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Anchi Ho:

Good afternoon everybody.  I’m glad that you found your way back.  And again, we are almost, we’re twenty minutes late so I better, we’d better get going.  Our next panel will be on “Women Leaders in India’s Independence Struggles.”  And our moderator is Dr. Smita Jassal, who is herself a very prominent scholar.  So I’m going to turn the table to her, and enjoy the rest of the panel.

Smita Jassal:

We have two outstanding presentations for this panel.  But before I give the floor over to John MacLeod, I’d like to just begin with two observations.  The first concerns the relevance of Indian women’s roles in the national movement for understanding the nature of women’s contemporary political participation.  The second concerns the imaginative and creative ways in which notions of women’s leadership are being re-worked by movements of the marginalized, especially among Dalits.  

My first submission is that while we talk about women leaders, it is very important to remember that the real movers and shakers in the national movement were actually the masses of women.  During this period great mass upsurges rocked the country and women were profoundly identified with them.  This includes upper caste and middle class women, of course, but also large collectivities of peasant women.  In order to achieve critical mass, women’s revolutionary potential was actually harnessed in extremely effective ways by Ghandi and the Congress leadership.  

Tanika Sarkar writes, “The eagerness to participate more directly, openly in patriotic movements was so deeply entwined within an urge to break out of the domestic confines and prove their worth in the public domain, that it is virtually impossible to separate the two.”  Women were seen in Ghandi’s ashram, of course, in village welfare, in picketing, rural and tribal agitations, filling up prisons, marching in demonstrations, and so on.  

The period has significant implications today since the ideal of equality for women itself emerged from notions of political self-determination.  And as scholars have pointed out -- once self-determination was privileged as an absolute good, it was impossible not to debate the justice of withholding it from women, lower castes, laboring classes.  Even as early as the 19th century women like Tarabai Shinde were asking of men, how can you question the colonization of the land when you have subjected your own women to an anterior colonization?

It is with regard to the question of women's reservations in Parliament today that the period is of equally profound significance.  In 1917 a women's delegation under Sarojini Naidu asked Montague and Chelmsford for the vote for women.  There were interesting divisions between those who wanted special reservations for women on legislative bodies and those who argued in favor of adult franchise.  And we will hear more about that.

To turn to my second point about notions of leadership being interrogated as a result of the rising assertiveness of Dalits, I wish to highlight the fact that the story of the independence movement today is being retold and re-imagined in ways that question mainstream understandings, especially those where upper castes have been glorified to the exclusion of alternative Dalit perspectives.  Recent writings for instance, recount the events of the 1957 rebellion with female heroes at the center of these imaginings.  These concerns link women -- female heroes -- with goddesses reaching back into the past.  The BSP, for instance, has picked out, and projected as symbols of Dalit identity, women heroes on whom the image of Mayawati can be modeled.  

So for instance, we are told that Jaklhari Bai was an associate of Rani Lakshmi Bai of Jhansi.  But because she was merely a maidservant, belonging to the Koti caste, her story of valor and sacrifice has been neglected in mainstream understandings.  Udha Devi is another such figure that Dalit narratives engage with today.  By immortalizing the memory of Virangana and inventing feasts, fasts and celebrations and commemorations around her legend, the dominant discourse of course gets subverted.  Such new myths and icons help grassroots mobilization and the construction of a homogenous Dalit identity, especially among the fairly fragmented Dalit castes.  These are fascinating trends to watch.  I stop here and invite John McLeod.  Thank you.

[applause]

John McLeod:

Thank you Smita and thank you everybody for coming here.  Thanks particularly to the organizers of this.  It's a great honor for me to be here and I feel in some ways a little humbled at being in the presence of so many really distinguished scholars who are -- know much more about a lot of this than I do.  In 20 days time, we will mark of the 150th anniversary of the outbreak of the Great [Indian] Revolt [aka the First War of Independence], which in 1857 tried to end British domination in the Indian subcontinent.  The revolt was bloody and traumatic on both sides and its effects on Indians, the British, and British rule in India were many and far ranging.

Almost since it began, the war of 1857 has provided fertile ground for debate over its causes -- were they the new Enfield rifles, the annexation of Avadh, the zeal of Christian missionaries; over its nature -- was it a military mutiny, a nationalist uprising, a post-pacification revolt; even over it’s name. In my talk today, I'm using the official terminology employed by the government of India, the First War of Independence.  This expression actually has an interesting history.  It was coined by the revolutionary nationalist, Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, who in 1909 published a book called, “The Volcano” or “The First Indian War of Independence.”  According to Savarkar, the revolt of 1857 was masterminded by one man, Dhondu Pant Peshwa, known as Nana Sahib, who persuaded the Indian people to rise up against their oppressors and establish a free “United States of India,” as Savarkar called it.  

