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Resituating Gender and
Violence during the Great War

his book investigates the multiple and contradictory ways in which the
Great War tore at the gendered ideologies of the Indo-British relation-
ship. It is my contention that the war of 1914-1918, along with the intense
stress it placed on the British Raj’s dominant notions of colonial masculin-
ity and femininity, ultimately culminated in the killing or wounding of
over 1,600 Indian civilians by Gurkha soldiers under the command of
General Reginald Dyer at the Punjab town of Amritsar in April of 1919.!
The killings at Amritsar marked a defining moment in Anglo-Indian rela-
tions, but too often the event is portrayed only as a catalyst for a trium-
phant interwar march toward Indian independence, or alternately as a
singular lapse of judgment by one man, General Dyer, that undermined
generations of generally well-intentioned colonial leadership in South
Asia. I take issue with both of these views in that Amritsar is best viewed
from the other direction, not as a beginning but as a tragic coda to the
accelerating social and political anxieties that wracked the late-Victorian
and Edwardian imperial and domestic public spheres just prior to the war.?
To be sure, World War I has much left to tell us about the indissoluble
bond between gender and violence as conceptual guarantors for the
empire’s political and military power, both at home and abroad.’
Conventional imperial wisdom held that the Briton alone possessed the
inherently “manly” traits of logic and self-control necessary for good gov-
ernance. This complemented the belief that India’s western-educated
nationalist elite suffered from a crippling effeminacy of body and mind that
precluded political power and independence. In between these masculine/
feminine margins lay the subcontinent’s “martial races”—the Punjabi,
Sikh, and Gurkha soldiers of the Indian Army whom the Raj considered
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masculine enough to fight side-by-side with, but who needed the guiding
hand of the steady British officer to control their wild and child-like
natures. By 1914, these variegated masculine/feminine identities had been
firmly established in the political and popular culture of the colony.

The arrival of the war and India’s tremendous role in it threatened to
upset these delicately balanced equations of imperial gender and power.
Both regional and all-India nationalists increasingly used the conflict to
challenge the tenets of colonial masculinity and resituate themselves as
members of a “loyal opposition” rather than as radicals intent on destroy-
ing foreign rule. Indeed, the unusually hot summer of 1914 witnessed a
striking imperial unity. Mohandas Gandhi had just arrived in London
from South Africa, where he had lived for over 20 years, quite literally at
the moment England had issued its declaration of war against Germany.
He immediately rallied Indian students living in the metropole, organizing
them into an ambulance corps for service on the Western Front. Donations
and telegrams of support poured in from India’s conservative and loyal
princely states, which, under autonomous rulers, technically controlled
about two-fifths of the country.* By the end of October 1914, a comple-
ment of over 24,000 Indian soldiers began to arrive in France, staving off
disaster for a decimated British army. By 1917, this initial good feeling had
deteriorated into an increasingly bitter dispute regarding the extent of
post-war political reform in India. Moreover, the clash over India’s future
drew extensively on the existing tropes of the effeminacy of the “educated”
classes and the wildness of the hyper-masculine martial races in declaring
the colony unfit for “self-rule.” The rhetorical ferocity of this debate,
I argue, ended in the physical violence at Amritsar.

To be clear, I begin from the assumption that the alchemy of gender and
violence was indispensible not only to the establishment and maintenance
of imperial power, but also to the emotional appeal of nationalist anti-
colonial resistance, whether in its “moderate” constitutional form or in the
guise of bloody, revolutionary terror. Put more directly, it is historically
improbable that modern empires could have endured solely by referencing
the iconography of the European “man on the spot” and his counterpart,
the dutiful imperial woman. Colonial power ultimately, and always, rests
on the threat of coercion.” Similarly, Irish, Indian, African, and Asian
nationalists drew sustenance from the likeness of an irredentist manhood
brought low by colonialism, yet salvageable through either a gradual and
indirectly resistant demonstration of masculinity and self-sufficiency
or, more extremely, murderous opposition. It follows, then, that if the
maintenance of colonial masculinity implied the threat of violence, so too
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did challenges to its ideological potency. Both imperial coercion and the
resistance to it, embodied in the multiple epistemological and physical
violences of colonialism and anti-colonialism, relied on sheer bloody-
mindedness as a functional means to an end.

This “functionality” and its means/ends rationality suggest two
interconnected problems as well, both of which explain the lack of
theorization about the mechanics of colonial violence in the imperial set-
ting. First, violence was, and is, Janus-faced in nature. Violence was by defi-
nition conservative when protecting the empire, radical when in pure
opposition to it, and surprisingly “moderate” when seeking a path some-
where between accommodation and rebellion. Gandhi intended his pledge
to defend England in 1914 to be an indicator of the colony’s suitability for
autonomy. Ironically, it meant fighting for the empire as a means of even-
tually breaking away from it.° In this formula, India would reach par with
the white settler colonies of South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, all
of whom emerged from the war with stronger nationalist identities and
better economic positions vis-a-vis the metropole.” More importantly for
our purposes, it shows the limits of Gandhi’s concept of non-violence, or
ahimsa. Second, the inherent ambiguity of colonial violence, and its func-
tional role in the differential equations of colonial power, leads historians
into an old trap, namely explaining the phenomenon as a by-product
of imperial ideology rather than as a subject worthy of deeper consider-
ation on its own merits, or demerits, as the case may be. Simply put, as
a “signifier,” violence encompassed every masculine and feminine trope in
the colonial environment; its cruel versatility demands that we at least
consider how violence and gender operated across differing imperial
terrains and chronologies.

My approach is bound to vex readers in two ways. First, there exists a
lingering tendency to view hegemonic colonial violence as more “legiti-
mate” because it ostensibly involved the preservation of “Order” by forces
of the State. Second, despite the fact that gender as a “useful category of
analysis” has become well-established in “new imperial” history, there will
always be scholars who reject or downplay its analytical value. Herein lies
the crux of the problem: too often the paternalistic, protective language of
empire differed dramatically from the actuality of colonialism’s intense
physical brutality, both in contemporary accounts and in later histories
that relied on imperial word-of-mouth. As Mary Renda has so effectively
argued in her study of early twentieth-century US intervention in Haiti,
imperialism was, and is, “masked as benevolent by its reference to pater-
nal care and guidance,” yet it is “structured equally by its reference to
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paternal authority and discipline. In a sense, paternalism should not be
seen in opposition to violence, but rather as one of several cultural vehicles
for it.”® Purnima Bose and Laura Lyons’ claim that “brutality . . . far from
being an anomaly, is a constitutive part of colonialism” takes on a tangible
form when one consults the litany of carnage that is part and parcel of
empire, whether in the indirect form of Indian famine polices or in the
overt use of airpower to strafe civilians in “rebelling” villages in the man-
date of 1920s Iraq.’

Violence, moreover, was never limited to faceless, institutionalized gov-
ernmental forms, for cruelty in the colonial setting often expressed itself in
intensely interpersonal ways reminiscent of racial violence in the American
South. Jordanna Bailkin’s study of European homicides committed against
Indians reveals that white authorities often downgraded murder charges
through a rhetorical strategy that removed the intent to kill—the argu-
ment being that the robust Anglo-Indian had simply failed to recognize
the frailty of the “native” before striking them.! Indian Viceroy Lord
Curzon (1899-1905) privately expressed his loathing for the open disdain
his countrymen expressed toward “natives.” Nor, as Ivan Evans has sug-
gested, was this limited to India. In prewar “shooting of native” cases, white
platteland Afrikaners who murdered blacks often faced a cursory examina-
tion, whereas black assaults on whites usually drew a stiff sentence." Such
individualized violence unsurprisingly came in the midst of “rape panics,”’
in which white women were supposedly threatened by “native” men. In the
case of Amritsar there existed a similar “panic,” animated by months of
heated rhetoric and an actual assault on an Englishwoman just prior to the
mass shooting. These historical claims make even greater sense when
placed against the tumult of the Great War era, when fin-de-siécle anxieties
over the erosion of British power abroad, not to mention tensions at
“Home” regarding Ireland, labor, women, and “traditional” societal and
familial roles, lay thick and heavy in the British and imperial presses.

What makes the larger context of empire so disturbing though is not
just its concomitance with violence, but also its genealogical links to the
modern, mechanized mass homicides of twentieth-century Europe.
Indeed, Hannah Arendt argued that imperialism’s emphasis on civiliza-
tion, bureaucratic rationality, and racial difference was in fact a milepost
on the road to the “Final Solution.” In her estimation, the murder of the
Jews and racial Others amounted to nothing more than a form of “con-
tinental imperialism,” an inward-looking intra-European version of
empire that carried out the same types of annihilative violence that stalked
nineteenth-century Asia and Africa. Continental imperialism, however,
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lacked the “geographic space” that provided for colonialism’s forgotten
massacres, many of which received little notice in Europe.'? The slaughter
of Hereros, Hottentots, and Congolese was too geographically distant, and
the belief in biological superiority and Social Darwinism so entrenched
that most Europeans, particularly the outward-looking bourgeoisie who
believed that colonial projects ensured national survival, simply accepted
direct and indirect violence as part of the natural order of things. Horror
and revulsion only came later, after the ideologies of empire were adapted
to Endlosung and the victims shifted from being faceless and “uncivilized”
“others” to neighbors who spoke the same language. While Arendt notes
that British rule stopped far short of Belgian and German levels of atrocity,
she nonetheless pointed to proposals by white officials in India to initiate
famines, or “administrative massacres,” as a way of maintaining control
over the country. Cooler and more humane heads prevailed, however, and
the proposal was never carried out. Still, Arendt charged that once the
“English conqueror in India became an administrator who no longer
believed in the universal validity of law, but was convinced of his own
capacity to rule and dominate . . . the stage seemed to be set for all possible
horrors” The ideological techniques and physical technologies of
nineteenth-century imperialism had become commonplace, “lying under
anybody’s nose” and freely available for creating a race-based totalitarian
government."? Her words continue to resonate.

Violence in the name of “Order” and “Civilization” resides in the very
ontology of empire—it cannot be parsed out. More to the point, it is a
deeply flawed view that looks back on empire as a generally benign phe-
nomenon punctuated by occasional violence that was always, somehow,
exceptional to the overall tenor of colonialism. I utterly reject the notion
that varieties of ruling practices and physical terrains make generalization
about imperial violence impossible; multiple sites of empire simply
mean multiple sites of violence. The frequency with which individual
officials and soldiers rode, marched, or sailed to and from postings in
Ireland, Africa, India, and Australasia is striking. And while it did produce
varying practices of governance, what is more remarkable is the predict-
ability of violent response to both real and perceived threats to imperial
rule, whatever “style” of governance might be in vogue in a particular
region. The urge to preserve “Order” was typical in colonial societies
where a heavily outnumbered ruling class perceived the indigene, whether
Irish, African, or Asian, as lacking the even more purposeful rioting of an
English laborer. The child-like colonial subject had to be controlled by a
chastising parental violence insomuch that children, like “natives,”



6  GENDER AND VIOLENCE IN BRITISH INDIA

understood the language of bodily force. Losing control of “natives”
meant putting individual Europeans in danger, particularly when such
resistance threatened to spill over into the European domiciled “civil
lines.” The import of colonial discipline was not lost on Michael O’Dwyer,
the Lieutenant-Governor of the Punjab, or Reginald Dyer, the com-
mander at the city of Amritsar, also in the Punjab. Both were raised
entirely or partly in Ireland and had experienced its tumult. O’ Dwyer’s
memoirs recounted agrarian attacks against his family’s estate, while
Dyer’s family, survivors of the 1857 Indian Army Mutiny, had sent him
from India to Ireland to complete his education. It was in 1886 that a
21-year-old Dyer learned the value of riot control, when sectarian fight-
ing shook Belfast on the occasion of William Ewart Gladstone’s First
Home Rule Bill. It requires no evidentiary leap of faith to see the impact
of their Irish experience on their later actions.

To be sure, one may reasonably claim that the “new” empires of late
nineteenth-century Europe were always violent in varying degrees, but
particularly at moments of inception, crisis, and dissolution. Indeed, while
the real sticks and stones of empire may have broken bones, it was the
enduring constructs of the colonial subject that allowed the hand to grasp
the weapon and legitimate firing it. More precisely, the alloyed concepts of
Indian effeminacy/fragility and British masculinity, when viewed holisti-
cally, represent far more than historical abstractions. The culture of pater-
nal colonial masculinity metastasized ostensibly political questions such as
“native self-rule” as threats to the English hearth and home and, by way of
implication, to the very existence of the empire. The petty and dehuman-
izing aspects of colonial subjectivity, so often expressed in terms of mascu-
linity and a “civilizing” mission, are intimately connected to the physical
assaults embedded in the building and maintenance of empire, both in its
British guise and its revamped twenty-first-century form. The difference
between the word and the deed of imperialism is so stark that one wonders
what there is, ultimately, to argue about."

Excavating Masculinity and Femininity in the Prewar Empire

By the latter half of the eighteenth century, the growing commercial
presence of the British East India Company [EIC] in South Asia led to
the systematic study of the region’s history and culture.”® These early
efforts, often financed by the company or conducted independently
by “gentlemen scholars” in the service of the EIC, relied on Hindu
experts (pundits) to translate and interpret classical Sanskritic texts.
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Additionally, British officials surveyed sources from the Mughal
Empire, hoping to gain insight into how to rule newly acquired territo-
ries and further build a base of knowledge regarding Indian society.'
Indeed, while the pundits aided the efforts of EIC officials to under-
stand the country’s religious complexities and legal system, Mughal
sources made the epistemological case for a gendered hierarchy that
distinguished between the “manly” imperial court of the north and the
“effeminate,” primarily southern, Hindu. It was all too easy for a devel-
oping British imperial culture, already armed with its own domestic
and military codes of manliness, to glom onto established Mughal
notions of martialized masculinity and culture. These hybridized codes
of masculinity, as Ashis Nandy has argued, became sharper in colonial
society over the course of the long nineteenth century, with both
European and Indian emphasizing a hyper-masculine persona as a
means, respectively, of control and resistance."”

Among the first works to call attention to Indian decadence were
Alexander Dow’s History of Hindostan (1770), and Robert Orme’s three-
volume A History of the Military Transactions of the British Nation in
Indostan from 1745 (published from 1763-1778). Dow established a
strong link between the “enervating” effects of the Indian climate and
the general “languor” of the “Hindoo.” As Dow saw it, the Muslim con-
quest of the subcontinent made perfect sense, since the country’s tropi-
cal milieu had sapped the Hindu of the vigor needed to repel outside
invasion. This debilitation, of course, made the country’s aboriginal
inhabitants the ideal subjects for Muslim conquest and the rule of
“oriental despotism.”'® The next six centuries of Mughal domination,
when combined with climatic factors, had thoroughly stamped out any
desire for freedom and independence in the Hindu. The British, in
Dow’s opinion, were in fact doing nothing more than assuming the
mantle of power from the tyrannical Muslim rulers and beginning
the “arduous” and “almost impossible” process of returning to India the
“Public Virtue” that it had lost."” Robert Orme picked up the strands of
Dow’s work in describing the Hindu as the “most effeminate inhabitant
of the globe” and an easy mark for the “fierce” and “hardy” Muslim
warrior. Furthermore, Orme paid special attention to the Bengali,
whom he determined to be “of weaker frame and more enervated char-
acter” than even his fellow Indians.?® As should be clear, Dow and his
reliance upon a framework of climatic degeneracy, effeminacy, and gen-
eral impotence had a formative effect on the ideologies that eventually
guided the Raj.”!
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Early nineteenth-century experts reiterated the concept of the effemi-
nate Bengali with a strikingly casual certitude. EIC official James Mill and
his History of India (1818) confirmed Hindus as “litigious, untrustworthy,
and predisposed to lying,” a defect made more marked by their “softness
both in their persons and in their address” when compared to the “manlier
races” of Europe.?> Mill had produced an essential text for early to mid-
nineteenth century thought on the colony, lending an additional sanctity
of truth to existing suspicions and providing conceptual sustenance for
future generations of administrators and self-made colonial “specialists.”?
That Mill could dismiss with the stroke of a pen several centuries of rich
historical and literary tradition testifies to the deep power of imperial texts
to forge dominant colonial masculinities and attitudes. For many officials
the initial reality of India lay as much in words as in actual experience.
Mill’s eight-volume history, which had entered its fourth edition by the
1840s, surveilling the land from a position of manly rationalism and sup-
posed objectivity, passed judgment on an area many times the size of
England and far more populous. Even more remarkably, Mill’s lack of first-
hand experience did nothing to diminish the influence of his work. Even
70 years after Mill’s death, Lord Sydenham, a hardliner who would later
lead the charge against wartime political concessions for the colony (see
Chapter 5), recalled in his memoirs that he “had studied India on paper”
before departing for the governorship of Bombay in 1907.%

Yet, it would be a mistake to see British writers as dictating the con-
struction of the effeminate Bengali and the masculine Englishman in a
monolithic manner, for colonial gender roles proved just as unstable and
subject to challenge as their domestic counterparts. As early as the 1860s
the literary Tagore family of Jorasanko organized melas (gatherings or
fairs) that attempted to reinforce indigenous culture and re-establish
Indian manliness in a “space ‘unconstrained’ by colonial interference.” The
gatherings drew upward of 20,000 visitors at the height of their popularity.
They prominently displayed Indian handicrafts and agricultural products,
in addition to staging patriotic essay and song contests.” The mela’s utili-
zation of gymnastics and athletic competitions indicates that Bengal’s
intelligentsia recognized at a very early juncture the need to perform
Indian masculinity. The organizers pointedly invited British officials so
that they could personally witness the physical prowess of the supposedly
“emasculated” Bengalis. And while the Tagores admitted in an 1867 article
that the “educated” babu required much physical improvement, they con-
trarily claimed that there existed plenty of muscle among the lahtiyals—
the men from the lower rungs of society who acted as enforcers and
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protectors for the landowning zamindars. Following this line of thought,
one author wondered why “Bengali low class men can be employed for
such purposes” yet not “be brought up for the better purpose of being
soldiers?”?® This refrain re-emerged during the war scares with Russia and,
more tellingly as we shall see, from 1914-1918.

Despite the Tagores’ suggestion that “natives” possessed a masculine
and martial spirit, Bengali satirists themselves had begun using the self-
reflexive term “babu” early in the century as a way to parody the province’s
rising middle-class, a group that had initially adopted Persian mannerisms
only to yield to Anglo affectations as British power increased.” Mrinalini
Sinha further reminds us that the changing economic and material condi-
tions of the later 1800s gave the “babu” greater specificity. An increasing
number of Bengalis, pushed out of the business sector by Anglo-Indians,
pursued a western education as a means of gaining administrative and
professional positions in colonial government and society.”® Many of these
“educated Indians” emerged with an inadequate education and job pros-
pects that were made worse by discriminatory practices.” Those who suc-
ceeded came to occupy what Anglo-Indians saw as archetypal “babu” jobs:
lower-level civil service posts, positions in law, and, most dangerously of
all, seditious journalistic endeavors. In the eyes of the Raj, the “educated
classes” were the worst of the empire’s subcontinental subjects—unctuous,
untrustworthy, and dangerously lacking the simple honesty of the sturdy
peasant farmer as well as the rough and wild manliness of northern India’s
“martial races” that served in the Indian Army.

The culturally thick replication of the effeminized “native” had a natural
corollary in the reinforcement of British masculine identity and the under-
writing of supposedly objective “manly” knowledge and power.*® The cult
of masculinity had a special resonance in late-Victorian Britain, permeat-
ing the public and private sphere and working in harness with social
phenomena such as religion, as in the case of muscular Christianity.”!
More than this, manliness implied all that the “native” lacked, namely the
shunning of emotion and the ability to exert steely self-control. As John
Stuart Mill once suggested, England was “the country in which social dis-
cipline has most succeeded, not so much in conquering, as in suppressing
whatever was most likely to conflict with it. The English more than any
other people, not only act but feel according to rule.” As Michael C. C.
Adams observed, this disciplining of the passions helped create the reserve
and coolness under both literal and figurative fire that constituted “good
form,” and allowed “a proper Englishman to block out the feminine . . .
associated with the expression of sentiment.*? “Good form” meant
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mastering one’s emotions under the most stressful of situations and most
decidedly not expressing feelings that might be construed as “feminine.” In
this ideological milieu, it was simply inconceivable for Government of
India administrators to consider that any indigenous male could replace
the imperial “man on the spot.”*’ Only the Briton had the inherently mas-
culine traits of detachment, logic, and common sense necessary for gov-
erning India’s “credulous” and “excitable” peasantry. This same masculinity
signaled a sexual self-control as well, one lacking in the effeminized and
eroticized imaginary of colonial India. The alliteration of “educated,”
“emasculated,” and “effeminate” thus came to represent virtually the same
thing in British colonial vernacular—an effete, unmanly, and untrust-
worthy Indian upper crust. More tellingly, such “effeminate” Indians even-
tually comprised the bulk of the country’s Indian National Congress
[INC].

As much as masculinity was the portal to rule, it was equally a path to
redemption, for the more radical members of the burgeoning anti-colonial
movement welcomed the chance to rehabilitate Indian masculinity
through a campaign of assassination and terror. The popular radical
Aurobindo Ghose’s series of articles for the Marathi paper Indu Prakash in
1893 laid bare the idiom of national humiliation and the need to retrieve
“native” manliness by direct action. “Our actual enemy,” declared Ghose,
“is not any force exterior to ourselves, but our own crying weakness, our
cowardice, our selfishness, our purblind sentimentalism.” The country’s
path to salvation lay in a trial by fire and “our own reviving sense of man-
hood,” not the “resolutions and constitutional platitudes” propagated by
INC moderates.* What makes this so ironic is that Ghose had been thor-
oughly Anglicized as a young man. His father belonged to the politically
moderate middle-class and reformist Brahmo Samaj movement and gave
Aurobindo the middle name “Ackroyd” in honor of an English friend.* He
forbade his children from speaking Bengali in the home and allowed his
wife to forego purdah. Ghose later earned the Rawley Prize for Greek iam-
bics and high marks in his classics Tripos at Cambridge. He possessed the
ideal educational background for a colonial administrator, “trained for
nothing but ready for anything” by dint of common sense and the value of
classical instruction. Ghose easily passed the Indian Civil Service [ICS]
written exam in 1890, yet protested its physical requirement, the horse-
riding test, by deliberately refusing to take it. While Anglo officials argued
that the ability to ride was essential to the duties of the ICS, particularly
when visiting far-flung villages, Indians like Ghose chaffed at the require-
ment, pointing out that most “native” candidates would have no
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opportunity to gain riding experience.’® Ghose not only rejected the riding
test, but came to reject every aspect of his English identity—personality,
clothing, and middle name included. By the early 1900s, he had become
thoroughly radicalized. As Lord Minto, then Viceroy (1905-1910), put it,
“he is the most dangerous man we have to reckon with.”*”

Ghose likewise reflects the tensions of India’s nascent, late-Victorian
nationalist movement and the growing rift between a moderate leadership
bent on gradual and constitutional methods and a younger, more radical
left-wing. Indeed, the INC, formed in 1885 in response to the “Ilbert Bill”
controversy, was initially modest in number and in its demands.* It had as
its nucleus those “natives” who had traveled to London in the late 1860s
and early 1870s to study law or to prepare for entry into the ICS.* There,
they had fallen under the influence of Dadabhai Naoroji, a prominent
Indian businessman and publicist who would later win election to British
House of Commons in the mid-1890s.** The INC experienced rapid
growth despite its seemingly unimpressive start. By 1890, organizers of the
Congress’ annual convention had to limit the number of delegates to one
thousand so as to avoid a logistical nightmare. The size of the yearly
Congress, however, tended to fluctuate with India’s political temperature,
and periods of controversy encouraged more active participation.
Attendance in 1904, for instance, roughly doubled from the 538 represen-
tatives of the previous year when it became evident that the Viceroy, Lord
Curzon, intended to partition the province of Bengal into Hindu and
Muslim halves.*!

The Bengal partition presaged a split between the INC’s developing left-
wing and its senior leadership. Younger members of the Congress charged
that Curzon had bisected the province into predominantly Muslim and
Hindu portions in order to exploit communal tensions and fracture the
nationalist movement along the country’s diverse religious, ethnic, and
provincial lines. Moreover, the pressure exerted by the “advanced” section
of the Congress led even moderate Congress members, who traditionally
advocated constitutional methods of agitation, to reluctantly support
swadeshi—a boycott on British goods such as cotton and tobacco.”
Moderates in the Congress agreed with most of these positions, yet they
were alarmed by the radical’s persistent demands to extend the direct
action of swadeshi beyond Bengal. These tensions came to a head in 1907,
when a the left-wing triumvirate consisting of the Marathi publisher Bal
Gangadhar Tilak, Bipin Chandra Pal of Bengal, and the Punjab’s Lala
Lajpat Rai attempted to gain control of the Congress meeting at Surat.
The party’s old guard of moderate leaders, Gopal Krishna Gokhale and
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Sir Pherozeshah Mehta, successfully fended off the extremist challenge, but
at the cost of splitting the party. The subsequent expulsion of Tilak and his
supporters from the meeting lasted until early in the war, when the deaths
of Gokhale and Mehta allowed the exiled left-wing to capture the party
leadership. The “Lal, Bal, Pal” trio frequently both lamented and chal-
lenged Indian “effeminacy” in thinly veiled articles that endorsed revolu-
tionary violence as a form of resistance. The Raj watched all three men
closely and at times used press censorship and jail terms to muzzle them.
That same year marked the publication of The Indian Unrest by
Valentine Chirol. As the foreign editor for The Times, Chirol was a close
observer of India, visiting the country and getting an earful of advice from
ICS members who imagined danger in every village.*’ It is unsurprising
that Chirol saw the growing number of “educated natives” as a direct threat
to the empire, given his main informants. The intellectual quality of India’s
western-educated students, he argued, had declined since the mid-
nineteenth century, yielding to a mentally inferior student produced by
equally substandard schools.* These inadequately trained students, he
continued, no longer learned but simply crammed for exams in hopes of
raising their social and professional status. Furthermore, he charged that
their poor preparation left them little real prospect for success. In Bengal,
surmised Chirol, the situation was more severe, inasmuch that “large
batches of youths with a mere smattering of knowledge are turned out into
a world that has little or no use for them.” These disappointed and disaf-
fected students were “ripe for revolt” and constituted “the material the
leaders of unrest have most successfully worked.”* Chirol undoubtedly
noted the spike in the number of “outrages,” or terror attacks in Bengal in
the years just prior to the war. Violence became more common, and more
dramatic—in 1912 the Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, narrowly escaped death
when a Bengali revolutionary threw a bomb into the howdah of the ele-
phant he was riding.* Chirol saw the Raj as simply staggering from one
political crisis to another between 1880 and 1914. Each controversy, from
the turmoil of the Ilbert Bill to the debate over the Age of Consent Law and
Native Volunteer Movement, as well as the unrest over the partition of
Bengal in 1905 and its attendant outbreaks of terror and swadeshi boy-
cotts, perpetuated the fear among Anglo-Indians that revolutionary vio-
lence lurked everywhere in the subcontinent’s recesses and bazaars. Chirol’s
argument, that India had remained more or less violent since 1857 and
that the “educated” classes would incite a second Mutiny if not carefully
watched, rested on pre-existing and culturally thick descriptions. The
sheer density of violent artifacts in the Anglo-Indian imagination helps
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explain why so many of them felt that they lived on a carefully balanced
edge between order and chaos. Men like Reginald Dyer saw themselves as
set in a dangerous world, one where massacre quite literally seemed a via-
ble solution to political unrest.

It may prove instructive here to also remember that imperialism’s gen-
dered anxieties had their analog in metropolitan controversies such as the
suffragettes’ sometimes violent campaign for women’s rights. Emmeline
Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union, formed in 1903 out of
frustration with the slow pace of reform, began its more militant phase of
window smashing and hunger strikes at a time when terror attacks in India
were themselves on the rise. Once the war began, though, Pankhurst sus-
pended violent resistance and urged support for the country. Feminist
leaders took virtually the same tack as nationalists in both the French and
British empires in arguing that wartime participation broadened the
parameters of citizenship.” Ella Hepworth Dixon maintained that
Englishwomen were in fact “more patriotic and public spirited than the
men who refuse them the vote. . . . This war has proved once and for all
that the women are as useful to the state as the men.”*® Naturally, con-
cluded Dixon, women deserved full political rights because of their loyalty.
The entry of tens of thousands of women into the munitions and other
industries clearly enhanced this rhetoric over the course of the war.®
Moreover, while Antoinette Burton and Anna Davin have rightly pointed
to prewar claims of “imperial” maternity as significant for post-war suf-
frage, it would be difficult to argue that women would have gained the vote
as soon without it.*® The somewhat limited gains made not only in
England, but also France and the United States, suggests the war was the
decisive factor in securing the Representation of the People Act in 1918.

While Anglo-Indians saw the educated Indian as the epitome of effete
sensuality and political danger, they contrarily imagined the Sikh and
Muslim “martial races” of the Punjab, along with the Gurkhas of Nepal, as
the closest approximation of British manhood on the subcontinent. These
northern ethnic groups had escaped the purportedly deleterious effects of
India’s southern climate and thus retained manliness to spare. Nevertheless,
administrators and Indian Army officers familiar with the martial races
argued that the “fighting classes,” some two-thirds of the army’s 150,000-
man roster, had not yet attained a level of civilization equivalent to that of
the European.® Left alone, the martial races would raid, ransack, and mur-
der their neighbors. Moreover, the presumably wild and simple nature of
the “fighting classes” led army commanders to conclude that only the
paternalistic guiding hand of the British officer and a heavy leavening of
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British “tommies” could control and guide the ordinary Indian soldier on
the battlefield. The ethnographic manuals used for recruitment by the
Indian Army consistently emphasized this point: “native” troops were
capable of great bravery and astounding feats of endurance—as long as the
manly Briton was there to direct them. Last and most importantly,
the martial races fulfilled a crucial ideological function insomuch that they
allowed for a further compartmentalization of Indo-British society, one in
which only the Briton had the full veneer of both masculinity and civiliza-
tion. As should be clear, the sifting of colonial subjects into gendered cat-
egories during the long nineteenth century, so much a part of the trajectory
of gender, power, and violence in Anglo-India, foreshadowed how both
Britons and Indians would react to the Great War.

Both colonizer and colonized clearly perceived that the alloyed ideolo-
gies of racial and civilizational decay, at their most basic level, ultimately
stood or fell on the ability to distinguish the “manly” Englishman and his
claims to superiority. Similarly, if the individual colonial male, for exam-
ple, the “educated Indian,” could claim to have reached a stage of full mas-
culine recovery, then what of India itself? Would that then signal the
completion of one of colonialism’s main stated goals—the rehabilitation
of the subcontinent—and the time for a British withdrawal? The war
raised a disturbing possibility, namely that the empire’s most valued pos-
session might use the sturm und drang of conflict to shake off foreign rule
once and for all. More pointedly, it is too easy for historians to forget just
how traumatic the wartime experience was for many Britons, and just
how frightened many of them felt. The constant propaganda of an
England locked in a war of national survival against a militaristic Germany
only exaggerated the fear of imperial loss and a future world where Britain
went the way of ancient Rome. National and imperial survival became
inseparable; an empire devoid of India would be a shade of its former self.
The periodic stresses and strains of empire took on a whole new signifi-
cance once the war came—one in which challenges to masculine roles
were in fact perceived as existential dangers to home, hearth, nation, and
empire.

This study will cross a number of imperial terrains: the institutional
space of the martial races; the geographic zones of Britain, India, France,
and the United States and, in the case of the latter chapters, the hotly con-
tested intellectual zone of the Indian and British review presses. Thus
equipped, we may be able to discern more clearly how dominant notions
of masculinity managed to operate across the variegated terrains of empire
with a significant degree of cohesion. Chapter 2, “The Violent Mahatma:
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Gandhi and the Rehabilitation of Indian Manhood” draws upon sources
from the imperial press as well as Gandhi’s Collected Works in determining
why Indian nationalists across the political spectrum would tender their
support to the empire at the start of the war. Historians have ascribed this
loyalty to a number of factors, ranging from political opportunism on the
part of the radicals to genuine patriotism in the case of more moderate
politicians. While both of these interpretations have validity, I maintain
that many indigenous leaders backed the war effort in the hope that it
would revitalize the country’s manhood and recapture an “imagined com-
munity” based upon the lost glory of ancient India. Only then could South
Asia overcome the emasculating power of empire and regain its autonomy.
The chapter concludes with a brief look at the ambivalent British reaction
to India’s entry into the war in 1914 and the anxiety of British administra-
tors who feared that the conflict might fundamentally alter the colonial
relationship.

Chapter 3, “Measures of Manliness: The Martial Races and the Wartime
Politics of Effeminacy,” shifts existing scholarship on the martial races
away from its military emphasis, focusing instead on the ways in which the
superior “manliness” of the martial races over the “effeminate” nationalist
served to protect the structures of imperial power. As the war progressed,
the initially supportive Indian intelligentsia increased demands for politi-
cal concessions on the basis of the country’s immense manpower contri-
butions. Contrarily, pro-imperialists pointedly noted that the martial races
had done all of the fighting—and dying. The colony’s intelligentsia, so the
argument ran, could by no means justify their claims to autonomy by
clambering over the bodies of “native” soldiers. Importantly, this
chapter also considers the impact of the Ghadar movement—a radical
revolutionary group made up primarily of Sikhs caught up in India’s
global diaspora—on the mindset of Anglo-Indian officials, particularly
Michael O’ Dwyer.

