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THE END OF AN ANCIEN R GIME: COLONIAL WAR IN INDIA,

1798-1818

Dirk H. A. Kolff

The age of modern imperialism is mainly characterised by the
abortive attempts of a number of European continental powers to
emulate Great Britain and create a colonial structure that could be
compared - if only remotely with the British Indian empire in Asia.
After 1870, it is true, the British at times allowed themselves to
be as much carried away by imperialistic feelings as the states on
the continent. Yet, their empire was acquired long before the
scramble for Africa or, for that matter, any other European
scramble for colonial territory - began. By 1870, indeed, the
classical period of British imperialist warfare was long over.
Britain's empire was a Bonapartist, not a Wilhelminic achievement.
But, apart from timing, there were other differences between
British empire building and European imperialism. In size and
number of inhabitants British India was so huge that any endeavour
to establish a rival to it would have to be undertaken either in
China or in the Americas. No European power really ever attempted
such a thing. Instead, until the end of the colonial era, European
energies turned to Africa, there to scrape the bottom of the
world's barrel, to use Gallagher and Robinson's apt phrase.

In yet another respect India stOod alone. Conquered at a time in
which the old mercantilist rivalry for empire gave way to the
imperialism of free trade, its value for Britain would,
paradoxically, no

Source:J. A. de Moor and H. L Wesseling (eds),l mperiaiiJm al/d
War. Essays Dr1 Colonial Wars in Asia and AJi'ica, Leiden: E.).
Brill, 1989, pp. 22-49.
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longer be found in its export products, nor in markets for
imports. In the nineteenth century, it would owe its significance
firstly to the fiscal exploitation of its agrarian, but highly
monetized economy and its vast internal markets. British India
became first and foremost an agrarian 'rather than a commercial
empire. Secondly, British India would be unique because of its
strategic position in the Indian Ocean, an importance that was
enormously enhahced by its limitless human resources, i.e. its 200
million people, the vast majority of whom would by 1818 be absorbed
into,the state of the English East India Company. As an agrarian
economy a_nd as a market for peasant and military labour, India
likened only to that other British peasant colony, Ireland, i.e.
before it was hit by the agricultural and demographic crisis of the
1840s. With respect to the second of these twO features - the
significance of the Indian military labour markets twO questions
must be asked. Firstly, had this always been a characteristic of
the Indian attcien regime and if so, how was it connected with the
pastoralist and agrarian features of pre-colonial India? And
secondly, if military manpower had been as abundant in medieval and
Mughal India as it would be in British India, to what kind of
countervailing superiority, technological or otherwise, was the
British conquest due? In this paper we will address ourselves
mainly to the second question,.

Roughly speaking, British paramountcy in India was won in two
complementary phases, a maritime and a territorial one. The first
was the Anglo-French mercantilist war for the trade routes of the
Indian Ocean that lasted from the beginning of the War of the
Austrian Succession in India (1746) to the end of the Seven Years
War (1763). The second phase came when, in a series of continental
campaigns, the governors general Lord Wellesley (1798-1805) and
Lord Hastings (1813-1823) abolished the Indian ancien regime by
subduing the major Indian powers of the day and demilitarising
Indian society to a significant degree. We shall, in this article,
try to look at the Indian as well as the British sides of the
confrontation and present some of the features of this second phase
of conquest, especially as they illustrate the role of military men
in Indian ancien regime politics and their groping for answers to
the aggressive war methods of the Europeans, In doing so we shall
rely heavily on the writings ofArthur Wellesley, the governor
general's brother (and future Duke of Wellington), and of Lord
Hastings who, in 1818, would complete the imperialist
encerprise,

One of the main features of the precolonial Indian scene was an
almost limitless availability of troops, horse as well as foot.
This was
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inextricably linked up with the semi-pastoralist nature of much
of Indian agriculture and, as we shall see, with the character of
Indian political culture. Whereas both the peasantry of the Indian
countryside and the gentry of its towns were skilled in the use of
arms, for the peasants "occupational multiplicity" was an essential
part of their strategy of survival. Their military experience was
often not restricted to actS of self-defence. Many took to service
as matchlockmen or otherwise, either on a seasonal or on a more
permanent basis, with the war-lords or the rulers of their region.
For centuries, the military profession, for quite a number of
communities, complemented agriculture as a source of income and
small groups of peasant-soldiers presented themselves constantly on
the regional and even on the all-India military labour markets. l
There they met a galaxy of other martial men: tOwnsmen of Irani or
Turani stock, who sought service as gentlemen-troopers, Afghans and
Arabs, some of them recent arrivals, others the sons of settlers in
the country, Maratha light cavalry who were peasant sons
themselves, and many others. In this way literally millions of men
filled the military labour market of medieval India. The
inexhaustible supply of men rendered army building and state
formation in this country an altOgether different affair from what
it was in Europe.

Why this should be so is perhaps one of the most difficult
questions to ask about Indian history. It bears crudally on the
problems of the "transition" from precolonial to colonial rule.
Recently, historians of India have drawn attention to features of
Mughal and eighteenth century India that seem to justify the label
"eady modern" or even "proto-industrialist". Yet, though India
about the year 1800 may in many respects have been on the verge of
modern take-off, as these writers suggest, it seems to me that her
political culture and institutions proved a severe handicap for
such a development. Later in this essay, I hope to make it clear to
which features I refer. Whether the amazing quantity of India's
armed men was a cause or an effect of them, it is hard to say. Let
us first turn to India as it still was on the eve of the second
British conquest wave. 2

The corollary of the hugeness of the Indian military labour
market was that no Indian state could even think of acquiring a
monopoly of the use of arms in the lands it ruled; to demilitarise
India was at most a dream, tOtally irrelevant to practical
politics. Another general feature was that, as armed men could
always be taken into pay almost at a day's notice, there was little
reason to invest in large standing fl.rmies. As in Europe,
admittedly, in India rulers did their best to attract men of
outstanding martial spirit and firing power and to
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improve their artillery park. But the best way to prepare for
war was not to employ men on a permanent tooting, but to amass
treasure and to keep in tOuch with neighbouring rulers, war-lords,
and roving bands who as allies and paid auxiliaries could be
crucial in time of war. So, during the most vigorous days of
medieval India, an enormous amoullt of energy was invested in the
state's intelligence and negotiating networks that were designed to
ensure, until the next war, a maximum of probable suppOrt at a
minimum of cost.

The question, of course, must be asked what problems the Bntish
encountered when dealing with politics of this kind. Or did they
perhaps fit into the system rather than confront it? Some Indian
powers certainly regarded them as yet another possibly valuable
ally and a source of high-quality troops. So to what extent was the
Company drawn into the Indian political system and on what score
did they maintain a room of manoeuvre that was superior to that of
their Indian contemporaries?

To a certain extent the British did play the mercenary role that
was expected of them by the Indian powers. Perhaps there was often
little choice: like everybody else in India, they needed allies,
staunc~. allies preferably. Very few leaders on the subcontinent,
however, would either instill exclusive fidelity in others or could
afford a permanent attachment. There was security to be found only
in the tactful handling of multiple relationships, safety to be gOt
only in numbers. Moreover, there was in the states of India,
whether the Peshwa's, the Nizam's, or any other, never one
aurhority to deal with. The head of the state himself often
represented only a particular faction; his ritual prerogatives did
not yield him sufficient lever with which to harness his men to
useful service to his realm. Inevitably, the dissolution and
articulation of alliances, the jostling for power of chiefdoms,
factions, and would-be states, enmeshed and disconcerted the
Company to a certain degree at least.

