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Shen Wei Dance Arts: Chinese Representation in Contemporary 

Dance 

 

Ellen Gerdes 

 

TEMPLE UNIVERSITY 

 
Choreographer Shen Wei began his performing career in the Chinese opera and later 

became a founding member of China’s first modern dance company, the Guandong Modern 

Dance Company.  Since forming Shen Wei Dance Arts in New York City in 2000, Shen has 

established himself internationally as a visionary choreographer.  Although he desires to 

create original work, he is influenced by his artistic beginnings – Chinese opera still inspires 

him as evident in his piece Second Visit to the Empress.   In some choreographic works, 

such as in Folding, Shen draws specifically from abstract expressionism; in other works like 

Re-I, he focuses mainly on creating movement from internal energy.  As a visual artist in 

addition to a choreographer, he consistently researches specific ideas in order to create new 

ways of working with the body in a space that constructs the body as visual art.  Through his 

innovations, he re-contextualizes aesthetic traditions and his own identity as well, shifting 

from researcher to visual artist, and from Chinese performer to international contemporary 

choreographer.  

Although Shen is now an American citizen, the Chinese government honored his 

success abroad by commissioning him to choreograph for the 2008 Summer Olympic 

Games in Beijing.  He assisted director Zhang Yimou as the principal choreographer.  This 

invitation framed Shen as a responsible cultural ambassador for China.  The opening 

ceremonies chief visual and special effects designer, Jennifer Wen Ma, explained the reason 

behind the invitation, “His work may not be overtly Chinese in style, but in philosophy and 

the principles of the Chinese aesthetics”  (Ma qtd. in Bloom, par. 12).  In fact, reviews of 

Shen’s choreography are often quick to mention his Chinese origins and to locate the 

presumed “Eastern” aspects of his work.  He has, however, complicated these observations 
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by proclaiming, “My work isn’t about...being Western or Eastern.  I’m exploring the 

unknown.  I’m looking for a new way to communicate” (Shen qtd. in Gladstone, par 18.).  In 

a personal correspondence with me, he reiterated this sentiment:  

My dancers study my "natural body development technique", a technique I have 
developed over ten years, along with basic elements of Chinese opera walking 
and hand gestures.  But the work is not tied to Chinese forms any more than 
any other form.  It is a new way of seeing movement that comes from an 
understanding of certain principles such as internal energy, momentum, 
continual movement, transfer of energy, and internal rotation (Shen, 2009). 
 

Nevertheless, his use of Chinese philosophical and artistic elements contributes to the 

uniqueness of his choreographic work.   He even described his role for the Olympics as 

“presenter” of Chinese culture, especially in the context of China’s rapid cultural changes 

after the destruction of the Cultural Revolution, which occurred from roughly 1966 to 1976  

(Gordon, Interview).  This paper explores three of Shen’s innovative choreographic works 

as examples of contemporary dance pieces that represent Chinese identity in a post-Cultural 

Revolution context. 

 

Context: Dance and the Cultural Revolution 

Shen grew up in Hunan province during the Cultural Revolution.  During this era, 

performing arts policy prohibited traditional forms of art and enabled mistreatment of many 

performing artists, including Shen’s parents.  Chinese Opera, a form that combines 

acrobatics, martial arts, singing, dancing, and speaking, took the form of revolutionary 

operas/ballets: epic ballets that contain singing, dancing, and plots thick with communist 

ideology.  In one such ballet, The Red Detachment of Women, an all-female army dances 

with rifles.  During the Cultural Revolution, traditional forms of dance were banned from 

the schools and the streets. Even Yangge folk dance, which initially had been promoted by 

the Chinese Communist Party at its establishment, was prohibited (Graezer, 31-33).  After 

the Cultural Revolution ended, Shen began studying traditional Chinese opera.  He describes 

the years after the Cultural Revolution as a hurried attempt to re-learn all that was 

suppressed (Rose, Interview).    
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Currently, professional and non-professional dance in China includes traditional 

forms suppressed during the Cultural Revolution and forms of foreign origin.  In 2005-

2006, I researched dance in China and observed the juxtaposition of forms.  One of the 

prime examples of this phenomenon occurs in city parks in the morning; young couples 

practice ballroom dance alongside groups of elder men and women practicing folk-dance 

and taiji. As a foreigner, I found it difficult to find Chinese traditional dance classes in 

Shanghai.  A Chinese teacher who went by the English name, Oliver, at the Jazz-Du-Funk 

studio identified foreign influences and rapid economic development as causes for the low 

enrollment of his Chinese dance class.  He told me: 

People needed to satisfy their desire to learn new things, but, in that process, they are  
temporarily forgetting about their own culture...Chinese dance is not as popular now 
as jazz or hip-hop dance...In recent history, the leaders were really only thinking of 
economic development, so, because of that, the folk dance and native Chinese arts 
were neglected  (Personal Interview, 2006). 
 

This teacher felt confident that art forms such as Beijing Opera should be preserved but 

noted realistically that, “If an art does not matter to the current population, it will be 

eliminated by a process of natural selection” (Personal Interview).  Shen has stepped out of 

this historical context, out of a time of disappearing artistic forms and the first Chinese 

modern dance company.  Consequently, Shen’s choreography is a pastiche of forms. He 

delights in developing new techniques of working with the body and expanding the 

audience’s definition of dance with each new work (MacArthur Interview).  

 

Shen’s Creative Process: Re-I as an Example 

Unlike the didactic performances of the Cultural Revolution, Shen’s work does not aim to 

communicate a direct message to his audience.  The New York Times dance critic Kisselgoff 

describes Shen’s work as, “poetic, impudent, beautiful, and strange” and clarifies that “he is 

anything but a message choreographer” (Lincoln Center Festival Review, par.17).  Like 

many contemporary choreographers, he seeks freedom for both his dancers and his audience 

to experience the work as individuals.  Drawing from his background also strong in painting 

and design, Shen works visually to give the audience this freedom.  Shen generates 

movement vocabulary from an ever-evolving conceptual base, framing beauty in various 
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ways (Catton, 2006).  For instance, he seeks to communicate the feeling of the simple, 

beautiful action of folding in Folding (Daily Iowan Interview, 2006); whereas, Connect 

Transfer explores floor painting by dancers in paint-laden mitts and socks who move with 

circular movement techniques (Lipfert, 2008).  In Map, Shen’s extensive program notes 

thoroughly outline how each section of the piece develops from his research of particular 

movement concepts.  A critic for the Herald Sun writes, “Every Shen dance feels like a 

journey to a place for the first time” (Press Material, 2008).  Shen delights in expanding the 

audience’s definition of dance with each new work (MacArthur Interview, 2007). 

As an accomplished painter and designer, Shen has also redefined the role of 

choreographer.  He defines himself not as a choreographer, but rather as an artist who uses 

the body as his main medium (Rose, Interview).  He says, “I think of them [the dancers] as 

living sculpture and colors in my palette” (Shen qtd. in Gladstone, par. 18).  He aims to 

develop visual image to elicit a quality of feeling for the audience without expressing 

specific meanings or narratives in his work (Kisselgoff, With His Heart in his Imagery).   

 

Image 1 
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The creative process and product of Re-I is a clear manifestation of this 

choreographic goal.  This piece about Tibet arose from Shen’s question, “How can I take 

my feelings, the landscape, the people, the religion, the purity, and transfer it all to a piece 

that lets the audience feel what I felt?” (Shen qtd. in Catton, par. 8).  He decided to 

kinesthetically and visually represent the idea of breath, a curious aspect of a culture at such 

high altitude, by developing a movement technique that initiates from breath deep in the 

lower back.  This organic technique honors the individuality of the dancers because the 

movement is not simply modeled and imitated.  The result is a mesmerizing quartet set over 

a confetti mandala that seemingly releases its prayer as the dancers glide through it.  The 

gentle force of the dancers makes the movement appear as continuous as breath.  As dance 

critic Jowitt explains, “Nothing changes for good.  There’s no destination, just the hypnotic 

beauty of the path” (par. 9).  Re-I is grounded in the beauty of Tibet; Re-I does not tell the 

audience what to think about Tibet’s relationship with China.  Shen provides visual imagery 

– arcs in space, sinuous movements, and spreading confetti. 

 

Chinese Cultural Preservation: Second Visit to the Empress 

Even though much of Shen’s work is not distinctly about China, Shen’s pieces are also 

generally non-narrative, which further allows for the subjective experience of the audience.  

Shen’s version of Rite of Spring for example, is distinctly abstract; he rejects the traditional 

meaning of the ballet, re-imaging Stravinsky’s music in a geometric floor design and 

athletic dancing.  He cautions his dancers against using explicit facial expression because, 

“We aren’t telling a story...This is about the music’s structure” (Gladstone, 2003).  It is 

important to Shen that his dancers understand his artistic vision and he often consults with 

them before the creation of a piece, sometimes showing them painting, art books, and films 

(Kisselgoff, 2001).  This particular piece began with structured improvisation (Jowitt, 

2006).   The dancers seem almost non-human in the final product as they function like 

pieces on a game-board, shifting into and out of various linear group formations and 

alternating percussive solos in accordance with the music’s structures.  As Kisselgoff states, 

Shen accomplished, “a stunning and objectivist approach to a score that has been 
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overworked as a Modernist symbol” (2003).  Shen’s deconstruction of the space and music 

in Rite of Spring thus re-envisions the piece from a postmodern perspective.   

Shen simultaneously re-envisions Rite of Spring and Chinese dance.  Like many of 

his pieces, Shen incorporates movement from the Chinese opera.  Most notably, he 

frequently utilizes a low, skimming run that requires the knees bent close together and a 

lateral C shape between the chest and waist.  Jowitt describes the movement as it takes on 

new meaning in this postmodern piece, “Their walk is very strange, guarded.  Resembling 

wandering windup toys, they hold their arms at their sides and take small, gliding steps, 

their upper thighs close together” (2006).  Although spatial design was the conceptual frame 

for the movement, the specific combination of the skimming run and other movements 

borrowed from modern and release techniques both preserves Chinese movement and re-

contextualizes it.  This choreography supports Shen’s desire to be inventive.  Central to his 

creative process seems to be the development of an observation, whether visual, conceptual, 

or musical, into a new, yet accessible, form for the audience.   

Shen does often work directly with Chinese symbols and art.   In one such piece, Second 

Visit to the Empress, he aims to make Chinese opera accessible to a contemporary audience 

through modern dance.  Both Shen’s joy for the music of the traditional opera and the 

general public’s lack of interest in the form dictate his creative choices (Rose, Interview).  

He employs modern dance and complex stage environments, including enormous glowing 

lanterns and Chinese water-painting backdrops, in order to make the opera more compelling 

to the audience.  In the piece, three Beijing Opera singers perform with song and traditional 

gestures of the opera against a movement chorus of 12 modern dancers.  As the modern 

dancers slowly articulate fluid movement through their joints and quickly slice the air with 

their limbs, they add dimensionality to the vocal qualities and pantomime of the traditional 

opera.  In a sense, their visualization of the movement translates the traditional Chinese art 

form for a contemporary American audience. 
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Image 2 

Shen seeks to re-envision and re-define the form of his childhood while making it 

digestible for a contemporary audience. The end result of this process is a preservation and 

increased attention to Chinese opera.  Shen sympathizes with Chinese society and its rapidly 

growing economy but warns against losing traditional culture.  He encourages Chinese 

diplomats and teachers with whom he meets to remember that culture, not money, makes a 

country rich (Rose, Interview).   This opera work offers preservation of some of that wealth, 

what Shen has called a “treasure of world culture” (Shen Dance Arts).    

 

Choreography for the Olympics: (Re)Presenting China   

For the 2008 Summer Olympic Games, in light of international protests and boycott threats, 

Shen faced the challenge of creating work that would distinctly represent China and 

represent it positively.  He sought to utilize contemporary dance in order to convey to the 

world that Chinese “culture has more depth, and that it has an intriguing philosophical 

aspect” (Shen qtd. in Xu, par. 8).  As Wall Street Journal journalist Fowler explains, Shen 
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had to create, “an image rooted in history – yet not trapped there” (par. 6).  For Shen 

working with director of the ceremonies, Zhang Yimou, that meant mixing artistic elements 

to appeal to an international audience.  According to CCTV he said, “I have in mind both 

the 1.3 billion Chinese audiences and the 5.4 billion international audiences...the 

choreography will not be too specific, meaning, we will not have too many of those 

overused cultural symbols” (Shen qtd. in Xu, par.11).  In his opinion, these overused 

cultural symbols include dragons, red lanterns, and ribbon dances (Bloom).  In fact, many 

traditional performances occurred in a pre-show instead (Fowler).  Also notable, the 

Olympic Game’s Opening Ceremonies did not contain any direct reference to Mao Zedong.  

As Shen said, ‘If you do these things, it doesn’t present the openness of China now’”  (Shen 

qtd. in Fowler, par. 26).  Even without Maoist symbols, the Opening Ceremonies carried on 

a sense of mass movement and spirit.  Whether as groups of drummers, runners, or taiqi 

movers, the performers displayed a fantastic ability to move in unison.  Unity, of course was 

an important ideal for Shen to convey; he desired to unify an international community 

around a new image of China.   

  In one memorable moment of the Opening Ceremonies, Shen re-contextualized a 

technique used in his piece Connect Transfer – his dancers donned paint-laden mitts.  Atop 

an enormous LED screen, they embodied paintbrushes as they moved with great fluidity, 

seamlessly flowing into and out of a giant canvas and constantly corrupting their own 

verticality.   With a sense of energy and circularity that seemed to blend all movements into 

one, the dancers painted large sweeping brushstrokes.  In the end, they had created a 

Chinese landscape painting of sun and mountains. Olympians later walked through the paint 

on the same canvas to leave their own marks as symbols of harmony (Fowler).   

The calligraphy-dance utilized both traditional cultural symbols and modern 

technologies, which Shen employed to represent the contemporary complexities and 

inherent incongruities of Chinese culture.  Throughout Shen’s choreography, he makes 

provocative work through an amalgamation of aesthetics, developing contemporary dance 

with each new work that re-contextualizes elements of Chinese tradition.  He pushes the 

limits of dance and the dancing body, searching for its innovations.  In this way, his work 

resembles China, constantly re-defining itself with each new step. 
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A Generation Awakens: Rang de Basanti and its Global 
Online Publics 

 
Katy Hardy 

 
UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA 

___________________________________________________________ 

While traveling through Bangalore, Karnataka in January 2006, I saw the hit 

Bollywood film Rang De Basanti in a multiplex cinema hall.  The film had many of 

the characteristics of contemporary Hindi cinema, with a well-coiffed, mixed-sex, 

metropolitan cast of post-college characters,1 a guitar-heavy soundtrack, and even the 

requisite song-and-dance sequence portraying stereotypical Punjabi bhangra dancing 

in wheat fields and rice paddies.  Still, it struck people around me as new and 

different. The subject matter was designed to provoke; in the film, four disaffected 

post-college friends decide to avenge their compatriot who dies in a plane crash due 

to official malfeasance. While they begin their civil disobedience with peaceful 

protests and candlelight vigils, they realize that despite the popular support they 

receive, they must do something to reach beyond their fellow college graduates and 

make officials begin to listen to them.  Thus, they assassinate the corrupt Defense 

Minister, which leads to the spectacularly dramatic deaths of the friends themselves. 

A certain segment of its audience described the film, which was intentionally 

released on January 26th, India’s Republic Day, as a call to political action. 

 In fact, later in 2006, students invoked Rang De Basanti to explain widely 

attended candlelight vigils protesting what was described as the improper acquittal of 

a politician’s son in the high-profile murder case of a Delhi model. A comment left 

on BBC.com during the coverage of the case demonstrates how closely tied this film 

became with actual political protest in the city: “[T] hanks to the recent Bollywood 

                     
1 Many of these features were specifically reminiscent of films like Dil Chahta Hai (What the Heart 
Wants, 2001, dir. Farhan Akhtar),  
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blockbuster 'Rang De Basanti' which seems to inspire this outburst, the voice of the 

people is being heard on the streets.” 2   

In the film, the friends’ initial political and social apathy is broken by a young 

British filmmaker, who casts them as famous revolutionaries in her “documentary” 

about the freedom struggle in late colonial India. The friends are literally 

transformed as they begin to inhabit their roles as freedom fighters willing to 

sacrifice their lives for the good of their country. Audience members seemed to be 

drawn into these roles as well; at my first viewing of Rang De Basanti in Bangalore, 

the audience erupted in screams and cheers not when the biggest stars appeared 

onscreen, but when the assassinated Minister fell dead to the ground. The film’s 

tagline, “A Generation Awakens,” seemed particularly apt when in my casual 

discussions with the metropolitan teenagers and college students who were most 

likely to be at the theaters. The film was acutely anticipated and much discussed; it 

seemed, in some important sense, to matter.  One young man’s comment captured a 

dominant feeling quite clearly as he played a hit song from the film aloud on his 

mobile phone: “Badi inspiring film thii, yaar.” What an inspiring film, man.  

Most importantly for this examination, Rang De Basanti was hotly debated 

over the Internet, specifically on blogs and discussion boards, and specifically in 

English3. In this paper, I will explore the ways in which the Indian-identified 

English-language blogging public imagines itself in reference to this politically–

charged film, and how this public imagines its responsibility in mediating this film 

for the masses: people described again and again as the “common man.”  

The Internet is not actually a space, in the sense of a physically discrete place that 

can be inhabited. Nonetheless, the Internet is often conceived of as a public arena or 

public sphere. Certainly the language used to describe it is often spatial—you ‘visit’ 

web pages, for instance, which creates ‘traffic.’4 This is especially true with regard to 

                     
2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/4783394.stm 
3 Quotations from these blogs and message boards have been left with original grammar, punctuation 
and spelling intact, without marking each non-standard usage.  
4 This seems very natural, but try applying these spatial words to books. You can’t visit a book, and 
the idea of traffic at a certain novel seems absurd. 
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blogs on virtually any (or no particular) subject—interlinked, inter-referential web 

pages often maintained by individuals, which combine to make the ‘blogosphere.’ 

This is not an accidental neologism, but rather a very perceptive coinage. Even if a 

single blog or web page does not constitute a space, collectively blogs constitute 

what might be thought of as a public sphere. Carla Surratt writes that “the space of 

cyberspace is predicated on knowledge and information, on the common beliefs of a 

society abstracted from physical space; the community is social interaction or social 

networks.”5 We might choose to think of this “community abstracted from physical 

space” in terms of a public.  

For global Indian communities, the Internet is a medium that allows multi-

layered connections with the world, creating a virtual space for the connection, 

formation and maintenance of a particular public that comprises a transnational elite 

of self-identified Indians. Indian-diasporic communities based largely in the United 

States, Canada, and the UK (though also in newer capital centers such as Singapore 

and Dubai) and metropolitan elites physically based in India share many resources, 

including higher education, economic capital, and the kind of transnationally 

convertible social capital which Aiwa Ong refers to as necessary for transnational 

“flexible citizenship.”6  These groups also share access to many of the same cultural 

products, which are available through mutual import and export, reciprocal travel, 

satellite television, international film distribution and extended family networks 

across national boundaries. Territorially unbounded sites for public discourse, such 

as Internet message boards, provide a space in which similarities and common 

elements of cultural consumption can be drawn upon to construct a relatively 

coherent transnational, cosmopolitan Indian public.  

Although only a small percentage of Indians speak Modern Standard Hindi as 

a first language, the hegemony of mainstream, commercial film in Hindi creates and 

maintains a matrix of mutually available cultural signifiers: popular Bollywood film 

                     
5 Surratt, p. 22. 
6 Ong describes the social practices of elite transnational migrants as “flexible citizenship, whereby 
affluent migrants seek different locations for economic gain or political security and at the same time 
retain their flexibility to circumvent their disciplining [by the nation-state].” Ong, p. 25.  
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songs, celebrity actors and directors, even gossip regarding the political yearnings of 

the stars. Online discussion and deployment of these elements contextualize – indeed, 

create – a transnational, yet explicitly Indian,7 public sphere. In the collective, these 

blogs and web pages produce a public sphere in a Habermasian sense: a space for 

rational discourse between people treated for the purpose of debate as equals. 

Habermas describes the concept of the public sphere as such:  

By “the public sphere” we mean first of all a realm of our social life in 
which something approaching public opinion can be formed. Access is 
guaranteed to all citizens. A portion of the public sphere comes into 
being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble to 
form a public body.8  
 
However, Habermas’ theorization of the public sphere is difficult to use to 

accurately describe real-world situations. As an ideal type, it does not precisely 

describe the phenomena we examine here. Habermas’ public sphere, with free and 

open access for all, leading to rational political debate, does not leave room for 

oppositional groups, or for publics that might not intersect completely. The idea of a 

singular “public sphere” depends on complete equality of access to spaces of 

publicness, an equality that is not historically evident. Rather, these blogs and 

discussion boards constitute multiple transnational Indian publics that produce their 

own discourses within certain frameworks of access and availability. Media scholars 

echo this concern over the inadequacy of the Habermasian ideal-type public sphere, 

citing its historical impossibility. For example, one argument contends: 

For Habermas, the public sphere is a homogenous space of embodied 
subjects in symmetrical relations, pursuing consensus through the 
critique of arguments and the presentation of validity claims. This 
model… is systematically denied in the arenas of electronic politics. 

                     
7 It should not be assumed that this is the only type of transnational Indian public. One caveat of this 
research is that Rang de Basanti, like most Hindi film, was widely watched and commented on in 
North Indian and North Indian diasporic circles, but the response was muted in South India – largely 
because the film was only dubbed into Tamil and Telugu five months after its release in the North.  
While both the film and the subsequent discourse surrounding it claim to speak for “the Indian,” in 
reality, the public described herein is strongly North Indian-focused, despite its protests of universal 
Indian values and concerns.  
8 Habermas, p. 136.  
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We are advised then to abandon Habermas’ concept of the public 
sphere in assessing the Internet as a political domain.9 
 

While the concerns above are certainly valid, there remains something about 

online spaces that seem public, and the way that discourse is shaped in and around 

these spaces is not divorced from the ideas of public opinion. However, a unitary 

space of rational public discourse open to every citizen is not, in fact, what is created 

in online discussion boards. Instead, certain people are included, others are 

systematically excluded, and discourse is fractured and incomplete. Thus, instead of 

directly relying on Habermas, I intend to follow Michael Warner, who uses the term 

“public” instead of the more universalizing  “public sphere.” A public is one of 

many. For Warner, the ideal of the singular public sphere is an unrealizable dream 

which instead comes to partial fruition through publics consisting of discourse loops 

which are multiple and often in opposition to one another. Publics are groups based 

around any kind of discourse: 

A public is a space of discourse organized by nothing other than 
discourse itself….It exists by virtue of being addressed….The 
circularity is essential to the phenomenon. A public might be real and 
efficacious, but its reality lies in just this reflexivity by which an 
addressable object is conjured into being in order to enable the very 
discourse that gives it existence.10 
 

In this way, Rang De Basanti has a public – everyone who has seen the film – 

and web sites also have publics – everyone who reads their content. Unlike the 

seemingly similar phenomenon of audience, a public has the benefit of being 

composed of uncountable individuals, all engaged in the possibility of discourse. 

That the users who ‘lurk’ or read without posting are also part of the web sites’ 

publics is evident. They can, at any point, decide to add their thoughts to the stream 

of comments. Moreover, simply by paying attention to the information typed there, 

the users of web sites are an attentive public. But a public not only watches and 

imbibes content, but also creates it, blurring the distinction between “author” and 

                     
9 Poster, p. 265.  
10 Warner, p. 67 
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“audience.” In some sense, it is the web site which is closest to this definition of an 

‘ideal’ Habermasian public. Consider a web site almost completely devoid of 

content, only bearing the common request to ‘leave your comments here!’ This is the 

ideal of the public sphere – it is made up not of people per se, but of disembodied 

rational discourse, of comments moored most specifically to one another, less so to 

the semi-anonymous users who post them. The public of our imagined website thus 

consists entirely of its ‘authors’ (and its potential authors, the readers, who are able 

to contribute the moment the mood strikes them). 

But how exactly do transnational, specifically Indian online publics constitute 

themselves, specifically around film? Recognizing Indian-ness through common 

knowledge of Hindi film is an old and regular trope in Bollywood itself: in Chandni 

(“Moonlight,” 1989, dir. Yash Chopra), for instance, the film’s hero meets another 

Indian in Switzerland when he hears the man whistling a popular Hindi song. 

Overcome with happiness, he rushes over and completes the song. With the advent of 

the Internet, and the concomitant availability (to some) of instant communication 

across great distances, it is not at all surprising that this standard trope should be 

translated to cyberspace. Internet communications based on the now-global 

Bollywood film are ubiquitous, and attract enormous amounts of traffic. But the 

arrival of widespread Internet communications based on Hindi film does not in itself 

usher in a space devoted to rational discourse.  

