
Abstracts 

 

Rehana Ahmed, ‘“The Lure of the Coloured Man”: Representations of Mixed-Race 

Relationships in Interwar Britain’ 

Drawing on archival sources, including India Office reports and newspaper coverage, the 
paper will explore the ways in which mixed-race relationships and children were 
perceived and constructed in Britain of the 1930s and 1940s, primarily. It will track the 
presence, in this period of imperial decline and concomitant anxiety about loss of status, 
of the discourse of degeneration that was prevalent in nineteenth-century constructions 
of mixed-race subjects. 

Focusing especially on relationships between Indian men and English women who 
inhabited the working-class areas of the East End of London and other port cities, the 
paper will investigate the ways in which race combined with gender, class and religion to 
shape these representations. It will explore in particular philanthropic discourses 
concerned with the poverty of these communities and similar liberal discourses focused 
either on the welfare of English women as gullible prey to polygamous Indian men, or, 
conversely, on that of naïve Indian newcomers as victims of promiscuous English 
women. Barely repressed beneath this reversible binary of aggressor and victim, it will 
argue, is a fear of racial intermixing. Tracing the slippage between preoccupations with 
poverty and moral decline, and anxieties about race, the paper will explore the 
identification of racial, sexual and social degeneracy within such philanthropic 
perspectives. It will further highlight the paradoxical combination in these representations 
of an advocacy of integration and an unease with mixed-race relationships, and trace the 
persistence of this unease (as well as its combination with a fear of cultural ‘separatism’) 
into the present, while also showing how the ‘unmaking’ of a racially monolithic 
‘Britishness’ has helped to make Britain as it is today. 

 

Ansar Ahmed Ullah and Jamil Iqbal, ‘Tales of Three Generations of Lascars’ 

The oral history project of Swadhinata Trust provides a unique and detailed account of 
the personal and community journeys of the diverse and highly marginalised Bengalis in 
Britain. It also provides a historically and empirically rich source of insight into issues of 
movement, displacement, settlement and citizenship.  
 
We would like to use our experience gathered through the oral history project and 
provide a multi-generational narrative through the story of a British Bengali man. The 
oral history interview conducted will be an interdisciplinary one, combining sociological, 
anthropological and historical perspectives and methodologies, exploring the history and 
experience of three generations of Bengalis in Britain. The story will unfold the life of a 
lascar who lived near Brick Lane. It will transmit the man’s own life journey in the 1940s 
and those of his children growing up in London. The docks in the East End were the 
gateway to the first settlers and are directly linked to the UK’s established Bengali 
community. Today’s 65,553 Tower Hamlet’s Bengalis are the descendents of those early 
settlers, the lascars that docked in East London.  
 



The aim of the project is to engage young British Bengalis with their own family and 
community histories, to inspire them to collect their own family trees and stories across 
the generations and to raise awareness of the complex alternative histories of Bengali 
immigrants, particularly around issues of resistance and celebration, community and 
conflict, secularism and religion, nationalism and diaspora. A key priority for empirical 
and community-based research such as this is to provide innovative and accessible 
ways to disseminate research findings beyond the academic community.  
 

Humayun Ansari, ‘Mosque-Making and Community Building in the East End of 
London, 1910–2010’ 

Mosque-making in Britain is currently under close scrutiny as academic and political 
debates surrounding identity and belonging, the radicalisation of young Muslims, 
struggles for power within and beyond Muslim communities and policies on integration 
and social cohesion reach a new pitch. What is the symbolic significance of mosques in 
Britain for identity formation and community building among ‘diasporic’ Muslims? How do 
mosques interact with their local environments, physically, socio-culturally and politically, 
and with the communities and institutions surrounding it? What functions do mosques 
and the struggle for their establishment serve? Through an exploration of the history of 
mosques in the East End of London, this paper aims to deepen our understanding of 
how Muslims have sought to establish themselves as an integral part of British society, 
through a specific kind of place-making, and to shed light on the dynamic interplay of 
relations of power vis-à-vis British society, and within Muslim communities themselves.  

 

Mithu Banerji, ‘An Alternative Renaissance: Toru Dutt’s Subtexts of Defiance and 

the Reinvention of the Modern Self’ 

Toru Dutt (1856–1877) was a natural linguist, proficient in Bengali, English, French, and 
later on Sanskrit. Her four year visit to France and England left her with strong 
attachments to the language and literature of both countries. My objective in this paper is 
to expose Toru Dutt’s intentions in the use of non-traditional language and literary 
modes in both her novels and argue that it was in her use of these genres that she was 
trying to stand out and be heard from within the confines of her reclusive life. Her 
experimentation with the Gothic genre, reminiscent of the Brontës, led her to form what I 
have termed an ‘alternative renaissance’, which was her attempt to articulate the 
experience of modernity for Indian women at the time. I will try to show that the 
difference is seen in the way she uses language to express her own experiences and 
her visualisation that went beyond the established nineteenth-century boundaries of 
writing. I show that in the acceptance or rejection of her writing in both India and 
England, Dutt constituted a definitive position upon which both colonial and anti-colonial 
imperatives were in constant competition culminating in a far more complicated pattern. 
When her work is read in contrast to these definitions it demonstrates a unique form of 
reinvention and creativeness and this in itself makes possible a more seditious reading 
of both the European colonial and Indian patriarchal systems established at that time.  