Before we turn to the question what independence the British in
spite of all this could maintain as a participant in this seemingly
all-absorbing system, let us have, for once, a closer look at its
workings. In the course of a few years, Wellesley learnt more about
Indian politics than almost any of his fellow officers. Speaking
abour the Peshwa, who was officially his ally during his war with
the Maratha confederation of Sindia and Bhonsla, but who throughout
that war corresponded with "the enemy", he remarked that his
"conduct appears extraordin~ry only to us". In his letters, the
Peshwa had desired Sindia to concede nothing, "as he did not find
the English as yet sufficiently disposed to punish the rebels",
i.e. to help him in.
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reducing his jagifdafs and rivals, and generally in
re-establishing his authority. Sindia, on his part, never took a
step without consulting the Peshwa, who, though the ally of his
adversary at that moment, yet remained the nominal head of the
Maratha "empire". The Peshwa had also kept up his correspondence
with other potentially valuable allies and auxiliaries, e.g. with
the French, the arch-enemies of the Company in India. Wellesley, in
one of his letters, cited with approval an Indian diplomat who
repeatedly had told him that his ally the Peshwa "ought, in fact,
to have been considered a party to the war on the side of the
confederates". What the Peshwa did, of course, was to try and
maintain his position in the network of shifting alliances that was
the essence of Indian politics. Wellesley remembered that, at the
beginning of the war, the Peshwa had "plainly" told him, "that he
could not say whether or not he wished Scindiah to come to Poona
with his army, when I was pressing him to dispatch a letter to that
chief with orders not to advance, which letter he had promised to
write."3

There was much of the vicious circle in all this. Nothing
remotely similar to the early modern demilitarisation of European
society was achieved in eighteenth century India. In a military
labour market so abundantly supplied that no leader, however rich,
stood a chance of achieving a really effective degree of
paramountcy, very large numbers of men continued to be drawn into
soldiering as a profession and the political system could not but
consist of a set of allied rivals and recruiting agents whose
relations with each other and with the labour market were
continuously tested, negotiated over.aI1d adjusted. The British -
including Wellesley, who was Irish - often described such behaviour
in terms like "notorious treachery". But, though he condemned it,
Wellesley at least knew there was some system in all this and
therefore could present the facts with an air of detachment. The
Peshwa, he reminded a correspondent of his, "has kept at his
dtlrbar [i.e. court), only for the purpose of mischief, Sirjee Rao
Ghautkay, notwithstanding our repeated remonstrances, and his own
proposal that he should seize his person. I may mention that a
buckshee and a body of horse, belongif.lg to this same man, were
opposed to me in the action of the 5th [of February, 1804}; whom I
dare say that I shall have the pleasure of meeting, shortly, at the
Peshwa's dflrbar, as he and his horse, after having plundered the
Nizam's country, and having been employed to cutt off the supplies
going to the British army, have gone direct to Poonah.,,4

Wellesley saw well. In such circumstances, the concepts of "war"
and "peace" could have only a limited meaning. Conflicts there
were
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many, but an enemy, let alone "the enemy" could hardly
meaningfully be pinpointed. Instead, all these rivalling, powerful
men were each other's potential or actual allies. They kept their
options open and made sure to have a little interest in as many
loci of power as possible.

The urge to seek security in a multitude of options animated the
behaviour not only of rulers and jagirdatJ, but also of individual
soldiers, gangs of armed men, and even of armies. To take leave of
a master, whose "salt one had eaten", did neither amount to a
breach of faith or to the end of a relationship. A battalion of
sepoys belonging to the British Bombay establishment that, in July
1805, arrived in Poona one thousand men strong, had less than four
hundred men six months later. Though, in the British army, this was
an extreme case of desertion, men served only as long as it was in
their interest to do SO.5 Winning a war, therefore, depended very
much on keeping one's men together and to induce somebody else's to
change sides. After his first successes against Dhundia Wagh -
which were, for that matter, almost eritirely the result not of
actual fighting bur of a few days of bold marching Wellesley
congratulated himself'with having established his "superiority in
the opinions of my own people, of his, and of the country" as a
result of which his adversary's people began to desert their chief
in numbers.6

The decisions regarding employment, pay and desertion were
probably mostly taken by the jamadatJ, the jobber-officers of the
units that, in practice, made the military labour market work.
Jamadars as well as soldiers had families, and often farms, to fall
back upon. And when they presented themselves in the market towns
that specialised as recruiting centres, they took care to keep a
finger in other pies; they spread their risks if they could and
were always alert to maintain an alley of escape from present
activities towards old survival strategies or new service
opportunities. It does not need stressing that of a society so
constituted, "polit

ical instability" must have been a central feature. There
certainly are cases in Indian history of troops serving successful
leaders faithfully and for long periods. Yet, the indefatigably
dynamic military labour market with its multiplicity of distinct
nodal points in camps and qasbas and its traditions of endless
negotiations over meticulously weighed alternatives of service and
profit, structured Indjan history asa scene of armies gathering and
dispersing at a continuou~, thougIi, never constant, rate. Arthur
Wellesley, for one, was very much aware of this process. The
Peshwa's and the Nizam's alliances with the Company led to the
discharge of many of their trOOps, who had then
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entered the service of Sindia, Bolkar and Bhonsla. After the
defeat of Sindia and Bhonsla in 1803, it was to be feared that they
would all turn to Bolkar for service and add greatly to that
chief's power. Early in 1803 Wellesley had grappled with the
problem of some 3,000 Pindari soldiers of Appa Sahib who were no
longer paid by their master and who subsisted by plundering the
raja of Kolhapur while in the process suggesting to the same raja
that he would do wise to take them into his pay. Wellesley argued
that these particular men were especially dangerous as they had
formerly been in Tipu Sultan's service; they knew the mode in which
the Company's troops carried out their operations much better than
Bolkar's Pindaris, whose experience was gained in the North. At
first Wellesley sought a solution to the problem in advancing money
for their pay and for that of 1,000 others. Yet, Kolhapur would
soon turn into a great resort of "freebooters", as the British
called the Indian soldiers of fortune when unemployed, and seemed
almost decided to place himself at the head of them and to try and
achieve something great.7 Another formidable and "amazingly
numerous" body of horse, "which nothing but British troops could
venture to oppose" and which gathered in the course of a few months
or perhaps weeks until defeated in Febtuary 1804 near Parenda on
the Dekkan, were, according to Wellesley's remarkably accurate
information, "first of all, five hundred horse belonging to
Scindiah, who escaped from Ahmednuggur the day the pettah was
taken; about one hundred belonging to Ragojee Bhoonslah's ami/dar
[tax collector] of Numgaun; and about three hundred brought from
Scindiah's army by Viswas Rao Ghautkay". They had originally been
collected from Poonah and the "districts" of, among other places,
Bir, Parenda, Dhatur and Bidar, all qasbas of the Central Dekkan.8
Soon, however, the defeated men collected again around a party that
had not been present on the day of battle and whose baggage had so
far escaped plunder. Wellesley chased them across the Bhima river
and reported that they had gone "in different directions, all in
great distress and apparently towards their own homes". But this
report turned out to be too optimistic as a few weeks later they
turned out to be received into the territories of the raja of
Kolhapur, who was, as we saw, gathering strength at the time.9