A counter-example demonstrates that public formation is far from guaranteed, 

and that publics can be more or less successful in generating discourse. Since a 

public is formed by “being addressed,” it might seem inevitable that content of any 

kind, added to a space for feedback, allows the instant formation of a discourse-

producing public sphere. That this is not so is demonstrated by the existence of a 

blog-like creation linked to the official Rang De Basanti web site, manufactured by 

the Rang De Basanti publicity team, which failed to become an area for discourse. 

The area includes a ‘blog’ for each of Rang De Basanti’s major characters, with 

ample room for comments. The creators were very careful in their layout of the 

blogs, with taglines such as “See the world through DJ's [one of the young heroes’] 



A Generation Awakens  17 

eyes. Log on to his MSN Space,” connoting immediacy and connection with the 

actors. This example also amply shows the power and popularity of the Hindi film 

blog’s particular kind of publicness – here used as a marketing ploy, the film’s faux 

blog attempts to create a site for public discourse as a mode of publicity in the sense 

of marketing.  

 However, despite the creator’s clever attempt to mimic the power of the 

movie blog, the respondents to the blog write very differently than those responding 

to usual blogs that are written by non-celebrities. Whereas replies to personal blogs 

usually assume a response (and often receive not just one, but many) the many 

responders on the faux blog write as though they are casting words into a void when 

they write responses to their favorite actors’ posts: 

I doubt you actually read the spaces but anyway...It was a great movie 
and all..but would it really affect the young generation to do something 
to improve their country..?? Yes...people are motivated by watching 
this movie but would they take that one step forward to change our 
country...??11 
 

Although she wonders about many of the same points that other posters in more 

successful blogs also write about, this poster’s first plaintive statement, “I doubt you 

actually read the spaces anyway,” and the fact that she never posts again show that 

this faux blog is less than successful at promoting public discourse.  

 This is not supposed to be a fan site, where posters tend to assume the absence 

of their idols. Indeed, most posters address the actors in the second person while 

simultaneously noting that their posts probably will remain unread by their 

unresponsive heroes. Yet the creators took great care to make the blogs seem natural 

and attended, even going so far as to post pictures of the actors at their laptops, 

labeled “Me on my Space [i.e. MSN Space, a blogging system]” and so forth.12 A 

public sphere is sought after, but not successfully created here.  

                     
11http://dj-rdb.spaces.live.com/blog/cns!69D84D43B4F8E751!125.entry#commentcns! 
69D84D43B4F8E751!125 
12 http://aslam-rdb.spaces.live.com/photos/cns!E746F64515F2B168!119/ 
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How then are spaces for public discourse created online in relation to Hindi 

film? While the film medium is widely available for consumption across lines of 

class and technological availabilityHindi films are inexpensively consumed in 

single-screen rural theatres in North India, and through pirated video tape rentals in 

United States diasporic communitiesthe transnational public discussion of cinema 

takes place in virtual spaces and constitutes an English-language Internet public, 

which is available only to a relatively small number of people. This occurs, then, 

through a public that is relatively small, despite its universalizing claims. The 

substance of the statements put forth about Rang De Basanti and this public’s self-

appointed role in mediating it to the “masses” demonstrate the ways that public 

formation fails to achieve the kind of parity imagined in idealized understandings of 

the public sphere. Instead, the online public that is engaged in debate about Rang De 

Basanti simultaneously consolidates its own separateness from other imagined 

elements of the film’s audience – namely, the “masses” of Indians who are not 

involved in the debate.  

Rang De Basanti’s global movie-going public is divided by its capacity to 

access the Internet, which also fragments this public along lines of class and 

education. The people who constitute Rang De Basanti’s online public are thus only 

a fraction of the people who have seen or might see the film. However, this part of 

the public sees itself variously as the ‘intended’ audience for the film or as occupying 

the position of interpreter for the larger audience. Thus a respondent on a film blog 

explains, “it is left up to us, the educated class, to interpret the film.” 13 

Here the “us” refers not to the movie-going public of India, but rather to the 

online English-language message board-posting public. Importantly, this poster 

imagines the online posting public as a special subsection of the Indian populace – 

educated people who are explicitly placed at the top of a hierarchical class system. 

Furthermore, as illustrated in this quote, these posters see themselves as performing a 

                     
13 “Swades Discussion Forum: Whose Des is Swades?” 
http://www.swades.com/forum/upload/index.php?act=ST&f=8&t=728&s=7eaf9d3ecbc69f035b83e4b
719d995ee 
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service for a different sector of the population, one that needs cultural products like 

the film in question interpreted for them.  It is only once this (online, educated) 

public performs the critical service of interpretation through public discourse that the 

‘true’ meaning of the film can be disseminated to the remainder of the movie-going 

(uneducated, unwired) public. 

 If posters understand ‘us’ to be the educated public, and ‘them’ to be the 

uneducated masses, the palpable tension about this movie’s possible effects is 

understandable. Most posters agree that the film ‘does something,’ that is, it is 

affective in a certain way: 

“I'll be writing more about the movie in my next post. For now, it was 
an integral part of the weekend that shook me up causing me to wake 
up from my hibernation. I was more than just inspired and motivated 
by seeing how 5 young guys can make a difference to their 
surrounding by just having the intentions.14” 
 
When Soha Ali Khan says "Maar Dalo" [“kill him”] in the second half, 
your heart echoes her sentiments. Thats where the movie succeeds. It 
connects with me, and hopefully will connect with everyone.15 
 
I thought the movie was excellent ..yet cant help but feel a bit of 
frustation. Frustation because it makes you want to do something but 
dont know what. Apart from being a very well made movie, it is 
extremely hard hitting. A movie with a message.16  

 

In these blogs and message boards, Rang De Basanti is nearly universally 

acknowledged to have this type of affect on the viewer, whether posters called it a 

feeling, a sentiment, connections, or inspiration. There is a sense that reactions to this 

film are extremely kinetic: “It makes you want to do something.” Exactly what this 

affect ‘does’ or is capable of is contested. There is a general concern that the movie 

is not explicit enough about what actions are appropriate for expressing political 

dissent. If some think the film will be ignored by the masses, a darker interpretation 

is also prevalent. :  

                     
14http://www.amandeepkhurana.com/blog/2006/02/awakening-shake.html  
15 http://www.mallasch.com/movies/review.php?sid=210 
16 http://sushubh.net/archives/2006/01/28/rang-de-basanti/ 
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Unholster your pistols then, O youth of India, and if you've been 
wronged in any way, think of who it is you want to eliminate. The 
worst thing about Rang De Basanti is that not only does it sloppily 
promote the idea that violence is fine as long as you are persuaded that 
the cause is right, it uses an absurd parallel from history to legitimise 
it…  But what follows not only stretches the boundaries of logic, it 
also sends out a dangerous and incendiary message that, if anything, 
works against what the film seems to be trying to convey to us: that we 
should stand up to be counted, attempt to honestly do what we can to 
improve our situation.17  
 
Specifically, the film’s online public has a clear concern about what would 

happen if the film were to be misunderstood – if a certain section of people were to 

have direct, unmediated access to this film. Many posters worry that if ‘other’ people 

were to see and enjoy this film, the kinetic affect of the film would be dangerous: 

they would see the young, lauded hero kill the Defense Minister, and (it is implied) 

they would go kill the Defense Minister in real life. These people would naturally 

misinterpret their feelings and act wrongly. At the very least, it would be beyond the 

capacity of the “common man” to connect with this film and its call to action 

(whatever that might be):  

[A] common man buying a ticket to watch RANG DE BASANTI may 
definitely be aware that it’s all about youth and patriotism (thanks to 
the well-crafted promos), but the treatment of the subject isn’t the type 
that’ll meet with universal acceptance. The handling of the subject 
would restrict it to the elite, the thinking viewer or those who frequent 
the multiplexes. If this faction of movie-going audience might give it a 
thumbs up, the aam junta [i.e., the regular public] or those looking for 
a solid entertainer might look the other way.18 
 
My verdict - Flop! Not because its a bad movie, its fantastic. But its 
not for the front benchers19 and in India there are 80% people who fall 

                     
17 http://middlestage.blogspot.com/2006/01/against-rang-de-basanti.html 
18 http://www.indiafm.com/movies/review/12493/ [emphasis mine] 
19 Most Indian cinema halls have several categories of ticket, the cheapest of which is the “front 
bench” category, which is closest to the screen. Tickets for each section further from the screen are 
progressively more expensive, and sections generally have separate entrances, enhancing the 
experience of spatial division of classes.  Stereotypically, this sector of filmgoers responds to raucous 
humor and violence and is identified with young, single, maleness as much as lower-classness.  

http://middlestage.blogspot.com/2006/01/against-rang-de-basanti.html


A Generation Awakens  21 

in the category of front benchers. If you love David Dhawan and 
Govinda movies, you will hate this one…20 
 

Both of these posters pinpoint the type of public that emerges from this discourse. 

The “faction of the movie-going audience” that will enjoy the film is the “elite, the 

thinking viewer.” This echoes other comments regarding the understanding of the 

elite versus that of the masses, who will not care about the film. The explicitly 

classed reference to the “front benchers” who will not care about this film or 

properly understand it neatly constrains the people who might find the movie 

“fantastic” to their opposite; that is, the well-off and the educated, the English-

speaking population, the elite.  

*  *  * 

Warner writes that although “the public sphere is critical discussion writ large… 

[and] public-spirited discussion is the motor of democratic-spirited culture… publics 

do not in fact work that way.”21 There is a gap between the ideal space of discourse 

and the actuality of various publics.  

The posters here are treading on a very thin line of inclusion and exclusion. 

While maintaining their own ‘Indian’ status, they seek to differentiate themselves 

from a larger ‘mass’ public that is watching the film. Because the blogs examined 

here are in English,22 not to mention the implications of blogging in general with 

regard to economic and educational status and technological access, posters do not 

have to actively announce their membership in an elite class. It is implicit in every 

word they type.  

It is all too easy for self-sustaining, open publics like those created on the 

Internet to pass off their posts as speaking for ‘Indians’ in general, while either 

speaking about the ‘masses’ or for the elite (i.e., themselves). There is a distinct 

slippage that allows these posters to assert their Indianness in a qualified way while 

                     
20 http://www.ashishmehta.com/blog/2006/01/rang-de-basanti/ 
21 Warner, p. 143. 
22 There are certainly non-English language blogs, and their number is growing every year. It is 
specifically through these English-language blogs, though, that the kind of English-speaking elite 
South Asian online public forms and accounts for itself.  



22  Katy Hardy 
 

retaining the right to ‘authentically’ write about what ‘Indians’ (the non-elite) must 

think about this film that everyone has seen, but only some are free to talk about. 

The fragmentation of class and status is visible to the elite blogging public, 

and is real enough to comment upon. More importantly, the notable technological 

exclusion of the aam juntathe regular publicfrom blogs creates a naturalized 

vacuum where the blogging elite is responsible for the work of interpretation for the 

masses. The English-speaking, blogging elite thus stands for the country, but speaks 

for the silenced faction of the movie’s larger public. In this public sphere, some 

speak and constitute an Indian reaction to a politically charged film, while others are 

constituted as the defanged, protected masses. 
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The Pretense of Madness in the Pāśupata Tradition 
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In religious as well as philosophical traditions all over the world, spanning centuries, 

one finds the pretense of madness.  Sometimes it is found in controlled ritual 

contexts where it takes the form of a person possessed, as one sees in the celebration 

of Śivaratri in South India.1 Other times it is a lifestyle choice, as in the case of 

Symeon of Emesa.  Saint Symeon was one of the many “holy fools” from the Eastern 

Orthodox church who violated moral and social codes on a regular basis as an elite 

form of ascetic practice.2 More still, one finds this practice in the actions of the 

Cynics of Greece3 and finally in the tradition of the Pāśupatas of Ancient India, 

where the pretense of madness was integral to both their worship of Śiva and their 

ascetic regimen.  For what reasons and to what extent is this pretense a valuable and 

effective means to a religious end? While the responses to this question are 

undoubtedly many and subject to the peculiarities of each individual case, I believe a 

careful analysis of one specific case, the Pāśupatas, will open doors to the study of 

this phenomenon in a much wider context.  

The Pāśupatas are the earliest known group of Śaiva ascetics and according to 

their texts their order consists entirely of Brahmin males. In a way, the Pāśupatas 

represent the extreme end of the spectrum as regards ascetic practice and madness. 

Not only do they recommend the pretense of madness, as some Saṃnyāsa Upaniṣads 

                                                 
1 David M. Knipe, ``Night of the Growing Dead,'' in Alf Hiltebeitel, ed., Criminal Gods and Demon 
Devotees, (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1989), pp. 123-56. 
2 Alexander Y. Syrkin, ``On the Behavior of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake.'' History of Religions 22.2 
(1982): pp. 150-171. 
3 Daniel H. H. Ingalls, ``Cynics and Pāśupatas: The Seeking of Dishonor.'' The Harvard Theological 
Review 55.4 (1962): pp. 281-298. 
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do,4 and allow it within their organization, as the Theravāda Buddhists do,5 but they 

also construct an elaborate philosophy around this pretense, integrating it into their 

ascetic regimen in an overt and complex way. Their elaborate practice seems to be a 

somewhat unique development in ancient Indian ascetic practice, though I believe a 

comparison of the Pāśupata materials with other Indian texts demonstrates otherwise. 

It seems that the Pāśupata materials, like the Dharmasūtras, the Saṃnyāsa 

Upaniṣads, and the Buddhist’s Vinaya, were all drawing from a larger cultural 

complex that considered the pretense of madness and related activities to be worthy 

ascetic practices.  

I will first present background information on the Pāśupatas and discuss how 

madness was conceptualized in their texts. I will then examine some practices of the 

Pāśupatas, including those that involve disguising ascetic status and behaving as to 

incur the censure of society. The third section contains discussions of the pretense of 

madness in this tradition’s practices and the process by which merit is transferred 

between a Pāśupata and another member of society. Finally, I suggest some possible 

links between these antinomian practices and the deity to which the Pāśupatas direct 

their efforts.  

 

Who Were the Pāśupatas? 

The Pāśupatas, a sect dating at least as far back as the 2nd century C.E., flourished in 

different parts of India until the medieval period.6 This sect was devoted to Rudra in 

its earliest manifestations. Many scholars agree that an ascetic called Lakulīśa,7 later 

described as an incarnation of Śiva, founded the Pāśupatas, while others believe that 

he played more of an institutionalizing role. There are few primary sources available 

to us regarding this sect. We have the Pāśupatasūtra attributed to Lakulīśa, which 

                                                 
4 See for example Jābāla Upaniṣad 70f, trans. Olivelle, Saṃnyāsa Upaniṣads, p. 146. 
5 See for example the Vinaya Piṭakaṃ (=Vin), ed. Hermann Oldenberg, vol. I (London: Pāli Text 
Society, 1969), p. 123., trans. I.B. Horner, The Book of the Discipline: Vinaya Piṭaka, vol. 4 (Oxford: 
The Pāli Text Society, 2000), p. 163. 
6 R.C. Agrawala, Some Interesting Sculptures of Lakulisa from Rajasthan, Artibus Asiae 21.1 (1958). 
7 M.C. Choubey, Lakulisa in Indian Art and Culture, (Delhi: Sharada Publishing House, 1997), pp. 72-
73. 
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may have been composed as early as the 2nd century C.E. and the Pañcārthabhāṣya 

written by Kauṇḍinya, a commentary on the Pāśupatasūtra from roughly the 4th 

century C.E.8 There is very little evidence to support these dates, however, and the 

earliest concrete evidence of the Pāśupatas is a 380 C.E. Mathura pilaster inscription. 

This inscription testifies to a tradition of teachers that date back to the 2nd century 

C.E.9   

 These texts expound on the Pāśupata path which is divided into five stages. In 

the first stage a Brahmin man retreats to life in a temple where he observes a variety 

of rules including bathing in ashes, remaining chaste, and offering laughter and 

prayer to Śiva. Some of these first-stage behaviors, namely bathing in ash and 

offering unprovoked laughter, may be indications that the practice of feigning 

madness pervades the tradition in subtle ways. It is not until the second stage that the 

feigning of madness is specifically prescribed for an initiate. In the second stage the 

ascetic wanders out in society and invites the public’s censure through various acts 

including snoring, trembling, limping, making amorous gestures towards women, 

and behaving and speaking improperly. This is the stage in which the feigning of 

madness is most pronounced for the Pāśupata initiate. In the third stage he lives alone 

in a cave or in some other deserted area and recites mantras. In the fourth stage he 

lives in a cremation ground and lives only on what he finds there; no begging is 

allowed. The final stage, which is the end goal of all of the stages more so than a 

stage in and of itself, is when the ascetic fixes his mind on Rudra and is released 

from suffering because of Rudra's grace.10 

 

The Concept of Madness in the Pāśupatasūtra and Pañcārthabhāṣya 

In the following sections of this paper I will examine the ways in which madness is 

integrated into Pāśupata practice. Before doing so, it may be helpful to examine how 

                                                 
8 Alexis Sanderson, “Śaivism and the Tantric Traditions,'' in Stewart Sutherland, ed., The World's 
Religions (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1988), p. 664. 
9 Alexis Sanderson, “The Lākulas: New Evidence of a System Intermediate between Pāñcārthika 
Pāśupatism and Āgamic Śaivism.” Ramalinga Reddy Memorial Lectures (1997), p. 148. 
10Alexis Sanderson, Śaivism and the Tantric Traditions, p. 644. 
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the texts themselves portray this concept. For the Pāśupatasūtra this is possible only 

from context, as the sūtra-style of the text means it is necessarily concise and 

contains little self-explication. Various actions are prescribed which make an initiate 

seem mad to the outside world. One of these may be a particularly significant 

indicator of how madness was conceived of in this text; namely, that an initiate 

should act like a preta (ghost, spirit) while wandering like an unmatta (a madman). A 

preta can be one who is deceased, an evil being, or the spirit of a dead person 

(especially before funeral rites are performed).11 In this last case, a preta is often a 

pesky being whose funeral rites are either inadequately performed or have not yet 

been completed, the result of which is the preta antagonizing or provoking family 

members or friends until the situation is ameliorated. Thus this instruction may 

reflect a connection between the behaviors of madmen and pretas; both can be 

expected to behave in undesirable and perhaps antagonistic ways. According to 

Kauṇḍinya, preta refers not to a dead person, but to a particular type of man who is 

covered in ashes and dirt, has grown out hair and nails, and who is deprived of all 

saṃskāras.12 In any case, it is significant that preta and unmatta are linked and 

certain resonances of each may inform the definitions of the other in significant 

ways.  

 For a more explicit discussion of what is meant by madness in these texts, we 

can look to the Pañcārthabhāṣya. While this text is later than the Pāśupatasūtra and 

Kauṇḍinya may think of madness differently than his Pāśupata predecessors, his 

gloss of madness is still informative. In his commentary on unmatta he quotes from 

another text: 

Five kinds of madness are enumerated, those having the nature of wind, bile 
and phlegm, the fourth is a combination (of the three), and the fifth is (from) 
an injury/attack. 

 
 pañconmādāḥ samākhyātā vātapittakaphātmakāḥ || 

                                                 
11 Monier-Williams Sanskrit Dictionary. Entry: preta, p. 711. 
12 Pañcārthabhāṣya (PBh) 3.11. Pāśupatasūtra Pañcārthabhāṣya (Delhi: Pratibha Prakashan, 1998). p. 
57. 
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 caturthaḥ sannipātastu abhighātastu pañcamaḥ ||13 
 
 Where this quote is drawn from is not made clear, however, it is significant 

that Kauṇḍinya quotes a text that emphasizes a nija-type unmatta, a type of madness 

that results from internal imbalance. In the Caraka Saṃhitā the nija-type unmatta is 

caused by an imbalance of bodily doṣas. The other main type of madness in the 

Caraka Saṃhitā, the one that is not recognized by Kauṇḍinya in this passage, is 

āgantu, which is caused by possession.14 Though Kauṇḍinya also describes 

abhighāta, some sort of blow or injury, as another cause of madness and further 

elaborates on how one should behave to achieve the look or mannerisms of a 

madman, he does not mention anything about possession as being a cause of 

madness. It may be that he chose not to mention it, or it may be that he did not 

recognize possession as a cause for madness. Furthermore, he may have omitted it 

because for the Pāśupatas, the practice of acting mad is meant to attract scorn from 

society and is a way of concealing their religious powers and asceticism. If 

pretending to be mad also meant pretending to be possessed by a deity of some kind, 

it is possible that they would not be met with scorn, but with awe and respect, an end 

counterproductive to their goals. Perhaps the recognition of this kind of possession 

posed too much of a theoretical problem for Kauṇḍinya and thus he ignored it 

altogether. In any case, we know at least that madness was recognized in this 

commentary as a state that could be caused by an imbalance of the doṣas. Having 

considered some of the possible nuances of the term in these texts, I will now 

examine what role unmatta plays in Pāśupata philosophy. 

 

Disguised Identities and Provoking Censure 

Here I will focus primarily on the second stage of the Pāśupata regimen. It is in this 

stage that an initiate goes out into the world, performs offensive acts, and pretends to 

                                                 
13 Pañcārthabhāṣya (PBh) 4.6. Pāśupatasūtra Pañcārthabhāṣya (Delhi: Pratibha Prakashan, 1998). p. 
66. 
14 Gerald James Larson, "Āyurveda and the Hindu Philosophical Systems," Philosophy East and West, 
Vol. 37, no. 3 (July 1987): pp. 246f. 
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be insane. The following are sūtras 3.1 through 3.15 of the Pāśupatasūtra, which 

give an overview of the Pāśupata philosophy on inviting public censure: 

3.1 [He is of] unmanifested marks (avyaktaliṅgī). 
3.2 [He is of] manifested practices (vyaktācāraḥ). 
3.3 Despised (avamataḥ). 
3.4 Among all beings (sarvabhūteṣu). 
3.5 Being insulted he should wander (paribhūyamānaścaret). 
3.6 [He is one whose] Evil deeds are destroyed (apahatapāpmā). 
3.7 Because of the censure of others (pareṣām parivādāt). 
3.8 He gives (his) evil deed to them (pāpaṃ ca tebhyo dadati). 
3.9 And he takes their good deed (sukṛtaṃ ca teṣāmādatte). 
3.10 Because of that (tasmāt). 
3.11 He should wander like a ghost (pretavaccaret). 
3.12 Or he should snore (krātheta vā). 
3.13 Or he should tremble (spandetā vā). 
3.14 Or he should limp (maṇṭeta vā). 
3.15 Or he should play the lecher (śṛṅgāreta vā). 
3.16 He should act like that [i.e. improperly] (api tad kuryāt). 
3.17 He should speak like that [i.e. improperly] (api tad bhāṣet).15 
 

At this point in the Pāśupatasūtra two important aspects of Pāśupata practice 

become evident. First, an ascetic’s true identity must be disguised and second, these 

actions are clearly meant to invite the scorn of society. The language of the first two 

sūtras, 3.1 and 3.2, is markedly similar to a prescription in the Vasiṣṭha Dharmasūtra 

regarding disguise.  Here is the passage: 

avyaktalingo 'vyaktacarah  || 18 ||  anunmatta unmattaveṣaḥ  || 19 ||  
He [a mendicant] should display neither the emblems of his state nor 
his way of life and, although he is not mad, give the appearance of 
being mad.16 

 

It is clear that in both of these contexts an intiate should discard all of his 

sectarian marks and wander in the world, his status as an ascetic unrecognizable. 

These similarities indicate that at least some of the practices of the Pāśupatas predate 

the Pāśupatasūtra. This is also an indication that many groups of ascetics may have 

been drawing on a larger cultural framework that considered disquising ascetic status 
                                                 
15 Pāśupatasūtra (PS) 3.1-3.17. Pāśupatasūtra Pañcārthabhāṣya (Delhi: Pratibha Prakashan, 1998). 
pp. 53-59. 
16 Vasiṣṭha Dharmasūtra 10.18-19. trans. Olivelle. (Delhi: Motilal, 2000).  
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(and also the pretense of madness) as some kind of ideal for a renouncer or 

mendicant. 

Furthermore, the above sūtras show the importance of inviting censure from 

society. By provoking this scorn, an ascetic brings dishonor upon himself, the 

endurance of which is a Pāśupata ideal.17 In sūtras 3.6 through 3.9 we see the 

mechanism by which this takes place. An ascetic not only loses his pāpa, or sin, by 

engaging in this practice, but he gives it to others, thus making this practice a 

distinctly selfish one. The liberation and spiritual progression of the initiate is 

dependant upon the spiritual regression of the uninitiated. The practice seems even 

more sinister when one considers that this transfer is only possible through trickery; 

an initiate’s status as an ascetic is disguised and so the person who censures the 

ascetic actually believes him to be a lecher, or a daytime sleeper, or a madman. There 

is apparently no fault in assaulting these people if they actually are these things; it is 

false accusation that causes the merit to be transferred. I will return to this below, but 

for now let us note the other practices recommended in this section of the 

Pāśupatasūtra, which, as opposed to disguising ascetic identity, are unique to the  

Pāśupata regimen.  

