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 India had been a ‘wonder’ land for the foreigners. The people, their customs, habits and 

practices, the country’s culture, the native music, art, architecture and the environment had either 

excited their admiration for the country or had incited their contempt for its people and culture.  

The non-official Europeans were no exceptions to this rule.  A corpus of literature produced from 

the memoirs and travelogues recorded by non-official Westerners (as well as the records of the 

administrators) had constructed the history and tradition of the colonized.   As K.N. Panikkar had 

stated, the native society and culture that was thus created by the colonial rule and its ideologies, 

were often substantially different from what the natives knew about themselves.1 These were the 

pictures seen through the eyes of the ruler and written according to their acumen.  The sense of 

superiority was the product of the gulf between the culture of the colonizer and the colonized.  

This ‘cultural gulf’, according to Panikkar, provided the rationale for subjugation of the 

dominated.  The subjection of the colonized was an important part of the colonial project.  In the 

process, the indigenous culture was marginalized, distorted and often displaced so as to satisfy 

the colonial interest.  In fact, the cultural differences between the West and the East had always 

affected the relations between them. 

 The descriptions of the native culture and its institutions that were penned by the 

Westerners were premised on the inferiority of the indigenous culture.  Simultaneously, no stone 

was left unturned to privilege the colonizer. The ‘imperialism’ thus encouraged the creation of 

‘one way’ narration of the colonized culture and taste, i.e. it highlighted the euro centrism, 

racism and class bias of the Occident in the formulation of knowledge about the Orient.  As Eliot 

Deutsch had mentioned ‘the primary thrust of this Western tradition had always been to reduce, 
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absorb or appropriate what is taken to be the other to the same. ‘This imperialist gesture to 

conquer, master and colonize the other reveals the violence that is implicit in the reduction of the 

other to the same.’2 In this chapter, an attempt would be made to show how the non-official 

description of Indian people, their characteristics, and the land’s culture had been coloured by 

their attitude of supremacy and arrogance.  The Europeans had a firm conviction that they were 

the torch bearers of culture and progress in this heathen land.  The other societies (i.e. the non-

European) were essential to the European sense of self and concept of civilization.  As had been 

argued by Robert J.C. Young, the savagery of the non-western people was intentionally 

construed as an ‘antithesis to the values of European civilization.’  Robert Young further went on 

to say that ‘Culture has inscribed within itself the complex and often contradictory differences 

through which European society had defined itself.  Culture has always marked cultural 

difference by producing the other; it has always been comparative and racism has always been an 

integral part of it : the two are inextricably clustered together, feeding off and generating each 

other.3  Thus, India’s image had been defined in terms of the Western European variant.  As 

Gayatri Spivak had argued in her article ‘The New Subaltern: A Silent Interview’ that the 

subaltern (i.e. the colonial subjects) had no place in the colonial cultural value-form and were cut 

off from the lines that produced the colonial mind set.4  Hence, the images produced were 

imaginary, not genuine.  

 Such stereotypes fitted the classical models of dominance and subordination.  Members 

of the dominant group ascribed to themselves all those qualities which would establish their 

excellence and power  over  the ruled. They were unwilling to identify those qualities among the 

dominated.As Kenneth Ballhatchet had remarked, the subordinates were born with the qualities 

that encouraged obedience and subordination from them.5 This reasoning was constantly 

employed to justify their position and power.  The prevalent idea was that the colonial subjects 

lacked moral and mental qualities and therefore, they could neither be equal to the colonizer nor 

could their values, habits and rituals resemble the intellectual capabilities of the colonizer. ‘In the 

absence of the direct interaction with the indigenous population, the colonial subject was reduced 

to aconceptual category, an object emptied of all personal identity to accommodate the 

knowledge already established and being circulated about the native Indian.’6 These stereotypes, 
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myths and presuppositions were the basis through which the Indians were visualized by the 

Westerners and they shaped the perceptions and difference between the East and the West.  

Thus, as Gauri Viswanathan believed, this comparative evaluations set off one culture against the 

other, where the rulers’ culture and practices overshadowed those of the ruled. 

