	 to	Hobson,	 it	was	not	 that	of	 the	 ruled	but	 that	of	 ‘a
society	of	nations’	in	which	all	were	represented,	and	which	‘delegated	England	or	France	in
the	interests	of	civilisation	to	take	under	tutelage	some	backward	or	degraded	people	which
lay	on	their	borders’,	so	 that	 there	would	be	some	‘moral	basis’	for	 imperialism.22	 In	other
words,	the	distinction	between	a	moral	and	a	‘parasitic’	imperialism	would	largely	rest	upon
the	former’s	assumption	of	 the	role	of	 tutor.23	Stephen	Howe	has	also	argued	that	for	most
Victorian	 and	Edwardian	 radicals	 self-determination	was	 an	 idea	 that	 extended	only	 to	 the
white	 settler	 colonies;	 as	 both	 ‘a	 minority	 current	 and	 a	 limited	 and	 conditional	 stance’,
critiques	of	empire	in	Asia	and	Africa	were	generally	made	on	the	basis	of	calling	for	‘good
government	 rather	 than	 self-government’.24	 Those	 Britons	 who	 did	 celebrate	 rebellion
against	 other	 empires	 –	 the	 Haitian	 uprising	 against	 the	 French,	 for	 instance	 –	 rarely
‘extended	similar	sentiments	to	revolts	against	British	rule’.25

Most	 early	 socialist	 engagements	 with	 empire	 in	 Britain,	 however	 critical,	 were	 also
limited,	taking	for	granted	a	civilizational	hierarchy	within	which	colonies	like	India	would
need	 to	 be	 tutored	 into	 political	 maturity.	 It	 is	 worth	 pausing	 briefly,	 however,	 on	 the
controversial	figure	of	Henry	Mayers	Hyndman,	who	has	largely	been	regarded,	not	entirely
without	justification,	as	‘having	nationalist	and	imperialist	tendencies’,	and	certainly	ones	in
which	anti-capitalism	was	folded	into	anti-Semitism.26	We	know	that	Hyndman	started	out	as
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a	believer	in	the	beneficence	of	British	rule	in	India,	even	supporting	the	suppression	of	the
1857	 rebellion	 and	 calling	 for	 ‘a	 wise,	 firm,	 economical,	 and	 liberal	 rule’	 so	 as	 to	 avoid
disaffection.27	 As	 Claeys	 notes,	 however,	 Hyndman	 did	 become	 a	 prominent	 and	 quite
unsparing	 critic	 of	 British	 rule	 in	 India,	 condemning	 what	 he	 saw	 as	 deliberately
manufactured	famines,	impoverishment	and	the	‘drain’	of	Indian	wealth	–	a	theory	elaborated
most	famously	by	Dadabhai	Naoroji	and	William	Digby.	Hyndman	also	corresponded	quite
extensively	with	Blunt,	among	others,	 also	producing	an	1882	pamphlet	 titled	Why	 Should
India	Pay	 for	 the	War	on	Egypt?	Where	Claeys	argues	 that	Hyndman	never	envisaged	 full
independence	 for	 India,	 embracing	 a	 ‘Home	Rule’	 position,	Marcus	Morris	 has	 suggested
that	he	did	over	 time	become	far	more	radical	and	actively	anti-imperialist	more	generally.
While	 there	 is	 a	 debate	 to	 be	 had	 about	 Hyndman’s	 shifting	 and	 evolving	 position	 on
imperialism,	 and	 that	 of	 his	 Social	 Democratic	 Federation,	 what	 is	 most	 relevant	 to	 my
present	purpose	is	 the	question	of	whether	resistance	to	empire	in	India	shaped	Hyndman’s
views	 in	 any	 way.	 Here	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that,	 although	 Hyndman	 warned	 of	 the
consequences	 of	 stoking	 the	 disaffection	 of	 the	 colonized,	 it	 was	 really	 in	 1907	 that	 he
became	more	fully	attuned	to	the	possibility	that	colonial	rule	would	be	overthrown	before	it
might	be	withdrawn.

In	a	well-known	1907	pamphlet	 titled	The	Unrest	 in	 India,	Hyndman’s	 emphasis	 shifts
from	his	 repeated	denunciation	of	British	 ‘ruin’	 inflicted	on	 this	 subcontinent	 to	 the	 Indian
refusal	to	allow	the	despoliation	to	continue.	A	verbatim	report	of	a	speech	Hyndman	gave	to
a	 packed	 Chandos	 Hall	 in	 London,	 the	 pamphlet	 opened	 with	 the	 motion	 that	 would	 be
approved	by	the	meeting	held	on	12	May	1907,	sending	‘cordial	greetings	to	the	agitators	all
over	India,	who	are	doing	their	utmost	to	awaken	their	countrymen	of	every	race	and	creed	to
the	ruinous	effect	of	our	rule’.28	Sympathy	and	admiration	were	expressed	for	Lajpat	Rai	and
others	on	trial	at	that	point	for	their	agitation	in	Punjab.	Hyndman	then	spoke	explicitly	about
his	previous	belief	 that	 ‘our	 rule	had	substituted	order	 for	disorder,	and	amity	 for	discord’,
and	was	a	‘great	service	to	humanity’.29	While	several	paragraphs	return	to	the	drain	theory,
with	 damning	 figures	 and	 statistics	 about	 the	 extent	 of	 Indian	 impoverishment,	 this	 time
Hyndman’s	point	was	one	about	resistance:

It	generally	happens,	however,	that	at	periods	of	very	great	misrule	comparative	trifles	produce	the	really	dangerous
crisis.	It	is	the	last	straw,	again,	that	breaks	the	camel’s	back.	All	over	Hindostan	to-day	we	have	got	what	is	called
‘unrest.’	 People	 are	 not	 satisfied.	 (Laughter)	 Just	 think	 of	 that!	 (Laughter)	 They	 are	 beginning	 not	 to	 like	 it!
(Laughter	and	applause)30

Here,	 Hyndman	 makes	 a	 point	 that	 would	 be	 made	 repeatedly	 in	 the	 interwar	 period	 in
relation	to	the	‘unfitness’	of	some	peoples	to	govern	themselves,	and	their	apparent	need	for
colonial	tutelage.	How	could	it	be	that	a	people	(he	does	refer	specifically	to	‘Hindus’	here)
with	such	a	great	history	of	art,	architecture,	industries	and	‘all	that	goes	to	make	greatness’
behind	 them	now	find	 themselves	 so	deeply	 impoverished	by	an	apparently	beneficial	 rule
which	contends	that	‘these	people	are	not	capable	of	managing	their	own	finances	today?’31
Quite	 simply,	 had	 India	 not	 been	wealthy	when	 they	 arrived	 there,	 the	British	would	have
‘scuttled	out’	quickly.	Beyond	that	–	and	there	 is	no	mistaking	the	contextual	radicalism	of
Hyndman’s	 position	 here	 –	 the	 direction	 of	 tutelage	 was	 the	 other	 way	 around:	 ‘We	 owe
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much	of	our	science,	much	of	our	mathematics,	much	of	our	religion,	and	much	of	our	laws
to	these	people	who	cannot	govern	themselves!’32	For	Hyndman,	the	scale	of	the	resistance
now	would	make	its	effects	felt:	‘We	have	kept	India	to	a	large	extent	because	Indians	have
let	 us	 do	 so.’33	 He	 was	 referring	 to	 the	 agitation	 that	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 this	 chapter	 –	 the
movement	 which	 gathered	 pace	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 Partition	 of	 Bengal	 in	 1905,	 an	 event
which	 ‘brought	 home	 to	 the	 people	 of	 India	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 British	 government	 was	 a
despotism’.34	 Confronted	 with	 repression	 in	 the	 face	 of	 perfectly	 legitimate	 objections	 to
misrule,	Indians	‘do	not	altogether	appreciate	the	beauties	of	injustice,	even	when	committed
by	 Englishmen’.35	 Hyndman	 would	 also	 make	 the	 point	 that	 Englishmen	 too	 had	 been
involved	 in	 the	 agitation	 for	 India’s	 rights	 against	 its	 rulers,	 rulers	who	 ‘if	 you	were	 at	 all
dangerous,	my	dear	 fellow-countrymen	…	would	play	exactly	 the	same	game	with	you’.36
He	would	 end	with	 a	 cautionary	 allusion	 to	 the	Haitian	 leader	Touissant	L’Ouverture	–	 an
‘early	and	terrible	disaster’	might	yet	fall	upon	British	rule	in	India.

Thus,	it	is	not	wholly	true	that,	in	the	decades	before	1914,	arguments	about	empire	were
‘conducted	with	minimal	attention	to	the	desires	or	rights	of	the	colonised’.37	It	was	also	the
case	 that	debates	whose	participants	sought	 to	conduct	 themselves	without	attending	 to	 the
views	 and	 the	 ‘rightful	 aspirations’	 of	 the	 colonized	 themselves	 were,	 in	 some	 instances,
disrupted	and	 reconfigured	by	 the	assertion	of	 those	 rights	 and	desires.38	When	 some	who
were	prone	to	advocating	benevolent	tutelage	in	a	liberal	vein	travelled	to	colonial	contexts,
witnessed	unrest	on	 the	ground,	and	engaged	with	 the	militantly	disposed,	 it	was	 they	who
found	 themselves	 being	 tutored	 instead.	 Re-reading	 the	 travel	 memoirs	 of	 progressive
Edwardians	 who	 visited	 India	 before	 the	 First	 World	 War,	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 Swadeshi
agitation,	 this	 chapter	 suggests	 that	 the	 seeds	 of	 a	 more	 sustained	 and	 equal	 engagement
between	British	and	Indian	critics	of	empire	from	the	late	1920s	onwards	were	sown	during
this	 period	 of	 politicized	 encounters	 on	 travels.39	 For	 all	 that	 late	 Victorian	 and	 early
Edwardian	critiques	of	empire	can	be	read	in	terms	of	the	familiar	liberal	posture	of	insisting
that	imperial	pledges	be	fulfilled,	it	is	impossible	to	miss	the	extent	to	which	‘the	embers	of
unrest	which	are	always	smouldering	there’	become	ever	more	salient	in	the	dispatches	and
memoirs	of	sympathetic	political	travellers	to	colonial	contexts.40	Where	India	in	particular
was	concerned,	aspirations	to	benevolence	were	tested	and	disrupted	by	‘the	undercurrent	of
bitterness	and	discontent’	which	ran	 through	 the	 last	decades	of	 the	nineteenth	century	and
which	would	take	radical	form	as	the	‘Swadeshi’	movement	gathered	pace	in	the	early	years
of	the	twentieth	century.41	Indeed,	even	some	of	those	who	very	much	believed	in	the	model
of	Britain	‘teaching	freedom’	and	imparting	‘national	aspirations’	to	its	Indian	colony	would,
through	 their	 travels	 in	 India,	 come	 to	a	 less	one-sided	understanding	of	how	 resistance	 to
colonial	 rule	 was	 evolving.	 It	 is	 at	 this	 point	 that	 the	 idea	 of	 self-emancipation	 begins	 to
come	more	determinedly	into	the	frame	of	discussion,	albeit	in	nascent	form,	paving	the	way
for	the	more	evolved	internationalism	which	would	emerge	in	the	post-war	decades.	While,
as	Nicholas	Owen	suggests,	British	anti-imperialist	work	could	often	be	structured	unequally,
‘seeking	to	alter	the	relationship	between	the	Indians	and	the	raj	without	much	altering	the
relationship	between	the	emancipating	sympathiser,	and	the	emancipated	Indian’,	these	roles
were	 not	 stable,	 and	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	Swadeshi	movement,	 broadly	 understood,	 could
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also	 undergo	 pedagogical	 reversal	 with	 the	 colonial	 subject	 becoming	 the	 tutor.42	 These
moments	 of	 disruption	 and	 reconfiguration	 are	 a	 necessary	 part	 of	 the	 longer	 story	 of	 the
development	of	British	criticism	of	empire	and	metropolitan	anticolonialism.

The	Line	of	Most	Resistance:	Edwardian	Dissenters	and	the	‘Unrest	in
India’
In	 his	 important	 and	 illuminating	 work	 on	 the	 British	 left	 and	 India	 in	 the	 context	 of
metropolitan	anti-imperialism,	Owen	makes	a	series	of	useful	observations	about	the	terms	of
engagement	between	British	 liberals	 and	 leftists	 on	 the	one	hand	 and,	 on	 the	other,	 Indian
nationalists	 of	 different	 stripes.43	 He	 argues	 that	 anti-imperialist	 work	 in	 Britain	 was
constantly	hampered	by	a	basic	tension	‘between	linked-up	agitation	and	sustaining	a	liberal
in	 office’.44	 While	 it	 had	 proved	 a	 useful	 shared	 tool	 between	 British	 and	 Indian
constitutional	 campaigners	 who	 could	 call	 for	 reforms	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 gap	 between
‘liberal	 professions	 and	 imperial	 practices’,	 liberalism	 of	 the	 sort	 which	 drove	 the	 British
India	 Committee,	 for	 instance,	 was	 hamstrung	 by	 serious	 weaknesses.	 It	 was	 inherently
asymmetric,	tending	to	‘collapse	into	endorsement	of	Western	positions’,	and	predicated	on
the	idea	that	‘Indians	had	much	to	learn	and	little	to	teach’.45	 Its	professed	values	were	not
‘commonly	owned’	by	Indians	and	Britons,	since	it	was	presumed	to	be	taught	to	the	former
by	the	latter.	For	those	on	the	more	radical	side	of	the	new	movements	in	India,	‘the	need	to
reverse	these	flows	of	authority	and	power’	was	becoming	more	urgent.46	Once	the	Labour
Party	entered	the	picture	in	the	early	years	of	the	twentieth	century,	more	radical	figures	in
the	 Indian	movement,	 such	 as	 Lala	 Lajpat	 Rai,	 were	 optimistic	 about	 the	 prospects	 of	 an
alliance	with	them	and	other	socialists.	Owen	notes,	however,	that	this	prospect	‘had	its	own
difficulties’,	 including	 the	fact	 that	Swadeshi	 tactics	 like	boycotts	had	an	 impact	on	British
working-class	 interests,	as	did	Indian	protectionism.47	There	was	also	doubt	on	 the	Labour
side	 as	 to	whether	Congress	 aspirations	were	 compatible	with	Labour	 ideals.	Nonetheless,
when	 thirty	Labour	MPs	were	 returned	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 the	1906	election,	Keir	Hardie
‘promised	their	“strenuous	backing”	for	the	Indian	cause’.48	In	order	to	study	this	cause	and
the	ongoing	‘unrest’	in	India,	some	Labour	figures	visited	India,	and	Owen	argues	that	their
‘differing	perceptions	and	recommendations’	give	us	a	good	sense	of	Labour	responses	to	the
‘new	nationalism’.49	Another	 traveller	 of	 significance	was	H.	W.	Nevinson,	 a	well-known
journalist	who	was	also	a	member	of	the	Liberal	Club,	but	not	unsympathetic	to	the	Labour
cause.