The sūtras quoted-above instruct the mendicant to perform various acts 

including snoring, trembling, limping, making amorous gestures towards women, 

and behaving and speaking improperly. At this point it is not explicitly stated that an 

initiate should act like a madman. Still, certain of these recommended actions are 

clearly recognizable as those of a madman. In descriptions of madness in the Caraka 

Saṃhitā, improper or erratic speech and actions are symptoms of āgantu madness.18 

Furthermore, in the Nāṭyaśāstra, a text on the dramatic arts, a person wanting to play 

a character who is unmāda is described as one who is doing the following things:  

Without cause laughing, crying, calling out, chattering unrestrained, lying 
down, sitting, running, dancing, singing, reciting texts, scattering ashes and 

                                                 
17 Minoru Hara, "Transfer of Merit in Hindu Literature and Religion," in Pāśupata Studies, ed. Jun 
Takashima, 105-138 (Vienna: Motilal, 2002), p.130. 
18 Caraka Saṃhitā 6.9.20, trans. Priyavrat Sharma, vol. 2 (Varanasi: Chaukhambha Orientalia, 1983), 
p. 162f. 
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dirt about, wearing grass, leftover sacrificial garlands, ragged clothing, 
bark...19 
 

Though some of the characteristics vary, these texts clearly suggest that certain 

behaviors were recognizable as those of a madman.  

Over the past fifty years various scholars have offered explanations for these 

practices. Ingalls suggests some of these behaviors (playing the lecher, acting and 

speaking improperly) have their origins in the beast vows described in the Jaiminīya 

Brāhmana, while other behaviors (trembling, falling down) are marks of a person 

possessed, taken from shamanistic traditions.20 This intricate relationship between 

madness and possession is also attested in the medical texts, as we saw above. If 

Pāśupatas were aware that madness was sometimes believed to be caused by 

possession, in choosing to pretend to be mad, it follows that they might also be 

choosing that others recognize them as possessed. This seems significant because 

possession can lead people to fear a person, but can also provoke a certain degree of 

reverence and awe. If it was the case that madmen were largely avoided or 

considered a nuisance by sane members of society—and in some legal literature this 

seems to be the case21—then it might be that mendicants pretended to be mad to 

distance themselves from society, even if it landed them in the same boat with people 

who were possessed.  

 

Merit Transfer and the Pretense of Madness  

It is not until chapter 4 of the Pāśupatasūtra that it is expressly stated that the 

various actions prescribed in chapter 3  

(hiding one’s ascetic status and acting out in unconventional ways) are intended to 

give the impression of madness. The first eight sūtras of chapter 4 are as follows:  

                                                 
19 Naṭyaśāstra (NŚ) 7.83, quoted in Weiss, Critical Study of Unmāda, pp. 35-36. I have amended the 
translation of kucela to “ragged clothing” and cīra to “bark.” 
20 Ingalls, Cynics, p. 295. 
21 See for example Āpastamba Dharmasūtra 2.11.9, 2.14.1 trans. Olivelle. (Delhi: Motilal, 2000). 
Also, Mānava Dharmaśāstra 8.163 trans. Olivelle, 2004. Madmen are to be avoided on the road, they 
cannot take part in legal transactions, they cannot legally inherit, and they are often grouped with 
drunkards.   
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4.1 ‘Secret knowledge’ This [sūtra] is made manifest for the purpose of an 
eternity of asceticism (gūḍhavidyā tapānantyāya prakāśate). 
4.2. Being one of concealed vows (gūḍhavrataḥ). 
4.3  Being one whose pure speech is concealed (gūḍhapavitravāṇiḥ). 
4.4 Having concealed all means (sarvāṇidvārāṇi pidhāya). 
4.5 By his intellect (buddhyā). 
4.6 Like a madman, he should wander in the world alone (unmattavad eko 
vicareta loke). 
4.7 He should accept food that is prepared and offered 
(kṛtānnamutsṛṣṭamupādadīta). 
4.8 Other people think thus “He is a lunatic and stupid” (unmatto mūḍho 
ityevaṃ manyante itare janāḥ).22 

 

In this section the prescription to wander like a madman is made explicit. It is 

now clear that the actions described in the previous section are all intended to give 

the outside world the impression that the ascetic is no ascetic at all, but rather a 

madman exhibiting various inappropriate qualities.23 In the sūtras from chapter 3, we 

are told why such behaviors are appropriate for a Pāśupata initiate: by doing these 

acts he trades in his pāpa for sukṛtya, his evil deeds for merit. Transfer of merit via 

madness in this context seems to be a fairly elaborate process. 

 As is clear from Pāśupatasūtra 3.1 and 4.1-4.5, in order for this practice to be 

effective, the mendicant must conceal his identity, particularly, his identity as a 

Brahmin ascetic.24 Having concealed his motives and his way of life, the Pāśupata 

does various inappropriate acts and is insulted as a result. In being insulted, he gains 

a higher level of spiritual purity. This attatinment of a higher leve of purity is 

possible only because common people do not recognize his true identity. If they did 

recognize him as a Brahmin ascetic they would, presumably, not insult him25 and the 

merit-transfer mechanism would have no way to function. Further, this mechanism 

works because the ascetic is only pretending to do inappropriate acts. If he were 

actually doing these things, those censuring him would not be at fault and would not 

lose their merit to him. Minoru Hara explains: 

                                                 
22 Pāśupatasūtra 4.1-4.8. 
23 Minoru Hara, "Transfer of Merit,” p. 128. 
24 Recall from above that all Pāśupata initiates were Brahmin males.  
25 Minoru Hara, “Transfer of Merit,” p. 131. 



34  Amy L. Hyne 
 

 34 

A careful reader of the Pāśupata scriptures will discern that the 
accusations on the part of the common people against the Pāśupata 
aspirant were false, because the aspirant was only play-acting. The 
aspirant’s ridiculous actions were done on purpose, with the intention 
of arousing feelings of blame and disgust among the common people 
against himself. People considered the aspirant to be a madman and 
regarded him as such, though he was in reality a Brahmin of good 
repute. The accusations of the people were thus false and it was 
regarded as a serious fault on their part that they despised the aspirant, 
who in fact was a Brahmin, totally innocent of blameworthy 
behavior!26 

 

The transfer mechanism draws its efficacy from this act of concealment and 

trickery. The common people lose their merit because of their false speech and the 

ascetic is able to pick it up both because he endures the dishonor of their censure (an 

ascetic practice in and of itself27) and also because he is not guilty of acting 

inappropriately because he is only pretending. While this philosophy seems novel in 

many ways, concepts of merit transfer were already current at this time.28 Further, 

madness as an ascetic practice was also already attested to, as is evidenced by the 

Saṃnyāsa Upaniṣads and the Vasiṣṭha Dharmsūtra mentioned earlier. The Pāśupatas 

integration of these two concepts so that the pretense of madness becomes the 

mechanism through which transfer of merit occurs is, however, unique.  

  

Possibilities for Pretense of Madness predating the Pāśupatasūtra 

It is worth considering here that the Pāśupata practice of feigned madness could 

have, and likely did have, motivations other than merit transfer that predated the 

Pāśupatasūtra. The first indication of this, cited above, is the presence of the practice 

in the earlier Vasiṣṭha Dharmasūtra. As far as we know, the merit transfer system 

elaborated in the Pāśupatasūtra is unique to the Pāśupatas. Though the seeds of such 

a philosophy—the idea that behaving in such a way invites dishonor, for example—

is present at an earlier date, one may safely say that this practice was occurring 

                                                 
26 Minoru Hara, “Transfer of Merit,” p. 131. 
27 Minoru Hara, “Transfer of Merit,” p. 130. 
28 See Minoru Hara, “Transfer of Merit,” all.   
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without the rigid regulations of the Pāśupatasūtra outlining the reasons for its 

efficacy. Another indication we have of this actually comes from the Pāśupatasūtra 

in the form of the presence of madmen-type actions in a Pāśupata stage not explicitly 

designed for merit transfer. Fascinating examples in this vein are sūtras 1.8 and 1.9 

of the Pāśupatasūtra concerning laughter. While still dwelling in a temple, the 

initiate is instructed to do the following: 

One should approach, with laughter, song, dance, making of the sound 
ḍuṅḍuṅ (the sound of a bull), homage, muttered prayers, and offerings, the 
right side of the mūrti (statue/image) of Mahādeva. 
 
hasita-gīta-nṛtya-ḍuṅḍuṅkāra-namaskāra-japyopahāreṇopatiṣṭet || 1.8 ||  
mahādevasya dakṣiṇāmūrteḥ || 1.9 || 29 
 

Kauṇḍinya, the author of the Pañcārthabhāṣya, glosses hasita, or laughter, in 

this passage as aṭṭahāsa, which can mean loud or wild laughter.30 Erratic laughter is a 

common symptom of madness throughout Indian literature. We saw this in the 

descriptions of actors portraying madness from the Nāṭyaśāstra and of courtiers in 

the Mahābhārata.31 This, I believe, is evidence of the pretense of madness in a 

Pāśupata stage not specifically designated for it. This is significant because it shows 

that the practices characterized as “acting like a madman” are not isolated to just one 

part of Pāśupata doctrine. They may in fact be characteristic of the Pāśupata lifestyle, 

just as they may well have been common to the lifestyles of many ascetics of this 

time period and before. The author of the Pāśupatasūtra may have tried to restrict 

these actions to one stage in order to explain or justify these practices that seem to 

flout social convention. If isolated to a single stage, one characterized by its negative 

interactions with the world, the philosophical explanation of merit transfer fully 

accounts for this peculiar practice. This sūtra suggests that the text is not successful 

in isolating this behavior because at least one of the madman-feigning acts can still 

subtly be seen in another stage. In sum, considering the passage from the Vasiṣṭha 

                                                 
29 Pāśupatasūtra 1.8-9. 
30 Pañcārthabhāṣya on Pāśupatasūtra 1.8. 
31 Mahābhārata 4(45)4.30, Trans. and ed. J.A.B. van Buitenen, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1978), vol. 3, p. 31. 
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Dharmasūtra and this sūtra on laughter, it seems highly likely that this practice 

predated the merit transfer explanation laid out in the Pāśupatasūtra. We are then left 

to hypothesize what other factors may have instigated such a practice.  

 

Divine Inspiration: Rudra-Śiva as a Pāśupata Proto-type  

 Though there are many possible reasons why ascetics from different ancient Indian 

traditions would choose to don madness, there is one explanation that may be 

somewhat unique to the Pāśupatas; the pretense of madness could have been 

influenced by or modeled after the behaviors of Rudra-Śiva, the deity to whom the 

Pāśupatas vowed their allegiance. One of the few hymns in the Ṛgveda dedicated to 

Rudra is one in which the first hints of ud + mad as an exhilarated state are 

expressed.32  Further, Śiva is infamous for his unconventional, and sometimes mad, 

behaviors.  David Kinsley states in his article on divine madness that “Śiva...betrays 

strains of uncontrolled wildness on many occasions, quite in keeping with his overall 

nature.”33  He further states: 

The following description is based on Pūraṇic sources, and is not the least 
exaggerated: “He laughs, sings and dances in ecstasy, and plays on a number 
of musical instruments; he leaps, gapes and weeps and makes others weep; 
speaks like a mad man or a drunkard, as also in a sweet voice...He dallies with 
the daughters and wives of the rishis; he has erect hair, looks obscene in his 
nakedness and has an excited look.34 

 

 Many aspects of the above description remind us of the tenants of the 

Pāśupata tradition. Of course, one must be cautious in making this comparison for it 

can be argued that Śiva did not have such a reputation before the Purāṇas which are 

likely much later than the other materials examined in this study. However, it must 

be remembered that while the Pāśupata tradition is associated with Śiva, and 

Lakulīśa said to be an avatar of him, the Pāśupatasūtra names Rudra as its deity. The 

connections, intricacies, and differences between Śiva and Rudra are far beyond the 

                                                 
32 Ṛgveda 2.33.6.  
33 David Kinsley, “Through the Looking Glass: Divine Madness in the Hindu Religious Tradition,” 
History of Religions, 13.4 (1974): p. 274. 
34 Kinsley, “Looking Glass,” p. 274, quoting Rao. 
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scope of this study, but suffice it to say that Śiva was an epithet of Rudra as early as 

the Vedas and the deity Śiva from classical Hinduism is believed to have grown out 

of and to have taken over many of the characteristics of Vedic Rudra. Also, Rudra, 

however scant references to him are in the Vedas, is known as the “Howler,” a wild 

and crude deity.35 Thus, the following argument holds regardless of whether Śiva 

was seen as wild during this time period. 

 Perhaps it was the case that these ascetics were mimicking their master 

(Rudra-Śiva) in devotion to him when Lakulīśa formalized the tradition in the 

Pāśupatasūtra. Then Kauṇḍinya, further elaborating on the Pāśupatasūtra in the 

Pañcārthabhāṣya, gave an interpretation of these practices that was even more 

philosophical. Not wanting to conform to the Brahmanical religious structures of the 

time and recognizing the need to provide a philosophical foundation that would 

outshine the doctrines of other ‘heretical’ traditions that were gaining momentum,36 

Kauṇḍinya attributes a philosophy to these practices that includes a substantial merit-

transfer spin on practices that could be seen as solely for the purpose of courting 

dishonor. Thus the new, or let us say adapted, philosophy of the Pāśupatasūtra may 

have been essential to initiates for practical reasons like systematizing their practices 

and preserving their traditions. It provided a framework in which pretending to be 

mad could continue to be an acceptable form of ascetic practice despite the changing 

social and religious climate; it ensured that the Pāśupatas could compete or at least 

legitimate their practices when compared with other, more philosophically-based 

traditions like Sāṃkhya-Yoga.  

 

Conclusions 

Though specific instances of madness in ascetic practice would need to be evaluated 

individually, I suspect that some of the motivations and explanations discussed in this 

study may be found in traditions outside of India. The association of madness and 

                                                 
35 David G. White, personal communication. Religions of India course, University of California Santa 
Barbara, September 27, 2005. 
36 For discussion see Minoru Hara, Pāśupata Studies, 2002, pp. 17-31, 153-154. 
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ascetic practice is certainly not unique to this context. After all we are all only human 

and it would make sense that certain physical and mental practices, whatever the 

philosophy surrounding them, would yield similar results. Further, it may be that 

certain human conditions, like madness, were received in similar ways in different 

societies thus encouraging people who are interested in the same kinds of practices 

and goals, in this case religious ascetics, to engage with this condition.        

As we saw briefly toward the beginning of this study, the pretense of madness 

is a practice found in many of the world's religious traditions. The philosophies of 

these groups are varied, their geographies are distant, and as far as time is a concern, 

many of theses groups flourished ages apart. It seems we must then look beyond each 

tradition’s own interpretations for the basis of these actions. I believe a good place to 

start is to look at how actual madmen were dealt with in their culture-specific 

contexts and how one was set to lose or gain by being in this altered state. Having 

done this for multiple locations, it would be interesting see what kinds of patterns 

emerge. I suspect such a project would greatly inform our ideas on the goals and 

motivations of ancient, and perhaps medieval and modern, ascetic practice. It may 

also inform our ideas on the limits of our own human condition; for madness, 

however it is culturally defined, can be found everywhere.     
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Abstract 
Although now pitched as low status wandering comics, contemporary bhānḍs who are 
widely dispersed in India and Pakistan claim prestige from the courts of Hindu and 
Muslim kings and rulers (ca. 1206-1857), where, like the jesters and fools of European 
medieval courts, they profess to have served as entertaining compatriots to the powerful. 
The bhānḍs, however, appear seldom in court literature and lack permanent association 
with powerful kings in popular lore. In medieval poetry, colonial ethnography, 
travelogues, and tales reported by contemporary bhānḍs, there are occasional references 
to anonymous bhānḍ performers in the presence of Delhi Sultanate rulers (1206-1526), 
Mughal emperors (1526-1857), kings, nawabs (governors and aristocrats), soldiers, rich 
nobles and also the general public. By drawing upon these surviving bhānḍ anecdotes I 
illustrate that the bhānḍ was not contained by the high structures of power, but rather 
exceeded regal parameters to construct a trope that performed on the thresholds of 
multiple power constructs: kingship, social etiquette, religion, the economy and the 
judicial system. This mobility and capacity to deconstruct numerous hierarchical 
structures makes these performers function in the same way as the contemporary 
Pakistani bhānḍ Munir Hussain (b.1949) asserts, are "kings without fanfare" (2007).  
 
 

Introduction  

Bhānḍs are currently found in areas of India and Pakistan, and in each region are 

characterised by distinct performance techniques. In Indian Rajasthan they figure as solo 

and duo comic performers and the art is coupled with bahurupiya (impersonations) 

(Emigh 1986), and in Indian-administrated Kashmir full play troupes called bhānḍ ̣

pather enact farcical dramas (Kemmu 2007). In India (Bajwa 2009) and Pakistan's 

Punjab they feature most prominently as a comic male duo at marriages (of the lower 

middle class and the political elite), offering an improvised repertoire of socio-political 

jokes, often at the expense of the wedding guests (Pamment 2008). In all these 

contemporary sites, bhānḍs deploy humour to deliver incisive critique at power, and 
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though pitched as low social status performers, trace their lineage back to the powerful 

courts of medieval India, where they are thought to have enjoyed salubrious patronage 

and high status.1 It is generally believed that with the collapse of courtly rule and onset 

of British colonialism (1858) bhānḍs lost their courtly positions and thus their status, but 

evidence suggests they have always shifted between high and low status positions. 

 William Willeford noted European court fools, “generally lack the kind of fully 

established personal and social identities that can be made subjects of biography and 

history” (1969: xix). Similarly, bhānḍs are historically obscure, and this has led to a 

great deal of speculation. As such, Sharar (ca.1913) propounds that bhānḍs were 

established entertainers as early as fifty-eight century BCE, albeit on no clear evidence. 2 

While the form points to a long tradition with precedents in the Sanskrit satirical comic 

monologues (the bhāṇa plays, ca. 280 BCE to 550 CE), these literary samples offer only 

traces of the bhānḍs' otherwise oral improvisatory play that characterizes cotemporary 

performances.  

 The earliest historical reference to bhānḍs I have been able to find only goes back 

to the fourteenth century. In the ethnography The Tribes and Castes of the North-Western 

Provinces and Oudh (1896), William Crooke claims that one of the endogenous castes of 

bhānḍ performers “trace their origin to the time of Tamarlane [Timūr, 1336-1405]. One 

Sayyid Hasan is regarded as the founder of the caste” (1896: 275). Crooke claims that 

Sayyid Hasan was a humorous courtier to Emperor Timur. After the Emperor lost his 

son, he reportedly went into a period of mourning for twelve years; Hasan composed a 

humorous poem in Arabic to cheer the king up. Timur subsequently awarded Hasan with 

the title of bhanr (i.e. bhānḍ) (Crooke 1896: 275). Although we have no further details to 

support this particular claim made by Crooke of nineteenth century bhānḍs, other 

historical evidence points to the fact that bhānḍs were in existence in the fourteenth 

century. Describing Sultan Muhammad bin Tughluq's (r.1325-1351) “reckless” 

behaviour, Ziá-ud-din Barni (1285-1357) in Tárikh-i-Firōs Sháhi (Firoz Shah's History, 

1357) notes the Sultan “made a Gujarátí, named Tauba, supreme in his palace, and this 

low-born bhānḍ would call the nobles by the name of wife or mother, would defile and 

befoul their garments, and sometimes made his appearance in company stark naked, 
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talking obscenity” (Barni [trans. Elliot] 2009: 218). This description of a Gujarati bhānḍ 

is a very different portrayal to the respected Sayyid Hasan of apparently the same 

century.   

 Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi presents a less debauched image of bhānḍs in the Ain-e-Akbari 

(Chronicles of Akbar’s reign [ca.1556-1605]), listing them as types of entertainers at 

court. In a brief line Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi describes, “The bhānḍ play the duhul and tala 

[portable drums and different beats], sing, dance and mimic men and animals” (Abul 

Fazl ‘Allāmi [trans. Jarrett] 1948: 272), a statement which, as I will later demonstrate, 

corresponds with bhānḍs acts in the court, in houses of rich nawabs and in the public 

domain. The depiction, however, goes on to state that “they take water and eject it from 

their nose, put steel rods in their mouths down to their bellies, and they eat and eat and 

eject everything back [even food]” (Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi [trans. Fida] 1978: 224).3 While 

such acts are not related to present or past bhānḍ performers, they are indicative of the 

gypsy traditions of the nat (jugglers and acrobats) and bāzigār (acrobats and magicians), 

which may explain the bhānḍs' itinerant roles.4   

These 14th and 16th century records reveal that bhānḍs were differentiated from 

court jesters of the same period like Mullah Nasrudin who is associated with Amir 

Timūr (1336-1405), and Raja Birbal (Mahesh Das) of Emperor Akbar’s court (1556-

1605) (fig.1). These jesters are known to have occupied high positions in the court 

hierarchy, appearing in court chronicles as soldiers and emissaries (Timūr [trans. Elliot] 

2009: 429; Badā'uni [trans. Lowe 1899: 164-5, Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi [trans. Blochmann] 

1873: 330), sanctioned through their purported high status religious identities (Nasrudin 

as a Mullah and Birbal as a Brahman).5 Bhānḍs on the contrary appear only briefly in the 

chronicles, without the persona of social identity within the official hierarchy, and have 

no discernable affiliations with religious groups. While Ziá-ud-din Barni denotes the 

bhānḍ as being low status (i.e. "low-born bhānḍ"), he and Abul Fazl evince that the 

bhānḍs were given high status courtly receptions, without being permanently allied to 

the courts like Nasrudin and Birbal.   
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Fig.1. Court portrait of Raja Birbal (artist unknown), in Album of Portraits of 

Rulers and Courtiers.  1915. (c) The British Library Board.  (Add. Or 4428.) 

 

Other early primary references of the bhānḍ are found in masnavis (couplets) by 

Mullah Ghanimat Kashmiri (Nayrang-i-ishq [New Colours of Love] ca. 1658-1707) [see 

Rahmani 1957: 88] and Mir Hasan Dehlewi (Sihr ul-bayan [The Magic of Expression] 

c.1784). These sources while failing to disclose specific performance episodes depict 

bhānḍs as essential entertainers at mehfils (courtly gatherings) and feasts, which seem to 

have been commonplace between at least the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. 

Performers are reported to have travelled across the country on invitations to different 

courts (Kemmu 2007; Khan 2007), and prominent among these appear to in Delhi 

(Dayal 1986; Mir Hasan 1784), Awadh/Lucknow (Shah 1987:126-7; Rizwi 1957: 40-42; 

Sharar 1860-1926; Kemmu 2007) and the region of Marwar (Singh 1894: 125-6; Emigh 

1986). Specific performance episodes which relate to present practice are detailed only 
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in later accounts (19th century onwards): in tales reported by contemporary bhānḍs, 

colonial ethnography, novels and travelogues.6 Through these records, which lack 

biographic description (and often even names) of particular bhānḍs, we have a number 

of representations of bhānḍs’ acts at court (the earliest example being Jalaluddin Khilji’s 

Delhi court, 1290-1296), to mehfils in the houses of nawabs, and on the streets to 

soldiers and the general public. These anecdotes certainly cannot be trusted as accurate 

historical sources; some recorded 600 years after an incident supposedly occurred. They 

do cohere, however, with the descriptions of bhānḍs by Ziá-ud-din Barni, Abul Fazl 

‘Allāmi, Mullah Ghanimat and Mir Hasan as being partially endorsed by the court and 

part-roving gypsy like minstrels, who featured in the "high" courtly entertainments of 

kings, nawabs and other nobles and also in the "low" public domain.  

These simultaneous traits of jester and gypsy, I believe explains why the bhānḍs 

were not classified by the British when they began to introduce legislation to curb the 

movement of what they considered subversive indigenous "wandering" performance 

groups, like the nat (Criminal Tribes Administration Manual Punjab 1919:9), doms and 

bhats (Standing Order 62, 1944: 3-4), under the Criminal Tribes' Act (1871). The bhānḍs 

were clearly difficult for the legislators to define, as Ibbetson alludes in his survey 

Punjab Castes (also entitled ‘The Races, Castes and Tribes of the People’) in the 1883 

Report on the Census of the Punjab. He writes, that the bhānḍs are, “Like the jester of 

the early English noble, but [bhānḍs] also wander about the country and perform to 

street audiences” (1883: 237). Fuelled with the trickster's ambiguity in his high and low 

appearances, affirmer and denier of his patrons, without fixed allegiances, the bhānḍ 

remained elusive to socio-political categorisation, and as such maintained the freedom to 

perform and critique power in "high" and "low" sites after the collapse of regal 

authority.  

 Critics who try and align the bhānḍ on either side of the status hierarchy will fail, 

as evidenced in Muhammad Hussain Azad's (1830-1910) nineteenth century article 

Kusht Tabiye (Humorous Disposition, in Nairang Khayal [New Colours of Thought] 

1880).7 He declares bhānḍs to be born out of "jhoote" (lies) "zatāl" (crassness) and pits 

them against "hasen-e-adab" (literary humour), which is born out of "sach" (truth) 
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(1998: 173). In a Platonic imaging he offers a genealogy of the two and through which 

asserts that bhānḍs are a bad-asal (poor imitation) of literary humour (fig.2). Azad 

himself was a respectful member of the high-class literati who enjoyed high esteem 

under the powers of the British, and his scathing remarks of the bhānḍs may be 

considered to reflect the views of these high-class groups. He analogises the bhānḍ to 

"the monkey [who] is clever, he jumps around and he imitates" (175), and he even goes 

as far as to, "banish [the bhānḍ] from humanity, because he is out of humanity" (176). 