This of course bears little resemblance to what actually happened.  In fact, it basically repeats the line taken by British conspiracy theorists, but makes their villains like Nana Sahib into heroes.  To Savarkar however, accuracy was not the issue.  His book was not so much a history of the revolt as a sort of allegory to inspire his contemporaries to mount a second war of independence, with himself standing in for Nana Sahib.  Maybe by coincidence, Savarkar and Nana Sahib both belong to the same Chitpavan caste.  

Savarkar's second war of independence, the one he thought his contemporaries would mount, never came.  The term is now sometimes applied to the Indian Nationalist Movement that began in the 1880s and won Freedom for India in 1947.  But this is a usage that would have enraged Savarkar.  Savarkar provided a sort of checklist of the characteristics of the War of Independence and this focused mainly on motivation and leadership.  And he claimed that he found all of these characteristics in the India of 1857.  And his message here of course was that Indians of his own day needed to rediscover these features if they were to start their own second war.  

Then, a half-century later, Ramesh Chandra Majumdar, perhaps the greatest historian of 20th-century India wrote his own account of 1857 in which he showed that none of Savarkar's characteristics were actually present.  Nevertheless, we can justify using Savarkar's designation on the grounds that what happened was unquestionably a war aimed at driving the British out of India.  In any case, the Government of India has officially adopted the designation, First War of Independence.  And I can do no better than follow their example.

Of all the individuals associated with the First War of Independence, none is as well known in India as Lakshmi Bai, the Rani of Jhansi, who was killed in battle against the British in June 1858.  She became probably the first and certainly the best known of all the women to give their lives in the cause of India’s freedom.  While she has certainly had her fair share of critics, Lakshmi Bai has drawn high praise even from her enemies.  Sir Hugh Rose, the British general who led the army that fought her called her, quote, "the best and bravest of the rebel leaders." And it was Rose who coined for her the designation, the “Joan of Arc of India,” which has been used ever since.  

R. C. Majumdar, the Indian historian who argued against Savarkar's concept of the First Indian War of Independence, conceded that, quote, "Even according to my book, she deserves the highest praise for her courage, bravery and military skill."  The Rashtriya Sevika Samiti, the woman's servants of the nation society, a Hindu nationalist organization for women, upholds what it sees as three virtues for Hindu women:  management, motherhood and leadership.  A different figure from the past is chosen by the Samiti to exemplify each of these virtues.  And Lakshmi Bai is regarded as the ultimate example of female leadership.  And this I think, makes it highly appropriate for us to look at Lakshmi Bai in this symposium on women movers and shakers, in the Indian subcontinent.

Like Gayatri Devi and Vijayaraje Scindia, Lakshmi Bai was a royal woman.  But we know much less about her than we do about them.  In some ways, our knowledge of her as a little bit more comparable to our knowledge of Mīrābāī.  Almost the only authenticated contemporary documentary sources on Lakshmi Bai 's life are a series of letters that she wrote to Lord Dalhousie, the British governor general of India, between December 1853 and May 1855, and then intelligence reports and depositions that were compiled by the British between July 1857 and December 1858.  There's also a host of ballads, folksongs and poems about her that were composed in the region around Jhansi beginning almost immediately after her death.  Much of the content of this popular literature is clearly based on memories of the real Lakshmi Bai.  Just as much of it however, adjusts the story to meet the requirements of the genre, and so it must be used very carefully by scholars.  

To add to the confusion, new facts are constantly being added to the Lakshmi Bai mythology.  Just as one example, since the 1960s, many books published in India have given Nov.19 as Lakshmi Bai's birthday.  By coincidence, this also happens to be Indira Ghandi's birthday.  All this makes it difficult to unravel Lakshmi Bai's story, which is probably why no fully satisfactory account of her has yet been written.  In fact, my feeling is that the task of writing a full satisfactory account may be impossible.  That being said, we do know enough about Lakshmi Bai for me to be able to give you a brief rundown of her life today.  And I hope some indication of why she was a woman mover and shaker.