Taking	a	slightly	different	route	from	Owen,	I	want	to	suggest	that,	in	at	least	some	cases,
something	 like	 a	 ‘reversal’	 of	 the	 flows	 of	 authority	 and	 knowledge	 took	 place,	 if	 only
provisionally	 and	partially.	The	 encounter	with	 the	unfamiliar	which	Owen	highlights	 as	 a
point	of	difficulty	for	Labour	sympathizers	with	the	Indian	cause	could	also	work	to	push	the
boundaries	of	understanding,	getting	them	to	think	against	the	grain	of	colonial	paternalism.
For	 these	 Edwardians	 who	 travelled	 to	 India,	 ambivalences	 about	 whether	 the	 Raj	 or
nationalists	would	be	better	 for	 this	 country	were	disturbed,	we	 see,	 not	 so	much	by	what
Homi	Bhabha	 famously	 termed	 ‘sly	 civility’	 but	 by	 being	 confronted	with	 the	much	more
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active	agitation	that	followed	in	the	wake	of	the	Partition	of	Bengal	in	1905.50	As	the	retired
colonial	administrator	Henry	Cotton	would	put	it,	deprecating	the	British	‘fashion	of	deriding
the	Indian	movement	as	a	mere	schoolboy	agitation’:

There	 is	 now	 a	 party	 of	 Indian	 nationalists	 who	 despair	 of	 constitutional	 agitation,	 and	 openly	 advocate	 the
establishment	of	an	absolutely	free	and	independent	form	of	national	government	in	India.	Their	aim	is	to	sever	the
connection	between	 India	and	England	altogether	and	at	 the	shortest	notice.	Their	object	 is	 to	propagate	a	violent
anti-British	agitation,	and,	by	any	means	in	their	power,	to	make	British	rule	impossible	in	India.51

Cotton’s	main	 interest	was	 in	ensuring	 that	 change	was	as	gradual	 as	possible,	or	 ‘without
disturbance’.52	While	Owen	rightly	notes	that	people	like	Hardie	and	Nevinson	were	puzzled
by	 the	 relative	 passivity	 and	 acquiescence	 of	 many	 adherents	 of	 the	 Congress,	 they	 also
encountered	severe	fractures	within	that	body,	and	a	milieu	of	turmoil	and	ferment	in	which
self-reliance	and	self-emancipation	were	being	theorized	and	propounded.	It	is	not	quite	the
case	 that	 it	was	 only	 among	 the	 ‘Extremists’	 that	 these	 travellers	 encountered	 figures	who
met	with	their	approval;	they	were	as	much	disconcerted	as	illumined	by	their	conversations
with	the	likes	of	Ghosh	and	Tilak,	whose	fierce	assertions	of	self	(religious	and	Hindu)	were
not	always	modulated	or	rendered	palatable	to	Western	consumption.	These	engagements,	I
suggest,	 did	 shape	 their	 thinking,	 and	 cannot	 be	 irrelevant	 to	what	Owen	 describes	 as	 the
‘more	confrontational	approach	in	Parliament’	taken	by	Hardie	and	others	upon	their	return
to	 England.	 Tellingly,	 when	 presented	 with	 an	 address	 by	 Tilak	 during	 his	 tour,	 Hardie
replied:	‘My	sympathies	were	always	with	India,	but	now	they’ve	grown	a	hundredfold.’53

Theorizing	Self-Rule

What	we	have	to	reckon	with,	especially	in	Bengal,	is	the	revolt	of	the	younger	generation,	and	this	revolt	draws	its
inspiration	from	religious	and	philosophical	sources	which	no	measures	merely	political,	either	of	repression	or	of
conciliation,	can	reach.

Valentine	Chirol,	Indian	Unrest

As	a	consequence,	throughout	Bengal,	there	were	meetings	that	proclaimed	that	this	partition	was	wrong,	improper,
and	altogether	despotic,	and	contrary	to	the	interests	of	the	people.

H.	M.	Hyndman,	The	Unrest	in	India

Although	the	 twentieth	century	had	begun	with	 the	Congress	still	 in	 the	hands	of	reformist
campaigners	 such	 as	 Gopal	 Krishna	 Gokhale	 and	 Sir	William	Wedderburn,	 the	 Swadeshi
movement	 in	 Bengal	 threw	 up	 a	 decisive	 ideological	 fault	 line	 within	 the	 Congress,
signalling	the	first	turn	to	radicalizing	and	consolidating	anticolonial	resistance	in	the	Indian
subcontinent.	The	bitterly	opposed	Partition	of	Bengal	 in	1905,	aimed	at	diffusing	growing
militancy	 in	 the	 region,	 resulted	 instead	 in	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 figure	 of	 the	 ‘Extremist’
whose	 militant	 agitational	 tactics	 were	 the	 counterfoil	 to	 the	 more	 traditional	 petitioning
mode	of	those	deemed	‘Moderate’.	Swadeshi	translates	to	‘of	one’s	own	country’,	 the	swa-
derived	 from	 the	Sanskrit	prefix	denoting	 ‘self’.	While	 the	 term	 ‘self-emancipation’	would
not	explicitly	appear	on	the	rhetorical	horizon	of	British	anti-colonialism	until	the	1930s,	the
idea	that	the	governed	would	claim	the	reins	of	governance	for	themselves	–	and	not	just	wait
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for	 them	 to	 be	 offered	 –	 would	 from	 this	 point	 on	 become	 an	 increasingly	 significant
dimension	of	critiques	of	empire	in	Britain.	With	its	rhetoric	of	non-cooperation	and	people’s
rule	 (as	 opposed	 to	 the	 Congress’s	 more	 traditional	 requests	 for	 a	 larger	 share	 in
government),	 Swadeshi	 set	 the	 stage	 for	 anticolonialism	 in	 India	 to	 grow	 into	 the	 mass
movement	that	it	would	fully	become	under	Gandhi’s	canny	tutelage	in	the	interwar	period.
The	 cognate	 notion	 of	 swaraj,	 or	 ‘self-rule’,	 which	 translates	 as	 ‘self-government’,	 could
either	 be	 deployed	 to	 suggest	 self-government	 as	British	 subjects	 or,	 as	 in	 Tilak’s	 famous
interpretation,	point	to	the	more	radical	version	of	full	independence	from	colonial	rule.54

By	 the	 time	 the	 distinctly	 authoritarian	 viceroy,	 George	 Curzon,	 undertook	 the	 fateful
division	 of	Bengal	 that	would	 set	 off	 a	whole	 new	 chain	 of	 events,	 ‘memories	 of	 rougher
times	had	grown	dim’.55	Curzon	had	taken	over	from	the	more	liberal	Ripon,	determined	not
to	yield	to	pressure	from	below:	‘If	we	are	weak	enough	to	yield	to	their	clamour	now,	we
shall	 not	 be	 able	 to	 dismember	 or	 reduce	 Bengal	 again;	 and	 you	 will	 be	 cementing	 and
solidifying,	 on	 the	 eastern	 flank	 of	 India,	 a	 force	 already	 formidable,	 and	 certain	 to	 be	 a
source	of	increasing	trouble	in	the	future.’56	In	the	Partition	of	Bengal	that	was	announced	in
late	1903	and	effected	in	mid	1905,	there	had	admittedly	been	‘an	unfortunate	disregard	for
local	sentiment	and	public	opinion’,	Lord	Minto	would	concede	some	years	 later,	when	he
took	over	as	viceroy	from	Lord	Curzon.57	Nonetheless,	given	 the	 indisputable	existence	of
political	agitation,	he	too	would	agree	that	 the	Partition	was	a	wise	move	–	one	that	would
lower	 the	 volume	 of	militant	 voices	 and	 contain	 ‘the	 growing	 power	 of	 a	 population	with
great	intellectual	gifts	and	a	talent	for	making	itself	heard’.58	He	could	not	have	been	more
wrong.	As	 the	historian	Sumit	Sarkar	–	whose	book	on	 the	Swadeshi	movement	 in	Bengal
remains	a	foundational	work	on	the	subject	–	notes,	‘with	startling	rapidity	after	July	1905,
the	 movement	 broke	 away	 from	 all	 traditional	 moorings,	 developed	 new	 techniques	 of
militant	action,	and	broadened	into	a	struggle	for	swaraj’,	or	self-rule.59	Aware	that	the	Indian
peasantry	and	poor	‘could	not	be	mobilised	by	appeals	couched	in	the	language	of	Western
progressives’,	 militants	 sought	 to	 develop	 an	 indigenous,	 if	 mainly	 Hindu	 and	 manifestly
upper-caste,	 grammar	 of	 resistance,	 ‘expressed	 in	 an	 enormous	 variety	 of	 causes	 and
campaigns,	 in	 opposition	 to	 rent	 rises,	 in	 defence	 of	 customary	 rights	 and	 religious
observances,	and	so	forth’,	and	deploying	methods	such	as	demonstration,	boycott	and	‘the
attempt	 to	 enforce	 collective	 action	 through	 the	 use	 of	 religious	 sanctions’.60	 As	 the
administrations	 in	East	Bengal	and	 the	Punjab	 responded	with	 repressive	 ferocity,	violence
erupted	across	these	regions;	1907	also	marked,	of	course,	the	fiftieth	anniversary	of	the	1857
uprising.	Although	the	stated	objectives	of	the	division	of	territory	were	administrative,	it	is
clear	 that	other,	more	political	motives	were	also	at	work,	 including	the	need	to	undermine
militancy	 and	 exploit	 religious-communal	 divisions	 by	 establishing	 separate	 Muslim-
majority	areas.	The	resistance	to	the	division	was	spun	by	colonial	administrators	as	merely
the	 attempts	 of	 various	 elite	 interest	 groups	 to	 protect	 their	 own	 zones	 of	 power	 and
influence.	 In	 fact,	 as	Keir	Hardie	would	 also	 note,	 disquiet	was	 far	more	widespread,	 the
partition	 ‘coming	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 last	 straw	 in	 a	 long	 series	 of	 humiliations’	 accompanied	 by
entrenched	 governmental	 indifference	 to	 modest	 requests.61	 Moreover,	 the	 much-disliked
Curzon	had,	 in	 the	space	of	a	 few	short	years,	managed	 to	put	 in	place	 legislation	curbing
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press	freedom	and	tightening	imperial	control	over	education.
While	ideas	of	self-assertion	and	self-reliance	were	not,	as	we	have	seen,	absent	in	British

India	in	the	late	nineteenth	century,	by	the	early	twentieth	century	a	series	of	events	had	won
them	 wider	 adherence	 and,	 importantly,	 a	 pan-Asiatic	 frame	 of	 reference	 –	 particularly
through	Japan’s	military	victory	over	Russia	in	1905,	and	the	Chinese	boycott	of	American
goods	in	response	to	discriminatory	immigration	laws.	Theorists	of	Swadeshi	like	Aurobindo
Ghose	 and	Bipin	Chandra	Pal	 explicitly	 referenced	 these	 events	 in	 calling	 for	 constructive
work	which	would	ignore	colonial	bureaucracy,	and	for	full-blown	passive	resistance	which
would	‘refuse	to	render	any	voluntary	and	honorary	service	to	the	government’;	this	extended
to	an	economic,	 judicial	and	educational	boycott.62	The	revolution	 in	Egypt,	as	well	as	 the
Mahdi	 uprising	 in	 the	 Sudan	 in	 the	 mid	 1880s,	 had	 demonstrated	 the	 power	 of	 unifying
appeals	to	faith,	and	this	would	inspire	what	was,	in	the	case	of	Swadeshi,	Hindu	revivalism.
The	 Swadeshi	 movement	 constructed	 itself	 very	 centrally	 around	 the	 Sanskritic	 idea	 of
atmashakti,	 which	 is	 generally	 given	 the	 loose	 translation	 of	 ‘soul	 force’	 –	 a	 concept	 that
would	 be	 central	 to	Gandhi’s	 later	 theorizing	 of	 swaraj	 as	 freedom.	 Forging	 a	 rhetoric	 of
belonging	and	pride	in	cultural	heritage,	Hindu	revivalism,	which	had	begun	to	gather	force
towards	 the	end	of	 the	nineteenth	century,	 ‘served	as	a	major	 stimulus	 for	 radicalism	even
while	 creating	 serious	 problems	 for	 the	 future’	 by	 further	 alienating	Muslims.63	 Muslims
were	 not	 entirely	 absent	 from	Swadeshi	 activism,	 however,	 and	 some	played	 an	 important
part	in	it	even	as,	over	time,	its	militantly	Hindu	rhetoric	exacerbated	communal	divisions.64
Despite	the	existence	of	Muslim	agitators	like	Liaqat	Husain,	who	was	active	in	organizing
strikes,	fundraising	and	boycotts,	and	the	support	of	journals	like	the	Mussulman,	Swadeshi
was	 hamstrung	 by	 its	 Hindu	 revivalism,	 as	 Rabindranath	 Tagore	would	make	 clear	 in	 his
famous	 The	 Home	 and	 the	 World,	 an	 early	 and	 powerful	 critique	 of	 the	 limitations	 of
nationalism.65	This	context	of	constructing	 the	 Indian	national	 ‘self’	by	deploying	some	of
the	 resources	 of	 Hinduism	 was	 the	 one	 that	 would	 be	 encountered	 by	 three	 progressive
Edwardians	 with	 different	 political	 affiliations	 –	 the	 journalist	 Henry	 Nevinson,	 and	 the
Labour	politicians	James	Keir	Hardie	and	Ramsey	MacDonald	–	when	they	arrived	to	study
the	‘unrest	in	India’;	this	would	necessarily	involve	an	engagement	with	Hinduism.