 

Elleke Boehmer with Alexander Bubb, ‘India Arrived: Finding the Familiar in 
London’s Foreign Fields’ 



Within the time frame of the late nineteenth century the paper will explore in a 
comparative way perceptions of the metropolis of London from the vantage point of 
travelling Indians, alongside their representations of India from the vantage point of 
London. The suggestion will be that as citizens of the empire, travelling Indians in this 
period, especially members of elite groups, also saw themselves as members of a 
Greater Britain, and that the imperial capital far from seeming foreign or intimidating bore 
strong likenesses with the great urban centres of India; that it was as much home as it 
was world. The paper will discuss, amongst others, Cornelia Sorabji, B. M. Malabari, 
Rabindranath Tagore and Sarojini Naidu. 

 

Antoinette Burton, ‘Brown, Black and British: Writing Postcolonial Histories’ 

In light of the stunning achievements of the ‘Making Britain’ project, which has built in 
turn on 25 years of scholarship invested in re-materialising the South Asian presence in 
the UK, my paper asks a variety of methodological questions about the politics of 
postcolonial history-writing, of which this conference is an exciting and instructive 
example. 

What models are available for registering ‘alien presence’ on the landscape of the 
metropole? What role does race play in the remaking of national histories? Who are the 
audiences for the kind of curricular revision at the heart of the project? And how will the 
scholarship that has resulted engage with plans for a newly revised national history 
curriculum under the recently formed coalition government, to be headed by Niall 
Ferguson? 

I hope to situate ‘Making Britain’ in some of these contexts in an effort to think aloud 
about the micro and macro politics of the historiographical challenges it poses to various 
traditions, and to ask as well what new traditions it is helping to establish, and with what 
effects. 

 
Michael Collins, ‘A Passage to England: Rabindranath Tagore in London, 1912–

1913’ 

Rabindranath Tagore’s arrival in London in June 1912 was the subject of intense interest 
amongst Britain’s intellectual avant-garde. A year later, his Gitanjali – a poem in which 
W. B. Yeats declared that western readers had ‘met our own image’ – contributed to 
Tagore winning the Nobel Prize for literature. My proposed paper draws on extensive 
archival research in order to examine elements of intellectual and cultural exchange 
under the conditions of colonial modernity, with specific reference to Tagore’s time in 
London c. 1912–1913. It argues that the reception and interpretation of Tagore was 
driven by conflicting currents of colonial discourse; some seeking intellectual renewal 
through a romantic engagement with ‘otherness’, some seeing Tagore’s work as 
representative of the spread of a liberal humanism that could be used as justification for 
British imperialism. Building on a close reading of the debates surrounding Tagore’s 
presence in London and the awarding of the Nobel Prize, the paper then goes on to 
analyse the distinctiveness of Tagore’s approach to the East-West colonial encounter, 
and the challenges faced by a an intellectual from a colonised political and cultural origin 
who seeks to ‘speak back’ to the metropole. It then goes on to explore some wider 



problems relating to the study of cultural exchange and the influence of Indian 
intellectuals in Britain.  

 

Santanu Das, ‘The Singing Sepoy: Bharat, Britain and the First World War’ 
 
India joined the First World War as part of the British empire, contributing nearly one and 
a half million men, including 900,000 combatants and 600,000 non-combatants. Coming 
largely from the peasant-warrior classes of North India, these men served in places as 
far-flung as France, Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, East Africa, Egypt and the Far East. Yet, 
fighting for the empire at a time of nationalist uprisings, these soldiers have been doubly 
marginalised: they are often forgotten in the nationalist-elitist historiography in India as 
well as in the modern memory of the war which has remained largely Eurocentric.  
 
However, in 1914–1918, the Indian participation created a stir in the cultural and literary 
consciousness in Great Britain. Indian sepoys were obsessively photographed and 
reported in British newspapers, the Brighton Pavilion was transformed into a hospital for 
the Indian war wounded and Rudyard Kipling, Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves all 
wrote about the Indian sepoy. On the other hand, we have rare insights into the 
tumultuous world of the sepoys themselves through thousands of censored letters, as 
well as their representations in literature by writers such as Mulk Raj Anand.  
 