I 

 The People and their Characteristics  

 While the British administrators believed that the natives must be always kept down by 

the imperial power, the travellers and the other non-official Europeans tried to convince 

themselves with the conviction that they were wiser, more just and far advanced than the people 

of the East.  Hence, their writings generally dwelled on the inferiority and indecency of the 

native people.  An Englishman’s true essence was visible in his thought, his personality, actions 

and behaviour which were always guided by reason.  On the contrary, the manners of the native 

population exhibited want of discipline, the habit of making loud noises and the custom of 

covering themselves insufficiently.  Mary Carpenter had thus commented: 

“Nature herself had done something to adorn the country.  Everything seemed   left 

uncared for; a neglected road took the place of what would have been in England a fine 

carriage drive.  In  the most narrow dismal streets of our crowded cities at home, pots of 

flowers may be seen in some  upper windows where the miserable tenants carefully  

cherish  such plants as can bear the  smoke  and  impure  air  and thus, obtain a small 

glimpse of the loveliness of nature. But here in a splendid climate with every advantage 

that can been desired, a total apathy seems to pervade the population respecting flowers 

or indeed anything which could require the bestowal of the very smallest trouble.”7 

What Mary Carpenter wished to state was that unlike Europeans, the Indians had no love for 

nature.  They were unclean, dirty and savage in their habits and manners. The Indians had no 

plans for the future and they did not entertain any desire to exert themselves or think beyond the 

present.  In this respect, they formed a sharp contrast to the English who were full of energy and 

vigour.  This kind of listlessness and apathy, according to the Europeans, was traceable in Indian 
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culture which propagated inherent inaptitude for rationality and self exertion.  The atmosphere in 

India was averse to the development of personalities of Indian men. 

 According to Stuart Hall, these representations ‘which form culture’s alphabet and 

grammar are instruments of social power.’8 It was stated that the Indians were to be despised as 

they were far below in the level of civilization. Whatever stereotype was produced, its ultimate 

motive was to serve the ‘structure of power.’ As the British occupation of India proceeded, the 

English were no longer ready to admire anything Indian.  The Britishers began to consider 

themselves intrinsically superior and their subjects inferior.  Hence, this notion of imperial 

supremacy coloured their interpretation of India.  The natives could not comprehend the concept 

of decency and indecency. Indians had no taste of culture and refinement.  This was reflected in 

their art and architecture which had no accomplishment of the modern West. Indian art and 

architecture were far below the normal standard of beauty and magnificence.  Mary Carpenter in 

this context had entertained an idea about Indian art that – 

“There is a remarkable deficiency in the drawing or the sculpturing of the human  figure, 

or even of animals.  Everywhere did I search for some trace of a  true,  beautiful  or 

elevated  conception  of the human  figure,   in    their  ornaments  or the representation of 

their deities.  Nor did the noblest animals fare better.  The  lions  guarding  the inner 

temple  at  Elephanta  are  quite  libels on the King of beasts and a  photograph of a 

colossal  sacred bull  adorned  with  jewellery  marks  him  look somewhat  like  a  

gigantic  sheep.   They do not even appear to comprehend an accurate pictorial 

representations of living objects. A great difficulty presents itself, at the  very outset, in 

the deficiency of  any  good works  of art,  ancient  or modern  to guide  the study  of  

learners.  Very few specimens of the works of the great masters in painting or sculptures 

are found in India; it may be questioned whether any exists in the country. ” 9 

The Renaissance and the Reformation in Europe had convinced the Europeans that Europe was 

the repository of art and architecture in the world.  Indian architecture was constructed on false 

principles, testifying the existence of a degraded civilization. India’s art could never equal the 
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European’s art or challenge its predominance.  The observations of William Howard Russell had 

acted as complementary to the description of Mary Carpenter.  His statement was: 

“the  little  nests  of   temples  which  look  so  fine  in   the  aggregate,  are  mean  

enough   in   the abstract;   massive   low   domes   rising   from dumpy  walls  and  

covered  all over with lotus leaves – dark  foul  chambers  full of  withered flowers,  

hideous  idols and  lingam altars; that which  was  perhaps   refined   and   elegant  in 

Greece, is  horrible in  Hindostan  but  it is not indecent.   There are a  few really grand 

marble statues – a charming venus and dove, a very fine nymph with hounds and  a 

severe Apollo, which had been chipped about the stomach by a native artisan,  but  all  

the  rest,  or  nearly  all  of  the many hundred statues, are vile plaster imitations, indecent  

or  grotesque  originals.”10  

It is well known that India enjoyed a rich tradition of cultural heritage in art and sculpture since 

the ancient times.  Different imperial ruling dynasties as well as the regional elites had 

patronized Indian art.  India’s artistic excellence had spontaneously generated the admiration and 

heartiest praise of the foreigners visiting India since time immemorial.  The growth of social 

ideas and culture in Europe was not the result of only Europe’s endeavour.  ‘Significant elements 

of non-European culture went into the making of European cultural elements which were 

assimilated into their social fabric.’11 A whole range of cultural ideas from the periphery were 

absorbed as a part of the legitimized culture of West Europe.  This would clarify the role of the 

non Western countries in the making of European culture.  But the power of the colonizer led 

them to disavow the contributions of the East in the formation of the European culture. 