‘The	limits	of	endurance’:	Keir	Hardie’s	Seditious	Journey
In	 November	 1907,	 Aurobindo	 Ghose	 wrote	 a	 piece	 that	 began	 in	 characteristically
implacable	 fashion,	 noting	 that,	 while	 quite	 happy	 to	 hear	 tales	 about	 Russian	 tyranny,
Englishmen	were	 utterly	 impervious	 to	 hearing	 ‘home	 truths	 about	England’s	 dominion	 in
Hindusthan’.66	There	were,	he	believed,	a	few	exceptions	to	this	rule,	‘some	truly	noble	men
who	 hold	 humanity	 far	 higher	 than	 Imperialism’,	 but	 who	 are	 either	 refused	 a	 hearing	 or
‘contemptuously	ignored’	in	the	councils	of	the	Empire.67	Yet	one	voice	now	had	‘the	ear	of
the	civilised	world’,	breaking	through	the	unspoken	moratorium:	that	of	the	Labour	politician
James	Keir	Hardie.	He	was,	therefore,	received	with	Anglo-Indian	dismay:

The	hasty,	 hideous,	 indecent,	 savage	yell	 that	 has	been	 raised	by	 the	whole	of	 the	English	Press	 against	Mr	Keir
Hardie	because	he	has	dared	to	tell	the	truth	about	the	present	situation	in	this	country	is	a	striking	confirmation	of
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what	we	have	said	above	…	They	are	bursting	with	rage	because	their	long	and	unscrupulously	kept-up	fiction	of	a
just	and	benevolent	Indian	rule	has	been	exposed	in	all	its	ugliness	at	last	by	one	who	happens	to	be	an	Englishman
(Oh	the	sting	of	it!)	and	an	Englishman	of	power	and	prestige	too,	who	easily	has	the	ear	of	the	civilised	world.68

Aurobindo	 was	 referring	 to	 the	 stir	 caused	 in	 Britain	 by	 statements	 made	 by	 Hardie,	 the
working-class	Scot	who	was	one	of	the	founders	of	the	Labour	Party,	in	the	wake	of	his	visit
to	 India	 in	1907;	 the	Times	 reported	him	as	 ‘Fostering	 Indian	Sedition’.69	Long	 associated
with	 a	 small	 group	 of	 more	 radical	 voices	 on	 India	 in	 parliament,	 Hardie	 had	 already
garnered	 some	 notoriety	 for	 his	 views	 on	 India.	 In	 July	 1906,	 coached	 by	 the	 visiting
Congress	 leader,	 G.	 K.	 Gokhale,	 Hardie	 had	 made	 a	 speech	 in	 the	 House	 of	 Commons
attacking	conditions	 in	 the	Raj,	 from	 the	 rising	death	 rate	 to	 low	wages	 in	 textile	 factories
and	the	exclusion	of	Indians	from	administrative	posts.	When	he	finally	visited	India	in	1907,
the	 Labour	 leader	 toured	 Bengal	 under	 the	 guidance	 of	 Tilak	 and	 other	 Swadeshi
campaigners,	giving	supportive	speeches	 to	 their	 followers.	One	biographer	notes:	 ‘Exactly
what	he	said	in	his	speeches	there	was	the	subject	of	fierce	dispute;	but	there	is	little	doubt
that	he	gave	every	encouragement	 to	 the	Congress	movement’s	 campaign	 for	 Indian	home
rule.’70	 Hardie	 was	 blamed	 for	 the	 outbreak	 of	 riots,	 and	 there	 were	 calls	 for	 him	 to	 be
deported,	 leading	 Vladimir	 Lenin	 to	 comment	 happily	 that	 ‘the	 whole	 of	 the	 English
bourgeois	press	raised	a	howl	against	the	“rebel”	’.71	It	is	in	this	uproar	that	Aurobindo	finds
vindication	for	his	own	uncompromising	stance	against	mendicancy,	noting	that	the	attempts
to	drown	out	Hardie’s	‘disengaged’	voice	make	clear	that	‘England	will	not	give	us	anything
unless	we	can	force	her	to	her	knees,	this	is	the	only	moral	to	which	the	present	outrageous
clamour	of	the	English	Press	points’.72

Based	on	articles	he	wrote	for	the	Independent	Labour	Party’s	paper,	the	Labour	Leader,
Keir	Hardie	published	a	volume	entitled	India:	Impressions	and	Suggestions,	which,	despite
its	indeed	impressionistic	mode,	embodies	some	of	the	shifts	and	tensions	I	am	talking	about
here.	Though	a	socialist,	this	Labour	Party	pioneer	was	not	–	as	indeed	most	British	socialists
at	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 century	 were	 not	 –	 a	 natural-born	 critic	 of	 the	 British	 imperial	 project.
India:	 Impressions	 and	 Suggestions	 moves	 symptomatically	 between	 a	 deep-seated
paternalism	 which	 urges	 liberal	 treatment	 of	 colonial	 subjects	 in	 the	 interests	 of	 empire,
vouching	 repeatedly	 for	 their	 loyalty,	 and	 a	more	 sombre	 sense	 that	 the	 disaffection	 with
imperial	rule	is	deep-rooted	enough	to	warrant	greater	convulsions.	Published	jointly	by	the
ILP	 and	 the	 Home	 Rule	 for	 India	 League,	 the	 book	 was	 influential,	 one	 of	 Hardie’s
biographers	 notes,	making	 ‘a	 considerable	 impact’	 and	 playing	 ‘a	major	 role	 in	 educating
British	 liberal	 opinion	 on	 Indian	 affairs’.73	 Contradicting	 the	 colonial	 claim	 that	 only	 the
educated	 Indian	 middle-classes	 were	 challenging	 the	 Empire,	 Hardie	 quickly	 came	 to	 the
conclusion	 that	 resistance	was	not	 confined	 to	 any	particular	 class	 or	 community,	 and	 that
there	 was	 in	 fact	 a	 widespread	 dissatisfaction	 with	 British	 rule	 underlying	 the	 boycott
movement.	‘Everything	in	India	is	seditious’,	he	noted	accurately,	‘which	does	not	slavishly
applaud	every	act	of	the	Government.’74	The	extent	of	agitation	also	becomes	clear	through
the	 depth	 of	 repression.	 Publishers	 were	 convicted	 of	 sedition	 for	 merely	 noting	 that
Europeans	who	murdered	 Indians	were	given	very	slight	sentences,	and	 the	 likes	of	Lajpat
Rai,	 the	 ‘agitator	 who	 voiced	 the	 grievance	 of	 the	 heavily-burdened	 peasants’,	 deported
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without	 trial	 to	 Burma.75	 In	 this	 siege-like	 context,	 ‘The	 Swadeshi	 movement	 grows	 and
spreads	on	every	hand.’76

If	Hardie	also	propagated	the	familiar	colonial	claim	that	Indians	were	largely	loyal	to	the
Empire	–	 it	 remains	unclear	what	he	based	 it	on,	unless	he	was	deliberately	misled	by	 the
Swadeshi	 activists	 who	 guided	 him	 through	 his	 travels	 –	 the	 agitation	 he	 witnessed	 was
serious	enough	for	him	to	understand	the	situation	in	terms	of	the	breaking	of	‘limits	even	to
Hindu	 endurance’	 among	 the	 ‘loyal,	 patient,	 and	 long-suffering’.77	 (We	 might	 recall	 here
Douglass’s	 famous	 assertion	 that	 the	 limits	 of	 tyrants	 are	 prescribed	 by	 the	 endurance	 of
those	whom	 they	 oppress.)	A	 great	 deal	 of	Hardie’s	 narrative	 is	 taken	 up	with	 registering
what	he	had	perhaps	not	anticipated:	the	breadth	of	‘resentment,	deep	and	bitter,	against	the
partition’.78	 Criticizing	 the	 familiar	 colonial	 canard	 that	 only	 the	 anglicized	 ‘Babu’	 was
involved	 in	 agitation,	Hardie	 points	 to	 the	 long-suffering	 tenant	 farmers	 or	 ryots	who	 had
been	 agitating	 against	 unfair	 revenue	 settlements	 and	 taxes	 and	 the	 conscription	 of	 labour.
Although	 Hardie	 ostensibly	 offers	 his	 suggestions	 towards	 India	 being	 pacified	 and	 kept
loyal	to	the	Raj,	a	great	deal	of	his	narrative	is	in	fact	devoted	to	showing	‘that	the	condition
of	 the	 Indian	 peasant	 has	 worsened’	 under	 British	 rule,	 and	 that,	 despite	 being	 ‘slow	 to
anger’,	 the	 rural	 poor	 have	 been	 agitating	 against	 their	 conditions.79	 Travelling	 in	 India	 –
from	 Bengal	 and	 Madras	 to	 Bombay,	 Poona,	 Delhi	 and	 the	 Punjab	 –	 and	 witnessing
disaffection	at	 first	hand	brought	Hardie	 to	 the	realization	 that	 the	situation	had	 little	 to	do
with	individual	colonial	administrators	or	their	goodwill,	which	he	never	doubts.	It	was	‘the
system	 now	 at	 work’	 which	 had	 produced	 grinding	 conditions:	 ‘Everywhere	 these	 kindly,
simple	people	are	full	of	discontent;	they	find	themselves	in	the	grip	of	a	set	of	circumstances
which	 they	 do	 not	 understand	 and	 which	 they	 cannot	 break	 through.’80	 Scandalously,	 for
colonial	bureaucrats,	‘the	people	of	India	are	but	so	many	seeds	in	an	oil	mill,	to	be	crushed
for	the	oil	they	yield’.81	As	Jonathan	Hyslop	notes,	Hardie’s	early	Christianity	had	sown	in
him	a	‘profound	moral	commitment	to	a	sense	of	human	equality’	which	underlay	his	ethical
socialism,	but	it	is	clear	from	his	narrative	that	the	scale	of	both	suffering	and	resistance	in
the	Raj	was	not	 something	he	had	 reckoned	with.82	 Like	Blunt	 some	years	 earlier,	Hardie
avers	that	the	answer	to	the	‘gathering	volume	of	unrest’	must	lie	in	self-government	–	‘the
solvent	to	which	we	must	look	for	dissolving	a	difficulty	rapidly	becoming	unbearable’.83

In	the	final	analysis,	Hardie’s	narrative	does	not	resolve	the	tension	between	insisting	that
India	and	 Indians	 (Hindus	 in	particular)	have	 ‘no	higher	ambition	 in	 life	 than	 to	 live	 loyal
under	the	British	flag’	and,	given	the	wider	context	of	insurgency	in	Asia,	worrying	that	‘if
unrest	 spreads	 throughout	 India	a	conflagration	may	one	day	break	out	 in	China,	 Japan,	or
even	nearer	home,	which	will	set	India	ablaze	and	burn	up	the	last	vestige	of	British	rule’.84
In	other	words,	 although	 the	 idea	of	 a	 full	 and	 immediate	break	 for	 India	 from	 the	British
Empire	eluded	him,	as	it	did	other	metropolitan	critics	of	empire,	it	certainly	took	the	form	of
a	violent	possibility.	Hardie	ends	his	narrative	with	a	clear	sense	 that	 there	can	be	 ‘no	real
pacification,	no	allaying	of	discontent’,	failing	some	effective	form	of	self-government,	and	it
was	 this	 partisan	 conclusion	 to	 his	 dispatches	 from	 India	 that	 had	Punch	 satirizing	Hardie
wearing	a	Scottish	miner’s	suit	and	waving	a	firebrand	labelled	‘sedition’.85	 In	the	wake	of
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Hardie’s	visit,	one	biographer	avers,	‘public	attention	had	been	focussed	on	the	question	of
the	government	of	India	as	it	had	never	been	since	the	days	of	the	Mutiny.’86	In	his	limited
and	somewhat	muddled	way,	Hardie	also	brought	into	the	frame	the	question	of	India’s	long
history	of	achievements	–	indeed,	its	‘historical	precedence	over	Western	civilization’.	This,
despite	some	patently	absurd	‘racial	nonsense’	on	shared	Aryan	heritage,	did	‘put	him	firmly
at	 odds	 with	 the	 emphasis	 on	 Indian	 incapacity	 which	 permeated	 contemporary	 British
political	 discourse’.87	 Those	 who	 followed	 him	 to	 India,	 like	 Nevinson	 and	 McDonald,
would	 pick	 up	 the	 question	 of	 India’s	 capacity	 for	 ruling	 itself,	 identifying	 the	 cultural
resources	the	nation-in-waiting	could	draw	on	to	do	so.

‘In	politics	there	is	no	benevolence’:	Tilak	and	Empire

For	over	a	generation	we	were	groping	in	the	dark,	begging	at	the	bureaucracy’s	doors,	beseeching	England	to	grant
us	what	no	nation	can	grant	to	another,	what	every	nation	must	achieve	for	itself	–	Swaraj	…	A	People	must	work	out
its	own	salvation!	That	is	the	meaning	of	the	New	Movement,	as	I	understand	it.