Starting with fresh material from various archives in Europe and India (photographs, 
original voice recordings of Indian POWs and memoirs) as well as newspaper accounts, 
paintings, and literary representations by both British and Indian writers, I shall explore 
two lines of enquiry. First, how were these Indian sepoys remembered and represented 
in the British imagination of the time, what fantasies and anxieties did they generate, and 
how did their service interlock with the discourses round empire, race and war at the 
time? Second, how can we reconstruct the emotional history of the Indian sepoy as he 
encounters Europe, particularly Great Britain and ‘Tommies’ for the first time, as well as 
the trauma of industrial warfare? This will be an interdisciplinary paper, recovering and 
analysing a singular moment in the Bharat-Britain relationship through a dialogue 
between historical, visual and literary material.  
 

Ann David, ‘Orientalism Challenged: South Asian Dance Performance in London, 
1930s–1950s’ 

This paper examines the impact and influence of South Asian dancers and musicians on 
British cultural and artistic life from the 1930s to the 1950s. It focuses on the marked 
change in the perception of the western view of the Orient and of India in particular 
during this time period, and interrogates the nature of the shift in perception, revealing 
how these changes were both determined and exhibited through South Asian dance 
performances. New presentations of classical dance styles by South Asian dancers 
trained in detailed, precise movement language displaced the more familiar concerts by 
European and North American ‘Oriental’ interpretive dancers who produced an imagined 
eastern dance, feeding the colonial appetite for the exotic and the mystical. 

The paper looks in detail at dancers Uday Shankar and Ram Gopal, showing their 
notable influence on British artistic performance in the 1930s–1950s, and analyses 
critical reviews and audience perceptions of the time as well as the particular features of 



their dance and musical presentations. I argue that these performances and their 
welcome reception in Britain not only challenged Orientalist views, but also paved the 
way for an increase in the arrival of classical South Asian dance performers in the UK 
and for the greater expansion of South Asian dance that took place in the late 1960s to 
the 1980s in Britain. Ram Gopal’s settlement in London is considered in the light of the 
artistic collaborations and dialogues that were beginning to take place alongside his 
struggle to maintain a place in British life and British culture. 

 

Dominiek Dendooven, ‘Commemorating Non-European Involvement in the First 

World War in Belgium, 1998–2010’ 

For decades, the presence of non-European (i.e., non-white) troops on the western front 
in the First World War was largely forgotten, both by the public and by historians – and 
this both in Europe and in the non-European countries these men hailed from. This 
absence from public memory was also reflected in a lack of monuments, and a general 
absence in museums, exhibitions or acts of remembrance. Only recently the role played 
by the colonial rank-and-file has been acknowledged, and this is mostly due to private 
initiatives of, among others, immigrant and grassroot organisations and/or smaller 
institutions, later followed by a more official recognition. This paper examines how this 
‘bottom-up evolution’ occurred in Belgian Flanders, in and around the city of Ypres. 

 

Ceri-Anne Fidler, ‘Navigating Britishness: The Case of South Asian Seafarers, 

c.1900–1950’ 

Set against a background in which the Britishness of seafarers became central to the 
right to employment upon British merchant ships, this paper considers how South Asian 
seafarers and Britons utilised ideas of identity, belonging and Britishness. Both groups 
manipulated the boundaries of Britishness through strategies of social closure to bolster 
their claims to employment and other resources. This can be seen, for example, in the 
attempts by Britons to construct a barrier to the employment of South Asian seafarers by 
using Britishness as the justificatory basis for excluding them. This process is explored 
at both popular and state levels with the use of sources ranging from government 
records to contemporary newspapers and children’s periodicals. The attitude of the 
British National Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union and their campaigns against the 
employment of South Asian seafarers is also explored. I also consider the response of 
South Asian seafarers to these discourses by exploring how they manipulated the 
boundaries of Britishness through strategies of social closure in order to restrict access 
to rewards and opportunities to a limited circle of eligibles. I argue that they used 
different types of social closure in different contexts. For example, strategies of solidarity 
were used in their relations with Britons while also adopting strategies of exclusion 
towards other minority seafarers in order to highlight their own Britishness. This is 
explored through several case studies including the protests against the British Shipping 
Assistance Act of 1935 and also the protests of Anglo-Indian groups against their 
inclusion on Lascar Articles in 1904. 

 

Ron Geaves, ‘Creating a National Muslim Presence in Britain, 1883–1907’ 



Prior to the Woking mosque and the significant interaction between South Asian Muslim 
visitors and British converts in London, very little research has been carried out on the 
contribution of South Asian individuals to the creation of an active Muslim presence in 
England. Most study has focused on the Ottoman contribution. Drawing upon in-depth 
research of the early Muslim community in Liverpool that formed around the inspiration 
of the Muslim convert W. H. Abdullah Quilliam and the attempts to develop a national 
and international network undertaken at that time, the paper will explore individuals, 
groups, and events that demonstrate significant South Asian presence and contribution 
to the formation of Islamic practice in Britain. Two of Liverpool’s imams in the late 
nineteenth century were from India, there was also a South Asian presence among the 
lascars, and Liverpool hosted a number of high profile Indian visitors including Muslim 
religious leaders. The city also received and fêted Indian troops at the coronation of 
Edward VI. Indian Muslims in Liverpool were also major players in the successful 
attempt to prevent the showing of Hall Caine’s play ‘Mahomet’ at the Lyceum Theatre, 
Strand, in London. The paper will conclude with an assessment of the legacy of this 
early attempt to bridge the disparate national, ethnic, political, and class groupings 
present in Britain to form a united community of British Muslims and whether the 
challenges faced then are still with us today and what lessons, if any, have been 
learned.  