 The Europeans could only establish their rule by a continuous display of power.  The 

Westerners firmly believed that the subjects only understood the language of command and 

authority.  The Europeans attached exclusive importance to their own pattern of behaviour and 

therefore the native conduct and the system of values appeared wanting in their eyes.  For 

example, Maud Diver had commented: 

“Many   English  make  a  mistaken   belief  that they can bring  themselves   into  closer  

touch with  the  people by  living  as  nearly  as  possible on the same lines.  Now the 
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Oriental is a profound respecter of persons as of all  outward  and visible signs  of   power  

and  in  his  eyes, the   man   who deliberately and  needlessly accepts  discomfort is a 

poor fool  to be  humoured  and pitied but by no means   worthy  of   admiration   and  

respect.   A permanent descent to Aryan levels is apt, as has been   said, to endanger 

contempt rather than respect.” 12 

The conception of Indian character had become very much conventionalized in European 

temperament and it was universally applicable to all natives of the country.  This was a product 

of observations and preconceptions.  It was a result of the absence of intimacy among the 

Englishmen and the Indians.  They viewed the Indians from the standpoint of their own culture. 

As regards the people, it was a widespread belief: 

“the people has a surprising indifference to  life, the inflexible  stubbornness  and  

vindictive  disposition of these people are  by  no means rare.  Feelings and sentiments, 

so contrary to each other should operate on the same minds; they are so quiet and  supine, 

so only half alive as they  generally show themselves but they at the same time  nourish 

so violent and active a passion as revenge and brave even death so intrepidly as they 

often do in pursuit of it; this is enough of these silly enthusiasts.”13    

Europe set out to establish its all embracing hegemony throughout the world.  As Europe 

advanced in the scale of civilization, progress and rationality, its relationship with the non-West 

also underwent transformations. The Europeans adopted ‘deprecatory attitudes towards non-

European peoples while new manners, fashions and mannerisms were hallmarks of the new 

order.’14  The colonial culture and its people were depicted as dependant, weak and naive 

compared to the Western culture.  As Clifford Geertz had suggested that the great, vast variety of 

differences among men in beliefs and values, in customs and institutions were significant in 

defining his nature.15 The cultural difference between the West and the East had made the West 

enhance its   pre-eminence and dominance over the people of India.  So, the subjugation and 

misinterpretations of the natives had been the key note of the non-officials’ description of India. 

II 
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Another characteristic of  the  natives, as perceived by  the Sojourners, was that in all 

matters of moment, the natives of Hindusthan never ventured upon actions without consulting 

their favourite oracles. The Muslims, like the Romans, referred to the Koran.  They had no 

rationality of thought and judgment.  Hence, unlike the Europeans who had complete confidence 

in their actions, the natives took recourse to supernatural ideas. Being uneducated and backward, 

the natives resorted to intrigue, fraud and dissimulation.  They forgot the favours extended to 

them and were highly ungrateful.  They were represented as being mean, groveling, cowardly 

and cruel.  Their intellect was of the lowest order and their ignorance almost without a parallel 

while some of their customs were quite degrading to humanity.  Cunning and dishonesty 

combined with a degree of distrust and irresolutions were often remarkable in the Asiatic 

character.  Their prevailing nature seemed to be apathy and laziness and they showed a 

disposition to prevaricate and deceive.  In this regard, Sir Edmund C. Cox Bart had opined: 

“In England as a general rule, you   expect honesty. In India as a general rule, you expect 

dishonesty and have to make arrangements before hand to defeat it.  You can never count 

of the natives exercising common sense, or doing anything right, even if they have done 

it hundreds of times   before.    Even their everlasting lies would not have been so bad if 

they had not been so senseless and palpable.  It constituted  an  insult  to  one’s  

intelligence to  be  told  the  silly,  futile lies that one had to listen  to  day  by  day.   The 

Persian proverb says   ‘never   tell a lie   when the   truth will serve your purpose equally 

well.’ But in India, when the simple truth would serve the purpose admirably, outcomes 

the usual string of lies.”16 

The concept of culture had its impact on the concept of man.  As Clifford Geertz remarked, 

being human meant being an individual. The cultural patterns guided an individual and his life. 