T.	L.	Vaswani

The	 most	 significant	 aspect	 of	 the	 post-1905	 fracture	 in	 Indian	 nationalism	 was	 the
emergence	of	a	new	type	of	leader	who	would	theorize	and	more	widely	propagate	the	idea
of	India	as	a	nation	with	a	distinct	‘national	self’.	Swaraj,	or	self-rule,	in	this	paradigm	was
to	be	based	not	on	‘an	Indian	use	of	the	British	forms	of	the	state’,	but	on	a	‘revolutionary
recasting	 of	 those	 forms	 to	 accord	 with	 Indian	 civilization’s	 value	 system’.88	 What	 is
important	for	our	purposes	is	the	corollary	insistence	on	a	very	different	mode	of	engagement
with	 the	British	 presence	 in	 India.	 Prominent	 among	 its	 key	 theorists	was	Bal	Gangadhar
Tilak,	who	was	one	of	the	organizers	of	Hardie’s	journey.	Tilak	told	Hardie	that	his	side	of
the	Congress	–	the	‘New	Party’,	as	it	was	known	–	‘is	not	going	to	depend	any	longer	on	the
Liberals	or	other	political	parties	in	England	to	achieve	its	objective	of	Swaraj’,	even	as	he
urged	 the	 British	 politician	 to	 make	 the	 case	 for	 Indian	 self-rule	 to	 his	 electorate.89	 A
monumental	1907	speech	by	Tilak	in	Calcutta	gives	us	a	flavour	of	the	views	he	is	likely	to
have	communicated	 to	 the	political	 travellers	who	engaged	with	him.	In	 it	he	 laid	out	with
clarity	 the	 radical	 break	 from	 past	 modes	 of	 resistance,	 while	 noting	 that	 the	 terms
‘Moderates’	 and	 ‘Extremists’	 were	 necessarily	 subject	 to	 change	 over	 time.	 The	 idea	 of
benevolent	imperial	rule	was	itself	contradictory,	for	‘in	politics	there	is	no	benevolence’.90
This	 meant	 that	 appealing	 to	 and	 depending	 on	 liberal	 politicians	 for	 concessions	 were
inherently	 futile,	 not	 least	 because	 empire	 routinely	 turned	 political	 liberals	 into	 de	 facto
conservatives.	 Entirely	 new	 methods	 were	 now	 called	 for:	 ‘The	 Old	 party	 believes	 in
appealing	to	the	British	nation	and	we	do	not.’91	In	words	reminiscent	of	Afghani’s	call	to	the
fellahin,	and	indeed	the	admonitions	of	the	Morant	Bay	agitators	to	their	fellow	blacks,	Tilak
defined	freedom	as	an	act	of	agency,	entirely	constituted	by	the	actions	of	those	who	would
be	 free:	 ‘What	 the	New	Party	wants	 you	 to	 do	 is	 to	 realise	 the	 fact	 that	 your	 future	 rests
entirely	in	your	own	hands.	If	you	mean	to	be	free,	you	can	be	free;	if	you	do	not	mean	to	be
free,	you	will	fall	and	be	for	ever	fallen.’92	Words	were	not	to	be	dispensed	with	entirely,	but
wielded	differently	 than	by	 those	who	would	plead,	 pray	 and	petition;	 this	 time,	 the	 ‘self’
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asserted	 itself	 by	withdrawing	 cooperation,	 refusing	 to	 be	 ‘willing	 instruments	 of	 our	 own
oppression	in	 the	hands	of	an	alien	Government’.93	 In	one	sense,	Tilak’s	point	was	sharply
materialist:	only	attacks,	 like	boycott,	directly	on	 ‘their	pocket	or	 interest’	would	have	any
impact	 on	 a	British	 electorate,	 for	 it	 ‘must	 be	 a	 fool	 indeed	who	would	 sacrifice	 his	 own
interest	on	hearing	a	philosophical	 lecture’.94	At	another,	 it	was	that	freedom	constitutively
required	self-liberation.	Empire	was	a	machine,	he	would	note	 in	another	speech,	 this	 time
given	in	Marathi,	in	which	he	reminded	his	audience	of	their	own	role	in	sustaining	the	Raj
as	 ‘the	 useful	 lubricants	 which	 enable	 the	 gigantic	 machinery	 to	 work	 so	 smoothly’.95
Economic	force	could	give	radical	words	their	bite,	rendering	them	less	easily	dismissed	as
the	‘howl’	of	‘a	few	agitators’.96

The	Justice	of	Indian	Disquiet:	Henry	Nevinson’s	‘New	Spirit’
Not	long	before	he	was	sentenced	to	transportation	in	1908	for	‘sedition’,	Tilak	was	also	one
of	the	first	major	Extremist	figures	whom	the	journalist	Henry	Woodd	Nevinson	met	after	he
arrived	 in	 India	 in	 late	 1907.	 Nevinson	 was	 a	 well-known	 war	 correspondent	 who	 had
achieved	a	measure	of	fame	for	his	reporting	from	the	Graeco-Turkish	war	in	1897,	and	then
the	Second	Boer	War.	His	brief	for	the	Manchester	Guardian	and	the	Glasgow	Herald	was	to
examine	and	report	on	the	Swadeshi	agitation	and	‘the	movement	in	India	known	as	“unrest”
[which]	 was	 becoming	 continually	 more	 urgent	 or	 more	 dangerous	 in	 its	 demands	 and
actions’.97	 Once	 in	 India,	 he	would	 travel	 extensively,	 covering	 famines	 and	 plagues,	 and
talking	in	depth	with	Moderate	leaders	like	Gopal	Krishna	Gokhale	–	who	introduced	him	to
others	as	a	sympathizer	–	as	well	as	the	Extremists,	Tilak,	Aurobindo	and	Bipin	Chandra	Pal.
In	addition,	Nevinson	attended,	and	sometimes	gave	speeches	at,	several	political	meetings,
and	was	 present	with	Rutherford	 at	 the	 eventful	 annual	Congress	 conference	 in	 Surat	 that
year,	which	resulted	in	an	historic	fracture	that	would	not	be	mended	until	1916.	Uneasy	at
the	extent	of	his	engagement	with	oppositional	figures	and	his	presence	at	‘seditious’	political
events,	 the	 British	 Indian	 government	 became	 progressively	 colder	 to	 Nevinson,	 Viceroy
Minto	 describing	 the	 fifty-one-year-old	 as	 ‘a	 dangerous	 sort	 of	 young	 gentleman’.98
Nevinson’s	account	of	this	insurgent	conjuncture	in	India,	collated	in	his	book	The	New	Spirit
in	 India,	 makes	 for	 absorbing	 reading	 as	 a	 combination	 of	 travelogue,	 political	 history,
colonial	discourse	analysis	and	memoir.	Illustrated	with	arresting	photographs	of	both	high-
profile	 figures	 and	 ordinary	 people,	 as	 well	 as	 landscapes,	 the	 evocative	 narrative	 takes
Nevinson’s	reader	across	vast	 tracts	of	 the	country	that	he	traversed	over	a	few	months.	Its
accounts	 ranging	 from	personal	 conversations,	 interviews	 and	 private	 encounters	 to	 public
meetings,	religious	processions	and	Congress	conferences,	with	hefty	doses	of	historical	and
geographical	information	stirred	in,	the	book	ends	with	a	summary	of	the	political	situation
and	a	series	of	recommendations	for	remedial	measures.99	Along	the	way,	it	develops	a	sharp
critique	 of	 British	 rule	 in	 India,	 drawn	 substantially	 from	 what	 Nevinson	 witnessed	 and
learned	 during	 his	 journey	 –	which	was	 also	 one	 of	 witnessing,	 appalled,	 how	 his	 fellow
Britons	behaved	with	their	pith	helmets	on.	If,	at	one	level,	The	New	Spirit	 is	an	attempt	to
render	the	adversarial	Indian	‘new	spirit’	legible	to	a	British	readership,	at	another	it	is	also
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an	acknowledgement	of	 the	difficulty	of	doing	so	given	both	 the	recalcitrance	of	 this	spirit
itself	and,	 to	no	small	extent,	 the	unfamiliarity	and	opacity	of	 its	Hindu	moorings.	Even	as
Nevinson	 appears	 to	 come	 up	 with	 a	 set	 of	 legible	measures	 to	 address	 the	 situation,	 his
narrative	is	unable	to	shake	off	the	sense	that	the	Empire	is	up	against	intractable	opposition
that	will,	in	due	course,	bring	it	to	an	end.	It	is	likely	that	Nevinson	approached	the	task	of
writing	The	New	Spirit	with	 ‘distaste’	and	‘uncertainty’	not	because	he	was	repelled	by	 the
rise	of	Extremism,	as	his	biographer	Angela	John	infers,	but	because	he	found	himself	unable
to	deploy	familiar	liberal	categories	with	customary	surefootedness.100	It	is	certainly	of	some
significance	that	a	book	originally	to	be	titled	India	in	Unrest	(from	the	Raj’s	point	of	view)
would	change	its	title	to	reflect	instead	how	many	in	India	now	felt	about	the	Raj.

Although,	 as	Owen	 argues,	Nevinson	was	 uneasy	 from	 the	 start	with	 the	 acquiescence
and	‘over-politeness’	he	perceived	in	Indians,	he	did	not	in	fact	arrive	in	India	ready,	‘from	a
comfortable	 position	 of	 invulnerability	 to	 the	 raj,	 to	 urge	 defiance	 upon	 those	 in	 a	much
weaker	position’.101	There	is	little	in	this	memoir	to	indicate	that	Nevinson	toured	India	with
a	 prefabricated	 radical	 position	which	 he	 then	 enjoined	 upon	 his	 interlocutors.	What	 took
place,	 firstly,	 was	 that	 Nevinson	 saw	 for	 himself	 the	 manifold	 problems	 and	 resentments
generated	 by	 the	 Raj’s	 misrule:	 ‘It	 is	 difficult	 to	 define	 how	 far	 the	 most	 paternal	 of
Governments	is	responsible	for	the	excesses	of	its	children,	to	whom	it	refuses	the	common
rights	 of	 grown	 men.’102	 He	 also	 noted	 that	 paternalism,	 indeed	 even	 mere	 ‘sympathy’,
would	no	 longer	cut	 it:	 ‘It	might	be	 that,	 in	old	days,	 the	Englishman	found	 it	easier	 to	be
sympathetic	with	natives	whom	he	could	treat	as	dear	good	things.	But	educated	Indians	had
come	to	detest	such	sympathy	as	only	fit	for	pet	animals,	and	both	races	were	beginning	to
notice	 the	 change.’103	 Secondly,	 not	 least	 but	 not	 only	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	 pondering	 the
religious	 grammar	 and	 iconography	 of	 the	 Extremists	 via	 Tilak	 and	Aurobindo,	Nevinson
engaged	with	everyday	Hinduism	and	Hindu	worship	traditions.	He	did	not	study	them	in	the
way	that	Blunt	did	Islam,	or	come	to	consider	himself	either	an	Indian	or	a	Hindu,	but	he	did
find	himself	 pondering	both	 identity	 and	difference	 at	 the	 intersection	of	political	 ferment,
religious	 revivalism	 and	 bitter	 divisions	 on	 the	 question	 of	 resistance.	 He	 experienced	 no
dramatic	political	conversion	in	the	manner	of	Blunt,	departing	India	as	the	leftish	liberal	he
had	arrived	as,	but	one	whose	sense	of	where	change	would	come	from	had	been	nonetheless
reconfigured.

Nevinson’s	 account	 of	 his	 own	 passage	 to	 India,	 not	 unlike	 his	 friend	 E.	M.	 Forster’s
novel	 of	 that	 title,	 is	 a	 narrative	 about	 encountering	 and	 attempting	 to	 come	 to	 terms	with
difficulty	 in	 a	 milieu	 shaped	 by	 resistance.104	 Both	 texts	 end	 with	 the	 aspiration	 to
conciliation	undermined	by	an	awareness	of	present	intractability.	Nevinson’s	delineation	of
a	spirit	 that	 is	both	new	and	notably	difficult	 is	considerably	more	thoughtful,	and	at	 times
more	radical,	than	his	memoir’s	ending	might	suggest.	Indeed,	Nevinson’s	titular	phrase	and
central	 insight	 is	one	 that	Forster	appears	 to	echo	a	 few	years	 later	when	writing	his	 justly
famous	novel	 of	 India,	 in	which	 the	 narrator	 observes	 that	 ‘a	new	spirit	 seemed	 abroad,	 a
rearrangement,	which	 no	 one	 in	 the	 stern	 little	 band	 of	whites	 could	 explain’.105	 Here	we
must	distinguish	 the	 inability	 to	 ‘explain’	 from	 the	ambivalences	 and	uncertainties	 that	 are
familiar	 to	us	 from	much	colonial	discourse	analysis.	Neither	Forster	nor	Nevinson	uphold
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uncertainty	 for	 its	 own	 sake	 (indeed,	 Nevinson	 does	 his	 best,	 clumsily,	 to	 override	 his).
Rather,	what	emerges	is	a	radical	disruption	of	liberal	pieties	without	an	abandonment	of	the
imperative	to	learn	–	to	know	more	and	know	better.	Benita	Parry’s	illuminating	reading	of
Forster’s	text	argues	that	A	Passage	to	India	is	a	novel	which	exceeds	its	generally	cautious
critique	of	empire	and	basically	liberal	politics	in	a	more	profound	dissidence.	This	emerges
specifically	 in	 the	novel’s	 reconfiguring	of	 India	 ‘as	a	geographical	 space	and	social	 realm
abundantly	occupied	by	diverse	intellectual	modes,	cultural	forms,	and	sensibilities’.106	It	is
fair	to	say	that	The	New	Spirit’s	‘dissident	place’	also	lies	less	in	its	critique	of	the	colonial
situation	 –	 though	 that	 is	 not	 insignificant	 –	 than	 in	 its	 recognition	 of	 the	 existence	 of
‘cognitive	 traditions	…	 inimical	 to	 the	British	presence’.107	This	mainly	 takes	 the	 form	of
grappling	 with	 the	 difficulties	 of	 understanding	 Hindu	 religious	 thought,	 for,	 like	 Forster,
Nevinson	sidelines	India’s	‘long	traditions	of	mathematics,	science	and	technology,	history,
linguistics,	 and	 jurisprudence’.108	 Unlike	 Forster,	 Nevinson	 gives	 Islam	 and	 the	 Islamic
presence	 in	India	short	shrift,	 restricting	his	 interviews	to	 just	one	Muslim	nobleman.	Both
Nevinson	 and	 Hardie	 are	 culpable	 of	 engaging	 somewhat	 uncritically	 with	 the	 Hindu
chauvinism	 of	 Tilak	 and	 some	 of	 his	 adherents,	 particularly	 their	 claims	 about	 Hindu
victimization	at	the	hands	of	Muslims.	Nonetheless,	Nevinson’s	apprehension	of	the	political
possibilities	 embedded	 in	 certain	 forms	 of	 (more	 egalitarian	 and	 ecumenical)	 everyday
Hinduism	identify	these	as	providing	the	adversarial	basis	for	a	more	complete	resistance	to
colonial	 rule	 and	 its	 corollaries.	 His	 is	 a	 text	 which	 engages,	 like	 Forster’s,	 with	 colonial
India	 ‘as	 an	 agent	 of	 knowledge	 and	 an	 adversary	 to	 imperial	 rule’,	 disrupting	 British
colonial	self-representation	in	the	process.109