These undifferentiated qualities of the bhānḍ, however, elide Azad's polarized 

hierarchical structure of "lies" and "truth", underpinned by its primitive and civilized 

designations, when he proceeds to describe the bhānḍs acts:  

Whether you give him a lot of status or you insult him, it is the same for him. He 
can turn a person into a king or respectable person or he can destroy that person 
in a minute. Sometimes he can project absurdity and brainlessness, and 
sometimes he can be very wise and intelligent. He can put a person on a throne 
sometime and make him the richest man, and sometimes he can turn him into a 
beggar. He has this habit of biting the hand that feeds him [...] he doesn't care 
about friend or foe, but makes fun of both [...] There is no morality that can work 
on him nor any moral advice, because he doesn't listen to any moral discourse 
[...] Since he knows nothing but laughter and teasing then he tries to overrule 
everyone else" (trans. Sehbai, 175-176). 
 

In Azad's descriptions, the bhānḍ "overrule[s]" his polarized structure, and emerges as a 

creature of playful ambivalence who throws the categories of status, patronage, loyalty 

and morality into chaos through the indiscriminate powers of laughter. The bhānḍs' 

simultaneous traits of low and high status attributes are further reflected in a rare 

photograph of two nineteenth Marwar bhānḍs (fig.3), which features on the one-hand the 

wry smiling clown (known as the ranga [the colorful] in contemporary performance) 

and the sober straight man (the bighla [colorless]).   
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Jhoote (lie) 

 
Zarafat bad-asal ya naqal yani bahurupiya bhānḍ. 

(Humor such as this is bad imitation or mimicry and is equivalent to the bahurupiya  

and bhānḍ). 

 

 

Sach (truth) 

 
Zarafat-e-asal ya kushatabayi. 

(Real humor or humorous disposition). 

 

Fig. 2. Muhammad Hussain Azad shows the lineage of the bhānḍs and literary humour, 

by drawing their genealogies. (Trans. Pamment, 1999: 176) 

zatāl (crassness)

maskharan divani

(female mad 
clown)

suri mastaan
(rotten one)            

Husen-e-adab (literary 
expression)

Husen-e-bayan (beauty 
of expression)

Khanda jabeeni bibi 
(laughing woman)

Khush taba khavand

(good natured husband)
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Fig. 3. Bhānḍs in Hardyal Singh's, Report on the Census of 1891, Vol. II: The Castes of 

Marwar Illustrated (1894: 76). (c) The British Library Board. (Photo 991/[76]) 

 

Though contemporary bhānḍs claim high status in historical courts, sources 

discussed suggest that by performers playing in high and low status forums transcended 

the hierarchical structures. Unlike the jesters that were allied to particular courts, the 

bhānḍs do not seem to have absorbed any claimants to power, and were not controlled 

by socio-political or moral-religious dictates. Though available sources only allow us to 

judge the historical predicament of bhānḍs as a phenomena rather than as individual 

performers, it appears that bhānḍs by remaining elusive to power definitions and by 

retaining their public performance roles were able to live relatively undaunted by 
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political changes, evidence of which is found in contemporary performance which 

continues to checker status play.  

  

Performing at the Thresholds of Imperial Power  

The bhānḍs' threshold positioning between high and low stats forums, historically as 

well as in the contemporary, endows performers with great communication skills, which 

in turn empowers them to violate hierarchical borders. Singh in his Castes of Marwar 

(1891) describes that the bhānḍs would bring to public sites “satire […] as often of 

mythological fables as the behaviour of their earthly rulers and governors” (1894:25). In 

the earlier period of royalty when kings were projected as embodiments of divine and 

cosmic order, that bhānḍs’ redressed these powers in both private and public sites, 

suggests these performers' unique license. I consider this dialectical movement in three 

examples: the first centres upon of a group of anonymous bhānḍs performing a satire of 

Jalaludin Khilji (1290-1296) in the streets at the time of his reign, the second of an 

unnamed bhānḍ in the court of Bahadur Shah I (1707-1712), and the third around the 

famous bhānḍ Kerela performing at the threshold of Mohammed Shah Rangeela's court 

(1719-1748). 

Dayal [1986] in his Delhi travelogue notes that as street entertainers the bhānḍs 

had great popularity, “The moment people would know that a bhānḍ or bahurupiya was 

in the bazaar, they would all gather around” (327).  Jalaludin Khilji (1290-1296), who 

reigned during the invasion on the Delhi sultanate by Mongol armies was apparently 

popularly regarded as a weak king and a troupe of bhānḍs were found making fun of him 

in the streets. Dayal recounts:  

One of the bhānḍs was in the guise of the king, and the others were mocking the 
gestures of the courtiers. [… They were captured by the king’s guards and 
presented to the king,] the king ordered them to repeat their act]. Since the king’s 
order could not be refused they did exactly what they had been doing in the 
streets. The king was so pleased that instead of punishing them, he gave them 
gold coins and told his guards that this is their profession, and they can caricature 
from the faqir [beggar] to the king (Dayal [trans. Sehbai] 1986: 328).  
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While the guards identify the bhānḍs as a potential threat to the kingdom, the king 

rewards their parody on him, and sanctions them to caricature across the social and regal 

strata. The king seems to implicitly acknowledge the bhānḍs’ subversive forces that are 

beyond his control, and rather than assimilating them as jesters at court or banishing 

them "out of humanity" (Azad 1998: 176), supports their free wanderings.  

Dayal further explains how bhānḍs, by performing in the royal courts and in 

houses of rich ministers, contributed towards power projection (thāt bhāt): that the 

powerful “loved to see their own projection” (327). As noted by Azad, the bhānḍs 

delivered a rather precipitous projection: they could increase their patrons' status, or 

diminish them in an instant. As illustrated in the Jalaludin Khilji episode, if the bhānḍs 

were ever to further his positive projection, it is only after first diminishing his regal 

position, and prompting him to enact fair justice. The bhānḍs' sublime play with 

projection is symbolically illustrated by an anonymous bhānḍ who reportedly appeared 

at the court of Bahadur Shah I (1707-1712). The bhānḍ, having a very ugly face, 

repulsed the ruler so much that the king ordered the man to be hung the next morning. 

Ushering the bhānḍ to the gallows, the king exclaimed: 

How ugly is his face, God knows whether I’ll have my next meal or not. The 
 bhānḍ  respectfully replied [...] my lord, today you saw my face and started 
 worrying about your next meal, what about me. I have seen your face and I 
 have got the gallows  (Dayal [trans. Sehbai] 1986: 332). 

 
The bhānḍ’s frankness is uninhibited: for he has nothing to lose (neither his position, nor 

even his life which already hangs in the balance). For the Emperor, the ugly bhānḍ may 

be considered a reflection of the fearful face of the world outside of the court. He 

appears as "the shadow" that the magnificent must confront. The ruler’s agency, 

expressed by the king’s power over the bhānḍ’s life, is undercut by the bhānḍ’s wit. 

Inverting the gaze, the bhānḍ transfers his own ugliness to the king, which prompts the 

king to reflect on his own ethics of rule. The ability of the bhānḍ to make laugh helps the 

king to recognise his folly.  The ruler has forgotten the welfare of his subjects of whom 

the bhānḍ stands as representative.   
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  Bhānḍs may directly bring their kings into the public realm. In the following 

example the famous 18th century Delhi bhānḍ Karela (named also in Singh 1894: 126 

and Dayal 1986: 326) symbolically performs on the threshold of the court: 

The first well-known bhānḍ in Delhi was Karela [prickly cucumber], who lived at 
the time of Mohammed Shah [1719-1748 though an emperor, India had begun to 
fragment into regional rulers, dwindling his powers]. Becoming annoyed for 
some matter, [the king] gave orders that all the bhānḍs should be expelled from 
his dominion. The next day, when the king was out with his cortège, the sounds 
of dhols [drums] and the singing of bhānḍs became audible overhead. The king, 
amazed, looked up and saw that the Karela and some of the other bhānḍs had 
climbed on top of a date palm and were beating drums and singing. The king 
halted the cortège and said, ‘what impudence is this? Why have my orders not 
been carried out?’ Karela replied, ‘Mighty king, the whole of this earth is under 
your control and there is nowhere left for us to go so we thought of seeking a 
place in the regions of the atmosphere and this is our first stage.’ At this answer 
the king and his companions had to laugh and the bhānḍs were pardoned (Sharar 
2001: 143-4).  
 

Karela issues critique to the king in the public: he defies the king’s order of banishment 

and reminds him of ‘higher’ states beyond his control (fig. 4). As the king joins the 

bhānḍ in acknowledging the joke, the boundaries of power hierarchy are temporarily 

dissolved.   

 

Fig. 4. Karela bhānḍ and Mohammed Shah Rangeela by Firozi. From Dayal's Alam 

Mein Intekhab Dill (1986: 326). Permission by Urdu Academy, Delhi. All rights reserved.  
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 By being sited on the margins of the officialdom, bhānḍs are able to create a 

discursive site to critique the king, in public and in private. By negating the king's 

authority, the bhānḍs prompt difficult confrontations, which help reconnect the king with 

his subjects, and generate necessary transformations with a therapeutic effect for the 

king and for the social order. The bhānḍ brings rulers out of the temporal limitations of 

power personae, onto the streets and wins the last laugh. Unlike the jester who gets 

assimilated into the court, the bhānḍ never gets subsumed into the royal world, but as the 

Karela episode exemplifies are free to appear anywhere: even on trees.  

 

De-Powering Multiple Power Constructs 

Imbibed with mobility as conversely insiders and outsiders to the royal paradigm, the 

bhānḍs turn on inversions to question the macro and micro-constructs that constitute 

regal reign, and as such are dramatic agents in the normative world of power. Drawing 

upon the albeit fragmentary accounts of bhānḍs acts, I illustrate how their techniques 

present reversals in four areas of hierarchical power: social etiquette, religion, the 

economy and the judicial system.   

 

Etiquette and Animality  

In the Mughal period, one of the strongest images of power outside of the court was the 

nawabs, paradigms of wealth and aristocratic manners. Mehfils, hosted by a rich nawab, 

were occasions of status display, and apt moments for performers’ interventions. Crooke 

notes a popular (Urdu-Persian) proverb, describing the bhānḍ as essential at 

entertainment as a tiger in the forest (1896: 258), analogous to references in several 

masnavis, which point out the bhānḍs’ revelry.8 As mentioned by poets like Mir Hasan 

(1784: 106) bhānḍs brought a celebratory spirit to such gatherings, jesting, singing, 

offering mimicry (as noted of the bhānḍ Qaim, Sharar 2001: 145), and occasionally 

dancing (Dayal 1986: 329). Sources suggest that like the contemporary bhānḍ, these 

historical bhānḍs were sometimes invited but also appeared uninvited: 

There was a nawab of Guriya (the small pond). A mehfil was going on at his 
house. One bhānḍ came and asked everyone to pay respects. The guests asked, 
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‘for whom?’ The bhānḍ exclaimed, ‘the nawab is coming!’ He opened a cooking 
pot and a big frog jumped out and sat amongst the guests. Then again, the bhānḍ 
said, ‘stand up and pay your respects. Haven’t you recognized? This is the nawab 
of the pond!’ (Dayal [trans. Sehbai] 1986: 332; Sharar 144).9 

 

Because the nobles failed to pay respect to their evening's entertainers, the bhānḍ 

exposes their rude manners, by showing them "proper" etiquette, through a reversal. As 

Bergson notes, “Any incident is comic that calls our attention to the person [i.e. the 

body] when it is the moral side that is concerned” (2004: 22).  Depicting the nawab as a 

frog, the bhānḍ temporarily ruptures the social hierarchy. Equalizing himself with 

authority through laughter, the bhānḍ restores manners as a shared value-system, not 

confined to a privileged few. Like the brief descriptions by Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi and Azad, 

which point out these performers animalised play, by dwelling on the animal in man, the 

bhānḍs and jesters bring equality to hierarchical social systems. Their ribald wordplay 

highlights shallow status displays and restores shared social etiquette. Through these 

techniques of personification, punning and reversals the bhānḍ on the one hand 

highlights social propriety and on the other rejoices in these high status individuals’ 

common natures. 

  

Religiosity and the Real  

The bhānḍs excelled in linguistic revelry, what Mir Hasan described as boliyon (109) 

and is paralleled by contemporary juggat (word play: puns, incongruities, reversals, 

rhymes, double entendres, metaphors, cultural idioms, and unadulterated nonsense [see 

Pamment 2008]).10 This is shown by a group of bhānḍs performing at a mehfil of Nawab 

Abul Rehman (ca.1845, probably in Jhajjar near Delhi). Before the nawab entered, the 

bhānḍs heard gossip spurned by Mufti (a religious leader, the name also denotes 

"freebie") about the nawab’s finances and the guests’ speculations that at the upcoming 

marriage of the nawab’s youngest son he will surely recruit very poor bhānḍs and cheap 

prostitutes. As the nawab entered, the gossip halted and the bhānḍs began their 

performance.  

RANGA. I heard that nawab sahib’s younger son is getting married. 
BIGHLA. Of course. 



Claire Pamment  54 
 

 54 

RANGA. There should be the singing of Mushtri Bhai [a prostitute] at the wedding. 
BIGHLA. Right, but she will not settle [for a fee] less than 5,000 rupees. 
RANGA. Alright, if not Mushtri, then Zohra: she’s equally good but will charge 
less. She might settle for 2,000 rupees. 
BIGHLA. What 2,000 rupees?! No, no, it’s too much. 
RANGA. Then lets call Muni, she’ll charge 500 rupees. 
BIGHLA. That will still be expensive. 
RANGA. Alright, what about Rangeeli? I’m sure she’ll only charge 200 rupees. 
BIGHLA. Can’t we get cheaper than that? 
RANGA. Call Mufti (Dayal [trans. Sehbai] 1986: 326-7). 
 

The two performers expose the nawab’s expiring finances in their bids to find the 

cheapest prostitute to entertain at his son’s wedding, and build up the climax to 

incongruously pin point the religious Mufti as the cheapest prostitute of them all, 

offering a clever pun on his name. The bhānḍs’ final blow comes at the end of the 

performance, whereby as per protocol, the embarrassed Mufti in the audience would 

presumably be expected to issue financial compensation to the bhānḍs and the nawab 

would be compelled to invite them to his son’s wedding, and thus show compensatory 

generosity.  

   

Economy and Miserliness 

As royal patronage began to taper in the British colonial period, the bhānḍs’ knack of 

snapping up money and rewards was misconstrued in ethnological accounts as low and 

parasitic, “They combine the profession of singing and acting with that of begging” 

(Lawrence 1967: 312). Looking at bhānḍs acts amidst royal patronage and in present 

Pakistani contexts it appears that bhānḍs have always possessed great skill at getting 

their audiences to give reward. For the bhānḍs, giving constitutes a key facet of the 

participatory performance: the act of issuing reward (vail) helps project the giver’s 

status, and shows their generosity, while also ensuring their wealth’s broader 

distribution.  

An example of how generosity confers status, is derived from an episode 

recounted by Abul Halim Sharar (1860-1926): 

Some noblemen had given a shawl [to the bhānḍs] as a reward, but the shawl was 
old and worn out. One of the bhānḍs took it in his hands and looked at it 
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carefully, giving his whole attention to it. Another asked, ‘What are you looking 
at?’ The first said, ‘I see something written on it.’ The second asked, ‘Well, what 
is it?’ Putting on his spectacles the first bhānḍ, after much scrutiny, read out with 
difficulty, ‘There is no God but God.’ The other said, ‘Is that all? It is not written 
that Mohammad is his Prophet?’ The answer came, ‘How can it be written that 
Mohammed is the Prophet of God? This thing dates from before our Holy 
Prophet’ (Sharar 2001: 144).   
 

The bhānḍs show up the token gift and feigned generosity of the rich noblemen. By 

deconstructing the speck of dirt on the ragged shawl, the bhānḍ plays fictive time of the 

unknown (pre-Mohammad) against real time of revelation (post-Mohammad). In this 

liminal space, he uses cultural allusions of religious exclusivity, to make his own 

revelation: the noblemen’s miserly offering.  

 Bhānḍs in past and contemporary performance rarely draw upon religion except 

to remind their patrons of their less than pious offerings. In an interesting counter to 

their being described as beggars, the last nawab of Awadh, Wajid Ali Shah (r.1847-

1856) notes that if a patron were to put, "even a thousand rupees in front of them and ask 

[bhānḍs] to perform and forget about prayer time they would never accept" (Shah 

1987:126-7, qtd. in Rizwi 1957: 40).      

 

Absolute Law and Scatology  

In the face of rigid absolutes that attempt to impose a hierarchical logic, the bhānḍs and 

jesters triumph in man’s baser nature, which are great equalizers. In this exchange 

between a Rajasthani bhānḍ and the Raja, the bhānḍ exchanges his face with his bottom 

to make his point: 

A bhānḍ in Jaipur had fallen out of favor with his Raja and been told never to show 
his face to the ruler again. After he departed in shame, a great procession was 
scheduled out of Jaipur. The bhānḍ coated his buttocks with wheat powder, 
stationed himself on a hill at the front of the crowd, and bent over, exposing his 
rear as his monarch paraded by. When asked to explain this extraordinary 
behavior, the bhānḍ said that he felt an overwhelming desire to present himself and 
pay proper homage to his king, but alas, since he was forbidden to show his face, 
what else could he do? He was immediately restored to favor (Emigh 1986: 104). 
 

Making literal the Raja’s injunction to not show his face, the bhānḍ mischievously 
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projects the lower strata, to overturn the king’s lofty mandate.    

 

Conclusion 

Bhānḍs through their ephemeral oral performances challenge attempts to pin down their 

history. They leave only fragmentary traces in historical sources spanning the 14th- 19th 

centuries, which illustrate their mobility in performing at court and highbrow 

entertainments, and also public sites. That bhānḍs were not contained by power 

structures, explains their survival. Their liminal placement allows the king to see himself 

beyond shallow power structures, and at the same time, perpetuates the bhānḍs' ability 

to rebuttal multiple expressions of power. While there is no evidence to support 

contemporary bhānḍs' assertions of historic high status positions at court, bhānḍs are 

frequently found showing their patrons that status is never fixed but performed, and as 

such destabilize essentialist hierarchical definitions. Free of the baggage of power props, 

the bhānḍs bring humour to multiple sites and in the process overrule lofty constructs, 

re-affirming Munir Husssain's claim that bhānḍs have always been “king[s] without 

fanfare” (2007), forging spaces beyond mundane authority, as Kerela symbolically 

illustrates. 
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NOTES 

 

1.  Most contemporary Pakistani bhānḍs, interviewed through my 2006-9 fieldwork, 

claim that their forefathers performed for Mughal Kings and powerful rulers, although 

often they failed to provide patrons' names. They describe affinity with Akbar's jester 

Birbal (Khan 2007, Hussain 2007). The bhānḍ Sharafat Ali Khan notes that his ancestors 

had performed for King Mohammad Ali Shah (1837-1842, Khan 2007), the bahurupiya- 

bhānḍ Muhammad Ifikhar claims that his forefathers performed in Raja Ranjit Singh's 

(1780-1939) Lahore court (c. 1802-1839) variously as a bahurupiya and bhānḍ (2009), 

and Munir Hussain describes his father performing for British rulers (2007). 

Contemporary bhānḍs in India claim that their ancestors performed in the Marwar courts 

(Abdul Ameed 2009; see also Emigh 1986) and at Wajid Ali Shah's court (r.1847-1856) 

(Motilal Kemmu 2007).  

 

2.  Sharar (c.1913) attributes the bhānḍs’ “mimicry with song and dance [with] a 

very ancient art in India ...[which] achieved great heights at the court of Raja Bikramajit 

[probably a legendary king attributed to the Gupta period c. BCE 58]” (Sharar 2001: 

144). Motilal Kemmu quotes 10th CE century Abhinavagupta’s short description of a 

dance of bhānḍs as bhānḍ-natyam in which caricature of princes was exhibited (Kemmu 

2007). G.N. Sharma also quotes the Samyaktva of Taruna Prabha Suri (1354), as 

mentioning, "Bhānḍs and troupes of professionals of both sexes performing buffoonery 

and farce, accompanied by music, dance, and dialogue" (Emigh 1986: 4). Evidence for 

all of these statements remains unclear. 

 

3.  I note two translations of Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi's Persian Ain-e-Akbari: the first an 

English translation by Jarrett (1948), and the second an Urdu translation by Fida (1978).  

 

4.  For more information on the nat and bāzigār see Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi ([trans. 

Jarrett] 1948: 273) and Ibbetson (1916: 285). In contemporary performance, bhānḍs 

share affinity with other itinerant forms including bahuripiyas (Emigh 1986; Muhammad 
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Ifikhar 2009; Abdul Ameed 2009), bhats (genealogists) (Abdul Ameed 2009) and 

mirasis (genealogists, musicians and bards) (see Pamment 2008). 

 

5.  Despite Nasrudin and Birbal's religious and social identities in the court hierarchy, 

which distinguish them from the bhānḍs, their legendary stories which are widely 

distributed in popular literature share common motifs with the bhānḍs' acts, and serve to 

collectively illustrate tropes that functioned to destabilise regal authority in the popular 

imagination. While their stories are numerous, for a sample, see Aziz (1991), Shah 

(2007), Birbal nama (1895), Mahanarayan (1888), Narayan (1888). 

 

6.      Bhānḍs are briefly mentioned in the following 19th century Urdu novels: Nazir 

Ahmed’s Fasana-e-Mubtala (The Story of an Afflicted Person, 1885, see Oesterheld 

2004:174) and Rattan Nath Shar’s Fasana –e-azad (The Stories of Azad, ca. 1878-1885) 

which describes bhānḍs as naqaal (imitators) (see Rahmani 1957: 88).  

 

7.         I'm grateful to Mohammad Navid for drawing my attention to this  

reference.     

 

8.  Crooke quotes an Urdu proverb, “Mahfil viran jahan bhanr na 

bashad; jangal viran jahan sher na bashad” (Crooke 258). 

Mir Hasan in Masnavi Sihr ul-bayan (1784) writes, “Kiya bhānḍ aur 

bhagatiyon ne hujoom, Hui aahe aahe mubarak ki dhoom" (The bhānḍs 

and bhagats [devotional performers, singing praises to Krishna while 

assuming different guises and mimicry, see Abul Fazl ‘Allāmi trans. 

Jarrett 1948: 273] gathered and thronged with congratulations, 106). 

 

9.  The same antics of bhānḍs are attributed to different performers in different 

places, offering little historical authenticity. Here, Sharar describes this incident 

pertaining to Lucknow and Dayal to Delhi. 
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10.   Hasan in Masnavi Sihr ul-bayan (1784) writes,"Kaheen bhānḍ aur boliyon ka 

saman” (Somewhere was the vision of bhānḍs with their speech and singing [juggats], 

109). 
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In 1796, British physician Edward Jenner developed the first smallpox vaccine, 

made from the related cowpox virus. Earlier preventative measures relied on 

inoculation with actual smallpox, but Jenner’s method was far safer while offering 

the same effectiveness. However, it would take the better part of the next two 

centuries to eradicate the disease. 

Two years later, the city of Philadelphia was in the throes of its second 

serious yellow fever outbreak in less than a decade. Unlike smallpox, treatment for 

yellow fever was, by comparison, experimental. In fact, the most prominent 

medical practitioner in the city recommended a course of bleedings, a treatment that 

may indeed have killed more patients than if the disease had been left untreated. 

Other methods of treatment proved better, but unlike smallpox, yellow fever is still 

incurable. 

Japan underwent a small, but significant, scientific revolution during the 

eighteenth century. While America and Europe both explored ideas of the 

Enlightenment, Japan had its first significant contact with European learning. 

Although European contact was strictly monitored, the medical practices of the 

Dutch were officially sanctioned by Japan’s Tokugawa shogunate. 

This paper compares the understanding and treatment of epidemic disease in 

Japan and America in the eighteenth century. The role of the environment (or 

landscape), both natural and built, in transmission of disease or in its curative 

power is examined, as is a comparison of medical practices in use at the time in 

both regions and the effectiveness of these practices. Often overlooked, politics has 
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influenced the transmission of disease and is afforded space here as well. Both 

Western medicine and the aggregate that is Japanese medicine were limited by the 

available knowledge of the time. By historicizing these diseases and the methods 

used to treat them, this paper avoids the pitfalls of drawing conclusions based on 

later knowledge. 

The settings for epidemic disease are varied. The environment (or 

landscape) does indeed influence the power of disease. For an epidemic to occur, a 

disease must have an origin and a destination. The environmental requirements for 

smallpox and yellow fever are vastly different, although the potential result of 

contracting either disease, death, in the eighteenth century could indeed be too 

similar for comfort. 

