
1 Anti-imperial Interaction across

the Colonial Borderline: 

Introduction

We must also notice in this ripening process the role played by
the history of the resistance at the time of the conquest. . . .

A colonized people is not alone. In spite of all that colonial-
ism can do, its frontiers remain open to new ideas and echoes
from the world outside. It discovers that violence is in the at-
mosphere, that it here and there bursts out, and here and there
sweeps away the colonial regime.

(Frantz Fanon, ‘Concerning Violence’, 1961)1

Hark! to the curses ringing
From all smitten lands;

In sob and wail, they tell the tale
Of England’s blood-red hands.

And wheresoe’er her standard flings
Forth its folds of shame,

A people’s cries to heaven arise
For vengeance on her name!

(Lady Gregory, ‘A New Song 
for the Boers’, c.1900)2

cross-national intertextuality

With few exceptions postcolonial theories of colonial power and
anti-colonial resistance have privileged the relationship of European
self and other; of colonizer and colonized. The aim of Empire, the
National, and the Postcolonial is to swivel this conventional axis of
interaction laterally by examining how, around the turn of the nine-
teenth into the twentieth century, certain early anti-imperial and

1 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (1961; Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1986), ch. 1 ‘Concerning Violence’, 54–5.

2 Lady Gregory, ‘A New Song for the Boers’, Poets and Dreamers: Studies and Transla-
tions from the Irish (1903; Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1974), 76.



nationalist movements, and nationalist and anti-colonial leaders and
writers, found inspirational solidarity and instructive models in one
another’s work and experience.3 The ‘contact zone’ of cultural and
political exchange conventionally located between the European
colonial centre and its periphery will instead be positioned between
peripheries.4

Whereas, following the Subaltern school of Indian historiography,
or the Lacanian theory of Homi Bhabha and others, critics have in re-
cent years given more attention to the ‘continuities and intimacies’ as
well as the antagonisms of the colonial relationship, to rereadings of
the colonial tradition from the position of otherness, the intention
here will rather be to consider the ways in which such continuities
were manifested between colonial (and proto-national) spaces, espe-
cially between native elites, during the decades of formal or high em-
pire, 1890–1920.5 The book will investigate how definitive concepts
of self-realization often seen as originating within European politi-
cal traditions (self-help; boycott; imperial ‘loyalty’), were critically
appropriated and remade not only by native nationalists as such, but
through borrowing, exchange, and even collaboration between anti-
colonial regions.6 The central question will be how resistance
emerged not so much from the place of otherness as amongst others.

As the key theorist of anti-colonial resistance Frantz Fanon
claimed some forty years ago, native resistance movements are by no
means sealed off from one another. In the oppressive conditions they
share with other colonized peoples, they find not only ‘informatory’
but ‘operative’, stirring images of preparedness and zeal springing
out of situations of resistance analogous to their own. These come to
life ‘with peculiar intensity’ at that time when a movement finds itself
ready to go forward to change the course of colonization and ‘make
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3 See Gillian Beer, Open Fields (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 5, which considers how
ideas are transferred and adapted through ‘[l]ateral encounter, between groups and indi-
viduals alive in the same time but in different initial conditions’.

4 On contact zones as points of intercultural meeting, usually under colonization, the
now standard reference is Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transcul-
turation (London: Routledge, 1992).

5 See Gyan Prakash, ‘Introduction’, to his edited After Colonialism: Imperial Histories
and Postcolonial Displacements (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1995), 5–6. See also Leela
Gandhi’s ch. 1, ‘After Colonialism’, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh UP, 1998), 1–22.

6 On the ‘colonized’ remaking of imperial power relations within the metropolis, see
Antoinette Burton, At the Heart of the Empire: Indians and the Colonial Encounter
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998).



history’.7 In a development that continued across the twentieth
century, movements may thus be both nationally focused in terms of
political organization, and yet cross- or transnational in their range
of reference and reception of influence. As Ania Loomba insightfully
acknowledges: ‘anti-colonial resistances . . . inspired one another,
but also debated with one another about . . . how best [colonial
authority] should be challenged’.8