In this way, something like an army genealogy is often
traceable. Many other exampiescould be given. It is more important
however to note that these "geneaJogical" features of Indian
military history did not only characterise the short term
activities of battalions and jamadar's gangs, but also the longer
term histories of broader
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ethnographic categories. A case in point are the Pindaris, a
class of horsemen that became increasingly formidable in Central
India during the first decades of the nineteenth century. They
originated from the Pathan immigrant troopers serving the Dekkani
sultanates of Golkonda and Bijapur. After the Mughal conquest of
these states in the 1680s, the Central Indian military labour
market for the kind of regular cavalry services they specialised
in, collapsed. The territories' which, before the conquest,
maintained above 200,000 horse, afterwards supported a number not
above 34,000. 10 The Marathas absorbed many of them as "unpaid
auxiliaries". At first, they assisted foraging parties and helped
in "supplying the Bazar with grain, besides performing other
services of a plundering body ..." Later, one of their leaders
rendered services to the Peshwa in his campaign to Hindustan in
1735 and was rewarded with a portion of land on the Narmada.
Throughout the rest of the century, they remained loosely
associated with the Marathas to whom they served as a kind of
irregular army reserve, though often they acted on their own as
well.

To the British, of course, all this seemed irregular in the
extreme and, though they recruited most of their armies lock, stock
and barrel from such traditions of soldiering, it is doubtful
whether they ever fully apprehended the kind of system they in fact
often participated in. Indeed, the new Raj's building material,
especially its army, was adopted "live" from the Indian emden
regime. To all appearances, the East India Company was very much a
participant in the Indian military labour market and, for a while,
largely abided by its rules of service, alliance, and desertion: it
found itself at the end of many an army genealogy. At the same
time, however, it represented an emerging empire based on an
altogether new principle. It is this anomaly which must have made
the period 179/i-1818 quite a bewildering time to live in for
people on either side of the fence.

Arthur Wellesley was rather quick to perceive the gulf that
separated the Indian and European service traditions and to decide
that the Company's army was not the place to seek a compromise
between the two. In 1800, two of his men had been brought before a
court martial, consisting of Indian officers, for a crime of
loyalty. When Wellesley received its proceedings, he was less than
satisfied. "Sheik Fereed", he wrote, "is found guilty of treason,
and is sentenced to be imprisoned to the end of the war! Hyder Beg
is acquitted." While he could not do much else than confirm these
sentences, he drew the conclusion that an Indian court martial
could not be trusted to pronounce sentences in cases like this. The
decision should be taken on
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the basis of British maxims. "In future I must proceed by a
court of inquiry, which shall deliver an opinion whether the
prisoner is guilty or not, as I find it is impossible to impress
[Indian} officers with an accurate notion of the extent and
consequences of the crime of treason, and of the punishment which
it deserves and meets in all civilized societies."11 As long as
basic elements in the workings of the Indian military labour
market, such as the principles of service that were taken into
account in this court martial run by Indian officers, continued to
be cherished as part of the heritage of the British Indian army,
that army would contain an element of instability. During the
Mutiny of 1857-58, the problem would erupt with full force in a
final confrontation, but the incompatibility of the twO traditions
which ruled out a gradual or peaceful "transition", was felt
acutely by Arthur Wellesley during the first years of the period
under discussion.

In December 1815, Governor General Lord Hastings or, to be
precise, Lord Moira as his title then was - wrote: "we do not, in
fact, at present, possess any complete system, but parts of two
very incongruous systems and most of the inconveniences we
experience are occasioned by the discordancy of the twO."12 On the
western side of India, the "predatory system", as the British
called it, prevailed. In eastern India, the English Company ruled
over a vast territory, where the processes that we summed up as the
military labour market of India, had largely been called to a halt.
The policy of keeping apart these two very different worlds,
labelled non-interference, was abandoned by Lord Wellesley on his
arrival in 1798, but was reverted to when, in 1805, he left India.
After Lord Hastings took over the government in October 1813, its
principles were for several years maintained by Edmonstone, the
Vice-President of his Council, whose maxi.m, to use a later
expression, was that "never the twain shall meet". It was true, the
argument ran, that politics in Western and Central India could at
any moment take a very dangerous turn, upsetting the ielative
tranquillity of the Company's subsidiary allies at Poona and
Hyderabad. It might even prove impossible adequately to protect
Btitish India against the hordes of Pathans and Pindaris that could
be expected to assemble at the beginning of each fighting season in
October or November. To all this, however, would mean a total and
uncertain wat the West, an attempt at pacification, the costs and
risks of which the Company was by no means in a position to bear.
There was, admittedly, the idea of an all-India alliance, a
confederacy under British leadership as proposed by Lord Hastings.
But this plan of a multinational empire,
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Edmonstone wrote, supposed that the states of India "should be
willing to cultivate the arts of peace and to attend only to the
internal improvement and prosperity of their respective dominions.
That a regular constitution and a system of administrative law
should exist within their territOries, that the subjects of each
should form as it were a nation connected by mutual relations and
actuated by a feeling of patriotism. In short that civilized
society and civilized dominion should already have been implanted
within them." Lord Wellesley's imperial experiment, according to
this line of reasoning, had proved a failure. Its extension would,
of course, fail as well, for success required "a total change in
the moral and political principles, character and habits, I might
add the religous pretensions and prejudices of the nations of
India". An all-Indian empire would be found wanting a "vital
spirit", just as such a spirit was lacking in the alliances with
Poona and Hyderabad. 13 Therefore, warlike western India and
pacified British India would have to follow separate paths.

Lord Hastings was more of an optimist and believed something
great could be accomplished during his term of office. Within half
a year of his arrival in Calcutta, he wrote in his journal: "I see
around me the elements of a war more general than any which we have
hitherto encountered in India."14 He told Edmonstone that Indians
and Europeans were not totally different creatures. The behaviour
of man, "whatsoever be his state of society", was based on
universal principles. The mistake made towards Indians was that the
English had been "exacting submission to our influence in a degree
deemed humiliating by them." Partnership in a "league" or
"confederacy", of which the British should "only be the head",
could, if tactfully introduced, bring the whole of India within the
pale of security and tranquillity.ls Hastings was prepared to take
up the British burden in India - to write "white man's burden"
would be anachronistic and do no justice to his emphatic refusal to
allow national character, let alone race in the modern sense, as a
factor relevant to imperialism. His own phrasing of the dilemma
was: ''I'm almost convinced that we are guilty ofdereliction of the
duty imposed on us by the supremacy of our power in India in
permitting the predatory system to devastate so many countries and
oppress so many states which supplicate our protection and to which
it ought to be extended." Much of India was subject to uncontrolled
oppression and great cruelty. "And to what is this dreadful
calamity to be attributed? To the selfish policy of the British
Government, which, possessing the power, has not the will to
protect the weak and defenceless, which
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can coolly look on and see countries at its door mercilessly
laid waste."l6