Chapter 4, “Frontline Masculinity: The Indian Corps on the Western
Front, 1914-1915,” begins by exploring the deployment of the 26,000 man
Indian Corps to France at the start of the war. Extant histories of the Indian
Corps have exhibited a lingering orientalism in their overreliance on
sources written by British officers who subscribed fully to the tenets of
imperial masculinity, particularly the martial races theory. Predictably, the
ordinary Indian soldier, or “sepoy,” emerges as helpless without his pater-
nalistic British officer and prone to self-inflicted wounds if his officer was
killed or wounded. While the evidence does show that some Indian units
experienced morale problems, the need to reinforce the indispensability of
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the white officer, and indeed British rule itself, should be taken into
account. Moreover, we should ask if British observers exercised a freer
hand in criticizing the Indian soldier as compared to his British counter-
part, many of whom also suffered significant problems with morale. The
chapter concludes with an examination of the Mesopotamian Campaign
of 1916, where the British surrendered over 13,000 troops—a figure
rivaled only by the surrender of Lord Cornwallis to American revolution-
ary forces at Yorktown. For critics of the Raj, the “Mespot” disaster signaled
the bankruptcy of a key British rhetorical strategy, namely the claiming of
superior masculine “efficiency” in matters of war and politics.

Chapter 5, “The Road to Amritsar,” examines the vehement debate that
followed in the wake of the August of 1917 “Declaration” by Sir Edwin
Montagu, the Secretary of State for India, that “natives” should have a
greater role in government with autonomy being the eventual outcome.
Conservatives at Home and in India saw Montagu’s proposition as poten-
tially fatal to the empire. Scholars have thoroughly scrutinized the
“Montagu Declaration” as a political phenomenon, yet utterly failed to
look at it through the lens of colonial masculinity. In past debates,
Government of India administrators had portrayed Indian rule as a sexual
danger for the Englishwoman. Yet, the need for India’s support in the war,
and the desire to avoid alienating “native” opinion, placed this established
formula in abeyance. Opponents of reform, particularly—the high rank-
ing retirees of the Indian Army and Civil Service now living in England,
instead shifted their arguments, touting the indispensability of the British
“man on the spot” and the need to protect imperial “prestige” and
“efficiency.” While these terms became synonymous with the ability to
maintain masculine self-control and good judgment, the undercurrent of
sexual danger remained a potent cultural artifact among Anglo-Indians.
This factor, along with the persistent stress that the war had put on the
dominance of imperial masculinity, culminated in the Amritsar Massacre
in April of 1919.



The Violent Mahatma: Gandhi
and the Rehabilitation of Indian
Manhood'

n the opening weeks of the Great War, Charles Roberts, Britain’s Under

Secretary of State for India, addressed Parliament on the colony’s role in
the conflict and its seemingly heartfelt rallying to the imperial cause. There
appeared little doubt, he remarked, that “India claims not to be a mere
dependent of but a partner in the Empire, and her partnership with us
cannot but alter the angle from which we shall look . . . at the problems of
the government of India.”

Roberts’ observations dealt not so much with India per se, but more with
the pledges of loyalty from the Raj’s most ardent critics, the “educated
classes” Anglo administrators welcomed the declarations, but they also
found them bewildering given the persistent cultural referents of India as an
unruly and dangerous land. England had commemorated the fiftieth anni-
versary of the Mutiny just seven years before the war began, and enough
survivors remained to animate the fear of a second uprising. Valentine
Chirol’s work too ensured that the menacing schema of the “educated
Indian” endured, and not without some justification. British authorities
recorded over two hundred “revolutionary outrages,” or terror attacks, and
another hundred unsuccessful assaults from 1906 to mid-war in 1917. They
attributed the bombings, shootings, hackings, and acts of sabotage to an
irresponsible and radical indigenous press, a group comprised entirely of
“educated” Indian journalists and lawyers like Ghose, Rai, and others.?

Given Chirol’s emphasis on the dominant role of the journalistic and
legal professions in critiquing the Raj, the ensuing chapter will draw sig-
nificantly from both the “home” and Indian presses to analyze Gandhi’s
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approach to the war and India’s place in the empire.* This is an eminently
sensible approach insomuch that the fin-de-siécle press transgressed
national borders and articulated the “categories of racial hierarchy and the
exclusionary premises of political citizenship circulated through the cul-
ture at large.”® Indeed, the upsurge in “educated Indians” that Chirol so
deplored fed a tremendous growth in India’s print culture during the 1870s
and 1880s.® Moreover, virtually every major Anglo newspaper sought to
counter this trend by maintaining correspondents at government head-
quarters in Calcutta and Simla. Retired ICS officials also frequently served
in a journalistic capacity both in India and in the metropole. To wit, early
wartime articles demonstrate just how crucial the imperial press was in
shaping the Indo-British relationship and colonial identity. “Educated
Indians,” complained the author of a 1915 article, “deplore the slackness”
with which the Times and other conservative organs dealt with “matters
which deeply affected their country [India].” The same author attacked
Chirol for failing to consult “with the leaders of Indian thought . . . and
discover the source of the ills he was expected to investigate” during the
tour that resulted in his work The Indian Unrest.”

Despite a generation of vitriol, even the most radical Indian newspapers
softened their rhetoric once the conflict began. The change in tone had a
demonstrable effect. The number of “outrages” significantly decreased as
the conflict progressed, and the country itself remained comparatively
tranquil for most of the war despite the large numbers of Indian Army
troops serving in the Middle East and Europe.® Imperial historiography has
depicted the colony’s relative peace in terms of genuine sympathy from
moderates like Gandhi and lurking political opportunism on the part of
more radical nationalists.” Scholars have also noted that the strict controls
over the “native” press, via the Defence of India Act, helped the govern-
ment suppress its more vocal opponents.'® These are valid historical claims,
reflective of the diversity of opinion among India’s regional and sectarian
nationalist cadre as well as the success of British efforts in controlling the
flow of information in a volatile environment. Still, these interpretations
remain incomplete because they rest on political teleologies that utterly fail
to account for gender and violence as indispensable and interconnected
elements of colonial ideology.

Arguably, a more robust analysis would correct this by examining how
the pressures of the Great War affected the rhetorical and physical forms
of colonial masculinity and its operation as a nexus of authority in the
Indo-Anglo relationship. It is my contention that there existed a symbi-
otic link between “emasculation” as an element of colonial power and the
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fulfilling of India’s regenerative-millenarian nationalist vision. Simply
put, my primary claim is that a majority of nationalists backed the war
effort because they believed that the surest and quickest path to recaptur-
ing the country’s presumably lost glory was by crossing the field of battle.
Ironically, the vision of India as virile, independent, and powerful became
directly linked to its role in defending the Empire. The war effectively
presented an opportunity for the colonial subject to show the ability to
carry out properly sanctioned state violence. For Gandhi, in particular,
fighting for the empire would serve as a metonym for “manliness” and
governing ability, concepts that were inextricably linked in the colonial
imagination. This metamorphosis of manhood, as it were, had the poten-
tial to reinvent the “native” male on the battlefield and reconfigure the
image of India in the imperial public sphere as a trustworthy partner, and
one ready for self-rule. It is at this point that one must temporarily dis-
pense with Gandhi as the Mahatma of peace and see him as a war leader.
In doing so a key problematic emerges, namely, explaining his willingness
not just to tolerate, but to actively support, the mechanized slaughter of
World War I.

Wartime Emasculation and Imperial Consensus

It would be easy to dismiss masculinity as a primary factor in the bloody
struggles of empire if violence and gender were somehow exceptional or
confined to the territorial edges of red maps, but this was simply not the
case. The lexicon of violence and masculinity permeated global imperial
culture, whether external colonialism in the case of Africa and Asia, or
“internal” in the instances of the American West and Ireland. Writers in the
“second wave” of modern anti-colonial nationalism themselves adopted a
quid pro quo rhetoric, often blaming colonial rule for enervating its sub-
jects and drawing powerfully on historical mythology and the language of
bloody revolution to envision an autonomous future."" Padraic Pearse,
writing contemporaneously with insurgent South Asian journalists shortly
before his execution as a conspirator in the 1916 Easter Rebellion, fre-
quently called for blood sacrifice as a means of masculine renewal and
national freedom. Irish men, Pearse argued, had lost any sense of mascu-
linity by allowing themselves to be “disarmed” and failing to seize the
chance to rearm themselves and fight foreign rule. As a result, Ireland
would “not know Christ’s peace until she has taken Christ’s sword.” His
poem Peace and Gael proved even more explicit, claiming forthrightly that
the “old heart of the earth needed[s] the warmth of the red wine of the
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battlefields. Such august homage was never before offered to God as this,
the homage of millions of lives given gladly for love of country.”'?

The Punjabi radical Lajpat Rai, writing from the shelter of America in
1917, echoed Pearse’s sentiments. Rai attributed Indian loyalty not to any
great love of foreign rule, but to the fact that the people had been “emascu-
lated, emasculated so completely that they are absolutely helpless against
your organized brigandage.” He chillingly reminded authorities that “sixty-
four years ago,” during the Mutiny, “we were not so helpless.”* Bal
Gangadhar Tilak reiterated similar sentiments late in the war, charging
that India had not participated to its fullest potential “because her sons are
emasculated under the Bureaucratic policy. No one can now save the
Bureaucracy from its policy of emasculating the people of the country. It is
a great humiliation for the empire that at this time of crisis it has to appeal
to Japan and America, when it could have availed itself to crores of Indian
subjects.” In the same vein “Bureaucratic administration,” meaning the
ICS, had given India railways, telegraphs, and post offices, [but] its more
serious outgrowth had been the “emasculation of this country”"* While
one has to question Tilak’s sincerity in regard to helping the empire given
the fact that he tacitly approved revolutionary terror in his newspapers, it
is clear that he saw colonialism as an enervating force. Annie Besant, the
English feminist, mystic, and leader of the Theosophist movement in
India, used the backdrop of the war to bring forward precisely the point,
albeit with less fire. The “British aim [has] been to turn the whole Indian
nation into a race of clerks.” The “steady crushing pressure over a whole
population,” charged Besant, “has produced a serious result: it has emascu-
lated the nation. Indians hesitate where they should act; they ask where
they should take; they submit, where they should resist; they lack self-
confidence and the audacity that commands success.” Manliness, regarded
as “admirable . . . in every other civilized nation,” became “seditious and
treasonable in the Indian.” Unless India could “again develop the old vigor,
courage, and initiative,” she opined, the country had no future.”” The
British had suppressed the “virile qualities” out of fear, an accurate enough
assumption given the practice of segregating even the “martial races” by
language, caste, and sect out of a concern that they might otherwise
cooperate should the army mutiny ever again.'

This odd intra-colonial consensus on the concept of emasculation
meant that the tensions in the Anglo-Indian relationship turned less on
the notion that the colony was actually inferior and more on the apparent
pathologies and remedies for such degradation. While Rai, Besant,
Gandbhi, and others linked “emasculation” to foreign dominance, British
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authorities took a longer and more anthropological view in insisting
that the searingly hot climate, along with centuries of racial miscegena-
tion, had effeminized the “native” male, especially in the south. In essence,
much of India, but especially Bengal and the southern reaches, were
already emasculated when the English arrived in the early seventeenth
century. How could they avoid lording over such a docile and enervated
people? Correspondingly, northern India’s “Aryan” populace had escaped
the deleterious climate, and though more manly, simply had not yet
reached a level of civilization commensurate with that of their distantly
related Anglo-Saxon cousins. If India’s Darwinist racial decline had fol-
lowed a long evolutionary process, then so too would its rebirth. The sub-
continent’s real hope lay in continued genuflection to the Raj and a slowly
rising tide of British genius that would lift all boats.

One old India hand, Sir Francis Younghusband, confirmed this view
while conceding the arguments made by his Indian counterparts.
Younghusband noted that the imperial gelding had resulted from doing
“too much ourselves” while leaving “too little to them.” Britain had, by
taking “on our own shoulders the burden of defending India and main-
taining internal peace . . . atrophied the muscles of the Indians.”'” While
Besant had implied a servility born of psychological castration,
Younghusband interpreted the emasculation as literal, arguing that the
Indians’ “muscles [had] grown limp and they are not strong enough to
defend themselves.” As “discreditable” as it was, the British would necessar-
ily remain on the subcontinent longer than either they or the Indians
wanted so as to help protect the country’s “soft and flabby” peoples.'®
Younghusband mulled the problem of emasculation over much of his long
career, so much so that he made it the subject of a short chapter in his book
of post-war ruminations, Dawn in India. What makes him so intriguing,
however, is not that he concurred with nationalist claims that colonial rule
had crippled Indian manliness, but rather his solution to the problem.
While asserting that “emasculation must be stopped and remasculation
must begin,” he did not advocate the militarization of previously “non-
martial” groups advocated by leaders like Gandhi during the Great War. In
a striking overlay of metropolitan and peripheral intellectual terrains, he
suggested that the masculine and feminine aspects of Indian manhood
should remain separate spheres. The Bengalis, he argued, had “never
made such good soldiers as the Sikhs and Pathans of the North,” but
because they were “more distinguished intellectually” they would naturally
assume the political and diplomatic duties of a reconfigured India. The
mentally gifted but physically limited “babu” would certainly not approach
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“manliness” for many generations. Until that time, he could fill a special
niche in a rehabilitated country by helping to guarantee the “safety, honor,
and tranquility of India.” Working in this manner, the Bengali’s political
contribution would be “as valuable in its own way as the contribution of
the more martial Punjabis.”"® Younghusband had articulated a uniquely
colonial doctrine of separate spheres; the Bengali and martial northerner
together occupied a social space normally filled by a single Englishman.
The prevalence of these discourses, not just in India and Ireland but
across the “new” empires of the late nineteenth century, speaks to the
importance of gender as a strategy for reinforcing and/or challenging the
relative masculinity and femininity of the colonial subject. More directly, it
provides a fertile ground for examining the intense stress that the crucible
of the Great War put on the apparatus of colonial masculinity. Radical and
moderate nationalists alike proved no different than their European coun-
terparts in imagining that a better world would somehow emerge from the
ashes of war, but they also recognized the need to temper their confidence.
There existed a clear realization in India that the Raj rested as much on
ideas as on guile and military force, and that Britain had, by accident and
design, evolved a complex conceptual structure that rested on the assump-
tion that “natives” lacked the masculine qualities for genuine autonomy.
The colonial regime, therefore, ultimately stood or fell on its ability to cre-
ate and sustain the tenets that buttressed British rule. Whether the motive
was to demonstrate loyalty and earn autonomy, or alternately to “remascu-
linize” indigenous manhood in preparation for a post-war anti-colonial
revolution, the vision of India as eminently virile, powerful, and rejuve-
nated linked directly to its role in defending a desperate England. In this
milieu, properly directed battlefield violence had become an analog for
“manliness” and a panacea for the social and political ills of subjugation.”!
The “new angle of vision” alluded to by Roberts might come to realization,
and the “emasculated” Indian male finally stand as a full imperial citizen.

The Great War, Indian Nationalism, and the
Regeneration of Masculinity

On July 18, 1914, M. K. Gandhi left South Africa for England. G. K. Gokhale
had summoned Gandhi to London after the conclusion of the latter’s suc-
cessful Satyagraha campaign to force South Africa’s colonial government to
remove laws that discriminated against Indians.* It was on this voyage that
the Mahatma persuaded his friend, the Tolstoyan German architect
Hermann Kallenbach, to throw his expensive pair of binoculars into the sea.
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They were, in Gandhi’s opinion, inappropriate to the idea of Thoreauean
simplicity in life that one should seek.? This gesture carried with it a certain
irony in that the lives of both men were nearing a far more complicated
turn. Just as their vessel entered the English Channel they received confir-
mation that Britain had declared war on Germany in response to the latter’s
invasion of neutral Belgium. Kallenbach was German by birth, but as a paci-
fist he had no intention of hastening back to his homeland to join the fight.
Rather, he had left South Africa after living in the Transvaal for 18 years,
fully intent on accompanying Gandhi to India. British authorities placed
him in internment at the end of 1914, despite Gandhi’s personal plea to
Charles Roberts to allow him passage to India.**

The more vexing issue Gandhi had to face was what position to take in
regard to India and the war. As the hero of South Africa, he momentarily
stood above other leaders. His moral stature, coupled with his champion-
ing of non-violence, meant that his decision would carry significant weight
in the Indian community. Friends, like the South African novelist Olive
Schreiner, expected him to follow precedent and adhere to a policy of non-
violence, or at least some form of benevolent neutrality. Cynics saw him as
the ultimate effeminate Indian—a rebellious Gujarati bania, tantamount
to the Bengali revolutionary, and a lawyer and publisher to boot. They
feared that he would use the crisis to wring concessions from the Raj, or
worse, foment unrest in an empire prostrated by war. Gandhi quickly dis-
abused both his supporters and his detractors of their notions. Speaking at
an August 8 reception at London’s Cecil Hotel, Gandhi offered this view of
the conflict:

Since we reached England and heard the news, I've been reading, and think-
ing about it. I think of husbands and sons who have gone to fight, of moth-
ers, wives and sisters left weeping behind. I ask “what is my duty?”. ... have
not yet come to any conclusion, but trust we can do something in concrete
shape.”

Within days Gandhi’s call for “something in concrete shape” took the form
of a confidential circular to London’s expatriate Indian community. In his
leaflet, Gandhi implored all to serve the empire unconditionally regardless
of how menial or damaging the task might be to their dignity. This same
memorandum served as the basis for an August 14 letter asking Roberts to
accept the Indian community’s offer of assistance as an earnest expression
of “our desire to share the responsibilities of membership of this great
Empire, if we would share its privileges.”*® After also corresponding with
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Gandhi with the Indian Ambulance Corps during the Boer War

Figure2.1 M. K. Gandhi with the Indian Ambulance Corps during the Boer War,
South Africa, 1899. Gandhi is center, 5th from left

Lord Crewe, the Secretary of State for India (1910-1915), Gandhi decided
the best course of action would be to organize “native” students living in
England into a volunteer Indian Ambulance Corps, precisely as he had
done on two previous occasions, the Boer War (1899—-1902) and the Zulu
Rebellion (1906).% It is easy enough to find Boer era photos of Gandhi
peering at the camera, clad in army khaki, and surrounded by his com-
rades. Gandhi and his corps served at the Battle of Spion Kop, along with a
journalist attached to the South African Light Horse, Winston S. Churchill;
he and Gandhi both received the honor of a Boer War campaign medal.?®
Gandhi’s stance in these earlier clashes is deeply relevant in explaining
his position during the Great War and a paradoxical colonial desire wherein
the subjugated sought inclusion in the empire before ultimately turning
against it. As Sukanya Banerjee’s study reminds us, the idiom of a uniquely
imperial citizenship frequently appeared in the work of moderate Indian
leaders. Surendranath Banerjea, writing in 1893, noted that although
Indians were not “men of English race or extraction,” they were nonethe-
less “British subjects, the citizens of a great and free empire” who deserved
equal protection under one of the “noblest constitutions the world has
ever seen.” Just three years before the war, Indian journalists in Canada
fought limitations similar to those faced by their countrymen in South
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Africa, arguing that “if there is but one recognized definition under the flag
which the sun is supposed to never set, then . . . no injustice shall minimize
the rights or privileges of that citizenship, whether the holder is black or white
[italics in original].”® Gandhi wrote in more definite terms during the
Boer War, arguing that the presence of Indians in the firing line would
legitimize their claims to equal imperial citizenship and, at the same time,
rebut the masculine “sneer” common among Britons in South Africa that
“if danger threatened, the Indians would run away.”** Gandhi never con-
sidered mere vocal or material contributions adequate to the concept of
“belonging” to the empire. During the Zulu Rebellion in 1906, he con-
tended that the reconstituted Indian Ambulance Corps, while a “splendid
opportunity” to show that South Asians were “capable of appreciating the
duties of citizenship,” was “nothing to be unduly proud of. Twenty Indians,
or even two hundred, going to the front is a flea-bite. The Indian sacrifice
will rightly be considered infinitesimal.” Instead, a better outcome would
be for Indians to become armed combatants as “a permanent part in the
Militia.” This would undermine the common refrain that Indians should
be happy with what rights they already had since they played no part in
South Africa’s defense.’

Clearly Gandhi did not see the empire as in and of itself undesirable in
1899, 1906, or 1914; the faults of British rule lay with “individual British
officials,” not the imperial system.*? Nor did chastising the Raj while at the
same time supporting it mean a breach of fidelity. It was simply part of a
sustained effort to force the government to recognize the inconsistency
between Queen Victoria’s 1858 promise to treat all members of the empire
with equality and the reality of European rule on the ground. Moreover,
Gandhi remained a practical politician rather than a dogmatist. He fre-
quently adjusted his course of action to fit the circumstances of particular
events and challenges. He likewise took careful note of the empire’s will-
ingness to inflict violence on those who resisted it, scathingly referring to
the slaughter and floggings of Zulus who had no part in the 1906 uprising
as “no war but a manhunt.”* If it could happen to the Zulus, it could also
happen to Indians. Moreover, the empire had amply and repeatedly dem-
onstrated its willingness to inflict disproportionate violence whenever and
wherever it deemed it necessary, whether in Africa, India, Ireland, or else-
where. If a minor affair like the Zulu uprising brought blind reprisal, then
just what would a government be willing to inflict if it believed it was
locked in a struggle for national and imperial survival?

Gandhi was by no means alone in seeing the war as an opportunity for
reviving Indian civilization and reconfiguring the Anglo-Indian
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relationship. One of the great ironies of 1914 was the degree of empire-
wide euphoria that greeted the declarations of war, not to mention the
supposition that the post-war world would somehow be more “pure” once
the bloodletting cleansed it of modernity’s hyper-materialist ills. One of
the most prolific Indian authors of the era, Sant Nihal Singh (sometimes
styled as “Saint”) provides an intriguing example of this phenomenon.*
Singh, like many of his moderate colleagues, proved perfectly willing to
express his outrage at the more blatant misperceptions of Britons
regarding South Asia and its peoples. He found the task particularly frus-
trating in light of the British public’s acceptance of even the most fantastic
depictions of the colony. In a 1915 wartime article on the London stage
and its portrayal of Indians, he wrote, “At times, I have been so pained to
see caricatures of my country and country-people that I could hardly sit
through the entire performance.” It took all of his strength to “restrain
myself from rising from my seat and shouting down the actors and
actresses who were perpetrating appalling monstrosities.”*® Nonetheless,
Singh’s articles generally tended toward subtlety, deftly exhibiting the rhet-
oric of emasculation just below the surface of his text. The fact that he lived
and worked in London is important as well, for Singh provides a striking
example of “how colonial power was staged at home and how it was con-
tested by ‘natives at the heart of empire itself.”*

Much like Gandhi, Singh adopted a carefully moderate tone once the
war came, correctly assuming that a soft word would prove more persua-
sive than the radical jeremiads published by Besant and Rai. Writing in
February 1915, he argued that India “desired no greater autonomy than
that already enjoyed by Canada, Australia, & etc. and even that is not asked
for immediately in a single installment.””” Nonetheless, he noted, most
“educated Indians felt that the pace of reform is far too slow and that
greater speed was needed.” More pointedly, though, Singh frowned upon
the “misguided Britons [who] have been foolish enough to belittle this
action [Indian loyalty], or to ascribe low motives to it.” If India had really
been disloyal, he averred, even the most legitimate agitation would have
prevented the government from denuding the country of thousands of its
white troops. Rather, the actions of India’s nationalists merely paralleled
those of the suffragettes in Britain. In his estimation, India’s devotion enti-
tled the colony to “British affection and devotion for years to come.”

Another author, using the simple pen name of “An Indian” but bearing
the stylistic and the argumentative imprint of the Hindustan Review’s
editor S. P. Sinha, criticized Valentine Chirol’s work and its condemnation
of Indian journalists by declaring the presence of Asian soldiers in France,
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where they fought beside white troops, to be of special significance: the
“last vestige of mistrust, the unfortunate legacy of the ‘Indian unrest’ is
wiped out between the ruler and the ruled. The dispatch of the sepoys to
Europe meant that India had now established itself as a partner in the
empire; every sepoy on French soil rings out the old and rings in the new.”
Both Singh and “An Indian” clearly strove to discount the claim that the
effeminized and educated Indian was inherently untrustworthy. That the
colony’s intelligentsia had not fomented a rebellion implied that the sup-
posedly emasculated Indians actually had full control of their “effeminate”
natures and thus deserved a measure of power.

The Modern Review [MR], in an article entitled “Reciprocity with
Colonies,” extended wartime demands to include better treatment for those
Indians living in the dominions. Indeed, as in the case of the Indian inden-
tured servants sent abroad to build railroads and tend plantation fields, the
issue of “reciprocity” represented a main plank in the Indian nationalist
platform.* And even though Gandhi’s campaign against the Cape Colony’s
government had borne fruit, the Komagata Maru incident—in which
Canadian authorities in Vancouver had turned back a Japanese ship carry-
ing nearly 400 politically active Sikh emigrants—incited a storm of criti-
cism both in India and in the empire’s South Asian expatriate communities.
Such treatment, in the author’s overly optimistic opinion, would end as
Indian and dominion soldiers shared the hardships of war:

One beneficial result of the war will be that the brown or black man who has
fought side by side with him and shed his blood without stint does not
deserve to be and cannot be despised. The time is coming for the adjustment
of differences in a statesman-like spirit . . . which will steer clear not only of
all the petty, selfish prejudices, but also all of the narrow, shortsighted and
degrading considerations.*

No longer, implied the author, would Indians be second-class citizens of
the empire—they had to be judged not on color, but on their willingness
to sacrifice themselves as imperial citizens of the larger British realm.
Fighting in a European war, in and of itself, meant fighting for “civiliza-
tion,” itself a frequently invoked signifier justifying colonial control in the
age of “New Imperialism.”

Although the major imperial powers commonly agreed that they would
never use colonial soldiers in a purely European war due to their lack of
“civilized” self-control, an April 1914 issue of the MR, with no small degree
of perspicacity, had already addressed the possibility of Asian soldiers
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fighting on the continent. The failure to seriously consider the use of
Indian troops in such an event, implied the MR, derived from the belief
that non-white soldiers were not only more “savage” than their European
counterparts, but also simply inferior. The implication, of course, was that
the martial races, though not degenerate enough to forfeit their manliness,
had suffered from the loss of masculine reserve and restraint. Ramananda
Chatterjee, the MR’s editor, pointed out with some satisfaction that
Europeans had easily taken to “savagery” during China’s Boxer Rebellion
and in the 1911 Italo-Turkish War. Furthermore, the Sikh soldier “was not
a whit inferior to the white soldier.” The fundamental problem with using
Asians, insisted Chatterjee, had less to do with rumors of “savagery” and
“inferiority” and far more the “lurking suspicion that if dusky troops were

pitted against white ones they might discover their real power.”*

Gandhi and the Forms of Colonial Violence

One would be mistaken in seeing Gandhi as unambivalent over his sup-
port for the war. Witness, for example, his justification for backing the
British, in a letter to his brother written in September 1914:

All of you may want to know why I have undertaken even the nursing of the
wounded. . . . One who would not help in a slaughter house should not
help in cleaning the butcher’s house either. But I found that living in England
I was in a way participating in the War. London owes the food it gets in war-
time to the protection of the Navy. Thus to take this food was also a wrong
thing. There was only one right course left, which was to go away and live in
some mountain or cave in England itself and subsist on whatever food or
shelter nature might provide. ... [but] I do not possess the spiritual strength
necessary for this. It seemed to me a base thing, therefore, to accept food
tainted by war without working for it. When thousands have come forward
to lay down their lives only because they thought it their duty to do so, how
could T sit still? A rifle this hand will never fire. And so there only remained
nursing the wounded and I took it up.®

Gandhi’s response to his friend Florence Winterbottom in June 1915
proved even more torturous. Even though the Mahatma had intended to
“retire from the War” once he made his way to India, he was now “in the
thick of it . . . raise[ing] men to fight, to deal death to men, who, for all they
know, are as innocent as they. And I fancy that through this sea of blood I
shall find my haven.” The key problem lay in the fact that “men [who] are
incapable through cowardice of killing” could not learn “the virtue of
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non-killing” in the first place. Thus the terrible dilemma: “I so want them
to learn the art of killing! This is all awful.”*

Gandhi’s later actions suggest a degree of disingenuousness in his pro-
testations to Schreiner and Winterbottom. Writing late in the war, and after
receiving a tepid response to his call for Indians to join the army and fight
for the empire, a frustrated Gandhi blistered listeners at a speech in Surat:

We should send our men to France and Mesopotamia. We are not entitled to
demand swaraj till we come forward to enlist in the army. It is futile to expect
any results when we have not done our duty. . .. Swaraj is not for lawyers and
doctors but only for those who possess strength of arms. ... When the people
become physically fit and strong enough to wield the sword, swaraj will be
theirs for the asking. How can people who have lost their strength defend
their religion? From my experience during the last three months,
I know that we are utterly timid. People afraid of even a squirrel had much
better think of improving their own condition than of getting swaraj. Here
we have an invaluable opportunity for getting back the capacity to fight
which we have lost and we should not miss it. If a people who do not know
in what direction to look for a fort, do not know how to fire a gun, have no
knowledge of the state of fortification on the border—if they wish to know
all this, they should certainly not miss this supreme opportunity which India
has of supplying half a million men.*

This is hardly the language of a peace-loving saint immersed in the waters of
moral absolutism. The implications were clear. Swaraj did not come freely,
but demanded sacrifice. The charges of “native cowardliness” and “effemi-
nacy” would remain unless India fought, and fought hard, for the empire. If
the country failed in this task, then the Raj would necessarily remain to pro-
tect an indigene incapable of defending itself from depredation, whether
from internecine self-immolation or invasion from outside the country’s
borders. ICS administrators, indeed, frequently blunted calls for autonomy
by pointing out that they, the outsiders, held the scales level in a land where
the extorting moneylender threatened the innocent peasant, where the spec-
ter of Muslim and Hindu communalism loomed always, and where the
“martial races” would run wild if let off the leash by their British officers.
Gandhi’s surprising position points not to an absolute belief in non-
violence, but a personal taxonomy that distinguished between “legitimate”
versus “illegitimate” violence. Witness, for example, the dialogue in his
famous 1909 pamphlet Hind Swaraj (Indian Self-Rule) between the
“Reader,” cast as a young Indian bent on terror, and himself in the role of
the moderating “Editor,” or teacher. The discourse is revealing of Gandhi’s
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nuanced views on violence, and, even though a “fictional” exchange, it
went far beyond some airy, abstract debate. Gandhi wrote in the immedi-
ate aftermath of two Kkillings that had horrified the imperial public, the
1908 Alipore Bomb Case, which implicated Aurobindo Ghose in the 1909
assassination of the aged Sir Curzon Wyllie by Madan Lal Dhingra, an
Indian student at University College London.* The first attack missed its
intended target, an English judge, but killed the wife and daughter of a col-
league whom he had been playing bridge with earlier. The Wyllie murder
was equally shocking in that it took place, not in India, but in South
Kensington, as Wyllie left a meeting of the National Indian Association, a
moderate body with ties to the Tagore family.

The “Reader,” quite possibly modeled on Ghose, given the timing of the
piece, approved of both acts, expressing disdain for the Editor’s claim that it
would take India years to defeat the English by armed resistance. He declared
“all need not be armed. At first, we shall assassinate a few Englishmen and
strike terror; then a few men who have been armed will fight openly.” Even
though “we may have to lose a quarter of a million men . .. we shall regain
our land” The Reader likewise saw the need to strike quickly and forcefully
before Indian men became too emasculated to resist at all: “we are day by
day becoming weakened [by] the British. Our greatness is gone; our people
look like terrified men.” Gandhi firmly rejected the Reader’s line of reason-
ing, charging “you want to make the holy land of India unholy. Do you not
tremble to think of freeing India by assassination? . . . It is a cowardly
thought, that of killing others.”” Nonetheless, Gandhi’s condemnation
dealt more with the manner of the violence, not the fact that it had occurred.
He submitted that Dhingra was a “patriot” in that his motives were pure,
but his act was a “serious mistake” in that “his love was blind.” He gave his
body in the “wrong way [italics mine].”*® In a similar article on Dhingra for
the Indian Opinion, Gandhi further argued that misdirected terrorism
threatened to ignite internecine violence:

Even should the British leave in consequence of such murderous acts, who
will rule in their place? Is the Englishman bad because he is an Englishman?
Is it that everyone with an Indian skin is good? If that is so, there should be
[no] angry protest against oppression by Indian princes. India can gain
nothing from the rule of murderers—no matter whether they are black or
white. Under such a rule, India will be utterly ruined and laid waste.*

Gandhi further admonished the Reader by referencing passive resistance as
the ultimate weapon. It more accurately reflected manliness than did
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terror, for “a man devoid of courage and manhood could never be a passive
resistor.” Non-violent resistance was moreover a universal and significantly
gendered weapon, suitable for “both men and women,” the strong as well
as “weak in body.”* It required no “scabbard,” whereas terror eroded the
possibility of India’s millenarian renewal because it was in and of itself
culturally impure, a sign that Indians had yielded to a distinctly European
form of “wretched modern civilization.” Indeed, Gandhi-as-Editor empha-
sized that India was more civilized, not less, because of its “stolid” and
unchanging nature, whereas modernity and its attendant materialism
brought on a soul-destroying spiritual peril. Furthermore, the colony held
moral superiority over Great Britain because of the interchangeable nature
of “duty” and “morality” in indigenous culture. “Morality” likewise dove-
tailed with the “mastery over our mind and our passions,” which in turn
equated with “truth” Gandhi’s meaning was clear: political murder
reflected a beastly European colonialism; terror was incongruent with the
essential concept of “civilization” as Indians understood it. The physical
decay engendered by conquest had fostered a mental weakness as well.
Gandhi punctuated his argument by noting that the Gujarati term for
“civilization” literally translated as “good conduct.” Right behavior dic-
tated the measure of progress, not machines and material goods.”