Although she became a queen, Lakshmi Bai was not of royal blood.  Her father, Moropant Tambe, was a Karhade Brahmin from Maharashtra and a courtier for the family of Baji Rao Peshwa, the last overlord of the Maratha polity.  When the British overthrew Baji Rao in 1818 and deported him and his family to north India, Moropant settled the holy city of Varanasi.  And it was there that Lakshmi Bai was apparently born.  We have no idea of when she was born.  The most popular choices are 1827 and 1835.  Those are probably good ballpark figures, but that’s as far as we can say.  

According to the legend, which is a very widespread legend about her, she was actually not raised in Varanasi, but she was raised up-river from Varanasi in the small town of Bithur, the new home of Baji Rao Peshwa.  This however, is unlikely.  And even less credible is the story that her childhood playmates were Baji Rao’s adopted son, Nana Sahib, and the latter’s friend, Tatia Tope.  They were both considerably older than Lakshmi Bai, and so it’s very unlikely that they actually would have played together.  But it is apparent, apparently true that the young Brahmin girl Lakshmi Bai did master the unusual accomplishments of reading, writing and horse back riding.  

Then in May 1842, Lakshmi Bai’s life changed course.  When she was married to Gangadhar Rao Navalkar, the raja of the princely state of Jhansi.  Jhansi -- which was to put it into perspective almost exactly the same size as Rhode Island, about 1500 square miles, and had a population of about 317,000 at that time -- lay in the heart of Bundelkhand, the rugged region that now straddles the border between the states of Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh.  For centuries Bundelkhand had been dominated by the Bundela clan of Rajputs.  And Jhansi was surrounded by Bundela kingdoms.  Jhansi itself however, was something of an intruder in this world.  

Like Lakshmi Bai, Gangadhar Rao’s family were Karhade Brahmins.  And the first member of the family to come from their homeland in Maharashtra to Bundelkhand was Gangadhar Rao’s own uncle whom the then peshwa had in 1769 deputed to govern the massive 17th century fort of Jhansi.  For the next 50 years, the office of governor of Jhansi Fort remained in the Navalkar family.  And when [unintelligible] over Bundelkhand passed from the peshwa to the British, the latter recognized the then incumbent as the hereditary ruler of Jhansi and the surrounding territory.  And a few years later, the British promoted the governor of Jhansi to the rank of raja or king.  

So Lakshmi Bai married young Gangadhar Rao in 1842.  The legend tell us that after her marriage, Lakshmi Bai chafed at the secluded life of a queen, but in fact there's no firm reason to doubt that she lived the life expected of a lady of her position.  And then in November 1853, Raja Gangadhar Rao died.  He left no surviving children but on his deathbed he adopted a five-year-old relative named Damodar Rao and he assumed that the boy would inherit the throne.  And in his will, Gangadhar Rao instructed his widow Lakshmi Bai to administer Jhansi until his adopted son, Damodar Rao, reached adulthood.  

And two weeks after her husband's death, Lakshmi Bai wrote to the governor general of India, Lord Dalhousie, requesting official confirmation of her adopted son, Damodar Rao as the new raja of Jhansi.  And in this she had the support of Maj. D.A. Malcolm, who was responsible for dealings between the British, and the princes of Bundelkhand, and who reported to his superiors that Lakshmi Bai, quote, "is a woman highly respected and esteemed, and I believe, fully capable of doing justice to such a charge as Queen Regent of Jhansi."  

Unfortunately, for the previous 15 years, the policy of the British government in India had debarred the succession of adopted sons in princely states that were deemed to have been created by the British.  If the ruler of such a state died without a natural born son, his state would lapse, to use the technical term, in other words be annexed to British India.  Governor General Dalhousie ruled that since it was the British who had converted the governor of Jhansi into a hereditary raja, Gangadhar Rao's state was a creation of the British and it should therefore now lapse.  Between February and December 1854, Lakshmi Bai sent Dalhousie at least five letters of protest, most of them drafted by her expensive Australian lawyer, John Lang, but to no avail.  Dalhousie's annexation of Jhansi, and what Lakshmi Bai considered to be the disrespectful treatment that followed, would have left anyone with feelings of bitterness towards the British.

