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Marx on India: A Clarification

There is a large and by now fairly old tradition of culcural criticism which
addresses the issues of empire as well as the uses of literature and the
knowledge industry that generates imperialist ideclogies both for domestic
consumption within the metropolitan countries and for export to the
imperialized formations, not to speak of the complicity of particular
writers, scholars and scholarly disciplines. In other words, the body of
work on cultural imperialism is very copious. Until about the mid 1970s,
maost of that scholarship had been produced by people who were either
Marxists themselves or were quite prepared to accept their affinities with
Marxist positions on issues of colony and empire; much useful wotk of that
kind continues to be done even today. Within mainstream scholarship, the
usual way of marginalizing that work was either to ignore it altogether or
to declate it simple-minded and propagandiscic. Dismissal by the post-
structuralist critic is as a rule equally strident, though the vocabulary has of
course changed. Instead of using words like “simple-minded’ or “propa-
gandist’, one now declares that work of that kind was too positivistic, too
deeply contaminated with empiricism, histoticism, the problematics of
realism and representability, the metaphysical belief in origin, agency,
cruth,

It has been Edward Said’s achievement to have brought this question of
cultural imperialism to the very centre of the ongoing literary debates in
the metropolitan university by posing it in terms that were acceptable to
that university. Sections of the Right could still actack him, as they loudly
did, but the Iiberal mainstream had to concede both that he knew his
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Spitzer and his Auerbach as well as they did, and that he certainly was not
‘propagandistic’ in the way the 1960s’ radicals usually were. One of Said's
notable contributions to the American Left, in fact, is that he, perhaps
mote than anyone else, has taught chis Left how to build bridges between
the liberal mainstream and avant-garde theory. The range of erudition has
been a considerable asset, though not everyone who wrote from the Marxist
position was necessarily less erudite. And chere certainly is an eloquence, a
style. But the notable feature, underlying all che ambivalences, is the ani-
Marxism gnd the construction of a whole critical apparatus for defining 2
postmodern kind of anti-colonialism. In this Said was certainly among the
first, and a setter of trends. The Marxist tradition had been notably anti-
imperialist; the Nietzschean tradition had had nosuch credentials. Now it
transpites that that is precisely what had been wrong — not with the
Nietzschean intellectuals but with anti-imperialism itself. It shonld have
been Nietzschean and now needed to do some theoretical growing up.

For buttressing the proposition that Marxism is not much more than a
‘modes-of-production narrative’ and that its opposition to colonialism is
submerged in its positivistic ‘myth of progress’, it is always very con-
venient to quote one or two journalistic flourishes from those two dis-
patches on India, the fisst and the third, which Marx wrote for the New
York Tribune in 1853 and which are the most anthologized on this topic:
“T'he British Rule in India’ and “The Future Results of the British Rule in
India’. That Said would quote the most-quoted passage, the famous one on
‘the unconscious tool’," is predictable, and there is no evidence in Orienta-
Jism that he has come to regard this as a rgpresentative passage after some
considerable engagement with Marx's many and highly complex writings
on colonialism as such and on the encounter between non-capitalist and
capitalist societies. This is certainly in keeping with Said’s characteristi-
cally cavalier way with authors and quotations, but here it gains added
authority from the fact that it is by now a faitly familiar procedure in
dealing with Marx’s writings on colonialism. The dismissive hantenr is then
combined in very curious ways with indifference to — possibly ignorance of
— how the complex issues raised by Marx’s cryptic writings on India have
actually been seen in the research of key Indian historians themselves,
before the advent, let us say, of Ranajit Guha. What this bautenr seems to
suggest is that neither Marx’s writing on India nor what Indian scholarship
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has had to say about that writing is really worth knowing in any detail; the
issue of Indian scholarship is in fact never raised — not even by remote
suggestion. This, too, is curious. One would have thought that if some
‘Orientalist’ view of Indian history were in question, one obvious place to
stact looking for a discussion of that ‘Oriencalism’ might well be the
writings of precisely those anti-imperialist Indian historians who have been
most concerned about the structure of pre-colonial Indian sociecy and its
contrasts with Europe at chat stage —superb historians, I might add, by any
reckoning.

