British Diplomacy and Knowledge Production in India

Initial Diplomatic Encounter:

O Thomas Roe was the first British ambassador to India, but he was not received by
the emperor.

O  His diaries offer complex insights, although his understanding of Indian politics and
society was limited and shaped by his interpretations.

Misconceptions About Indian Society:

O  The British held incorrect views that they used to justify their rule.

O Caste System: The British perceived caste as a rigid, unchangeable hierarchy,
resembling a pyramid:

Top: Priests (Brahmins)

Second Level: Warriors (Kshatriyas)

Middle Level: High-ranking workers (Vaishyas)

Lower Level: Lower-ranking workers (Shudras)

Bottom: Untouchables (Dalits), deemed impure.

O  Reality: The actual social structure was more complex, consisting of Jati
(occupational groups) and Varna (social classes), which did not function as a rigid
caste system. The British colonial perspective often portrayed Indian society as
static and unchanging over millennia. They viewed the caste system as a rigid
structure that stifled mobility and progress. In reality, the caste system has been
more dynamic than the British understood. Social mobility and changes in caste
status have occurred throughout history, influenced by economic, political, and
social factors. The British made broad generalizations about Indian society based
on limited observations. They often failed to appreciate the diversity and
complexity of regional and cultural differences within India. The assumption that
Indian villages were isolated and did not communicate with each other contributed
to a simplistic understanding of Indian society.

Orientalism's Role in Colonialism:

o The British created knowledge about Indian society to better control it,
aligning with their colonial agenda.

o They sought legitimacy as rulers, replacing existing power structures and
understanding which societal groups could support their rule.

Governance and Legitimacy:

The local governor was titled Nawab, a title retained to lend legitimacy to British rule.
British assumptions included:



m  Static Society: They believed Indian society had not changed in thousands
of years and lacked historical development.

m  Village Focus: They viewed the village as the fundamental unit of social life,
with no significant communication between them.

m  Caste System: They considered the caste system the essence of social
stratification.

m  Influence of Hinduism: They perceived Hinduism as a governing force in
society, not just a spiritual system.

m  Despotism: Indian society was likened to an ocean, with superficial
movement but underlying stagnation, justifying British rule as a response to
a static society.

The European Expansion

The Catalan Atlas (1375): A map that reflects early European knowledge of the Orient,
contains information about geographic features, animals, rulers, and commercial routes.
Data gathered through trade, missionary efforts, and cultural exchanges, particularly an
interest in textiles.

Pax Mongolica: The Mongol Empire facilitated trade with Europeans, allowing them to
enter the empire. This era fostered significant cultural, religious, and political exchanges
between East and West.

Knowledge of North Africa and the Middle East: prior to external colonization,
Europeans practiced internal colonization within their own borders. This internal process
began in Central Europe and expanded outward, with Latin becoming a dominant cultural
language.

Reconquista: a centuries-long effort by Iberian Christians to reclaim the Spanish peninsula
from Muslim rule. The end of the Reconquista marked the beginning of Spanish
colonization in the Americas. Techniques and instruments developed during the
Reconquista were later applied in the colonization of the Americas.

Eastern Atlantic Archipelagos

Discovery: European explorers, including those from Spain and Portugal, encountered
new populations in the Eastern Atlantic archipelagos during the Age of Discovery.

Strategic Importance: These islands served as strategic points for navigation and trade
routes between Europe, Africa, and the Americas.

The African Branch:



Initial Interactions: Early interactions with African societies involved trade relationships,
focusing on goods such as textiles, spices, and gold.

Guanche Population: The Guanches, indigenous to the Canary Islands, were initially
enslaved to extract gold and other resources. The European colonizers underestimated
the impact of diseases, which devastated the Guanche population.

Shift to Plantations: As the native population dwindled, colonizers turned to African
slaves to sustain agricultural production, particularly in sugar and tobacco plantations.
This marked a significant transition in labor practices in the islands and laid the
groundwork for the transatlantic slave trade.

The Atlantic Branch:

Land and Enslavement:

European powers, particularly the Spanish and Portuguese, sought lands to exploit and
populations to enslave in the New World and Africa. The search for gold intensified, as it
was the primary currency used in trade with Asian merchants, particularly in the spice
trade.

Characteristics of European Expansion in Africa

Trade Focus:

O The expansion into Africa led to the establishment of coastal trading posts, such as
those at ElImina and Cape Coast.

O Many Europeans died from diseases like malaria and yellow fever, which were
foreign to them and decimated their numbers.

Interest in Resources:

Initial interests were primarily in gold, but as time progressed, Europeans recognized the
economic potential of other resources.
By 1650, the export of slaves became a significant part of the trade network, alongside
valuable commodities such as:

=  Gold: Sought after for currency and trade.

=  Sugar: A highly profitable crop that drove the demand for slave labor.

=  Spices: Essential for preserving food and enhancing flavor, which were highly

sought after in Europe.