Jump ahead three years.  On May 10, 1857, the first war, the First Indian War of Independence began with an uprising of the British East India Company's garrison at the military camp of Meerut north of Delhi.  A month later on June the fifth, 1857, the company troops at Jhansi followed suit.  And they quickly gained control of the town.  Their British officers and their families took refuge in Jhansi Fort where they were joined by the handful of British officials who oversaw the administration of the former princely state.  
The Britons who had fled to the Fort asked for Lakshmi Bai's help.  But a party of the soldiers had already gone to the royal palace, the soldiers who had rebelled had already gone to the royal palace where the rani and her adopted son Damodar Rao had lived since the annexation, and apparently threatened Lakshmi Bai with death if she did not cooperate with them. This meant that she was not in a position to stand in the way of the revolt even if she had wanted to.  And she replied to the Britons that she could do nothing to help them. 
 Three days later on June 8, after withstanding a siege for those days, the Britons in the fort surrendered -- apparently in the belief that they had been promised that their lives would be spared.  They were however, immediately arrested and executed.  In the fevered atmosphere of 1857, many Britons blamed Lakshmi Bai for what they called the Jhansi massacre. Perhaps simply this was because they needed an individual culprit rather than a nameless band of British trained soldiers and because this fit in with their stereotype of a treacherous Oriental female.  

Then as militant India nationalists like Savarkar transformed people who had been villains to the British into heroes, they also ascribed the massacre to Lakshmi Bai.  Those who have studied the events however, are unanimous in saying that Lakshmi Bai was not involved -- from Captain W. C. Erskine, the British official with authority over Jhansi in 1857, to Lakshmi Bai's adopted son Damodar Rao, to the India historians R. C. Majumdar and Tapti Roy.  And this seems to be confirmed by the fact that after the executions, the rebellious soldiers showed no particular interest in what happened to Lakshmi Bai.  
Three days later, they left Jhansi to join their comrades at Delhi.  The elimination of the local British officials and the departure of the soldiers left Jhansi without a government.  Lakshmi Bai declared her son Damodar Rao to be the new raja and in accordance with her husband's will, she assumed the regency in his name.  She set up an administration comprising courtiers and officials who, until a few days earlier, had carried out their duties on behalf of the British.  She then wrote to Capt. Erskine, the local British official, informing him of what had happened and asking for British help in establishing her authority over all her husband's old Kingdom.  Erskine of course, could not help her.  He had other things on his plate.  But he did recognize Lakshmi Bai as ruler of Jhansi until British officials could resume control.

The legend portrays Lakshmi Bai as a good queen after this -- pious, generous to the poor, and diligent in dispensing justice.  And there's no reason to doubt this.  But for most of the nine months that she ruled Jhansi, she was preoccupied simply with keeping her throne.  With British rule at an end, Sadashivrao, a cousin of her husband, Raja Gangadhar Rao, declared himself to be the rightful ruler of Jhansi, challenging Lakshmi Bai’s son Damodar Rao.  And Sadashivrao established himself in one of the states outlying towns.  And this meant that the new rani regent's [Lakshmi Bai’s] first priority was to reconstitute the Jhansi state army, which had been disbanded on the British annexation.  She recruited troops and they managed to drive out Sadashivrao.  

Soon afterwards however, Jhansi was invaded by an army from the neighboring state of Orchha.  The rulers of Orchha had controlled Jhansi until the mid-18th century and they had always felt that it was rightfully theirs.  And the Orchha invasion was a much more serious affair than Sadashivrao's incursion.  For seven weeks, in September and October 1857, the Orchha forces surrounded Jhansi town and besieged it.  And they were still fighting Lakshmi Bai’s soldiers as late as January 1858.  And the result of all of this, which is to become significant, is that Lakshmi Bai’s Jhansi was a militarized place, swarming with soldiers.  

Many of them were locals, but even more were men from elsewhere in Bundelkhand or even veterans of the East India Company's army.  They had been recruited to fight Sadashivrao and the invaders from Orchha.  Unfortunately, I tend to doubt this story, that this army included a regiment of women whom the Rani [Lakshmi Bai ] personally recruited and trained, although that's the very sort of powerful element of her legend among some circles.  

Now, during June and July of 1857, the War of Independence had ended British rule across much of Northern and Central India.  By December 1857 however, the British had reconquered most of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar.  And this really left Bundelkhand as the only large area not once more under British control.  Gen. Sir Hugh Rose was appointed to subjugate Bundelkhand.  And in February 1858 he entered the region.  

The historian, Tapti Roy notes that, “For quite some time after the mutiny of the troops at Jhansi, Lakshmi Bai’s personal preference was to maintain her links with the British and to proclaim her faith and them."  But both on the British side and in Jhansi, there were forces that made that impossible.  In the first place, on the British side, since June 1857, the feeling that Lakshmi Bai had been behind the executions of the British officials and soldiers at Jhansi had become more and more widespread among Britons in India.  