It is not my purpose in this chapter to address the whole issue of Marx’s
writings on India, or to review the many Indian debates which have a
bearing on the subject; thar would be quite beyond the scope of the present
argument. Rather, 1 should like to examine Said’s summary way of dealing
with this complex and highly contentious matter, to summarize some
minimal background for putting Marx’s journalism in perspective, and
then ro cite some representative opinions from the main currents of anti-
colonjal historiography in India, in order to illustrace the curious fact thac
Said’s understanding is quite the opposite of what Indian historizns have
usually had to say about this question. This clarification is necessary
because Said's position on this matter is both authoritative and influential,
while the procedure in his treatment of Marx is a familiar one, as we saw in
the case of Aeschylus and Dante in the previous chapter: he deraches a
certain passage from its context, inserts it into the Orientalist archive and
moves in different, even contradictory, directions,

The larger section of the book in which Said’s comments on Marx are
enclosed actually deals with English and French literary travellers in the

Near Faste — Bdward Lane, Nerval, Flaubert, Lamartine, Burton, and

othets. The appearance of Marx in this company is surprising, since he was
not ‘literaty’ in that sense, nor did he ever travel anywhere south of France.
The distinction is important because the theme of the section is testimony
and witness brought back in the form of travelogue, fiction, lyric, linguistic
knowledge, to say ‘I was there, therefore I know’, Marx clearly made no
such claims. Said none the less goes on to quote the overly famous passage:

Now, sickening as it must be to human feeling to witness those myriads of
industrious patriarchal and inoffensive social organizations disorganized and
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dissolved into their units, thtown into a sea of woes, and their individue}l
members losing at the same time their ancient form of civilizat‘ion s.md.thelr
heredirary means of subsistence, we must not forget that these idyllic village
communities, inoffensive though they may appear, had always been the
solid foundation of Oricneal despotism, that they restrained the human
mind within the smallest possible compass, making it an unre.sirtting. tool of
superstition, enslaving it beneath the craditional rules, depriving it of all
grandeur and historical energies . . .

England, it is true, in causing a social revolution in Hindustan wa.s actudted
only by the vilest interests, and was stupid in her manner of enforc-mg the.m.
Bur that is not the question. The question is, can mankind fulhl ics destiny
without a fundamental revolution in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever
may have been the crimes of England she was the unconscious tool of history
in bringing about that revolution.

Now, it is obviously true that colonizlism did not bring us a revolution.”
What it brought us was, precisely, a non-revolutionary and retrograde
resolution to a crisis of our own society which had come to express itself, by
the eighteenth ceptury, in a real stagnation of technologies and productivi-
ties, as well as regional and dynastic wars so constant and ruinous as to
make impaossible a viable coalition against the encroaching colonial po‘.ver.
Likewise, it is doubtless true that the image of Asia as an unchanging,
‘vegetative’ place was part of the inherited wotld-view in nineFeenth-
century Burope, and had been hallowed by such figures of the Enlighten-
ment as Hobbes and Montesquieu; it is also true — though Said does not say
so— that the image of the so-called self-sufficient Indian village community
that we find in Marx was lifted, almost verbatim, out of Hegel. All this had
been reiterated for the Left, yet again, by Perry Anderson in his Lincages of
the Absolutist State (1975), which had circulated widely while Orienialism
was being drafted. Said’s contribution was not that he pointed towards
these faces (he emphasized instead, in literary-critical fashion, Goethe and
the Romantics) but that he fashioned a thetoric of dismissal, as we shall see
presently. ‘
In that thetoric, moreover, there really was no room for other complexi-
ties of Marx’s thought. For it is equally true that Marx’s denunciation of
pre-colonial socieey in India is no more strident than his denunciations of
Eurepe’s own feudal past, or of the Absolutist monatrchies, or of. the
German burghers; his essays on Germany are every bit as nasty.? His direct
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comments about the power of the caste system in the Indian village —
‘restrain{ing] the human mind within the smallest possible compass, i
making it the unresisting tool of superstirion, enslaving it beneath the
traditional rules, depriving it of all grandeur and historical energies’ — are,
on the one hand, a virtual paraphrase of his comments on the European
peasantry as being mired in ‘the idiocy of rural life’ and remind one, on the
other hand, of the whole range of reformist politics and writings in India,

spanning a great many centuries bue made all the sharper in the twentieth
century, which have always regatded the caste system as an altogether.
inhuman one - a ‘diabolical contrivance to suppress and enslave humanity’,
as Ambedkar put it in the preface to The Untouchables — that degrades and
saps the energies of the Indian peasantry, not to speak of the ‘untouchable’
menia] castes. Conversely, the question Marx raises towards the end of chat
passage - ‘can mankind fulfil its destiny without a fundamental revolution
in the social state of Asia?” — may be objectionable to the postmodern mind
because of its explicit belief, inherited from the more decent traditions of i
the Enlightenment, in the unity, universality and actual possibility of
human liberation, but it is surely not generated by the kind of racism Said
ascribes to Marx, as we shall soon see. It is also worth recalling that those
particular questions — Is human liberation possible without the liberation
of Asia? What transformation will have to take place within Asian societies

in order co make thar liberation possible? — have .been poséd again and”
again in our own century: most doggedly in China, Korea, the Indochinese
countries; bur also in chose revolutionaty enterptises which were defeated
80 many years ago that barely a memory now remains — in Malaya,
Indonesia, the Philippines, India.