Therefore, departing from the culturalist definitions of the nation
made by Anthony Smith on the one hand, and the modular, chiefly
Europe-derived socio-political categories of the early Benedict
Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm on the other, this study will propose
that the stimuli to an anti-imperial and/or national consciousness
may in certain situations lie not so much outside the unitary domain
of the nation, but specifically within other similarly anti-imperial
contexts.9 Especially under the difficult, beleaguered conditions
of emergent colonial resistance, oppositional nationalist, proto-
nationalist, and anti-colonial movements learn from one another as
well as drawing from their own internal political and cultural re-
sources or the political culture of their oppressors. Looked at from
this perspective, anti-colonial nationalism emerges as an allusive,
cross-cultural, intertextual, or interdiscursive phenomenon, strung
across borders of different descriptions as well as staked out within
geopolitical boundaries. It is haunted by (in Anderson’s own more re-
cent phrase) ‘spectres of comparison’ with apparently like-minded
movements located in sometimes very different political spaces.10
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7 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 54–5, and see the epigraph above.
8 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1998), 185, and

see also 174, 196, and 214. James M. Blaut, The National Question: Decolonizing the The-
ory of Nationalism (London: Zed, 1987), remarks that liberation movements may simul-
taneously hold particularist views, yet help other struggles ‘as best they can’.

9 Anthony D. Smith, Theories of Nationalism (London: Duckworth, 1971), and his
National Identity (London: Penguin, 1991); Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. edn. (London: Verso, 1991); Eric
Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990). In
the latter category, see also Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell,
1983).

10 Benedict Anderson’s The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia and
the World (London: Verso, 1998) examines the world standardization of a language of na-
tionalist politics. Where its emphasis however is on the interaction between the idiosyn-
cratic local (of Southeast Asia) and the homogeneous empty time of the modern industrial
nation, the focus of Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial is rather on certain politi-
cal parallels and form-giving cultural moments of cross-national exchange, and on how
these impinged on emergent polemical and literary nationalisms. Whereas this book’s 



Taking off from the (differing) transnational methodologies of
Antoinette Burton, Parama Roy, and Gauri Viswanathan, this book
will explore some of the political and cultural conditions, as well as
the writerly and textual ramifications, of such cross-national lessons
and debates.11 Close readings of key texts which reflect or effect
cross-national movement will be used to draw out the signs and
significance of these formative, in some cases transformative, inter-
actions. In particular I will consider symptomatic instances of cross-
national borrowing and conversation, and certain key cusp or
transitional figures (situated between modernity and tradition,
Europe and the other) who carried out such borrowing. These will
be further located along the interconnected triangle of Ireland and
England, India, and South Africa, and during the protracted critical
period for British imperialism of 1890–1920.

The disaster of the early Anglo-Boer War (1899–1900), which
dragged on for far longer than anticipated, inaugurated over a
decade of imperial crises for Britain including the efflorescence or
resurgence of nationalist and anti-imperial movements in South
Africa, Ireland, Bengal, and Egypt. The period culminated in the
conflagration of 1914–18, a war of imperial rivalry between Euro-
pean powers. During the same 1890–1920 period the metropolis wit-
nessed a rising social and political radicalism, galvanized at crucial
points by the campaigns for Irish Home Rule, by women’s struggle
for self-representation, and by the international spread of socialist
and Marxist ideas, formalized within the (Europe-centred) Second
International (1889–1914). The time therefore marked the beginning
of the development of a more global dimension to radical political
networking and organization. It was also the period when modernity
with its message of individuation, rationalized social order, and cap-
italist progress was systematically disseminated to the non-West via
speeded-up imperial channels of communication. The globalized
formations of empire therefore paradoxically facilitated the rise of
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interest is in the exchange between margins, Anderson explores the global ‘serialization’ of
political ideas (the metropolis remaining the dominant venue of ‘empty time’). I am highly
indebted to Anderson’s ideas concerning the circulation and dissemination of nationalist
vocabularies.

11 Burton, At the Heart of the Empire; Parama Roy, Indian Traffic: Identities in Ques-
tion in Colonial and Postcolonial India (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1998); Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold: Conversion, Modernity and Belief
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1998). See also Inderpal Grewal, Home and Harem: Nation,
Gender, Empire and the Cultures of Travel (London: Leicester UP, 1996).



cross- or transnational resistances, as continued to be the case later in
the century also.

The paradigm shift which Empire, the National, and the Postcolo-
nial proposes emerges in a clearer light if we consider the extent to
which the interactive conceptualization of the anti-colonial nation,
or of cultural resistance, undercuts the notions both of top-down
and of bottom-up discursive impacts that still organize definitions of
the colonial relationship. In the reoriented global picture which un-
folds, we find, for example, advanced Irish nationalists discovering in
the Boer War an arena for their own struggle; or the South African
nationalist Sol Plaatje adapting his ideas of anti-imperial refusal rel-
ative to suffragette activism in 1910s London, just as M. K. Gandhi
did. We also find the Irish-born Hindu revivalist Margaret Noble/
Sister Nivedita assessing the limitations of 1905 passive resistance in
dialogue with the Bengali extremist leader Aurobindo Ghose. The
flow of power relations in this new picture, the movement and
exchange of anti-colonialist, nationalist, class, gender, and other dis-
courses, appears as more constellated and diversified, far more
multiply-mediated than in standard dualistic configurations of the
colonial relationship.12