 

Jackie Gold, ‘Civilising Sabu of India’: Redefining The White Man’s Burden in 

Interwar Britain 

In the 1930s and 1940s, Sabu, an Indian child who became an international film star in 
British and Hollywood productions, was one of the few Indians that the average Briton 
‘knew’, and became a key figure in British visions of India. If the White Man’s Burden 
and the civilising mission were two of the dominant themes of British imperialism in the 
nineteenth century, Sabu’s star text suggests significant changes in the goals of this 
mission in the twentieth century. In a moment when the battle for Indian independence 
loomed large on the imperial horizon, Sabu reassured British audiences that their 
presence in India was welcomed and necessary and that the civilising mission was still 
possible and crucial, even if it was taking new form in the changing international political 
climate of the interwar years.  

My paper argues that between his debut in 1937’s Elephant Boy and his acclaimed 
performance in 1947’s Black Narcissus, Sabu’s image became increasingly anglicised, 
stressing the ways in which he was like any other English schoolboy. This shifting public 
image suggests that in the late 1930s, as Britain teetered on the edge of losing India, the 
stakes of the civilising mission had begun to shift. The White Man’s Burden was no 
longer simply about civilising Indians so that they could be more easily governed or even 
for their own spiritual salvation. Instead Sabu’s public persona suggests that in the 
interwar years Britons redefined the mission as a process that created new Britons 
capable of contributing to the metropole. 

 

Sonal Khullar, ‘The Art of Ajanta: From Colonial Discovery to Nationalist 

Rediscovery’ 



The Buddhist cave paintings of Ajanta, dating to the fifth century C.E., occupy a special 
place in the history of Indian art. Along with the paintings at Bagh and Badami, they were 
interpreted by colonial archeologists and nationalist ideologues alike to belong to a 
‘golden age’ of India’s past. This paper examines expeditions to copy the paintings at 
Ajanta led by British philanthropist, amateur painter, and enthusiast of Indian art, Lady 
Christiana Herringham (1852–1929) in 1909–1910 and 1910–1911. These expeditions, 
which followed a series of foiled nineteenth-century attempts to document the paintings, 
enjoyed the support of a motley group of Orientalists and nationalists: the colonial art 
educator E. B. Havell, the artist William Rothenstein, the Nizam of Hyderabad, the 
Tagore family, the Indian Society of Oriental Art, John H. Marshall, the director-general 
of the Archeological Survey of India, and the poet Laurence Binyon, who was also an 
official at the British Museum. The book that resulted from their collective efforts, Ajanta 
Frescoes (1915), offered new critical perspectives on the site and supplied its dominant 
discursive frame for over a generation. By analyzing the writing of British contributors to 
Ajanta Frescoes – including Binyon, Rothenstein, and Herringham – alongside paintings 
produced by Indian artists who visited Ajanta, I show how the Indian and British 
participants in these expeditions together laid the aesthetic and ideological foundations 
for a nationalist rediscovery of India’s ancient past. Ajanta came to represent a primitive 
‘national’ art on which the modern ‘postcolonial’ future could be modeled.  

 

Shompa Lahiri, ‘“Going Native”: Olive Christian Malvery in Imperial London’ 

This paper explores the possibilities of staging ‘nativeness’ in the imperial metropolis, 
London, in the life and writings of one ‘traveling native’, Olive Christian Malvery (1887–
1914). Malvery was an Anglo-Indian social investigator and champion of London’s 
female poor. She established herself as a public speaker, performer, journalist, editor, 
philanthropist, novelist and author of the most popular work of Edwardian social 
investigation, The Soul Market, in which she sought to bring the plight of London’s poor 
to the public’s attention. Proceeds of her publications helped to fund hostels for 
homeless women in London. ‘Going Native’ had a double trajectory for Malvery. She 
sought to represent not just the colonial Indian native, but her metropolitan gendered 
other, the female cockney. The paper explores Malvery’s alignments with the term 
‘traveling native’, with its simultaneous suggestions of both grounded and mobile forms 
of belonging, by focusing on how she inhabited and moved through multiple (and even 
conflicted) oscillating native identities, hybrid bodies and metropolitan imperial spaces 
and domesticities.  