Gandhi reiterated his opposition to revolutionary terror at the February
1916 opening of the Banaras Hindu University, yet this time he abandoned
the reference to non-violence and advocated fighting for the empire as a
necessary alternative. “I honor the anarchist for his love of country”
declared Gandhi, “but I ask him—is killing honorable? Is the dagger of an
assassin outfit precursor of an honorable death? I deny it” He instead
called for “an empire which is to be based on mutual love and mutual
trust.” Earning that trust meant fighting and proving India’s maturity and
boldness in that “if we are to receive self-government, we shall have to take
it” since the British nation, freedom-loving though it was, would not “give
freedom to a people who will not take it themselves.” He continued,
chiding the crowd, “learn your lesson if you wish in the Boer War. Those
who were enemies of that empire only a few years ago have now become
friends. . . ”** The ambivalence of his speech, the tacit approval of
the motives of the anarchist while disapproving his methods, was not lost
on upset British authorities, even though his calls for a mass Indian Army,
“an army of Home Rulers crowding the battlefields of France” as he later
put it, should have allayed their fear.® The meaning was crystal clear: polit-
ical agitation would arouse opposition from the Raj while fighting effec-
tively and bravely would earn Britain’s respect. This tactic however, would
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only work if India as a whole sought out the battlefield, even “educated”
and “effeminate” Indians.

This begs the key question: if Gandhi spoke so strongly against violence
in 1909, then why would he embrace the unprecedented slaughter of
World War I just five years later? The subsequent answers may seem too
neat, but nevertheless offer the best explanations. For Gandhi, the war rep-
resented a duty of the imperial citizen and a path forward for national, and
hence racial, regeneration. India could prove the country’s “fitness for self-
rule” if it would merely join the battle in full and meet its obligations as
part of an imperial body politic. The country could become autonomous
simply by doing its duty, a familiar and important concept in both British
and Indian cultures, whatever their individual idiosyncrasies. The essen-
tial point to draw here is this: once England went to war Gandhi chose
violence as the best instrument for meeting the goals of the nationalist
movement. The emphasis on Dhingra giving his life in the “wrong” way
likewise implies that there was a “right” way. Given Gandhi’s involvement
in both the Boer and Zulu wars one might surmise that dying on the
battlefield met the requirements of duty. While attacks on the Raj carried
no benefit other than to stiffen the English resolve and push autonomy
further away, the Great War presented an opportunity. If the Allies were
fighting on behalf of the right to “self-determination,” then so too was
India. If the conflict allowed Britons to surmount the prewar tumult of
class, gender, and political unrest, could it not also have the same effect on
caste and sect in India if the country simply committed itself massively to
the war effort? Who could then deny South Asia’s power? Indeed, virtually
every anti-colonial movement of the early twentieth-century looked to
recapture the millenarian glories of an imagined golden age through
“manly” effort, if not outright killing. To borrow Benedict Anderson’s now
overworked phrase, Gandhi had perceived the effect of “empty homogenous
time,” a collapsing of the temporal space between the ancient past and
imagined future sanctified by the blood of a common purpose. The spirit of
the kshatriya, or ancient warrior caste, would foster the required discipline
needed to unite the country and restore Indian virility. Moreover, Gandhi’s
“everyman a kshatriya” mentality spoke powerfully to the millenarian
nationalist ideal of a rejuvenated masculinity. Gandhi had effectively turned
fighting for the empire into a form or resistance insomuch that it could,
after all, potentially erode the power of colonialism’s gendered ideologies,
freeing not only India, but also England.

The similarity of language, from Besant and Gandhi to Ghose, testifies
to the idiomatic power of colonial masculinity throughout imperial
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culture, from the higher levels of governance down to the level of the
individual colonial body. Indeed, the broad epistemological and institu-
tional violences laid out in previous scholarship speak directly to the per-
sonal actions of Gandhi and Ghose, with the Alipore Bomb case spurring
the former to write his dialogue in the first place. This should come as no
surprise, for the millenarian language of both moderate and radical, so
prevalent in early twentieth-century Indian nationalism, by definition
admitted a degree of decay that inadvertently affirmed the British mission
to “rehabilitate” India. Seen against this backdrop, colonial taxonomies
such as “effeminization” meant that national humiliation served as the
handmaiden of personal mortification, especially when one’s own quali-
ties ostensibly reflected inability of an entire people to care for themselves.
In this environment, the physical body of the colonized became a tangible
and highly visible place for anti-colonial resistance.

Gandhi’s Autobiography repeatedly testifies to the importance of power
as it pertained to the individual colonial body. In one instance, Gandhi
recounts his dismay at learning that some of his student cohort in England
were secretly eating meat and drinking wine out of the desire to become as
physically imposing as the English. One friend in particular badgered him
to change his diet, claiming “we are a weak people because we do not eat
meat. The English are able to rule over us because they are meat
eaters.” Doggerel Gujarati verse such as “Behold the mighty Englishman/
He rules the Indian small/Because being a meat eater/He is five cubits tall”
was also familiar to Gandhi, and when combined with the pestering of his
colleague, temporarily converted the future Mahatma to meat eating.”
Gandhi’s shame at violating his parent’s vegetarian ethics led him back to
a non-meat diet, but even then he admitted that “at the same time his
wished every Indian was a meat-eater.”*® Others sought to overcome per-
sonal emasculation by advocating the formation of gymkhanas in Indian
schools and wrestling, or akhadas), for physical activity; Lajpat Rai and a
number of other nationalists tried their hand at wrestling—a favorite
sport in the Punjab’s rural society.” Punjabi’s especially rejoiced just prior
to the war, in 1910, when provincial hero “Gama the Great” traveled to
London and defeated all European challengers to win the “John Bull Cup.”
India’s Modern Review positively mocked one of Europe’s most famous
wrestlers, the Polish titan Stanislaus Zbyszko, for failing to show for a
scheduled rematch with Gama.

Gandhi’s previous war service in South Africa and later reconciliation
of ahimsa with the bloodshed of the Great War, not to mention his caustic
comments regarding the dismal response to his call for volunteers to fight
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Germany, directly reflect his own feeling of humiliation at the supposed
cowardice and effeminacy of the Hindu male. Analogously, the very pres-
ence of the Englishmen as the epitome of manliness, marching off to war
in 1899, 1906, and 1914 presented a highly visible countervailing figure,
one perfectly suited for confirming English masculinity and underscoring
just how enervated the colonized male remained. This was absolutely not
lost on Gandhi, who positively reveled in the camaraderie of the Boer War.
What makes his position so ironic, however, is just how similar his motives
and means were to Ghose and other radicals. All of them saw some efficacy
in the ability of violence to offer masculine, and hence national, salvation.
Violence had a utility that spoke directly to the intense individual physical
and psychological degradation of the colonial experience. The key differ-
ence between them lay in their respective views of what path, or form, a
necessary and rehabilitative masculine violence should take. The devil lay
in the details of a legitimate versus non-legitimate, or productive versus
counterproductive, violence.

Ashis Nandy has been one of the most astute observer’s when it comes
to complicating the image of Gandhian non-violence as a stereotypical
“one-sided morality play” between the cruel colonizer and the beleaguered
victim. Gandhi himself admitted that his credo of non-violence actually
came not from Hindu tradition, which contains little evidence of pacifism,
but from the biblical Sermon on the Mount. As Nandy further observes, no
Indian leader had spoken of non-violence as a foundational principle in
the 150 years of British rule up to Gandhi’s campaigns. Swami Vivekananda,
a Hindu monk who helped popularize Eastern religion during his tours of
the United States and England in the 1890s, mockingly noted that the
British adhered more closely to classical Indian texts with their “hedonic,
manly Pursuits,” whereas Indians ironically adopted the “passive, life-
denying, feminine” characteristics of European Christianity.*®

Violence seems to have been as inescapable as the dilemma of colonial
hybridity itself, whether for Gandhi or Ghose or for meat-eating or battle.
Empire enveloped and partially acculturated those who were trying to
escape it, and to a lesser degree those who enforced its power. One could
only challenge imperial power by adapting to it and gradually wearing it
down ideologically, or by direct confrontation and revolution. Such a posi-
tion belies much of the literature that speculates as to whether the colonial
subject could ever escape the “postcolonial predicament,” or in the case of
Partha Chatterjee’s work, create a truly endogamous nationalist space.
Anti-colonial nationalism, like gender itself, is a relational construct, con-
figured in opposition to the scientific, legal, and governmental power



THE VIOLENT MAHATMA 35

structures of empire. Complete separation and purely autonomous
spaces proved elusive because they were always defined by the colonial
relationship. This dilemma placed colonial subjects in an uncomfortable
position, not unlike Hari Kumar of Paul Scott’s fictional series the Raj
Quartet.® In England he is the cricket playing “Harry Coomer,” while in
India an old friend from the metropole passes him by because he is literally
just another Indian, made invisible by his surroundings. Fictional charac-
ters like Kumar and real people such as Gandhi and Ghose operated in a
mixed cultural environment, part English, part Indian.

This quandary could be especially daunting for those who had studied
at metropolitan universities rather than home institutions. Gandhi
and Jinnah, like India’s future Prime Minister Jawarhalal Nehru, had
obtained law degrees in London. Jinnah had left home at 16 to begin read-
ing for the bar.®® By age 20 he had returned to India, but not before the
election of Dadabhai Naoroji to Parliament had instilled in him a strong
Liberal bent. Those who met him recalled his very English persona: an
impeccable dresser who performed Shakespeare as a student and later
accentuated his coolly aloof manner with a cigarette and a monocle. This
hybridity proved too firmly entrenched in nationalist thought to be totally
eliminated, even among radicals who sought to purge signs of colonial
influence from their own efforts. The organizers of the Melas, for example,
when soliciting for indigenous textiles for display, were mortified to find
that the clothes bore a remarkable resemblance to English products, even
as British officials were invited to witness the performance of Bengali ath-
letic competitions. Even Ghose, in his hymn to Durga, could not resist
using his superb training in Greek to fold Indian and Western mythology
together when constructing his rhetoric of revival, calling upon the god-
dess to give the country’s warriors “a Titan’s strength and a Titan’s energy,”
while at the same time imploring Durga to “enter our bodies in thy Yogic
strength”®! Such presences indicate the need for a more careful examina-
tion of Indian wartime opinion, one that accounts for hybridity and its
ancillary implications.

If so much of India’s nationalist leadership had absorbed European ele-
ments, then why did their efforts to attain full citizenship fail while some
“imperial” citizens in Australia, New Zealand, and Canada made signifi-
cant political gains? India, after all, contributed more troops than all
dominions combined. Here, it makes sense to posit an obvious point,
namely the role of “whiteness” as an additional and equally essential ele-
ment of transnational, gendered citizenship. If Victorian democracy (and
by way of association, wartime democracy), as Antoinette Burton argues,
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was universally understood as “implicitly white, male and middle-class,”
then one should read the political and social stresses of the Great War
within this same context. This cultural lexicon of “whiteness,” as Burton’s
study of Dadabhai Naoroji’s election to Parliament in 1892 demonstrates,
was an inescapable conclusion not just of metropolitan culture, but also
the imperial world. Although Naoroji, a Parsi, ran for Parliament unsuc-
cessfully in 1884, his subsequent victorious campaign benefited from a
careless speech by Prime Minister Lord Salisbury in Edinburgh in 1886.
Salisbury commented with some sarcasm that Naoroji was “a black man;
and however great the progress of mankind has been, and however far we
have advanced in overcoming prejudices, I doubt if we have yet to go to
that point of view where a British constituency would elect a black man.”
Salisbury’s speech inaugurated a cause célebre in the British press and
allowed Naoroji to eke out a win in 1892. Those who took umbrage to
Salisbury’s remarks maintained that, as a Parsi, Naoroji was “not at all
black. Many an English man is not so fair. He has lived 30 years in England.
In speech, costume, and manners he is indistinguishable from a refined,
educated and courteous English gentleman; and it requires a quick eye to
tell from his colour that he is not English.”%

The emphasis on Naoroji’s “English” physical and personal characteris-
tics is best seen as a strategy of “whitening” that shifted the otherness of the
colonial subject toward the ideal of a sexually moral and respectable
Victorian middle-class. It would seem that John Bull, the bluff and sensible
yeoman farmer of late eighteenth-century caricatures, had become a mid-
dle-class urbanite over the course of the nineteenth century. Moreover,
rejecting imperial culture and embracing revolutionary violence, a la
Ghose, was not the only way to challenge colonialism insomuch that revo-
lutionary nationalism was born of frustration. The inability of hybridiza-
tion to surmount the supposedly “objective” and “scientific” racial and
gendered hierarchies of the Raj led Ghose and other revolutionaries to see
it as a humiliating loss of “self” Gandhi and more moderate leaders never
fully abandoned the notion that one could resist more subtly by working to
some degree within the parameters of the Raj’s administrative and power
structures, whether rhetorically turning British concepts of constitutional
liberties against the Raj or fighting for it to gain a broad form of citizen-
ship. It is worth remembering that several generations of Indians had lived
and worked with the Raj, albeit in a sometimes uneasy partnership, up to
1914. The fact that opportunity rested in part on the ability of the colonial
subject to interact at some level with the colonizer was an inescapable
byproduct of imperial relationships. Ultimately, though, imperial
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citizenship was tethered to the sine qua non of masculinity, whiteness, and
middle-class metropolitan norms of sexual propriety. The lack of any one
of these characteristics disqualified the colonial subject from self-rule.

Matthew Frye Jacobson’s work on European migration to the United
States compellingly underscores the slipperiness of “whiteness” in consid-
ering how similar issues of citizenship crossed imperial borders into the
United States, albeit with the added complexity of a significant African
American population as well as a large influx of Eastern Europeans and
Asians just prior to and after the war. In a case that Gandhi would have
certainly understood, Bhagat Singh Thind, a Sikh student born in Amritsar,
sued to gain status as a US citizen on two bases: a shared Caucasian ances-
try with Anglo-Saxon Americans and his service in the US Army. Thind
had attended University of California at Berkeley and enlisted after the
United States joined the Allied effort in 1917. After the war, he successfully
filed a suit in Oregon to have himself declared a citizen. The US Supreme
Court overturned the decision by claiming that “Hindus” were not white,
even though “the blond Scandinavian in the brown Hindu have a common
ancestor in the dim reaches of antiquity, . . . the average man knows per-
fectly well that there are unmistakable and profound differences between
them today.” The term “Aryan,” the court noted:

... has to do with linguistic and not at all with physical characteristics, and
it would seem reasonably clear that mere resemblance in language, indicat-
ing a common linguistic root buried in remotely ancient soil, is altogether
inadequate to prove common racial origin. There is, and can be, no assur-
ance that the so-called Aryan language was not spoken by a variety of races
living in proximity to one another. Our own history has witnessed the adop-
tion of the English tongue by millions of Negroes, whose descendants can
never be classified racially with the descendants of white persons notwith-
standing both may speak a common root language.®

The federal government won the case only to have Thind successfully apply
for citizenship in New York several years later.*

The larger point to draw from the efforts of Gandhi in the imperial
sphere and Thind in the United States is the inescapable interconnection
between race and gender. Being fully masculine and in control generally
meant being white as well. Thind’s advantage lay in the fact that a single
Indian as a US citizen did not carry the implicit dangers of the 300 million
Indians within the British Empire; South Asians simply did not live in the
United States in significant enough numbers to pose a threat, nor would
recognizing Thind’s rights as a citizen mean ceding autonomy of a large
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chunk of an American-held colony to indigenous control. Moreover, Thind
was a Sikh and a member of the “martial races,” a term that American
authorities certainly would not extend to the Filipinos who volunteered for
service with the American army in France—theirs was an easy claim to deny.

It may be best at this point to let Gandhi have the last word on his sup-
port for the war. Writing a decade after the conflict, and in response to a
harsh critique from a French journalist who demanded to know why he
took part in three wars, the Mahatma defended himself:

So long as I lived under a system of Government based on force and volun-
tarily partook of the many facilities and privileges it created for me, I was
bound to help that Government to the extent of my ability. . . . Let me take
an illustration. I am a member of an institution which holds a few acres of
land whose crops are in imminent peril from monkeys. I believe in the
sacredness of all life and hence I regard it as a breach of ahimsa to inflict any
injury on the monkeys. But I do not hesitate to instigate and direct an attack
on the monkeys in order to save the crops. . . . Because I do not expect to be
able to find a society where there will be no agriculture and therefore no
destruction of some life. In fear and trembling. . . . I therefore participate in
the injury inflicted on the monkeys, hoping some day to find a way out.

Even so did I participate in the three acts of war. . . . It would [have been]
madness for me to sever my connection with the society to which I belong. . ..
But that still does not solve the riddle. If there was a national Government,
whilst I should not take any direct part in any war, I can conceive occasions
when it would be my duty to vote for the military training of those who wish
to take it. For I know that all its members do not believe in non-violence to
the extent I do. It is not possible to make a person or a society non-violent
by compulsion. Non-violence works in a most mysterious manner. Often a
man’s actions defy analysis in terms of non-violence; equally often his
actions may wear the appearance of violence when he is absolutely non-
violent in the highest sense of the term and is subsequently found so to be.
Al T can then claim for my conduct is that it was, in the instances cited,
actuated in the interests of non-violence. There was no thought of national
or other interest. I do not believe in the promotion of national or any other
interest at the sacrifice of some other interest. I may not carry my argument
any further.®®

Premonitions of the Future: The British Press and Indian Loyalty

Many observers had seen Charles Roberts’ parliamentary speech as an
indication that the colony would emerge from the war with greater auton-
omy. Just what form the Anglo-Indian relationship would take after the



THE VIOLENT MAHATMA 39

war, however, remained an open question. The reaction of pro-Indian
Britons was fairly predictable. Former Home Secretary for the Government
of India and President of the 1904 INC annual meeting at Bombay, Henry
Cotton, noted India’s loyalty with mock surprise, especially since “Anglo-
Indians” had proclaimed the colony “a smoldering volcano which was
restrained from eruption by the incessant vigilance of our officials and the
pressure of a powerful British army at its back.”®® Cotton saw the fealty of
India’s “educated classes” as a matter of practicality and a “reasoned sense
of devotion to the British Crown.” He flatly rejected the supposition of
Lord Crewe, who attributed Indian loyalty to “native” recognition of the
“quality and character of the Indian Civil Service” Cotton piercingly
observed that the ICS had never been known for its ability to identify itself
with the people or “influence their modes of thought.” In fact, the main
trait of the ICS was “the inability to adapt to a new environment.” The true
explanation for loyalty lay in a “deep, fervent, and well-grounded hope
manifested as a vision of the future rather than satisfaction with the
present.”®” Roper Lethbridge, like Cotton, was a retired ICS official with
pro-Indian sympathies, and thought India’s leap to Britain’s defense should
encourage citizens in the white settler dominions to see the “monstrous
injustice” and “utter absurdity” of viewing Indians as an inferior race.
While both the dominions and India had the “right to maintain their own
views, and even their own prejudices,” this certainly did not preclude the
former from abandoning “the old foolish ideas about ‘natives.”**
Surprisingly, even some of the more conservative organs of the British
press agreed with Cotton and Lethbridge in seeing some merit in the colo-
ny’s demands for a reassessment of the imperial relationship. London’s
Daily Herald, offering a frank appraisal of the significance that the pres-
ence of Indian troops in France would have, argued that “a new burden has
been thrown on us. . .. It creates a debt we must repay speedily.” India,
rather than filling the role of a subject country, must “be set on the Imperial
footing of the Great Colonies such as Canada, Australia, and South
Africa”® A. J. Wilson, editor of London’s Investor’s Review, opined that
India was “fighting as much for Home Rule as much as us . .. do not let us
ignore the fact, and by our conduct make it harder to satisfy the legitimate
demands of the Indian people.” Meanwhile, The Times, referred to as “the
official organ of the Empire” by one Indian journalist, alluded to India
gaining an “ample place in the councils of Empire””® Even Valentine
Chirol, writing to Sir Harcourt Butler in November of 1914, admitted that
the Indo-British relationship would be substantially altered when hostili-
ties had ended, though the reckoning might be painful: “Whatever the
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outcome of the war may be, it will be a very different India afterwards—
perhaps a better one, perhaps a worse. . . . Of course we shall have to pay
pretty heavily afterwards from the political point of view, but this is not the
moment when we can even think about ulterior consequences.””! In India
too, Lord Hardinge, perhaps the most politically astute of the late nine-
teenth/early twentieth-century viceroys, expressed the inevitability of
change when sharing his private concerns with Butler. The fact that India
had remained loyal was, he wrote, “a source of intense satisfaction to me,
since it is, what few people ever enjoy during their term in office, a vindica-
tion of my policy and administration. There may be troubles and dangers
ahead I readily admit, but with the enthusiastic spirit displayed on every
side, there is little evidence of them.””?

Hardinge tempered his optimism, though, with a grave concern over
the long-term effects of India’s involvement in the war. “I cannot close my
eyes to the dangers ahead when the war is over,” he wrote eight months
into the fighting. “To meet them much clear vision and deep thought will
be required, and shall we get them?” And while Hardinge believed that
“solutions to such questions as commissions for the army, Indian volun-
teers, and the Arms Act can, I truly believe, be found” he feared that the
“thoughtlessly” given promises of “Asquith, Haldane, and The Times”
might lead to inevitable disappointment among Indians, who naturally
expected a great deal.”” The fate of the Raj also depended on “the choice of
government in the appointment of my successor.” As it turned out, he was
succeeded by the worst possible choice—Lord Chelmsford.

Butler too had detected a hardening in the attitudes and growing impa-
tience in India’s leadership within months of August 1914, particularly
given the lack of a clear commitment on reform from Britain. As early as
the spring of 1915, he foreshadowed the potential for both rhetorical and
real violence from an Anglo-Indian community bent on conserving its
power and forestalling the kind of constitutional changes demanded by the
various nationalist groupings. His main concerns were that they would fall
back on their traditional rallying cries, the danger autonomy posed to
business interests, and, more ominously, the threat that the educated
babu posed to English womanhood. “The educated classes,” noted Butler,
“would generally like to see us humbled, but not beaten. I do hope that this
class will be more moderate. I fear a reaction. Two things may upset public
opinion at home. Fear for the safety of the British capitol [at Delhi] and
fear of the safety of British women.””* Neither Butler nor Hardinge could
have envisioned just how prophetic these words would be.



Measures of Manliness: The
Martial Races and the
Woartime Politics of Effeminacy

riting early in the war and exactly four years before Gurkha soldiers
fired on a crowd at Jallianwallah Bagh in Amritsar, the radical jour-
nalist B. K. Roy warned that “whenever there is an act of high-handedness
that is to be done to suppress the spirit of new nationalism in India, the
Gurkha is employed, and he acts like a veritable fanatic in his attacks on
men, women, and children.” In a voice heavy with sarcasm, Roy further
noted that “the educated man of India . . . is not allowed to enlist as a vol-
unteer or a soldier. He is not trusted. A Bengali can never enter the Army as
a soldier”" Anglo-Indians would have objected to the article’s mocking
tone, but not its principles; there existed nearly universal agreement regard-
ing the lack of martial qualities in the Bengali, or most Indians for that
matter, who dwelled beyond those groups already recruited for the army.
Roy had deployed an enormously self-conscious argumentative strategy.
He was among the Bengalis who were “not allowed to enlist,” who exempli-
fied the radical and effeminate nationalist, and who most needed careful
surveillance. Contrarily, the martial races “not only underwrote British
power in India,” both in 1857 and 1919, but also “marked out those Indians
who could be incorporated within the imperial order.”* It was mainly the
“fighting classes,” led “properly” by their British officers, who were ulti-
mately charged with defending the Raj and putting down politically dan-
gerous “natives” such as Roy and his ilk.
Roy’s article proved tragically prescient in demonstrating just how
indispensable the martial races were to the empire’s alchemy of violence
and gender.’ As he so trenchantly implied, it was not just the physical threat
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of the fanatical Gurkha that reined in the ambitions of the nationalists, but
also his ideological presence; the Bengali was “not trusted” and could
“never enter the Army,” even as a volunteer. The most ardent opponents of
greater political “native” autonomy underscored this by pointing out that
the intelligentsia did none of the empire’s fighting, and thus neither earned
nor deserved independence. As for the martial races themselves, they were
manly enough to rule, yet lacking in the Englishman’s combination of
brawn and intellectual self-control. To be sure, Roy’s juxtaposition of the
masculine/martial and feminine/radical is significant insofar as it suggests
how intimately intertwined the protocols of rule and practices of mascu-
linity were within the cultural politics of the Raj. As the following discus-
sion will clearly indicate, the military and civil superstructures of imperial
power in South Asia rested on a self-justifying but shaky foundation of
colonial gender roles. More specifically, it is useful to remember that virtu-
ally every Indian political crisis in a generation before World War I involved
the conscious deployment of gendered rhetoric in the service of politic and
internal security.

The Punjab stood as the province where the maintenance of masculine
hierarchies remained the most essential. The region’s Sikh and Muslim
tribes supplied the bulk of the Raj’s soldiers, and the Punjab’s Lieutenant-
Governors occupied one of the most crucial positions in the government
in guaranteeing the loyalty and stability of the “martial races” along the
country’s volatile North-Western Frontier with Afghanistan. The Punjabi
government had done so successfully since the end of the 1857 Mutiny, but
the pressures of the war and the growth of both moderate nationalism and
violent millenarian movements upset the ideological balance between the
martial and non-martial races. The refusal of British military officials to
reach beyond the martial races and take advantage of India’s huge popula-
tion seemed shortsighted and discriminatory to moderates like Gandhi,
especially with the empire losing thousands of troops every month on the
Western Front, and in the Dardanelles, and Middle East. The exiled radi-
cals of India’s diaspora, on the other hand, saw an opportunity to spread
disaffection to the army while the country was denuded of many of its
white troops, leaving British officials scrambling to quarantine the martial
races from radical nationalist ideologies.

Bearing this in mind, the following chapter begins with a brief overview
of the genealogy of the martial races theory as a means of foregrounding
the overall discussion, followed by a close examination of the increasingly
heated political rhetoric surrounding political reform and martiality during
the war.* In doing so, this chapter chronologically brings forward the work
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of Mrinalini Sinha and Heather Streets, both of whom have considered
the martial races in the context of late nineteenth-century cultural and
political controversies. More than this though, it seeks to broaden the
debate and demonstrate more clearly how the rhetoric of the “fighting
classes” and effeminacy ultimately contributed to the violence in Amritsar.
In the same vein, the chapter will consider how militant nationalists from
India’s global diasporic communities attempted to co-opt the martial races
for their own revolutionary cause. This is an eminently sensible approach
for two reasons. First, it reiterates the need to resituate the martial races
doctrine within the larger structures of gender and imperial violence and
set it apart from its predominantly military historiography. Second, as
Maia Ramnath has so cogently argued, it is shortsighted to confine nation-
alism only to the borders of India when so much of it emanated from the
globalized diasporic communities.” Meeting these goals may very well
reveal how Indian officials such as O’ Dwyer moved further down the road
to Amritsar.

Our Soldiers, Ourselves: Constructing the Martial Races

The main goal of this section is to reveal how the emergence of the Indian
“fighting races” as a species similar to the British helped ensure the main-
tenance of colonial rule. For the Raj, the masculine Punjabi and the effemi-
nate Bengali worked symbiotically to protect the British position. The
Punjabi, and Gurkha, provided not only military muscle, but also ideologi-
cal sustenance. Prior to the Mutiny of 1857, the East India Company [EIC]
stood as the main arbiter of British power on the subcontinent, raising and
maintaining the bulk of India’s armed forces. Yet the EIC’s military struc-
ture was by no means uniform. Each of the three presidencies, Bombay
and Madras in the south and Bengal in the north, possessed its own dis-
tinct army. Bombay and Madras recruited across social and caste lines,
while the 120,000 strong Bengal component drew most of its sustenance
from the higher castes of Bihar and Awadh (formerly Oudh).® The policy
of maintaining three separate armies ensured that should one army
become disaffected the other two could respond and restore order. This is
precisely what happened in the summer of 1857, when the Army of
Bengal’s Hindu and Muslim troops murdered their officers and began
marching on Delhi.

Unfortunately for the British, Hindu and Muslim sepoys had found the
rumor that their rifle cartridges were greased respectively with either beef
or pork fat deeply offensive to their religious beliefs. Although British
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commanders quickly corrected the situation, the damage had been done.
Moreover, utilitarian devotees of Bentham and Mill had begun instituting
land reform policies with little regard for the religious, economic, and
social sensibilities of the sepoys, most of whom also remained heavily
dependent on an agrarian lifestyle.” The troops from Awadh had a further
grievance: after the British annexed the province in 1856, they lost their
batta, or pay for service abroad, since the region now officially constituted
a part of an enlarged EIC sphere. Finally, the sepoys of the Bengal army
greatly resented the threat posed to their monopoly on the military labor
market by the incorporation of Punjabi Sikhs and Muslims into the Bengal
forces, especially since they had recently defeated many of these same
Punjabis in the First (1845-1846) and Second Sikh Wars (1848-1849).
Taken together, these factors explain why almost a hundred units of the
Bengal army rebelled in 1857, as opposed to an insignificant number in
Bombay and in Madras.

The Sikh army, which also contained a sizeable number of Punjabi
Muslims, had nearly defeated the Company’s forces in the 1840s only to
help to save the British position just ten years later. This remarkable turn
of events reinforced the propensity to see elements of India’s northern
populace as vaguely analogous to the English, a relationship put forward
by Orientalist scholars like Sir William Jones (1746—1794).® Jones’ study of
Sanskritic texts led him to posit of a direct linguistic relationship between
the “Aryan” peoples of northwestern India and the Germanic Anglo-Saxon
that had swept into medieval England. Jones’ philological gymnastics had
“provided the linguistic apparatus that underpinned the operation of the
colonial state. . . . and confirmed the genetic relationship between Greek,
Latin, and Sanskrit,” and hence “the commonalties between Europe and
Indian history.”® His grammatical taxonomies corresponded all too neatly
with the fetish for classification that marked the Enlightenment’s ethno-
graphic efforts. Most crucially for the future, Jones performed a double
move that allowed colonial administrators and martial race experts to
make a close connection between language, racial affiliation, and levels of
manliness.