I shall return to the issue of accuracy, or lack of it, in Marx’s judgement

presently. (Now, after the experience of the history that Britain in fact

~made, w#ho could possibly want an ‘unconscious tool’ of that sort?) The first

issue, again in the Foucauldian rerms that Orientalism popularized, is the
methodological one: what mode of thought, what discursive practice
authorizes Marx's statement? Said, of course, locates it in ‘Orientalism’. In
my view, the intemperate shrillness of those denunciations belongs to an
altogether different theoretical problematic — or ‘discourse’, as Said uses che i
term, The idea of a certain progressive role of colonialism was linked, in

Marx's mind, with the idea of a progressive role of capiralism as such, in
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comparison with what had gone before, within Europe as much as outside
it. In context, any attempt to poreray Marx as an ent
would logically have to portray him as an admiret 0
which is what he wanted Germany to achieve, as quickly as |
olonlal society giving rise to brisk capiralist developx:nent was alse
connected, in Marx’s mind, with the North American experlen.ce-. At' the
time when he was writing chose much-too-well-known iourl?ahstlc pieces
on India, in the 1850s, the full colonization of Africa was sFlll scl)me yt?ars
away, and although the process in Asia generally - anc.l especially in India—
was much further advanced, there was no pai experience of fully fledged
hese two continents that was available for summation; the
long-term consequences of full colonization in cur part of. the‘worid were
still a matter for speculation. Rammohun himself, indulging in the worst

had recommended the settling of British farmers and the
in order to buttress

husiast of colonialism
f capitalism as well,
possible. This

ideaofac

colonization in t

kind of speculation,
insertion of British capiral into the Indian economy,
the ‘constructive mission’ of British colonialism, some thirty }rears l:fefore
Marx offered his generalities. In other words, from the hiseorical point of

view, the status of Marx's writings on the possible consequences of British
?

colonialism in India is not theoretical but conjectural and speculative.

What gave these speculations their particular, progressivist slant, apart
n the always-progressive role of science and

r experience of the United States, where a

s then emerging out of a brutal colonizing

from a positivist faith i
technology, was the prio
powesful capitalist society wa :
dynamic ~ more brutal, in fact, than that in India — and.was even. ther.l,
during the 1850s, in che process of completing its bourgec)fs revolution, in
the shape of the impending Civil War, Marx was wondering, t'even as the
conflict in India waxed and waned, whether India might not, in the. long
tun, go the way of the United States. The idea of “the transplantation of
Furopean society’ grew out of that analogy, which now appears to us

altogether fantastic, but it is worth recalling that the gap n material

‘prosperity between India and England was parrower ifi 1835 than it was to

become by 1947, on the eve of decolonization. Marx was particularly
concerned with the anachronisms of o

i igidici i us polities, the
weight of our caste rigidities, the acute fmgmentatl_on of our p )
facture in our mode of utban-

primacy of military encampment over manu
due as much to levels of

ization, the exhaustion of the urban artisanate —
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direct appropriations as to the inability to find markets in the countryside —
and other such distortions of development in nineteenth-century India,
because these distortions were seen as impediments in the path towards a
true bourgeois revolution. We need to keep the whole range of these
complexities in mind while reading those journalistic pieces, even though
Marx's understanding of Indian society was on some crucial points factually
quite incorrect; indeed, the hope of brisk industrialization under colonia-
lism turned out to be so misplaced that Marx himself seems to have
abandoned it in later years. Here, in any eveot, is Said’s main comment on
Marx's passage:

"That Marx was still able to sense some fellow feeling, to identify even a lirtle
with poor litrle Asia, suggests that something happened before the labels
took over . , . only to give it up when he confronted a more formidable
censor in the very vocabulary he found himself forced to employ. What chac
censor did was to stop and then chase away the sympathy, and this was
accompanied by a lapidary definition: Those people, it said, don'r suffer —
they are Orientals and hence have 1o be treated in other ways. . . . The
vocabulaty of emotion dissipated and it submirtted to the lexicographical
police action of Otientalist science and even Orientalise art.