 

Siobhan Lambert-Hurley, ‘Forging Global Networks in the Imperial Era: Atiya 

Fyzee in Edwardian London’ 

This paper will examine the personal, political and intellectual networks forged by South 
Asians in Britain in the Edwardian era on the basis of imperial connections, kinship 
obligations, religious identity, national cohesion or simply friendship. It will do so by 
employing the travelogue-cum-diary (roznamchah) of a Muslim woman from Bombay, 
Atiya Fyzee (1877–1967), who spent a year studying at a teacher’s training college in 
London in 1906–7. A particular feature of this narrative (originally serialised in an Urdu 
women’s journal, but later published as a book in 1921) is Atiya’s lively accounts of her 
meetings with local elites and prominent Indians abroad – from former colonial officers 



and British gentry to renowned Muslim reformers and later nationalist leaders. Her 
narrative thus provides a window into the complexity of a British society already 
multicultural, multiracial and multireligious, and the converging and diverging tendencies 
of diasporic communities. From her writing, we get a sense of the easy racial mixing at 
the heart of empire at a time when it would have been nigh on impossible in the Indian 
colony, the inclusivity of Muslim political networks in Britain that drew together loyalists, 
reformers, nationalists and separatists, and the breadth and fluidity of the diasporic set in 
London in terms of occupation, class and creed. Connections made ‘at home’ in India 
were revived in the imperial ‘centre’ by new people, new contexts and new 
configurations to form global networks that sustained an evolving imperial culture, even 
as they often sought to undermine it. 

 

Chandani Lokugé, ‘Dialogue with Empire: The Aestheticisation of the Indian 

Woman in Cornelia Sorabji’s Fiction and Sarojini Naidu’s Poetry’ 

This paper will explore the states of mind – responses, attitudes and emotions – that the 
aesthetic of the Indian woman inspired in Indian-British political and cultural dialogues in 
the period 1870–1950. Taking as case studies Sorabji’s fiction and Naidu’s poetry, it will 
address questions such as: How was the Indian woman creatively aestheticised by 
Sorabji and Naidu as a dialogic site in the interplay of Indian-British discourses of 
nationalism and feminism? What aesthetic did the writers themselves inscribe on Britain 
and what was its impact? What were the writers’ aesthetics of resistance and 
compliance as they negotiated their way into and through the colonial ambiance in 
Britain during that period? The paper will conclude with an investigation of what lasting 
impression these postcolonial literary women left behind in Britain. 

 

Ruksana Majid, ‘“India Invites”: G.V. Desani, the Ministry of Information and 

Imperialist Propaganda during World War II’ 

Most frequently noted as the author of the early Indo-Anglian experimental novel, All 
About H. Hatterr (1948), during World War II the writer G. V. Desani also played a 
significant role as a public intellectual in Britain; broadcasting on the BBC, lecturing 
widely for the Imperial Institute, and as one of a number of ex-patriot Indians ‘officially 
approved’ as public speakers by Churchill’s Ministry of Information (MOI). 

Drawing on new archival research, this paper examines Desani’s wartime activities on 
behalf of the British MOI. Focusing on the background of the MOI’s information policy 
and British propaganda objectives, both at home and overseas in Allied and neutral 
countries, I consider an address delivered by Desani at New College, Oxford, in July of 
1941. The paper ‘India Invites’ was presented at a point when the convergence of 
pressures in India’s failed wartime bid for self-governance were gathering momentum, 
and the debate over India’s immediate political future was to the fore in public 
awareness. I argue that Desani’s paper constituted a subtle form of authorised 
propaganda intended to emphasise the historical and cultural ties between Britain and 
India, and thus to direct public opinion toward a particular view of the political events 
unfolding in India at that time.  



Some final comments are offered on Desani’s later reassessment of his views, and his 
rejection of the speaking position of an authoritative voice on Indian issues, as reflected 
in his unpublished travelogue, The Indian Journal.  

 

Shane Malhotra, ‘Writing the Raj: The Search for Anglo-Indian Understanding in 

the Novels of Alice Sorabji Pennell’ 

Born the youngest of eight children into the Parsi family of Sorabji Khasedji, one of the 
earliest Christian converts, Alice Sorabji Pennell was ‘brought up English’ in a home 
suffused with the values of imperialism, religion and western education. After qualifying 
as a doctor in London she returned to India where she married Theodore Pennell of 
Bannu, the famous medical missionary on India’s North-West Frontier. 

During her long widowhood she lectured, wrote and travelled with the ‘great aim to help 
friendship between Britain and India’ and her biographical and fictional writings all 
included a hagiography of her missionary husband. During the Round Table 
Conferences in London (1930–2) she pressed for her third novel to be published by ‘the 
psychological moment before [the public] have lost all patience with our megalomaniac 
Gandhi’. Despite her publishers considering it ‘a loyal book supporting the British Raj in 
India with good effects as propaganda’, the pressures of tight deadlines and poor sales 
figures soured her relationship with John Murray. 