And by this point, by early 1858, there was a growing consensus among the British that the Rani [Lakshmi Bai] was among the ringleaders of the revolt.  And that she should be captured and tried, presumably found guilty and executed.  And at the same time, Lakshmi Bai’s own army, which every day was being joined by soldiers who'd been defeated by Rose elsewhere in Bundelkhand, demanded that Lakshmi Bai resist the British invaders.  And she really had little choice with the powerful body of well-armed soldiers putting pressure on her.  

In the third week of March 1858, as Rose approached Jhansi, Lakshmi Bai recognized that she had new choice, no choice, I'm sorry.  And at this point the Rani of Jhansi of legend became a reality.  She rode about the town, rallying her troops and her subjects and giving orders for the defense of Jhansi against the siege that began on March 21.  Thirteen days later, Rose's men breached the town's walls and commenced a massacre of its inhabitants.  Lakshmi Bai took refuge in the same fort where the Britons had sought safety in June 1857.  

Unlike them though, she escaped.  On the night of April 4, she took her son Damodar Rao, and evading the encircling troops made her way to Kalpi, a town on the Yamuna.  Kalpi was the headquarters of Rao Saheb, a nephew of Nana Sahib Peshwa, the rebel leader who in Savarkar's account was the mastermind of the First War of Independence.  And Kalpi was the last major center that had not yet fallen to the British and the surviving rebels converged there.  On May 7, 1858, however, in Koonch, 23 miles to the southwest, Rose defeated a force under the command of Nana Sahib's right hand man, Tatia Tope.  And on May 23 he captured Kalpi itself.  

The defending leaders, Rao Saheb, Lakshmi Bai, and their companions now made their way westward into Gwalior, the largest and most powerful princely state in central India.  Jyajee Rao, the maharaja of Gwalior, espoused mildly pro-British sentiments and until now his state had taken little part in the fighting that had begun over a year earlier.  But both his army and the British-led Gwalior contingent, stationed in Gwalior town, were sympathetic to the uprising.  And Tatia Tope had already begun the task of persuading them to join the struggle for independence.  Tatia hoped that if they rose up, the maharajah of Gwalior would join them.  And the support of one of India's most important rulers would almost certainly persuade other princes to come on board as well, giving the uprising a fresh lease on life.  

On May 31, 1858, the Gwalior troops did indeed join the revolt.  Maharajah Jyajee Rao fled to the safety of British lines.  But soon afterwards Rao Saheb, Tatia Tope and Lakshmi Bai entered Gwalior in triumph.  As at Jhansi, two months earlier, Lakshmi Bai devoted herself to preparing defenses against the inevitable British attack and inspiring soldiers and civilians.  She's reported to have been, quote, "constantly on horseback, armed with a sword and pistol at the head of 300 cavalry."  Rose's army reached the neighborhood of Gwalior in mid- June.  Lakshmi Bai took control of the soldiers guarding the road, leading into the city from a place called Kotah-ke-Serai, now swallowed up in Gwalior's urban sprawl.  

On June 16, 1858, they met a party of British troops.  Lakshmi Bai, clad in a red jacket and trousers and a white turban, led her men into fierce battle.  And then she was hit and mortally wounded.  Whether she died on the field, in-flight, or after being carried to safety, accounts differ.  She breathed her last that day.  

The sequel is quickly told.  Rose's army advanced into Gwalior and captured the fort the following day.  The Rani's companions fled once again and waged a guerrilla war against the victorious British.  They were captured one by one.  The last of them, Tatia Tope, in April 1859.  The First Indian War of Independence was over.  But of all its leaders, Lakshmi Bai is the best known today.  

It's true that S. N. Sen points out that she and other rebel leaders fought to regain their lost power and not to free the Indian people.  Eric Stokes sees her as one of the aristocrats who seized center stage in the dying months of a great peasant revolt.  Tapti Roy notes that she was only one among many Bundelkhand rulers and chiefs who were forced by soldiers to take nominal command of a rebellion that they neither controlled nor necessarily supported.  M. S. Renick tells that she acted under the dominance of her father Moropant.

But efforts to debunk Lakshmi Bai cannot succeed.  When all is said and done, the fact remains that what she did between March and June of 1858 was extraordinary.  She organized defenses, inspired troops, and in the end, led them into battle and died there.  This would speak to rare ability and courage in anyone.  In a Brahmin woman of 150 years ago, who despite the legend must have passed most of her life in seclusion, it is incredible.  And it's small wonder that ever since her death countless Indians have sought inspiration in her life.  She truly was a mover and shaker.  Thank you.

[applause]

Dr. Smita Jassal:

Thank you John for that fascinating piece.

[applause]

[end of transcript]