This was, of course, persuasive rather than analytic language,
but such a way of looking at India was not new. The idea of empire
had been toyed with before. In October 1804, for instance, Arthur
Wellesley had dealt with the problems of empire in his masterly
memorandum on the treaty of Bassein. There he argued that the
experience of the last fourteen years had proved that India would
not find either stability or peace unless "there should be .one
power which, either by the superiority of its strength, its
military system, or its resources, shall preponderate and be able
to protect all."l7 Even the policy of non-interference, which,
after 1805, laid down that the security of the Company did not
depend on any balance of power among the states in Western and
Central India and that, therefore, / the military means of the
Company should be used only for defensive purposes, did not
renounce Indian championship. "The permanent security of the
British interests in India ... ", the Board of Control in London
wrote in 1811, "is like the naval supremacy of this country; our
power ... ought to be paramount over all."l8

But this supposed that an Indian Trafalgar had already been won,
that no power was left on the Indian subcontinent seriously to
challenge the predominance of the British arms, and that a measure
of political adroitness would do to maintain things in the
favourable shape they were in. As the British had secured for
themselves the military initiative on the subcontinent, the
argument ran, they were in a position to ordain that never the twO
compartments in which they had partioned India, should interfere
with each oth!=r. Yet, the Company, during the inter bellum between
Lords Wellesley and Has.tings, may have refused to export its peace
to the other half of India, it could not prevent the dynamics of
the armed rivalries of Central and Western India from overflowing
at intervals into her territories and into those of her allies. It
was as if the London authorities had somehow convinced themselves
that their strength was such as to allow them not really to use it.
"We are unwilling", the Board of Control repeated in 1816, "to
incur the risk of a general war for the uncertain purpose of
extirpating altogether the predatory bands". But this reluctance
lacked a political purpose. "You may from time to time", the Board,
referring to the Indian princes, added halfheartedly, "obtain a
partial co-operation from one or other of those chiefs according to
the degree in which the peculiar interests of each may be affected
by any incursion of the Pindarries, and ... you may even derive
from some of the Pindarry leaders themselves occasional
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aid against such of their associates as they appear to regard as
rivals."19 In 1816, in other words, the Calcutta government
received permission to play with Indian matches, but not with
Indian fire.

We have argued that the main feature of the Anglo-Indian
confrontation in the 1798-1818 peri()d was that in Eastern India
the Indian military labour market was largely laid at rest and
channelled into a British Indian sepoy army that in Company
territQry no longer had any serious rival as an employer of men,
whereas in Western and Central India it continued to be an integral
part of political dynamics. The military history of the twO decades
under review crucially reflects the gulf that separated the two
political clrltures of India and the E.I.C. It is absolutely clear
that the decisive dichotomy was not one of military technology. In
the battle of Assaye (1803), over 400 men and over 300 horses of
Arthur Wellesley's would be killed, mainly as a result of Maratha
artillery fire. After the war in South India, he warned a colleague
who at that time advanced on Holkar, that "there is no position in
which you could maintain your camp against such powerful artillery
as all the Marathas have. ,,20 The artillery strength of the
Marathas reflected both their "current obsession" and the tactical
thinking of commanders trained under the influence of Gribeauval,
reformer of the French artillery after. the Seven Years War, and
Guibert and Du Teil, theorists who had laid stress on the
interdependence and integration of infantry and artillery.

As far as armament and general fighting qualities were
concerned, Indian troops were very often not inferior to the
Company's Indian Army. British officers respected these qualities
and they were not surprised when finding "a very fine battalion of
infantry", even with a private gentleman like the Peshwa's
brother.21 Wellesley found that "Scindiah's French (i.e. French
trained] infantry were far better than Tippoo's, his artillery
excellent and his ordnance so good, and so well equipped, that it
answers for our service. We never could use Tippoo's.,,22 What made
these troops so good was not only the possession of arms but also
the modern training and discipline that only could turn these tools
to good effect.

The process of modernisation can be said to have started in 1746
when the French Company's troops under Bussy fought successful
skirmishes and battles in South India against the Nawab of the
Carnatic. To begin with, the French proved the effectiveness of
their field - as distinct from siege - artillery. "Like their
Turkish ancestOrs, the Moghuls were great artillerymen, but they
relied on numbers and weight of metal: but as for the service of
the piece, or
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"gun-drill", for loading, "pointing" ... , for firing, for
running up the carriage after recoil, and for sponging and ramming
home the charge and the projectile and so on, it was an excitable,
noisy and slow process in their armies." On the other hand, "as
early as 1746 Western gunners as a result of discipline and
unceasing drill could fire a field-piece once every fifteen
seconds, or with really good "detachments" (crews) even once every
twelve seconds. They could fire faster than the man armed with a
musket, because he had to perform all the actions single-handed
..." This training, however, the Marathas especially would acquire
in the course of only a few decades. As far as infantry-is
concerned, that would turn out to be a different case, compelling
us to go beyond issues of technology and

, ilfmament. / _, .

The effective use of firelocks. and bayonets required a much
greater degree of drill and discipline than had hitherto beeen
required from regular matchlockmen. The French for the first time
subjected Indian soldiers to this kind of training: the result was
the Indian "sepoy". In 1746, a force of a thousand infantrymen,
three quarters of which consisted of such sepoys, defeated the
Nawab of the Carnatic's much more numerous army of cavalry and
artillety.23 These first successes were achieved under French
officers, but the presence of Europeans did not appear to be
strictly necessary to obtain similar results. The Peshwa began to
experiment with disciplined infantry in the 1750s as did Prithvi
Narayan Sah, who established the system on which the kingdom of
Nepal would be built. Taught by the example of the early English
victories in Bengal, Prithvi Narayan armed arid disciplined a body
of troops after the new method and "after a struggle of more than
ten years, finally subjugated the valley of Nipal by their means in
1768."24 Soon, a wave of modernisation had swept over India and in
the 1780s there was hardly a state left without its up-to-date and
disciplined units of infantty and artillery. These armies, as
indicated, were not all under Eutopean officers, but the two most
important among them were. These were Sindia's "Army of Hindustan"
under De Boigne and the Nizam's army under Raymond, likewise a
Frenchman. The first of these has received elaborate treatment in
Herbert Compton's now classic study A Particular Account of the
Eztropean Military Adventurers ofHind1lstan from 1784 to 1803. Its
kernel were its 20,000 sepoys, while its aggregate numbers were
26,000; apart from this, Sindia had 15 more regular battalions
(13,000 men) and something like 45,000 horse, largedy irregular. In
Hyderabad, Raymond and his French colleagues in the end commanded
over 14,000 men; their store-rooms were "filled with arms
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and accoutrements, and clothing from Europe of excellent
quality, and they could with ease have armed 12,000 more men in a
few months".25 It has generally been argued, both by writers of the
time like

Thomas Munro and Arthur Wellesley and by later historians, that
the Indians did the wrong thing in opting for military
modernisation. The Maratha collapse of 1803 especially was
attributed to this policy, which had, to quote Pemble's phrasing of
the theory, "caused them to switch from a mobile, predatory
strategy to a static defen$ive one, and to substitute mercenary
forces for a national army. By cOQ,verting to artillery and
infantry they had, runs the argument, discarded their best
advantage, which was their elusiveness,and committed themselves to
tactics by which they were impeded and at which they were inept.
The lightning raid and devastating incursion were replaced by the
pitched battle, and the patriotic idealism of their forces was
vitiated by extensive recruitment of more Maratha levies." Pemble
thinks all this holds no water. Both Sindia's brigades in 1803 and
Holkar's campaign in 1804 proved that the modern Indian armies were
mobile, efficient, and loyal. Moreover, they had not neglected
cavalry at the expense of guns, muskets, and European officers. The
reason for British victory in 1803, Pemble suggests, was to be
found in British improved mobility and their acquisition of troops
of Indian cavalry. 26

Without detracting from the validity of the factors brought
forward by Pemble, we maintain that there was one fatal weakness in
these modern Indian armies. This was the notorious infidelity of
the European officers they depended on, which in its turn was the
result of deeper causes to which we shall revert. The Europeans'
unreliability had little to do with their personal characters. It
is true that some of them were not up to the highest professional
standards. One French officer, for instance, for a while became a
cook in Calcutta, "his craft in culinary matters being superior to
his skill in military ones", then started business as a
manufacturer of fireworks, after which he returned to the military
profession, finally to retire to France with an "immense fortune",
though according to Colonel Skinner - of Skinner's Horse he was
"not only a coward but a fool".27 Most of these officers, however,
were professional men and perfectly respectable, earning the esteem
of both Indian rulers and their colleagues serving the Company.