Several things in Marx’s' passage are — to me, at least — disagreeable,
including its positivist belief in the march of history, and I shall return to
some of my own reservations about Marx’s writings on India. But having
read it countless times over some twenty years I still capnot find in that
passage even a hint of che racist ‘lapidary definition’ which Said claims to
find there: “Those people don't suffer — they are Qrientals and hence have to
be treated in other ways.” There is a different kind of blindness in that
passage, but racism — and racism of that order — there is not. Whar is also
striking about Said’s comment is its reckless psychologizing impulse — not
that Marx held certain views abouc historical development which led
inevitably to this passage, but that something happened to him emotionally,
Psychologically. | should rather chink that Marx’s passage needs to be placed,
if one wishes to grasp its correlates, alongside any number of passages from
a wide variety of his writings, especially Capital, where the destruction of
the European peasantty in the course of the primitive accumulation of
capital is described in analogous tones, which I read as an enraged language
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of tragedy, — a sense of colossal disruption and irrecrievable loss, a moral
dilemma whersein neither the old nor the new can be wholly affitmed, the
recognition that the sufferer was at once decent and flawed, the recognition
also that the history of victories and Josses is really a history of materia]
productions, and the glimmer of 2 hope, in the end, that something good
might yet come of this merciless history. One has to be faitly secure inone's
own nationalism to be able to think through the dialectic of this tragic
formulation. Amilcar Cabral emphasized as much in his famous essay “The
Weapon of Theory’, which he first delivered as a ralk in Havana at a time
when he was leading Southern Africa’s most highly developed struggle
against Portuguese colonialism.

Said's treatment of Marx is too imptessionistic ever to come down to any
real chronology, but if I understand him correctly he seems to be asserting
that Marx started with ‘some fellow feeling’ for ‘poor Asia’ but then gave in
to a ‘censor’ {Orientalism) which served to ‘chase away the sympathy’ and
replaced it with that ‘lapidary definition’. Marx, it scems, started in one
place and artived at another: what is rehearsed here for us appears to be a
chromalogy of submission, or at least blockage. May one, then, quote from a

fetter he wrote to Danielson in 1881:

In India setious complications, if not a general outbreak, are in store for the
British governmenr, What the British take from them annually in the form
of rent, dividends for railways useless for the Hindoos, pensions for the
military and civil servicemen, for Afghanistan and other wars, ctc., e(C., —
what they take from them without any equivalent and quite apart from whac
they apptopriate to themselves annually within India, — speaking only of #he
vealae of the commodlities that Indians bave to gratitously and annually Send over
to England — it amounts to mare than the total sum of the income of the GO million
of agricultural and industrial labovers of India. This isa bleeding process with a
vengeance.? (original emphasis) :

This letter was written towards the very end of Marx's life, and che
'lapidary definition’ which Said puts into the mouth of Orientalism ('Those
people don’t suffer — they are Orientals’) does not seem to have prevented
Marx from describing colonialism as a *bleeding process witha yengeance’,
the ‘lexicographical police action’ notwithstanding. Between the dispatch
of 1853 from which Said quotes and the letter of 1881 cited above, thete
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* had also been — in terms of chronology — the great Rebellion of 1857, This

is not the place to review the complexities of Marx's analyses of that event,
but it is worth recalling that he declared it 2 ‘national revolt” and welcomed
it as part of what he took to be a great Asian upheaval, indicated to him
first by the Taiping Rebellion, against Europe — which was certainly more
than what was said by the whole of the emergent modern intelligentsia of
Bengal, which remained doggedly pro-British.’

Nor was Marx alone in this, either in the earlier or the laceer part of his
life. Engels, who had vireually forced Marx to take up that journalism in
the first place, had this to say about what we today call ‘national liberation’:

Thete is evidently a different spirit among the Chinese now. . . . The mass
of people take an active, nay, a fanatical part in the struggle against the
foreigners. They poison the bread of the European community at Hongkong
by wholesale, and with the coolest meditation. . . . The very coolies
emigrating to foreign councries rise in mutiny, and as if by concert, on board
evety emigrant ship, fight for its possession. . . . Civilization mengers who
throw hot shell on a defenseless city and add rape to murder, may call the
“system cowardly, barbarous, atrocious; but whar matter it to the Chinese if
it be but successful? . . . We had becter recognize that this is a war pro aris et
focis, a populat war for the maintenance of Chinese nationality.®