Man was to be defined by his innate capacities and his actual behaviour.  Culture was one 

element in determining man’s nature. Therefore, each country and its people had their own 

characteristics which were a product of the country’s cultural tradition.  The exploration of the 

East, establishment of its hegemony in the Orient and attainment of enlightenment had provided 

a means of creating a cultural distance from the non-West.  They had employed the concept of 

culture to bolster up the grand claims for an advanced civilization and the forerunner of 
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modernity.  In the process, the colonized were placed far below in the ladder of civilization.  As 

Robert J.C. Young argued, the European concept of culture created a notion of difference and a 

divide between the West and the non-West.  The superstitions and ill beliefs of the people of the 

country were further extended even in case of their children.  Instead of making them bold and 

strong, they were eager to name their children after the name of their Gods with the faith that, 

that would bring them good luck.  Religion had thus been misused by the people for their selfish 

ends. Monier Williams had ridiculed this practice in the following words – 

“With regard to the present custom of name giving, the  ceremony is  performed  in  some 

parts of India on  the day  when  the  child  is  first  fed.  Then it is thought essential to 

secure good fortune that a boy should  be  called  after  some  God.  The names  of girls  

are  taken from  Goddesses like Lakshmi, Durga etc.  It is often considered unlucky and 

not unlikely to bring down a judgment on a child, if the name it receives is  indicative  of  

any  good  quality  it may happen  to  possess  at  birth.   Therefore, it  is  not uncommon 

for a fair child to be called black (Krishna).  Moreover, parents will sometimes give an  

infant  an  ugly  or inauspicious name from a  superstitious  fear  that  the  child’s  beauty  

may excite  the  envious  glances  or evil eye of malicious  persons.”17 

Religion had occupied an important place in the life of the people.  A man’s thought, ideas and 

usages were largely influenced by his religion. It, therefore, often was a practice among the 

parents to name their children after the names of the Gods and Goddesses. But this had been 

misinterpreted by the Europeans as symbols of superstition, ignorance and backwardness.  In 

those days, when many men were illiterate, they had very little idea about modern names.  

Hence, they named their children after the names of Gods and Goddesses.  In fact, European 

culture had emphasized on cultural difference by producing the other.  It had always been 

comparative and racism had been an integral part of it.  ‘The two are inextricably clustered 

together, feeding off and generating each other.’18 Culture had always been racially constructed.  

So, there existed a vast dissonance of the Western thought and practice with the East and this 

assumption of difference and inequality had acted as the pivotal point in the non-official’s 

writings about the Indians.  It was normally an intentional desire on the part of the subjugators to 

create a difference.  In such kind of definition, the object of description was not allowed to 
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‘speak back.’  As Mieke Bal had put forward the view that in this kind of analysis, the objects 

about whom (i.e. the natives) the statements were made were ultimately rendered dumb and 

speechless.  If they did not speak, they should be treated with respect and interpretation about 

them should neither be diverted nor be complicated.  Then only it would change from a rigid 

discourse into a live cultural object in its own right.  ‘This is how we can learn from the objects 

that constitute our area of study and they should be considered as subjects.’19 Unfortunately, in 

the depiction of the native people and their religious, social and cultural institutions, they 

remained mute and non-participant.  It was written by outsiders linked to the colonial authority 

and in their own language. 

III 

An intelligent observer once stated that to whatever country of Europe a traveller visited, 

he met with the people ready to give him information and eager to display their knowledge.  In 

Asia, however, the reverse occurred.  The natives were averse to the strangers and reserved in 

their manners, slaves to their own customs and held those of other nations in contempt.  The 

Mohammedans were generally intolerant and cruel and treated all other religions with a sort of 

contemptuous abhorrence.  The Hindu character, though very different, was in many points 

extremely defective and was led by deep rooted prejudices and barbarous customs. To this might 

be added the want of enterprise and vigour among the people. Indolence constituted their chief 

happiness. They idled away their time ‘without a reflection on the past or plan for the future.’ 

Thus, the laws, manners and customs were the same at this day as they were some thousand 

years ago.   