The reason for their unfaithfulness had something to do with the
majority of these officers being British or Eurasians of British
paternity. Of 92 European commissioned officers in Sindia's service
in
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1803, only 23 appear to have been French and as few as eight
were non-French continentals. As long as the Company did not
interfere in the Indian states' affairs, they appeared to be
valuable assets to their employers. But just before the British
declaration of war in 1803, Lord Wellesley invited all English
officers in Maratha service to come over to the Company's side
under promise of pensions. Most took advantage of this in the end,
one of them writing: "We should have been wanting in principle, and
in duty to our country, had we continued to serve its enemies."
Compton thought that Sindia's French general Perron's refusal after
this to rely any further on other than French officers was his
"most fatal mistake".28 But it is difficult to see what else he
could have done. British officers had sought employment with Indian
states either because they had become entangled in difficulties of
a financial or personal character in British territOry or because
as Eurasians they were excluded from a Company's commission by
order of the Directors. Another factor was the widespread
dissatisfaction amongst E.le. officers (over low pay, slow
promotion, no paid leave and no pensions) that culminated in the
"white mutiny" of 1795-6.29 These men expected to return to Europe
after retirement and, generally, bought. the Company's paper with
this end in view; it was not unusual for a European officer,
British or French, to have tens of thousands of Pounds Sterling in
savings invested in this way.30 During the period of the Company's
non-interference, the 1780s and 1790s there waS little risk of a
war between the Indian powers and the British and to serve an
Indian ruler did by no means involve an act of hostility towards
Calcutta. When, however, the British shifted from non-interference
towards imperialism, employment with Indian rulers soon became an
anomaly.

Neither British nor Frenchmen, therefore, could get away from
the fact that the English East India Company since 1761 (the year
France was defeated in India) enjoyed a monopoly of the connection,
financial and otherwise, with Europe. True, during the nineties,
French officers could cherish the illusion of independent
entrepreneurship and Indian rulers sometimes seem to have betted on
them to avoid too close a link with Calcutta. Holkar entrusted his
infantry brigades to French officers, but, in 1801, after he was
deserted by them "on the near approach of Scindia's army, and left
with his infantry deprived ofofficers, to the defeat which he
experienced at Indore", he gave orders that no one of the nation of
dagabaz or traicors should be allowed co enter his service, 31 More
of a success seemed for a long while the modern French-trained
corps of the
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Nizam of Hyderabad. In 1786, Raymond, a Gascon who had served
Haidar Ali of Mysore as an infantry officer as early as 177 5,
entered the service of the Nizam. For him he raised a small corps
"hiring the weapons with which they were armed from a French
merchant on the coast, at the rate of eight annas per mensem for
each musket". In 1795, Raymond's battalions numbered 10,840 men,
with 28 guns and 46 tumbrils. "The regularity with which this force
was paid enabled him to fill its ranks with deserters from the
Company's service, to whom he held out tempting inducements". A few
years later, this corps had increased to 14,000 or 17 battalions,
paid for by an assignment in land yielding 1.8 million rupees
annually. A complete train of artillery was part of it, chiefly
brass ordnance, "worked by a well-trained corps of Europeans, and
drawn by 5,000 bullocks ... They cast excellent cannon, and made
serviceable muskets in their different foundries, all of which, as
well as their powder-mills, were under the direction of able and
scientific Europeans". Raymond himself was the owner of all the
guns and military equipage.

To what degree was the French presence with this army essential
to its training and expertise? In the view of the Company's
servants, Raymond and his officers were surely indispensable and
crucial to its identity. According to them he considered his force
"a French body of troops, employed and subsidised by the Nizam".
Under his successor, "an outrageous Jacobin", the French national
flag was always hoisted over the army's camp and "the lapels and
epaulettes of the Sepoys' uniforms were embroidered with the words
Liberti et Constitution".32 Yet, in October 1798, this army
mutinied just when two British officers with a small detachment
were sent on their way by Lord Wellesley to Hyderabad in an attempt
to disband his ally's crack corps. The detachment was drawn up on
the heights facing the Nizam's "French army" lines. There the
British were "speedily" joined by all the Nizam's European officers
who took this opportunity to escape from the mutineers' camp. There
were apparently no Indian leaders to take their places:-"The rest
was soon accomplished", wrOte Kaye, the biographer of one of the
twO British officers. "The Sepoys left their guns, laid down their
arms, and in the presence of two lines of British ttoops, moved off
in a deep column to a flag planted on the right of the ground. Not
a shot was fired, not a drop of blood was shed. Eleven or twelve
thousand men were dispersed in a few hours; and before sunset the
whole cantonment, with all their storehouses, arsenals, gun
foundries, and powder-mills, were completely in our possession. The
celebrated French corps of Hyderabad had passed into tradition.""
Significant elements in this episode are
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the unreliability of European officers and the collapse of an
Indian army after it is abandoned by them; in addition, the
"mutinous" behaviour of the Indian troops deserves notice: a
phenomenon mentioned earlier in this article and one to which we
shall revert. If the European officers in the service of Indian
states were an

undependable lot, this was because the English East India
Company had monopolised India's European connections and was the
most stable power on the subcontinent. For banking services,
pensions and the most valued jobs and friendships, Europeans of all
nations looked towards Calcutta and Madras. Even most of the
Eurasians felt drawn in this direction. But why, we should like to
know, did Indian rulers employ them in the first place? In spite of
Pemble's pleading in favour of Indian military efficiency, I should
like to argue that, more often than not, the disciplined use of
firelocks and bayonets in pitched battle crucially depended on
European officers. In the second half of the eighteenth century, no
doubt infantry battalions equipped according to modern standards
under Indian officers added materially to the fighting power of
quite a number of states on the subcontinent. But European officers
added something extra: firstly, the experience of a hundred years
of this kind of tactics and of the strict regularity that alone
could make them work; secondly, they could try and make a fresh
start because they were free from the restraints of the old Indian
military system. As we set out to show in the beginning of this
article, Indian ways of conflict management and soldiering were
characterised by a large degree of flexibility: politics and
service were made up of temporary alliances that left intact the
Indian codes of personal honour and ascribed identities. These
open, dynamic systems were not easily rigidified by the claims of
total loyalty as demanded by the regimental col OutS shown forth by
foreign officers. But the sheer presence of European officers in
many cases, at least temporarily, screened off the Indian
experiment with army modernisation from the old order dynamics of
divided loyalties and multiple options of service. Yet, it was an
undependable screen that was, moreover, far too thin, because of
the shortage of European officers - the Company's army being about
four times as well officered as Sindia's battalions. 34