That is a wonderfully contemptuous word for the colonizers: ‘civilization-
mongers'! What one wishes to emphasize here is that the writings of Marx
and Engels are indeed contaminated in several places with the usual
banalities of nineteenth-century Burocentrism, and the general prognosis
they offered about the social stagnation of our societies was often based on
unexamined staples of conventional European histories.” Despite such
inaccuracies, however, neither of them portrayed resistance to colonialism as

" misdirected; the resistance of the ‘Chinese coolie’ was celebrated in the

same lyrical cadences as they would deploy in celebrating the Parisian
communard. On the whole, then, we find the same emphases there as
Cabral was to spell out a century later: colonialism did have, in some
limited sense and in some situations, a ‘progressive’ side, but ‘maintenance’
of ‘natiopality’ is the inalienable right of the colonized, For Indian
historiography, meanwhile, this issue of the partially progressive role of
colonialism has been summarized by Bipan Chandra, our foremost histor-
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ian of anti-colonial thought of the Indian bourgeois intelligentsia, who is

himself sometimes accused of being too nationalistic:

. most of the anti-imperialist writers would agree with Marx. They all,
without exception, accept that the English introduced somel Strl:lcltl.-lral
changes and neatly all of them welcome these chanlge:s. R T.hEII' C(rlltlclsm
was ncver merely or even mainly that the tra.dmonal social order fw;:s
disintegrated by British rule bus that the strucruring and ccmsv:ructmndobrl;1 e
new ‘was delayed, frustrated, and obstructed, From R.C. Dutt, Dada :?1
Naoroji and Ranade down to Jawaharlal Nehru and R.P. Dutt,.the anti-
really condemned the destruction of the
nostalgically and out of the sort of
for example, Marx showed

imperialis¢ wrirers have not . . .
pre-British economic structure, except
sympathy that any decent man would have, E’hat,
for the ‘poor Hindu's' loss of the old world.

I shall have more to say about some other Indian historians and political

leaders in a moment, but let me return to the passage from Marx which

Said quotes, and to the methodological problem of how we 1"ead p.articulat
statements in relation to discursive practices, in terms to which Sa1_d would
appear to subscribe. It seems fairly clear to me. that what au.thonzes t‘hat
particular statement — to the effect that che replacement of v1llagt? so?xety
by industrial society is historically necessaty a.nd th.ere’fore .obl]ectwely
progressive — is by no means the discourse of ‘Orientalism (Bnt‘:n,-Marx
says, is pursuing the ‘vilest interests”) but what Foucault wou’lcl esignate
as the discourse of political economy. In other words, Marx's staFemerft
follows not anecdotally from Goethe or German Romanticism, nor 415curs1-
vely from an overarching ‘Orientalism’, but logically and nemfmrtly from
posicions Marx held on issues of class and m,odfe of production, on tl::
comparative structuration of the different pre—capualnsF modes, and on t e
" kind and degree of violence which would inevitably issue from a project
that sets out to dissolve such a mode onso wide a scale. One may or m:.iy not
agree with Marx, either in the generality of his theoretlcallconstructmrf ‘;r
with his interpretation of particular events, but the question about Sai _.s
method temains in any case, as much here as in the case of Dante: if
particular representations and discussive statements — if i‘n fact. they are
discursive statements — can float so easily in and out of various discourses,
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then in what sense z22 we designate any one of them a discourse in which
the whole history of Western enunciations is so irtetrievably trapped?

The Foucauldian objection, in any case, is not the only possible one - to
my mind, not even the more important one — against Said's procedure here,
At the one point in Oréentalism where he registers a considerable difference
with Foucault, Said emphasizes his own belief in ‘the determining imprint
of individual writers’ (p. 23). Yet when he sets out to debunk Dante ot
Marx or 2 host of others, what he offers us are decontextualized quotations,
with little sense of what status the quoted passage has in the work of the
‘individual writer’ or what sore of ‘imprint’ he might have left — what
responses the writing might have evoked — among scholars and thinkers
outside ‘the West’. These are complicated histories and this is not the place
to examine all of them, but to the extent that Said’s summary dismissal is
fairly characteristic of some current radical understandings in the Anglo-
American milicu — in its dismissal and its summary brevity — a few facts
may be usefully cired.