Alfred Crosby and other historians have duly noted that transporting plants, 

animals, and pathogens from their place of origin to new locales has negative 

effects on both the indigenous populations and the environments of these new 

locales. These “invaders” displace native species, including humans, and establish 

themselves in their place, eventually remaking the ecosystem.1 In North America, 

the newly arrived pathogens–typhus, dysentery, smallpox, and yellow fever to 

name a few–contributed to what has become known as “virgin soil epidemics.” 

Smallpox decimated the native people of Mexico when the Spanish arrived 

in the sixteenth century. Seventeenth-century English settlers in New England and 

Virginia brought the same devastation to Native American populations in those 

regions. Indians in the Great Plains of North America were similarly affected in the 

eighteenth century. Smallpox was not the only non-human foreign invader brought 

to North America by Europeans: domesticated animals, particularly cattle and 

swine in the case of New England, remade the landscape in their efforts to find food 

                                                 
1. See Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). Crosby was the first to posit this thesis. 



Epidemic Disease East and West 65 

and ruined the ecological balance that Native Americans relied upon for their 

subsistence.2 

What role did the built (read: man-made) environment (or landscape) play in 

the transmission of yellow fever and smallpox? Both Gregg Mitman and Linda 

Nash have argued that human alteration of the environment has played a significant 

role both in reducing the effects of some pathogens while simultaneously creating a 

new set of health issues.3 Both Mitman and Nash focus their research in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the eighteenth century however, environment 

plays a much smaller part in the discussion. Human ability to alter the landscape 

has existed for thousands of years, but to the extent that severe (read: inherent 

possibility of death) health issues are created by doing so is a much more recent 

phenomenon. It could be argued that a water barrel used to carry fresh water on an 

overseas voyage, and thus providing the perfect breeding ground for the mosquito 

                                                 
2. Cronon, William. Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1983). 129. Although Cronon points to the English settlers’ penchant for 
fencing off land for their livestock, here he stresses the ability of both pigs and cattle to graze 
unfettered. 
3. See Gregg Mitman, Breathing Space: How Allergies Shape Our Lives and Landscapes (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2007) and Linda Nash, Inescapable Ecologies: A History of 
Environment, Disease, and Knowledge (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
2006) Of the two, clearly Nash has written the more focused work on the subject. The first chapter 
of Breathing Space is a reworking of an earlier Mitman article, “Hay Fever Holiday,” detailing the 
rise of “asthma resorts” and the assumed health benefits accorded to those who could afford to 
frequent such places. It is a study of economics, race, and class as well as of health and environment. 
It is extremely well written, as is much of the first half of the book. The problem for Mitman, 
however, is he cannot seem to write for a specific audience. In the second half of the book, 
inconsistent language makes it difficult to ascertain if Mitman is writing to historians, historians of 
science, historians of medicine, or environmental historians. Nash, on the other hand, manages to 
maintain a consistent style. Unlike Breathing Space, Nash’s book is chronologically driven: 
Inescapable Ecologies examines California’s Central Valley from the later nineteenth century 
through the present. The built landscape, from railroads to agriculture, forms the backdrop of Nash’s 
text. She deftly weaves in issues of medical practice and sanitation to produce a cohesive narrative. 
While both works cite William Cronon (see above Note 2), neither cites Keith Thomas, Man and the 
Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England 1500-1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983) 
focuses on how man saw himself in relation to nature. According to Thomas, Christianity posited 
that man was free to control nature as he saw fit. However, during the period examined by Thomas, 
this attitude shifted gradually towards a view that nature needed man’s protection and stewardship. 
Thomas also describes the English ideas of enclosure, which informs much of what eventually 
happens to the Central Valley in California. 
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that carries the yellow fever virus, is a man-made landscape. This is a fastidious 

argument, because in reality there was no alternative method for transporting the 

needed drinking water on an eighteenth-century vessel. 

According to Arne Kalland and Pamela Asquith, “Western cultures rooted in 

Christianity seek[ing] to dominate nature whereas the Japanese (and other Asians) 

seek to live in harmony with it,” is a myth.4 The Japanese seem as content as their 

Western counterparts to control nature. Indeed, creating replicas of natural 

landscapes (i.e. bonsai gardens) is part and parcel of experiencing nature firsthand 

in the Japanese view of nature. Moreover, creating natural landscapes, albeit in 

miniature, can indeed be seen as man controlling the natural world. 

Because humans are part of nature in one aspect of the Japanese approach, 

their medical practice has, over the centuries, been reflective of this. Margaret Lock 

provides an excellent overview of the history, as well as the types of Japanese 

medical practice in East Asian Medicine in Urban Japan.5 Of particular significance 

here is Lock’s examination of Shintō medical treatment prior to the sixth century, 

and then the incorporation of Chinese (or as Lock calls it, East Asian) medicine 

with its Confucian-influenced intersection of the body, medicine, and the natural 

world. According to Lock, these two medical systems, along with Western medical 

techniques first introduced by the Portuguese in the sixteenth century, are still the 

dominant methods employed today. 

The Shintō system is one based on the fear of pollution entering the body via 

evil spirits. Contagion was of concern, as was passing disease to offspring via 

heredity. Blood and corpses were thought to be two major sources of pollution and 

                                                 
4. Arne Kalland and Pamela J Asquith. “Japanese Perceptions of Nature: Ideals and Illusions,” in 
Japanese Images of Nature: Cultural Perspectives, edited by Pamela J. Asquith, (London: Curzon 
Press, 1997). 15-16. Kalland and Asquith present the multiple, complex conceptions that inform 
Japanese ideas about nature. 
5. Margaret Lock, East Asian Medicine in Urban Japan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1980). Lock, an anthropologist, presents the history of Japanese medicine as a background for her 
own study. The information is, however, indispensable to historians who lack a background in 
Japanese History, Japanese History of Medicine, or both. 
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therefore must be avoided. Purgative treatments were used “to drive out the 

offending material.”6 As will be seen below, these Japanese methods were similar 

to those used by some physicians in Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemics. 

Menstruating women (blood) were isolated during their monthly cycles, as well as 

those in childbirth (more blood). Once again, these conditions, along with sickness 

and death, were seen as pollutants. Quarantine was an important component of the 

Shintō medical system due to what Lock refers to as the “highly elaborate system of 

avoidance taboos.”7 Here too, the Japanese system has its counterpart in eighteenth-

century Western medicine. In sum, Shintō medical practice seeks to isolate and 

purge, but the sixth century brought a kinder, gentler therapeutic approach in the 

form of Chinese medicine.8 

Chinese (or East Asian) medicine seeks to achieve balance: diet, exercise, 

sleep, and even one’s interactions with others all play a vital role.9 The two-tiered 

concept that man is not isolated from nature and no individual organ or limb of a 

man’s body is seen as isolated from the body as a whole, further informs East Asian 

medicine. It also has a dynamic component whereby outside forces continue to 

influence the body even after treatment has begun.10 This dynamism certainly gives 

the practitioner a potential excuse for why a particular treatment might not have for 

a particular patient at a particular time. However, treatments are not expected to 

render the patient in perfect health, but rather “the best possible adaptation to the 

total milieu.”11 Unlike Shintō practice, treatments are designed to regain the body’s 

balance with itself and nature. Furthermore, treatment regimens, including but not 

limited to massage and acupuncture, are mild when compared to their Shintō 

                                                 
6. Ibid. 25. In Japan, there is continued emphasis today on “regular cleansing” including gargling 
and bathing. 
7. Ibid. 25. 
8. Ibid. 45, 27. 
9. Ibid. 29. 
10. Ibid. 33. 
11. Ibid. 43. 
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counterparts. And finally, unlike Shintō, the patient is not isolated, but seen as part 

of his or her environment and thus should be treated there.12 

As Lock points out, the Chinese and Shintō systems of medicine are not 

mutually exclusive. In fact, they share ideas of disease heredity and external 

causation (but not in the sense that evil spirits are responsible), not to mention 

contagion. Therefore medical practitioners made use of both systems.13 By the 

sixteenth century and the advent of maritime progress, the world was a significantly 

smaller place. Western medicine offered radically new and different views of the 

body insofar as Japanese practitioners were concerned. 

The introduction of Dutch learning to Japan in the eighteenth century 

brought ideas of empiricism to Japanese medicine. Although Japan did not fully 

embrace concepts that Westerners think of as “Enlightenment” ideas until after the 

Meiji Restoration in the nineteenth century, the eighteenth-century Tokugawa 

shogunate allowed the introduction of Western medicine into Japan. 

After acquiring Dutch medical texts and translating them into Japanese, 

physicians had what could easily be called an epiphany. An autopsy showed that the 

inside of the human body was not how it had always been imagined. Rather, organ 

placement was identical to the illustrations and accompanying descriptions in the 

Dutch medical texts. This certainly had repercussions throughout the medical 

community in Japan. However, it must be remembered that these new Western 

ideas were incorporated into Japanese medical practice, augmenting but not 

replacing existing forms. A working knowledge of human anatomy is necessary for 

successful applications of acupuncture, which had its origins in Chinese medicine.14 

                                                 
12. Ibid. 45. 
13. Ibid. 45. 
14. Donald Keene, The Japanese Discovery of Europe (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1969). 
22. On anatomy and acupuncture see Y. Fujikawa, Japanese Medicine, trans. John Ruhräh (New 
York: Paul B. Hoeber, Inc., 1934). 51. Fujikawa describes this as an understanding of anatomy in its 
“external form.” By contrast, he refers to the newly-introduced European form as “scientific 
anatomy.” Fujikawa’s work is, in the strictest and most traditional sense, a history of medicine. It is 
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Although Western medicine in the eighteenth century was a radical 

departure from long-held Japanese theories and practices, it was not what can now 

be considered “modern medicine.” Bloodletting and doses of mercury were only 

two of what are now known to be dangerous and potentially deadly medical 

procedures that were common practice at the time.15 Furthermore, miasma theory, 

the idea that all sickness arose from swamps and fogs (as well as other forms of 

“bad air”), held sway until the end of the nineteenth century.16 

While the Japanese concept of external forces being the cause of epidemic 

disease is correct, Japanese treatment regimens in place in the late-eighteenth 

century were inadequate to stop the spread of smallpox. The Chinese had been 

inoculating against smallpox for centuries, but there is no evidence their technique 

of using ground smallpox scabs almost like snuff was used in Japan. This, of course 

leads to one important question. If Chinese medicine was incorporated into existing 

Japanese techniques as early as the sixth century, why was this important medical 

practice not absorbed as well? According to Ann Bowman Jannetta, it is certain that 

a Japanese smallpox epidemic occurred in 735-737 C.E..17 However, neither she nor 

other historians can answer the question posed above. 

The smallpox virus itself requires close contact to spread, either via close 

physical contact with an infected person or through the air over a short distance 

(like a cough). It can ravage entire populations, but does eventually run out of 

human hosts.18 High mortality rates ensue, but for those who recover, immunity is 

                                                                                                                                               
essentially a list of medical practices and the accomplishments of medical practitioners presented in 
chronological order. 
15. Mercury continued to be used to treat syphilis until the mid-twentieth century. 
16. For an excellent description of late-nineteenth century miasma theory see Linda Nash, 
Inescapable Ecologies, 67. 
 
17. Ann Bowman Janetta, Epidemics and Mortality in Early Modern Japan (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1987). 65. Jannetta offers other earlier possible epidemics, but in because scholars 
disagree, the 735-737 epidemic is used here. 
18. Smallpox only lives in humans. No other animals or plants can harbor the virus. 
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guaranteed. Once the epidemic has run its course, the disease becomes cyclical. 

This accounts for large gaps in epidemic smallpox outbreaks. Only a new, 

unprotected generation within an endemic community can acquire the disease. 

Mortality is, of course, highest among young children during these subsequent 

outbreaks.   

Transmission of smallpox in Japan from one community to another (as well 

as one island to another) has taken several forms. First, visitors from foreign lands 

bring the disease with them from their home. Next, native Japanese from a 

particular island travel abroad and return home with the disease. And finally, 

persons travel within endemic regions of Japan itself and transmit the disease to 

previously uninfected areas. As noted above, European explorers and settlers 

already immune to smallpox brought the disease with them to America and 

decimated native Indian populations with no immunity to the disease. It is here that 

the beliefs of Shintō and Christianity (as a religious imperial force) overlap in 

unexpected, and unintentional, ways.19 

Shintō posits that disease is transmitted via evil spirits. Both the Spanish in 

Mexico and the English in New England saw the decimation of Indians by disease 

as God’s Will. The Catholic conquistadors and their Calvinist counterparts assumed 

divine intervention allowed their respective groups to do with the land what they 

would. Such supernatural beliefs offered an explanation for death of the native 

peoples inhabiting the regions. 

During the Colonial Era and through the American War for Independence, 

smallpox was, it seemed , omnipresent. Medical decisions were designed, for the 

most part, to avoid contracting the disease, although inoculation was certainly an 

option. Again, Shintō ideas can be seen in the medical practices of the West, albeit 

unintentionally. 
                                                 
19. While the Tokugawa shogunate allowed the appropriation of Western medical knowledge, there 
is no evidence the West incorporated Japanese medical practices into their system during the 
eighteenth century. 
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Quarantine was a popular solution to smallpox outbreaks during the 

Colonial Era. Isolation of entire towns was not unusual, nor was informing 

townspeople of infected individuals and keeping those individuals under guard.20 

However, a less controlled form of quarantine also existed–flight. This was, of 

course, not a sanctioned form of quarantine, but an individual one, motivated by 

fear. Desperate to avoid smallpox, citizens often fled their towns. The risk here is 

obvious: fleeing while the virus was in its incubation period could certainly have 

the effect of transmitting it to a new locale.21 

In the early stages of the War of Independence, a smallpox epidemic in 

Boston in 1775 forced quarantine there. General George Washington himself was a 

smallpox survivor. Although General Washington had considered inoculation for 

the troops, he thought the better of it: if one soldier was release too early from the 

inoculation process, he could infect the army.22 Washington instead opted for 

quarantine. 

General Sir William Howe had a much simpler decision during the Boston 

epidemic. Most of the men serving in the British Army had been exposed to 

smallpox in England when they were young. Howe’s plan was simple: he asked 

who had not had the disease and had that small group of soldiers inoculated.23 

Unlike the Japanese, eighteenth-century Americans (and British soldiers 

during the war) had options for smallpox treatment. East Asian medicine stresses 

preventative care, but inoculation was not offered in Japan at the time. It was not 

until the mid-nineteenth century that smallpox immunization was employed.24 

                                                 
20. Elizabeth A. Fenn, Pox Americana: The Great Smallpox Epidemic of 1775-82 (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 2001). 29-30. 
 
21. Ibid. 31. 
22. Ibid. 47. The process of inoculation required a quarantine period of its own. All who were 
inoculated had the smallpox virus, albeit in a mild form. This is precisely why Edward Jenner’s 
vaccine made from cowpox was such an important advancement. 
23. Ibid. 49. 
24. See Brett L. Walker, “The Early Modern Japanese State and Ainu Vaccinations: Redefining the 
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Unlike smallpox, yellow fever was not an issue for eighteenth-century 

Japan. To that end, the focus here will be on late-eighteenth century America, and 

the 1793 yellow fever epidemic in Philadelphia in particular. Yellow fever, like 

smallpox is somewhat seasonal: smallpox thrives in cooler weather when people 

are in closer contact indoors. Yellow fever on the other hand requires a mosquito, 

Aedes aegypti, for transmission, thus warm weather is necessary. It is important to 

note that the cause of yellow fever, a bite by an infected mosquito, was not 

discovered for over a century after the 1793 epidemic. 

The Philadelphia yellow fever outbreak in 1793 was not the city’s first. The 

disease had appeared with some regularity for decades. Like smallpox, yellow fever 

did not discriminate: it was possible for anyone to be bitten by an infected mosquito 

just as anyone could come into contact with the smallpox virus. However, unlike 

yellow fever, smallpox had a medical treatment that had proven efficacy. Yellow 

fever treatments varied and were, for the most part, hit or miss. 

The central figure of the 1793 yellow fever epidemic was Dr. Benjamin 

Rush. If nothing else, Rush wholeheartedly believed in himself and his treatment 

regime. He was unrelenting in his dedication to his patients during the crisis. 

Despite these apparently admirable qualities, many of his patients survived. Rush, 

who was the new nation’s preeminent physician, was trained in Edinburgh, one of 

the best medical schools at the time.25 

Rush was a steadfast in his belief of miasma theory. When the first cases of 

fever appeared, Rush agreed with the analysis of his colleague, Dr. John Foulke. 

According to Foulke, a ship full of refugees from San Domingue also carried a 

                                                                                                                                               
Body Politic 1799-1868.” Past and Present 163 (1999) for a description of the 1857 mass 
immunization during the late-Tokugawa period. 
 
25. For more on the rise of medical education in Scotland see David Hamilton, The Healers: A 
History of Medicine in Scotland (Edinburgh: Mercat Press, 1981), particularly pages 113-26. Here 
Hamilton notes the quick rise to prominence of the medical school in Edinburgh during the early 
part of the eighteenth century. 
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shipment of coffee. The coffee had rotted during the journey and was dumped on 

one of Philadelphia’s wharves where its stench began to disturb the residents of the 

area. Rush was able to link all of his fever patients to the area to the “effluvia” of 

the rotting coffee.26 

Rush also believed the disease was contagious, which it is not. He directed 

the citizens of Philadelphia to leave the city. Many did not, or due to economic 

circumstances, could not. 

There had been cases of what Rush would have recognized as yellow fever 

prior to the dumping of the coffee at the wharf. However, the information did not 

reach him until the fever was in the area for many weeks. Although Rush often 

made misguided medical judgments, surely he would not have linked the coffee to 

the fever.27 

Politics can play as much a part as contagion and human or animal vectors in 

the transmission of disease. As previously mentioned, the coffee was onboard a 

ship carrying refugees from San Domingue. The revolution on the island, now 

known as Haiti, had displaced thousands. Ships arrived daily in Philadelphia. The 

refugees had mentioned fevers throughout the island of San Domingue as well as 

the islands nearby, and Rush first thought the refugees were the source of the 

disease. He was right, but his insistence on a miasmatic cause shifted his thinking.28 

                                                 
26. J. H. Powell, Bring Out Your Dead: The Great Plague of Yellow Fever in Philadelphia in 1973 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1949). 12. Powell’s work, though published in 
1949, is a fine example of social history. He uses a time-limited biography of Benjamin Rush as a 
window into the chaos surrounding the 1793 Philadelphia yellow fever epidemic. However, the book 
is more about people: rich, middling, and poor, white and black, coping with the potential collapse 
of the most important city in America at the time. Powell is even-handed in his treatment of Rush as 
well. He praises Rush for his dedication, but does not hesitate to criticize him either for his 
reluctance to subscribe to a treatment regimen that is far more effective than his own. 
 
27. Ibid. 16-17. 
28. Ibid. 15. For more on politics and the spread of disease see J. R. McNeill, “Ecology, Epidemics 
and Empires: Environmental Change and the Geopolitics of Tropical America, 1600-1825.” 
Environment and History 5 (1999): 175-84. McNeill focuses on the sugar industry in the Atlantic 
World and how during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the process of “putting partially 
crystallized sugar in clay pots” provided a breeding ground for the mosquitoes that carry the yellow 
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Rush was a proponent of bleeding his patients. This was not as radical as it 

may sound today. In fact, it was often used as a prophylactic, and many trained 

physicians, as well as many more untrained ones, used the technique frequently at 

the time. Ridding the body of bad “humours” has obvious parallels to Shintō 

practice in Japan. Most notably, bleeding is an aggressive therapy, and like Shintō 

methods, is designed to drive out the offending illness. 

Rush also used mercury as part of his treatment regimen. Again, this was not 

considered radical, but rather a standard medical course. The ill effects of mercury 

would not be discovered until the mid-twentieth century. 

The problem for Rush, not to mention his patients, was his inability to accept 

new methods of treatment. A French physician based in San Domingue, Jean 

Devèze, who arrived in Philadelphia during the epidemic and was familiar with the 

disease, administered a mild therapy consisting of “stimulants and quinine.” 

Furthermore, unlike Rush, Devèze did not believe the disease was contagious.29 

Devèze and the French medical techniques he possessed were foreign to 

Philadelphia’s practicing physicians. As J.H. Powell has described Devèze, “He 

was an alien in an alien land. The fact that he saved lives where others failed could 

not overcome the suspicion in which he was held” and this success came in a 

climate of “Philadelphia’s coldness to alien cultures.”30 

Devèze’s success put Benjamin Rush ill at ease. Rush wasted no opportunity 

to berate his French rival and his practices. Rush disapproved of the “hot baths, 

                                                                                                                                               
fever virus during the months the pots are empty save for pools of water. McNeill characterizes the 
immense number of British losses during the Haitian Revolution as mostly a result of yellow fever. 
For McNeill, malaria and yellow fever, not smallpox, are the decisive diseases of the American War 
of Independence. When the war moved to the South, British forces with no immunity to fevers 
succumbed to both illnesses. What McNeill fails to mention here is the lack of immunity conferred 
on malaria victims. Furthermore, malaria remains in the body for life and individuals can suffer 
outbreaks at any time. 
29. Powell, Bring Out Your Dead. 162. 
30. Ibid. 170. 
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glisters, nitre, camphor and cream tartar,” and was incensed that “[the French 

physicians] seldom bleed and all of them reprobate mercurial purges.”31 

Given Benjamin Rush’s single-mindedness of medical practice, easily 

summed up with two words, “bleed” and “purge,” it is difficult to conceive that he 

had much in common with the Chinese approach to medicine. However, there are 

striking similarities. While Rush did not necessarily see human beings as a part of 

nature, he did indeed believe that the human body should be viewed as a whole. In 

this system, when one area of the body suffered from illness or injury, so did the 

rest of the body.32 However, Rush’s therapies did not induce equilibrium, and so 

run counter to East Asian techniques. 

Jean Devèze’s use of relatively mild therapies places him firmly within the 

realm of Chinese medical methods. Furthermore, Devéze is clear that man, disease, 

and nature are all related: 

Being in the habit of seeing the diseased, and to observe nature, can 
alone guide the practitioner, and render medicine a really useful 
science, but any one who, seduced by the brilliancy of a system, will 
force nature by the rules of the method he has adopted, he I say, is a 
scourge more fatal to the human kind than the plague itself would 
be.33 
 
Devèze here is attacking Rush and his medical methods. He is also, at the 

same time, insisting on a holistic approach. It is important to reiterate that French 

medical methods were relatively unknown to physicians in the United States, all of 

whom had received training according to Scottish (read: Edinburgh) or English 

(read: London) standards. 

The difficulty faced by Philadelphians during the 1793 yellow fever 

epidemic was to be repeated five years later, in 1798. Once again, deaths from the 

                                                 
31. Ibid. 225. 
 
32. Ibid. 229. 
33. Powell, Bring Out Your Dead. 172. 
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disease were commonplace. Those who could afford to fled to the country. But 

again, economic disparity forced many to stay in the city. Benjamin Rush continued 

to advocate his treatment regimen, and did not relent from his position that the 

disease was a miasma. In this case, history did indeed repeat itself. 

Why did Philadelphians trust Dr. Rush? Although it is a complex question, 

one component of the answer seems clear: he stayed in the city. It was Rush who 

recommended that people leave Philadelphia during the epidemics, yet he 

remained.34 During the 1793 epidemic, he himself had a mild case of the disease. 

He continued to see patients until it was impossible to do so. While bedridden, he 

wrote prescriptions for bleedings and mercury treatments. After recovering, he 

resumed his practice. Rush’s hardheaded approach to medicine made him many 

enemies, but that same quality allowed him to continue to treat his patients. 

Epidemic disease often has its cause beyond human control. No one would 

argue that smallpox was completely preventable prior to the vaccination developed 

by Edward Jenner. It was Jenner’s empirical observation that led to his vaccine. 

Jenner observed that milkmaids developed cowpox (a mild relative of smallpox 

which presents a similar pustular skin infection), during the course of their work. 

To Jenner, it appeared that after being infected with cowpox the milkmaids were 

immune to smallpox. To that end, he infected an eight-year-old boy with cowpox 

and then repeatedly tried to inoculate the lad with smallpox. The disease did not 

appear. Jenner’s findings were published and thus began a process that culminated 

with the eradication of the disease in the late-twentieth century. 

Jenner’s approach, while Baconian, also echoes East Asian medical practice. 

If in the Japanese model the natural world encompasses the man-made (or created) 

as well as the naturally-occurring, then Jenner’s observation of a milkmaid doing 

her proscribed task clearly fit the definition. Her cowpox infection is clearly part of 

                                                 
34. Rush did send his wife out of Philadelphia. 
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nature, as is her resistance to smallpox. Jenner, in the Japanese view, merely 

harnessed nature’s power in developing his vaccine. In sum, Jenner worked with 

nature, taking a holistic approach to the disease. 

During this same period, Japan was introduced to Western medical ideas. 