Yet, there were crosscurrents of colonial ideology in the Punjab that
caused disagreement on how best to classify and govern the people of the
region. The brothers Sir John and Sir Henry Lawrence, both of whom
served as the EIC’s Resident at Lahore, differed sharply on how to deal with
the Sikh aristocracy that controlled the Punjab’s land and peasantry. In the
estimation of one chronicler, Sir John’s administrative training had led
him to rule with a hand that was “iron and never gloved” His strong
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utilitarian bent likewise led him to characterize the Sikh landlords as
“useless drones” and “lazy bloodsuckers” who preyed on the peasant farm-
ers.'” Sikh chieftains returned his antipathy. Sir Henry’s training as a sol-
dier led him in an opposite direction in that he developed a heavily
romanticized, almost medieval, view of the Sikh aristocracy and village life,
akin to Anglo-Saxon England. He warned Sir John that “we are doubly
bound to treat them [the Sikh chiefs] kindly because they are down, and
because they and their hangers on still have influence as affecting peace
and contentment.”"" Sir Henry had fought against the tough and deter-
mined Sikh troops, yet saw in them a kindred spirit and the basis of an
Anglo-Sikh axis that would “at once lean on and [lend] support to our
Empire on the side of the North-West.” The European administrator’s
main task then would be to “reconcile it [the Punjab] when hostile, spare it
when subdued, and utilize its great military force as a barrier against
Afghanistan, and if need be Russia. . . ” It was, as one writer has termed it,
the “project of his life.”'? Sir Henry’s acumen allowed Sir John, in spite of
himself, to replenish the ranks of a mutinous Indian army with a ready
supply of Punjabi soldiers. Within a year of the Mutiny’s outbreak Sir John
had recruited 75,000 Punjabis, including 23,000 Sikhs, to replace soldiers
from the refractory Awadh and Bihari populaces that had previously made
up the Army of Bengal.”” This trend continued in the subsequent years
after the Mutiny, with the Indian Army gradually weaning itself from the
southern presidencies and increasing its recruitment not only in the
Punjab, but also in Nepal, where the Gurkhas provided a reliable and loyal
source of military power. Indeed, they, like the Sikhs, had played a critical
role in helping put down the rebellion.' The growing dependence on the
Punjabi and the Gurkha did not truly gain official sanction, however, until
the tenure of Lord Frederick Sleigh Roberts as Commander-in-Chief of
the Indian Army (1885-1893). Roberts, more than anyone, formulated
most fully the late nineteenth-century belief in the martial races.” His ten-
ure as commander of the Army of Madras (1880-1885), in particular, con-
vinced him of the effete and effeminate nature of southern Indians.
Looking back on his years in South Asia, Roberts was left with no doubt as
to what had debilitated the province’s manhood:

Each cold season I made long tours in order to acquaint myself with the
needs and capabilities of the Madras Army. I tried hard to discover in them
those fighting qualities which had distinguished their forefathers during the
wars of the last and during the beginning of the present century. But long
years of peace, and the security and prosperity of attending it, had . . . as they



46  GENDER AND VIOLENCE IN BRITISH INDIA

always seem to have on Asiatics, a softening and deteriorating effect; and
I was forced to the conclusion that the ancient military spirit had died in
them, as it had died in the ordinary Hindustani of Bengal and the Mahratta
of Bombay, and that they could no longer with safety be pitted against the
war-like races or employed outside the limits of southern India.'®

As a result, argued Roberts, “no comparison can be made between the martial
value of a regiment recruited amongst the Gurkhas of Nepal or the warlike
races of Northern India, and those recruited from the effeminate races of
the south.” The only option lay in the substitution of “men of the more
warlike and hardy races for Hindustani sepoys of Bengal, the Tamils and
Telugus of Madras, and the so-called Mahrattas of Bombay; . . ” Taking the
argument a step further, he called attention to the key difference between
the non-martial Indian populace and that of Britain, maintaining that the
former did not share the “courage and military instinct . . . inherent in
English, Scotch, and Irish™.!” Apparently though, the Sikhs shared this same
pedigree, so much so that when Roberts designed his crest he decided that
two soldiers, Sikh and a Scottish Highlander, should hold up its emblem.
Sir O’Moore Creagh, who served as C-in-C of the Indian Army from 1909
to 1914, echoed his predecessor’s view that climatic determinism played a
critical role in defining masculinity and martiality. “In the hot regions,”
wrote Creagh, “are found races timid both by religion and habit, servile
to their superiors, but tyrannical to their inferiors and quite unwarlike.”
Yet, “where the winter is temperate they are fairer, of better physique, and
more manly.” Stating his case more directly, Creagh contended that “it is
from the Stony Girdle of the earth that the virile races have long gone forth
as conquerors of India,” whereas those who had migrated further south
had “lost their virility.” Indeed, by the time one reached the Ganges valley,
thought Creagh, the lack of manliness became near total.'®

General Sir George MacMunn, considered by his Great War contempo-
raries to be a longstanding authority on the martial races, readily picked
up this thread after arriving in India in the late 1880s. MacMunn habitu-
ally contrasted the generally shorter and darker-complexioned southern
Indians, who had descended from the aboriginal Dravidians, with the
“Aryan” tribes who had conquered northern India. The “high grade Aryan
profile of India” as MacMunn put it, shared a considerable resemblance
with the “the Aryan beauty and physiognomy of the Greek.” Working
from this supposition, MacMunn and his contemporaries confidently con-
cluded that the Anglo-Saxon and Aryan of northern India had descended
from the same “white races that forced their way through the mountains of
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Solomon from the Central Asian Steppes.”” Of course then, the northern
Indian possessed superior masculinity. The martial races, perhaps related
“to the men of Kent, [and] the Jutes of Jutland,” had wisely forestalled “the
devastating effects on moral and ethics of miscegenation with the
Dravidian and aboriginal peoples” through the establishment of the caste
system.?' The martial man, like his kin the Englishman, had recognized the
perils of mixing with a racially degenerate and unmanly populace and
wisely preserved not only his superior physical and racial characteristics,
but also his masculinity and political reliability. MacMunn, attuned to
amateur anthropological theory and popular Social Darwinism, would
later write sarcastically of the “cloven hoof of babu English,” and the “fat
and ‘fearsome’ Bengali” in his retrospective on India and the war. He
attributed the popularity of Gandhi in the Punjab in 1918-1919 to the
simple curiosity of more manly and fairer-complexioned northern Indians
to see a “Blackie.”*

MacMunn’s climatic determinism served as a perfect complement to
the philological accounts linking the Punjabi and Anglo-Saxon to a com-
mon ancestor, not least because it allowed the British to surmount the
obvious lack of “Aryan physiognomy” among the Nepalese Gurkhas. The
physical differences were so profound (writers often used the term
“Mongol”) that many Britons felt compelled to offer further justification
for their inclusion into the army. Here, anthropologist Lionel Caplan offers
a useful critique of the constructed nature of the martial races discourse as
it pertains to the Gurkhas, and, hence, a caveat to the latent essentialism of
some modern scholarship. As Caplan reminds us, the term “Gurkha” is in
itself misleading. Readers of popular accounts, in particular, often assume
that the moniker denotes a homogenous tribal group, when it in fact rep-
resents a variety of ethnic groupings from Nepal.” Moreover, historians of
the Gurkhas, despite the overall fiction of the latter’s homogeneity, held
fast to this discourse because of social and political pressures that threat-
ened the survival of the Nepalese units.** After Indian independence in
1947, for example, the British Army absorbed some of the former colony’s
Gurkha battalions. British officers and supporters, when faced with bud-
getary cuts, routinely trotted out their favorite anecdotal accounts of
Gurkha fortitude and bravery as a means of forestalling a loss of funding.
Caplan’s main claim, that the Gurkha represented the epitome of the “war-
rior gentleman” in the Western imagination, finds plenty of backing in
archives and memoirs. Britons familiar with the Gurkhas, especially the
latter’s white officers, believed unequivocally in the inherent martiality of
the former. And like the Briton, the Gurkha exhibited great courage
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while in battle and gentlemanly self-control outside of it. Indeed, one of
the official manuals used by Gurkha recruiters made the connection
unquestionably explicit:

The Gurkhas are essentially a phlegmatic race, lacking in sentiment and
emotion. And it is well for them that they are so, as it is perhaps partly
because of this that they make such excellent soldiers. [Their] unemotional
and practical minds are far more collected in moments of difficulty and
danger than those otherwise endowed. . . . All emotional and imaginative
peoples-the Italians, Spanish, French, and Greeks for example, however
brave and fearless they might be, are peculiarly apt to that excitement in the
heat of battle, which is so liable to lead to a loss of mental and volitional
power, and hence the loss of intelligent and deliberate methods in war. ... In
this respect the unemotional and unsentimental Gurkha is much like the
English; and like them, cool when in battle.”

The analog between the “emotional” and “imaginative” Mediterranean-
Latin peoples and the non-martial Indians is clear; both suffered from an
inability to control the more sensuous aspects of their personalities, a
symptom of the ethnological disrepair brought on by exposure to a warm
climate.

The Gurkha and Englishman too were similar, with their mutually
“phlegmatic,” “unemotional,” and “unsentimental” dispositions. Indeed,
the melding of environmental determinism and the level-headed reserve
of the “colder blooded” peoples presumed an intrinsic link that many
Britons took to heart. Lord Curzon, speaking in September 1914, power-
fully reiterated the notion of the Gurkhas as “warrior gentlemen” by com-
paring them to the Germans. The former, he insisted, “would not fire on a
Red Cross badge; they would not murder innocent women and children;
they would not bombard Christian cathedrals. . . . The East is sending out
a civilized soldiery to save Europe from a modern Hun.”* The Gurkha’s
gentlemanly demeanor and mastery over sensuality underscored an even
more important difference between the martial races on the one hand and
the overly imaginative and effeminized Indian on the other. The former,
because of their manly aplomb, posed far less of a sexual danger to the
white woman than the latter. If anything, the Gurkha could be trusted to
protect the white woman if asked to do so. One cannot help but wonder
what Reginald Dyer said to his Gurkha troopers prior to opening fire at
Amritsar.

The writer E. M. Forster observed Anglo-Indian culture directly,
making trips to South Asia just prior to the war and again as a secretary to
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the Maharaja of Dewas in the early 1920s. His post-war novel, A Passage
to India, reveals just how far the distinction between the “trustworthy”
martial races and “treacherous” educated Indian had penetrated into
imperial culture. His female protagonist, the young Englishwoman Adela
Quested, makes her first journey to the subcontinent with a total unaware-
ness of the Raj’s proprieties.”” Once she has arrived, Adela presses her hosts
to arrange meetings with “natives” so that she might experience the “real
India.” On a subsequent excursion to the Marabar Caves outside the city of
Chandrapore, Quested and one of her Indian escorts, Dr. Aziz, become
separated from the rest of their party. While in the caves Quested, perhaps
suffering a fit of claustrophobia, believes herself to have been assaulted by
the doctor. In the ensuing uproar, Aziz is arrested for an alleged attack.
Back in Chandrapore the leaders of the Anglo-Indian community gather
at the English club to wait for word on Quested’s condition and prepare
for the worst—a local uprising with European women as the main targets.
There, a drunken army subaltern complains that the stationing of a few
Gurkhas at the caves might have provided a sufficient deterrent against
any perverse behavior. In a stuporific rage, he neatly sums up the prevail-
ing attitudes and fears of Anglo-India: “Give me the sporting type of
native, give me the Gurkhas, give me the Rajputs, give me the Punjabi, give
me the Sikh . .. I don’t mind if you give me the scums of the bazaars.
Properly led mind [you]. I'd lead them anywhere . . . what you’ve got to
stamp on is these educated classes.”*

This single quote provides as revealing a glimpse into the inner work-
ings of the imperial masculine ethos as any memoir or criminal case file. It
demonstrates at once the interlocking notions of masculinity that per-
vaded British culture on the subcontinent, and to a lesser extent, a metro-
pole fed on “oriental” lowbrow plays and pulp fiction. The simple phrase
“properly led,” for example, reflects the ingrained belief that only the
British officer had all the masculine requisites to lead the Asian soldier. At
the same time, it suggests that even the manlier “scums of the bazaars”
were more trustworthy than the sexually predatory “educated classes,” the
latter being the same group that would be blamed for inciting the unrest
just prior to the Amritsar Massacre. Indeed, one of Anglo-India’s most
prolific authors of potboilers, Sir John Travers, used his female memsahib’s
nom de plume, Eva Mary Bell, to contrast the educated Indian official with
his martial counterpart: “clever men though they are,” as “dreadfully lack-
ing in some quality of character and personality. . ..” “Eva” found the mar-
tial races far more admirable, declaring toward the end of her missive,

“Give me the Indian solider every time as a man.”*
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Clearly, the British notions of masculinity, for all their emphasis on
the perfidiousness of the effeminized “native,” placed equal weight on the
value of the fighting classes as the closest approximation to the Englishman
that the subcontinent had to offer. The “emasculated” Indian’s inability to
control his sexuality indicated a lack in the emotional discipline necessary
for effective governing. As B. K. Roy’s epigraph above so tellingly implied,
the juxtapositioning of the martial races and the intelligentsia always had
powerful political overtones. Roy in fact foreshadowed the work of later
historians such as Heather Streets, who carefully tracked the ways that the
martial races served as a “discursive tool” and “strategy of domination”
that used “racial and gender language for political purposes.” As Streets
revealed, martial races ideology helped to defeat nationalist advocacy for a
“volunteer movement” of “native gentlemen” in the mid-1880s, when a
war scare with Russia raised the possibility that Britain might lose control
of the subcontinent. During the crisis “educated” Indians came forward to
offer their services as soldiers for the Raj. A few British officials initially
encouraged the volunteer movement, only to retreat in the face of civilian
and military authorities who worried that the unctuous “effeminate”
Indian might turn their weapons against the Raj at the first opportunity. If
the “educated classes” managed to infect the loyal martial races with their
“invidious teaching,” argued opponents, it would only compound the
disaster. Equally telling was the claim that the effeminate babu could not
fight simply as a matter of biological impossibility. In effect, the “Native
Volunteer Controversy” presaged the objections to more widespread
Indian participation in the Great War.

The Wartime Politics of Martiality

As much as nationalists like Gandhi saw a direct connection between the war
and self-rule, the guardians of empire saw no correlation between the “edu-
cated” classes and the contributions that Indian soldiers had made on the
field. In their estimation the educated classes had done little or nothing to
help the empire; “not for them the troopship that led the martial men of India
westwards.”*! Perhaps the most striking aspect of the passage, however, is its
overtly political tone. Certainly martial races “experts” did not shy away from
political commentary, yet they usually couched their swipes at the “effemi-
nized babu” in the subtler terms of biological and climatic determinism. As
E. M. Forster’s fictional Anglo-Indian superintendent of police, Mr. McBryde,
put it, “all unfortunate natives are criminals at heart for the simple reason that
they live south of latitude 30 ... we should be like them if we settled here”**
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As noted above, MacMunn made no such distinctions. His book on the
martial races sharply noted that it was not the “hereditary moneylender”
who had done the fighting, nor the unmanly merchant who had swung
“through Marseilles with half the girls of France on their arms” before
going into the line to “fight the war for freedom”, but rather the “fighting
classes.”®® Nor was Gandhi the Mahatma. He was Lala Gandhi, a term that
signified his membership in the trading bania caste. Lala, like the similar
designation of “babu,” had shifted in meaning as it moved through varie-
gated colonial discourses. Though long a term of respect among Indians,
the Anglo-Indian populace had incorporated it as part of a derisive
nomenclature. For MacMunn and others, the word “lala” cast a broad
shadow under which the “educated,” “effeminized,” “weak,” and “rapacious
moneylender” could all rest. From there, the connection seemed obvious:
the educated Indian, whether a Gujarati “lala” or Bengali “babu,” somehow
lay at the root of most of India’s problems, especially those that had
befallen the Raj since the initiation of the Montagu-Chelmsford political
reforms in 1917.

Sir O’Moore Creagh made much the same point in his Indian Studies,
an exposition of Indian culture and history that, like many Indologies, car-
ried a significant ideological baggage. The “unwarlike classes,” Creagh
noted, came from the “Kayasth, Brahmin, and Bania castes” who com-
prised the bulk of the troublesome Indian National Congress. The handing
of power to such a “tyrannical” and “unwarlike majority” would cause
intense resentment among the Indian populace. It was not, he continued,
“by the opinions of a few selected individuals or small bodies of self-
constituted representatives of ‘all India’ that the views of the masses can be
gauged.” Worse, there existed the possibility that the intelligentsia, with its
penchant for “windy sedition,” might cause riots among an “ignorant or
innocent people.”* The best course of action, then, would be for the British
to continue their suzerainty. Creagh’s work testifies to the pressures that
the war had exerted on established tenets of colonial masculinity and the
heightened sense of danger felt by an already sensitive Indian government.
Authorities, especially in the Punjab—the “sword arm of India” and the
main recruiting ground for the martial races—considered it imperative to
maintain peace. As it turned out, the worry that the “educated” Indian
might somehow poison the recruiting well had some unfortunate conse-
quences. On September 13, 1917, Sir Michael O’Dwyer, the Lieutenant-
Governor of the province, rose to address the Viceroy’s Legislative Council.
O’Dwyer, responding to a resolution by M. M. Shafi that the administra-
tion of the Punjab be unified with that of Bihar and Orissa, dropped a
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bomb in the council chamber in comparing the martial Punjab’s wartime
contributions with the lack of military effort in the latter districts.

The “educated classes,” he acidly noted, had done nothing to aid the
empire in its hour of need; rather, the Punjab, “with only 1/13” of the
country’s population, had provided 60 percent of the Indian Army recruits.
In other words, his province had been doing most of the fighting while the
“educated classes” of Bengal and similarly effete Bihar and Orissa did
nothing but try to exploit the sacrifices of the martial races.” O’Dwyer
continued his diatribe, leveling what amounted to a direct insult at the
Indian members of the council. “We should be glad,” he declared, “if those
that base their political claims on the loyalty of India and the sacrifices of
the Indian Army, which is mainly a Punjabi Army, would show their loy-
alty . . . in some practical form.” In the midst of these remarks Pandit
Madan Mohan Malaviya called O’Dwyer to point of order only to be over-
ruled by the council vice-president, who presided in Chelmsford’s absence.
Malaviya shot back “you are not the viceroy.”** O’Dwyer then expressed a
view inseparable from that of Forster’s drunken subaltern. While paying
homage to some of Shafi’s proposals as “sane and practical” he nonetheless
drew a sharp distinction between the purportedly Aryan and non-Aryan
Indians. The educated Indian, though often eloquent, lacked the “common
sense and sanity of judgment” so characteristic of the Punjabi. Similarly,
these attributes constituted “preeminently British qualities and it is
possession of those qualities, a common heritage perhaps from the parent
Aryan stock that has led ever since the destinies of the two were united in
mutual comprehension, mutual confidence, and mutual cooperation . . .
Lord Chelmsford, the viceroy, was livid. He blasted O’Dwyer in a private
letter, informing him that he “scarcely realis[ed] the effect produced by
your speech yesterday and the position of embarrassment in which you
have thereby placed the Government of India.” O’Dwyer’s “bombshell,”
dropped in the midst of the Legislative Council, had severely damaged a
carefully orchestrated political truce, one that was essential to the success
of the recent proposals that Edwin Montagu had introduced to reform
the Indian government. His comments “touched many of them [the Indian
council members] on the raw, and any attempt to recreate a peaceful atmo-
sphere, which you have destroyed, can now be only made under particularly
difficult circumstances. . . ”*® Chelmsford forced O’Dwyer to apologize at
the next meeting, but the damage had been done.

The rest of British India elevated O’Dwyer to hero’s status. The anony-
mous author “Zeres,” whom we will examine in some detail later in this
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study, praised him as the one person who had the “courage to come
forward and boldly denounce the atmosphere of humbug, expediency,
and unreality” that characterized “all” Indian political activities. O’ Dwyer’s
denunciation of the reforms had naturally enraged the “monkey men,” as
Zeres referred to the educated politicians. He considered it a travesty that
Chelmsford had forced O’Dwyer to apologize after his speech, for his only
crime had been “voicing the sentiments of every true Englishman and
Irishman” who objected to the political politeness of Simla and its “vestry
meetings of super-gentility that are wire-pulled from Whitehall.”*

It would be difficult to overestimate the injury that O’Dwyer had
inflicted. The Indian members of the Viceroy’s council were among the
most influential members of the Indian nationalist movement. Shafi, who
had provoked O’Dwyer’s response in the first place, also served as presi-
dent of the Muslim League. Malaviya was a powerful INC leader in the
United Provinces, a position he augmented with his considerable legal and
editorial skills. In short, almost every Indian on the Legislative Council
could bring significant pressure to bear on the Government of India by
using their influence in the press, the legal profession, the Muslim League, or
the INC. Moreover, the announcement by Montagu, the liberally minded
Secretary of State, less than a month before—stating that he intended to visit
the colony as a prelude to the political reform of the Indian government—
generated tremendous fear and anxiety within the Anglo-Indian community.
O’Dwyer would respond by doing what his predecessors in the Punjab did:
fight to preserve the structures of imperial security in the face of Indian
attempts to crack the martial races fagade. In retrospect, one should not
consider this an overly difficult task given the tenacity of martial races doctrine
in late Victorian Indian culture, particularly when the most sincere indig-
enous supporters of the empire themselves carried the ideological freight
of emasculation and the belief that the war might regenerate the nation.
Toward the end of the war, even the radical B. G. Tilak echoed the belief
that the presence of “non-martial Indians” on the battlefield might help
break down the division between “educated Indians” and the “fighting
classes.” He found it execrable that more Indians had not been allowed to
fight, arguing that it represented “a great humiliation for the empire that at
this time of crisis it has to appeal to Japan and America, when it could have
availed itself to crores of Indian subjects.”® It is hard to evaluate Tilak’s
sincerity given his overall stance on the empire, yet it shows the value of
approaching the martial races ideology as part of the totality of imperialism’s
masculine cultures.
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The Transnational Politics of the Martial Races

No writer put the case for allowing “educated Indians” onto the battlefield
as clearly as Sant Nihal Singh. As an Indian journalist living in London, he
had married an Englishwoman, thereby breaking a major social taboo.
Singh took note of the changes in class and sexual distinctions that the war
had wrought on British society. While he believed that the conflict would
allow women to finally gain the right to vote and expand their role in the
work force, he was less optimistic regarding class distinctions. The Boer
War had supposedly broken down class differences; yet, after the victory,
most Britons simply drifted back into their respective social strata. Any
change in class structure was thus apt to be temporary at best.*! In India,
too, the war had yielded mixed results, with the “neglect of India’s man-
power” being one of the great lost opportunities of the imperial relation-
ship. How was it that India’s contribution (in terms of her potential
strength) had been so small when compared to that of the self-governing
dominions and Britain itselff Why did India, with more than 75,000,000
men of military age, according to the guidelines established by the Man-
Power Act of 1917, furnish fewer than a million combatant and labor
troops as of June 19182* Even Secretary of State Montagu, noted Singh,
had lamented the Government of India’s failure “to make them (Indians)
into a warring nation as they wanted to be.”* Singh also drew upon a more
direct source to make his point—Sir James Willcocks, the ousted com-
mander of the Indian Corps. Two years after the Corps had left France,
Willcocks gave an interview in which he anticipated Singh’s argument.
“There are clans in different parts of India,” argued Willcocks, “that are not
classified as ‘martial’ and yet they could supply large numbers of recruits
for the army.” Similarly, the former Indian Expeditionary Force [IEF] com-
mander implied that the classification of “natives” into martial and non-
martial categories amounted to a self-fulfilling prophecy, asserting that if
“you say that a certain class is not a fighting class, you depress its spirit and
take out of it any fighting qualities that it may have.”*

Singh, like many an astute proponent of India’s cause, turned colonial
rhetoric upon itself as a way of furthering his own arguments. As he saw it,
the idea that only the martial races had the “right stuft” for soldiering
rested on shaky ground. The Garhwalis, for example, a group previously
included with the Gurkhas, had recently been constituted as a separate
martial race or “class” and proved themselves the best of the Indian units
in France. And what of the “effeminate” Bengali, many of whom had left
English universities to join an Indian Ambulance Corps organized by
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Gandhi? One Bengali medical captain had recently won the Military Cross
for treating wounded men under intense fire. Another group of medics
had been the last men seen moving about on the field at the Battle of
Ctesiphon during the disastrous Mesopotamian campaign, and Bengali
sailors frequently faced submarine attack with heroism.*® Why, wondered
Singh, could the empire not rely on the “scores of Indian young men at the
British universities and Inns of Court whose fellow students of British
extraction, [are] in no better in physical, mental, or moral qualities than
they are, are holding the King’s Commission.” He also anticipated one of
the most common knocks against the educated Indian—that their inabil-
ity to play actual games signaled a similar inability to engage in the meta-
phorical games of masculinity, especially combat. On the contrary, argued
Singh, “Indian students have distinguished themselves on the cricket and
football fields, tennis courts, and golf courses,” and, if so, they surely pos-
sessed the stuft of command.*

Singh also took the opportunity to deal with an issue that had long
rankled Indian leaders, namely the lack of any real opportunity for the
Indian Army’s indigenous officers. To briefly inform the reader, Indian
officers were commissioned by the viceroy, while their British counter-
parts received their commands via the courtesy of the king, hence their
respective designations Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer [VCO] and King’s
Commissioned Officer [KCO]. Technically, the lowest-ranking white sub-
altern could refuse the order of the most grizzled and experienced VCO.
As a minor concession, Curzon had, during his tenure as Governor-
General, established an Indian Cadet Corps in 1902.*” The only problem,
as Singh opined, was that it had graduated only nine Indian KCOs since its
founding. Curzon, patrician that he was, also saw to it that only the chil-
dren of India’s princely states and nobility gained entrance to the cadet
schools. Moreover, the graduates could not yet command British troops in
the field, nor could they ever command above a company level. What
Singh could not have known is just how resistant the concept of divergent
masculinities, as embodied in the martial races doctrine, would be to the
corrosive effects of the Great War. Similarly, Singh, who believed that an
enlarged Indian Army might hold the key to freedom and national unity,
may have underestimated the effects of the conflict on an Anglo-Indian
ethos that in no way admitted that Indians other than the martial races
might exercise a salutary role in the war. Rather, Anglo-India worried so
much about the possibility that educated Indians might cause disaffection
in the army that they overlooked what the intelligentsia could do to aid the
war effort.
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Herein lies the rub: if, as British authorities insisted, there existed no
similarities between the “emasculated” and the martial races, how could
the “educated” Indians lay claim to political power? If anything, claimed
the Raj’s military leaders, the fighting clans would destroy the effeminate
“babus” if not kept on the British leash. The very structure of the martial
races theory, because it further compartmentalized an Indian populace
already split along lines of caste and class, meant that the presence of
Indian soldiers in France, Mesopotamia, and elsewhere could not viably
counter the use of imperial masculinity as a strategic political formation.
Singh and Gandhi alike vainly hoped for a broad-based national army that
would encompass previously excluded “non-martial” classes as a means of
overcoming the Raj’s divisions of Indian manhood. Yet, the strength of the
Anglo-Indian ethos, and its ability to mobilize in the face of “crises of
masculinity,” made this a virtual impossibility. Like its metropolitan
counterpart, the imperial gaze relied upon a monopoly of masculinity in
which reason and objectivity became the legitimizing agents of control. If
colonial masculinity could be so inflexible even when under intense
wartime stress then only one option remained open: opposition to the Raj
in the form of revolution.

The Martial Races and the Intersection of Global
Revolutionary Movements

The thousands of subjects caught up in India’s diaspora were not simply
agentless migrants spread across remote rail lines, tea plantations, and
farm valleys. They were, like their white counterparts, consciously seeking
the economic opportunities that the empire presented. While the major-
ity of emigrants were in a sense apolitical, there existed a smaller but still
significant number of mainly Bengali student radicals who fled to East
Asia, Europe, and North America. Although initially disparate in their
backgrounds and goals, these economic and political refugees both felt
the sting of racial discrimination abroad, particularly in the white domin-
ions of the empire such as in Canada. The war increased demands for
“reciprocity,” meaning an end to racial restrictions and equal treatment as
imperial citizens. The subsequent denial of civil rights made India’s dia-
sporic community especially receptive to anti-British propaganda, which
could in any event flow more freely when not under the strict press con-
trols of the Raj. As a result, Indian communities abroad, which might
have remained neutral or even ambivalent, became centers of disaffection
and revolutionary potential.
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One group, in particular, presented the greatest danger to the political
integrity of Anglo-Indian rule, namely the Ghadar (translated usually as
“mutiny”) movement that operated predominantly in Sikh communities
on the West Coast of the United States and Canada. The founder and intel-
lectual leader of the movement, Har Dayal (1884-1939), epitomized the
radical Indian student that Chirol had warned readers about in his Indian
Unrest. Dayal in fact withdrew from Oxford in 1907, the same year that
Chirol’s book appeared. Like Aurobindo Ghose, he thoroughly rejected
English culture, adopting the wearing of only a dhoti while still at univer-
sity and advocating redemptive nationalist violence. He returned to India
briefly in 1908 before fleeing to the United States in 1911. He made his way
to San Francisco by 1913, where he established the Ghadar newspaper,
published in the Gurumukhi and Urdu languages used so extensively in
the Punjab and the Indian Army. The printing offices and quarters in San
Francisco, styled as the Yagantur ashram (New Era Hermitage), served as a
front for the organization. Dayal’s efforts to garner support in North
America gained impetus from the Komagatu Maru case of 1914, when over
300 immigrant Sikhs and 80 Muslims chartered a Japanese vessel and
sailed to Vancouver, Canada, to protest that country’s restrictions on South
Asian migration. The ship was anchored for a month before Canadian offi-
cials forced it to return to India. The passengers, many of them politically
active, disembarked in Bengal. An armed confrontation with police ensued
in which 18 of the refugees were killed and a number of Indian police offi-
cers and British officials injured. Police immediately arrested over 200 of
the passengers and the Government of India limited the re-entry of Sikh
migrants into the Punjab. Most crucially, the incident radicalized many
apolitical expatriated Sikhs.*® British diplomats in the United States imme-
diately brought pressure to bear on their US counterparts to deport Dayal,
which led him to flee to Germany at the start of the war. Germany’s intel-
ligence services and diplomatic corps were all too glad to fund his propa-
ganda and revolutionary activities.*’

The Raj saw Dayal as especially dangerous due to the attempts of
Ghadar agents to make direct contact with the army and spread armed
revolution throughout India, a goal that a number of the Komagatu Maru
rebels had hoped to fulfill. Many of them had already answered Dayal’s call
to begin filtering their way back into South Asia, where they hoped to sway
Indian garrisons into taking part in an uprising scheduled to take place in
Lahore in February 1915. Propaganda pampbhlets pointedly asked soldiers
why do “you fight for the sake of the whites. You always attack other coun-
tries, why do you not take your own country into your charge? . . . Have
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you vowed to live as slaves of the English? Are your lives only worth nine
rupees?”™® While the intervention of an informer allowed authorities in
India to stop the plan, Ghadarists nonetheless had some success in
Singapore, where approximately half of the recently arrived 5th Light
Infantry regiment mutinied and killed just over 30 people before the upris-
ing could be suppressed.®! A post-mutiny investigation found that Turkey’s
entry into the war on behalf of the Central Powers, along with poor rela-
tions with its British officers, played a significant role in alienating the
mostly Muslim soldiers, but so too had Ghadarist literature and agents.

The Singapore Mutiny and the 1915 Lahore Conspiracy cases repre-
sented the Government of India’s single greatest fear: that a large compo-
nent of Indian troops in the Punjab would stage a second Great Mutiny
just as the bulk of British troops were fighting in France. These revolution-
ary activities, when combined with furnace-like consumption of lives on
the Western Front, merged dangerously with the existing perception that
Germany posed an existential threat to Great Britain. The fact that Dayal
operated out of Berlin with the help of German agents, and that his lieu-
tenants in North America continued to export literature worldwide, only
bolstered the belief that Britain faced a double threat from Prussian mili-
tarism and globalized anti-colonial revolution. As the semi-official Pioneer
newspaper lamented, “Hardayal [sic] ... may preach anarchy as freely as he
pleases. That his activities have been in no way curtailed is apparent from
the flood of literature from California that still reaches Bombay.”
O’Dwyer, in his memoirs, ruefully noted “the thousands of Punjabis to
whom the Swaraj or Home Rule was preached in America, some hundreds
set themselves as early as possible (on a return to the Punjab) to realize that
ideal by the sword, the pistol, and the bomb.”>* More ominously, a number
of the Sikhs in North America were retired veterans of the Indian Army
who possessed both training and familiarity with the colonial state’s
military.

The British Foreign Office [FO] considered the threat of Indian radicals
operating from the United States so dire that they created an interdepart-
mental intelligence office to specifically deal with the danger. Intelligence
branches in India, England, and Canada sent officers to the United States
in secret, where they began to track the Ghadarists and develop a network
of informers. Britain’s ambassador in Washington, armed with confiden-
tial information collected in India, Singapore, North America, and Mexico,
also began to pressure American officials to take action against “native”
radicals. After some initial reluctance, federal officials arrested over 105
American, German, and Indian suspects for conspiring to smuggle
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thousands of rifles, purchased with German money, into India. In
November 1917, a federal trial for 33 of the defendants in the “Hindu
Conspiracy” began in San Francisco. It was one of the most publicized
cases in US history up to that point. Public fixation reached a high pitch in
April, when a defendant used a smuggled pistol to murder a co-conspira-
tor before a federal marshal returned fire and killed him as courtroom
spectators dove for cover. The jury found all but one of the defendants
guilty, including the German nationals who had funneled money to the
revolutionaries.™

The connection between the Ghadar party and German agents, along
with the later Irish Easter Uprising in 1916, must be understood as part of
a continuum in the colonial imaginary. Just how serious a threat the
Ghadarists were to the empire is irrelevant. Far more important is that the
fear of the colonial Other merged with the danger posed by Irish radicals
and the German Army into a multi-faceted existential threat to England
and its empire. Indeed, as Lucian Boia argued in regard to Romanian
nationalism, the fear of the “other” is a process of the mind as much as a
material reality. Even easily suppressed small-time rebellions became
looming threats in the minds of a fearful war leadership. O’ Dwyer’s mem-
oirs evince this praetorian ethos of empire with regularity. In one instance,
he recounted a 1913 meeting with three Sikh delegates from Canada who,
unbeknownst to him, already belonged to the Ghadar movement. He
described two of the men as “oily and specious,” while “the manner of the
third seemed to be that of a dangerous revolutionary.” O’Dwyer later dis-
covered that all three men were active revolutionaries, though this could
have hardly surprised him since he considered virtually every “educated”
Indian as an existing or potential conspirator.”” As he recounted, one
became a German agent in Burma before receiving a death sentence in the
Lahore Conspiracy case; US authorities arrested the second on an arms
smuggling charge in 1914. For O’Dwyer, who took an active role in the
intelligence efforts, Ghadar represented “the most serious attempt to sub-
vert British rule in India.” He also took ready notice of the role that Sikh
emigrants from America had played in organizing radicals in Siam
[Thailand] as well as their attempts to disaffect Sikh military police in
Burma. The “clever” and “intriguing” Hindu, as he put it, had tricked the
“ignorant but sturdy men of the [Sikh] peasant type, many of them old
soldiers,” into turning on Britain. The old Sikh soldiers had fallen under
the spell of the conniving babus through no real fault of their own.*® As
O’Dwyer saw it, his duty was to stand guard in the Punjab, a province that
served both symbolically and literally as the rampart of British security in
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South Asia. The fear of not just the Ghadarists but also a number of failed
revolutionary efforts in Bengal and Muslim areas of what is now Pakistan,
confirmed the belief that the “educated classes” represented nothing more
than a self-serving and feminized radical cadre. Like his nineteenth-
century predecessor John Lawrence, O’Dwyer overlaid his deep distrust of
the politicized, urban middle classes with a neo-Gothic romanticizing of
the Punjab peasantry as a modern counterpart to the sturdy and simple
English serf.

In retrospect, O’Dwyer’s outburst in the imperial legislative council
takes on a more serious meaning in light of his conviction, a correct one,
that the Punjab was the essential province for Indian security. His reac-
tionary attitude toward the “educated” Indian helped lay the groundwork
for the Amritsar Massacre. His actions alienated even moderate national-
ists and led them closer to the conclusion that Britain would never yield
power willingly, even though there might be political elements in the
metropole amenable to Indian autonomy. Moreover, his persistent opposi-
tion to reform made the province he ruled a natural target for agitation. It
is indeed curious that so many historians see April 1919 as the alpha of
later Indian nationalism and forget just how important a role O’Dwyer
played in foregrounding the massacre.

Here we come to a historically crucial point: the wartime fear for
imperial survival and the desire to preserve colonial power existed in real
time in April 1919, a priori to claims by some scholars that gender and race
analytics simply impose categories on systems of colonial ideology that
could easily be defined in other ways. Indeed, I find such assertions disin-
genuous in that such categories were established at moments of contact in
both “old” mercantile empires and the late nineteenth-century “new”
imperialism, or even borrowed and adapted from Mughal sources. To be
sure, analyses of race and gender and their intersection with physical colo-
nial violence are no mere abstraction, but a chilling historical reality best
viewed across the open terrain of the Jallianwallah Bagh in April of 1919.