Marx sent, in all, thirty-three dispatches on Indian affairs to the New
York Tribune (‘this wretched paper’, as he unjustly called ic in a letter to
Engels in 1858) and thoughr of the whole enterprise as ‘a great interrup-
tion’ to the economic studics he was then undertaking, having put the
defeats of 184849 behind him after writing The Eighteenth Bramaire. ‘The
likelihood is that the journalism might not have come if he had not needed
the mouney so very desperately. Twelve of those disparches were written in
1853, fifieen in 1857, six in 1858. The first ching to be said for this overly
famous series, which got going with che dispatch of June 1853, is that
there is no evidence that Marx was taking any regular interest in India
before the beginning of that year; it was the presentation of the Company
Charter to Parliament for renewal that gave him the idea of attending to
this matter in the first place. That he read much of the Parliamentary
Papers and the Travels of Bernier, the seventeenth-century French writer
and medicine-man, very carefully before writing the first dispatch is clear
enough, and his acuteness of mind is equally obvious from the great
insights which are scattered throughout the series. But the overal] status of
that journalism cannoc be separated from its immediate purpose, the
general state of knowledge about India prevailing in England at the time
{which was fat more considerable than Said would graot, bur still patchy
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the web of prejudice which envelopfad that
nly and not even an isolable
for Marx himself, and the
begin; the drafting

and frequently misleading),
knowledge (but the prejudice was n'ot the ©
fact), the relative novelty of the sub]elct macter fo :
stage in his own development at wt-uch these .plnece .
even of the Grandrisse, let alone Capital, was sti l sombe ¥y s
- No cateful reader of Orientalism neced ‘be sxfxrpr:sc;:e 5{2 :st ey
hangs the whole matter on a quotatlofl 10 , idey
antfologized of those dispatches, withIou; anyhjiﬁ;r: Sl;c;r i(;:t;}::ﬁz;l;zthose
ing.* i ndia w
W_"i“nbf-s_ Iil?:;tl:tdd;yl\/::;:xfl;;ezl:?ittthought the title for all agricuitufa[
Il”rc;:iefa:sl;\leld by the sovereign;” he had picked up this ic_iea from Bermler
aand others, and the British auchoricies had done much toh :;(;ia(g::z;:;
since they were now the new rulers. Only four yf:ars 15;111‘::3-2L zﬂlized Sooe o
ite the second series of his dispatches on Inch'a, he ha : ‘o
Wr::l been at hest a legal fiction, but he still did not even bf:gm quite to
;:aspe:he complex land tenuge system in pre-British Indiz and began

i e had read
me sense of the intricacies only much later, aftr?r h
" when his main interest had

his studies only as a

having .

Kovalevsky's Communal Landboldings (1879, ‘

shifted to the Russian mir and India figured in

: 10

arative case. _ -

Cm'lll‘fm point is neither to suggest that those dispatches shoulddbe 51::1;9;
ignored as mere juvenilia, nor 0 arguc in favour of an onward mar

e ‘ties. Th
Matx’s thoughts on India, from precocious insight to final clarities The
a ?

. i
point rather, is to emphasize far greater complexity than Said’s summary
1 3

p[()Ced res aqm t, a Ve ter a cercatl aﬂi 1y Wlth Iiaf 15

L} d it, [ld even to fegls T certain ik ba

1\‘[ U\khla Whell he telIlaIkS, in the course ()f What 15 Clea[], onc Of tilﬁ

d nigwve § A4 w VIEW X § Writings on I(ldla
eﬁ it ummacions Of ho one 18 now o 1€ Maf S g

in the light of more modern researches:

. -

The notion of significant changes in pre?colomal.lnd‘;a nsoe;::;m;‘go ini
society is a recent entrant in Indian histonog.raphy, ar;, L aaibne
called for to explain Marx's ignorance of it. fh e ealon
difference implied by Marx in the pace and nature o c i:go_nam o
Indian society wis-3-vis premodern Europe remains :'m ‘: i l:.l D for
the different paths of development that those societt

entering into the modern world,

lism aod
Eurtope's stages of historical development — slavery, feudalis
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capitalism — are clearly enough marked. . . . Changes in India are long-
drawn and gradual; they have the effect of modifying the existing produc-
tion techniques and social organization of production; but they rarely
overthrow an existing social and economic structure and replace it by a new

one, by a new mode of production. This s especially true since the seventh century
A.D. (emphasis added)

Then, after summarizing some of the social conflices which beset India over

the next millennium, from the seventh to the seventeenth century, Mukhia
20€S 0n o say: '

Asa consequence of these conflicts, the means of production were never
redistribuced until after the onset of colonialism; what was distributed and
redistributed was the peasants’ surplus produce, It was thus thar even when
crises created by such momentous events, as the collapse of the Mughal
empire, occurred during the carly eighteenth century, the empire was
succeeded by the resurgence of the class of zamindars everywhere; the crisis,

in other words, led to the resurgence of an old property form rather than the
emergence of a new one, !