Using new archival material I will trace how Alice Pennell sought financial security and 
literary influence through her novels ‘written with the understanding that is mine from 
being myself Indian, and yet with an appreciation of the western point of view’. Although 
overshadowed by her more famous siblings such as the lawyer and writer Cornelia 
Sorabji, Alice Pennell worked hard to exploit her talents and her social connections to 
negotiate a voice for those ‘of us who are loyal to Britain’ in opposition to the rise of 
Indian Nationalism and the Congress Party.  

 

Avanthi Meduri, ‘World Enunciations and Intercultural Dialogue’ 

This paper focuses attention on the emergence of two Indians, J. Krishnamurti (1895-
1986) and Rukmini Devi Arundale (1904-1986) on the world stage of the 1920s. Both 
were groomed carefully by Dr Annie Besant, who served as the second President of the 
Theosophical Society, with its international headquarters in India. In the 1920s, Dr 
Besant presented both Indians as the World Teacher and the World Mother respectively 
and urged them to spearhead the New World Arts and Cultures movement of the 
Theosophical Society.  

If Krishnamurti worked on behalf of world culture and education and endeavoured to 
create the world citizen, Rukmini Devi did the same, albeit in the theatrical domain of 
Indian performing arts. Both created new cosmopolitan communities, built new 
intercultural and international bridges of communication between India and the World, 
and left their legacy on the world map in very different ways.  

This paper situates the two enunciations within the historical context of British 
Orientalism in India, and describes how the two chosen figures ‘Indianized’ the 
international vision of the Society and set up translocal dialogues and connections which 



were to anticipate the shape of things to come in the aftermath of Indian independence 
and British decolonization.  

 

Savithri Preetha Nair, ‘Doing Science Beyond the Nation: An Indian Woman 

Scientist in Britain in the War Years, 1939–1945’ 

Living and researching in Britain in the 1940s, Indian cytogeneticist E. K. Janaki Ammal 
was witness to the terror of the Second World War and the evolving relationship 
between science, state and society. Even while engaged in war-work, Janaki directed 
her energies to cytogenetics, horticulture and an engagement with the Vavilovian 
problem of the origin and evolution of cultivated plants. With close friend, renowned 
British geneticist Cyril Darlington, she published her findings in 1945 in The 
Chromosome Atlas of Cultivated Plants, a book that would become the cytologist’s bible. 
Significantly the book was dedicated to the Russian plant-breeder, cytologist and 
geographer Nikolai I. Vavilov, who had died tragically in the Gulag outpost of Saratov in 
1943. Besides cutting-edge research, Janaki’s years at the John Innes Horticultural 
Institute in England provided her with a wonderful opportunity to know and meet several 
leading British and American geneticists including the outspoken Marxist British scientist, 
J. B. S. Haldane, unpopular for his pro-Stalinist views, and the anthropologists, the 
Seligmans. She would maintain contact with the Anglo-American scientific world 
throughout her life, acquiring friends and intellectual collaborators and occasional 
enemies on account of her unorthodox take on life and in general. Very importantly, she 
saw herself as a member of an international community of science rather than as 
someone representing a specific caste, race or nation. 

 

Susheila Nasta and Rozina Visram in conversation with Mukti Jain Campion, 
‘Unpacking the Archives and Shifting the Furniture: The Background to “Making 
Britain”‘ 

Professor Susheila Nasta, Director of the ‘Making Britain’ project, and Rozina Visram, 
Senior Consultant and Historian, will be in conversation with Mukti Jain Campion of 
Culture Wise on the background to the project and its significance today. 

 

Nayantara Sahgal, ‘The Importance of Strangers’ 

It is the stranger – the outsider who crosses our path – who brings the fresh air of new 
ideas and new vistas our way. We are the result of encounters with others, and of the 
influences that they bring to bear on what we call home. I have used my family as an 
illustration of Britain’s impact on India, and India’s on Britain, both at the personal level, 
and at the national level which made this encounter a historic one that shaped the 
course of India’s history. 
 

Julian M. Simpson, ‘Setting the Scene for NHS Postwar Expansion: South Asian 

Doctors in Britain before 1948’ 



The postwar expansion of the British National Health Service was greatly dependent on 
the recruitment of doctors from the Indian subcontinent. The role of these doctors has 
been marginalised in the historiography of the NHS and scant attention has been paid to 
how historical precedent might have shaped this aspect of the development of 
healthcare in the UK.  

South Asian doctors were present in Britain in significant numbers prior to 1948 and the 
establishment of the NHS. Existing literature, archival material and oral history interviews 
with South Asian doctors who lived through his period indicate that a number of patterns 
present in the NHS originate in earlier periods. A tradition of studying and settling in the 
UK was already in place in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. There is 
evidence that early migrants found themselves working in peripheral areas, unpopular 
medical specialties and with marginalised groups (such as the working classes and 
ethnic minorities). Interviews with South Asian doctors who came to work in the NHS 
also indicate that the previous generation’s experiences and perceptions of Britain were 
a contributing factor in some decisions to migrate.  