 There was no denying the fact that Europe had established its domination over the East 

by the nineteenth century.  India was represented in these writings as a polar opposite to the 

West.  This was based on the Eurocentric tradition ‘in which the ideology of modernity ushers in 

a Hegemonic Universalism.  Europe remained the only active maker of history.20 The 

relationship between the East and the West was not reciprocal but unidirectional and in favour of 

the powerful.  The colonial agenda aimed at subjecting the natives to such a cultural system that 

privileged the West.  According to K.N.Panikkar, colonialism had deprived the subjected of their 
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cultural identity and interrupted their own style of development.21 This depiction of the natives 

was essential to justify and legitimize their supremacy and authority over a country which they 

believed was characterized by social degradation, religious superstition and anarchy.  Culture 

had been defined as ‘a body of intellectual and imaginative work recording human thought and 

experience’ or it was ‘a description of a particular way of life which expresses certain meanings 

and values not only in art and learning but also in institutions and ordinary behaviour.’22 These 

definitions would make clear the point that each country had its own experience and delineation 

of institutions, practices, thoughts and rationale.  Culture was grounded in unequal relations and 

was differentially related to people and groups in different social positions.  According to Geoff 

Eley and Sherry B. Ortner, culture emerged from relations of power and domination, culture was 

a form of power and domination and was a medium in which power was both constituted and 

resisted.23 The difference in culture of any land with the other did not signify the superiority of 

one and the inferiority of the other.  The historical process, time, exposure to the outer world etc. 

lent peculiarity to a country’s culture.  But the European’s innate sense of supremacy and 

progress had generated in them a feeling of revulsion and disdain towards everything connected 

with the subjected. ‘The politics of cross cultural representation has been a colonial politics’ and 

the construction of otherness and difference had been linked for several hundred years to projects 

of rule and domination.  This colonial ‘typification’ had been perpetuated by the colonizers and 

the creation of difference had produced hierarchical relations between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

 Natives, in European eyes, were very lazy.  Most Indians had a very low ideal concerning 

work.  It was rare to find anyone who would take pride in his work or who could be trusted to do 

it well except under supervision.  Even in a household, it was rare to find a servant who could be 

depended upon to maintain a satisfactory standard of work unless he was frequently supervised.  

In teaching lads a trade, the majority of them needed to be shown the technique over and over 

again and even after they had acquired the skill, they would repeatedly exhibit poor performance.  

One such man was the Indian tailor, who was another big trouble for European ladies.  Like their 

brethren in other crafts, they needed sharp vigilance.  Emma Roberts had made an abusive 

comment about the Indian tailors:   
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“Though tailors are  very  neat workmen, few among  them  are  equal  to  the task of 

cutting out; and they do not profess to fit on a business which  is  left  to  the  lady  and  

her  ayah.  If a pattern  dress  be  given  to  them, they  copy  it with accuracy;  but have 

no idea of the method of reducing or enlarging  the dimensions to suit the  peculiar  figure  

of  their  employers.  Many droll  scenes   take   place   between  ladies   and their   

dirzees;  the  horror,  consternation   and rage  of  the  former,  when  they  discover  that 

some precious garment had been spoiled beyond repair and the blank looks  of  the latter, 

while their handy  works  are  held  up  in  judgment against  them, are  frequently  so  

exceedingly ludicrous  that  they  cannot  fail  to excite the risibility  of  the  

bystanders.”24 

The Europeans had described Indians as men who were always corrupt, did everything for gain, 

lost no opportunity in deceiving others and fabricated all sorts of intrigues.  Hardly any 

transaction was completed in heathen India without a bribe.  Here life was valued little, death 

was not dreaded and the sufferings of the people around him made so little an appeal to the 

Oriental.  Such indifference was the outcome of the conditions in which he had been brought up.  