We might add that Mukhia’s is a very cautious and authoritative evalua-
tion, by no means simply adularory; he carefully documents how Marx was
at least partially wrong on every count. He disagrees with Irfan Habib in
matters both of detail and of emphasis in the latter's interpretation both of
medieval India and of Marx's writings on the subject, bur he, like Habib,
rejects the idea of the so-called Asiatic mode of production as well as che
alternative notion that pre-colonial India was somehow ‘fendal’; these
agrecments and disagreements aside, he and Habib are entirely in accord
on what Mukhia has to say in the above passage.'? These two are, of course,

among contemporary India's distinguished historians for the pre-colonial

period and both doubtless write, cven as they periodically disagree with

~each other on some key issues, from tecognizably strict Macxist positions,

Ravinder Kumar, an equally distinguished historian of both the colonial
and the post-colonial periods who writes from within that other tradition
also descended from strands in classical Marxism, the tradirion of Left-

liberal social democracy, basically confirms the same substantive
prognosis:
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ttaditions, from Gandhi to Namboodripad, it may be useful here, without
attempting a full résumé, to specify that Marx’s position was in fact the
exact opposite of what can accurately be called the Orientalist position in
India, and chat Mary self-consciously ditsaciates himself from thar position
when he declares earlier, in that very first dispatch: ‘I share not the opinion
of those who believe in a golden age of Hindusran.''* The idea of a golden
age in the remote past which-India now needed to reconstitute — one that
sections of Orientalist scholarship had inherited from strands of High
Brahminism — was to bequeath itself to a great many tendencies in Indian
nationalism, as we shall soon see. But then Marx moves quickly to
dissociate himself also from the opposite position — most famously enun-
ciated by the anti-Orienralist Macaulay — which saw British colonialisra as
a benign civilizing mission. Against that Marx is equaily unequivocal, in
the very next paragraph: ‘the miscty inflicted by the British on Hindustan
is of an essentially different and infinitely more intensive kind than all
Hindustan had to suffer before.” In short, the idea of ‘the double mission’
was designed to carve out a position independent both of the Orientalist—
Romantic and the colonial-modernist.

The dispatch from which Said quotes was drafted on 10 June 1853, and
Said has the liberty to believe that Marx’s *human sympachy’ had, by the
end of that piece, been “dissolved’. The other piece by Marx, ‘The Future
Results of the British Rule in India’, which has become equally famous,
was drafted a few weeks later, on 22 July. Here, too, Marx says some very
rude things, and he certainly has no ‘sympathy’, either for India —

. . the whole of her past history, if it be anything, is the history of the
successive conquesrs she has undergone. Indian society has no history ac all,
at least no known histoty, What we call its history, is but the history . . . of
the successive intruders who founded their empires on the passive basis of
that unresisting and uachanging society. (p, 29)'*

— or for Britain:

The profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of bourgeois civilization lies
unveiled before our eyes, tutning from its home, where it assumes respect-
able forms, to the colonies, where it goes naked. (p. 34)
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This is hardly a ‘Romantic, Orientalist vision'. But if we do want to have
some sense of what a particularly Tolstoyan version of a Romantic,
Orientalist statement in the Indian situation may have been like, we need
g0 0o further than the following from Hind Swaraj, by Gandhi, the
admirer of Emerson and Tolstoy and Ruskin;

The more we indulge in our emotions the more unbridied they become, , . .
Millions will always remain poor. Observing all this, our ancestors dis-
suaded us from luxuries and pleasures. We have managed with the same
kind of plough as existed thousands of years ago. We have retained the same
kind of cottages that we had in former times, and our indigenous education
remains the same. . . . It was not chat we did not know how to invent
machinery, but our forefathers knew that, if we set our hearts afrer such
things, we would become slaves and lose our moral fibre. They, therefore,
after due deliberation, decided that we should do what we could with our
hands and feet. . . . They further reasoned thar large cities were a snare and
a useless incumbrance and people would not be happy in them, that there
would be gangs of thieves and robbers, prostitution and vice flourishing in

them, and that poor men would be robbed by rich men. They were therefore
satisfied with small villages.!”