Those same Baconian powers of observation that Jenner had used entered the 

practice of Japanese medicine.  While still subscribing to ideas of an 

interconnectedness between man and the world, this new-found empiricism 

redefined Japanese conceptions of the human body, correcting misinformation but 

not supplanting all previous medical practice. 

It is clear that epidemic disease and its treatment were unique problems in 

the eighteenth century, both in Japan and America. Ironically, while the Japanese 

accepted Western medicine and eventually incorporated those techniques into 

combating epidemic disease, Americans often found it difficult to do the same. 
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The perceived differences between the sexes in the South Indian state of Kerala manifests 

itself in the public sphere through interaction in homosocial spaces.  In this paper, I will 

provide a brief analysis of homosocial spaces and masculinity in Kerala, India using scenes 

from the Malayalam film Chandupottu or Bindi Paint.  I understand gender to be a social 

construction; a human production that is historically and culturally contingent and thus 

constantly recreated depending on the context.  Grounding women’s subordination in their 

biological difference from men suggests a universal sex specific experience of the body.  A 

social construction perspective, on the other hand, groups patterns of behaviors and 

enactment of those behaviors together as opposed to assuming a female/male dichotomy 

determined by biology.  Understanding how these behaviors act as a constitutive element of 

social relationships based on perceived differences between sexes provides a framework to 

understand how gender signifies power relations in communities.1  Thus, an analysis of all-

male spaces and ways in which a masculine identity is produced and maintained within 

those spaces is important for examining gender relations in Kerala today.   

 

Figure 1.1: Radha  with friend Mallu 

 

                                                 
1 Scott, Joan.  “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis.”  The American Historical Review 91, no. 5.  
(December 1986): 1067.    
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In “Masculinity as Homophobia: Fear, Shame, and Silence in the Construction of 

Gender Identity,” Michael Kimmel discusses the socially constructed and historically 

shifting nature of masculinity.  Kimmel argues that rather than ever defining what 

masculinity is, masculinity is more often described through what it is not: femininity.  This 

repudiation of the feminine or “flight from femininity,” as opposed to an affirmation of 

masculinity leaves masculine gender identity in a fragile position.  Kimmel states that,  

Masculinity must be proved, and no sooner is it proved than it is again 
questioned and must be proved again—constant, relentless, unachievable, and 
ultimately the quest for proof becomes so meaningless that it takes on the 
characteristics, as Weber said, of a sport.2   
 

Masculinity is proved not by women, but by other men.  Kimmel explains that manhood is 

demonstrated to other men through specific behaviors for their approval.  Thus, masculinity 

is a homosocial enactment.  Kimmel’s influential work on masculinity centers on the 

Western world.  Although Kimmel stresses that the cultural specificity of his research, I use 

his definition of masculinity as a homosocial enactment to discuss homosocial spaces and 

masculinity in the film Chandupottu.  

The film is primarily a comedy and begins with the birth a boy to the dismay of a 

fisher family full of boys.  The family decides to raise the boy as a girl, naming him “Radha 

Krishna.”  Radha Krishna (played by Dilip) grows preferring girl games to boys, dancing to 

fishing, and wearing a pottu (bindi) and nail polish.  Although Radha wears a mustache and 

the traditional munda (tied cloth worn by men in Kerala covering the lower half of the body), 

he adheres to the homosocial spaces of Kerala society, only associating with girls in the 

community and becoming the bharatanatyam dance instructor to an all-girls class.  As I will 

discuss in detail, homosocial spaces are an important aspect of masculine gender expression 

in contemporary Kerala society.  Thus, Radha’s decision to disassociate from all male 

spaces and identification with all female spaces marks his femininity that is not in any way 

diminished by his mustache or munda.  As Radha comes of age, he begins a sexual 

relationship with his childhood friend, Mallu (played by Gopika).  His sexual orientation is 

                                                 
2 Kimmel, Michael S.  “Masculinity as Homophobia: Fear, Shame, and Silence in the Construction of Gender 
Identity”  in Women, Culture, Society: A Reader.  ed. Barbara J. Balliet (Dubuque, Iowa: Kendall/Hunt 
Publishing Company), 61. 
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doubted by other characters throughout the film, yet Radha’s devotion and attraction to 

Mallu never wavers.3  The villain of the film is Kumaran (played by Indrajeet).  Throughout 

the film, Kumaran attempts to make sexual advances toward Mallu that threaten both Mallu 

and Radha’s claim over her.  Due to circumstances beyond his control, Radha is banished by 

the men from the village and spends time in a tourist village.  While Radha is away, Mallu 

finds out she is pregnant with Radha’s baby and gives birth to a baby girl.  Meanwhile, 

Radha befriends Rosie (played by played by Bhavana) and Freddy (played by Biju Menon) 

at the tourist village.  The unmarried Rosie is repeatedly sexually harassed by a second 

villain in the film, Cletus.  In this paper, I trace Radha’s brawls with both Cletus and 

Kumaran and his transformation from the transgender character, “Radha” to the decidedly 

masculine “Krishna.”  In three distinct scenes, I will discuss Radha’s engagement with 

homosocial spaces and how violence acts as the tool to correctly train masculine behavior 

within all-male spaces.   

Chandupottu, in its depiction of a transgender character, provides a space in which to 

view how masculinity is constructed.  As argued by Judith Lorber, it takes a deliberate 

disruption of our gender expectations—an experience when people have to learn to be 

women or men—for us to pay attention to how masculinity is produced and operates.  This 

disruption makes us uncomfortable until the person can be placed.4  The “placing” of Radha 

is thus one way in which to trace the constructed nature of masculinity in Kerala today.  The 

homosocial spaces of Kerala are illustrated in the movie through the division of labor 

between men and women, and the behaviors in those spaces.  For example, the first song of 

the film is sung by Radha and his entourage of female dance students while the men of the 

village are at sea in fishing boats.  Men in the film act out with violence towards other men 

and sexually towards women, while women are in need of protection from men.  Therefore, 

                                                 
3 In an ideal world, Radha’s sexual preference should have nothing to do with his gender identity.  However, 
sexuality and gender are social categories that inform each other and operate in relation to each other as is 
illustrated in the film in numerous scenes.  For example, in the film’s outset, a group of men in the fishing 
village surround Radha and attempt to pull off his munda to punish him for his feminine gestures. The attempt 
at removing Radha’s munda is very clearly a homophobic act.  While there is much to say about the link 
between sexuality and gender in Chandupottu, in this paper I will focus on homosocial spaces and the link 
between masculinity and violence.   
4 Lorber, Judith.  Paradoxes of Gender.  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 14. 
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associating with males in homosocial spaces and performing behavior associated with 

masculinity are the ways in which “Radha” transforms and eventually becomes “Krishna.” 

Chandupottu, released in 2005, was an extremely popular Malayalam film and was 

directed by filmaker Lal Jose.  Jose is one of the most celebrated directors in Kerala today.  

His 2002 film, Meesha Madhavan, earned him best director in the Film Fare Awards, hit-

maker of the year in the Mathrubhumi Awards, and best popular film in the Critics Awards.  

After Chandapottu, Lal Jose went on to direct Classmates, a film that began a new genre of 

films starring young actors in college settings.  The star of the Chandpottu, Dilip, is a well 

known comedic actor in Kerala who also starred in Jose’s Meesha Madhavan.  Kerala is, as 

I will discuss, an extremely orthodox in gender/sexual roles. 5   Thus, portraying a 

transgender character and a very explicit sexual relationship in film was potentially volatile.  

Other Indian films that delve specifically into gender and sexual roles have created nation-

wide controversy.  For example, Deepa Mehta’s film Fire was criticized not only for the 

homoerotic desire between the two female characters, but also for the threat the characters 

posed to traditional gender roles within marriage.  After screening the film in Trivandrum, 

Kerala, Mehta recalled:  

“I’m going to shoot you, madam” is a line one doesn’t hear every day, 
especially when its delivered by an incensed gentleman on the verge of going 
ballistic. This threat, along with a few others, was received after the first 
screening of FIRE at the International Film Festival of India in Trivandrum 
this past January…Finally, the police appeared, tempers cooled, and I was 
escorted to the safety of my hotel. It was amazing that a film which explores 
choices, desires and the psyche of people who are victims of people who are 
victims of tradition, would cause such an uproar. But perhaps I was naive. 
‘‘This (men would not even say the word “lesbian”), “is not in our Indian 
culture” was a refrain I heard often. When I would give examples from our 
literature, paintings and erotic sculptures all celebrating, in one form or the 
other, “this” particular relationship, I would be accused of fabrication. All 
very confusing! If we got into dialogue, it would invariably emerge that it was 
not the lesbian relationship that so offended middle aged Indian men, 
(surprisingly, younger and older men are ardent advocates of FIRE), it was 

                                                 
5 See also Mathew, G. “The Paradox of Kerala Women's Social Development and Social Leadership. India 
International Centre Quarterly.  (Summer-Monsoon 1995): 203-14., Ramachandran, T.K.  “Notes On the 
Making of Feminine Identity in Contemporary Kerala Society.” Social Scientist 23, (1995): 109-23.  Kumari, 
Valsala P.  “Programmes for the Uplift of Women in Kerala with Special Emphasis on Their Political 
Awareness and Social Welfare.” Journal of Kerala Studies.  6, parts I and II.  (March-June 1979). 1-26. 
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the fear that FIRE might shift the status quo of husbands and women might 
just question their own insignificant role in marital relationships that lean very 
heavily in favor of husbands.6  

 

Chandapottu, for all its crossing of gender norms and sexual taboos was not received as a 

controversial film as was the case with Fire, but became a very successful comedy.  The 

transformation of Radha and his eventual reclamation of masculinity to his male body is one 

way in which to understand the success of the film.  Malayalam cinema has relatively few 

female stars and movie going is largely a male activity.  In addition, actor fan clubs 

comprised mainly of males reveals a homosocial space that actively shuts out women.  

According to Osella and Osella: 

More than a mere absence of women, the community of males appears to be 
reproduced and defined here in a belligerent opposition to women, as young 
men aggressively embody and mimetically perform hyper-masculinity in the 
space they take as their own and make uncomfortable for young women... 
Fans are most explicit about their recognition of an attraction towards stars 
based upon their ‘manly qualities.’7 
 

In light of the propensity for a male audience, the heroine’s (Radha) act of becoming a hero 

(Krishna) speaks to why the film became such a popular one.   

 

Homosociality and Masculinity in the Public Space 

In South Asian Studies, there is an assumption that Kerala women are not as vulnerable in 

comparison to women from other Indian states.  Kerala has promising “development 

indicators,” or population statistics believed to indicate women’s status in society.  

According to Census data, the birth rate in Kerala is 18.2% compared to the all India 

percentage of 26.4%.  Kerala women outnumber men 1058 to every 1000—the all India sex 

ratio being 933 women to every 1000 men.  Education of women is encouraged, and the 

state has a high rate of women’s literacy—87.9% compared to 54.2% in India.  Education is 

attributed to a later marriage age for Kerala women (average of 22.3 as compared to 19.4 in 

                                                 
6 Zeitgeist Films.  “FIRE Press kit.”  http://www.zeitgeistfilms.com/films/fire/presskit.pdf  
7 Osella, Caroline and Filippo Osella.  “Malayali Young Men and Their Movie Heroes.” In South Asian 
Masculinities: Context of Change, Sites of Continuity. eds, Chopra, Radhika and Osella, Caroline and Osella, 
Filippo.  (New Delhi: Women Unlimited, an associate of Kali for Women, 2004), 26. 

http://www.zeitgeistfilms.com/films/fire/presskit.pdf


Radha Krishna/Krishna Radha   85 
 

all India), a proclivity for women to seek health care (including pre-natal care) and an 

inclination for women to seek jobs outside that state.8  Since the major indicators of 

women’s well being are and have been well above the rest of India, the assumption that 

Kerala’s women enjoy a high status in society has become entrenched in popular perception.  

Further, crime against women in Kerala is often attributed to reporting bias—or an 

assumption that Kerala’s high literacy rates cause literate women to report violence at a 

higher rate than in other states.   

These assumptions have not been substantiated by any social science research.  

Rather, South Asian feminists have argued that the link between education and women’s 

agency in choice is highly simplified.  According to Aleyamma Vijayan, director of Sakhi 

Women's Resource Center, Kerala women are employed in socially sanctioned and 

prestigious fields such as teaching or nursing.  Yet most women have no say in how that 

money is spent, work the second shift, and have little say in household matters even as they 

are the primary caregivers.9  Historian Dr. J. Devika has further argued that social agitation 

for women's education was framed as a good for the family, society and state, and not 

necessarily for the individual woman herself.10  Thus, as Eapen and Kodoth reveal in their 

groundbreaking work, “Re-examining the High Status of Women in Kerala,” there is 

nothing to suggest that a correlation can be made between the education of women and 

levels of empowerment/agency.11  In fact, this recent scholarship reveals that entrenched 

perceptions of gender roles may undermine any gains made by education.   

These gender norms in Kerala are dictated and policed by the prevalence of 

homosocial public spaces.  In the first half of the 20th century, many women in Kerala were 

barred from entering public spaces completely.  For example, Kerala Namboodiri Brahmin 

women were not allowed out of the house and on rare occasions that they did venture out, 

                                                 
8 Eapen, Mridul and Praveena Kodoth.  “Family Structure, Women’s Education and Work: Re-Examining the 
High Status of Women in Kerala.”  Centre For Development Studies Working Paper Series.  (Nov 2002): 33. 
9 Aleyamma Vijayan.  Lecture.  June, 12 2007.   
10 Devika, J. Engendering Individuals: The Language of Re-Forming in Early Twentieth Century Keralam.  
(Delhi: Orient Longman, 2007), 76-94. 
11 Eapen and Kodoth, 6.   
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they could only travel with a chaperon and covering their faces with an umbrella.12  The 

Syrian Christian women of Kerala were not only segregated from men, but separated from 

all contact outside of their family.  As related by a 93 year old Syrian Christian woman who 

married in 1934, “[My in-laws] wouldn’t let me go anywhere, not even to my younger 

sisters’ marriages…Every Sunday I could go to church, but my husband would say ‘you can 

only go if you ask me for permission.’  The minute you tell [the in-laws] you’re going, they 

will say ‘the second mass ends, you should be home.’”13  Kerala women were further 

divided along religious and caste lines exemplified through dress.  Each caste and religion 

had clothing specific to it.  White/cream garments and ornamentation separated high caste 

from low, native Christians from converts and Christians from Muslims and Hindus.  For 

example, Syrian Christian women wore the white stitched shirt and munda, known together 

as the chatta/thuni, and large round earrings pierced through the top of the ear called 

kunnika. 

   

Figure 1.1:  Detail of kunnika.  Picture courtesy of Thekekuttu family, 2008. 

                                                 
12 Krishnakutty, Gita.  “Introduction” in Lalithambika Antherjanam.  Cast Me Out If You Will: Stories and 
Memoir.  (New York: The Feminist Press at CUNY, 1998), iv. 
13 Mariamma.  Interview by author, Feb 22, 2008. 
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Figure 1.2:  Periamma and Mariamma Varghese  in chatta/thuni with kavani.  Picture 

courtesy of Ampalathumkal family 2008. 

 

In other words, clothing practices marked not only gender difference between males and 

females, but differences between castes and religions as well.14   

Yet in the second half of the 20th Century, new understandings of gender, caste and 

religion took hold in Kerala.  Women began entering the public sphere as education for all 

women, regardless of caste and religious divisions, was encouraged and employment 

opportunities broadened.  Religious/caste-based dress gave way to the all inclusive sari 

worn by women throughout Kerala.  With the normalization of women of all castes and 

religions sharing a space with men, the population began to delineate separate spaces for 

men and women—keeping alive the overt gender demarcations even as overt demarcations 

between castes and religions faded out of style.  The shift I am discussing is not necessarily 

that spatial ordering of bodies changed from marking a caste/religious difference to a gender 

difference, but that gender became the primary difference to which social space was ordered.  

Kerala society today is quite striking in its adherence to homosocial spaces.  It is common to 

see the words sthreekal/purushanmar (women/men) written in buses and bus stops, 
                                                 
14 Thomas, Sonja.  From Chattas to Churidars: Syrian Christian Religious Minorities in a Secular Indian State. 
(PhD diss., Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, forthcoming). 
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demarcating where men and women should sit/stand.  If signs are not present, pairs of 

waiting sheds and benches will be separated from each other by some sort of divider.  Up 

until recently, men- and women- only colleges were customary.  Separate lines for men and 

women in banks, ticket lines, and political marches are typical.  In short, while women and 

men share a public space, that public space is explicitly divided by gender.   

 

Figure 1.3: Separate voting ques for men (right 2 lines) and women (left line), 1959.  Photo 

courtesy of PC Thomas family 

 

 

Figure 1.4: Concrete divider at bus stop separating men from women, 2008.  Sonja Thomas 

photo. 
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Figure 1.5: Private Bus in Kerala:  women front, men back with signs on bus indicating 

gendered seating, 2008.  Sonja Thomas photo.  

 

Also very striking is the self imposed homosociality in Kerala.  At public events and in 

public spaces women and men will choose to sit or stand with strangers of their respective 

genders.  It is most often the case that husbands and wives will sit separate from each other 

as will daughters and fathers, sons and mothers.   

 

Figure 1.6:  Syrian Christian procession, self imposed homosociality.  Left line men, right 

line women, 2007.  Sonja Thomas photo.  
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Figure 1.7:  SFI Protest, self imposed homosociality.  Young women in front, and men behind, 

2008.  Sonja Thomas photo. 

 

 This shift in how difference was marked in the public sphere—from marking gender, 

caste and religious difference to marking gender alone—coincides with secular changes, 

belonging to the nation-state and what it means for an individual to be “modern.”  Rajan and 

Needham argue in The Crisis of Secularism in India, that the dominant understanding of 

secularism separates the world into secular West and religious Non-West.  Indeed, 

colonialism depended on a tradition/modern dichotomy where “British” was equated to a 

group of people from a cohesive nation-state and was in opposition to “Indians” from non-

unified princely states.   This split between a unified nation and a group of princely states 

was exacerbated by the notion that Indian peoples were defined in relation to each other 

through religion—Indians were either Hindu or Muslims.  Separate personal laws codified 

by the British on the basis of religion and cultural gender practices attributed to religion 

(sati, child marriages, widow remarriage prohibitions, harems, purdah) further sutured 

“Indian” to tradition through religiosity and sat in opposition to British secular modernity.  

Thus, Rajan and Needham explain that when nations of Non-West make claims to secular 

modernity they are also trying to produce national identity based in a specific colonial 

understanding of the nation which split the tradition from modern and religious from secular.  
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It is therefore significant that the massive shift in Kerala public spaces in the mid 20th 

century coincides with the implementation of secular policies and constitutional protection 

of minorities in the newly created Indian nation-state.   

Feminist scholar Nivedita Menon further explains the way in which secularism and 

modernity go hand-in-hand in “State/Gender/Community: Citizenship in Contemporary 

India.”  Menon argues that secularism in India served; a) bourgeois democracy; b) capitalist 

transformation of economy through the creation of an unmarked citizen and; c) social justice 

in the liberal equality sense.15  This second point, the creation of an unmarked citizen, is 

exemplified in the change from Kerala’s caste, religious, and gender differentiation though 

dress to the secular sari—which only differentiated men from women.  In Kerala, the 

secular bourgeois educated professional became the norm to which all else was judged and 

both the unmarked male citizen and the unmarked female citizen could achieve this 

professional ideal.  This imagery succeeded because secularism was held up as something 

progressive and modern, something that was fashionable, and something that related to a 

national/state identity as opposed to a community identity.  According to Threshamma, a 87 

year old Syrian Christian woman who wears the caste/religious chatta/thuni,  

My mother wore kunnika and chatta/thuni.  And my grandmother too.  But 
that fashion has all gone.  It is long gone.  I had a sister that had kunnika.  But 
she took it off and hid it from our father because it wasn’t in fashion.  Now, 
you cannot strictly tell if woman is Syrian Christian because she wears either 
full sari or churidar [salwar kamise] and no more chatta/thuni.  It won’t come 
back, it has gone.  Now will anyone use it?  No, they won’t.  It won’t ever 
come back…We shouldn’t know another’s jati [caste] through clothing 
anyway.  We should only be secular.16 
   

Religious and caste based dress became a thing associated with backwardness and static 

tradition, while the sari represented modern secular ideals.  With these new ideals came a 

public acceptance of women sharing the public space with men.   

However, the sharing of public space was only possible if female sexuality could be 

channeled through endogamous (within the caste) marriages and chastity until marriage.  

The channeling of female sexuality was nothing new to Kerala society.  As discussed, 
                                                 
15 Menon, Nivedita.  “State/Gender/Community: Citizenship in Contemporary India.”  Economic and Political 
Weekly.  33. No 5.  (January 31, 1998): PE-5. 
16 Penamma. Interview by author, Dec 14, 2007. 
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women were separated from men until marriage before post-independence Indian 

secularism.  Yet the separation of men from women did not become outmoded in the way 

caste and religious divisions did because of an accepted and constructed dichotomy between 

men and women that continued to persist in the social imaginary.  As the feminist historian J. 

Devika explains, gender provided the alternative to the caste/religious based social ordering.  

Writing on the emergence of Kerala women’s magazines in the early modern period, Devika 

argues that the shift from a religious/caste structured social spaces to homosocial spaces was 

predicated on understanding gender difference as the irreducible difference:   

Often, the challenge to the older order was made in terms of an image of 
society in which gender-difference figured as the fundamental principle of 
ordering human beings, as the alternative to the established social order that 
privileged birth and inherited status.17   
 

As “woman’s” difference from “man” was seen as the fundamental difference 

between humans, feminine/masculine behavioral traits served only to substantiate existing 

gender divisions.  In other words, behavioral traits that equate strength to masculinity and 

vulnerability to femininity operate as “natural” and “inevitable” because of the accepted 

socially ordering that separates men from women.  A man engaging in violent behavior then, 

serves to substantiate manhood just as the weeping woman substantiates womanhood.  

These socially recognized behavioral traits constitutes what Judith Lorber calls a “gender 

schema.”  If gender is enacted outside the schema, it is not the structure of the system that is 

called into question, but the individual themselves.18  (Thus, it is Radha’s traits that must be 

changed, not the system itself). 

A prevailing gender schema at work in Kerala is the assumption that men are 

inherently and uncontrollably violent while women are the vulnerable victims of violence. 

For Michael Kimmel, violence is thus the single most evident marker of manhood.19  This 

marker starts early in life as one is born into the existing gender schema.  In his book on 

men between the ages of 16-26, Kimmel explains that,  

                                                 
17 Devika, J.  “Negotiating Women’s Social Space: Public Debates on Gender in Early Modern Kerala, India.  
Inter-Asia Cultural Studies.  7 no. 1 (2006): 45. 
18 Lorber, 16. 
19 Kimmel, “Masculinity,” 68. 
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Violence, or the threat of violence, is a main element of the Guy Code: its use, 
legitimacy, and effectiveness are all well understood by most adolescent guys.  
They use violence when necessary to test and prove their manhood, and when 
others don’t measure up, they make them pay.20 
 

Enacting male-male violence, then, is one way in which to flee from femininity and stabilize 

the precarious category of “masculine.”  This flight from femininity through enacting 

violence explains sexual violence against women as well.  Ruth Seifert, a feminist scholar 

researching gendered violence and ethnic conflict, explains that when trying to understand 

sexual violence, there are many myths and ideologies at play because of existing gender 

schemas.  The most popular myth is that sexual violence has to do with an uncontrollable 

male drive.  Siefert states:  

According to this idea men are finally not the lords of their own manor.  They 
are seen as involuntary victims of their violent and instinctive nature.  The 
advantage of this theory is that it relieves the individual of responsibility for 
his actions and exculpates him for the use of sexual violence….[sexual 
violence] are acts of extreme violence implemented, of course, by sexual 
means.21 
 

In other words, the taken-for-granted division between masculine traits and feminine traits 

is often made by suturing masculinity to violent behavior.  Once it is so sutured, physical 

violence between men serves to substantiate the difference between males and females.  