Robert Henry Elliot remarked about the people’s dishonesty in the following words:  

“It  has  been said  that there  is  a  great  deal of graft and very bad  graft too even in 

England. There is one difference in this matter between the East and the  West.   The 

West  condemns  graft and dishonesty whenever it is made in public.  I do not think the 

East does so.  The West holds that to deceive one’s neighbour is a heinous offence; while 

the  East  only  disapproves  of  being  found out in deception and considers success in 

that line rather a  credit  than  a  discredit.   The points of views are different.” 25 

 It was unfortunate to establish a concept of the other in order to ignore other people’s 

characteristics.  As Richard Rorty had told us, the Western culture could be defined as racist, 

imperialist, Eurocentric and intellectually intolerant and more sensitive to the desirability of 

diversity.26 Modernity in Europe was the result of European Enlightenment and Reason.  But 

modernity, a product of enlightenment had given rise to a ‘false universalism that blocks an 

appropriation and appreciation of substantive differences of culture between the West and the 
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East.’27 During the Greek enlightenment, Aristortle had argued that human diversity was in 

accord with reason. Groups of people differed as a result of their natures which ‘determined their 

end.’  The Europeans advanced the theory that from the time of birth; some were marked out to 

be the rulers while the others were to be ruled.  These speculations were widely deployed to 

legitimize the differences with the dominated and enter into relations of ‘super ordination and 

sub ordination.’ In fact, the complex interplay of environmental, cultural and social factors 

determined the characteristics of a particular race of people.  This active opposition to those who 

were different (from the Westerners) led to the distortions of their culture and deformation of 

men of those cultures.  The history of the European people was considered as the only history, 

thus, ignoring the diversity of those outside the boundary of Europe.  Aristortle and later Aquinas 

had pointed out that the ‘rationality of their (European) tradition had been confirmed in its 

encounters with other tradition.’  The West had sought to control, master, contain and suppress 

the other to establish domination, colonization and imperialism. So Edward F. Elwin had 

mentioned: 

“There are a number of sayings and statements about India  and  its  people  which  are  

either  inaccurate or misleading but which have  become almost  proverbial and which are 

copied from book to book and conveyed to  newcomers  by  mouth  and   their   often   

mistaken impression of many simple things are partly caused by the erroneous expression 

and  descriptions  which  they have  heard  or  read.  It  takes  at first several years of 

residence  in  India  to   gradually  unlearn   the  things which  have  been  wrongly  

learnt. ”28 

The non-official Europeans maintained a distance between themselves and the colonized to 

justify their position as the ruling race and their glory was created in opposition to the despicable 

condition of the colonized.  This eulogizing of oneself, depicting the excellence of their culture 

and institutions was followed by the condemnation of the culture and institutions of the 

colonized. As Albert Memmi had appropriately analyzed, this humiliation of the colonized 

served as a contrast to the luxury of the colonialist.  Those negative judgments, accusations were 

expressed with reference to the colonialist themselves.  Any sorts of comparisons were in favour 
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of the Westerners and the customs of the natives remained ‘always inferior by virtue of an 

inevitable and pre-established order.’29 

IV 

An Appraisal 

 The demarcation of Indian people, their characteristics and culture were thus based on a 

superior position of the colonizer and an expression of disdain for the colonized.  Many features 

of the colonized irritated and shocked the rulers.  The revulsions were expressed in remarks that 

were derogatory for the colonized.  On the one hand, the non-officials extolled their culture to 

justify themselves and on the other hand, condemned the subordinates to belittle them and 

pursued a systematic devaluation of the colonized. The deflation extended to the natives’ culture, 

habits, practices, institutions, and environment and so on.  The reason for creating such negative 

portrait was that the West never wished to see the East in their own image as that would destroy 

their pre-eminence.  In his ‘Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man’ (1784-91), Herder 

had rightly opined that vain was the European pride of placing themselves above the people of 

all other quarters of the globe in arts, science and civilization.  They boasted that all the 

inventions were their own simply for the reason that they were born amid the ‘confluence of 

these inventions and traditions.’  All the different cultures of the world were not antagonistic to 

one another but they were a part of the global culture, each retaining its own characteristics. A 

nation’s character not only developed in relation to the local climate but also in relation to the 

popular traditions of the country.  As J. S. Mill had stated, “the wild Indians or again the 

Chinese, the Egyptians, the  Arabs,  all  had   their  own   education,  their  own culture;  a   

culture   which,   whatever   might   be its tendency upon the  whole, had  been successful in 

some  respects  or  the  other .”30 

 Culture was a complex process that included knowledge, belief, art, music, customs and 

habits acquired by man as a member of the society.  This Western construction of the Orient was 

often far from the actual reality. As Edward Said had remarked, there was no alternative to the 