Tilak	was	one	of	the	first	Extremists	Nevinson	spent	time	with.	The	most	orthodox	Hindu
among	 the	 nationalist	 leaders	 the	 British	 journalist	 met,	 Tilak	 did	 not	 come	 across	 as
especially	radical.	While	he	comments	on	Tilak’s	implacable	observance	of	caste	restrictions,
which	extended	 to	not	eating	or	 sharing	a	 roof	with	a	European,	and	describes	him	as	one
whose	orthodox	Hinduism	‘often	reacts	against	the	forces	of	progress’,110	Nevinson’s	report
of	Tilak’s	political	views	suggests	that	the	leader	was	not	seeking	to	sever	connections	to	the
British	 Empire	 as	 such,	 at	 least	 not	 in	 the	 present,	 but	was	 holding	 out	 for	 ‘colonial	 self-
government’.111	His	 differences	with	 the	Moderates,	 Tilak	 appears	 to	 have	 told	Nevinson,
were	largely	those	of	tactics:	where	the	former	sought	to	influence	British	public	opinion,	the
Extremists	 had	 ‘determined	 on	 other	 methods’.112	 The	 two	 Tilak-ite	 ideas	 that	 Nevinson
would	 reiterate	 in	 his	 own	 account	 were	 that	 Indian	 unity	 was	 itself	 a	 consequence	 of
resistance	to	British	domination,	and	that	the	ignorance	and	indifference	of	the	British	public
towards	 the	 Indian	 situation	 had	 led	 to	 the	 present	 impasse.	 Citing	 extensively	 from	 both
‘The	Tenets	 of	 the	New	Party’	 and	 ‘The	 Shivaji	 Festival’,	Nevinson	 engaged	with	 Tilak’s
critique	of	colonial	benevolence:	‘He	did	not	believe	in	the	philanthropy	of	British	politics.
There	was	no	instance	in	history	of	one	foreign	nation	ruling	another	for	 the	benefit	of	 the
other	and	not	for	its	own	profit.’113	This	insight	had	implications	for	tactics	of	resistance,	and
Nevinson	would	grasp	this	fully,	citing	from	Tilak’s	essay	‘The	Shivaji	Festival’:	‘An	appeal
to	 the	 good-feeling	 of	 the	 rulers	 is	 everywhere	 discovered	 to	 have	 but	 narrow	 limits.’114
While	Nevinson	readily	acknowledged	the	difficulty	of	trying	to	‘understand’	Tilak’s	beliefs
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in	 themselves,	 the	 ‘strange	 significance’	 of	 the	 Maratha	 leader,	 with	 his	 enthusiasm	 for
Shivaji	and	Hindu	mythologies,	was	nonetheless	legible	to	his	British	interlocutor,	certainly
insofar	as	Tilak	appears	 to	have	couched	his	observations	 in	 the	eminently	comprehensible
language	 of	 demands	 for	 self-government	 and	 a	 right	 to	 representation.115	 ‘Our	 motto	 is
“Self-reliance,	 not	 Mendicancy”	 ’,	 Tilak	 told	 Nevinson,	 reprising	 the	 formulation	 that
Aurobindo	had	turned	into	the	Swadeshi	mantra.116

Nevinson	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 at	 least	 as	 impressed	 by	 the	 speakers	 and	 attendees	 at	 a
public	meeting	called	by	the	Extremists	on	Madras’s	Marina	beach.	With	a	certain	lyricism,
Nevinson	 describes	 ‘a	 line	 of	 white-robed	 students	 carrying	 a	 yellow	 banner’	 against	 the
backdrop	of	the	‘deep	and	ominous	colours’	of	a	monsoon	sunset,	telling	his	British	readers:
‘But	 there	 was	 no	 wild	 gesticulation,	 no	 frantic	 excess,	 such	 as	 we	 might	 imagine	 in	 a
fanatical	East.	A	Trafalgar	Square	crowd	is	more	demonstrative	and	unrestrained.’117	Though
he	 was	 deliberately	 countering	 stereotypes	 of	 the	 agitation	 prevalent	 in	 Britain,	 Nevinson
appears	also	 to	have	been	genuinely	moved	by	the	sights	and	sounds	of	 the	demonstration,
including	a	 little	boy	singing	the	nationalist	song	‘Bande	Mataram’	in	Tamil.	Providing	the
reader	with	a	full	translation	(as	does	Hardie),	he	notes	that	its	content	is	different	to	that	of	a
stirring	 European	 anthem,	 but	 that	 ‘the	 tenderness,	 the	 devoted	 love	 of	 country,	 and	 the
adoration	of	motherhood	are	all	characteristic	of	the	Indian	mind’.118	Nevinson	speaks	of	a
sense	of	‘quiet	reasonableness’	in	the	speeches	he	hears,	‘so	different	from	our	conception	of
the	Oriental	mind’.119	The	claims	made	 in	 these	 speeches,	 at	 least	 as	Nevinson	 interpreted
them,	were	not	hard	to	relate	to:	‘the	simple	human	rights	that	other	peoples	enjoy	–	the	right
to	 a	 voice	 in	 their	 own	 affairs,	 and	 in	 the	 spending	 of	 their	 own	money’.120	 These	 were
reassuringly	liberal	in	their	tenor,	of	course.	It	was	only	when	he	met	Aurobindo	a	few	weeks
later	 that	 Nevinson	 at	 last	 encountered	 the	 fully	 uncompromising	 face	 of	 the	 new
nationalism:

His	Nationalists	would	 let	 the	Government	 go	 its	 way	 and	 take	 no	 notice	 of	 it	 at	 all.	 They	 hoped	 nothing	 from
reforms;	 all	 the	 talk	 about	Legislative	Councils	 and	 Indian	members	 and	 the	 separation	of	 Judicial	 and	Executive
functions	was	meaningless	to	them.	They	did	not	spend	a	thought	upon	it.	In	fact,	the	worse	the	Government	was,	the
more	 repressive	 it	 became,	 and	 the	 less	 it	 inclined	 to	 reform,	 so	 much	 the	 better	 for	 the	 Nationalist	 cause.	 He
regarded	 the	Partition	of	Bengal	as	 the	greatest	blessing	 that	had	ever	happened	 to	 India.	No	other	measure	could
have	stirred	national	feeling	so	deeply	or	roused	it	so	suddenly	from	the	lethargy	of	previous	years.121

It	 is	 then	 that	 Nevinson’s	 own	 understanding	 that	 ‘a	 deeper	 spirit	 was	 at	 work’	 begins	 to
crystallize.122	Reading	Aurobindo’s	work	 in	 the	coming	days,	he	would	note	and	cite	 from
the	young	Bengali	political	philosopher’s	call	to	fellow	Indians	to	relieve	the	administration
of	its	duties	and	immediately	enact	self-governance	in	as	many	ways	as	possible.	‘No	growth
is	possible	under	perpetual	tutelage’,	Aurobindo	wrote.123	Contrasting	it	with	Tilak’s	canny
pragmatism,	 ‘the	 shrewd	 political	 judgement	 of	 Poona	 Extremists’,	 Nevinson	writes	 of	 ‘a
religious	 tone,	a	 spiritual	elevation’,	 in	Aurobindo’s	writings	 that	eluded	simple	 translation
into	liberal	categories:	‘Nationalism	to	him	was	far	more	than	a	political	object	or	a	means	of
material	improvement.	To	him	it	was	surrounded	by	a	mist	of	glory,	the	halo	that	mediaeval
saints	 beheld	 gleaming	 around	 the	 head	 of	 martyrs.’124	 Compelled	 though	 he	 is	 by
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Aurobindo’s	 brand	 of	 Extremism,	 it	 is	 also	 hard	 to	 miss	 the	 slight	 recoil	 from	 ‘what	 the
irreligious	mean	by	a	fanatic’.125

While	he	had	been	primed	by	Tilak	for	a	rejection	of	petitioning	as	a	political	 tactic,	 it
was	really	with	Aurobindo	that	Nevinson	saw	British	liberalism	comprehensively	challenged.
In	 a	 series	 of	 editorials	written	 for	 the	 English-language	 nationalist	 daily	Bande	Mataram
between	1906	and	1908,	Aurobindo	expounded	his	own	theory	of	‘the	new	spirit	which	has
gone	 out	 like	 a	mighty	 fire	 from	Bengal	 lighting	 up	 the	 whole	 of	 India’	 as	 constitutively
unavailable	to	compromise	or	moderation.126	(Nevinson’s	book	title	arguably	alludes	directly
to	Aurobindo’s	phrase.)	In	these	editorials	he	would	insist	that,	in	thinking	about	the	future	of
India,	reference	to	British	views	or	British	interests	was	a	fundamental	hindrance;	there	were
ample	other	resources	Indians	could	draw	on	to	think	about	a	destiny	independent	of	Britain.
‘The	new	movement	is	not	primarily	a	protest	against	bad	Government’,	he	would	observe,
but	‘is	a	protest	against	the	continuance	of	British	control;	whether	that	control	is	used	well
or	ill,	justly	or	unjustly,	is	a	minor	and	unessential	consideration.’127	Glossing	‘Extremism’	as
‘Democratic	Nationalism’,	Aurobindo	describes	Moderates	as	a	hybrid	species	who	thought
they	could	‘arrive	at	a	compromise	between	subjection	and	independence	–	a	half-way	house
between	 life	 and	 death’.128	 Aurobindo’s	 sardonic	 analysis	 of	 why	 imperialism	 found	 it
necessary	 to	 speak	 the	 language	 of	 liberalism	 is	 compelling.	 Once	 an	 openly	 aggressive
ideology	of	‘might	is	right’,	colonial	rule	was	impelled	in	the	nineteenth	century,	the	era	of
nationalism,	to	justify	itself	‘by	pretending	to	be	a	trustee	of	liberty,	commissioned	from	on
high	 to	 civilize	 the	 uncivilized	 and	 train	 the	 untrained	 until	 the	 time	 had	 come	when	 the
benevolent	 conqueror	 had	 done	 his	 work	 and	 could	 unselfishly	 retire’.129	 The	 colonial
subject	was	 ‘obliged	 to	 accept	 Englishmen	 on	 their	 own	 valuation’.130	 Yet	 thirty	 years	 of
engaging	English	liberals	such	as	Lord	Morley	through	patient	supplication	had	only	brought
in	 its	wake	 refusal,	 rejection	and,	with	 regard	 to	colonial	 subjects,	 the	continued	 insistence
that	 ‘they	 are	 not	 fit	 to	 receive’	 political	 reforms.131	 To	 the	 extent	 that	 liberalism	 engaged
with	 the	 subjects	of	 rule,	 it	was	not	 in	order	 actually	 to	 listen,	 redress	grievances	or	 allow
such	 engagement	 to	 influence	 administration,	 but	 because	 its	wary	 practitioners	 knew:	 ‘A
despotism	out	of	 touch	with	 the	people	 is	a	despotism	continually	 in	danger.’132	 Indeed,	 to
Aurobindo’s	 mind,	 acquiescence	 or	 ‘the	 slave’s	 politics’,	 as	 practised	 by	 Loyalists	 and
Moderates,	only	served	to	heighten	the	English	sense	that	Indians	were	unfit	for	freedom	–
which,	 he	 reminds	 his	 reader,	 necessitates	 struggle.133	 Where	 Europe	 fought	 for	 liberty
‘through	a	welter	of	blood	after	her	struggles	of	centuries’,	the	disapproval	and	resentment	of
Indian	 Moderates	 ‘find	 expression	 only	 in	 weeping	 and	 sobbing’,	 or	 ‘persistent
mendicancy’.134

Foreign	rule	was,	above	all,	incompatible	with	nationalism	for	the	masses,	rather	than	for
an	elite	 few	–	another	dig	at	 those	Moderates	who	only	 sought	a	place	at	 the	 table.	While
Aurobindo	determinedly	includes	Mughal	rule	under	the	rubric	of	the	‘foreign’,	he	does	note
that	‘it	immediately	naturalised	itself	in	India’,	unlike	that	of	the	British,	and	so	did	not	either
centralize	power	or	destroy	‘existing	organs	of	national	life’.135	(This	was	a	point	that	Ernest
Jones	had	also	made	in	his	editorials	fifty	years	earlier.)	Everything	now	depended	on	getting
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both	 Hindu	 and	 Muslim	 common	 people	 to	 join	 with	 the	 middle	 classes	 for	 a	 ‘common
salvation’.136	The	‘new	spirit’	itself	was	one	of	mass	mobilization	in	which,	for	the	first	time,
‘the	man	in	the	workshop	and	the	man	in	the	street	have	risen	in	revolt’.137	Echoed	in	this	by
Nevinson	 and	 others,	 Aurobindo	 pronounced:	 ‘The	 distinction,	 which	 Anglo-India	 has
striven	 to	 draw	 between	 the	 “Babu	 class”	 and	 the	 people,	 has	 in	 the	 Punjab	 ceased	 to
exist.’138	 Importantly,	Aurobindo	sets	emergent	 Indian	national	 self-consciousness	within	a
larger	 spectrum	 of	 international	 insurgency	 in	 Japan,	West	 Asia,	 China,	 North	Africa	 and
semi-Asiatic	Russia,	all	in	the	same	year,	1906–7;	there	were	also	indications	of	forthcoming
disturbances	 in	other	parts	of	 the	Far	East.	But	 since	 the	greatest	kindred	 ‘awakening’	had
been	 in	 the	Muslim	 or	 ‘Mohammedan’	world	 –	 in	Afghanistan,	 Persia	 and	 Egypt	 –	 India
could	 also	 draw	 inspiration	 from	 the	 Islamic	 world,	 becoming	 part	 of	 a	 wider	 ‘Asiatic
revival’.139	Indeed,	Aurobindo	describes	the	foreign	textile	boycott	strategy	of	Swadeshi	as
‘a	 jehad	 against	 foreign	 yarn’.140	 The	 ‘Asiatic’,	 for	 Aurobindo,	 encompasses	 both	 early
Christianity	and	Islam,	the	Prophet	Mohammed	being	one	of	those	who	‘tried	to	reestablish
the	Asiatic	 gospel	 of	 human	 equality	 in	 the	 spirit’.141	Responding	 partly	 to	 the	 critique	 of
those,	 like	 Rabindranath	 Tagore,	 who	 warned	 presciently	 against	 the	 exclusionary	 and
aggressive	aspects	of	Swadeshi,	Aurobindo	argued	that	the	call	to	boycott	British	goods	had
to	be	seen	not	as	a	‘gospel	of	hatred’	but	as	an	attempt	 to	create	 the	conditions	of	equality
without	which	‘there	can	be	no	real	love	and	good	feeling	except	such	as	exists	between	man
and	 some	 of	 the	 lower	 animals’	 (a	metaphor	 also	 used	 by	Nevinson,	 as	we	 have	 seen).142

Aurobindo’s	 rejection	 of	 ‘insulting	 patronage’	 and	 ‘degrading	 loyalty’	 is	 unequivocal.143
However,	 both	 caste	 hierarchies	 and	 Hindu	 dominance	 were	 undoubtedly	 blind	 spots	 for
Aurobindo,	who	would	 counter	 colonial	 apologetics	 by	 asking	 in	 a	 somewhat	 limited	 and
limiting	way	why,	 if	England’s	aggressive	social	divisions	were	no	bar	 to	 its	enjoyment	of
liberty,	caste	divisions	should	debar	Indian	freedom.