4

Frontline Masculinity: The

Indian Corps on the Western
Front, 1914-1915'

India’s economic and military contributions to the war effort were
immense. During the course of the conflict India expended in the range
of £180-220 million, a sum that hit a desperately poor peasantry especially
hard. Militarily, more than 1.2 million of the roughly nine million British
and imperial troops raised during the conflict came from the subconti-
nent, with 118,000 South Asian soldiers joining the casualty list. Indian
forces also served across every operational theater. By 1918, more than
138,000 labor and combat troops had passed through French ports on
their way to the Western Front.? Britain conducted the bulk of the
Mesopotamian campaign against Ottoman Turkey out of India. South
Asia provided the financing and no fewer than 600,000 labor and combat
troops. The “Mespot” was also the site of one of the war’s great blunders.
Poor logistical planning by British Indian Army and ICS officials caused
the needless deaths of thousands of British and Asian troops and resulted
in the surrender of over 13,000 men, a disaster unrivaled since the Saratoga
campaign of the American Revolutionary War.?

The ensuing chapter pays particular attention to Indian troops on the
Western Front in the winter of 1914-1915, a period when the 26,000-man
Indian Corps, or Indian Expeditionary Force [IEF], comprised as much as
30 percent of the British Expeditionary Force [BEF].* German forces had
nearly destroyed the relatively small BEF during the first weeks of the war,
and its numbers dwindled rapidly as it fought alongside a much larger
French Army. With the BEF near collapse, military planners decided that
they had no recourse but to reinforce it with two Indian infantry divisions,
the 3rd Lahore and 7th Meerut, and an accompanying cavalry division.
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It is doubtful that the Allied line could have held that winter without the
contributions of colonial forces. Tragically, the IEF would suffer the same
fate as their British comrades, with the intense combat destroying entire
battalions in a matter of days.

In September 1915, British commanders began withdrawing the IEF
from the Western Front. They concluded that it had been a failure, and that
it would be far better suited for duty in the Middle East, where the climate
more closely resembled that of India. In their estimation, the fighting had
confirmed the fears many officers had initially expressed over the use of
South Asian troops in the West: the sepoy, despite his hardiness, could not
match “a European enemy who had brought the highest pitch of sinister
perfection to both the science and practice of war”; northwestern Europe’s
brutal winters had demoralized a force more accustomed to fighting along
India’s rugged frontier; most importantly, even the manly sepoy could
reach his full potential only with the guiding hand of the white officer.” In
other words, the fighting in France and Belgium had done nothing to dis-
count the martial races doctrine.

The view of the IEF as a tragic failure has had a lasting and problematic
effect on present-day histories, most of which follow standard patterns of
military and political scholarship. Studies on wartime India are accurate
enough in claiming that the IEF had effectively collapsed in the late spring
of 1915, though they do note that the colonial forces provided a razor thin
margin against Allied defeat during the desperate fighting of the previous
autumn. Other works have duly pointed to Indian politicians’ use of the
war as a political lever for nationalism.® Yet, there seems to have been little
effort to consider how the Indian Corps fits into the larger framework of
gender and imperial violence that underpinned the Anglo-Indian relation-
ship, or how the need to preserve the South Asian soldier’s station within
the constellation of imperial masculinity influenced contemporary and
later-day historiographic depictions of the Indian experience in France.
More directly, the IEF story remains significant in revealing just how
multi-layered and interdependent the vagaries of masculinity were within
the Raj’s intellectual structure. As our previous discussion of imperial
“manliness” makes clear, the martial races concept underwrote the con-
struction of the “educated” Indian as “effeminate” and thus unsuited for
self-rule. Key to understanding the discussion below is the realization that
the presence of the manly sepoy, inasmuch as it helped confirm the “babu’s”
femininity, ideologically and physically validated the Briton’s place at the
top of India’s gendered colonial hierarchy. In between the dichotomy of
the manly Englishman and Bengali intellectual lay the “native” soldier,
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who, according to prevailing anthropological theory, shared a similar,
albeit distant, “Aryan” ancestry with the Anglo-Saxon British “Tommy.”

Such “similarity” meant that the relationship between the British officer
and the martial Indian took on a different hue than with any other group
in South Asia. It dictated that the officer-man relationship be articulated in
terms reliant upon paternalism, not effeminacy and masculinity. While this
was unquestionably true of the British Army, as Gary Sheffield’s important
work on battlefield leadership has shown, it resonated to an even greater
degree in the Indian Army, where officer/sepoy relations resembled that of
father and son.” The latter was a jawan, or youth, who invariably looked to
the former for protection, guidance, and leadership on the field of battle.
The locus of masculinity shifted from a contrast between the “educated
Indian” and the Briton and/or sepoy to one rooted in a gradation between
two subjects of varying civilizational development. The martial “native,”
though brave and rugged in the estimation of his white commanders, suf-
fered from an infantilization that linked the need for paternal guidance to
the differing levels of “polish” between the “wild” martial races of the fron-
tier and their modern counterpart, the refined British officer.

The embedding and naturalization of variegated manliness in colonial
military culture raises a number of questions in regard to the Indian soldier
on the Western Front and suggests a more direct connection to concepts of
gender and violence than revealed in previous studies. For instance, how
does one assess the IEF’s first two months in the trenches, a period that shat-
tered the Kiplingesque likeness of the stalwart Indian sepoy and replaced it
with an unflattering depiction of the Indian troops as panicky and inclined
to self-inflicted wounds? How did the Indian Army’s reliance on the
“martial races” recruiting system affect its ability to recoup it losses? Were
the heavy casualties among white officers an essential cause of the IEF’s sup-
posedly poor performance, as the British surmised, or did deaths and
wounds among junior Indian officers also play a significant role? Last, how
did the attitudes of the IEF’s contemporaries, who saw the Indian Corps as
a misguided failure, affect the historical record? In other words, were colo-
nial attitudes so ingrained that they virtually dictated the historical record?

The First Two Months: Martial Races, British Officers,
and Self-Inflicted Wounds

Prior to the Great War, the Rajhad sentunits west of the Suez Canal only once,
when they occupied Malta and Cyprus during the Balkan Crisis of 1878.8
Not until August 1913 did the Committee of Imperial Defence reconsider
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the role the Indian Army would play if England became embroiled in a
continental war. The Government of India and the Committee agreed, in
principle, to the deploying of Indian troops overseas, but with the caveat
that they would only serve as garrisons to release British units for the main
fighting.® These best-laid plans hardly survived the start of hostilities in
1914. The BEF, consisting of roughly six divisions of 18,000 men each, had
to be rushed across the Channel to help the hard-pressed French Army.
Their first contact with German forces came on August 22. Within five
days, the BEF had fought the battles of Mons and Le Cateau, losing 15,000
men—Zkilled, wounded, or missing. September offered no respite as the
BEF lost 3,500 men in just one day along the Aisne, while in October one
of the two beleaguered British corps incurred another 14,000 casualties."
The war had consumed over a third of the BEF in a few weeks; it would
cease to exist unless it received immediate reinforcement.

The white dominions of Canada, Australia, and New Zealand did not
yet have any trained soldiers to offer, but, somewhat unsettlingly for a des-
perate empire, India did. Army high command accordingly scuttled their
plan to use Indian soldiers only as garrison troops and decided that they
would proceed directly to France. By late September a large portion of the
unit had arrived at the Marseilles docks to crowds of thrilled and curious
French citizens. Individual battalions and companies entered action on
October 23 as reinforcements for General Edmund Allenby’s Cavalry
Corps. At month’s end the IEF took over its own eight-mile stretch of the
British front, an area that the unit’s commander aptly described as “a dis-
mal dead plain” in full view of German artillery."! J. W. B. Merewether, a
staff “recording” officer attached to the IEF, noted that many of his fellow
officers believed they were “taking part in a very hazardous experiment” by
sending Indian troops to the Western Front. They agreed that the intensity
of the fighting would severely test even the best European soldier, let alone
his Indian counterpart. As Merewether saw it, the “flinging [of] Oriental
troops into these horrible scenes, in a pitiless climate, to lose life and limb
in a quarrel remote from their own experiences” would inevitably reveal
their shortcomings."

Merewether’s fears reflected a number of interrelated concerns. Broadly
speaking, colonial authorities worried that the colony’s “educated” radicals
would encourage sedition with so many indigenous troops abroad. If
something like a second Great Mutiny broke out, or nationalist agitation
became too pronounced, the Raj might not be able to maintain control
over the country. The IEF’s presence in France also violated a tacit agree-
ment among the European powers forbidding the use of colonial troops
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against white units in a European war. To do so implied a degree of
parity between metropole and colony, while the very presence of “colored”
soldiers in Europe raised the specter of miscegenation between “natives”
and white women attracted to the exotic, if not erotic, “dripping tigers” of
India."” France’s decision to deploy West and North African troops removed
some of the uneasiness the British felt regarding the use of Asian soldiers,
but military authorities remained vigilant in regard to contact between
Englishwomen and Indian soldiers, so much so that army authorities
strictly segregated wounded sepoys who had arrived in England for
convalescence.

In terms of combat effectiveness, British anxiety turned on the sepoy’s
purported dependency upon the fatherly Anglo officer who, “however
young he may be look[ed] upon his men as his children.” As a consequence,
the Indian soldiers would “feel their bereavement as orphans, old enough
to realize their sorrow” once the brutal fighting on the Western Front
scythed its way through ranks of the IEF’s white officers.”> Conventional
wisdom of the time predicted that these casualties would deteriorate the
fighting spirit of the sepoys, who would cease to function effectively once
the war had robbed them of their “fathers.” British officers unanimously
agreed with Lord Roberts, the former C-in-C of the Indian Army, who had
initially set down the martial races theory. A frail Roberts, inspecting
Indian troops in France in November of 1914 and just three days before his
death, warned IEF commander Sir James Willcocks: “No one,” said Roberts,
“has a higher regard for them [the sepoys] than I have; but they have their
limits. . . . With British officers they fight splendidly; without them they
cannot do much.”'® Simply put, the supposedly inferior sepoy, deprived of
his white sahib, stood little chance against the superb German troops."”

The tragic winter of 1914 confirmed the doubts of those who believed
that the Indian Corps could not succeed without its white officers. On
three separate occasions from late October to mid-December, IEF battal-
ions that had lost a high number of British officers either retreated without
orders in the face of powerful German attacks or hesitated to attack when
ordered to do so. On the night of October 29, for instance, a battalion of
Gurkhas fell under concentrated fire from German howitzers and heavy
guns. The men ran short of ammunition as their trenches became a veri-
table swamp. The Gurkhas repulsed repeated German attacks the next day
before panicking and retreating without orders after most of their British
officers had been killed or wounded.'® A more serious incident took place
on December 20, when the Germans exploded a mine under the Indian
trenches and entombed a half company of the Highland Light Infantry
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and a double-sized company of Gurkhas. The Germans pressed home their
attack, putting the entire Indian front under extremely heavy artillery and
machine-gun fire before routing an already depleted 129th Baluchi
Battalion. In a subsequent inquiry, one officer reported encountering
“about 300 men of different regiments, mostly 129" Baluchis . . . had
thrown away their rifles and said that all their officers had been killed.”"
The IEF experience mirrored that of the BEF in regard to the losses it
incurred. As early as November 3, the Corps had sustained roughly 2,000
casualties out of its 26,000-man contingent. The units that “broke” had
suffered especially severe losses. The 129th Baluchis, for example, had lost
579 men up to November 3, a number made more significant when one
considers that each Indian battalion consisted of only 764 men as com-
pared to the 1,000 strong complement of those in British divisions. By
December 31, roughly two months of fighting, the IEF had suffered 9,579
casualties, or over 40 percent of its original complement.? It is in fact dif-
ficult to understand how any unit could hold out after suffering so heavily.
Willcocks, realizing his entire front might collapse, immediately requested
that Sir Douglas Haig’s I Corps relieve his outgunned and exhausted men.

Critics of the IEF seized upon the events of November and December as
proof of the sepoy’s dependence on the paternal white officer. A more care-
ful consideration, however, suggests a more nuanced view and reveals that
the IEF could also exhibit bravery on a personal and unit level that belies
claims of paternalistic masculinity’s indispensability. In the fighting of
October 31, during the First Battle of Ypres, Havildar (sergeant) Gagna
Singh held his position against overwhelming odds, killing five Germans
with his bayonet before collapsing from wounds. Shellfire wounded Sepoy
Usman Khan three times before he agreed to be evacuated. Jemadar (lieu-
tenant) Kapur Singh shot himself with his last cartridge to avoid capture.
In the same action, Khudadad Khan of the 129th Baluchis won the first
Victoria Cross [VC] awarded to an Indian in France, manning his machine-
gun until his crew had been killed and he seriously wounded.?! Three
weeks later, Naik (corporal) Darwan Sing Negi earned the VC for his role
in clearing German trenches, refusing evacuation for his wounds until his
men had finished their task.

The 129th Baluchis, maligned for panicking on December 20, provide yet
another example. Between October 23 and November 3, a mere 12 days of
fighting, the regiment had lost 50 percent of its British officers, 30 percent
of its Indian officers, and 33 percent of its men. The 129th had endured four
miserable days before December 20, supporting a French attack so “hope-
less in its conception” that it resulted in “a useless slaughter at a time when
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economy in both men and materials was of paramount importance.”*
The night before the December crisis, torrential rains had washed away
the fire-steps and begun collapsing the walls of the trenches, creating a
mire of icy water and knee- and waist-deep mud that jammed well over
half the rifles. The following morning a German mine wiped out the units
on the Baluchi left flank, leaving it exposed. The constant German artillery
fire had also destroyed communication lines, affording the IEF no way to
summon artillery support as enemy shells crashed uninterrupted into
their front.” It is small wonder that the 129th, and indeed the entire Corps,
had reached a crisis point. Indeed, it can hardly be said that the 129th and
other units “cracked” given that they no longer resembled organized units
so much as a shattered remnant of “battalions,” numbering between two
and three hundred utterly exhausted and freezing men.

Here, we come to the crux of the matter, discernible only if one is
prepared to contemplate how dominant conceptions of masculinity
guided wartime evaluations of the IEF. Indeed, the Indian soldier’s innate
and lesser “manliness,” a product of his childlike nature, would have pre-
cluded contemporary observers from considering that they might fight
well without their white commanders, or that the loss of senior Indian
officers might also limit their effectiveness. To be sure, there existed little
restriction against criticizing the Indian Corps, yet wartime censors
would suppress any public reproof directed at the BEF as defeatist if not
helpful to the enemy. It is the pinnacle of historical conceit to suppose
that BEF, even though one of the best armies of the twentieth century,
never came apart under the intense violence of the Western Front. General
Henry Rawlinson, the 4th Army Corps commander, wrote that the 28th
Division “had to be broken up and distributed among the 3 and 5%
Divisions” as a result of their poor performance.** General Douglas Haig
confidentially told a shocked King of the “crowds of fugitives who came
down the Menin Road from time to time during the Ypres battle having
thrown away everything they could, including their rifles and their packs.
2% In his autobiography, Robert Graves recalled the frank discussions
that he and other instructors had at the “Bull Ring,” the training ground
for new drafts at Harfleur:

It seemed to be agreed that about a third of the troops in the British
Expeditionary Force were dependable on all occasions: those always called
on for important tasks. About a third were variable . .. The remainder were
more or less untrustworthy: being put in places of comparative safety, they
lost about a quarter of the men that the best troops did.*
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Haig and Graves both understood that one could only make such com-
ments quietly and under certain circumstances—in a private audience
with His Majesty or in the company of a few infantry instructors. Graves
unwittingly revealed some important shared characteristics between the
IEF and BEEF. First, both had battalions of varying quality. Moreover, the
immense losses of the war’s first winter seriously eroded the power of what
were in reality small, highly professionalized armies dedicated to “small-
scale colonial fighting, not the terrifying combat against well-equipped
conscript forces which it encountered in 1914.”% They derived their cohe-
sion through appeals to regimental esprit de corps and often augmented it
with a tradition of family or village military service. While this trait made
the units very skilled initially, it also had an opposite effect in that mounting
losses hampered their potency. By way of comparison, even the relatively
homogenous “New Armies” of the BEF were so minimally trained in mid-
1916 that their commanders had them attack at the Somme under the
assumption that massive artillery fire would allow them to cross no-man’s-
land despite their inexperience. The result was a criminally bloody fiasco,
with 20,000 men killed in one day.

Yet, even here one has to tread carefully. While Paddy Griffith and Peter
Simkins have correctly noted that the “New Army” units lacked adequate
training and weaponry as late as 1917, this does not necessarily mean that
they had a lower morale than the BEF’s legendary “Old Contemptibles”
who were slaughtered in 1914.% Indeed, the presumption that the original
BEF was innately more resilient and professional than the later citizen
army derives in no small part from Sir James Edmonds and his official his-
tory of the war, Military Operations in France and Belgium. As Alexander
Watson’s study on wartime morale in the British and German armies has
revealed, self-inflicted wounds and desertion actually peaked in the winter
of 1914, when much of the professional BEF remained in the field. The rate
of desertion remained very small at .044 percent, but this was still triple the
rate of later periods in the war. The first terrible winter of fighting also
marked “the highest proportion of men surrendering rather than fighting
to the death of any war year” The 1st Gordon Highlanders, 2nd Royal
Scots, and 2nd Royal Irish, for example, surrendered over 500 men on the
night of August 26-27, 1914, after some of their officers literally fled across
open fields to escape the horror. Moreover, just as in the case of the Indian
Army, the desperate BEF took in significant numbers of reserves that were
physically unfit, or in some cases mentally handicapped or insane.” The
BEF and IEF of 1914 bore more similarities than one might suppose, and
they suffered accordingly.
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Even with the commonalities of the initial BEF and IEF experiences, it
is important to realize that the latter’s adherence to the martial races doc-
trine, along with the affiliated cult of the white sahib officer, placed it at a
distinct disadvantage when compared to the BEE. The latter could at least
muddle through by drawing on the Indian forces until aid arrived from the
Dominions and newly raised home formations. The ingrained ideology of
the martial Indian, however, restricted the structure and recruiting of new
soldiers to a very narrow base. Each regiment and battalion selected its
own men, usually sending out an officer and a few members of the other
ranks to obtain a predetermined number of men from particular villages,
clans, and families. Recruiters kept an Umdewar book, a list of “hopefuls”
who received special consideration as kinsmen of men already in the regi-
ment.*® Moreover, new recruits had to serve in companies or battalions
that reflected shared ties of kinship, religion, or caste. Sikhs and Gurkhas,
for example, could not be mingled due to ethnic, cultural, and linguistic
differences. While the Indian Army may have been comparable in size to
the British Army at the start of the war, such specialization meant that it
could under no circumstances keep pace with the Western Front’s furnace-
like consumption of men.

An Indian Army military commission had warned as early as 1892 that
the recruiting system might collapse in a “major conflict,” at that time
understood to mean a war against Russian forces in Afghanistan.’" Just five
years later, the Journal of the United Service Institution in India [JUSII], in
its annual essay competition, asked that the participants address the fol-
lowing theme: “The best method of recruiting the Indian Army’s resources
not hitherto used, on the assumption that enlistment amongst the recog-
nized martial races of the Indian Empire at its frontiers has been pushed
very nearly to its utmost limits.” The journal eventually published the three
highest rated essays, all of which assumed the impossibility of recruiting
outside of the martial races. Captain C. P. Ranking (quite possibly a pseud-
onym?) noted that “it is an unquestionable fact that the first line of our
native Army is now listed exclusively from the Punjab, the tribes beyond
the North-West Frontier, and from Nepal, and undoubtedly more south-
ern and eastern reaches of India . . . have lost their martial instincts.”* Like
Francis Younghusband, Ranking argued that the ascent of British power
had emasculated the colony’s population and caused a loss of “pride of
race” characteristic of more belligerent peoples. While British arms pro-
vided India with stability, it also rendered its people “more dependent,
more helpless and less self-reliant” than Europeans.” As we have seen,
British military officials and Indian nationalist leaders alike accepted this
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assessment, albeit with highly divergent opinions on how to remedy it. The
essayists agreed that the Indian Army’s only viable option was to recruit
from the fringes of empire, just beyond the country’s borders, or perhaps,
as one officer suggested, even in the Sudan, the Horn of Africa, or among
the “wild independent and generally dirty” tribes in Afghanistan, who
would in any event need to be commanded with looser “reigns of disci-
pline.”** Captain G. S. E Napier dissented somewhat in his first prize essay,
suggesting that there were groups within India that could qualify for mili-
tary service, although he too remained open to recruiting outside of the
borders proper.*

The essays are deeply revealing of an imperial paradox made more
acute by the war: how does one maintain a powerful empire using indige-
nous forces while ensuring that those same forces do not later defect and
become the basis for challenging colonial rule? Lieutenant W. K. Scharlieb’s
JUSII article, for instance, confirmed the necessity of maintaining a het-
erogeneous Indian Army in that “history has shown us that in a mercenary
army homogeneity is a danger” Recruiting from a uniform population
within Indian society, or mingling soldiers in a way that might foster unity
among divergent groups, raised the specter of collusion and rebellion like
that which had occurred during the Mutiny of 1857, when Hindu and
Muslim troops showed signs of cooperation. Every officer on the Indian
Army knew the history of the Mutiny, Scharlieb included. In his opinion,
“the greater number of races employed . . . the greater the spread of ideas
which will support subordination and discipline” Also, he and his brother
officers would have seen the periodic demands of “Indian gentlemen,” read
“educated” Indians, to form militias in the event of a war against Russia in
Central Asia as equally dangerous, since they were the classes most likely to
spread sedition and nationalist ideology. Scharlieb and other “experts” had
unwittingly, if not wisely in terms of imperial power, forestalled Gandhi’s
desire to create a unified and masculine Indian national identity through
the crucible of war. The Mahatma’s call for redemptive and rehabilitative
violence could never overcome the deeply entrenched notion that long-
term imperial security rested on a compartmentalized Indian Army and a
division of masculine labor.

The enduring purchase of the martial races’ ethos goes far in explain-
ing why the Indian Army decided to recall its most decrepit reservists to
duty instead of recruiting more broadly.” In the first weeks of the war the
Indian Corps took on 5,250 replacements from its reserves. Of this num-
ber, 876 were deemed unfit for duty. Staff officers for the Corps opined
that the replacements as a whole were “a source of actual danger to
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themselves” that “tended to lower the efficiency of those with whom they
were placed in combat”*® MacMunn recalled that “the first parties of
reservists . . . were the laughing stock of the depot, feeble old men who
were of no use and of whom a large number were rejected.”” The Indian
Army’s high command eventually remedied the situation by exempting
reservists with more than 15 years of service from European duty. Also,
the fear of internal unrest had temporarily subsided, allowing the British
to begin tentatively detaching men from more established units for service
in France.

There remained an even greater challenge, however, in that the martial
races idea circumscribed British officers just as much as the ordinary
Indian sepoys. Many officers had served with particular groups, such as
Sikhs or Gurkhas, most of their military lives. They possessed unique lan-
guage and cultural skills that made them difficult to replace. Moreover, the
logic of the British officer as the indispensable spear-tip of the martial
races meant that any alteration in the structure of officer corps necessarily
entailed amending colonial masculinity itself. On the other hand, refusing
to raise long-serving Indian non-commissioned officers to a higher rank,
as some political reformers had suggested, spelled disaster on the Western
Front. At the start of the war the Indian army had over 2,500 officers, 257
of whom were on leave in England. Kitchener ordered these officers to
remain in place so that they could help in the training of the New Armies.
The IEF battalions serving in France had only 12 white officers each, and
only 99 replacements and reserve.* Already by mid-November, General
Willcocks had warned Kitchener’s aide-de-camp that “if the Corps is to be
maintained as such, we shall need all the officers we can [get].” Willcocks’
fears came to fruition all too quickly. By December 31 the Indian Corps
had lost 292 British officers—killed, wounded, or missing.*' British com-
manders drew the inescapable conclusion that not just any British officer
could step into the simulacrum of the father/son since only a limited num-
ber of Indian Army officers had the necessary language and cultural skills
for each particular unit.*

As the fighting raged, Indians like London-based journalist Sant Nihal
Singh saw a possible solution in giving officer commissions to “native” uni-
versity students, an idea seen as pure folly by martial races experts. General
Sir George MacMunn, writing after the war, reflected a longstanding and
universal belief among Anglo-Indian Army officers that the inevitably rad-
ical Indian student would either spread sedition in the army and disaffect
the troops, or so offend the barely controllable martial races that the latter
would delight in killing the effeminate “babu” officer. Just as the white ICS
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officer balanced the scales between Hindu and Muslim, landlord and
peasant, and among various castes and ethnicities, so too did the white
commander control the savage child that lurked in every sepoy. Let off of
their leash, the “martial races” would fall upon the rest of India in a frenzy
of pillaging and murder, as was their nature. Their violence had to be prop-
erly directed and guided by the warlike, yet eminently civilized, white offi-
cer. The degree to which the fighting on the Western Front only confirmed
the inviolability of the “martial races” and the expectation that the IEF
would break down with the loss of its Anglo officers is striking, if not his-
torically problematic. If one accepts the masculine assumptions that
guided the father-son relationship between officer and sepoy, as historians
such as Jeffery Greenhut have done, then the claim for the essentiality of
the white officer naturally follows. This assertion in no way accounts for
the ideological predispositions of colonial authorities, or their unswerving
belief in their own superiority. Furthermore, one has to consider that the
ethos of the white administrator and soldier’s innate manliness permeated
all of the primary evidence with rather predictable results. This is not to
say that there was not a close bond between the sepoy and British subal-
tern. There was, and it provided the Indian Corps with a strong cohesive
element. Nonetheless, one can reasonably argue that IEF contemporaries,
and by implication later scholars, have overemphasized the essentiality of
the British officer without due consideration for his Indian counterpart,
the VCO.

To briefly reiterate, British officers received their commission from the
king, while “native” officers served courtesy of the viceroy. The VCO com-
manded only at the platoon or company level and could not rise above a
junior grade. Moreover, his authority extended only to Indian soldiers, and
even the lowest-ranking white subaltern could technically refuse the order of
a higher-ranking Indian commander. In short, the losses among the VCO’s
offer an equally viable and neglected explanation for the IEF’s collapse in
December. The Indian officer brought valuable experience to the regiment
and acted as a role model for the young sepoy. The highest-ranking VCO,
the formidable subedar-major, served as an in-house village elder and
acted as an advisor to the British commander on unit matters.** His lower-
ranking counterpart, the subadar, acted as the company commander in
the field. Indian units lost a vital element of morale and control once
either one of these trusted subordinates joined the casualty list, as did
virtually every army on the Western Front when large numbers of other
non-commissioned officers were killed or wounded. Obviously, the fact
that Indian officers obtained a modicum of command in itself suggests
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that they possessed leadership skills, a contradiction not lost on British
commanders. Willcocks surmounted the discrepancy by explaining that
the VCO, though “well fitted to fill temporarily [italics mine] the place of
the British officer in the field,” could by no means replace him; the VCO,
though “gallant and staunch” was “feeble without the unlimited initiative
and fearlessness” of the white commander.*

Arguably, the ideal of the “officer and gentleman,” articulated as a form
of class superiority within the British Army, had found a more idiomatic
expression in India, one reflective of a broader late nineteenth-century
colonial ideology. Only with the aid of the British, many believed, could
decadent India recapture its past grandeur. The English had both a right
and a duty to remain on the subcontinent until they had completed this
task. Likewise, the indigenous officer, even though a product of the martial
races, had also degenerated, though much less so than the masses of
Indians who “once were white,” but who had suffered too long from the
“deteriorating effects of aeons of tropical sun.”* While the climate had
supposedly debilitated both the physical and mental vigor of Indians
from south, the martial races’ loss of masculinity had not been so complete.
The Indian soldier possessed many of the characteristics of the “noble
savage.” Within this framework, instances where the VCO seized the ini-
tiative took on an anomalous quality, a fleeting moment in which he
touched ancient Aryan glory and achieved par with his English superior.
Command fell upon the Indian officer by chance, not design, a de facto
result of the Western Front’s voracious appetite for men and material.

Even so, few authors have made a serious effort to find out what
occurred in cases where the VCO obtained this “temporary” status. In fact,
the leadership and bravery of the VCO stands out on these occasions. An
example of an officer who won the Military Cross effectively makes the
point:

2nd Lt. Rdna Jodha Jang Bahddur (a), 1st Battalion, France (4.11.15)

During a feint attack made by the Indian Corps to the north of La Bassée
Canal on October 13, 1915, this officer commanded a double company with
great ability and conspicuous gallantry in the face of fierce fire from rifles,
machine guns, grenades, and bombs, and was severely wounded in the neck.
On the previous evening this very gallant officer was wounded in the arm by
a rifle bullet but . . . returned to the firing line to see his company through
the engagement which was due to commence the next day. . . . The bravery
of Réna Jodha Jang Bahddur was previously observed on September 25th
last, when he led his company right up to the German wire under heavy rifle
and machine gun fire.*
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Official regimental histories are so replete with similar accounts that one
reaches the natural conclusion that the Indian VCO?’s fulfilled a vital role in the
functioning of the IEFE acting as an essential intermediary between officers
and enlisted men. It stretches credulity to suppose that the loss of a subadar-
major, who had often served with the same unit for years, had little or no
effect on morale while casualties among British officer virtually paralyzed the
Indian troops. The maligned 129th Baluchi Battalion, for instance, lost six of
its twelve British officers and four of its Indian subadars in its first ten days of
battle. By December 20 the battalion had none of its original British officers,
three Indian officers, and only 214 enlisted men."” Once a significant number
of Indian officers had joined the ranks of the dead or disabled, unit cohesion
suffered, just as in the case of the British officer. Nevertheless, British officers
saw only their own loss as critical. The VCO, however manly and experienced,
seems to have somehow fallen between the cracks of wartime memory.
There remains one very difficult issue to examine before moving forward.
After the first weeks of combat, the Corps’ own medical officer issued a
study confirming that some sepoys had engaged in self-maiming to avoid
the trenches. According to the report, of the 1,848 Indian soldiers who
had been admitted for treatment up to November 3, 57 percent, or 1,049,
had hand wounds. By contrast, the British units that had come from India
as part of the Corps, about one-third of the IEF, had only 140 wounds to
the hand.*”® Willcocks, hoping to “put a stop to this idiotic and dangerous
thing,” had two men shot. “T ask what it means,” he continued, “to be owing
hundreds of men who cannot be replaced for weeks and even months
while their comrades . .. do double duty in those horrible trenches.”*
While some elements of the Corps unquestionably had a problem with
self-inflicted wounds [SIW], it is not at all clear just how prevalent the
practice really was. According to the statistics compiled by the IEF’s medi-
cal officers, over one half of the hand injuries suffered by Indian troops in
France came within the first two weeks of battle.” If one accepts that most
of the hand wounds up to November 3 were self-inflicted, it would mean
that on average nearly 100 men a day either shot themselves or simply
raised their hand over the parapet of their trench and let German snipers
do the job for them. The conclusion that Indian troops engaged in a sud-
den and massive outbreak of self-maiming does not seem fully credible, for
it presumes that the war dealt them such profound psychological shock
that they immediately cast aside deeply held convictions of personal and
unit integrity. Nor were these troops the reservists that British officers
would complain so bitterly about later in the winter. The sepoys at that
time would have been regular troops concerned with maintaining both
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SEPOY KHUDADAD KuHaw, V.C., 120TH BALUCHIS.

Figure4.1 Illustration of left-hand wound on Indian VC Recipient Khudadad Khan

personal and unit honor, or Izzat. Moreover, it appears that the British bat-
talions had not yet been as heavily engaged as the Indian units, and had
had fewer total casualties for the time period covered in the medical offi-
cer’s report. Other evidence strongly suggests that British military authori-
ties underreported cases of self-maiming or malingering among white
soldiers so as to not appear defeatist or be detrimental to morale. These
same strictures, however, would have in no way applied to Indian troops,
from whom authorities expected an average or mediocre performance.
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Joanna Bourke’s study of Great War masculinity, Dismembering the
Male, has explored the problems of discipline, particularly “malingering,”
in some detail.>' British forces carried out 3,080 death sentences during the
war for a variety of offenses, including murder, cowardice, quitting post,
and most commonly, desertion.”® As Bourke further points out, War Office
statistics indicate that military authorities brought over 300,000 charges of
“shirking” or malingering, with a 90 percent conviction rate. Shirking con-
stituted a less serious offense and represented the bulk of the cases, while
self-inflicted wounds comprised a statistically insignificant portion of
occurrences. Bourke alleges that military authorities underestimated the
numbers for both malingering and self-mutilation. This seems plausible,
given the way that military authorities accounted for self-maiming cases.
As Helen McCartney noted in her study of the Liverpool Territorial
Battalions, the Judge Advocate General’s Office classified wound cases
under the “miscellaneous” category in the official court-martial ledgers
since they were defined by Section 40 of the Army Act, a catch all statute
that “could encompass almost any misdemeanor.” In other words, if one is
looking for hard-and-fast numbers on SIWs in the official records, they are
unlikely to find them.*

By way of further example, Alan Sichel, an examiner at the army’s
Ophthalmic Centre Military Hospital, estimated that 11 percent of the
2,000 cases he handled had feigned eye problems to avoid returning to the
trenches.” The 55th West Lancashire Division, meanwhile, had a nearly
26 percent rate of self-inflicted wounds for a six month period in 1916.
The 11th Border Regiment, citing shell-shock and combat fatigue, refused
to carry out raids on enemy positions. A medical officer agreed with this
diagnosis, adding that the men had incurred additional psychological
stress after spending their “rest period” burying dead comrades and sort-
ing out their personal effects. A court of inquiry reprimanded the doctor
for his undue sympathy.’