The employment of European officers, we conclude, on many
occasions crucially helped to guarantee the modern efficiency of a
force built of elements rooted in ancien regime politi'cal culture.
The Company, for that matter, especially in Hindustan and Bengal,
the regions of North India where most of her recruits came from,
faced the same problem as the Indian powers. This was perhaps
only
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natural as her army was made up of the same elements as those of
the states of Western and Central India and met with the same
difficulties. The problem affected the Bengal Army even more
acutely than the Bombay and Madras Armies. A high caste man, who
had felt compelled to resign from the Bengal Army because his caste
feelings had been injured, found that in the Bombay Army he was
free to refer to different maxims. In Hindustan, he said, it was
jealousy of caste that ruled a soldier's behaviour, in Bombay it
was jealousy of regiment. 35 And a brahmin of the Bombay Army, when
asked by a Bengal officer to comment on the case of an untouchable
who by his own merit had risen to the highest officer rank an
Indian could obtain under Company rule, retorted: "What do I care;
is he not the soldier of the state?"36 Such men, of course, were
exemplary in British eyes. In the North, however, the old divisive
loyalties did not die all that easily and would vigorously assert
themselves as late as 1857-8 during the so-called Mutiny that
sounded the death knell of the old Bengal Army.

On the whole, the Company's armies were in a position to mould
the fighting qualities of Indian soldiers to the modern infantry
tactics to a much larger degree than the other Indian powers. They
had many more officers at their disposal about whose loyalty there
could be no doubt. Moreover, their rank and file were regularly
paid and were not,' in most cases, within a few days' walk of a
competing warlord, hungry for the Company's deserters. Then, of
course, the Company had always a fair number of European regiments
at hand, an element that was, with the exception of a few
adventurers, immune to the attractions of the Indian military
labour market. Thus, although the English had to cope with the same
restraints on modernisation as the Indian powers, they enjoyed a
number of advantages, chief amongst them the fact that in their
territory the dynamics of the military labour market were kept
under control and channelled towards Company recruitment to a
degree which meant a qualitative re-ordering of the tools of
politics.

It must be stressed, meanwhile, that Indian troops often
performed splendidly in action. The way in which Holkar defeated
and practically annihilated a British force in 1804 is a case in
point. Although Monson, the Company's commanding officer on this
occasion made many mistakes, the campaign also showed, in Pemble's
words, "how a Maratha leader, despite the encumbrance of 200 guns,
was able to pursue and harass, at the height of the monsoon,
through the black cotton soil of Malwa and across two major rivers,
a lightly equipped British force over a distance of 250 miles -
an
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astonishing achievement which, as [the Company's
Commander-inChief} Lord Lake admitted, 'afforded proofs of a
greater degree of efficiency and enterprise than could have been
expected' ".37

But Monson, at least in Arthur Wellesley's view, had been
vulnerable for three reasons. Firstly, because he retreated,
whereas he ought to have attacked. This preference for attack and
initiative which would remain a characteristic of the age of
imperialism, was stressed again and again by Wellesley. "In all
retreats", he wrote, "it must be recollected that they are safe and
easy in proportion to the number of attacks made by the retreating
corps", and "these retreats must also discourage our allies",38
Secondly, "Monson had no intelligence of what was passing five
miles from his camp". Wellesley, who wrote a separate memorandum
for Government on the system he had adopted for the Intelligence
Department in his army, attributed much of his success to the
superiority he achieved on this score. 39 In 1803, after having
been separated from Stevenson's force on the other side of the
river Tapti for several months, he combined his movements with him
so accurately, that they met in the appointed field JUSt in time to
fight side by side in the battle of Argaum. "I saw the dust raised
by his march in the distance, and I desired an officer near me to
ride off to him and tell him to move to a particular village which
I pointed out , .. The Marathas near me were very much surprised at
my message. How, they said, can you possibly tell Colonel
Stevenson's dust from anybody else's dust?,,4o Essential to a good
system of intelligence was a good political relationship with the
rajas and great landowners of the country and this meant that, in
India, much attention had to be given to diplomacy, a lesson soon
learnt by Wellesley, The logistics of supplies, however, should not
depend on local goodwill only and this was, in his opinion, the
third respect in which Monson failed.

The degree to which Wellesley's letters are devoted to the
problems of communication and supply, to the physical condition of
his bullocks and carts, his bazar, the movements of the banjaras
the grain dealers who travelled for hundreds of miles with their
pack bullocks to supply armies - the fact whether rivers were
fordable or in spate, and the control of his long lines, of
transport, surprises the modern reader who perhaps would expect a
more heroic or, at any rate, a less down to earth account of his
great imperialist conquests. For Arthur Wellesley, however,
logistics held the secret of empire. Almost forty years after his
Indian victories, he explained: "I had Ceasar's commentaries with
me in India, and learnt much from them, fortifying my camp every
night as he did. I passed over the rivers as
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he did, by means of baskets and boats of basket-work; only I
think I improved upon him, constructing them into bridges, and
always fortifying them, and leaving them guarded, to return to them
if necessary.,,40 An Indian leader like Holkar, as we saw, was also
capable of remarkable logistic performances. Yet, the primacy of
group loyalties and shifting group alliances made India vulnerable
to the onslaught of logistics on an all-India level and to
regimental disciplinarianism rooted in European political
tradition. These elements could not be mechanically absorbed into
the Indian process of' modernisation, firmly rooted as it was in
traditions that had little in common with those of the West.

Therefore, although a mediocre officer like Monson could be
defeated, a systematic use of the infantry and organisational
resources at the British disposal as practised by Wellesley gave
the Company a decisive edge over their adversaries. The
modernisation of the Indian states' armies may have appeared fairly
complete, but, because of the liveliness of the tradition of the
Indian ancien regime based on alliance, negotiation, and divided
loyalties, the creation of new armies fell short by far to
transform the Indian political system or ensure a state's more
complete involvement in war. In the period we are dealing with,
conditions in India did not permit the growth of a professional
officer corps as it came into being in Europe at the time, a quasi
caste with a code of its own that guaranteed the unity of command
and the constancy of the kind of discipline indispensable in modern
infantry battles. Indian employment of European officers was an
attempt to overcome this deficiency, but it was also a trap of
colonial history. The sudden resignation, in 1803, under the
E.I.C:s pressure, of all European officers from the Maratha armies
created a vacuum that brought disaster on the powers of Central and
Western India and compelled, them to rethink seriously their
military strategy.