About	halfway	through	his	account,	Nevinson,	whom	Forster	described	as	possessed	of
the	temperament	of	a	soldier	and	‘the	outlook	of	the	saint’,	suddenly	poses	a	question	with
something	of	the	esoteric	about	it:	‘But	what	if	all	this	so-called	unrest	is	only	the	beginning
of	another	great	humanistic	 reform,	another	 incarnation	of	 that	“Lord	of	 the	World”	whose
attribute	is	equality?’144	This	reflection	was	inspired	not	by	his	meeting	with	Aurobindo,	but
by	a	visit	that	Nevinson	had	made	to	the	Jagannath	temple	at	Puri.	This	is,	in	many	ways,	the
most	remarkable	chapter	in	his	book,	akin	perhaps	to	the	‘Temple’	section	of	Forster’s	novel
of	 India,	 the	narrator	at	once	bewildered	and	compelled	by	witnessing	unfamiliar	 religious
rituals.	Deftly	invoking	common	ground	with	a	Chaucerian	allusion,	Nevinson	observes	that
late	in	middle	age	is	when	Indian	‘men	and	women	long	to	go	on	pilgrimage’,	for	‘the	field
has	 been	 sown	 and	 reaped,	 the	 buffalo	 fed,	 the	 taxes	 paid,	 the	 children	 tended,	 the	 cotton
garment	daily	washed’.145	Nevinson	also	deliberately	undermines	 the	 cultural	 ‘othering’	of
the	Hindu,	this	time	taking	on	the	fearsome	colonial	image	of	‘our	old	friend	Juggernath,	of
childhood’s	 stories	 and	 journalistic	 tags	 –	 the	 God	 in	 the	 Car,	 before	 whose	 bloodstained
wheels	 the	benighted	heathen	were	driven	by	deceiving	priests’.146	As	against	 this	 familiar
rendering	 of	 a	 fearsome	 despotic	 deity,	Nevinson	 draws	 out	 an	 alternative	 possibility,	 that
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here	 sits	 a	 unique	 shrine.	 Influenced	 perhaps	 by	 the	 Buddha’s	 egalitarian	 preaching,
Nevinson	speculates,	‘the	unaltering	rule	of	Juggernath’s	worship’	is	‘that	before	his	sight	all
castes	and	ranks	and	riches	are	equal,	and	the	woman	is	equal	with	 the	man’.147	 Inside	 the
temple	walls,	 caste	 distinctions	 are	 abolished	 as	 ‘Brahman	may	 eat	with	 sweeper’	 and	 the
warrior	with	 the	butcher:	 ‘It	 is	 the	 sacrament	 of	 equality,	 the	 consecration	of	mankind.’148
Nevinson	suggests	that	the	missionaries	who	first	came	up	with	the	story	of	the	abominable
Juggernath	were	incapable,	he	implies,	of	understanding	a	‘divine	passion’	for	union	with	the
eternal.	A	possibly	dialectical	relationship	between	equivalence	and	unfamiliarity,	or	between
commensurability	and	alterity,	 also	emerges	 in	his	 reflections	on	 the	 idols	 ‘upon	which	no
alien	may	look’.149	Conceding	that	it	might	be	too	much	to	identify	the	main	deity’s	sister	as
‘Liberty’	 and	 the	brother	 as	 ‘Fraternity’,	 he	 insists	 nonetheless	 that	 Jagannath	himself	 ‘has
beyond	question	 the	 attribute	of	Equality,	 and	 it	 seems	possible	 that	 it	 is	 just	 this	 glorious
attribute,	 and	 no	 deeper	 metaphysic	 reason,	 which	 gives	 his	 temple	 its	 place	 as	 the	 most
worshipped	fane	of	India’.150

This	 curious	 dialectic	 is	 significant	 not	 just	 for	 the	 interesting	 tensions	 it	 generates	 –
those,	 for	 instance,	 between	 ineffable	 faith	 and	 secular	 ethics,	 or	 between	 untranslatability
and	comprehension	–	but	because	it	is	clear	that	such	things	as	liberty	and	equality	are	to	be
found	embedded	in	this	most	non-European	of	contexts.	Like	Blunt,	Nevinson	does	not	see
‘humanistic	reform’	as	the	unique	provenance	of	the	West.151	He	does	not	romanticize	Hindu
practices	here;	indeed,	in	a	striking	parallel	he	notes:	‘Many	people	worship	what	most	they
fall	short	of,	just	as	in	England	we	struggle	to	worship	Christ,	whose	character	and	manner	of
life	differed	so	entirely	from	our	own.’152	Indian	society	is	deeply	unequal,	and	in	that	very
fact	might	lie	an	explanation	for	the	ease	with	which	colonial	rule	has	taken	root	there.	Yet,
as	 he	 has	 discovered,	 Indians	 also	 share	 a	 ‘longing	 for	 equality’.153	 In	 an	 extraordinary
meditation,	Nevinson	 then	 synthesizes	 the	 (Hindu)	 religious	 and	 (Indian)	 political,	 neither
erasing	cultural	specificity	nor	assigning	irreducible	otherness:

Throughout	India	we	are	witnessing	the	birth	of	a	new	national	consciousness,	and	with	it	comes	a	revival	of	dignity,
a	resolve	no	longer	to	take	insults	lying	down,	not	to	lick	the	hand	that	strikes,	or	rub	the	forehead	in	the	dust	before
any	 human	 being,	 simply	 because	 he	wears	 a	 helmet	 and	 is	 called	white.	 Like	 pilgrims	 bound	 for	 the	 shrine	 of
Juggernath	in	an	ecstasy	of	devotion,	the	leaders	of	India	are	inspired	by	that	longing	for	equality	which	is	always
springing	 afresh	 in	 human	 minds.	 If	 any	 one	 chooses	 to	 say	 that	 equality	 is	 like	 Juggernath’s	 Car,	 crushing
everything	equally	flat,	he	is	welcome	to	his	little	jest.	But	as	I	saw	the	white-robed	pilgrims	passing	into	the	temple,
there	 to	 partake	 of	 equality’s	 sacrament,	 I	 knew	 that	 these	 outward	 things	 were	 but	 the	 symbols	 of	 an	 invisible
worship,	which	may	renew	the	face	of	the	Indian	people,	and	save	ourselves	from	a	threatening	and	dishonourable
danger.154

The	identification	here	of	a	human	‘longing	for	equality’	which	renews	itself	periodically	in
the	 face	 of	 sclerosis	 is	 in	 telling	 contrast	 to	 his	 earlier,	 more	 familiar	 suggestion	 that	 the
British	 have	 sown	 the	 seeds	 for	 their	 own	 removal	 by	 offering	 an	 education	 in	 equality.
Indians	–	at	least	the	Hindus	(and	Buddhists)	he	has	in	mind	here	–	may,	in	fact,	have	cultural
and	 spiritual	 resources	of	 their	 own	out	of	which	 to	develop	a	philosophy	of	 equality,	 and
may	not	require	tutelage	at	all.	In	the	final	analysis,	Nevinson	would	attribute	the	‘unrest’	to
multiple	causes,	including	the	Partition	and	Japan’s	victory	over	a	great	European	power,	in
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addition	to	British	influence.	Though	he	would	tell	a	wandering	ascetic	with	whom	he	sat	in
meditation	in	Banaras,	‘Yours	is	the	Order	I	belong	to	by	nature’,	Nevinson	never	considered
himself	more	than	a	tourist	and	a	sympathizer	of	India’s.155	Even	so,	he	was	quick	to	observe
when	asked	by	a	group	of	Indians	to	intervene	against	Swadeshi	strictures	that,	if	he	had	been
an	 Indian,	 he	 ‘would	 have	 done	my	 utmost	 to	 dissuade	my	 countrymen	 from	 buying	 any
foreign	 goods	 at	 all	 till	 grievances	 had	 been	 redressed’.156	 The	 outraged	 British	 charges
against	Nevinson	of	disloyalty	are,	of	course,	hardly	surprising.

How,	 then,	 are	we	 to	 understand	Nevinson’s	 summative	 recommendations,	which,	 like
Hardie’s,	have	a	distinctly	 reformist	 flavour	–	somewhat	at	odds	with	 the	rest	of	 the	 text	–
and	certainly	speak	of	a	sense	of	‘benevolent	western	influence’?157	Owen	suggests	that,	for
Nevinson,	‘as	for	other	British	observers,	western	liberalism,	confronting	the	new	Extremist
spirit	in	India,	had	hit	the	buffers	of	its	understanding’.158	This	is	true,	but	only	partially	so.
What	 Nevinson	 did	 accept,	 particularly	 after	 witnessing	 the	 fisticuffs	 and	 fractures	 of	 the
Surat	Congress	of	1907,	in	which	Moderates	and	Extremists	literally	came	to	blows,	is	that
what	 had	 arisen	 in	 the	 country	 was	 indeed	 ‘a	 different	 and	 difficult	 spirit’.159	 Yet	 he
concludes,	albeit	with	negative	reasoning:	‘When	the	very	worst	that	can	be	said	against	our
rule	 has	 been	 said,	 the	 substitution	 of	 Russia’s	 rule	 for	 ours	 would	 be	 an	 incalculable
disaster.’160	 Offered	 towards	 a	 temporary	 continuance	 of	 rule	 based	 largely	 on	 negative
reasoning,	Nevinson’s	proposed	reforms	are	also	formulated	as	a	corrective	to	unacceptable
British	 colonial	 behaviour:	 ‘Our	 indifference	 to	 the	 Indian	 peoples,	 from	 whom	 we	 are
continually	sucking	so	much	of	our	wealth,	 is	universal	and	invariable.’161	Any	changes	 in
metropolitan	 attitude	 could	 be	 elicited	 ‘only	 at	 long	 intervals	 after	 outbreaks	 of	 bloodshed
and	 threatenings	 of	 revolt’.162	 The	 Extremist	 case	 is	 echoed	 in	 Nevinson’s	 assertion	 that
pleadings	 based	 on	 ‘constitutional	 propriety’	 and	 order	 have	 had	 ‘no	 influence	 upon	 the
action	 of	 the	 Indian	 government,	 and	 no	 influence	 upon	English	 opinion	 at	 home’.163	 The
‘unrest’	 of	 Swadeshi,	 by	 contrast,	 had	 ensured	 that	 ‘England	 during	 1907	 and	 1908	 has
probably	 paid	 more	 attention	 to	 India	 than	 at	 any	 time	 since	 the	 Mutiny’.164	 The	 fact
remained,	too	–	and	here	Nevinson	was	prescient	about	Gandhi	and	Gandhi’s	methods	–	that
religion	 and	 politics	 could	 not	 be	 kept	 separate,	 for	 ‘the	 events	 of	 the	 last	 few	years	 have
given	to	national	politics	 the	place	once	held	by	theology’.165	There	is	little	to	suggest	that
Nevinson	 either	 disapproved	of	 this	 turn	 of	 affairs	 or	 believed	 it	 to	 be	 a	 danger	 to	 India’s
future,	 but	 he	 did	 certainly	 suggest	 that	 a	 degree	 of	 moderation	 –	 that	 of	 a	 Gokhale,	 for
instance	 –	 might	 be	 the	 way	 forward	 for	 the	 present.166	 It	 is	 as	 though,	 having	 read	 the
writing	on	the	wall,	Nevinson’s	imagination	stops	short	of	envisioning	a	final	break	between
India	 and	 the	Empire.167	 This	 is	 not	 unlike	 the	 situation	Conrad,	 according	 to	Said,	 found
himself	in	when	writing	Heart	of	Darkness;	he	maintains	an	ironic	and	critical	distance	from
the	 imperial	 project	 but	 ‘does	 not	 give	 us	 the	 sense	 that	 he	 could	 imagine	 a	 fully	 realized
alternative	to	imperialism’	beyond	European	tutelage.168

By	the	end	of	his	account,	Nevinson	stands	in	the	reconfigured	space	between	the	liberal
humanitarian	framework	with	which	he	had	arrived	in	India	and	the	insights	he	has	gleaned
from	 his	 sojourn	 there,	 including	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 ‘difficult’	 spirit	 and	 ‘the	 line	 of	 most
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resistance’	 have	 made	 thoughts	 of	 imperial	 benevolence	 obsolete.169	 While	 he	 can	 never
quite	relinquish	the	British	colonial	idea	that	the	quests	for	liberty	and	equality	are	now	deep-
rooted	 ‘plants	 that	 we	 ourselves	 have	 generously	 set	 in	 India’,	 he	 also	 observes	 quite
categorically	 that	 the	Swadeshi	movement	had	 expanded	 into	 a	 ‘much	wider	movement	 in
self-reliance	…	quite	independently	of	our	influence’.170	Gone	is	the	absolute	certainty	that
Britain	is	the	sole	fountainhead	of	political	thought;	Nevinson’s	rhetoric	on	where	aspirations
to	liberty	derive	from	is	now	far	more	qualified:	‘Many	things	have	combined	to	create	a	new
spirit,	and	we	have	ourselves	contributed	much.’171	This	means	that	the	usual	question	posed
by	critics	of	empire	–	what	should	Britain	do?	–	must	now	be	inverted,	with	the	agency	of
Indians	at	 its	centre:	 ‘The	question	 immediately	before	India	now	is,	which	of	 two	courses
with	regard	to	ourselves	the	new	spirit	as	a	whole	will	take.’172	To	ask	India	to	continue	to
acquiesce	 in	 the	British	 presence	 for	 the	 common	 good	 is,	 he	 acknowledges,	 a	 long	 shot,
requiring	‘a	sweet	reasonableness	and	a	strength	of	character	which	few	men	in	any	nation
possess’.173	It	is	not	for	Indians	to	cooperate;	Britain	must	ask	itself	‘whether	we	are	to	hold
the	new	spirit	fairly	on	our	side,	and	to	co-operate	with	it’.174	It	is	Britain,	too,	which	must
undertake	 Burkean	 remedial	 measures,	 and	 give	 up	 vulgar,	 extenuating	 relativism,
particularly	the	‘weary	ineptitude	that	“East	is	East,	and	West	is	West”	’.175