Sir Walter Lawrence, charged with overseeing the hospitals for injured
Indian soldiers established in England, took an abiding interest in the sub-
ject of self-inflicted wounds. Writing to Viceroy Hardinge in May 1915, he
opined that the “rumors of self-inflicted wounds, rumors that have never
been proved, [and] did a great deal of harm” to the reputation of the Indian
soldier, so much so that he thought it necessary to conduct an investigation
of his own.® Within two months, Colonel Bruce Seton, at Lawrence’s
behest, had submitted a statistical analysis of the number of wounded
Indian soldiers that he believed refuted the charges of self-maiming. Using
a card system he had devised to keep track of the injured, Seton noted that
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the hospital had to that point discharged 667 wounded. Of that number
576, or 85 percent, had returned to duty. While Seton found the number of
wounds to the upper extremity remarkable, some 43 percent of the total
cases, he nevertheless saw no correlation between the upper body injuries
and self-maiming.”” Noting that “the accusations that have been made of
wholesale self-inflicted wounds in the hand has led me to analyze these 297
[upper body] wounds . . . very carefully,” Seton found that just over half of
these injuries involved the hand, with “87 affect[ing] the right hand and
64 the left” In his opinion the significance of the results lay in the fact that
“a self-inflicted injury is nearly always to the left hand [emphasis Seton’s];
and yet we have more right hand gunshot cases than left.” Furthermore, he
asserted, doctors often could not determine if gunshot or artillery had
wounded their patients, although the 13 of the 64 sepoys who had been hit
in the left hand had multiple wounds, a clear indicator of shrapnel as the
culprit. For Seton, the answer was clear: one could say that 6.1 percent of
the patients he documented might have injured themselves. “I send you
these figures,” he declared to Lawrence, so that “they may help you to
answer the people who affect to believe that self-mutilation is the common
form of injury in the Indian Army.”*® A convinced Lawrence forwarded
Seton’s report to Hardinge, adding that the charges against the sepoys
sprang from the “calumny” and “constant libel fostered by one or two
Anglo-Indians of an atrabilious disposition. . . %

The question as to whether demoralized sepoys engaged in wholesale
self-mutilation will remain a puzzle unless more evidence comes to light.
It seems likely that two things occurred. First, two or three battalions of the
demoralized IEF appear to have had a problem with self-inflicted wounds.
Second, and more importantly though, Seton’s statistics strongly suggest
that IEF officers and British authorities alike, convinced that the sepoys
had become demoralized by the loss of their father-figures, failed to prop-
erly corroborate the evidence and counted nearly every injury to the hand
as a self-inflicted gunshot wound, even when the soldier had multiple inju-
ries from shrapnel. Lawrence’s assertion that the Anglo-Indian community
spread the rumors of self-maiming remains problematic, though, for he
offers no direct evidence to support his claim and names no one in par-
ticular as a culprit.

Lawrence’s letter also took the opportunity to blast Anglo-Indians for
spreading rumors that “the Indians misbehave themselves at Brighton
[hospital] and elsewhere”—that is to say that they posed a sexual threat to
Englishwomen. He made clear his belief that the Anglo-Indian community
simply could not admit any degree of equality between themselves and
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their colonial subjects, despite India’s huge contributions to the war effort.
While Seton’s report, he forcefully insisted, blew the Anglo-Indian “cal-
umny” regarding self-inflicted wounds “out of the water,” the implication
of a “scandal” at Brighton were “an absolute lie.” Indeed, the work of
Philippa Levine has amply revealed the overlapping race, class, and gender
anxieties among military authorities in England who worried that lower-
class women, in particular, would be irresistibly attracted to the masculine
Indian soldiers hospitalized at Brighton and elsewhere. The possibility of
miscegenation, argues Levine, endangered not only the “health and moral
of soldiers,” but also “the edifice of whiteness.” Lawrence’s commentary is
relevant to the complexities that these overlapping wartime anxieties pres-
ent to scholars. He in fact blamed lower-class Englishwomen rather than
the colonial troops for moral lapses, lamenting “the perverted behavior of
Englishwomen” during the coronation of George V in 1910, when Indian
Army units took part in the celebration. Indeed, contemporary commen-
tators often paralleled the lack of “civilized” behavior among the poor with
that of the “ignorant native”® Left to their own devices, the wanton East
End maid might not be able to resist the brawny and tawny sepoy. He had
effectively seconded the fears of the War Office and its decision to confine
recovering colonial soldiers to their respective hospital grounds. Although
some of the troops there were allowed to visit London in small groups, this
was only under proper escort. Similarly, the War Office considered pres-
ence of white nurses in the colonial hospitals a minor scandal.

As for SIW, there is one common thread that offers a feasible explana-
tion for those incidents that did occur, namely, that affected units tended
to originate from areas on the fringes of British power where ties to the Raj
and its associated traditions of military service were tenuous. The 129th
Baluchis, 57th and 59th Rifles, for example, recruited heavily from the
Pathan tribes that dwelled along the border regions between British India
and Afghanistan.®’ By way of further contrast we can note that the only
case of mass desertion on the Western Front came in March 1915, when 24
Pathans of the 58th Rifles crossed over to German lines, while the statistics
for hand wounds among the more closely aligned Gurkhas hardly differed
from that of British battalions.® Letters translated by the Indian Censor of
Mails seem to confirm this view, as many of the soldiers warned friends
and relatives in their home villages to avoid enlistment at all costs. In the
end, it may be safest to conclude that the Indian Corps had a moderate
problem with the self-inflicted wounds, confined to units with weaker tra-
ditions of service. Similarly, a significant amount of evidence suggests that
the same problem occurred in British units as well.®’
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The first two months of fighting had tarnished the reputation of the
IEF and confirmed the suspicions of its detractors. British observers
explained any and all shortcomings of the Corps in terms consistent with
their belief in the exemplary masculinity of the white officer and the
sepoy’s need for paternal guidance. They deemed the loss of the British
officer as paramount to any other consideration, including the crying
lack of trench weaponry, too many days under shellfire, and the casual-
ties among Indian VCO’s. Yet, if one wants to truly gain a more accurate
account of the Indian experience in France they must compare the IEF’s
first tour of the trenches with that of its later efforts, particularly in
March 1915 when it took part in one of the more successful offenses of
the war, the attack on Neuve Chapelle, a fairly successful attack given the
repeated and dismal failures of most Great War offensives. The sepoys
there, when given a level playing field in the form of the right equipment,
training, and tactics, performed accordingly and in direct contrast to the
winter of 1914.

Neuve Chapelle and the Official History of the War

After enduring a horrendous winter, the IEF finally gained time to
recover from its losses and train in the nascent art of trench warfare.
In their next major action, the March 1915 Neuve Chapelle offensive,
the Indian Corps met all of its first day objectives and inflicted heavy
losses on the enemy. Despite its early success, the assault stalled in the
face of German machine-gun and artillery fire, largely because of inad-
equate counter-fire from British guns, an all too common occurrence
on the Western Front. IEF and BEF commanders quickly blamed one
another for the failure, igniting a debate that has a continuing resonance
for interpreting the Indian part in the overall Great War narrative. For
Indian Corps officers, the lack of recognition merely confirmed what
they already believed—that their men were not getting the credit they
deserved. Furthermore, the Neuve Chapelle operation presents critical
issues regarding the historiography of the IEF and the writing of the
official history of the war, Military Operations in France and Belgium.
As we shall see, colonial ideology once again shaped the depiction of the
sepoy as manly, yet flawed.

The Neuve Chapelle operation reiterates just how critical Indian troops
were to the early war effort. Indeed, the circumstances that had compelled
the War Council to dispatch the IEF to France still applied. Britain had
already combed out its remaining regular troops, forming the 27th, 28th,
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and 29th Divisions from its overseas garrisons. The 29th went to the
Dardanelles, while the Germans incapacitated the other two as soon as
they came to the line. As for the Territorial divisions that had begun to
appear in France, even the 46th (North Midland), “the best Territorial divi-
sion then available,” would require “some weeks training in trench warfare
before it could be asked to take over a section of the battle front.”® Thus, as
late as eight months after the war began, the BEF still had no choice but to
utilize the Indian Corps.

The offensive, though small when compared to later endeavors, argu-
ably stands as the most important engagement of the war for Indian forces,
demonstrating rather clearly what the IEF could and could not do. Given
the right training and weaponry, the Indian soldiers did as well as their
British counterparts. Nonetheless, it also showed that the IEF could not
consistently sustain heavy losses, even with an amended recruiting policy
in place. As the day for the assault approached, IEF commanders carried
with them an awareness that both their reputations and the reputations of
their men hung in the balance. General Willcocks thought Neuve Chapelle
represented “an experiment which might have momentous consequences,
comparable to that faced by Japanese commanders in the Russo-Japanese
War” where Asian soldiers inflicted a humiliating defeat on a European
enemy. “It was,” said Willcocks, “a matter of East versus West.”® Willcocks’
comments are telling. Once again, the notion of the IEF as something
unprecedented in the empire comes into play, an “experiment” that
reflected the ambivalence of using Indian soldiers against a white conti-
nental enemy.

Major-General H. D’U. Keary, head of the Lahore Division, exhibited a
similarly cautious attitude, one indicative of the heavy losses his unit had
incurred in the winter. “How the Indian troops will do, I don’t know,” he
wrote, “most of my div[ision] got very severely handled in the early part of
the war and consist of a good deal of new drafts.”*® Keary had good reason
for concern, for planners had slated his old unit, the Garhwal Brigade,
along with Rawlinson’s IV Corps, to lead the attack. British planners made
painstaking preparations that boded well for the assault. They had gained
air superiority, and amassed an impressive amount of artillery. The attack
began on March 10 as the Garhwal Brigade and General Sir Henry
Rawlinson’s 23rd and 25th Brigades moved up quietly to the front line
trenches. At 7.30 am, the BEF artillery began pounding the German lines.
Twenty minutes later the four battalions of the Garhwal Brigade left the
positions on their 600-yard front. Three of the Indian Corps battalions, the
2/39th Garhwal, 2/3rd Gurkha, and the 2nd Leicester easily met their first
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objectives. All along the German line artillery fire had succeeded in cutting
the wire. The enemy soldiers that had survived the bombardment emerged
stunned and incapable of offering significant resistance. Yet, German
opposition stiffened as the assault carried into successive defensive lines.
The performance of the 2nd Garhwal Battalion in these early stages was
especially notable, and the Indian troops once again rose to the occasion. A
Garhwal rifleman, Gobar Sing Negi, took over his platoon after German
fire killed its commander. Again, an Indian soldier had assumed a leader-
ship position after the white officer had been incapacitated. In the subse-
quent trench-clearing operation, Gobar Sing was the first man around
each traverse, bayoneting and shooting enemy soldiers along the way and
in the process earning a posthumous Victoria Cross. In addition, two other
Garhwal officers won the Military Cross, another the Order of British
India, and two the Indian Order of Merit.

The 2/39th Garhwal’s companion unit, the 1/39th battalion, met with
misfortune immediately after they drifted right and struck an undamaged
portion of the German line at the Port Arthur salient, where the artillery
had missed its targets. Tragically, the enemy machine-gunned the two lead
companies in front of the uncut wire. The survivors desperately tore at the
entanglements with their hands and forced their way into the German
position. Although they had fought gallantly and achieved a measure of
success, a 200-yard section of enemy-occupied trenches separated two
companies of the 1/39th from the remainder of their unit. On the left of
the Garhwals, the British 25th Brigade of Rawlinson’s IV Corps had also
captured its objectives. Rawlinson’s 23rd Brigade, however, met the same
fate as the 1/39th Garhwals, with far higher casualties. One of the regi-
ments of the 23rd came out of action under the command of a second
lieutenant and down to 150 men.”” Despite the heavy casualties in the
errant British and Indian units, the assault had met all of its initial objec-
tives by 10.00 am

According to official history, the Dehra Dun Brigade of the Meerut
Division and the 24th Brigade of Rawlinson’s 8th Division were to move
up and implement the next phase of the British attack. The 24th Brigade
planned to pass through the newly captured German lines and seize Aubers
Ridge, while the Dehra Dun brigade drew the task of capturing the Bois de
Biez, an overgrown wooded area to the southeast of Neuve Chapelle. Sir
James Edmonds, author of Military Operations in France and Belgium, the
official history, states that the offensive then faced two critical delays: heavy
German fire that slowed the Dehra Dun Brigade’s advance across no-
man’s-land, and the excessive caution of the Meerut Division commander
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in dealing with the uncaptured portion of the German trench. The attack
stalled for five precious hours, allowing the Germans to establish a strong
secondary line of defense with interlocking fields of machine-gun fire.

Edmonds further claimed that Rawlinson could not renew his assault
until the Indian Corps had cleared the Port Arthur position, a task the IEF
troops accomplished at 5.00 pm. Not until nightfall, however, did lead ele-
ments of the Dehra Dun Brigade move into the edge of the Bois de Biez,
the flames of a burning farmhouse lighting the way.®® The Dehra Dun
Commander, Brigadier-General C. W. Jacob, faced a difficult decision. The
brigade was now in a position to capture the wood, but both flanks were
“in the air,” since the remainder of the Indian and the IV Corps were on the
opposite side of the Layes River. It was doubtful that they could hold
the position against a concerted German attack. Jacob expected help
from two of Rawlinson’s brigades, but both were stopped at the river’s edge
by strong German resistance. Jacob’s after-action report for March 10 con-
firms that “if the Eighth division had been able to cooperate with me
I would have been able to maintain myself on the edge of the wood.”® In a
move that enraged General Douglas Haig, the 1st Army commander, Jacob
decided to withdraw his men back across the Layes River.

The delay of the 1/39th Garhwals and Rawlinson’s 23rd Brigade is
important for three reasons. First, it reveals the tendency of the Military
Operations author to exonerate some commanders at the expense of
others.” Second, Edmonds places the blame for the delay primarily on the
shoulders of the Indian troops, specifically the 1/39th Garhwal battalion
and their unfortunate drift into the undamaged German trenches. Third,
Edmonds overlooks the fact that IEF commanders built a solid case against
Rawlinson for his failure to move up the supporting brigades in a timely
manner. Edmonds plainly felt comfortable in shifting blame to purport-
edly inferior colonial soldiers. Indeed, a more careful consideration of
Neuve Chapelle suggests that the fault lay in Rawlinson’s own corps and
that the Indian Corps was delayed because of events in Rawlinson’s sector.
Rawlinson could not have advanced, even if the Indians had cleared the
Port Arthur position earlier. He had already cast three of his five reserve
battalions into the fray, while the remainder were employed in carrying
stores or simply had been placed too far in the rear to be of assistance.”" In
short, this meant that the troops intended for the second phase of the
attack were already engaged in other endeavors.

The IEFE, though, provided a convenient scapegoat. No one, save the
Indian Corps’ own officers, questioned Edmonds’ account. This was in spite
of Sir John French’s acknowledgment that the “difficulties . . . might have



FRONTLINE MASCULINITY 83

been overcome if the General Officer commanding the IV Corps had been
able to bring his reserve brigade more speedily into action.” IEF staff officers
likewise determined that “the check sustained by the 23rd brigade had
thrown the machinery out of gear,” thereby necessitating a reorganization
of the attack.” Further evidence in favor of the Indian Corps comes from an
examination of Rawlinson’s actions after the fighting had ended. Rawlinson
tried to sack his 8th Division commander, General Joey Davies, for his sup-
posed dereliction in bringing up his reserve brigades. Davies countered by
gathering evidence on his own behalf, saving his job in the process. More
importantly, he identified Rawlinson’s handling of the reserves as the real
cause of the lag, as well as the subsequent stall in the Indian Corps’ advance.”
The bid to remove Davies demonstrates that Rawlinson had attempted to
shift responsibility for the crucial delay from himself to a subordinate, and
to the Indian Corps. Military Operations in France and Belgium similarly
tended to place the preponderance of blame on the IEE.

The real significance of Edmonds’ account of the Neuve Chapelle fight-
ing lies not only in the short shrift given to the Indian soldiers, but also in
revealing how this narrative made its way into later historiographic
accounts. Indeed, the colonial ideologies that guided the deployment and
use of Indian soldiers so permeated the mindset of those who recounted
the IEF experience that it naturally led later scholars to reach similar con-
clusions.” One of the clearest examples connecting the Great War martial
races doctrine and later scholarship comes from Jeffrey Greenhut’s ubiqui-
tously cited 1983 article “The Imperial Reserve: The Indian Corps on the
Western Front 1914-1915,” and his less often quoted “Sahib and Sepoy: An
Inquiry into the Relationship between the British Officers and the Native
Soldiers of the British Indian Army.””> Greenhut correctly judges the diffi-
culties that the Indian Corps experienced, but he accepts the claims of
SIWs at face value rather than questioning how imperial perceptions and
protocols might have influenced the IEF’s contemporaries. Similarly,
Greenhut agrees with past martial races authors in asserting that only the
white officer had the qualities to command the sepoy.” Byron Farwell’s
popular Armies of the Raj relies on Greenhut to explain the Indian experi-
ence on the Western Front, noting that the latter’s “brilliant essay” reveals
the sepoy’s “excessive dependence on their British officers.” The aptly
named Charles Cheverix Trench also cites Greenhut, though his experi-
ence as an Indian Army officer naturally led him to conclude that “the high
rate of attrition among British officers represented the loss of the only men
who could command the sepoy.””” Contrarily, Philip Mason’s classic study
of the Indian Army recalled that some of the colony’s most effective units
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were the irregular troops of the pre-Mutiny era. John Jacob’s Scinde
Irregular Horse regiment had only five British officers for 1600 troops. The
remaining officers were in fact Hindustanis who exercised a great degree of
responsibility, who did not “naturally look to the white officer in times of
trouble,” who did not collapse without the white leader, and who proved
themselves as fully capable as their European counterparts.”® As David
Onmissi has perceptively observed, the “cult of the British officer,” continues
to exert an influence over modern scholarship, and thus it “must be
tested.””® Indeed, far too many works tacitly accept imperialism’s paternal-
istic and infantilizing streak, in which the white officer acts as a father fig-
ure to the child-like sepoy, and without whom the latter becomes lost and
bewildered.

The extant scholarship on the Indian Corps would have benefited from
some soundings on how IEF officers themselves railed at the tendency of
their counterparts in the BEF to blame the sepoy when things went wrong.
In a private letter to his brother, Lahore Division commander H. D’U. Keary
thundered against the highest echelons of the BEF: “the truth is that [Field
Marshal] French and [General] Haig hate the Indian Corps and want to get
rid of the whole thing.” Keary continued his diatribe, angrily noting that “no
one in the Indian Corps feels either safe or induced to do his best, there has
been so much injustice done and said.”® Willcocks joined the fray as well,
noting that his only fault had been to fall “under command of a man [Haig],
with whom, notwithstanding every possible endeavor I could not hit it off.*!
The stridency of both Keary and Willcocks is telling, for it demonstrates that
both men saw Neuve Chapelle as expiating the Indian Corps supposed sins
of the previous winter. Keary expressed pride in his men: “[The] Indian
Corp’s operation was completely successful with my old brigade . . . forming
the front line of our attack and carrying everything before them.”®

While the IEF had undoubtedly enjoyed success at Neuve Chapelle, its
remaining six months in France unfortunately proved as severe, if not
worse, than the winter of 1914. In April and May of 1915, the Corps took
part in the Second Battle of Ypres, which marked the first use of poison gas
in the war. The French front collapsed as chlorine fumes asphyxiated men
in their trenches. Once again, British commanders summoned the Indian
soldiers to try to salvage the situation. Keary’s Lahore Division, after a
three-day forced march, met immediate destruction, losing 3,889 men, or
nearly 30 percent of its ranks against a dug in enemy.** Keary saw the epi-
sode as a “slaughter,” even as he acknowledged “something had to be done,
and done quickly” to maintain the front; it was “the very devil of a fight
much worse than Neuve Chapelle.”® The remainder of the Meerut Division
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met an identical fate on May 9, losing 2,629 men in one day during the
Battle of Festubert, a subsidiary action in the Second Ypres engagement.
Indian and British troops met machine-gun and heavy artillery fire as soon
as they left their positions. Men tumbled back into the trenches, hit before
they had stepped off the scaling ladders, or dropped dead on the parapet.
Whole lines of soldiers, Highlanders and Gurkhas in one case, fell as
machine-guns traversed their ranks.®® The Meerut Division, like the
Lahore, suffered devastating losses. Individual battalions emerged with 50
to 80 percent casualties. The 41st Dogras lost 401 out of 645 men, and the
British 2nd Black Watch 270 of 450, while the 58th lost another 252 men
from its already depleted companies.®*® When the fighting at Second Ypres
finally ground to a halt on May 25, British commanders recognized that
the IEF could no longer remain on the Western Front. The balance of its
time in France passed quietly, with the exception of some diversionary
attacks as part of the Loos offensive in September. By nightfall of November
10, the IEF completed its withdrawal from the British line and began mak-
ing preparations to leave France so that it could be refitted and retrained.
As bad as the IEF’s tenure on the Western Front had been, it was rivaled
by the disaster of the Mesopotamian campaign, where, as noted above, an
army of more than 13,000 men surrendered to the Turks at Kut in April of
1916. Mesopotamia was close to being an entirely Indian theatre. Eight of
the nine divisions of “IEF Force D” came from South Asia, including the
rebuilt 3rd Lahore and 7th Meerut Divisions. Conditions in Mesopotamia
were hellish. Daytime temperatures reached up to 120 degrees Fahrenheit,
a blisteringly hot and ironic counterpoint to the artic-like European winter
of 1914. Flies, rats, mosquitoes, and pestilence stalked the soldiers, over
12,000 of whom died of disease largely due to the Government of India’s
criminally ill-conceived logistical and medical preparations. Painfully
wounded men lay on improvised hospital boats or barges for up two weeks,
often covered in their own feces, before doctors treated them. The parlia-
mentary commission established to investigate the calamity found that the
British officers in charge offered “not a hint of this regrettable breakdown”
in the official reports they sent to England.*” The final report was so damn-
ing it forced the resignation of Montagu’s predecessor, Sir Austen
Chamberlain, as Secretary of State. The Mesopotamian tragedy resonated
beyond the battlefield and informed the ensuing debate over the Montagu
Reforms. It provided yet another opening for the Raj’s critics to attack
imperial masculinity, and at a crucial time on the Western Front. Moreover,
the most piercing censure came just ahead of Edwin Montagu’s fact-
finding junket to India, where he planned to study constitutional reform.
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Lajpat Rai wrote from his temporary American exile during the war, but
had already built a reputation in India by brilliantly attacking the logical
inconsistencies of a kingdom that preached democracy while at the same
time practicing an explicitly hegemonic imperialist policy.* Like many of
his colleagues, Rai used the very skills that he learned in English-based
schools to punch holes through the ideological firmament of the Raj. He
frequently hammered on what he saw as the “political, physical, and eco-
nomic emasculation” engendered by foreign rule, yet his wartime missives,
appearing when the debate over the Montagu Reforms was at a crescendo,
are especially revealing.*” Administrators such as Michael O’Dwyer consid-
ered Lajpat Rai to be especially dangerous since he was a native Punjabi and
a key leader in the Hindu reformist Arya Samaj.*® The Samajists were highly
critical of “orthodox” practices such as the caste system, child marriage, and
idolatry, yet they spurned Western modernization as the path to national
redemption, instead advocating a return to the Vedas as the true source of
not only religious authority, but also as a path for Indian nationalism.
O’Dwyer watched the Samaj movement closely and noted its role in trying
to alienate Sikh soldiers both in the Punjab and abroad, particularly in
California where Rai made contact with the Ghadar movement in 1917.%

Rai’s main target in his “Open Letter to Edwin Montagu” was the highly
masculinized concept of colonial “efficiency,” a strikingly familiar term in
prewar literature, particularly among intellectuals and literati such as
George Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells, who favored using state power to
re-engineer British society. The war had only amplified the focus on “effi-
ciency” in terms of industrial production, augmenting previous Edwardian
era arguments that the best government would essentially be a socialist
imperialist one, run in a scientific manner by technocrats for the greater
good of the realm. The built-in presumption of the domestic efficiency
movement was that only a select few Britons could see the way forward
into a brighter New World, whereas colonial “efficiency” implied that any
proper middle-class Briton was preferable to the “educated” Indian, whose
penchant for languid, dreamy abstractions would make him no more than
a pale imitation of the “imperial man on the spot.”®? Only the Briton could
really rule India in a safe and sane manner—read masculine—and main-
tain “fairness” among South Asia’s diverse populace.”” Colonial autonomy
meant chaos, not freedom: courts would become hotbeds of corruption
and bribery; municipal services would deteriorate; trains would cease to
run on time. Chaos would reign the moment the educated Indian replaced
the “efficient” British official, and all the hard work of the ICS would be
undone. Indeed, every demand for greater autonomy in India invariably
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met with explanations as to its impossibility. In 1906 for instance,
Blackwood’s Magazine, with its close ties to the Indian civil and military
apparatuses, evoked the theme of “efficiency” and “impartiality” in terms
remarkably similar to those used during the Montagu debate.

While Rai had also penned an initial “Open Letter to Lloyd George” that
ranged fire against the notion of the Raj as a beneficent force, it was his
“Open Letter to Edwin Montagu” that caused the most consternation, for
it directly attacked the gnostic claims of the Indo-British Association [IBA]
in London (a political pressure group of retired India “hands” who opposed
reform) and the ICS to “understanding” the country and its needs. The
dispatch began by bluntly claiming that the greatest danger to British rule
came not from the possibility of greater Indian autonomy, but from an ICS
that had no oversight and that thus abused its power. In a variation of the
“drain theory” put forward by R. C. Dutt just a few years before the war,
Rai charged that the sole purpose of the ICS was to “safeguard and protect
the interests of the British capitalist and British manufacturer.” More gall-
ingly for officials like O’Dwyer, he noted that although Great Britain
claimed to be fighting against “Prussian autocracy, Prussian bureaucracy,
Prussian militarism, and Prussian Junkerism,” these same “monstrosities
exist in an extraordinary degree [in India] and every effort to dethrone
them is vehemently opposed by persons who want the world to believe that
they are fighting to establish democracy. .. >

The disaster at Kut, railed Rai, had revealed “the fundamental weakness
of the Government of India—its irresponsibility.” The ICS had no account-
ability to the people and thus it felt no compulsion to rule in a truly com-
petent manner. He acidly noted that even some British newspapers had
criticized the “autocratic” nature of the Raj as a prime cause of the
Mesopotamian failure.”® Rai furthermore rejected the superiority of the
imperial “man on the spot” and blasted the charge often leveled by die-
hard imperialists that India’s problems resulted from parliamentarians
“meddling” in ICS affairs, about which the average MP knew nothing.
The real problem, Rai argued, lay in the lack of parliamentary control over
civil and military servants “who had in the last sixty years developed an
ethical code of their own, which brooks no interference or control from
without.” The European civil servants were no more than “so many gods,
with their goddesses at their side, who form an oligarchy whose interests
and comforts and prestige dominate all activities of Government in
India.”*® Given this defect, Rai wondered aloud why “must the [provincial]
governors always be Englishmen? Do you [Montagu] really think sir, that
men like Sir Michael O’Dwyer . .. are such superior beings that no Indians
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of that calibre could be found the length and breadth of India?”®” Rai’s
“Open Letters” found their way into the list of literature banned by the
Government of India, as did his 1916 book Young India, despite the fact
that it was mainly a pedestrian account of the development of the Indian
nationalist movement and its various cliques. Rai found it especially repre-
hensible that the Raj would sacrifice Indian soldiers needlessly while so
many Anglo-Indians were falling back on the old tropes to thwart Montagu
and his impending reform.

It is indeed pitiable that the wartime sacrifices of the Indian soldiers in
France and the Middle East have never been adequately appreciated. This
is due in large part to the tendency to see the Indian contribution as a fail-
ure of sorts, and to not lay too much blame on the shortcomings of colo-
nial rule. In France, in particular, the term “failure” could apply to all the
Western armies for the majority of the war. Rather, a fairer picture should
take shorter historical view and not let the eventual scale of the conflict
cast the Indian Corps into insignificance. During the first ten months of
the war the IEF constituted an absolutely indispensable part of the BEE. It
forestalled disaster for British arms on more than one occasion and bought
time for the first of the Territorial Armies to fill the void left by the demise
of the original BEF. It is difficult indeed to disagree with the assertion of
one staff officer, that the Empire was saved “first by the Expeditionary
Force, secondly by the Indian Corps, thirdly by the Territorial Divisions,
and fourthly by the Overseas and Kitchener Armies.”*®

Clearly, the doctrines of colonial masculinity within colonial military
culture decisively shaped not only how Indian soldiers were used on the
Western Front, but also how they were remembered. All of the IEF’s suc-
cesses and failures ostensibly derived from the respective presence or
absence of the white officer. The British officer’s leadership allowed the
“native” soldier to meet and engage the enemy on fairly equal terms. If the
sepoy “cracked” under intensely violent combat, it was certainly because he
did not have the paternal guidance of his dead or wounded commander.
The structures and apparatuses of military masculinity proved strikingly
resistant to change. Indeed, the most serious challenges posed to the impe-
rial “man on the spot” did not come from within the army since most
sepoys did not question the tenets of the martial races or the leadership of
the British officer. And for colonial authorities, the martial Indian was the
trustworthy “sword-arm” of the Raj. The sepoy did, after all, possess many
desirable manly traits. The real threat, in the eyes of the Raj’s officials came
not from the masculine sepoy, but from the “effeminate,” “emasculated,”
and “educated” intelligentsia.



The Road to Amrritsar

riting early in the war, the English poet Rupert Brooke romanticized
battle as a purifying force, a catalyst for a British youth who lacked
higher purpose:

Now, God be thanked Who has matched us with His hour,
And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping,
With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power,

To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping. . . .!

Writing five years later, Ezra Pound framed the danse macabre on the Western
Front far more accurately and with blistering cynicism: “There died a
myriad/And of the best, among them/For an old bitch gone in the teeth/
For a botched civilization.” Pound’s comments were not without irony. Just
six weeks before the fighting began he and the painter Wyndam Lewis
published the first issue of Blast, a journal devoted to the “vorticist” move-
ment and its glorification of machine-driven modernity, violence, and
artistic avant-gardism.? Vorticists, like their Italian analog, the Futurists,
welcomed the war only to have it shatter whatever momentum their
“violently adversarial” anti-traditionalism might have had. English propa-
gandists attacked the movement as too akin to nihilistic German modernism.
More practically, the war either killed or disillusioned some of its most
influential figures.” Vorticism died in the trenches, as did Brooke’s atavistic
dream of a “purified” Europe and “cleansed” English youth. If anything,
the tide of grief lapping at England’s shores carried with it uncertainty as
to the future of the country and its empire. Trade unions and the Labour
Party drew strength from the unprecedented increase in weapons manu-
facturing. British women too stood to gain once peace returned and the
bill came due for their wartime contributions. Ireland appeared as dangerous
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as at any time in its history, despite the failure of the 1916 Easter Rebellion.
In the crown jewel of India, the question as to the political costs of its
loyalty loomed larger with each year that the fighting dragged on.

To be sure, Charles Roberts’ allusion in 1914 to South Asia as a partner
in the defense of the empire and a new era in the Anglo-Indian relation-
ship no longer sufficed politically for a country wracked by spiraling grain
prices, higher taxes, and coercive recruiting practices in Michael O’'Dwyer’s
Punjab Province.” These economic pressures made it more difficult to
sustain India’s stability and more imperative that the metropole define
what the post-war world might hold for the colony. Toward this end, the
recently appointed Secretary of State for India, Sir Edwin Montagu,
announced in Parliament in August 1917 that England sought an “increasing
association of Indians in every branch of the administration and the
gradual development of self-governing institutions with a view to the
progressive realisation of responsible government . . . as an integral part of
the British Empire.”” The “Montagu Declaration” was a necessary and
overdue recognition of India’s fealty and its more than one million troops
in the field. The word “gradual,” inserted at the insistence of former vice-
roy, George Curzon, suggested only some local self-governance, not full
independence. Nationalists nevertheless seized upon the statement as a
sign of imminent autonomy; Anglo-Indians saw even minor changes in
colonial power structures as an existential threat. While “official” British
India had not always looked kindly upon the racially reactionary civilian
European population, the two tended to draw closer when they perceived
a crisis. Montagu’s plan to reform the Indian government proved to be one
of these moments.

The so-called Montagu Reforms seem modest in retrospect. The
Secretary’s Report on Indian Constitutional Reforms came out shortly
after a remarkable November 1917 to May 1918 junket to India. The
measures gained Parliamentary assent in December 1919 as the latest in
a line of Government of India Acts dating back to the eighteenth century.
The new statute established bicameral provincial legislatures and a
modest electorate embracing perhaps ten percent of the male popula-
tion; individual provinces decided women’s suffrage. It also established
the principle of dual government, or “dyarchy,” whereby Indians gained
provincial-level control over domestic areas such as indigenous educa-
tion, agriculture, and public works. Even with those concessions, ICS
officials retained veto power over all provincial legislation as well as
imperial control over the “reserved” areas of internal security, defense,
the budget, and land revenue.°
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Figure 5.1 Massacre off Cawnpore, from “The History of the Indian Mutiny”

These prosaic constitutional points tell us nothing about the role that
anti-reformist rhetoric and gender played in preparing ideological ground
for the Amritsar massacre.” Indeed, one of the more striking aspects of the
anti-reformist literature of 1917-1919 is the persistence of the tropes that
marked previous controversies, including the Ilbert Bill row of the 1880s.
Defenders of the imperial mission reiterated the claim that only the white
ICS official, the iconic “man on the spot,” truly understood South Asia and
its people, and that India’s diversity belied any attempt to define it as a
nation state. Most ominously, die-hards argued that political concessions
would only encourage a rebellion along the lines of the 1857 Mutiny.
Montagu’s opponents avoided the incendiary trope of the threat to white
women posed by the overly sensualized and effeminate “native,” but only
under pressure from a Home government worried that it would alienate
Indian support for the war. Notwithstanding this restraint, the memory of
the Mutiny and its rape narratives remained vivid in Anglo-Indian culture.
History moved linearly for Anglo-Indians, from 1857 to 1919. During the
Ilbert firestorm, for instance, one particularly inflammatory article noted:

Would you like to live in a country where at any moment your wife would be
liable to be sentenced on a false charge of slapping an Azaz [judge] to three
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days imprisonment, the magistrate being a copper-coloured Pagan who
probably worships the Linga [a phallic symbol], and certainly exults in any
opportunity of showing that he can insult a white person with impunity?’