That is, real men fight and men who avoid conflict are equated to “sissys,” and risk an 

association with as opposed to flight from femininity.  In addition, when violence is so 

sutured to masculinity, sexual violence is often legitimized as the uncontrollable expression 

of male violence instinctive to their nature.  As Seifert explains, “in the perpetrator’s psyche 

[sexual violence] serves no sexual purpose but is the expression of rage, violence, and 

dominance over a woman.”22   

Today, homosocial spaces in Kerala serve as a protection against ‘natural’ violent 

behavior of men.  Eve teasing, groping, and sexual violence are not irrational fears or over-

                                                 
20 Kimmel, Michael S.  Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men.  (New York: Harper Collins, 
2008), 57.   
21 Seifert, Ruth.  “War and Rape: A Preliminary Analysis.”  in Mass Rape: The War Against Women in Bosnia-
Herzegovina.  Ed. Alexandra Stiglmayer.  (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 55. 
22 Seifert, 55. 
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reported incidents in Kerala.  They occur every time a woman steps onto a bus, into a 

college campus or walks down the street.  Anthropologists Osella and Osella write in their 

ethnographic research on homosocial spaces and masculinity, that “groups of young men 

make a sport of verbal and physical harassment of girls and women.”23  Kerala ranks first in 

India in crimes against women including rape, domestic violence, molestation, cruelty.24  In 

the past fifteen years, violence against women in Kerala has increased by 338%.25  Middle-

class/upper caste women rarely travel long distances alone and are devoid from public life 

after sunset.  The Kerala public space is male dominated at night.  Thus, in cities one can 

readily see working women flooding public bus transportation between 5:00-7:00pm in an 

effort to make it home before sunset.26  Sexual violence is then normalized through 

homosocial spaces.  In The Enigma of the Kerala Woman, Swapna Mukhopadhyay argues 

that credible threats of violence keep Kerala women in their place, and ensures that they do 

not cross the boundaries of good womanhood.27  Thus, homosocial spaces function to keep 

the link between femininity and vulnerability intact.  If a woman is in the company of other 

women, the chances for gender based violence is (supposedly) decreased.  If a woman is in 

the (supposed) safety of the house after dark, she will not invite violence into her life.   

Insistence on homosociality does nothing to interrogate gender based violence—it 

takes the violent nature of men as a norm and then provides safety from such violence.  
                                                 
23 Osella, Caroline and Filippo Osella.  “Friendship and Flirting: Micro-Politics in Kerala, South India” The 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 4. No. 2 (June 1998): 192.  189-206. 
24 Rajan, S. Irudaya  and Sreerupa.  “Gender Disparity in Kerala: A Critical Reinterpretation.” in The Enigma 
of the Kerala Woman: A Failed Promise of Literacy.  ed. Swapna Mukhopadhyay (New Delhi:  Social Science 
Press, 2007), 61. 
25 “Alarming Rise in Crime Against Women”  India Express.  9 Mar. 2008: 4. 
26 On the other hand, many lower-class/lower caste women travel long distances alone and are alone in the 
public space after dark.  For example, fisher-folk women travel (largely by foot) to places far away from their 
homes to sell fish door-to-door.  In urban spaces, fisher-folk women set up roadside fish displays late in the 
day for returning home middle-class workers.  Many fisher-folk women return to their own homes well after 
dark.  Yet we must not confuse mobility with greater freedom as studies suggest that lower-caste/class women 
also face dangers as gender based violence cuts across class/caste boundaries.  Restrictions on certain women’s 
mobility, then, should rather be seen as a protection of upper-caste morality, and the preservation of past forms 
of caste difference in which upper-caste women were shielded from view and lower-caste women portrayed as 
sexually available for upper-caste men.  See Devika, J. Engendering Individuals: The Language of Re-Forming 
in Early Twentieth Century Keralam.  Delhi: Orient Longman, 2007, Thomas, Sonja.  From Chattas to 
Churidars: Syrian Christian Religious Minorities in a Secular Indian State (PhD diss., Rutgers, The State 
University of New Jersey, forthcoming). 
27 Mukhopadhyay, Swapna.  “Understanding the Enigma of Women’s Status in Kerala: Does High Literacy 
Necessarily Translate into High Status?” in The Enigma of the Kerala Woman: A Failed Promise of Literacy.  
ed. Swapna Mukhopadhyay (New Delhi:  Social Science Press, 2007), 9. 
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Thus, I argue that masculine behavior is defined in and through violence because of the need 

for homosocial spaces.  As participants in my research explained, homosocial spaces are 

seen by both men and women as a necessity in Kerala public life.  According to Fr. 

Karikaturparambil, “On the bus, some seats are reserved for ladies.  Otherwise the gents 

will sit there and they won’t respect the space…in other countries, in North India, if a seat is 

free a boy can sit there, but here it is not…here someone come, they will be harassing.”  

Both men and women understand the public space of Kerala as important to the social 

ordering of Kerala itself as related by Thangamma:  “Here, having separation is nice.  

Because [pause] without [long pause]…it wouldn’t be right.”  Many participants of my 

research described the mixing of genders with the word “nadikilla.” translating to both “an 

impossibility” and “not permitted.”  Such a reliance on the need for homosocial spaces 

forecloses any discussion on violence as an expression of masculinity.   

  

Chandapottu 

In the film Chandapottu, Radha learns his masculinity and proves his desire for Mallu to be 

genuine through violence that is proved and approved by other men.  In three scenes, we can 

see the progression of Radha's recuperation of the masculinity that is 'natural' to his male 

body as he learns this violence, moves from female- to male-only spaces and finally is able 

to shift from a feminine figure to a masculine one.   

 

Figure 1.8: Rosie  and Radha 

 

The first scene takes place after his friend, Rosie, is threatened at the market by the villain 

Cletus, a resident of the tourist village, and his male friends.  Out shopping, Radha and 
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Rosie run into Cletus and three of his male friends.  Cletus makes licentious comments 

toward Rosie.  When Radha reluctantly steps in front of Rosie to shield her from Cletus, 

Cletus sneers at both Radha and Rosie: “let’s make love.”  The relationship here between 

sexual predation and violence is clear both through Cletus’s advances towards Rosie and his 

comment to Radha that initiates the fight.   

Although Radha feels pressure to protect Rosie from Cletus, he fails miserably at his 

attempts.  He does not take part in a fist fight.  Rather, he distracts Cletus and throws sand in 

his face.  Radha then runs from the fight and hides from Cletus in a bamboo hut on the 

beach.  When Cletus verbally threatens to find Rosie, Radha reluctantly leaves his hiding 

place and endures a severe beating by Cletus and his entourage and Radha is pitied by Rosie 

for his sacrifice.  Cletus’s masculinity is approved of by his male friends.  Yet for Radha, no 

such confirmation exists.  He and Rosie are alone, and there is no other male(s) to approve 

of Radha’s masculinity through violence.   

 

Figure 1.9:  Radha  stomped on by Cletus. 
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Figure 2.0:  Rosie pitying Radha as he is beaten 

The second scene is also instigated by Cletus accompanied by his male friends.  

Cletus confronts Radha on the beach and again Radha is reluctantly pushed into a fight.  

Radha first tries to run from Cletus, but is scolded by Rosie.  She scornfully tells Radha that 

if he wants to be her protector, then he must fight.  Radha fights the only way he knows 

how—by dancing.  The scene is meant to be comic as Radha twirls and swirls his way 

through the fight.  Radha is encouraged by his friends Rosie and Freddy.  

 

 

Figure 2.1:  Rosie cheers Radha’s fighting in the second fight scene in stark contrast to the 

first scene where she pities him. 
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Figure 2.2: Rosie, Freddy (middle) and male onlooker congratulate Radha on the fight so far 

 

Radha’s fight, however, is again not a fist-fight.  This fight can be read as “girly” 

with his use of bharatanatyam dance skills.  However, Radha doesn’t exactly run from the 

fight once he begins bharatanatyam fighting.  In addition, he exchanges blows with other 

members of Cletus’s all-male group.  It is significant in this scene where we see both 

masculine and feminine behavior from Radha, that both Rosie and Freddy are the audience.  

That is, the fight does not take place in an entirely homosocial environment.  Radha’s male 

friend, Freddy, steps in only to give Radha a fair chance to fight.  When Cletus’s friend tries 

to take an unfair advantage and hit Radha from behind, Freddy intervenes and says “Let 

Radha and Cletus play.”  Radha, indeed, performs gender through his play—an expression 

of masculinity through violence and femininity through dance.   

 

Figure 2.3 Cletus (left) is mystified by Radha’s bharatanatyam fighting skills 
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Figure 2.4. Bharatanatyam fighting Cletus’s male friend 

 

 

2.5:  Bharatanayatam  fighting Cletus’s male friend 

 

Radha concludes the fight by breaking a bottle over Cletus’s head.  Cletus falls with blood 

oozing out of a death wound.  Ominous music plays marking a break from the comic 

bharatanayatam fight.  Freddy and Rosie’s instant change from approval of winning the 

fight to disapproval of this extreme violence teaches Radha that there is a correct 

masculinity he has not captured.   

In striking contrast to the first two scenes, in the third scene Radha does not fight 

reluctantly, but on his own accord and for the right to protect Mallu.  In addition, the clash is 
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only witnessed by other men.  After the villain, Kumaran, challenges Radha by saying “you 

can have Mallu only if you kill me,” Radha willingly enters the fight.  Radha’s readiness to 

fight is both in the immediacy to protect Mallu from Kumaran and as proof of his newly 

acquired masculine ability to protect (own?) his lover.  Lasting almost ten minutes, this fight 

is the culmination of Radha’s transformation from “Radha” to “Krishna.”  The violence 

nears death, as in the second scene, yet it is not accidental.  On the contrary, the threats of 

death Radha makes against Kumaran, by almost drowning him and then almost stabbing 

him is fully with purpose.   

 

Figure 2.6:  Radha  drowning, strangling, and stabbing Kumaran 

 

The scene is witnessed by a group of fishermen who allow the violence to continue as if 

affirming the necessary reclamation of masculinity for Radha.  When Kumaran’s friends try 

and enter the fray, they are stopped by the men who see the fight necessary for Radha’s 

masculine honor.   



Radha Krishna/Krishna Radha   101 
 

 

Figure 2.7:  Radha beating Kumaran with a stick while fishermen watch. 

 

Figure 2.8:  Fishermen watching the fight/allowing the fight to continue for Radha’s sake. 

 

Violence here is both the source and proof of masculinity.  Notably, it is not until the fight is 

at its conclusion that Mallu, her daughter and the village’s fisher-women run to Radha’s side.  

Radha’s masculinity, viewed in an all-male homosocial space, has finally been proved. 

The popularity of the film Chanda Pottu can be read as the affirmation of 

masculinity’s link to violence and aggression in Kerala’s homosocial public spaces.  The 

scenes of Radha’s inability to master masculinity makes comedic sense precisely because of 

a clear delineation between masculine/violent and feminine/vulnerable.  Radha’s gender is 

regulated in the social space and the public domain provides a very clear space to survey 
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Radha if he transgresses to ‘the less than man’—the man who is not violent and the man 

who socializes only with women.  At the close of Chandupottu, Radha throws his child's 

hair band, bangles and necklace into the sea stating that she will be raised a boy.  He accepts 

an oar from his father and happily takes his role as family breadwinner.  We are left to 

assume that his days of teaching dance are over as he rightfully ascends to manhood through 

the all-male activity of fishing.   Radha’s acceptance of masculinity by being violent and his 

entry into the provider role as a fisherman makes “happy ending” sense.   

 

Figure 2.9:  Radha  accepts an oar from his father. 

 

However, the viewer is left with the unsettling feeling that this mere reversal of roles will do 

little to change the existing structure of gender relations.  For there is little to suggest that 

reversing the gender roles will change the gender schema.  Rather, qualitative gender 

analysis in Kerala today is revealing a much more complex and contentious terrain that calls 

for a questioning of the need and desire for homosocial spaces and how masculine power 

achieved through violence is affecting women’s well-being and mental health on a daily 

basis.   
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The independence of India, Pakistan, and Ceylon set an important precedent in Britain’s 

decolonization strategy from the end of the Second World War.  This strategy, pioneered in 

India, depended on keeping Asian and African colonies in the Commonwealth, Britain’s 

loose association of former colonies1, after they attained independence. This article focuses 

on the development of the Commonwealth as a crucial instrument of decolonization in India 

from 1945 to early 1947 before Partition became a viable political possibility.  During this 

period, the Commonwealth became the pivotal institution around which British officials in 

the Government of India, the military, and the British government developed their strategy 

for Indian independence.  British officials envisioned the Commonwealth as a way to orient 

an independent India towards its global strategy in the context of the emerging Cold War.  

They hoped that a Commonwealth connection would allay the growing divide between 

Britain and the successor government, contribute to British prestige in the international 

community, and allow military intervention to block Soviet influence in the Subcontinent.  

This idea of the Commonwealth enabling British military involvement in India was in fact a 

mirage; it assumed a type of high-handed influence unacceptable to members of the Indian 

National Congress.  Though the British military expectations for the Commonwealth fell 

through, the desire to keep India in the Commonwealth enabled British and Indian officials 

to transform it into an international organization vital to the decolonization of the British 

Empire.   

                                                 
1 The Commonwealth in 1945 consisted of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa known as the 

Dominions or self-governing former colonies that retained close ties to the United Kingdom and each other.  Ireland, 

or Éire as it was known in Britain, was also a member of the Commonwealth, but severed its relations with the 

Crown except in matters of external affairs in 1937—even by the murky, nebulous nature of Commonwealth 

relations the exact constitutional status Ireland at this time remained a complete mystery 
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During this period, officials in India, Britain, and the Commonwealth began to 

realize that the admission of India to the Commonwealth threatened to weaken 

Commonwealth relations.  In the spring of 1946, the Cabinet Mission, a delegation of 

British ministers and leaders of major Indian parties attempting to craft an Indian 

government fell apart after months of tough negotiations2.  The failed negotiations created 

an atmosphere of mistrust and bitterness that strained the relationship between British 

officials and the future leaders of an independent India.  Congress leaders made it clear that 

they would have no qualms about taking Britain and Commonwealth countries to task on the 

international stage.  Some British officials correctly foresaw the problems stemming from a 

reluctant Dominion.  Despite these warnings, the highest levels of the British government 

clearly intended to disregard potential Commonwealth conflicts in order to secure Indian 

membership in the Commonwealth.  These 1946 discussions illustrate how the 

Commonwealth became the cornerstone of British plans for Indian independence through a 

redefinition of Commonwealth military and political relationships before Partition.   

 The Commonwealth’s importance as the fulcrum of British plans for Indian 

independence highlights an often overlooked aspect of the negotiations.  Scholars of the 

Commonwealth often look at the effect of the new Dominions of India, Pakistan, and 

Ceylon on the Commonwealth after independence, as the Commonwealth changed to 

accommodate India’s republican aspirations.3  The 1946 and 1947 negotiations, however, 

reveal an interpretation of the Commonwealth that would have raised eyebrows in Ottawa or 

Pretoria.  The type of military influence that these officials sought to retain in a united 

                                                 
2 The Cabinet Mission consisted of Secretary of State for India Frederick Pethick-Lawrence, President of the Board 

of Trade Stafford Cripps, and First Lord of the Admiralty A.V. Alexander with the goal of setting up a government 

for independent India.  The contrasting agendas of the British delegation, the Indian National Congress under the 

leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, and the Muslim League under M.A. Jinnah made for tough negotiations.  Though 

the Mission and Indian leadership settled on a loose Indian Confederation, both Congress and League rejected it in 

the summer, leaving the form of independent India unsettled. 
3 The legal development of the Commonwealth before 1947 has not received much recent attention from scholars.  

Two classic works on the Commonwealth are W. David McIntyre‟s The Commonwealth of Nations and Nicholas 

Mansergh‟s The Commonwealth experience.  Both of these works focus on the post-independence period as the 

major turning point in Commonwealth history.  Their large scope prevents a fine examination of the debates over 

India‟s value to the Commonwealth as well as an acknowledgement of how close the Commonwealth and India 

came to mutual rejection.  Other large-scale works on decolonization, most recently Ronald Hyam‟s Britain’s 

declining empire, are similarly prevented from a detailed analysis of the various stages of debate over India and the 

Commonwealth because of a focus on the bigger picture of the complex and global phenomenon of decolonization.  
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Indian Dominion tested the boundaries of the Commonwealth arguably as much as India’s 

eventual rejection of the Crown and other traditional Commonwealth trappings.  The 

Dominions generally remained uninformed about these sorts of negotiations, although they 

did play a role in shaping relations between India and the Commonwealth after 

independence.4  In accounts of Indian independence, the Commonwealth often gets lost in 

the complex narrative of efforts to form a government.5  As this paper demonstrates, 

securing India in the Commonwealth became a priority for British Prime Minister Clement 

Attlee’s Labour government.  British officials at this time downplayed this goal 

Commonwealth membership became a sore subject in the relationship between Britain and 

Congress. At the same time, the goal of keeping Indian successor states in the 

Commonwealth remained paramount enough for the British government that they 

exchanged membership for an early withdrawal from India; if India joined the 

Commonwealth, Britain would leave in August 1947 instead of the original proposal of June 

1948. 

 The Commonwealth presented to Indian leaders in 1946 was not a venerable 

institution, but an organization where the relationships and organizational machinery 

remained shrouded in ambiguity.  Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, legislation, international 

relations, and imperial conferences began to clarify Commonwealth relations, but gaps still 

remained between constitutional theory and practice.6  The legal muddle of the 

                                                 
4 R.J. Moore‟s excellent works on the last phases of the Raj, for example, deal with the Commonwealth mainly in 

the last volume, The new Commonwealth.  Other works surrounding the issue of Indian independence such as 

Ayeeha Jalal‟s The sole spokesman and recent works on partition such as Yasmin Khan‟s The great partition largely 

ignore the Commonwealth as a vital issue that enabled and shaped partition.     
5 For example, Hector McKenzie, “An Old Dominion and the New Commonwealth: Canadian policy on the 

question of India‟s membership,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, v. 27 (1999), pp. 82-112 and 

Frank Bongiorno, “British to the bootstraps?  H.V. Evatt, J.B. Chiefly, and Australian policies on Indian 

membership of the Commonwealth” Australian Historical Studies, v. 37 (2005), pp. 18-39.  Both present fascinating 

pictures of how Dominion statesmen negotiated between their duties to their constituents, their perceived national 

interest, and their ideas of what the Commonwealth stood for. 
6 The constitutional position of the Dominions in the interwar period sparked a significant literature to interpret the 

meaning of the Balfour Report of 1926, the Statute of Westminster, the Dominions‟ position in the League of 

Nations, and participation in other international conferences.  The most influential scholar of the time was Arthur 

Berriedale Keith, who became the leading interpreter of Commonwealth constitutional issues and published 

numerous works recording the multifarious changes to Constitutional position of the Dominions throughout the 

1920s and 1930s. The most thorough discussion of the Commonwealth‟s machinery of government in the early 

1930s, with reference to India‟s role in the League of Nations is G.E.H. Powell‟s Consultation and co-operation in 
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Commonwealth generally gave way to a spirit of informal cooperation, although this 

cooperation masked Dominion assertions of independence.7  Struggles with Irish 

republicanism in the 1930s also made some officials wary of India’s effect on the 

Commonwealth, fearing similar struggles. 

British officials worried about India’s potential disruption of Commonwealth 

business for several reasons.  Congressional leaders resisted joining the Commonwealth and 

raised the possibility of a reluctant Indian Dominion. An uncooperative India threatened to 

make the Commonwealth a more formal organization where careful legalistic rhetoric 

replaced a tradition of informal agreements.  Its membership also went against the notion of 

the Commonwealth as an organization of British white settler colonies, which threatened to 

undermine the racial ties that had been an important part of pro-Commonwealth rhetoric in 

the interwar period.8  India also challenged Commonwealth solidarity on the world stage.  In 

particular, Congress pushed to castigate South Africa over its treatment of Indians at the 

United Nations General Assembly.  The airing of intra-Commonwealth business at the U.N. 

violated a convention to keep all disputes out of international organizations.9  Congress also 

                                                                                                                                                             
the British Commonwealth, which reveals that the Commonwealth relied on vague promises of consultation and 

incomplete plans for economic organization.  Despite careful legalistic analysis by Keith and coterie of other 

scholars including W.K. Hancock and P.K. Noel-Baker, Dominion legislation offered few set procedures for 

interaction other than vague demands for cooperation.  Though Noel-Baker, for example, claimed that the Balfour 

Report offered full sovereignty to the Dominions in theory, they continued to rely on the British navy, British 

diplomatic service, and generally (with the exception of the Irish Free State) followed the British lead in 

international affairs.  Contemporary scholarship on the interwar Commonwealth has not been particularly prolific.  

R.F. Holland‟s Britain and the Commonwealth Alliance (1981) remains the finest contemporary survey of the period 

whereas  W. David McIntyre‟s The British version: historians and the British Commonwealth of nations (2009) 

presents the most up-to-date historiography and serves as a valuable reference and primer on inter-war 

Constitutional issues. 
7 During this period, for example, the Dominions tended to react to any sort of policy that threatened immigration 

policies.  Canada and South Africa continually pushed for greater autonomy, but the Irish Free State attempted to 

shatter the bonds of Dominion-hood whenever possible by adopting its own seal, rejecting the Oath of Office, 

swearing allegiance to the King, attempting to register the “Irish Treaty” with the League of Nations, and engaging 

in a trade war with Britain.  In 1936, de Valera pushed through the External Relations Act, which began 

disassociating Ireland from the Crown, although Ireland remained a member of the Commonwealth until 1948.  The 

republican struggles of Ireland are covered well in Deirdre McMahon‟s “A larger, noisier Southern Ireland: Ireland 

and the development of Dominion Status in India, Burma and the Commonwealth 1942-9” in Michael Kelly and 

Joseph Morrison, ed., Irish foreign policy 1919-1966: from independence to internationalism. 
8 Racial ties in the nineteenth century sense of a “British” race and in the more modern sense of the Dominions‟ 

determination to prevent non-white immigration. 
9 This was part of the inter se doctrine to prevent public schisms among Commonwealth countries.  India had 

maintained a roughly Dominion-equivalent position in international organizations since it gained its own seat at the 
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remained a bastion of criticism over British colonial policy.  Finally, India raised questions 

about the nature of Commonwealth defense .  Ultimately, the British military’s 

interpretation of the Commonwealth as a way to more easily facilitate British participation 

in India’s military after independence overrode any concerns about altering the 

Commonwealth.   

  British officials courted India to join the Commonwealth, but the notion of 

Dominion status rankled with Indian leaders, particularly those in Congress.  Congressional 

leaders saw yet another layer of British control in Dominion Status, despite British 

assurances to the contrary.  This view created a stumbling block to the British and 

Commonwealth establishment.  For example, in a note to Dominion Prime Ministers, Attlee 

referred to a “widespread but unfounded belief in the political establishment of India that 

Dominion Status is something less than sovereign independence in a free association…”10 

Because Attlee and Viceroy Archibald Wavell felt that pleas for India to become a 

Dominion would only push Indian leaders further away, Attlee continued to stress India’s 

freedom to choose whether or not to associate with the Commonwealth.  On the other hand, 

he also articulated, whenever possible, British hope that India would choose to remain 

within the Commonwealth.11   

Despite Attlee and Wavell’s efforts, the possibility of India in the Commonwealth 

looked unlikely.  After months of grueling negotiations, the Cabinet Mission stalled in 

finding a solution that would satisfy Britain and the multifarious parties contending for 

power in India, most notably Congress and the Muslim League.  India remained in an 

awkward state with Indian independence seeming both inevitable and impossible.  The 

Cabinet Mission demonstrated clearly the British government’s intent to withdraw from 

India but it also dredged up and intensified communal and political tensions between the 

League and Congress.  As the British grip on India loosened, Congress had gained strength 

and the ability to dictate the terms of independence rather than accept British terms. In late 

                                                                                                                                                             
League of Nations after the First World War.  At the United Nations, the Indian delegation maintained an 

independent, quasi Dominion status.   
10 Attlee to King, Chiefly, Fraser, and Smuts, 15 March 1946, TOP 6, p. 1201.  
11 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 14 March, 1946, TOP 6, p. 1198 
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1946, Jawaharlal Nehru declared that India would achieve independence as a “sovereign, 

independent republic” rather than accept Dominion status.12 

The debate over joining the Commonwealth fueled controversy between Congress 

and the Muslim League.  Congress led the vanguard against Dominion status, but the 

Muslim League leader, M.A. Jinnah, espoused a desire to remain associated with Britain.  

Jinnah used the Commonwealth to agitate for the creation of Pakistan.  He argued that in a 

united India, Congress would possess enough power to force the entire Dominion out of the 

Commonwealth over the objections of the League.13  Rulers of the India’s Princely States, 

areas technically under the control of local rulers through a treaty relationship with Britain 

that would be incorporated into independent India, also shared a fear of Congressional 

domination severing the Princes’ close ties to Britain.  