By exploring the links between the expansion of the NHS and dynamics inherited from 
the colonial period this paper aims to contribute to a reframing of academic and public 
perceptions of the NHS in order to acknowledge the central role of its postcolonial 
dimensions. 

 
Anna Snaith, ‘Sarojini Naidu in London’ 
 
In 1895, at age 16, Sarojini Chattopadhyaya (later Naidu) travelled to London to study at 
King’s College London and was soon feted as the ‘Indian princess’ of the literary circles 
of fin-de-siècle London. After advice from Edmund Gosse to write poetry which would 
reveal the ‘heart of India’ to the West, she went on to publish three collections of poetry 
with Heinemann (The Golden Threshold (1905), The Bird of Time (1912) and The 
Broken Wing (1917)). This body of work is generally read as a familiar kind of colonial 
performance, which gave way to her commitment to Indian nationalism. Her poetic voice 
was replaced with the voice of the political activist and speechmaker. Naidu was at the 
forefront of Indian independence, working with Gokhale, Gandhi, Nehru and becoming 
President of the Indian National Congress in 1925. Her work for the rights of Indian 
women (particularly in terms of suffrage) was also tireless; her feminism and nationalism 
deeply intertwined. This activism brought her back to London for several more prolonged 
visits as well as taking her to Africa, America and Canada. This paper will focus 
specifically on Naidu’s experiences and reception in London, and will contribute to 
existing scholarship by arguing for the inseparability of her poetic and political work. I will 
investigate how accounts of a ‘schizophrenic’ identity erase the interconnection she saw 
between cultural and political freedoms, and emerge out of the complex interplay 
between gender and racial politics in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century anti-
imperial thought.  
 

Florian Stadtler, ‘Battling for Britain? South Asian Soldiers in Britain during the 

Second World War’ 

This paper explores the presence of South Asian soldiers in Britain from 1940 to 1943 by 
focusing on the four animal transport companies seconded to the British Expeditionary 



Force in France in the autumn of 1939. With the fall of France in June 1940, three were 
evacuated from Northern France and stationed in Britain; one was captured by the 
advancing forces of the Third Reich. Their participation marks the prelude of Indian 
involvement in the Second World War. This paper will investigate why their well-
documented presence in this early phase of the war has received little attention, raising 
important questions about the production of historical narratives. While the significance 
of their contribution in the war effort in France and on the home front is evidenced by 
photographic records, archival sources and media coverage, in the post-war process of 
memorialisation it has received little attention. 

This paper, then, will address in what way the prevalent narrative of Britain and the 
Second World War and the notion that she ‘stood alone’ is reconfigured as the 
contributions of soldiers from the Commonwealth are being increasingly made visible in 
fiction, for example in Michael Ondaatje’s The English Patient, and non fiction, through 
documentaries such as BBC Timewatch’s Forgotten Volunteers (1999) and The 
Princess Spy (2006), and Channel 4’s 2010 ‘Bloody Foreigners’ season. I argue that as 
Britain has become increasingly perceptive and aware of its own cultural and ethnic 
diversity, the manner in which it remembers the Second World War, too, requires 
readjustment as the efforts of its imperial citizens in the fight against fascism are 
revealed through new archival research and disseminated to a wider public through 
exhibitions and television documentaries. Thus, it becomes evident how this earlier 
diasporic community of South Asians positioned itself within British society, 
demonstrating the depth of their contributions to the fabric of British life. 

 

John Stevens, ‘“Again had Eastern prophets set us free”: Keshab Chandra Sen 

and the Conflict between Matter and Spirit in mid-Victorian Britain’ 

The Bengali Brahmo religious and social reformer Keshab Chandra Sen visited Britain 
from March to September 1870. He delivered speeches to a combined audience of over 
40,000 people, he met with many prominent political and intellectual figures of the time, 
and his activities received considerable coverage in the press. This paper examines 
Keshab’s universalistic religious ideas and their reception by a variety of religious and 
secular groups in Britain. Brahmo ideals had developed through an interaction with 
Christian, particularly Unitarian, beliefs. Many British commentators regarded Keshab’s 
Brahmo Samaj as a blueprint for the future shape of Indian religion and society. Others 
argued also that Brahmo ideas could regenerate religion in Britain, providing a valuable 
‘spiritual’ counterbalance to the advance of scientific thought. However, more 
conservative sections of the orthodox church saw Keshab’s ideas as an obstacle to 
Christian missionary activity in India and as a challenge to appropriate imperial power 
relations. The paper analyzes the multiple strategies through which those who 
encountered Keshab ordered his ‘colonial subjectivity’ in relation to a range of 
intersecting discourses. A key discourse was that of the ‘spiritual’: Keshab’s visit 
constituted an important moment in the widespread identification in British society of 
‘India’ with the ‘spiritual’, an identification which was used both to justify and to criticise 
imperial rule. As a supposed embodiment of the ‘spiritual’, Keshab became a focal point 
for debates concerning the proper relations between colonisers and colonised in the 
‘East’, and the balance between the ‘spiritual’ and the ‘material’ in British society. 