In November 1803, twO months after the battle of Assaye, in
which he had beaten Sindia's regular infantry, Arthur Wellesley
reported to the governor-general that Sindia's army now consisted
only of horse. This greatly altered the conditions under which he
had worked so far. In order to make any impression on the Maratha
cavalry, he wrote "it would be necessary to follow them for a great
length of time and distance by which means the distance from the
sources of our supplies would be increased ... ,,42 Wellesley,
apparently, did not at all like the idea of the Marathas reverting
to their former mobility and almost exclusive dependence on
cavalry. When he thought his brother, the governor-general,
intended to prevent
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the Marathas from employing any further Europeans, he declared
that "this prohibition will go to their having no infantry or
artillery", which, in his opinion, was a development not in the
British interest. His argument ran as follows. Surely, Sindia's
armies had been "brought to a very favorable state of discipline
and his power had become formidable by the exertions of the
European officers in his service." Yet, it was doubtful, "whether
his power, or rather that of the Maratha nation, would not have
been more formidable, at least to the British government, if they
had never had an European, as an infantry soldier, in their
service; and had carried on their operations in the manner of the
original Marathas, only by means of cavalry. ,,43 In the years to
come, a crude version of this theory would be generally held
amongst the Company's servants, and also by many of the Marathas
themselves. Lord Hastings, in a minute of 1815, wrote that they
conceived it to have been their great error to have abandoned their
time-honoured system of warfare in their contest with the British;
"they are not without hopes", he added, "that they may succeed
better in future, by reverting to their hereditary habits."44 Grant
Duff, the nineteenth-century historian of the Marathas, agreed;
"This was the opinion of Nana Farnavis; and many Marathas of the
present day attribute the overthrow of their power solely to the
introduction of regular infantry and artillery.,,45

But to argue like this means reducing the problems to a strictly
military one. Arthur Wellesley had made it clear, as we saw, that
the modernisation of the Nizam's and the Marathas' armies had,
against Indian adversaries, never been a matter of regret, but, on
the contrary, a great success. In purely military terms, it had
been a sound decision. Secondly, if the Indian powers would have
been so conservative as to restrict themselves to their old
equestrian habits, they would certainly have maintained a most
formidable "nuisance value" which the British would not have been
capable of overcoming for several decades, but they would also in
this way have given up all chance to stop effectively the Company's
imperialist expansion in the long run. The point is, that for the
reasons set out, Indian army modernisation, though a success in
itself, did not tally with the

; principles of Indian politics. Thus, after 1803, Western and
Central India, shorn of most of its

infantry, presented in some respects an atavistic scene. To the
British this was, militarily speaking, a very different and
therefore a menacing world, for the moment kept at a distance by
the revived doctrine of non-interference. Lord Hastings found on
his arrival in India in 1813 an imperialist conquest left
unfinished. The "predatory
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system", as he called the elusive and cavalry tactics of the
western half of the Indian military theatre, presented itself by
then in its most fearsome shape, having brought forth the Pindaris,
a kind of semi-independent cavalry reserve of all the Indian
powers. Noninterference was no guarantee against their raids; the
possibility of a powerful anti-Company alliance with the Pindaris
as its spearhead seemed real enough. In Lord Hastings' view, as we
saw, to permit this would make him "guilty of dereliction of the
duty imposed upon us by the supremacy of our power in India".46 So
he tried hard to make the Court of Directors in London understand
"that their territorial possessions here are not precisely like an
estate in Yorkshire, or that they are not to expect as blind a
compliance with their instructions in the one case as they might be
in the other" .47

Towards the end of 1816, at last Lord Hastings' council in
Calcutta agreed with him that a Central Indian campaign was
unavoidable; the Directors now also allowed him to take the
initiative. As in Lord Wellesley's days, a Calcutta-based
imperialism began to domin.ate the Company's foreign policy. What
the Company, led by Hastings, undertook in 1817, can best be
described as the abolition, outside the Company's territories, of
the military labour market as it flourished since time immemorial
in India. As we saw, the military characteristics of the states
involved had, after the period of investment in regular infantry
units, moved again to mobility and cavalry. European or so-called
half-caste officers were now few and far between. The Peshwa's
excellent Portuguese officer Pinto, soon to be killed in battle,
was one of them.

Numbers, mobility and the all-India scale of operations called
for, now were the greatest challenges to the British. The number of
potential enemies was unprecedented. The ostensible adversary of
the British in the fighting season, i.e. October to April, of
1817-18, were the Pindaris, a loose soldatesqtte of about 40,000
light cavalry, who were freelance mercenaries and raiders without a
territory of their own, but operating from more or less fixed bases
in Central India. Their numbers had greatly increased during the
last two decades; consisting of three or four large troops under
separate warlords, they had become accustomed to join in annual
surprise expeditions aimed at almost every part of India including
Company territory. Hastings brought more than a hundred thousand
men into the field against them. This was not a case of
overreacting: Sindia, Holkar, Nagput, the Peshwa, and several other
princes kept up a negotiating relationship with the Pindaris,
acting now as their rivals then as their allies, according to the
rules of the power game they were all
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involved in. Each of these states had standing armies of their
own of between 10 and 30,000 men. Then, of course, there was the
army of Amir Khan, an astute military entrepreneur who had 30,000
soldiers in his pay, mainly so-called Rohillas or Pathans from
Afghanistan, and an efficient park of artillery. He was more
advanced on the road towards state formation than his Pindari
brothers-in-arms, having extensive jagirs (fiscal landed estates)
from which he partly paid his troops. He would side with the
British at the right time and survived the war unscathed to be
created nawab of Tonk, though in 1817 it was impossible to forecast
such an outcome.

Hastings started his operations by a successful attempt to
establish his mastership in a field where there were serious doubts
as to British superiority. I am referring to the siege of
fortresses, the strength of which had always been a major factor in
Indian politics. In the last decades of the seventeenth century,
the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb had dissipated the resources of his
throne under the walls of the great fofts of Central and Southern
India. Lord Wellesley himself had, in 1805, met disaster and an end
to his Bonapartist dreams for India when he had to give up the of
the strong fortress of Bharatpur. Lord Hastings' campaign,
therefore, quite aptly began with an attack on two refractory
chiefs in Company territory, who could bring into the field 10,000
well-equipped men and held a number of strong forts. To the
surprise of everyone, the strongest of these, Hathras, fell after a
bombardment of a day. The explanation is: mortars. These were known
and had been used for some time by Indian commanders, but on this
occasion they had been assembled to the number of 44 to create the
desired psychological effect. So this "small war" meant the end of
an Indian illusion and of an era in Indian military history, and
helped to prepare the way for an acceptance of British military
monopoly.48

On yet another level India was basically unprepared for the
consummation of empire about to be realised by the British
conquerors. In India the idea of empire belonged to the unreal
atmosphere of metaphysics. Indian political culture was not a
system of meaning in which an all-India power centre Of all-India
military conquest were relevant concepts. Indian warfare had in
practice learned to renounce hegemony in favour of lesser prizes
like alliances and a guaranteed access to India's military labour
market. A political world framed like this was at a loss how to
deal with a theory of empire that uncompromisingly pretended to be
more than a myth. The reasons were partly geographic India having
no strategic centre of gravityand partly a corollary of the
impossibility for any employer to
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dominate the market of India's huge resources of armed men, let
alone to establish a monopoly of the use of arms. To the European
historical experience, however, an imperialist war programme of
pacification did not appear unrealistic at all. On the contrary, in
1798, Lord Wellesley had set out to achieve in India what Napoleon
would strive to accomplish in Europe; it was this venture that Lord
Hastings intended to complete in 1818.