Although Congress generally rejected joining the Commonwealth despite British 

overtures, some British officials expressed consternation at the notion of a Commonwealth 

with India.  These officials felt that India was a problematic addition to the Commonwealth 

because of its stark difference from the other Commonwealth nations.  India had always had 

a unique and special place in the British Empire, but it least resembled the former settler 

colonies making up the Commonwealth.  Some officials worried that India would be 

culturally incompatible with the rest of the Commonwealth nations.  For example, Kenneth 

Anderson, an India Office financial official, asked Secretary of State for India and Burma 

Frederick Pethick-Lawrence’s secretary, Frances Turnbull, if “India (which is essentially 

different from the Dominions in history, geographical position, culture, population, 

economic development, etc.) will accept, or be naturally fitted to carry out, any of the broad 

unwritten obligations of membership.”14  Anderson worried that India would create friction 

in the Commonwealth, damaging the “Anglo-Saxon club.”15  Similarly, Woodrow Wyatt, an 

M.P. who served as Cripps’s assistant during the Cabinet Mission, was quoted in the Delhi 

Statesman claiming, “Dominion Status has no application at all in India, because dominions 

                                                 
12 Nehru, Proclaimation of Indian Independence, 13 Dec. 1946, TOP 9, p. 343. 
13 India Conference in London, 4 Dec. 1946, p. 263. 
14 Anderson to Turnbull, 14 Oct 1946, TOP 6, p. 714  
15 Anderson to Turnbull, 14 Oct 1946, TOP 6, p. 715 
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are founded on racial similarities.”  Instead, Wyatt argued for a treaty between Britain and 

an independent India outside the Commonwealth.16     

Other Government of India officials expressed concerns that India’s membership 

would formalize Commonwealth relations.  In a memorandum weighing the advantages and 

disadvantages of Commonwealth membership for India, David Monteath, Permanent 

Undersecretary for India and Burma, noted that India’s lack of the common factors binding 

Britain to the Commonwealth (among them allegiance to the Crown, Christianity, maritime 

traditions, and Parliamentary democracy) contributed to making India an unwilling member 

of the Commonwealth.17  For Monteath, an uncooperative, hostile India within the 

Commonwealth would ruin its informal flexibility.  Instead, India would constantly attempt 

to dodge its obligations to the Commonwealth that the other member nations instinctively 

understood.  Therefore, the Commonwealth would transform into an organization bound by 

strict legal language and loopholes.18  Colonial Secretary George Gater expressed similar 

reservations, arguing that the Commonwealth functioned best when member states joined of 

their own volition instead of feeling pressured to join.19  Gater viewed written obligations as 

anathema to the Commonwealth.  Both Gater and Monteath recommended that Britain 

should best deal with India in a treaty relationship.  They reflect the post-Cabinet Mission 

British certainty that India would do everything possible to avoid Commonwealth 

commitments and obligations.  This attitude demonstrated a clear understanding that India 

would be a disruptive member of the Commonwealth status quo. 

Indian membership also exposed Britain to the embarrassing problem of having an 

outspoken critic of British colonial policy in the Commonwealth.  Under Nehru’s 

leadership, Congress had become a significant voice against European imperialism in Asia.  

As Orme Sargent of the Foreign Office noted in a memo to Monteath, Indians had been able 

to rally together as “champions of Asia against European domination in all its forms.”20  

                                                 
16 Cutting from the Delhi Statesman, “British sincere about intention to give India independence,” 9 Feb. 1946, TOP 

6, p. 971. 
17 Monteath to Sargent, 3 Feb 1947, TOP 9, p. 606 
18 Monteath to Sargent, 3 Feb 1947, TOP 9, p. 604 
19 Gater to Monteath, 6 Dec. 1946, TOP 9, p. 304 
20 Sargent to Monteath, 7 Dec. 1946, TOP 9, p. 308 
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Such attitudes had already influenced Britain’s ability to enforce its foreign policy in 

Burma, where the British clashed with Burmese nationalist leader Aung San.  Wavell and 

the Cabinet Delegation informed Attlee that the British depended on the Indian Army to put 

down a San-led uprising in Burma, but that Congress’s opposition had rendered the use of 

the Indian Army for such purposes politically impossible.21  In addition, Congress pushed in 

early June of 1946 for the removal of Indian troops from British-occupied Sumatra.22  Hugh 

Weightman, Secretary of External Affairs for India, was also concerned about the 

possibility of the interim government under Indian control reversing British foreign policy 

by refusing to recognize Tibetan independence or halting delivery of war materials to 

Afghanistan.23  Even during the interim phase, Congressional leadership did what it could to 

oppose any high-handed British action in Asia.  Therefore, Indian membership would end 

the conception of the Commonwealth as an automatic ally in world affairs. 

India’s dispute with the South African government over its treatment of Indians also 

posed a Commonwealth problem.  The troubles stemmed from a 1939 act under South 

African Premier James Hertzog that attempted to separate the Indian community from the 

European-origin community in Durban.24  In 1943, the government attempted to prevent 

Indians from acquiring property in Durban for three years.25  The act was withdrawn, but the 

South African government had shown its hand.  The Indian government retaliated in 1943 

with the Reciprocity Act, which gave it the ability to impose disabilities on people living in 

India who belonged to nations discriminating against Indians.26  As early as 1944, Amery 

warned of Indian threats to halt trade with South Africa in protest of the unfair treatment of 

Indian nationals.  The dispute intensified in 1946 because of Congress’s political gains in 

the interim government after the war; it was also because South Africa had passed further 

                                                 
21 Wavell and Cabinet Delegation to Attlee, April 18, TOP 7,  302 
22 Henderson to Wavell, TOP 7, 835 
23 Weightman to Abell, May 27, TOP 7, 718 
24 Amery, Indians in South Africa, 10 Nov. 1944, TOP 5, 193 
25 Amery, Indians in South Africa, 10 Nov. 1944, TOP 5, 193 
26 Amery, Indians in South Africa, 10 Nov. 1944, TOP 5, 195 
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legislation intending to limit the suffrage of Indian citizens and continue to concentrate the 

Indian population in ghettoes.27     

The quarrel became a complicated Commonwealth issue in 1946, when India 

prepared to take South Africa to task at the newly-formed United Nations General 

Assembly.  India remained technically governed by the India Office, but the Indian 

delegation attained, in the common parlance of legal scholars of the inter-war period, an 

international personality.28  British officials blanched at the notion of taking what they saw 

as a Commonwealth problem to a forum designed to mediate disputes among foreign 

countries.  India’s willingness to involve the U.N. in Commonwealth business boded poorly 

for its future in a Commonwealth that frowned upon international mediation.  In a letter to 

Wavell, Pethick-Lawrence bristled at the notion of taking a Commonwealth dispute to the 

United Nations, desiring to “avoid this washing of family linen.”29  Wavell responded that 

India would still choose to go to the U.N. even if a body existed to resolve conflicts between 

Commonwealth nations.  Indian leaders doubted the support of Britain and other 

Dominions, alluding to the “White Australia” immigration policy as an example of other 

Dominions’ discrimination.30  Indian backlash against South African policies and threats of 

boycott and retaliation against South Africans in India represented an unprecedented level 

of public enmity in the Commonwealth.   

The India-South Africa dispute also put enormous pressure on how Britain dealt with 

the Commonwealth on the international stage.  Britain could not leave a Dominion open to 

attack and condemnation in the United Nations; at the same time, Britain also could not back 

South Africa at the expense of India.  India’s Commonwealth status also provided an 

awkward problem for Britain as India was technically still under British rule, although both 

Indian and British representatives to the U.N. worked as if the country had Dominion 

                                                 
27 The two pieces of legislation consisted of the Asiatic Land Tenure and Representation Acts in 1946, respectively.  

The Representation Act allowed for Indians to stand for Natal Provincial Council elections, but only whites could be 

candidates for the Union Parliament.  Lorna Lloyd, “A most auspicious beginning,” p. 133.  
28 This was not a particularly new status for India.  India enjoyed separate representation at the League of Nations 

from its inception. 
29 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 19 July, 1946, TOP 8, p. 91 
30 Wavell to Pethick-Lawrence, 6 Aug 1946, TOP 8 pp. 194-5. 
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status.31  The whole situation unsettled Wavell and the India Office.  Pethick-Lawrence 

wrote to Wavell that Britain must try to remain neutral throughout.32  The general strategy 

involved staying out of the dispute and weathering the storm without irritating either South 

Africa or India. 

Britain’s attempts to stay out of the dispute at the UN, however, aligned with South 

Africa’s strategy to remove the dispute from the Assembly’s agenda.  Both Britain and 

South Africa claimed that the treatment of Indians in South Africa was a domestic issue in 

South Africa and therefore could not be heard under Article 2.7 of the U.N. Charter.33  

Pethick-Lawrence reported to Wavell that the Cabinet decided on this tactic, despite his 

objections, because they feared setting a precedent of U.N. intervention in these types of 

domestic affairs.34  In addition, they hoped that this strategy would quickly stifle the issue 

and prevent a lengthy and damaging debate.  South African Prime Minister Jan Christian 

Smuts, who appeared before the Assembly and spearheaded the South African effort to 

reject the Indian attack under Article 2.7, argued to take the item off of the UN agenda 

because Commonwealth members were “accustomed to deal with each other not at arms 

length, by means of legislative formulas, but as members of a family of nations, in a spirit of 

free and voluntary cooperation and friendly alignment on aims and policies.”35 

Commonwealth politics also forced Britain to support South Africa despite 

discomfort over its racial policies.  Historians have described the clash at the U.N. as a key 

event in South African politics.  For example, Lorna Lloyd argues that the British supported 

the South African strategy despite these reservations as a way of backing Smuts, who would 

almost certainly be defeated in the next South African elections if India won the dispute.36  

Peter Henshaw claims that a victory at the U.N. ironically led to more racial strife in South 

                                                 
31 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 8 Nov. 1946, TOP 9, p. 36 
32 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 8 Nov. 1946, TOP 9, p. 35 
33 Lorna Lloyd, “‟A most auspicious beginning‟: The 1946 General Assembly and the question of the treatment of 

Indians  in South Africa,” Review of International Studies, v. 16, (1990) p. 142 
34 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 8 Nov. 1946, TOP 9, p. 35 
35 Lloyd, 140 
36 Lloyd, 143 
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Africa because it hurt Smuts’s reelection and propelled Daniel Malan’s hardline National 

Party.37   

Britain’s gambit to get the complaint rejected under Article 2.7 did serious damage to 

its efforts to retain India in the Commonwealth.  For one, the Indian delegation resented the 

concerted British and South African attempt to quash the dispute.  Rumors spread rapidly 

during the conference that Indian leaders viewed this lack of support as the last straw and 

grounds for abandoning the Commonwealth.38  In addition, the strategy forged what the 

British delegation viewed as dangerous alliances between India and the Soviet Union.  

While the Indian delegation saw Britain rejecting its legitimate complaint, the Soviet Union 

and China backed India and pushed to keep the item on the agenda.39  Pethick-Lawrence 

anticipated this alliance, and he feared that if Indian leaders believed that Britain favored 

South Africa, it would sour their relations with the Commonwealth for good and reorient 

them toward the Soviet Union.40  Thirty days later, Pethick Lawrence wrote to Wavell that 

he was convinced that the enmity that had built between India, Britain, and the Dominions 

had removed all hope of India ever remaining in the Commonwealth.41   

The most important effect of the India-South Africa dispute was its damage to the 

British hope of Indian membership in the Commonwealth.  The UN resolution condemning 

South Africa did virtually nothing to alleviate discrimination against Indians in South 

Africa.42  The rift between South Africa and India, however, complicated the idea of the 

Commonwealth as a family that could informally settle disputes amongst its members 

without taking action on the international stage.  This dispute provided a serious stumbling 

block to Indian membership in the Commonwealth.  More importantly, it showed that Indian 

membership would strain the appearance of Commonwealth solidarity at the U.N.  

                                                 
37 Peter Henshaw, “Britain and South Africa at the UN: „Southern Africa,‟ „Treatment of Indians,‟ and the „Race 

Conflict‟ 1946-1961,” South Africa Historical Journal, v. 31 (Nov., 1994), p. 88 
38 Lloyd, 139 
39 Lloyd, 136-7 
40 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 1 Nov 1946, TOP 8, p. 859 
41 Pethick-Lawrence to Wavell, 30 Nov 1946, TOP 9, p. 233 
42 Lloyd, 149 
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By late 1946, Congress leadership had turned against joining the Commonwealth 

after independence.  At the same time, British officials found reasons to question the value 

of Indian membership in the Commonwealth as well.  India could not join the 

Commonwealth without reshaping it.  The Commonwealth, as it currently existed, could not 

accommodate a member country willing to attack other Dominions at the U.N. or one that 

opposed and interfered with British colonial policies.  By late 1946, both Britain and India 

had excellent reasons to call off the Commonwealth relationship. 

Indian membership in the Commonwealth, however, emerged as a central platform 

of British policy during this period and indeed during the entirety of the transfer of power.  

Sentiment and tradition probably had some influence; official correspondence always 

carries a note of melancholy every time it refers to India as a “foreign” country outside the 

Commonwealth.  More practically, British officials worried about their prestige at the 

international level.  For example, Monteath claimed that India’s rapid departure from the 

British orbit after independence would look bad internationally as well as hurt 

Commonwealth morale.43  Conversely, Britain stood to gain prestige if a nation that had 

strenuously protested British rule would voluntarily remain associated with it.   

Reasons of defense and strategy, however, provided the greatest impetus to keep 

India in the Commonwealth.  Britain had two vital interests in Indian defense policy.  First, 

India had historically been a key part of Britain’s global defense strategy, and the Chiefs of 

Staff saw the Commonwealth as the best way to keep India in this crucial role after 

independence.  Secondly, British policymakers maintained an interest in defending India 

itself from outside threat, particularly from the Soviet Union.  Again, the Chiefs of Staff and 

other military officials saw Commonwealth membership as the easiest way to lend British 

assistance to India’s self-defense.  In both of these cases, British defense policies involving 

India simultaneously demonstrate innovative and anachronistic uses of the Commonwealth.  

In the first case, these policies developed a new role for the Commonwealth as a global anti-

Communist force.  At the same time, the policies reveal an old-fashioned imperial approach 

to strategy masked by the auspices of the Commonwealth.  

                                                 
43 Monteath to Sargent, 3 Feb 1947, TOP 9, p. 605 
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British military officials viewed India as a vital link in Commonwealth defense 

strategy, and sought to retain as much access to India as possible after independence.  For 

the Chiefs of Staff, Cabinet Defense Committee, and others, the Commonwealth provided 

the most organic way for India to remain a central part of this strategy.  India linked Britain 

to the Commonwealth in the Pacific, especially New Zealand and Australia.44  To that end, 

Wavell and the Chiefs of Staff pushed to retain the Andaman and Nicobar Islands as bases 

and staging points.45  The Chiefs hoped that India would play its “full part in 

Commonwealth defense.”46 Politically, the Chiefs did not appear to accept an independent 

India’s reluctance to continue to serve as the strategic linchpin of the British Empire. 

In 1946, the primary British concern in regard to Indian defense policy involved the 

security of India itself from foreign threat.  The rocky period between the Cabinet Mission’s 

failure and the appointment of Louis Mountbatten as the Viceroy tasked with overseeing 

British withdrawal in February 1947 was a time of tremendous tension between British and 

Indian leadership.  Both Britain and India still maintained a dependent relationship when it 

came to defense; British personnel remained entrenched in the Indian Army and the British 

relied on India as a part of Commonwealth strategy.  For Britain, an India conquered and 

controlled by a foreign power (especially the Soviet Union) or toppled by internal 

insurrection or civil chaos would render it strategically useless.  India’s military weakness 

without British backing greatly concerned military officials.  In a more optimistic time 

before the Cabinet Mission, British officials saw the United Kingdom as the guardian of 

India.47  By late 1946, they feared that an independent India would pursue its freedom to act 

independently from Britain at the expense of its own security.48     

 British military officials’ greatest fear for India was a Soviet takeover.  Monteath 

expressed Britain’s horror best when he argued that “Everybody knows that if India is 

unstable or hostile and, still more, that if it is both unstable and hostile it ceases to be the 

essential linchpin in the structure of the Commonwealth and becomes instead a menace to it.  
                                                 
44 Monteath to Pethick Lawrence, 1 Oct. 1946, TOP 8, p. 640 
45 Hollis to Montheath, 4 Oct., 1946, TOP 8, p. 660 
46 Hollis to Montheath, 4 Oct., 1946, TOP 8, p. 662 
47 British foreign policy in the Far East, Cheke and Montgomery, TOP 6, p. 781 
48 British foreign policy in the Far East, Cheke and Montgomery, TOP 6, p. 781 
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That menace, of course, would take concrete shape if instead of an India controlled by, or at 

any rate, friendly to this country and the rest of the Commonwealth, it were controlled by 

the USSR.”49  Wavell agreed with this sentiment, as he wrote to Pethick-Lawrence that 

Soviet domination constituted the biggest worry for India.50  Monteath pointed out to 

Pethick Lawrence that if the Soviet Union controlled India, it could outflank Britain’s access 

to vital Middle Eastern oil supplies and Travancore thorium as well as cut Britain off from 

New Zealand and Australia.51  Of course, not everyone panicked over the Soviet menace.  

Major-General Hollis reassured Monteath that a Soviet attack on India would lead to World 

War III, and in that case Britain would have allies.52  Nevertheless, the fear of Soviet 

aggression provides an interesting contrast of old and new geopolitical concerns, marrying 

the nineteenth century concern over the Russian Great Game attempts to strike at Britain 

through India with new fears over global communism and the possibility of internal revolt 

in India. 

The Commonwealth became so important to British officials because they believed 

that it offered a mechanism by which Britain could strengthen and maintain some control 

over Indian defenses.  With the Commonwealth, British army personnel could continue 

serving in the Indian army as under the principle of the Commonwealth reserve.53  India 

would also have British territories in Maylaya, Burma, and Ceylon to serve as a first line of 

defense as well as access to British air support and military technology.54  Monteath echoed 

such sentiments, stressing that from a strategic point of view, India had to accept British 

assistance to keep the Indian army modern and capable of defending the country.55  In this 

scheme, India would maintain forces on the ground while accepting British air and sea 

support.56  The Chiefs of Staff felt that the Commonwealth provided the most expedient way 

to maintain British military influence in India.      

                                                 
49 Notes by Croft and Monteath, 12-13 August 1946, TOP 8, p. 224 
50 Wavell to Pethick-Lawrence, 13 July 1946, TOP 8, p. 56 
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The Commonwealth did not provide the only mechanism for military alliance with 

India.  The alternative was a defense treaty. The Chiefs of Staff found the prospect of a 

treaty far less desirable than a Commonwealth relationship.  Hollis, for example, suggested 

that the military would prefer to work with India through the informal channels of staff 

conversations and liaison agreements, which was common in military arrangements with 

other Dominions.57  In addition, the Chiefs argued that treaty negotiations would make it 

more difficult to harness Indian resources in their global defense strategy.  Hollis argued 

that “Past experience has shown, particularly in the case of Egypt, that requests for British 

strategic facilities in independent sovereign states inevitably result in bargaining 

negotiations to whittle down our requirements, principally before the final Treaty must be 

made public, and must not, if it is to be accepted by public opinion, infringe on their 

sovereign rights.”58  British officials saw Congress as a nationalist organization that would 

reject British defense claims in order to assert its sovereignty.  The Commonwealth 

provided a much more flexible alternative without the worry of a hostile treaty limiting 

access to bases and resources. 

On the other hand, the Commonwealth’s flexibility and informality also potentially 

worked against Britain’s strategic goals for India.  Monteath reminded Hollis that India 

lacked the links to the Crown, common Anglo-Saxon or Western European origins, and 

common ideals that bound the rest of the Commonwealth together.  According to Monteath, 

these differences would make India’s relationship to Britain different from the rest of the 

Dominions.59  In addition, Monteath kept in mind the strain developing between Indian and 

British leaders.60  The combination of enmity and difference would make India an unreliable 

ally in the Commonwealth, comparing it Ireland, which alone among the Commonwealth 

countries remained neutral during the war.61  Instead, he claimed that a treaty relationship 
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61 Monteath to Hollis, 31 Oct 1946, TOP 9, p. 850 
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would be much more efficient.62  The nebulous informality of the Commonwealth could 

work against Britain by allowing India to sidestep its Commonwealth obligations.  A treaty, 

however, would bind India to the negotiated terms and Britain would not have to bet on 

India’s willingness to take part in Commonwealth defense.  The Chiefs of Staff, however, 

doubted that they could convince Indian leaders to agree to a treaty that would fulfill their 

minimum defense requirements. 

The debate over defense reveals that the intervention envisioned by the military and 

the Attlee government overrode fears about India’s effect on the Commonwealth.  During 

this period, Congress opposed membership in the Commonwealth.  If India joined the 

Commonwealth, many British officials predicted that its participation would be reluctant 

and counterproductive to Commonwealth goals.  In particular, by going to the United 

Nations, Congress had already demonstrated a willingness to defy a key Commonwealth 

principle to keep intra-Commonwealth disputes out of international forums (although the 

British delegation’s attempt to get the issue off the agenda suggests the type of support India 

could expect by attempting to confront South Africa through Commonwealth channels).  

Strategic concerns overwhelmed concerns for disruption of Commonwealth business.  The 

Commonwealth offered a way for British officials to retain a toehold in India.  The 

nationalist assertions of Congress during the tumultuous autumn of 1946 certainly do not 

indicate that a Dominion of India would allow the type of military access that the Chiefs of 

Staff envisioned.  Attlee and the Chiefs rested their hopes on the Commonwealth because it 

provided a flexible way to maintain the possibility of British influence. 

British officials kept the Commonwealth at the center of their decolonization strategy 

after the adoption of a partition plan.  Attlee emphasized to Mountbatten the importance of 

keeping India in the Commonwealth from the very outset of his appointment.63  

Mountbatten responded by redefining the Commonwealth as the only way for British 

military personnel to serve in an independent India and essentially threatening to gut the 
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Indian Army of its British leadership cadres if they opted out of Commonwealth 

membership.64   

Partition both complicated and eased British desperation to keep both India and 

Pakistan in the Commonwealth.  Jinnah espoused a desire to join the Commonwealth, 

whereas Nehru and Congress maintained their reservations.  Jinnah’s promise to join the 

Commonwealth increased pressure on Mountbatten because British leadership found the 

idea of only one Indian state in the Commonwealth impossible for political and military 

reasons.  Jinnah also outmaneuvered Mountbatten by showing that Britain could not 

possibly prevent a willing Pakistan from joining the Commonwealth.  On the other hand, the 

possibility of Pakistan in the Commonwealth gave Mountbatten leverage with Congress by 

asserting that Britain would aid Pakistan’s military.  These threats emphasize Mountbatten’s 

hardline connection of Dominion status to military alliance and his growing desperation to 

draw India into the Commonwealth.  Despite these efforts, he did not appear to effectively 

sway Congressional leaders.  In the end, India joined the Commonwealth only after striking 

a deal with Britain to join the Commonwealth on a trial basis in exchange for an earlier date 

for British withdrawal. 

The impending entrance of India and Pakistan into the Commonwealth sparked a 

reassessment of the nature of Dominion status.  Republican-minded Congress members 

viewed Dominion status with a wary eye, suspecting a ruse to impose British control 

through another name.  One British official observed that even the term “Dominion” “stinks 

in Indian nostrils.”65  Mountbatten suggested a program of “loosening” the Commonwealth 

in order to downplay royal symbols that rankled Indian nationalism, often over the 

objections of the other Dominions.66  At the same time, Dominion leaders acquiesced to 

Constitutional changes and encouraged Indian membership. 

                                                 
64 He delivered the most dramatic of these threats to Krishna Menon, telling him that without Dominion Status, 

India would have a “rotten army” and Britain would not have any reasons to “pull your chestnuts out of the fire.”  
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Dominion governments that were not consulted.  Congress allusions to adopting a procedure for seceding from the 

Commonwealth particularly alarmed Dominion governments. 
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The post-independence era saw the redefinition of the Commonwealth to 

accommodate its new Dominions.  Constitutional disputes over India’s republicanism met 

with grumbling acceptance by the Dominions.67  India accepted the Crown only as a symbol 

of the unity of the Commonwealth, while Pakistan and Ceylon joined with the more 

traditional Dominion relationship to the Crown.  Rhetoric around the Commonwealth 

switched from the club of former British settlement to a “blending of West and East,” as the 

final document of the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ meeting of 1948 described it.68  

Dominion Prime Ministers trumpeted the admission of India and Pakistan into the 

Commonwealth as a triumph against communism in Asia.69  The rhetoric concealed grave 

tensions brought about by the war between India and Pakistan where the Commonwealth 

served as a lightning rod for accusations of British betrayal and favoritism.70  The British 

government ultimately succeeded in its goal at the expense of a divided India and a 

Commonwealth altered unrecognizably from the 1946 schemes. 

The 1946 plans served the important purpose of putting the Commonwealth at the 

center of British plans for Indian independence.  These discussions correctly anticipated 

many of the constitutional complications of an Indian Dominion, although they obviously 

did not plan at the time for the complications of two mutually hostile Dominions.  The other 

goal of preventing India from falling into Soviet hands succeeded, although not at all 

because of the military intervention dreamed up by the Chiefs of Staff.  The Chiefs of Staff 

envisioned the Commonwealth as a way to maintain continuity with an imperial military 

strategy that had always relied on India.  Instead, by 1948, Britain had found a way to recast 

the Commonwealth as an asset for decolonization.  Attlee and Mountbatten’s stubborn 

insistence on Commonwealth membership in 1947 reshaped the Commonwealth into a way 

to preserve a British connection to former colonies.  Nehru and other top Indian officials 

                                                 
67 The exception was Commonwealth common citizenship, which the Dominions rejected as it threatened their 

racial immigration policies and South Africa‟s segregation.  Exclusionary immigration policies traditionally 
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designed avenues of cooperation that made the Commonwealth acceptable to national 

independence movements.    
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