Said has recently included Gandhi in the category of ‘prophets and priests’.
['am not sure whether the above is to be read as prophecy or priestcraft, but
Gandhi did write it, originally in Gujarati, in 1909, What is remarkable
about this passage is thac whether or not Gandhi knew it, he seems to be
refuting Marx on every count. If Marx raved against the slow (‘vegetative’)
pace of change in India, Gandhi admires precisely that kind of stasis, while
his sense of India’s eternal changelessness is much more radical than Marx

“could ever muster: that the Indian peasanc has used the same kind of

plough for ‘thousands of years’, while the education system has also
remgined the same, is said to be a good thing. ‘The reason India did not have
an industrial revolution (and was therefore particularly vulnerable ro
colonial capital, Marx might have added) is not chat the antiquated systems
of production and governance did not allow it, but thar ‘our forefathers’, in

 their superior wisdom; had decided thar it should be s0; and we should of

course follow in the footsteps of ‘our forefachers’. If Marx had debunked the
mode of medieval India’s urbanization for being based upon royal courts
and military encampments and conspicuous waste of the agrarian surplus,
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goes on to reflect upon the overall impact of colontalism on language and
literature in India: '

The efforts of the early Buropean trading companies to popularize che
" Christian faith and the subsequent measures adopted by the British rulers to
establish educational inseirutions in order to create a seracum of educaced
employees of the company, led to the development of a language and
literature which was as popular in style as the earlier Bhakti works, bue free
from the limitations of the latcer which was, by and large, confined to
Hindu society and culture . . |

The development of the world market and the slow but sure integration of
the Indian village into chat world market broke the self-sufficient character

of India’s village society which has now become pare of the growing world
capitalist society . . .

This naturally reflected itseif in the ficld of literature. Eminent wricers in all
the languages of the rapidly-growing world eapitalist system were translated
into, and exercised their influence over, the new generation of Indian
writers. In other words, the world of Indien literature could free itself from
the shackles of the caste-ridden Hindu society and its cultuee anly when its
economic basis — the self-sufficient village with its narural economy — was
shatcered by the assaule of foreign capitalism. (pp. 42~3)

This ‘assault’, then, contributed to the widening of cultural horizons: a
‘progressive” role, clearly, even though one has considerable reservations
about some simplification here. But Namboodripad then specifies vet
another dialectic specific to ¢colonialism: the growth, on the one hand, of a
dependent, comprador intelligentsia — ‘the foreign and foreign-trained
intellectual clite’ who emerged as ‘the dominant force moving the new
bourgeois literature and culture of India’ and were "interested in decrying
all rhat was Indian . . . as “barbarian™ and “uncivilized”' — and, on the
other, a 'false nationalism’ which defended everything Indian, old and
new, and relied for its atguments, ironically, upon that other body of
imperialist scholarship which had taken to idealizing ‘ancient Hindu
society’. The praxis of the socialist revolution is then seen, in the closing
paragraphs of Namboodripad's brief text, as the negation of the whole of
that colonial dynamic, and as the precondition for ‘that final defeat of the
stagnating and decadent society and culture, inherited by the Indian
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‘Indian Literature’; Notes towards the
Definition of a Category

One of my difficulties with the theoretical category of “Third World
Literature’, it should be clear enough, is its rather cavalier way with
hiscory; its homogenization of a prolix and variegated archive which is
little understood and then hurriedly categorized,; its equally homogenizing
impulse to slot very diverse kinds of public aspitations under the unitary
insignia of ‘pationalism’ and then to designate this nationalism as the
determinate and epochal ideology for cultural production in non-Western
societies; its more recent propensity to inflate the choice of immigration
into a rhetoric of exile, and then to contrive this inflation as the mediating
term between the Third World and the First. Kosambi once said: “The
outstanding characteristic of a backward bourgeoisie, the desire to profic
without labour or grasp of technique, is reflected in the superficial
“research” so common in India.’! Ironically enough, so much of what is
published in the metropolitan countries displays this very characteristic of
the ‘backward bourgeoisie’ when it comes to the “Third World',

Ifind it all the more difficult to speak of a "Third World Literature’ when
I know that I cannot confidently speak, as a theoretically coherent
category, of an ‘Indian’ Literature, The purpose of this chaprer, therefore, is
not te pose, category by category, an ‘Indian Liverature’ (the national
specificity) against “Third World Literature’ (the tricontinental generality)
but, rather, to explore some of the difficulties we currently have in

. constructing such a categoty. One of my arguments here is that we cannot

posit a thesretical unity or coherence of an ‘Indian’ literature by assembling
its history in terms of adjacent but discrete histories of India's major
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