There was, in other words, in these Indian wars a sharp
difference in war aims, based on the different political systems of
the protagonists on either side; it is this difference, rather than
any technological or narrowly defined military issue, that decided
the outcome and distinguishes these wars as colonial. The 1817-18
campaign is exemplary in this respect. Whereas the British were out
for the subjugation and disarmament of the Indian princes and
warlords, the latter could only conceive of military enterprise as
a means to refurbish the alliance systems that had always been the
essence of Indian politics. A monopoly of power not being a valid
concept to the historical experience of the Indian elites, all
politics was about a sharing of men and resources, about having an
impact on the performance of the other participants in the public
drama staged within one's political horizon. In keeping with this
political discourse, to give an example of what this meant in
practice, Marathas like Sindia and Holkar claimed a right to
interfere with every state in Central India, where their rights and
possessions were intricately intertwined with those of the rajas in
the region. "In one instance", Hastings noted after the campaign
had ended:

there was a district enveloped in the territories of the Rajah
of Boondee, the annual revenue of which was divisible in equal
portions between the latter chief, Holkar, and Scindiah. As the two
Maratha Princes kept agents there to watch over their shares, there
was an obvious chance ofquarrels; and we wished to secure the
Boondee chief, who had been taken under our protection, against any
vexatious pretension on the part of his neighhours. It was
therefore proposed that Scindiah should cede his title to any
income from the district in question, and should receive from us
certain villages producing a rent considerably beyond what we
wished him to give up. A strong disinclination to close with this
proposal was manifested. When it was urged that Scindiah would not
only be a great pecuniary gainer by the exchange, but that he would
acquire a tract which actually

~
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connected itself with his old possessions, and would be
exclusively his, the Maratha negotiator denied that the
circumstance of sole occupancy could be an advantage to his master
equal to what the maharajah enjoyed by his copartnership in the
Boondee district. On surprise being expressed at this assertion, he
explained it by saying, "We .- /

Marathas have a maxim that it is well to have a finger in , d'
h" 49every man s IS .

To be involved with Bundi assured Sindia of a constant flow of
information from that side and implied a partnership in the
deliberations of the Bundi court; the arrangement, in other words,
added to his political security. For him power was not about
exclusive political dominion; it consisted of an unamalgamated
portfolio of shares consciously spread over all kinds of resources,
of a prestigious role in the theatre of endless negotiation over
alliances and balances of power. 50

The same applies to Baji Rao, the Peshwa or head of the
so-called Maratha empire or confederacy_ From November 1817 to June
1818, he and his army of 20,000 men were on the move, closely
followed by the Company's troops. The British all the while him as
a fugitive. But Indian opinion was as yet not convinced of the
Company's capacity to crush him, nor could it such a pointless
outcome. Moreover, the Peshwa's mobility accorded well enough with
the military habits of the Marathas and with the political style
that was a corollary of those "Parthian" tactics. The skilful use
of elusiveness agreed better with a negotiating war than the
manoeuvring for pitched battle that was prominent with European
commanders. Baji Rao, thercrore, thought he was negotiating and,
perhaps, not doing badly, whereas he was destroying himself. The
irony of his particular case is that he was not entirely wrong,
because in the end he did find a negotiator amongst his
adversaries. This was Sir John Malcolm, who was influenced, as he
himself acknowledged, "by a feeling of personal tenderness towards
Bajee Rao, and by a desire of conciliating his instead of driving
them to desperation."5l Malcolm was one of a generation of
politicians who had worked in India for too long not to be
controlled to some extent by the customary laws of the Indian
ancien regime. To the chagrin ofquite a number of Company servants,
an agreement was reached, according to which the Peshwa was
pensioned off with an annual income of Rs 800,000, certainly a good
result considering his circumstances at the moment.

The East India Company's army, in 1818, showed it was
capable
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of all-India strategy and logistics. This was a novel phenomenon
on the subcontinent and started a new era of its political history.
There was, admittedly, some hard fighting during the campaign;
several actions cost the lives of ~ome 500 or even 1,000 men,
mainly on the Maratha side. But once.having presented India with
the novelty of imperialism become reality rather than myth, several
princes reluctantly accepted. their fate. When Sindia decided to
sign the treaty prepared for him rather than take to the field - a
decision that turned his kingdom into a "native state" Lord
Hastings realised that the assumption of all-India sovereignty
required a mental disposition of his.men more majestic than they
had shown hitherto as the servants of a conquering trading company.
"The generous confidence and animated zeal of the army", he held
forth, "may experience a shade ofdisappointment, in the diminished
prospect of serious exertion; but the Governor-General is
convinced, that the reflection of every officer and soldier in this
army will satisfy him, that the carrying every desired point by
equity and moderation is the proudest triumph for the British
character."52 The language of imperialism is as old as imperialism
itself.

The cases of Sindia and the Peshwa, both JUSt referred to,
exemplify respectively the two complementary aspects ofimperialism:
parcere subjectis and debel/are superbos, i.e. to spare those
conquered and to defeat the proud. At the all-India level, the
subcontinent - with the exception of the Pan jab which would, after
its conquest in 1849, occupy an exceptional place in Indian history
as the main recruiting ground of India's new army - was effectively
demilitarised in 1818. At a lower level, India's population would
to some extent remain a peasantry-in-arms. Yet, the British
government, after 1818, had made a big advance towards a monopoly
of the use of arms. One of the consequences was that conflicts,
including the myriad of minor, daily collisions thrown up by the
dynamics of Indian society, had to find new ways of being managed
or solved. During the decades after 1818, as the colonial
government gradually increased its grip on Indian affairs, the
traditions of conflict threats and carefully weighed measures of
violence, were slowly edged towards the periphery of the political
arena or declared criminal. The flux of group alliances and
multiple negotiations was frozen into the rule of law, imperfect to
begin with, but later on effectively smothering much of India's
traditional political energy as well as embalming the aristocracy
that once embodied it. As P. J. Marshall has argued, only in the
early nineteenth century was the potential ca

of the companies to bring the full of the seventeenth
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century European "military revolution" to bear on Asian battle
fields at last realised. 53

In the period 1798-1818, the Indian ancien regime received a
blow which effectively deprived it of its military arm. The blow
came in two spells of colonial war, separated by a period of
uncertainty between 1805 and 1816 when India hovered on the
threshold of empire. In 1818, the British new order was
accomplished as far as its military, though not as yet its
administrative, aspects were concerned. Never before in Indian
political history had a centre emerged that convincingly presented
itself as strong enough ro impose its peace on the subcontinent to
such a degree. The year 1818 stands not only for the effective
demilitarisation of Indian regional leadership, but also for the
abolition of a phenomenon that had been crucial to the Indian old
order: a military labour market, characterised by the practical
impossibility for any power, whether Mughal badshah or Maratha
confederacy, to monopolise the employment of its endless recruits
or to impose its regulations upon it.

The contest had been hard fought. During the second half of the
eighteenth century, Indian armies had taken up the challenge of
European technological and disciplinary modernisation. From a
strictly tactical point of view, the result had appeared adequate,
but, though this was not immediately apparent, the new military
principles were at odds with the political process of the ancien
regime. In an attempt to isolate their reformed units from the
divided loyalties that kept Indian politics going but that now
began to be recognised as subversive of the new discipline, even as
"mutinous" European officers were hired. This experiment to
stabilise military organisation by putting up a foreign screen
between the flux and flow of the old order and the reformed army
camps proved a success only against Indian adversaries. In 1803,
vis-a-vis a European enemy, the screen of Europeans crumbled and
showed up the basic incompatibility of Indian alliance politics and
modern army organisation.

The outcome of the wars of 1798 to 1818 set India inexorably
moving on the road towards the heyday of administrative imperialism
starting in about 1840. The characterisation of these wars not only
as imperialist but also as colonial is above all justified by the
vast difference in war aims between the contending parties that
was, in the last resort, rooted in the different political cultures
of imperial Europe and ancien regime India.
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