Even 30 years later, in March of 1915, as Indian troops fought and died
around Neuve Chapelle, Calcutta’s white community boycotted the unveil-
ing of a statue dedicated to Lord Ripon, the Liberal viceroy (1880-1884)
during the Ilbert debacle.”® Calcutta’s indigenous political and business
leaders pointedly financed the memorial and attended the ceremony in
significant numbers. Two years later, government meeting rooms and the
exclusively white clubs of India undoubtedly echoed Montagu as a latter-day
Ripon, a bumbling Liberal bureaucrat whose naiveté about the “real India”
might bring down the Raj.

The Montagu Reforms spilled over the periphery’s borders, as did so
many colonial controversies. A host of retired Anglo-Indian civilian and
military officials in the metropole rallied political opposition to the
reforms, just as they had in the 1880s. One can partly explain this as a by-
product of an active imperial press, but the fact that higher-ranking
officials generally returned home to a peerage and a seat in the House
of Lords also played a role. This was an advantage for much of the
nineteenth century, when the conservative Lords could block most legis-
lation relating to the empire, as in the case of the Irish Home Rule Bills of
1886 and 1893. The passage of the Parliament Act of 1911 by Lloyd
George, however, severely curtailed the ability of Lords to halt legislation
they disliked. They could no longer veto any budget measures, and they
could delay public bills no more than two years—once legislation passed
Commons a third time, it became law. This prewar loss of power is sig-
nificant in that it contributed to the sense among conservatives that
“tradition” and empire were slipping away. Just prior to the war, for
instance, Unionist members of Lords violently opposed the third Irish
Home Rule Bill working its way through Commons. These most ardently
imperialist members of the Lords were the die-hards, the “Ditchers” that
George Dangerfield had spoken of in the opening passages of his Strange
Death of Liberal England. This same coterie, led former Bombay Governor
Lord Sydenham, would go on to head the anti-reformist Indo-British
Association [IBA] in London.

The fact that history was trending against the Lords and Unionist con-
servatism in Britain raises an important and strikingly overlooked ques-
tion: if they were largely a spent political force at Home, and if there was
in fact little that Sydenham and his cohort could do to stop changes in
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India, then why do they matter? Were they not merely “old duffers” whiling
away their remaining time? The answer would be “yes” if one were to
maintain the obdurate and historically myopic view that divides the
metropole and periphery into hermetically sealed zones. Yet, if the last
generation of scholarship tells us anything, especially the work of
Antoinette Burton and Tony Ballantyne, the empire was eminently perme-
able, both physically and ideologically." It is true that long-serving offi-
cials often returned to an England that seemed alien and irrevocably
changed since they had taken the voyage “out” many years prior. Returning
“home” stretched their pensions and reminded them that metropolitan
culture had outpaced them; many were humbled. Sydenham went from
governing a province of 27 million people to issuing Cassandra-like warn-
ings in Lords, linking the perils of Ireland, India, and Bolshevism to the
disintegration of the empire. Weakened and disoriented though these
aging centurions might have been, they still kept correspondence with
friends and family abroad and maintained what Ballantyne has called
the “webs of empire” from the Cape to Cairo and Honduras to Hong
Kong. Most critically, their ties ran back to nearly every highly placed
person in the various colonial governments and security structures. They
were diminished, but important to the ideological work of imperialism.
Make no mistake, once the opposition to the Montagu Reforms coalesced,
these ideological wirepullers could have been among the most dangerous
people in the empire, especially given the heightened emotive power of
women as the literal bearers of nation and race in wartime England. To a
significant degree, imperial survival meant protecting traditions and the
British woman from the depredations of the empire’s enemies, both external
and internal.

“Tophat Or Turban”: Reform Opposition in the Imperial Press

The issues raised thus far suggest the need for a careful examination of the
rhetorical tactics and modes of masculine identity deployed by pro-imperial
groups to halt political reform. Similarly, I want to consider how the
Montagu debate manifested itself across colonial boundaries by scruti-
nizing the actions of the IBA in London as well as their allies in India. This
study concentrates upon three personalities in particular: Lord Sydenham;
W. C. Madge, a Government of India member who acted as a mouthpiece
for Calcutta’s civilian Anglo-Indian commercial sector; and “Zeres,” an
anonymous member of the Indian Army later identified as Major Walter
Lowry-Corry.'? Retirees like Lord Sydenham were ideologically formidable
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foes since they could freely criticize Montagu’s plan without fear of
reprimand while drawing on the authority of their Indian “expertise.” Still,
the views of the IBA and ICS virtually stood as synonyms insomuch that
the ICS used Sydenham and other retired personnel as vehicles for their
lobbying and pamphleteering efforts. Although more moderate in tone
than the race-baiting civilian Anglo-Indians, the ICS proved to be aggres-
sive and politically well-connected. Lowry-Corry is especially notable in
having provided the most elaborate, if not sarcastic, defense against reform.
Like other active members of the Raj who wished to attack or promote a
policy without causing a personal rift, he found it safer to use a pseudonym.
Still, he left plenty of clues for the reader as to his likely position before he
eventually revealed himself in print. He praised Michael O’'Dwyer effu-
sively, referenced himself as “Captain Sahib,” and demonstrated a direct
knowledge of the Punjab’s unique military and social fabric. Given these
factors, a discerning reader could easily single him out as a member of
the Raj’s military wing. Moreover, he frequently published in the ultra-
conservative Blackwood’s Magazine, which, as Heather Streets so astutely
pointed out, maintained close ties with the Indian Army.

W. C. Madge, however, provided the first significant Anglo-Indian
response to the impending reform. In December 1916, he contributed an
article to the Calcutta Review as a retort to non-voting Indian members of
the Viceroy’s Legislative Council who sought a veto right over the latter’s
executive powers.” Even though the piece predated the Montagu
Declaration by eight months, he intended it to preempt the anticipated
reform scheme. Most importantly, though, Madge’s essay set the tone for
later attacks by bringing forward extant notions of colonial masculinity
and wrapping them neatly into a single ideological package based on the
idea of “imagination,” and its opposite, manly self-control. The concept of
“imagination” is historically compelling, for it reflected the anxieties of
many Edwardian-era Britons. Those who encountered it at the time would
have readily understood its rhetorical alchemy and encoded meanings via
opposition to the suffragist movement and Home Rule in Ireland or India."
The adversaries of suffrage and indigenous rule, often one and the same,
ultimately argued on the same basis—that physiology determined the
contours of citizenship. Only the “proper sort” of British man could sur-
mount the limitations of gender, race, and class that nature had placed on the
realm’s various subjects. Any upset in the masculine symmetry of imperial
society would invite disaster, whether in the resurgence of prewar militant
suffrage or in the chaos that would certainly ensue in an independent
Ireland or India.”” Seen from this perspective, “imagination” delineated a
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relatively uniform set of overlapping domestic and imperial meanings.
Anglo-Indians universally surmised that the educated Indian’s decadence,
when not leading him to fantasize about white women, diverted him to a
speculative world of religion or literature rather than to action: he did not
ride like a man, hunt like a man, or look manly. As Aurobindo Ghose
discovered, the ICS had gone so far as to codify this belief by adding a
horse-riding component to the exam. This effeminacy became more
distinct when juxtaposed with the martial races and the English. Unlike the
frail Bengali, the physically bigger and fairer complexioned Sikhs and
Muslims of the Punjab would rather be riding-down a boar than reading
an abstract philosophical text. Naturally, only the unimaginative and
phlegmatic British administrator could fully discipline his passions.

Against this backdrop, Madge made the case that the key differences
between Indians and Britons lay in the former’s inability to control his
penchant for “imagination.” In his opinion, the recent attempts by the
Indian members of the Viceroy’s council to gain power were nothing
more than a “wild dream” that had predictably produced an “amateur
scheme of administration.”'* Madge and his colleagues plainly understood
the concept to be more than a figure of speech. Rather, they viewed one
recent suggestion, that “Indians would be none the worse for a little less,
and the Englishman much better for somewhat more, of that function of the
intellect known as imagination” as contradictory to the instincts of ruler
and ruled. The two operated in the distinctly separate spheres of intellect
and emotion. Even though these domains might be linked by subtle
“psychic currents,” they contained no “temperate zones between them to
moderate the extravagances of the unrestrained imagination.”"” This
insurmountable division of sexual mental labor, charged Madge, had led
Indian legislators to the wrongheaded belief that they could govern on the
same level as the Englishman; political power and masculine power were in
fact indivisible.

The notion that Indians relied too heavily on the senses and on emotion
found its way into the work of Lord Sydenham as well, though he would
make the point in a subtly different way. In a feature for the popular journal
The Nineteenth Century that appeared simultaneously with Madge’s essay,
Sydenham argued that India could not possibly run its own affairs because
it had no politically viable indigenous leadership. In this case, political
ability had nothing to do with education and everything to do with the
inherent defects of “Indian mentality.” Even the best prepared “native,” in
Sydenham’s opinion, suffered from a “taste for the metaphysical” and a
correlating inability to “observe and appreciate facts.”®* More tellingly,
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Sydenham would later connect the concept of heightened sensibility
directly to femininity in his memoirs, blaming the punishment meted out
to Reginald Dyer, the British commander at the Amritsar Massacre, on
newly enfranchised women voters who were more “likely to be swayed
by sentiment”"” While Madge and Sydenham used faintly different termi-
nology, their readers would have easily discerned a shared subtext: neither
decadent Indians nor misguided women understood the hard-edged
necessities of maintaining proper social order.

The Englishman evinced an apparent masculine genius for rule.
Sydenham recalled “he had studied India on paper” before assuming the
governorship of Bombay and its 27 million persons.” His main hand-
books, Alfred Lyall’s British Dominion in India and John Strachey’s India
Administration, drew heavily on James Mill’s unflattering History of India.
One could hardly find a more conspicuous example of imperial texts as
building blocks for colonial power. The imperial gaze need not come from
first-hand encounters; rather one could arrogate power simply by reading
about India and following the disinterested observations of the preceding
imperial “man on the spot.” The durability of India and its people as a
decadent and uncivilized ontological space obviously owed much to the
circular logic of colonial masculinity. Put another way, imperial ur-texts
like those promulgated by Dow, Orme, and Mill were by definition
“authoritative,” since nature had provided the Englishman with an inborn
masculine objectivity.

The reliance upon the overly imaginative “effeminate Bengali” as the
most frequent foil to indigenous political claims thus made a great deal of
sense. Yet, as Lowry-Corry, aka “Zeres,” keenly perceived, the effeminate
and educated Indian represented only one component in the overall con-
struction of colonial manhood. He realized that the most potent response
to demands for greater autonomy would combine the three most-common
depictions of the Indian male: the decadent westernized prince, who had
accompanied a unit of Imperial Service Troops to the Western Front;
the educated Indian in the thinly veiled guise of a “Deccani” journalist
modeled after the radical Maharashtran nationalist B. G. Tilak; and the
manly “martial races” in the form of a Pathan tribesman recovering from
wounds received in France.” The fact that Zeres would portray the three as
wildly incompatible was exactly the point: all of them lacked at least one
essential component necessary for self-rule, any of which the Englishman
possessed in abundance. It is suggestive that Zeres published his work at
a time when it would have maximum political effect. His first essay,
“India Revisited,” came in direct response to the Montagu Declaration and
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coincided with the Secretary of State’s fact-finding junket to India. Zeres’
second composition, “Tophat or Turban,” served as a rejoinder to Montagu’s
meeting with British and Indian representatives in Delhi, but he did not
publish the piece until June 1918, when Montagu presented his final report
to Parliament.”

Zeres turned directly to the comedic mode of troping, imbuing his
fictional Indian prince with an English public school education and
mannerisms. Replying to the question of “what he thought of the war,” the
young prince laughingly noted that he “was rushed out to the IEF in
France” where he was:

wet-nursed by an elderly old duffer of a general, who being in the guides
thought it his polite yet painful duty to try and talk Hindustani to me.
I couldn’t well explain that being a the ruddy lingo was as foreign to
me as it was to himself. ... When he wasn’t teaching me Hindustani his A.D.C.
for whom, funnily enough, I had fagged at Eton, was stopping me from going
to the trenches, because they thought my important life too bally valuable to
be risked, d___n‘em! ... They made me spend all my time writing patriotic
sentiments for the Indian Cavalry Corps, who used to shriek with laughter at
my unwonted industry. If Bobs Bahadur had still been alive I'd have written
to him about it, because he used to be a great pal of my grand-uncle, the old
bloke who looked after those Englishwomen durin’ the Mutiny.”

The prince, as invented by Zeres, had a far greater interest in recounting his
leave in London, where he had seen two of the war’s most popular reviews,
“Zig Zag” and “Bing Girls,” “both ripping” in his opinion. Pressed by Zeres
to express his views on the war “and the passionate feelings of emotional
devotion to the Empire that the Press informs us are surging in your digni-
fied and Oriental bosom,” the prince hurled his cigarette out of the motel
window and asks that the “Captain Sahib,” stop “pulling his leg.” Rather,
“grinning like the English schoolboy that he is” the prince avoided the
question and instead suggested that they all explore the local French version
of the Strand—which they jolly well did.

Zeres’ journalist took on the physical and sartorial characteristics of the
frequently parodied educated Indian—an “obese pork-pie hatted journalis-
tic figure in a Decanni cut frock-coat.” Anglo-Indian literary humor often
punctuated these corporeal traits by emphasizing the mangled English of
the educated Indian. Note how the journalist expresses his views on the war:

Firstly and foremostly, let me confess that every auricle and ventricle of my
heart bleed with pity and palpitation at the dreadful spectacle of Civilisation
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struggling against its better self and better half upon a lachrymose ocean of
gory gunpowder.?*

Like the Indian prince, the journalist could have really cared less about the
war, confessing that the “greatest catastrophe of this sanguinary conflict . . .
is the awful financial stringency in Provincial budgets. No longer is any
expenditure available for national educations, sociable reforms, or engi-
neering projectures.”” Using the voice of the journalist as his own, Zeres
alluded to the same charge that O’ Dwyer had made when he created a
scene in the viceroy’s council, namely that educated Indians sought to take
advantage of the political capital created by the thousands of Indian troops
who fought for the empire:

After the war, Sir, all will be doubtless different in our politics, because
the warm-hearted Breetish Public being much moved by the heroism of
romantic fighting races of ignorant Punjaub will doubtless give Home Rule
to those of us of the South, who possess superior education to illiterate
peasant-soldier and have not fought in the cause of freedom at all. Sir, you
may think me most cynical gentleman, but all politicians are opportunists
even in England. .. .*

Soldier that he was, Lowry-Corry saved his most sympathetic depiction for
the wounded Pathan sepoy, though he still made it clear that the martial
races possessed neither the intellect nor the self-control to take the reins of
power. Zeres again drew the reader’s attention to the bodily characteristics
of the colonial subject, in this instance the “Aryan” traits of the Pathan.
Entering the hospital for wounded Indian soldiers, Zeres spied a “pale
Afridi (a Pathan tribe) face . . . with a merry smile” and “frosty blue Afridi
eyes.” In the ensuing exchange, Zeres and the wounded Pathan reflected
upon their friendship, one that went back to the days when they had cam-
paigned together on the Frontier. The old Pathan reminisced on the first
time he and the Sahib had met at Peshawar before recalling another time
at Amritsar “when the scum of Sikhdom stoned us,” and again at Kurram,
“near mine own people,” and finally at the Cavalry School where “we were
disciples together.””” When pressed to talk about the war, the Pathan sol-
dier avoided the subject, not because it was too painful, but because he did
not really see it as a personal concern. It stood as a European affair that he
had fought in simply because it was his job. Turning the table, the soldier
asks Sahib Zeres what “did you and yours teach me and mine in the old
days?” Zeres, replying “incautiously [and] recalling the glorious Frontier
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days of our happy-go-lucky youth,” answers, “not to murder your fathers
unnecessarily, and to refrain from raid and rape when possible” The
Pathan, gesturing ironically to a map of “mutilated Europe” pinned to the
wall, replies, “and yet now you and yours.”?

Zeres had emphasized two salient facts. The first was that no one indig-
enous group had all of the qualifications for assuming more than a modicum
of political power. Second, the presence of such contradictory masculinities
reminded the reader that the colony was too diverse, “a pear-shaped puzzle
inhabited by an ethnological nightmare,” to constitute a single entity. The
very question of “What India Thinks of the War,” in fact, was a myth, since
India itself was “purely the invention of the English mind and the English
language.” At the same time, Zeres’ view of the prince, the educated
Indian, and the martial Pathan can best be described as too rich to care, too
effeminate to care, and ironically, too manly to care. The Indian prince,
possibly modeled on the young Maharaja of Jodhpur, would rather party
like the wealthy public schoolboy that he was than do anything else. The
educated “babu” so lacked good judgment that he could not see beyond the
boundaries of his own interests. Meanwhile, the illiterate and hardly tamed
Pathan, like the medieval Anglo-Saxon tribesman, would rather stalk his
neighbors than the halls of governance. This fragmentation of Indian
manhood into mutually incompatible parts went far in explaining the
need for a continued British presence. Madge, Sydenham, and Zeres all
agreed that British civil and military servants acted as the keystone for
India’s uniquely segmented social, political, and military structure. In fact,
insisted Zeres, the only thing that kept the educated Bengali from deserting
the British entirely was the fear that “his still primitive fellow-countryman
[the Pathan or other martial race] would cut his clerkly throat the moment
we left the country.”* Furthermore, just as the imperial “man on the spot”
protected the “babu” from the hyper-masculine martial races, so too did
the Raj shield the country’s lower caste from domination by the primarily
brahmin intelligentsia. It would be a mistake, Zeres suggested, to precipi-
tously accept reform and substitute “the tophat for the turban,” meaning
western methods could not be substituted for a benevolent despotism.

It was easy, as we have seen, for Anglo-Indians to discount indigenous
demands for expanded military service. Training an innately effeminate
“native” for combat was foolhardy—they would inevitably perform poorly,
or, worse, let their imaginative nature get out of hand and turn their weap-
ons on the British rather than the Germans. What was more challenging
was the need to counter pro-Indian members of the Liberal and nascent
Labour parties in Parliament. Home conservatives and Anglo-Indians
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could adopt a tack that suggested that differences in class and political
philosophy had led left-leaning politicians to fundamentally misappre-
hend the nature of the subcontinent. Moreover, anti-reformists attempted
to hang the tag of effeminacy on Montagu and others whom they deemed
dangerous to the imperial cause. Zeres disingenuously agreed with a
Montagu speech claiming that the issue of “Indian unrest” was a bogeyman,
yet he qualified this by blaming the strife that had occurred at the end of
1917 on the Secretary of State’s announcement that he planned to visit the
colony. Montagu’s misplaced intentions, argued Zeres, had created unre-
alistic expectations among India’s impulsive educated elite and only
increased the likelihood of violence. This proved to be a deft rhetorical
move, for when violence did occur Anglo-Indians could, and did, single
out the reforms as the cause of agitation, not their own recalcitrance or the
economic stresses of the war.

Zeres saw the main problem as London’s lack of practical knowledge
regarding India and its people. Educated India, to whom “our own radical
emasculates are always so irresistibly attracted,” had duped Montagu—
“the British M.P. shod in the elastic sided-boot of awful seriousness, and
bearing salvation in a Gladstone bag. . . ' Furthermore, Zeres argued,
“India will never listen to the blandishments of the ‘good, kind Liberal
Reformer, for she has known hotter kisses from the firmer lips of stronger
men. Our . . . Montagus will never blot out her passionate memories of
three thousand years of blood lust, with their catchword phraseology of
‘dyarchy’ or ‘devolution.”** Madge too voiced a clear disdain for “politicians
at home . .. who find skimming over the surface of Indian problems, and
even writing books about them, easier tasks than sojourning long among
Indian villages and diving into the depths of Indian life.”*

What is most striking about the attacks on Montagu, however, is the
manner in which it reveals imperial culture’s mutually reinforcing delinea-
tion of gendered racial, religious, and class differences. It was not simply
Montagu’s pro-Indian tendencies that troubled his opponents, but also his
self-declared “orientalist” legacy. As a Jew, Montagu recalled that he too
had felt the sting of “race snobbery.” Moreover, he exhibited a life-long
paranoia that he dwelt on the edge of mainstream British society in spite
of his political position.* Isaiah Berlin recalled that Montagu “buttonholed
his friends in the various drawing rooms of London, and asked vehemently
whether they regarded him as an oriental alien and wanted to see him
‘repatriated’ to the eastern Mediterranean.”” Even Montagu’s friends
linked his “oriental” heritage to the analogously “Eastern” Indian intelli-
gentsia. John Maynard Keynes’ eulogy of Montagu made the comparison
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matter-of-factly: “That he was an Oriental,” noted Keynes, “equipped . . .
with the intellectual technique and atmosphere of the West, drew him nat-
urally to the political problems of India, and allowed an instinctual, mutual
sympathy between him and its peoples.” On the other hand, this also led to
emotional swings and “violent fluctuations of mood” that overrode good
English commonsense; he was “one moment the Emperor of the East riding
on a elephant . . . and the next a beggar in the dust.”* Keynes harbored no
enmity for Montagu, yet the secretary’s adversaries found his “oriental”
nature an irresistible target when attacking his colonial policies. The
Secretary’s detractors could make a direct association by latching on to the
well-established figure of the “educated Indian”: like his Indian counter-
parts he possessed the accoutrements of western education but not the full
armament of Reason common to the well-bred Englishman—hence his
feminine reliance on emotion and imagination.

Zeres, seeking to juxtapose Montagu’s defective nature, declared that
the only men who truly understood India had been Pierre Loti, John
Nicholson, and Robert Clive.”” They were men of action—not unlike the
British subalterns of the Indian Army. The Raj and its entire governing
apparatus might disappear, but so long as the British subaltern remained
to protect the “prestige” of the Raj it would matter not if every provincial
government disappeared. It was in fact up to the young officers, the
“unhappy masculine Cinderellas” disappointed at having to remain in
India while fighting raged in Mesopotamia and France, to lessen “the pride
of the Bengali editor by ordering [him] . . . to lower his umbrella when
passing a pukka professional sahib.”*® Only Englishmen of spine could
impose control on a country so filled with “blood lust.” The British Liberals,
the “radical emasculates” of the metropole, failed to grasp this essential
fact. They were mere theorists who wrote from the safety of Britain, not
the Frontier officers or the ICS officials who traveled from village to village
dispensing evenhanded imperial justice.

Part and parcel to the belief that British reformers fundamentally
misunderstood India was the assertion that the colony itself represented an
organic being, one that precluded the importation of Western democratic
ideals. As in England, personal qualities lent themselves to the personifi-
cation of the state and the paralleling of individual characteristics with
national character. Just as the educated Indian would always be a poor imi-
tation of the Englishman, so too would the imposition of a Parliamentary
system upon India’s fragmented society yield poor results. As Madge put it,
one could no more force English institutions of government on India than
one could clothe “children in adult garments in hope of ensuring the
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transformations into mature manhood without the help of the intervening
years needed to secure the successive stratifications. .. [that] constitute the
natural conditions of growth.” Not content with the paternal metaphor,
Madge further argued that any attempt to transfer the fixtures of British
rule to India faced certain failure, just as “the importation of foreign flow-
ers in the expectation of producing trees and fruit from those flowers”
without the benefit of the “vitalising sap” of home would fail. Madge, how-
ever, saved his best, or rather worst, for last. It was wrong to suppose, he
claimed, that:

... as the disease of dysentery revolts against crude uses of Ipecacuanha [a
treatment for diarrhea] but yields to its essential principle, emetic, without
the loss of blood, so the political dysentery of India, excreting discontent
and even dangerous seditious movements, may be cured by the essential
principles of British freedom and justice applied under less crude forms
than those imported, duty free, from Britain into India under the pretenses
of Scientific Government, whose honesty need not disinfect it of its
danger.”

Political reform provided neither a cure nor a palliative for Indian ills.
Contrarily, it encouraged an “excretion” of sedition by irresponsible and
rebellious “natives.”

At the same time, Zeres displayed no small degree of disingenuousness
in claiming that India’s political elites, the princes, the intelligentsia, and
the martial races took no notice of the war while in fact the financial
demands of the conflict had exercised an increasingly deleterious effect on
Indian economic life. By the beginning of 1918, food prices had exceeded
their prewar level by 31 percent. Supplies of crucial commodities such as
fuel oil and salt ran short, and the diversion of rail traffic for military
purposes compounded the problem by inflating the cost of shipping.*’ In
short, the rise in food and staple prices had the potential to affect the sub-
continent’s domestic tranquility. These threats to Indian prosperity did
nothing to alter the established pattern of Anglo resistance to reform.
“Experts,” bolstered by conservative press alliances in the metropole, would
publish “authoritative” stories that related the utter impossibility or out-
right danger of allowing anyone but the British male to exercise substan-
tive power. Most assuredly, this meant using the print media to reinforce
existing notions of the effeminate Indian and the masculine European
whenever possible. The most rancorous imperial debates, however, entailed
another mode of attack, namely the forming of pro-imperialist “associa-
tions” in India and at Home. These “protective” groups relied on a highly
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paternalistic language to put forth the utter impossibility of granting
autonomy to politically immature “natives.” One such group would be the
IBA in London.

The Sinews of Empire: The Indo-British Association in London

One of the underlying goals of this study has been to demonstrate that
“colonial” issues were transnational in nature. One can reveal this phe-
nomenon in a number of ways. Zeres, for example, wrote for audiences in
India and in the metropole, while British serials sympathetic to India
often reprinted articles from South Asian periodicals such as the Hindustan
Review. To this flow of ideas we should add a human component—the
return of retired ICS and military personnel to Britain. Many of these
repatriated Britons had lived in India for a majority of their lives. The
Punjab’s Lieutenant-Governor, Michael O’Dwyer, spent 40 years in India;
Field Marshall Frederick Sleigh Roberts, 41. General Dyer, of Amritsar
infamy, was born in the colony and spent his early childhood there before
his parents shipped him and his brother to an Irish boarding school. Not
unlike the “natives” who had made their way to England to study and
work, Britons who returned “Home” often found their initial encounters
with England bewildering.* The climate differed radically, metropolitans
looked at them as curiosities, and their pensions did not stretch as far as
in India.

Nevertheless, the presence of returned Anglo-Indians in London
brought the debate over wartime reform far closer to the surface of metro-
politan culture. Indeed, the IBA’s pamphlets, published in 1917 and 1918,
emphasized their quasi-Indian identity as well as their intimate knowledge
of the subcontinent. As such, the Anglo-Indian official and soldier saw
themselves as the most qualified arbiters of the colony’s future, as against
the self-deluded and dangerous “Liberal reformer” or the “imaginative”
effeminized Indian. Even more critically, the former ICS and Indian Army
“men on the spot” could cloak every utterance with a self-evident mantle
of masculine legitimacy. Nowhere was this truer than in the efforts of the
IBA to defeat the Montagu reforms. As noted earlier, the IBA represented a
quasi-governmental organization of former civil and military officials
established to combat the Montagu proposals. The IBA had as its model
the European Defense Association, a group formed by the “non-official”
Anglo-Indian community in response to the Ilbert Bill crisis of the 1880s.
In the intervening years, the latter association’s prestige and membership
had dropped precipitously only to be revived by the Montagu Declaration.
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Now simply renamed the “European Association,” this new faction
increased its participatory base from seven or eight hundred to between
seven and eight thousand, thereby embracing a significant portion of
India’s white leadership.*? Operating primarily out of Calcutta, the
European Association served as companion organization to the IBA. It also
enjoyed the support of most of the Anglo-Indian press and the enmity of
influential nationalist papers such as the Amrita Bazar Patrika and
Surendranath Banerjea’s Bengalee.

Just days after Montagu’s August 20 Commons speech, Sir John Hewett,
an ICS retiree and former provincial Lieutenant-Governor, asked Lord
Sydenham to lead the IBA’s fight against the reform proposals. Sydenham
had already weighed in on Indian reform in his aforementioned article,
and he still sat in Lords, where conservatives hoped he could use his con-
siderable influence to sway government opinion. Sydenham and the other
IBA leaders wasted little time, holding the first organizational meeting
at London’s Canon Street Hotel on October 30, 1917. The more than
230 guests included an impressive array of former officials and military
officers. No fewer than four retired provincial Lieutenant-Governors and
Commissioners participated, as did the former Indian Army C-in-C Sir
O’Moore Creagh, and Cornelia Sorabji, India’s first woman barrister and a
proponent of modernization. The next day, The Times laconically reported
the group’s stated goal as “the promotion and protection of the true inter-
ests of the people of India.”* Indian leaders naturally remained skeptical of
this claim, and even The Times worried that the IBA might estrange mod-
erate nationalists at a critical time in the war. Just one week later, an edito-
rial warned that it was imperative for the organization to keep “clear of
the spirit of race antagonism and recognize that British rule in India must
be developed on progressive and sympathetic lines.”** In the same breath,
The Times admonished the Anglo-Indian community for shunning
involvement in government affairs and “opportunities for public service.”
This apathy, the paper implied, had in the past undermined the “non-official”
community’s ability to express its interests in terms other than race-baiting.
The message was clear—Anglo-Indians had to abandon their previous
practice of violent opposition and find a more suitable way to put forward
their views. Similarly, The Times repeated its message of caution to the IBA,
suggesting that it should conduct itself in a “wise and prudent” manner
that avoided the language of the European Association.*

The fears of The Times proved well-founded. Sydenham’s opening
remarks amounted to a blunt personal attack on Montagu. The new
Secretary of State, he complained, had undermined the authority of the
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governors of Bombay, Madras, and Bengal by ordering the release of Annie
Besant, the Englishwoman who headed the Theosophical Movement in
India and who had been incarcerated for violating wartime press restric-
tions. As a result, “more than 100 million of the most credulous and excit-
able people in the world” would be emboldened to challenge British rule.
Besant’s release amounted to prevarication and ran counter to the need for
despotic rule “in an Eastern country,” where “any government which
showed want of courage, or which gave way to noisy faction” courted a
disaster like that which had occurred in Ireland over the past ten years.*
Sydenham further charged that autonomy would result in caste domina-
tion by the INC. In his estimation, the INC amounted to nothing more
than “a small section of English speaking Indians who work up violent
agitation for the purpose of obtaining political power for themselves. . . .
Many of you who have lived in India know perfectly well that the so-called
National Congress is a self-constituted . . . body which does not represent
real Indian interests in any way whatever.”*” India’s real problem, he opined,
derived from the inability of administrators in London to realize the
underlying bankruptcy of Indian nationalist claims. While every Anglo-
Indian “carried India upon his heart,” the misinformed Liberals were “like
surgeons who wished to operate without an X-ray to go by.”J. C. Shorrock,
another former Lieutenant-Governor, seconded this view in condemning
Montagu’s effort as the culmination of the more limited governmental
reforms of eight years before. It was then, argued Shorrock, that “the
supreme executive of the Government of India, isolated in its own official
atmosphere, would in course of time become the prey of professional
political agitators in India and faddists and theoretical politicians at home,
few possessing any direct . . . interests in India.”**

Of all the objections raised by the IBA, the only charge that carries real
historical weight is that southern India’s lower-caste organizations feared
caste dominance. The IBA moved quickly to incorporate viewpoints of this
uniquely Indian opposition into pamphlets such as “Do the Indian Masses
want ‘Home Rule?”” The tract, drawing on a speech by Raja Sobhanadri
Appa Rao Bahadur at a non-Brahmin conference, iterated what had been
one of the main IBA points—that British rule held “the balance even
between warring creeds and castes.” Rao implored his audience “not to
stupefy yourselves with catchwords about self-government . . . Look at the
few plain truths of the matter, and leave political speculation to the
Brahmin constitution mongers.” Perhaps, Rao added, it “will be realised by
Mr. Montagu before he leaves India that it is hopeless to concede political
self-government to a conglomeration of isolated leaders.”*
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A sizeable number of ICS officials had a traditional loathing for the
upper castes as predatory moneylenders that juxtaposed neatly with their
self-image of the ICS man as the benevolent defender of the “real India”
and the romanticized space of the simple and sturdy peasant. Shorrock
went so far as to assert that there existed “somewhere at the backs of the
minds of these dumb millions a sure instinct that justice as between all
classes, creeds, and communities will be . . . more evenly meted out under
British administration.” The educated classes, meanwhile, had no experi-
ence in “the matter of democratic self-government” and were “as children
leading strings; they have no tradition of their own, their ideals are bor-
rowed entirely from the West. The group of political agitators clamoring
for some form of Home Rule have no stake in the country and are numeri-
cally of less importance than the Anglo-Indian community—whilst in
brains and common sense they are much inferior to it.”** Most Indians,
reasoned Shorrock, would instinctively want British rule to continue
rather than face domination from a tiny and viciously exploitative money-
lending elite.