 



Sarah V. Turner, ‘“Highly Charged Lines”: Representations of South Asia in 
Edwardian London’ 

In 1915, William Rothenstein published a book of six of his portraits of Rabindranath 
Tagore. The drawings were a material record of the time that the two artists spent 
together in London during Tagore’s visit to London in 1912. This paper takes the ‘highly 
charged lines’ of these drawings as a starting point through which to consider the inter-
colonial connections between artists and the visual arts in Britain and South Asia at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. The visual arts, I will argue, became an important site 
for the formulation and articulation of new approaches and attitudes towards India, and 
South Asia more broadly, in the years before the First World War. For Tagore, 
Rothenstein’s drawings represented a ‘lasting memorial’ of friendship, with the graphite 
lines and the process of drawing signifying the affective bonds between two artists from 
different parts of the globe. This paper will explore a range of visual and material 
representations of South Asia and South Asians in Britain during the early part of the 
twentieth century, largely through the work of William Rothenstein and his cultural 
network. In 1910, Rothenstein had helped to establish the India Society, an international 
group of artists, writers, curators, collectors and critics who campaigned for a better 
appreciation of Indian art, both in India and the West. My paper will argue that the visual 
arts and writings about art provide us with an important, yet much under-explored, area 
for thinking the networks of encounter which brought British and South Asian artists in to 
contact with one another across the imperial landscape during this period. 

 

A. Martin Wainwright, ‘Royal Relationships as Avenues of Social Resistance: The 
Cases of Duleep Singh and Abdul Karim’ 

This paper examines the relationships of the Maharaja Duleep Singh and Abdul Karim 
with the British royal family as examples of the use of class hierarchy and dynastic 
loyalty as forms of South Asian resistance in Britain to the growing racial discourse of 
the empire. With access to the royal family that was unrivalled among contemporary 
people of color, these two South Asians asserted their social pedigrees to gain 
acceptance in Victorian polite society. To the extent that they achieved their goals it was 
because the royal family, positioned at the pinnacle of British imperial society, was more 
willing than lower social echelons, to accept class rather than race as the dominant 
hierarchy of the empire. Nevertheless, neither man sought total assimilation into British 
society. Rather each tried to gain acceptance as a ‘gentleman’ while retaining many 
elements of his South Asian culture. Queen Victoria in particular saw such attempts as 
aiding her quest to retain the monarchy’s relevance as an empire-wide institution based 
on dynastic loyalty as its political influence in Britain declined. Ultimately these two South 
Asians manifested resistance in different ways, with Duleep Singh seeking to raise an 
army of nationalists to restore his throne, and Abdul Karim attempting to influence the 
Queen’s opinions regarding his own social status and the interests of Muslims in Indian 
society. Drawing on material from the Royal Archives, the India Office collection, and the 
published papers of the Maharaja Duleep Singh and Queen Victoria, this paper will 
examine the boundaries between collaboration and resistance at the highest level of 
British society in the light of resistance theory. 

 



Georgie Wemyss, ‘The 1939–40 “Lascar” Strikes: Indian Seafarers, Citizenship 

and Contested British Histories’ 

This paper explores the political activities of Indian merchant seamen on British ships 
and in British ports at the beginning of the twentieth century culminating in successful 
strikes at the outbreak of the Second World War. The strikes were a turning point, which 
Gopalan Balachandran has argued, transformed their status from ‘coolies’ to ‘workers’. 
Classified as ‘lascars’ in racially discriminatory shipping legislation, Indian seamen were 
denied employment rights won by European crew members. They were subjects of the 
British empire, forced to spend extended periods at British ports but were prevented 
from legally settling or working in Britain. The paper will examine individual and collective 
modes of resistance by Indian seafarers in the context of shifting political, economic and 
cultural struggles in South Asia and Britain in the run up to war. It will investigate how, in 
1939–40, despite the imprisonment of almost 400 Indian crew members in British jails, 
un-unionised Indian seamen forced concessions from their employers through strikes in 
the British docks of London, Glasgow, Liverpool and Southampton as well as at empire 
ports in Burma, Australia and South Africa. The significance of the mobility of Indian 
seafarers between Britain and South Asia and across the extent of the British empire, to 
political contests of this period will be explored. The silencing of this successful and 
powerful industrial action in dominant narratives about the Second World War and the 
salience of these histories of working-class struggles for equal rights to twenty-first 
century British multiculturalism are central to the discussion. 
 