Nevinson	 never	 became	 an	 anticolonial	 radical	 in	 the	mould	 of	 Blunt,	 with	 whom	 he
shared	the	combination	of	conservative	aesthetic	tastes	and	liberal	political	inclinations,	but	it
would	be	churlish	and	dishonest	not	 to	recognize	 the	extent	 to	which	his	dissidence	on	 the
Indian	questions	was,	 like	his	 friend	Forster’s,	 at	 a	 considerable	distance	 from	 the	 regnant
notions	 of	 his	 time.	 Indeed,	 reviewing	 A	 Passage	 to	 India	 in	 1924,	 Nevinson	 offered	 a
strikingly	trenchant	takedown	of	colonial	discourse:

It	 is	unfortunate	 that	 the	very	name	of	 India	arouses	despair	or	 indifference	 in	British	hearts.	Our	average	citizen
thinks	 vaguely	 of	 a	 vast	 country	 inhabited	 by	 hordes	 of	 brown	 or	 blackish	 ‘natives’,	 who	 worship	 strange	 and
improper	 gods,	 are	 given	 to	 atrocious	mutinies	 and	massacres,	 and	would	 fight	 horribly	 among	 themselves	 if	 the
controlling	power	of	England	were	withdrawn	…	There	have	been	stages	in	our	knowledge	or	our	ignorance.	There
was	the	stage	of	the	‘Nabobs,’	when	India	was	a	dream	of	diamonds	and	gold	and	pearls	…	the	stage	when	India	was
to	us	the	scene	of	widows	burnt	alive,	madmen	swinging	themselves	by	hooks	from	poles	as	an	act	of	sanctity,	and
worshippers	flinging	 themselves	beneath	 the	bloody	wheels	of	Juggernaut;	 from	which	abominations	only	English
missionaries	could	save	them.176

Adding	to	this	list	the	‘Kipling	stage’	of	the	British	Empire,	in	which	he	had	been	brought	up
and	 which	 he	 had	 had	 to	 think	 against,	 Nevinson	 deprecates	 the	 falseness	 of	 all	 of	 these
conceptions,	 but	 notes	 that	 there	 have	 been	 some	 shifts	 in	 opinion	 since	 the	 ‘widespread
horror’	 generated	 by	 both	 the	 Amritsar	 massacre	 and	 ‘the	 growing	 insistence	 of	 Indians
themselves’	 on	 taking	 control	 of	 their	 destinies.177	 He	 may	 have	 formally	 opted	 for
gradualism,	as	both	Owen	and	John	note,	but,	along	with	that	of	Hardie,	his	work	in	the	press
also	 ‘helped	 inform	 the	 public	 from	 radically	 different	 perspectives	 from	 those	 generally
promulgated	by	the	British	Raj’.178	Nevinson’s	project,	in	the	end,	was	really	about	fostering
a	degree	of	self-awareness	and	self-reflexivity	among	his	fellow	Britons	when	it	came	to	the
Empire.	Modest	as	this	achievement	may	have	been,	it	helped	create	the	ground	for	more	far-
reaching	criticism.
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The	Brief	Awakening	of	Ramsay	MacDonald
Another	 fact-finding	 traveller	who	went	 to	 India	 two	 years	 after	Hardie	 and	Nevinson,	 in
1909,	to	examine	the	‘unrest’	and	report	back	on	it	was	the	former’s	parliamentary	colleague,
the	Labour	 politician	Ramsay	MacDonald,	who	 in	 the	 1920s	would	 become	Britain’s	 first
Labour	prime	minister.	Aurobindo,	not	hostile	but	sceptical,	had	this	to	say	about	him:

Mr	Macdonald	belongs	to	the	new	thought,	but	he	is,	we	believe,	one	of	those	who	would	hasten	slowly	to	the	goal.
He	has	not	the	rugged	personality	of	Mr	Keir	Hardie,	but	combines	in	himself,	in	a	way	Mr	Hardie	scarcely	does,	the
old	culture	and	the	new	spirit.	He	has	as	broad	a	sympathy	and	as	penetrating	an	intelligence	as	Mr	Nevinson,	but	not
the	latter’s	quick	intensity.	Nevertheless,	behind	the	slow	consideration	and	calm	thoughtfulness	of	his	manner,	one
detects	hidden	iron	and	the	concealed	roughness	of	the	force	that	has	come	to	destroy	and	to	build,	some	hint	of	the
rugged	outlines	of	Demogorgon,	the	claws	of	Narasingha	…	So	far	as	an	Englishman	can	help	India,	and	that	under
present	 circumstances	 is	 hardly	 at	 all,	 he	 certainly	 wishes	 to	 help.	 It	 is	 not	 his	 fault	 that	 the	 blindness	 of	 his
countrymen	and	the	conditions	of	the	problem	in	India	make	men	like	him,	perforce,	 little	better	than	sympathetic
spectators	of	the	passionate	struggle	between	established	privilege	and	a	nation	in	the	making	that	the	world	watches
now	in	India.179

Like	 Hardie,	 MacDonald	 had	 been	 born	 into	 a	 Scottish	 labouring	 milieu;	 his	 own
engagement	with	imperialism	began	with	debates	around	the	Boer	War	(1899–1902),	which
he	and	many	others	of	 a	 liberal	persuasion	opposed.	As	Peter	Cain	has	noted,	MacDonald
was	critical	of	aspects	of	imperial	policy,	but	was	no	anticolonialist;	on	the	contrary,	he	had
‘some	strong	leanings	towards	what	can	be	regarded	as	conventional	imperial	sentiments’.180
His	narrative	account,	The	Awakening	of	 India,	which	 is	based	on	 reports	he	wrote	 for	 the
Daily	Chronicle,	was	also	the	most	conventional	of	the	travelogues	examined	here	in	terms
of	 its	 narrative	 structure,	 replete	 with	 the	 obligatory	 account	 of	 the	 sea	 voyage	 and	 short
ethnographic	 portraits	 of	 various	 ‘types’	 of	 Indians	 he	 encountered	 during	 his	 visits	 to
princely	 courts,	 and	 so	 on.	 It	 is	 also	 perhaps	 the	most	 literary	 of	 these	 otherwise	 political
narratives.	MacDonald’s	expressed	views	on	British	rule	in	India,	formed	before	he	arrived
there	and	not	entirely	dislodged	by	the	time	he	left	–	his	trip	interrupted	by	a	general	election
–	are	taken	straight	from	the	chapbook	of	liberal	imperialism;	‘the	historical	fact	remains	that
England	saved	India’,	he	notes,	also	trotting	out	the	familiar	claim	that	‘the	warring	elements
in	Indian	life	need	a	unifying	and	controlling	power’.181	Given	so	strident	a	view	on	the	need
for	British	 rule,	we	must	ask,	what	 then	 led	MacDonald	 to	 the	conclusion	 that,	 in	 the	end,
‘the	 house	 in	 which	 we	 are	 sheltering	 our	 official	 hopes	 is	 built	 on	 the	 sand’?182	 What
accounts	for	the	sense	of	imperial	doom	invoked	at	the	very	beginning	of	a	narrative	which
also	insists	on	the	British	desire	to	do	the	right	thing?

If	any	one	reading	these	pages	detects	in	them	an	unhappy	suggestion	that	all	is	not	well	in	India,	that	unsettlement	is
getting	worse,	that	we	have	not	yet	found	the	way	of	peace,	that	the	West	might	be	more	hesitating	in	asserting	the
superiority	of	its	materialist	civilisation,	I	confess	he	will	only	have	detected	what	is	actually	my	feeling.183

Read	carefully,	The	Awakening	of	India	 is	an	account	of	how	a	liberal	imperialist’s	journey
through	 India	 disrupted	 some	 of	 the	 cherished	 tenets	 of	 liberal	 imperialism.	 This	 is	 what
makes	 the	 text	 less	 of	 ‘an	 easy	 afternoon’s	work	 for	 a	 theorist	 of	 colonial	 discourse’	 than
might	be	expected,	or	at	least	one	which	requires	more	than	either	denunciation	of	colonial
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stereotypes	or	the	familiar	resort	to	claims	of	ambivalence	as	always	already	embedded	in	the
colonial.184	 If	 it	 is	 an	 account	 of	 the	 prototypical	 ‘awakening	 of	 India’,	 a	much-favoured
colonial	trope	at	the	turn	of	the	century,	MacDonald’s	is	also	an	awakening	by	India.	Towards
the	 end	 of	 his	 account,	 MacDonald	 would	 opine,	 perhaps	 surprising	 himself	 as	 much	 as
anyone	else:	‘On	the	whole	I	therefore	regard	the	future	as	belonging	to	Nationalism.’185

Upon	arrival	 in	 the	country,	MacDonald	finds	 it	 less	amenable	 to	explanatory	narration
than	he	might	have	liked.	About	a	third	of	the	way	through	his	account,	after	several	lyrical
passages	 that	 provide	 a	 tourist’s	 view	 of	 India	 –	 with	 evocative	 descriptions	 of	 minarets,
temples,	palaces	and	narrow	lanes,	and	finding	impenetrable	‘their	mysteries	of	devotion	and
deceit,	of	holiness	and	blackguardliness’	–	MacDonald	suddenly	announces:	‘I	have	written
of	India;	but	before	one	has	been	here	a	week,	one	doubts	if	India	exists.’186	This	is	partly	an
admission	of	the	difficulty	of	narrating	the	India	of	multitudinous	singularity	within	a	liberal
paradigm	of	 comprehension	and	equivalence.	 It	 is,	 to	use	Edward	Said’s	words,	 a	 familiar
acknowledgement	 of	 the	 difficulties	 of	 codifying	 in	 writing	 India’s	 ‘vastness,
incomprehensible	creeds,	secret	motions,	histories	and	social	forms’.187	It	is	also,	however,	a
comment	on	the	complexities	of	Indian	politics,	which	elude	both	British	administrators	and
the	well-meaning	British	supporter	of	Indian	causes.	Is	there	even	such	a	thing	as	an	Indian
nation-in-waiting?	‘At	first	sight,	and	on	the	surface’,	writes	MacDonald,	‘India	appears	to	be
a	land	where	people	live	side	by	side	but	do	not	form	a	national	community.	The	hope	of	a
united	India,	an	India	conscious	of	a	national	unity	of	purpose	and	destiny,	seems	to	be	the
vainest	of	vain	dreams.’188	Such	observations	were	not	unfamiliar,	of	course	–	they	routinely
underpinned	arguments	 for	 the	unifying	 importance	of	British	 rule.	But	MacDonald	would
use	 them	 as	 a	 point	 of	 departure	 to	 investigate	 both	 the	 diversity	 of	 aspirations	 he
encountered	and	the	challenges	faced	by	those	who	sought	to	give	those	aspirations	national
form.

While,	 like	Nevinson	and	Hardie	before	him,	he	believes	 that	Britain	has	given	Indians
‘the	spirit	which	craves	for	nationality’	and	‘taught’	 them	the	principles	 through	which	that
craving	can	be	translated	into	definite	political	demands,	much	of	Macdonald’s	argument	is
actually	taken	up	with	what	he	has	learned	from	his	encounters	–	that	Indian	nationalism	in
the	wake	of	Swadeshi	has	found	imaginative,	spiritual	and	political	resources	of	its	own.189
Having	 studied	 a	 variety	 of	 Indian	 newspapers	 of	 different	 political	 shades,	 including	 the
nationalist	 Swaraj	 and	 Karmayogin;	 having	 met	 a	 range	 of	 figures,	 from	 Aurobindo	 to
Gokhale	 (both	 of	 whom	 he	 cites);	 having	 read	 novels	 like	 Anandamath	 and	 listened	 to
Tagore’s	poetry	being	 sung,	Macdonald	 is	moved	 to	 recognize	 that	 there	 is	 a	 spirit	 abroad
which	‘is	living.	It	is	independent.	It	is	proud	of	itself.	It	challenges	the	foreigner	and	draws
inspiration	from	its	own	past.’190	The	issue	is	how	the	British	in	India	deal	with	it,	and	here
the	 blustering	 ‘I	 know’	 of	 the	 colonial	 administrator	 will	 simply	 not	 suffice;	 this	 spirit,
though	 ‘blurred	 by	 blackguardism,	 dulled	 by	 indifference,	 coarsened	 by	 deceit,	 is
nevertheless	in	its	purity	the	spirit	which	we	have	to	understand’.191	It	is	too	reductive	of	this
narrative	to	suggest	that	‘MacDonald	has	little	time	for	the	notion	that	India’s	past	provided
any	bases	for	building	democratic	institutions’,	or	that	he	came	away	from	India	convinced
that	only	‘gradualism	and	compromise	would	work’.192	He	was	undoubtedly	critical	of	much
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that	he	saw,	including	the	ways	in	which	Hinduism	relegated	vast	swathes	of	the	population
‘to	a	 life	 little	 removed	 from	 that	of	 the	beasts	 that	perish’	–	people	whose	 lives	were	 less
sacred	than	that	of	a	cow.193	The	only	one	of	the	travellers	of	this	moment	to	be	pertinently
and	presciently	critical	of	the	‘hard	and	bigoted’	Hindu	chauvinist	and	upper-caste	moorings
of	Hindu	revivalism,	MacDonald	also	asked	pertinently	whether	a	certain	kind	of	nationalist
was	really	seeking	a	united	India	or	simply	‘the	dominance	of	his	own	kind’.194	He	points	out
trenchantly	 and	 with	 some	 acuity	 that,	 as	 far	 as	 many	 of	 the	 oppressed	 castes	 were
concerned,	‘Indian	Nationalism	means	Brahminism’.195