There is more than enough archival evidence to confirm the reality of
anti-brahmin sentiment within the ICS, particularly in the Punjab’s
administration where it was a veritable tradition. Nonetheless, the easy
ability of Indian politicians to depict the country’s social and economic
problems as the fault of the Raj and its immense war effort trumped fears
of brahmin domination. At the same time, the IBA was itself an elite that
saw autonomy as a danger not only to an empire that they truly believed
in, but also to their profession. More problematically, while many IBA
officials clearly sympathized with India’s vast peasantry, they labored
under the deep biases of their own racial and class restrictions. Like civil-
ian Anglo-Indians, they avoided contact with any “natives,” save those of
the highest order, whom they could not spurn without risking political
consequences. Some had gone so far as to inform Montagu that even
acknowledging Indian servants was “poor form.” As a result, Anglo-
Indians and their Home allies remained dangerously out of touch with the
groundswell of Indian public opinion in claiming that the bulk of the
population dreaded Home Rule.

Here, one comes to the crux of the problem: the stark difference between
the paternalistic, protective language of empire, expressed in terms of
countervailing masculinities, and the actuality of colonialism’s intense
physical violence. Even a stalwart imperialist like Viceroy Lord Curzon
(1899-1903) privately expressed his loathing for the open disdain Anglos
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expressed for India.”* He in fact kept a private list detailing the numerous
assaults and murders committed against Indians by British soldiers and
civilians. Zeres had inadvertently hinted at this phenomenon in referencing
the chastisement of the “Bengali editor” by the “unhappy masculine
Cinderellas” who had been forced to forego service in the trenches of
France. Following this line of reasoning, paternalism’s rhetorical ability to
infantilize the “dumb masses,” to ridicule the “educated” nationalist, and to
uncivilize the martial races via the wounded Pathan was but one aspect in
the overall process of forceful counter-reaction. Authorities could not
punish the recalcitrant children of empire unless the anticipated violence
received sanction, ostensibly in the form of the “natives” being a danger to
themselves (violence for their own good), to the empire (violence for the
good of England), or to Englishwomen (violence for the good of nature’s
hierarchy and civilization itself). To be sure, one should begin from the
assumption that violence is an organic, epiphenomenal feature of empire.
In the words of Partha Chatterjee, the Raj operated through a “pedagogy of
violence” in which force was perceived as necessary and legitimate when
used to quell the uncivilized peasant or effeminate nationalist.” Tragically,
the anxieties of war and a rebellious Ireland and India so racked the impe-
rial elite that blindly directed killing became all too likely.

It is tempting to see this analysis as so much historiographic retrofitting—
the empire’s new clothes as it were. Yet, even contemporary observers such
as Stanley Reed, the editor of the Times of India, saw the IBS/ICS attacks as
a portent of violence. Writing to Claude Hill (the Revenue and Agriculture
Member of the GI) in June 1917, Reed related how a “Parsi friend” told
him that anti-British opinion exceeded that of any period in his lifetime.
In addition, one of the colony’s most prominent industrialists, Sir Ratan
Tata, had cautioned the editor that the ICS’s blatant antagonism to reform
could critically undermine Indian support for the war effort.”® To make
matters worse, Sydenham’s successor as Governor of Bombay, Lord
Pentland, had bluntly rejected the possibility of post-war autonomy in a
speech before Indian leaders, thereby convincing many nationalists that
the government, after “exploiting them during the war, would sell them
after the war.”>* More ominously, Reed added:

I am told that Simla [the Viceroy’s summer quarters] rejoiced that Pentland
“had larned them toads”; I can hear the Protopopoffs saying that we control
the machine-guns. I cannot plunge into that atmosphere. I have said that all
the errors committed are irreparable; so they are. .. .
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Reed’s comments are remarkably salient, for they act as a barometer of the
deteriorating state of Indo-British relations and a correspondingly high
probability for violence by state authorities who considered themselves to
be under political siege. It similarly reminds the reader that, ultimately,
what historians refer to as the “Raj” was at the higher levels no more than
a few dozen people with a monopoly on state force.

While there were undoubtedly officials such as Sir Henry Cotton, who
shunned the racist overtones of the Raj, they tended to be the exception
rather than the rule. Even ardent defenders of the empire such as Lord
Curzon exhibited a frankness in their private correspondence that shows a
significant gap between the reality of the Raj and a carefully constructed
ICS image of benevolent disinterest. Curzon’s superior, Secretary of State
for India Lord George Hamilton, bluntly opined that he could not help
feeling “that India is exploited for the benefit of the Civil Service, and that
the statutory rights which they have obtained from long possession of a
monopoly of government in India, and the increasing difficulty of . . .
ousting them from their position . . . is an increasing danger.”>* Curzon’s
reply reflected the same concern and the increasing tendency of Anglo-
Indians to express their distaste for the population openly. The ICS, as he
saw it, contained too many officials who were “indifferent,” “incompetent,”
[and] who “dislike the country and the people,” and who had “no taste for
their work.” The decline among officials of “interest in India as Indian and
in Indian people as our fellow subjects whom we are called upon to rule”
posed the greatest threat to the empire. “In the long run,” he concluded,
“unless we can arrest this inclination, it must be most injurious, and one
day may be fatal, to our dominion in this country.” This contrasts sharply
with Curzon’s public memoirs, in which he claimed: “In India I was magnifi-
cently served. The whole spirit of the service there was different. Everyone
was out to do something.””’

The reform debates provide a counterpoise to the iconographic imperial
man as the impartial agent of justice and acts of imperial violence as isolated.
It would be more accurate to see overt colonial aggression as a means of
preserving British “prestige,” which, like “efficiency,” was a term with distinct
meaning in the Anglo-Indian vernacular. Britons and “educated” Indians
universally understood “prestige” as the awe and respect afforded the Raj
by potentially unruly “natives.” Rai’s attack in his “Open Letters” may have
directly made “efficiency” its main target, but it also sought to undermine
prestige by way of implication, for it was “prestige” that allowed the rela-
tively tiny ICS to maintain “Order”—and hence the empire as it existed
in South Asia. Indeed, Orwell’s 1934 novel Burmese Days invokes “prestige”



THE ROAD TO AMRITSAR 109

at least a dozen times within this context. As Orwell’s rabid Anglo-Indian
timber officer, Mr. Ellis, puts it:

The country’s only rotten with sedition because we’ve been too soft with
them. The only possible policy is to treat ’em like the dirt they are. This is a
critical moment, and we want every bit of prestige [italics mine] we can get.
We’ve got to . . . say, “WE ARE THE MASTERS, and you beggars—"Ellis
pressed his small thumb down as though flattening a grub—"“you beggars
keep your place!”*®

Orwell’s service in the Burma police force gave him a direct view of imperial
power and its operation at the level of the village and at the bastion of the
all-white club. It was, he wrote, a “job where you see the dirty work of
empire up close.” But he was not without ambivalence. He simultaneously
loathed imperialism and the colonial subjects, whose subtle forms of resis-
tance infuriated him. Reflecting on his time in Burma, he thought of the
Raj as “an unbreakable tyranny, as something . . . clamped down upon a
prostrate people. With another part I thought that the greatest joy in the
world would be to drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest’s guts. Feelings
like these are the normal byproducts of imperialism; ask any Anglo-Indian
official, if you can catch him off duty”*® The stark realities of colonialism
and its potential for violence served as Orwell’s muse, not only for
“Burmese Days,” but also for his equally disturbing “Shooting an Elephant”
essay. Orwell would little lament the end of Anglo rule in South Asia, but
for too many imperial foot-soldiers, the “Ellises” of the empire, the reforms
looked like a first vesper in the twilight of the Raj, not a reasonable effort
to reconcile indigenous political opinion. As Orwell himself attests, the
deeply ingrained ethos of colonial paternalism and patriarchy, when com-
bined with the monopoly of “legitimate” physical violence by the bureau-
cratic modern state, could have tragic consequences.®

Reform, Rape, and the Amritsar Massacre

In December 1917, one month after Montagu arrived in Bombay, the GI
appointed a committee headed by Sidney Rowlatt, a high court judge on
the King’s Bench, to investigate revolutionary activity in the colony from
1898 to 1916. The “Rowlatt Committee” explored the links between German
intelligence efforts, “Bolshevism,” and Indian radicalism. The panel’s final
report noted India’s wartime loyalty with satisfaction, yet it also warned that
the danger of political “outrage,” or terrorism, persisted. The committee
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consequently recommended a continuation of the suppressive measures
embodied in the Defence of India Act [DIA], an analogue to the metropole’s
Defence of the Realm Act [DORA]. Both statutes had greatly expanded
governmental powers of arrest and censorship, but only for the duration of
the war. The Rowlatt report, however, extended this authority in India so
long as the threat of revolution remained. The armistice of November 1918
reanimated the issue of internal security at a time of severe Anglo-Indian
backlash. The Punjab’s Lieutenant-Governor, Sir Michael O’Dwyer,
claimed that the Rowlatt plan was necessary to prevent a total rebellion in
India. He further argued that Montagu Reform proposal, not the economic
pressure placed on the Punjab by the war, had increased the political
temperature.® Viceroy Chelmsford concurred, and introduced a Coercion
Bill in February of 1919. It passed the following month as the Rowlatt Act,
over the nearly unanimous opposition (22 out of 23) from the non-voting
Indian members of the Legislative Council. The measure extended the
DIAs powers to arrest and hold suspects for up to one year without a
warrant. A three-judge panel would try cases in camera with greatly relaxed
evidentiary rules. Suspected agitators, particularly newspaper publishers,
faced heavy security bond demands to ensure their good behavior. More
tellingly, the laws extended the viceregal privilege of arbitrary arrest to
provincial governors like O’Dwyer.*

The Rowlatt Act caused tremendous resentment among Indian leaders.
V. J. Patel, the future president, argued that the act would effectively “put
an end to all constitutional agitation” and negatively “effect reception of
proposed reforms.” Other opponents characterized the Rowlatt Act as
“na dalil, na dakil, na appeal” no argument, no lawyer, and no appeal.®®
Gandhi, who had actively recruited for the Indian Army just months
before, called for a hartal, or nationwide strike, on March 30 and April 6,
and announced his intention to travel to the Punjab to organize passive
resistance there. The first hartal coincided with riots in Delhi, where soldiers
shot at least eight civilians dead and wounded many more. On April 9,
O’Dwryer ordered police to detain Gandhi at the Punjab frontier and trans-
port him to Bombay. While Gandhi’s arrest was bound to cause provoca-
tion, O’Dwyer believed that he had no choice—only decisive action could
save the Punjab, and hence India, since it was from that province that the
Indian Army recruited the bulk of its forces.®*

On the following day, April 10, O’'Dwyer had two other prominent
leaders detained, Drs. Satyapal and Kitchlew, in the Punjabi city of
Amritsar. When word of the arrests spread across the city, a crowd of
approximately 50,000 gathered and began marching toward the British
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“civil lines” to demand their release. As Nigel Colette’s compelling study
relates, British and Indian troops shot several protestors after the latter
tried to force their way across the rail bridges leading into the British sec-
tion of the city. The now angry crowd began a rampage, attacking British
owned banks and government buildings and assaulting any Europeans
they encountered. Two bank managers were dragged into the street and
set on fire; others were saved when their Indian assistants hid them. In
another instance, club-wielding demonstrators beat a British railwayman
to death.® As disturbing as these events had been, it was the threat to
white women and children that caused the greatest anxiety. Rioters
accosted Marcella Sherwood, a teacher at a local missionary school,
knocking her off her bicycle and beating her with near fatal results.
Another woman, Mrs. Easdon, hid in the local Zenana hospital, where she
worked, as a mob searched the building for her.® By the evening, rattled
civil authorities had evacuated Anglo women and children to the local
fort, temporarily conceded control of the city to the mob, and handed
over their power to the military.”

Reinforcements from nearby garrisons began to arrive late on the tenth,
and by the following day General Reginald Dyer had assumed command
of soldiers in and around the city. The next two days remained tense, but
relatively uneventful excepting for burials by both sides. On the morning
of the thirteenth, Dyer led a contingent of troops through the town, sum-
moning the locals by drumbeat. At each point, they read a proclamation
announcing an 8.00 pm curfew and forbidding public meetings and pro-
cessions. He reserved the right to open fire on any persons who disobeyed
the order. Nonetheless, Dyer received word at 4.00 pm that a crowd had
gathered at Jallianwallah Bagh, a popular public space of approximately six
or seven barren acres. High walls and the backs of neighboring houses
enclosed the area. It had only five narrow exits, although more than one of
these was often gated and shut. Estimates vary, but it seems that between
ten and twenty thousand people had gathered in the Bagh that day, many
for Baisakhi, the Sikh New Year’s Day. Still others came with their children,
as the space provided a frequent area for socializing.®® The crowd itself did
not seem particularly unruly, and the subsequent investigation found that
many of them had not heard the proclamation. To Dyer, however, the
gathering seemed to be a blatant insult in light of the attack on Ms
Sherwood. Incensed, he proceeded to the Bagh with approximately 50
troops and ordered his men to fire on the crowd without warning. They
expended 1,650 rounds of ammunition, killing a minimum of 379 persons
and wounding over three times that number.®
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British commentators, and later historians for that matter, have expended
no small amount of energy explaining the shootings at Amritsar. The con-
sensus in 1919, as Derek Sayer’s widely cited article notes, was that the
massacre represented a tragic miscalculation by one individual; Dyer did
not typify the general ethos of the Raj. Churchill called it “an extraordinary
event, a monstrous event, an event which stands in singular and sinister
isolation.””® Gandhi, whose arrest had triggered the protests, declared that it
made no sense to take revenge on Dyer. Rather, it would be better to “change
the system that produced Dyer””! Gandhi’s viewpoint is the most telling,
for it suggests that he saw colonial violence as an innate structural/
functional characteristic of imperial mentality rather than an isolated
occurrence (it is disturbing as well, for it foreshadowed similar interpreta-
tions of Holocaust perpetrators as “desk-killers”). In addition, it contrasts
sharply with the imperial apologists, who, at any rate, had no choice but to
depict Dyer as a singular case since they could not otherwise sustain the
ideological justification for empire as a “civilizing” force. Conservatives like
Churchill recoiled not only from the horrendous nature of the event, but
also from a real fear that it could undermine British rule itself. Curzon’s old
saw that violence against “natives” would unalterably alienate metropole
from colony had found expression on an unimaginable scale.

Itis here, at the tragic nexus of 1914-1919, that one can explain Amritsar
as reliant upon gender, colonial mentality, and the heightened tensions
brought about by the reform debate. The greatest fear for colonial authori-
ties, one frequently expressed since the massacre of Anglo civilians during
the Mutiny of 1857, was for the safety of white women and children.
As Nancy Paxton has shown, the narrative of 1857 had gained an enduring
purchase in the Anglo-Indian imagination via imperial “adventure” stories.
No fewer than 80 novels appeared on the rebellion between the end of the
Mutiny in 1858 and Indian independence in 1947, nearly all of them
luridly painted tales of Englishwomen facing sexual threat from an ungen-
tlemanly and uncivilized indigene.”” Paxton rightly notes that Anglo-
Indians had toned down the sexually incendiary rhetoric of past crises,
arguing that the war had “altered the meaning and credibility of the favor-
ite post-mutiny rape script of the white woman threatened with rape by an
Indian man.” Yet, this holds true only insomuch that more staid conserva-
tive organs like The Times had forewarned the IBA against language that
might alienate Indian leaders while Britain devoted its resources to fighting
in France. On the contrary, the rape narrative had by no means evaporated
from Anglo-Indian consciousness by 1919, even though it was politically
convenient to make it less manifest. It was simply too durable as a cultural
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artifact—recollecting the Mutiny had become something of a cottage
industry in late Victorian India.”” As late as the 1920s and 1930s respec-
tively, both E. M. Forster and George Orwell would deploy the “danger to
white women” trope in their fiction. Within this context, the assault on
Ms Sherwood carried enormous symbolic power. It did not need to recre-
ate an imagined past or establish a new danger; it stood on its own, an
eroding but still visible temple-rubbing of 1857. It afforded Anglo-Indians
like O’Dwyer the chance to deploy the intense violence that they favored all
along and reassert their endangered masculine power. The more general-
ized paternal rhetoric demanded by the war, and the need to not alienate
Indian leaders, could be cast aside in favor of more familiar narratives.
Indeed, Dyer’s supporters repeatedly invoked the Mutiny when donating
to the relief fund established for him after the Indian Army cashiered him.
One contributor listed herself as “a widow who remembers reading, when
achild, of the horrors of 1857.” Over 6,000 British women signed a petition
denouncing Montagu for sacrificing Dyer, the “Savior of the Punjab.”
If Montagu’s misguided scheme had not incited irresponsible babus, they
charged, Dyer would have never been forced to fire. Montagu and his
reforms, not the pressures of the war, served as the catalyst for the Punjab
disturbances.” Amritsar let the proverbial genie of sexual danger out of the
bottle—there was no sense of regret from O’Dwyer, who was assassinated
on a London street in 1940 by an Indian radical seeking revenge for the
massacre.

Dyer’s testimony before the Hunter Commission, the parliamentary
committee established to investigate the shooting, neatly encapsulates the
power of gender to drive violence in the colonial setting. While Dyer
expressed misgivings, calling the shooting his “horrible, dirty duty,” he
believed he “was bound to do what I did, not only with a view of saving the
military situation and the women and children, but with a view to saving
life generally”” As he further testified, “it was no longer a matter of dis-
persing the crowd, but one of producing a sufficient moral effect through-
out the Punjab.”’¢ Adding to this utilitarian explanation was the emotional
power of a visit he and his wife made to Ms. Sherwood in the hospital, an
event that “deeply moved” them.” This most likely spurred his infamous
“crawling order,” in which his troops blocked off the lane where Ms
Sherwood had fallen and forced any Indians wishing to access the lane to
crawl on all fours as a sign of penance, despite the fact that the street’s
inhabitants apparently had nothing to do with the actual attack. He also
ordered flogging triangles erected on the exact spot where Ms Sherwood
lay wounded. As Dyer expressed it, that plot of earth had become “sacred.”
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“The street,” he continued, “should be regarded as holy ground .. . no one
was to traverse it except in a manner in which a place of special sanctity
might naturally in the East be traversed.” It was “intolerable that some
suitable punishment could not be meted out.””®

Dyer and O’Dwyer, along with most colonial civilian and military
officials, believed that maintaining “Order” meant showing force. As
Sayer notes, this applied to any part of the empire, whether India,
Ireland, or Africa. Dyer had heard stories of the Mutiny from an early
age; his family had taken terrified refugees into their home in Simla in
1857. He and O’Dwyer had both experienced encounters with unrest in
Ireland. Dyer’s battalion had rendered military “aid to the civil [govern-
ment]” in Belfast in 1886, when the introduction of Gladstone’s First
Home Rule Bill resulted in rioting.”” O’Dwyer too glanced back to
Ireland when deciding how best to deal with rabble-rousers. His family’s
substantial land holdings made them natural targets in 1882, when a
series of agrarian disturbances swept the countryside around the ances-
tral home near Tipperary. Looking back on his career, O’ Dwyer won-
dered “if any statesmen have ever realized how great an influence the
growth and success of the separatist movement in Ireland has exerted on
similar movements in India and Egypt.”® In theory, the two men would
have been aware of the concept of using “minimum force” to restore
order, but once they apprehended the danger in the Punjab as akin to a
second Mutiny, with all its attendant horrors and assaults on women
and children, there was no such thing as minimum force. As Vinay Lal
cogently suggested, “the outrage of an English woman’s modesty and
dignity was nowhere to be tolerated, but in the nonwhite Empire such
perceived acts of outrage met with brutal and swift, but hardly (as some
suggested) unthinking retribution.”®

From this perspective, the need for empires to underscore their mascu-
line power, constantly and in a visible if not pornographic manner, defies
any suggestion of violence as exceptional. Note, for example, that the
Hunter Committee deplored not only the crawling order, but also other
“extraordinary” punishments. In Gujranwala district, the local army
officer noted the lack of respect shown to civil and military officials. As a
result, all “native” inhabitants would salaam, lower their umbrellas, and/or
dismount from carts and horses when they encountered British officials.®
Zeres had in fact applauded the practice in one of his articles when
invoking the journalist to lower his umbrella before the “pukka sahib.”
So-called “fancy punishments” entered the equation as well. Officials
forced one accused radical of a “poetical disposition” to compose a poem
“In praise of martial law, which he read in the marketplace.” In another
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case, a sadhu, or holy man, was compelled to shovel lime at a railroad
siding, covering him in the irritant and giving rise to the rumor that he
had been whitewashed. The committee portrayed the incident as a mini-
Amritsar, a unique event carried out by one Captain Doveton. The
committee then limply concluded that the “impression made upon our
mind . . . is that there were too many sentences of flogging” for minor
offenses such as “failure to salaam a commissioned officer,” and “disre-
spect of a European.”® The investigation further recommended that
“it would be advisable that some restriction should be imposed on the
direction of area officers in giving sentences of whipping.”®* Rogue action
by officers like Dyer and Doveton seems to have abounded; so much for
the “exceptionality” of colonial violence and humiliation.

One can perhaps look outside of the archives, to literature, to under-
score the emotional power of inter-colonial violence and gender further.
E. M. Forster’s novel A Passage to India, completed five years after the
Amritsar Massacre and just after he returned from serving in the court of
the Maharaja of Dewas, reflects the author’s observations on an Anglo-
Indian culture in crisis. After the supposed assault on Adela Quested, the
memsahib Mrs. Turton rages against the sexually predatory native, declar-
ing they “ought to crawl . . . on their hands and knees whenever an
Englishwoman’s in sight, they oughtn’t be spoken to, they ought to be spat
at and ground into the dust.”® Forster’s Major Callendar expressed the
same sentiment, declaring “there’s not such a thing as cruelty after this.”
As European women and children take shelter in a local club, a “young
mother—a brainless but most beautiful girl,” takes refuge in the smoking
room with her infant, refusing to return to her bungalow in case the
“niggers attacked.” Although often “snubbed” socially, she now “symbol-
ized all that is worth fighting and dying for.” Forster’s Mr. McBryde, the
local superintendent of police, though friendlier with most “natives” than
his fellow Anglo-Indians, expressed the “problem” as scientific fact in the
subsequent trial of Dr. Aziz, the supposed attacker: “darker races are physi-
cally attracted by the fair, but not vice-versa.”s

Burmese Days shares a nearly identical plot line and clearly owes a debt
to Forster. In both cases, the rallying point for the community is the local
club. There is also a victim, a forestry service officer named Maxwell,
murdered by locals, and a protagonist, John Flory, a timber worker. Flory
is an outcast, shunned for his “Bolshi” ideas and his overly friendly attitude
with Dr. Veraswami, the local Indian doctor. When Mr. Flory proposes
allowing Veraswami to join the all-white club, the aforementioned Mr. Ellis
launches a furious verbal assault:
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He’s asking us to break all our rules and take a dear little nigger-boy into this
Club. . . . That would be a treat, wouldn’t it? Little pot-bellied niggers
breathing garlic in your face over the bridge-table. Christ, to think of it!
We’ve got to hang together and put our foot down on this at once. ... 'll die
in the ditch before I'll see a nigger in here.

Ellis’ fury only intensifies after the body of Maxwell is unexpectedly
brought to the lawn of the club, just as he and Flory are engaged in one
of a number of heated rows. Orwell writes: “Ellis’s rage was ‘stewing in
his body like a bitter juice. . . . They had killed a white man, killed
A WHITE MAN, the bloody sods, the sneaking, cowardly hounds! Oh
the swine, the swine, how they ought to be made to suffer for it! ... Just
suppose this had happened in a German colony, before the War! The
good old Germans! They knew how to treat the niggers. Reprisals!
Rhinoceros hide whips! Raid their villages, kill their cattle, burn their
crops, decimate them, blow them from the guns.” As the crisis builds
and unrest spreads, Orwell’s female analogue to Ellis, Mrs. Lackersteen,
imagines a community on the verge of destruction. For her, the “words
‘sedition’, ‘Nationalism’, ‘rebellion’, ‘Home Rule’ conveyed one thing and
one only, and that was a picture of herself being raped by a procession of
jet-black coolies with rolling white eyeballs. It was a thought that kept
her awake at night sometimes.”® And so it was for Dyer as well. The rape
narrative remained alive and well, and the potential for colonial violence
lingered as a result.

Too often “violence” defies ready attribution, especially when carried
out by nebulously defined institutions and governments. There is a ten-
dency to see violence simply as the human stain. Yet, when one surveys the
collective history of modern empires, it is hard not to conclude that coer-
cion was colonialism’s most enduring feature. This was certainly the case
in Great War India. Madge, Sydenham, and Zeres desperately depicted
national desire as a product of a delusional, and certainly feminine, flight
of fancy. The uttering of long-held colonial stereotypes assumed an
increasingly shrill tone among Britons who could not bring themselves to
accept an India free of imperial rule. In part, this came from the realization
that the constant alliterative of the male colonial body—“emasculated,”
“educated,” and “effeminate”—so effective in the past, might not be enough
to defeat Indian claims to post-war autonomy. Small wonder then that the
Anglo-Indians and their conservative allies, aware that political change was
an impending reality rather than the usual bromide, would react so
violently.



Epilogue: The Historical Stakes
of New Imperial History

he unpacking of gender, violence, and empire has arguably taken on a

new relevance since 2001 and the advent of the Anglo-American part-
nership in the “Global War on Terrorism”. This new age, as Arun Khadnani
noted, announced an “end of tolerance” and a resurgence of the dangerous
post-colonial “Other” in British popular imagination.! More broadly, the
9/11 and subsequent 7/7 attacks in London allowed the idea of empire as a
beneficial and stabilizing force to regain some of the purchase that it had
lost in the post-Thatcher era.” At the other end of the spectrum, Muslim
fundamentalists use a language redolent of earlier anti-colonialist move-
ments, urging young men to redress their masculine “humiliation”
through pointless murder. Their ostensible goal, the creation of a mille-
narian pan-Islamic empire, has little basis in historical reality; the caliphate
they hope to restore was decidedly more tolerant than the one they envi-
sion. To be sure, the rhetoric of violence and masculinity is no artifact
of bygone empires, but a revivified and catalytic agent in what Samuel
P. Huntington called a “clash of civilizations.” The stakes in doing “New
Imperial History” are higher than ever; we are not practicing history so
much as reliving the imperial past.

It seems appropriate here to make two significant moves. First, it is
essential that historians find common ground as to the terminologies and
definitions they use with regard to “New Imperial History.” Second, it is
imperative to speak to the continued use and importance of the field’s
methodologies in an increasingly complex and globalized environment,
both in terms of economies and cultures. One can argue that scholars have
sometimes asked the wrong questions about empire, or thrashed about
over matters that are not as perplexing as they might appear. It is difficult,
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for instance, not to be peevish with historians who disdain the term
“civilizing mission” as being too sweeping and too general for Britain’s
large and varied empire. They mystify the concept by pointing to particular
events and practices on the ground rather than locating within the much
broader and overarching context of imperial rhetoric. “Civilizing mission,”
as it was understood by those directly involved in the business and gover-
nance of foreign territory, meant bringing European (and later American)
“order” and material “progress” to colonial geographic and intellectual
terrains. Those who did the day-to-day ruling in Ireland, Africa, and Asia
in fact understood perfectly what the expression “civilizing” meant in
the context of their work. They often spoke in precisely those terms, and
had full awareness of where they lay in the imperial constellation. The
colonized themselves used the term “civilizing” and “civilization” frequently
as well, either as a self-reflexive lament over their under-development or
as a sarcastic retort to European brutality. During the Great War anti-
colonial writers tended toward irony, pointing out that Europe’s self-
immolation belied their claims to material superiority. In contemporary
academic works, the “civilizing mission” is nothing more than shorthand
for a complex phenomenon (careworn terms like “industrial revolution”
also come to mind). In this last sense, one should not read it as indicating
a uniformity of policy and governing styles across the empire, as some
critics have implied, but simply as an appropriation of imperialism’s own
meta-narratives. Seeing and reading the “civilizing mission” within its dif-
fering contexts is highly useful for another reason as well: it has clearly
reemerged as part of a contemporary language of democracy, development,
and progress.

Another common claim in regard to empire pertains to its level of
impact on metropolitan culture. In other words, were ordinary Britons,
especially the working class, really that engaged in, or influenced by, the
empire beyond everyday consumption of imperial goods and the presence
of colonial ephemera?’ This claim is not totally without merit. Working-
class Britons generally would have been more concerned with scratching
out a living than with the empire. Yet the assertion is also problematic.
It conflates the level of importance that the average citizen placed on
empire with a clearly articulated public consciousness, itself a notoriously
slippery phenomenon resistant to quantitative analysis. In the same vein, it
subtly reiterates the notion of the metropole as hermetically sealed and
outwardly radiating, which seems rather old fashioned given the enormous
flows of goods, peoples, and ideologies between Great Britain and North
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America, Africa, Asia, and the South Pacific. More tellingly, does empire
only matter in terms of its effects on those living at the center of power?
What about its effects on the hundreds of millions of royal subjects?
Should the Indians, Africans, Irish, and white colonial settlers who vastly
outnumbered the citizens of the metropole fade into the past, back to
where they were when whiggish historical interpretations reigned supreme?
Does empire only matter if it fully registers in metropolitan culture? If this
is true, then the empire becomes not a complex system of transnational
economic, political, and cultural exchanges, but a side note to modern
British history.

To be sure, one does not even need post-colonial methodologies to
prove just how much the “periphery” influenced the “center.” Rather, even
“traditional” approaches such as economics and foreign policy testify to
the same point. Capital arguably served as the motor for imperialism. The
triangular trade of the Atlantic world, for instance, linked western Africa,
North America, the Caribbean, and England into a system of commerce
with sugar as its main nexus—certainly an appropriate reference as we sit
astride the bicentennials of the abolition of the slave trade and slavery
itself. The economic relationships of empire, moreover, could have a pro-
found effect even on those who had only a vague notion of its existence.
The laissez-faire doctrines of free trade indeed played a disastrous role in
late nineteenth-century famine policy in India. Between 1875 and 1877, a
time of intense drought in areas of South Asia, Indian exports of wheat to
the United Kingdom rose from 308,000 to 1,409,000 hundredweight.* This
coincided with a disastrous Russian wheat crop and a precipitous decline
in Russian wheat exports to Britain.” Because of this chain of events, famine
deaths in India for the years 1876—1878 exceeded seven million, more than
the entire population of Ireland at that time.¢

India provides a fitting example in foreign policy as well. As Sneh
Mahajan’s study of India’s role in Anglo foreign affairs aptly notes, historians
have treated the subcontinent as a postscript, when it in fact decisively
influenced how England interacted abroad. The “Eastern Question,” for
instance, often portrayed as a part of late nineteenth-century continental
Anglo-Russian rivalry and the former’s desire to prop-up the ramshackle
Ottoman Empire, was driven mainly by a concern for the security of India.
And as a 1901 defense memorandum argued, “The loss of India by con-
quest would be a death blow to our prosperity, our prestige, and power. . . .
India,” the report continued, was “second only to the security of the United
Kingdom itself.”
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I think it is crucial then to reassert the value of foreign affairs to the
study of empire from a more contemporary perspective as well. There has
emerged in American policy circles an enthusiasm for “soft imperialism”
that draws on a distinctly skewed sense of British history. Max Boot opined
in one column that “Afghanistan and other troubled lands cry out for the
sort of enlightened administration once provided by Englishmen in
Jodhpurs and pith helmets.”® Stanley Kurtz, in a 2003 edition of the Policy
Review, argued for a long tutelage of Iraq that mirrored that of India.
In this case, Kurtz looked to John Stuart Mill’s Representative Government
as a “surprisingly modern and relevant” model for how to lead an illiberal
country along the path to democratic liberalism.” Conservative American
policy makers likewise continue to call for intervention in the Middle East
and South Asia, albeit often as a means to score political points. This misuse
of memory overlooks the enormous cost of empires, that they often went
hand in glove with violence, and that they tend to look oppressive, not
democratic, to those on its receiving end. A bit of homework by American
policy makers after 9/11 would have revealed that Britain had its own pains
fighting an insurgency in early 1920s Iraq. Winston Churchill found the
country so troublesome that he likened England’s role there to that of serving
as “a mid-wife to an ungrateful volcano.”'® The fact that the Indian Army
bore the costs, and the casualties, undoubtedly minimized the backlash at
home.

The suggestion that “New Imperial” scholars address topics such as
economics and foreign policy is admittedly disingenuous and deliberately
provocative. It shows that ideology and practice are really opposite sides
of the same coin. One cannot “do” imperialism without a philosophical
foundation from which to operate. This emphasis on ideology, however,
speaks to the value of a combined pedagogical approach to empire, one that
reinforces a working knowledge of event-driven history with the analytical
power of New Imperial Studies. It suggests the need to more explicitly
understand moments of aggression as a part of a holistic process, one in
which we more closely link what I call “rhetorical violence”—the dehu-
manizing aspects of colonial subjectivity created by imperial culture—to
the physical coercion embedded in the building and maintenance of
empire. Helen Fein’s overlooked sociological work on imperial violence
makes an eminently salient point, namely that the colonized are often
placed “outside the universe of moral obligation” by the colonizers." This
is not to say that empire is uniformly aggressive at all times, or necessarily
more violent than some of the societies it encounters. Rather, it could also
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appear progressive, as in the case of English protests against Belgian rule
in the Congo. Yet, empire, because it involves the creation of ruling
bureaucracies and state apparatuses, possesses what Max Weber referred
to as a monopoly on legitimate physical violence.? The ideological envi-
ronment of empire is thus more than adequate to sanction violence,
particularly at times of crisis, whether in the not-too-distant past or in the
contemporary world.
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