Western construction of the Orient, because the Orient was itself an Orientalist conception.  This 

kind of colonial edifice was based on the fantasy and desire of the supreme, i.e. the Europeans.  
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But cultural propagation was not a one way process.  A true cultural discourse depended on the 

assimilation of cultures.  But the Western idea of primacy had given birth to a feeling of 

repugnance towards everything Indian. If otherness was a category, that must be given due 

recognition as ‘it may facilitate our attempt to listen to the voices of anthropological informants 

and colonized subalterns.’31  

 These negative definition of India as passive, caste-ridden, unchanging, backward, and 

superstitious and criticism of its music and culture had become typecast that influenced the 

thought of the Europeans visiting India.  In the whole project, the natives were denied the 

opportunity of presenting their own perspectives.  If Wallerstein’s concept of the core and 

periphery were taken into account, then Europe as the core and the East as the periphery created 

the space for the exploration of variation, diversity and difference.  That need not imply the 

inferiority of one in relation to the other.  This ‘nativism’ had led to the creation of cultural 

defence by the nationalists in the twentieth century who began an intellectual inquiry of India’s 

social, cultural and political heritage.  The assumption implicit behind such an endeavour was to 

prove the superiority of Indians in all these fields.  As Paul Bowman had argued, if one was 

motivated by biases and prejudices, then one could not ‘know’ and ‘see’ the reality.  The 

presuppositions about India were often a hindrance in the path of realizing the actual state of the 

country.  The ‘cultural studies’ or the attempt to be acquainted with another culture and people 

should be open and free.  These misconceptions and misinterpretations often made the non-

officials’ documentations untrustworthy.  An object could be better understood on its own terms.  

An analysis was to be sought to look how an object contributed to cultural variety.  But India 

was not analyzed on its own terms.  It was studied from the European stand point and its 

contribution to cultural diversity was totally rejected.  The Western fantasy about the native was 

mostly untrue and non-affirmative.  As Judith Okely had shown, ‘without applying the 

comparison method in the true sense of the term, an analysis would remain incomplete.’32 In 

Indian situation, the Europeans established their hegemony over the natives in all respects and 

their comparison of European culture with Indian culture was biased and inclined towards the 

West. 
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 The West nurtured a false complex, while determining the characteristics of the East.  

This distorted the reciprocity of cultural traditions across the globe.Indeed, commonality and 

difference were the basic features of cultures. ‘The incommensurable otherness of the other 

should not be rejected or condemned.’33 It was through an engaged encounter with the other and 

through an understanding of the otherness of the other that one could realize the traditions of its 

own culture.  The West sought to control, master, dominate and suppress the ‘other’ it 

confronted.  This ruled out the possibility of ‘reciprocal recognition and reconciliation of the 

alterity of the other.’34 The alterity did not imply that there was nothing in common between the 

West and East and the relation was completely impenetrable.  The alien culture (in this case, it 

means the native culture) should be taken as partners in the interpretative accounts of culture, 

society and institution by those in power and position.  As Maria L. Herrera had stated, the 

temporal distance between the two had given rise to difficulty of interpretation and when social 

practices were observed from outside, the representation was often a deviation from actuality.  

Again, the distance might act as a condition for innovation.35 

 

 It would, however, be untrue, if we overlook the praises conferred by some of these 

visitors upon the natives.  They had appreciated the Indians for their charity, obedience to 

superiors, piety, hospitality and their parental and conjugal affection.  They were generally much 

more courteous than an average Englishman was even to his own countrymen.  He would 

welcome a stranger and assure him of all comforts while he would suffer the hardships. “There 

are disadvantages, may be, to be met with in India which are many and great and one loses much 

by having to live out there; but one never meets with such true hearted kindness anywhere else 

than India.  The narrow prejudices vanish entirely when you need hospitality out there.”36  

 But this was the idea of some of the visitors in India.  Most of the sojourners believed 

that the similarity between the colonizer and the colonized was unthinkable.  This equality was 

impossible because of the nature of the natives.  The Europeans resorted to racism which 

emphasized the gulf between the culture of the rulers and the ruled and therefore, there always 

existed inherent differences between the Occident and the Orient that had been hardened into 
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absolute facts.  The non-official Europeans, guided by the attitude of authority, emphasized on 

only those things which established for them a separate identity from the natives.  Moreover, 

because they had come to the country for a short time, they did not have the impulse to assess the 

true character of the Indian people and their culture.  Based on these differences, they had 

degraded the Indians and found justification for their behaviour and approaches towards the 

people in India.  Thus, an erroneous impression of Indian people, their society and their culture 

had been depicted in their writings and their versions had been often superficial. 
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