Even	so,	MacDonald	argued,	as	Nevinson	had,	that	it	made	no	sense	to	insist	that	religion
and	politics	be	kept	separate	in	a	context	where	they	never	had	been.	The	‘significance	of	this
deification	 of	 India’	 in	 the	 ‘unconstitutional’	movement	 that	 rejected	 petitioning	 had	 to	 be
grasped	in	its	specificity	in	order	 to	understand	the	present	moment,	but	 it	was	not	entirely
without	a	British	parallel:	‘The	Indian	assassin	quotes	his	Bhagavad	Gita	just	as	the	Scottish
covenanter	quoted	his	Old	Testament’,	and	 inspires	youths	 to	 ‘cast	constitutionalism	 to	 the
four	winds’.196	Swadeshi	–	and	its	hold	on	the	Bengali	imagination	and	beyond	–	had	to	be
understood	 for	 what	 it	 was	 because	 ‘on	 the	 shores	 of	 its	 enthusiasm	 it	 will	 throw	 up	 the
bomb-thrower	as	a	 troubled	sea	 throws	up	foam,	and	from	it	all	will	come	India	–	 if	 India
does	 ever	 come’.197	 His	 advice	 to	 his	 fellow	 Britons	 with	 an	 interest	 in	 India	 is	 simple:
acknowledge	that	there	is	as	much	hostility	to	and	‘insane	suspicion’	of	British	rule	as	there
was	 before	 the	 Mutiny.198	 To	 overlook	 this	 seething	 resentment	 is	 to	 be	 ‘like	 the
inexperienced	 summer	boatman	who	 trusts	 himself	 to	 a	 sea	 subject	 to	 angry	 storms	which
arise	without	warning	and	apparently	 from	all	 the	quarters	of	heaven	at	 the	 same	 time’.199
Making	a	point	of	visiting	women’s	clubs	and	reading	papers	and	magazines	edited	by	Indian
women,	 MacDonald	 also	 observed,	 against	 the	 grain	 of	 stereotypes,	 that	 the	 strength	 of
Swadeshi	 was	 due	 to	 Indian	 women	 who	 were	 active	 protesters,	 so	 that	 it	 was	 ‘sheer
blindness	 to	 overlook	 the	 women’s	 influence	 as	 a	 factor	 in	 the	 unrest’.200	 For	 all	 that	 he
appreciated	what	 Swadeshi	means	 both	 for	 India	 and	 for	British	 rule	 in	 India,	Macdonald
notes,	 not	 inaccurately,	 that	 its	 economics	 are	 in	 fact	 based	 on	 capitalist	 and	 Western
thinking,	and	thus	are	‘not	going	to	carry	India	very	far’,	since	Indian	capitalists	simply	want
to	exploit	India	themselves.201	‘Individual	capitalism’,	he	notes,	‘is	proving	itself	to	be	even
more	destructive	of	 the	best	 that	 is	 in	 India’	 than	 it	has	been	 in	 the	West,	where	 it	 is	 ‘less
alien’	in	civilizational	terms.202	Another	pernicious	aspect	of	colonial	 rule	 is	 the	erosion	of
the	agency	of	colonial	subjects,	the	Pax	Britannica	in	India	having	been	‘bought	at	the	price
of	her	own	initiative	…	The	governed	are	crushed	down.	They	become	subjects	who	obey,
not	citizens	who	act.’203	Colonial	rule	has	undermined	cultural	resources,	rendering	Indians
into	copyists	and	‘hewers	of	wood	in	their	national	industrial	economy’.204

Towards	 the	 end	 of	 his	 narrative,	 MacDonald	 offers	 a	 more	 qualified	 assessment	 of
Britain’s	 role	 in	 India,	 insisting,	 like	 Nevinson	 and	 Hardie	 before	 him,	 on	 its	 continued
importance	 but	 acknowledging	 that	 its	 benevolent	 aspects	 might	 be	 a	 corollary	 to	 less
edifying	ones:	‘Under	our	protection	India	has	enjoyed	a	recuperative	quiet.	If	we	cannot	say
that	our	rule	has	been	a	necessary	factor	in	the	development	of	Indian	civilisation,	we	can	say
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that	in	view	of	historical	Indian	conditions	it	has	been	a	necessary	evil.’205	Yet,	MacDonald
is	 beset	 by	 the	 sense	 that	 the	 India	 he	witnesses	 in	 ‘living’	 struggle	will	 not	 yield	 to	 such
liberal	 certainties	 and	 equivalences:	 ‘You	 feel	 insignificant	 before	 it,	 just	 as	 a	 decently
minded	prize-fighter	would	feel	insignificant	before	a	saint.	The	difference	which	separates
you	from	it	cannot	be	bridged.’206	At	one	level,	this	is	close	to	what	Benita	Parry	describes	in
her	 reading	 of	 A	 Passage	 to	 India	 as	 ‘the	 time-honored	 topos	 of	 a	 mysterious	 land’;	 as
Forster	would	ask:	‘How	can	the	mind	take	hold	of	such	a	country?’207	In	MacDonald’s	case,
the	insistence	on	‘the	difficulty	of	getting	a	mental	grasp	of	what	India	is’	serves	to	undercut
and	leaven	his	own	attempts	–	and	those	of	the	‘Anglo-Indians’	he	both	sympathizes	with	and
criticizes	–	to	assimilate	Indian	nationalism	to	a	ready-made	explanatory	framework	in	which
it	 is	simply	 the	 legatee	of	British	pedagogy.208	And	so,	MacDonald’s	narrative	ends	with	a
dual	gesture:	the	first,	like	Nevinson’s,	a	normative	call	to	British	administrators	to	liberalize
their	rule	and	make	it	more	consultative	with	the	ruled,	in	order	to	secure	‘the	fulfilment	of
our	work	 in	 India’;209	 and	 the	 second,	a	 reiteration	of	 the	 admission	made	 in	 the	narrative
preface	of	India’s	recalcitrance,	of	‘something	hidden	in	its	heart	which	you	will	never	know
…	 Thus,	 your	 attempts	 to	 understand,	 thwarted,	 laughed	 at,	 denied	 every	 time,	 become
maddening.	India	eludes	you	to	the	last.’210	He	would	go	so	far	as	to	invert	a	familiar	binary
to	 suggest	 that	 India	was	 communist	 and	 pantheistic,	 ‘centred	 in	 the	 universal’,	while	 the
West,	‘centred	in	the	particular,	 is	 theistic	and	individualist’.211	Having	offered	a	recipe	for
improving	 administration,	 MacDonald	 ends	 with	 a	 long,	 impassioned	 peroration	 on	 the
temporariness	 of	 any	 rule;	 his	 assurances	 that	 the	 expulsion	 of	 the	 Raj,	 of	 ‘our	 good
government’,	from	India	is	a	long	way	off	are	also	undercut	by	the	contrapuntal	insight	that
‘a	revolution	could	bury	 it	 in	 its	own	dusty	ruins’.212	Strikingly,	for	what	 is	 intended	as	an
account	of	a	political	engagement	between	two	nations,	the	last	lines	of	the	memoir	ask	much
more	 fundamental	 and	 distinctly	 un-pragmatic	 questions	 of	 the	 imperial	 (and	 capitalist)
project:	‘Are	the	pursuits	we	have	taught	India	to	follow	anything	but	alluring	shadows?	Is
the	 wealth	 that	 we	 are	 telling	 her	 to	 seek	 anything	 but	 dust	 and	 ashes?’213	 The	 riddle,
MacDonald	says,	is	troublesome,	while	the	last	lines	of	his	narrative	are	curiously	redolent	of
the	devotional	Hindu	rhetoric	of	Swadeshi	as	MacDonald	calls	for	Britain	to	welcome	India’s
rise:	 ‘Her	Destiny	 is	 fixed	 above	 our	will,	 and	we	 had	 better	 recognise	 it	 and	 bow	 to	 the
Inevitable.’214	 For	 a	 politician	 –	 indeed,	 a	 future	 prime	 minister	 –	 this	 is	 a	 formidable
concession	 about	 the	 power	 of	 anticolonial	 agitation.	 Certainly	 he	 had	 come	 to	 a	 clear
recognition	of	the	existence	of	other	historical	experiences	and	trajectories	which	challenged
the	 British	 assumption	 of	 exemplary	 status,	 placing	 themselves	 ‘on	 a	 pedestal	 as	 the	 one
example	for	men’:	‘At	the	root	of	most	of	our	mistakes	is	the	assumption	that	India	should
copy	us.’215	MacDonald	would	comment	again	on	Swadeshi	activists	in	a	later	work:	‘They
believed	in	India	and	did	not	believe	in	Europe.	They	believed	in	their	own	civilization	and
not	in	ours.	Their	ideal	was	an	India	sitting	on	her	own	throne,	mistress	of	her	own	destiny,
doing	homage	 to	her	own	past.	They	shook	 the	Government	more	 than	 it	has	been	shaken
since	the	Mutiny.’216
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The	Sense	of	a	Beginning
I	have	argued	that	the	quarter-century	or	so	spanning	the	years	leading	up	to	the	formation	of
the	 Indian	National	Congress	 in	1884	and	 the	aftermath	of	 the	Partition	of	Bengal	 in	1905
functioned	as	a	kind	of	pedagogical	watershed	for	many	British	liberals	and	radicals	with	an
interest	in	the	Indian	empire.	The	votaries	of	imperial	tutelage	in	nationalism	also	became	the
beneficiaries	 of	 an	 education	 in	 anticolonial	 resistance.	 Reformist	 assumptions	 were
deepened,	challenged	or	unsettled	by	their	encounter	with	‘unrest’	and	the	cultural	resources
and	possibilities	it	drew	on.	Back	in	Britain,	these	Edwardian	political	travellers	remained	a
dissident	minority,	but	their	interventions	in	the	media	and	in	parliament,	and,	in	the	‘level-
headed’	 MacDonald’s	 case,	 as	 ‘intermediary	 between	 the	 Indians	 and	 the	 British
Government’,	 were	 not	 without	 effect.217	 MacDonald	 was	 even	 invited	 to	 take	 up	 the
presidency	of	the	Indian	National	Congress	in	1911,	which	he	was	unable	to	do	because	of
his	 wife’s	 illness.218	 Moulton	 also	 observes	 that	 ‘without	 persistent	 Radical	 prodding	 the
constitutional	reforms	of	1909	would	probably	have	had	fewer	liberalizing	features’.219	What
matters	more	 than	 the	undoubtedly	circumscribed	 impact	 such	dissidents	may	have	had	on
policy	was	the	insight	that	figures	like	Hardie,	Nevinson	and	MacDonald	brought	back	from
their	travels	–	that	there	were	imaginative,	political	and	spiritual	resources,	drawn	from	South
Asian	 traditions,	 ‘that	might	provide	meaningful	correctives	or	alternatives’	 to	 those	put	 in
place	by	colonialism	or	offered	by	Britain	and	the	West’.220	Hilda	Howsin,	who	did	not	travel
to	India,	but	who	wrote	in	defence	of	the	Indian	cause	in	her	1909	work	The	Significance	of
Indian	Nationalism,	would	describe	this	as	the	presence	of	the	West	not	so	much	teaching	as
helping	regenerate	and	renew	‘in	India	the	consciousness	of	her	ancient	ideals,	of	her	latent
powers,	of	her	own	traditions	of	liberty,	of	justice,	of	self-ordained	constitutionalism’.221	The
spectre	 of	 ‘self-determination’	 now	 certainly	 haunted	 even	 modest	 and	 conditional
discussions	 of	 a	 greater	 share	 in	 rule	 for	 colonial	 subjects.	As	V.	H.	Rutherford,	who	 also
visited	India	during	this	period	and	would	become	a	prominent	parliamentary	advocate	of	the
Indian	 nationalist	 cause,	 would	 pointedly	 observe	 in	 his	 ‘Introductory	 Note’	 to	 Howsin’s
work:	 ‘Great	 Britain,	 the	 boasted	 home	 of	 Freedom,	 is	 face	 to	 face	 with	 a	 national	 and
patriotic	demand	 for	Freedom	on	 the	part	of	 India,	 and	 the	awful	question	arises:	Will	 the
British	 people	 exhibit	 sufficient	 moral	 courage	 to	 decide	 for	 Freedom,	 or,	 driven	 by	 a
cowardly	 and	 selfish	 Imperialism,	 plunge	 deeper	 into	 the	 Dead	 Sea	 of	 Despotism?’222
Interestingly,	for	Rutherford,	the	answer	to	this	question	would	determine	not	only	whether
Britain	could	take	credit	for	tutoring	‘a	sublime	and	bloodless	revolution’,	but	also	whether
Britons	 were	 in	 fact	 the	 ‘slaves’	 that	 the	 anthem	 to	 Britannic	 rule	 denied	 they	 were.223
Howsin	 ends	 her	 own	 tract	 with	 the	 ominous	 warning	 that,	 if	 Britain	 does	 not	 seize	 the
moment	to	recognize	India’s	claims,	‘in	wresting	from	our	grasp	that	which	is	rightfully	her
due,	India	will	achieve	at	once	her	own	emancipation	and	the	disgrace	and	downfall	of	 the
British	Empire’.224

The	moment	 of	 Swadeshi,	 then,	 needs	 to	 be	 seen	 here	 as	 part	 of	 a	 global	moment	 of
questioning	European	hegemony,	one	early	contributing	strand	of	 ‘a	geography	of	political
affinity	that	was	resolutely	anti-imperial	and	anti-capitalist’	which	emerged	in	both	metropole
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and	colonies	 in	 the	 first	quarter	of	 the	 twentieth	century.	Dilip	Menon	notes	correctly	 that,
rather	 than	assume	Swadeshi	met	an	untimely	end	by	1910,	 ‘we	need	 to	conceptualize	 the
after-life	 and	 indeed	 the	 afterglow	 of	 Swadeshi	 in	 the	 first	 two	 decades	 of	 the	 twentieth
century	within	the	worldwide	insurgency	against	empire	involving	anarchists,	socialists,	Sinn
Feinians	 in	 a	 geography	 that	 extended	 from	Mexico	 to	 the	 Phillipines’.225	As	 others	 have
noted,	 London	would	 become	 an	 important	 node	 in	 this	 network	 in	 the	wake	 of	 the	 First
World	War,	 functioning	 as	 a	 ‘junction	 box’	which	 brought	 together	 critics	 of	 empire	 from
across	 the	 globe.	 While	 modulated	 by	 the	 political	 travels	 of	 its	 imperial	 sceptics	 and
dissidents,	Britain’s	education	into	anticolonialism	would	also	continue	at	home.
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