True, anti-imperial, cross-border exchanges were, in their initial
stages at least, secretive and coded, even contingent, accidental, and
ad hoc; yet in relation to any one of the cross-national scenarios just
cited, colonial authority would have felt itself threatened and un-
settled. Consider only the Viceroy Lord Dufferin’s repeated worry in
the mid- to late 1880s about a nationalist domino effect as he saw
it running from Ireland to India in the aftermath of Land League
agitation.13 In constructing a lateral or reoriented world picture of
political and discursive relations, therefore, it is not only that we be-
come committed to implicating both centre and margin in the mak-
ing of colonial and national ideologies, as Rosemary M. George has
suggested, or to the interconnection of the histories of ‘“metropolis”’
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12 On power, space, and/or identities conceived as diversified or rhizomic, see Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, On the Line, trans. John Johnson (New York: Semiotext(e),
1983), 13; Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender (London: Macmillan, 1987).

13 See Howard Brasted, ‘Irish Home Rule Politics and India 1873–1886’, unpublished
Ph.D. thesis (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh, 1974), 42–5; T. G. Frazer, ‘Ireland and
India’, in Keith Jeffery (ed.), ‘An Irish Empire’: Aspects of Ireland and the British Empire
(Manchester: Manchester UP, 1996), 86–7; Michael Holmes and Denis Holmes (eds.),
Ireland and India: Connections, Comparisons, Contrasts (Dublin: Folens, 1997); Anne
Taylor, Annie Besant: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1992), 270–1.



and ‘“peripheries”’ outlined by Catherine Hall.14 Rather the entire
imperial framework becomes from this perspective at once decentred
and multiply-centred, a network, one might say, of interrelating mar-
gins. Within this reshaped framework, attention is focused not only
on the emergence of alternative agencies and knowledges within
colonialism,15 though this is crucial, but on how those different
agencies may have impinged on one another, and how these contacts
were then processed into emerging concepts of the new post-imperial
nation.16

As will be evident throughout, my readjusted focus also has bear-
ings both on conventional chronological definitions of the ‘post-
colonial’ as mainly post-independence (post-1950), as well as on
Eurocentric theories of anti-colonial struggles as largely reactive,
repetitive, or ‘derivative’ of European ‘modular’ forms, in the phrase-
ology of Partha Chatterjee’s now classic rebuttal of this phenom-
enon in the South Asian context.17 The study of often two-way
influences and moments of interchange will demonstrate how
Indian, southern African, and Irish (as also Caribbean, West
African, and Egyptian) nationalisms and resistance movements were
in fact multiply-constituted, opportunistic, and fluid, and in more
complex ways than current definitions of syncretism or imperfect
mimicry, usually applied to post-1950 identity constructions, gener-
ally allow.18 Put differently, native and early nationalist attempts at
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14 Rosemary M. George, The Politics of Home: Postcolonial Relocations and
Twentieth-Century Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), 1–9; Catherine Hall, ‘His-
tories, Empire, and the Post-Colonial Moment’, in Iain Chambers and Lidia Curti (eds.),
The Post-colonial Question (London: Routledge, 1996), 70.

15 Ania Loomba, ‘Overworlding the “Third World”’, in Robert Young (ed.), Neo-
colonialism, Oxford Literary Review, 3 (1991), 178.

16 This idea of processing back, with its inevitable accompaniment of hybridization,
helps account for the fact that the racial chauvinism of some nationalist movements, such
as the anti-Semitism of early Sinn Féin and its affiliates, did not necessarily filter into the
nationalisms which they otherwise influenced. See the Resolution of the Irish Socialist
Republican party in ‘Ireland and the Transvaal’, United Irishman (2 Sept. 1899), 6, which
commends Boer naturalization laws for keeping both ‘bloated’ Jews and English adven-
turers at bay.

17 See Partha Chatterjee’s interrelated studies of the mediation by native elites of the in-
herited forms of the colonial state through the addition of their own often religious and
cultural ‘marks of difference’: Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative
Discourse? (London: Zed, 1986), and The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Post-
colonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994). See also Loomba, Colonialism/ Post-
colonialism, 174, 188–9.

18 For the now standard definitions of these and related terms, see Bill Ashcroft, Gareth
Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back (London: Routledge, 1989), and their



cross-allusion and adaptive copying from political and cultural con-
texts perceived as corresponding to their own, in fact prefigure by
many decades, and through complex, at times conflicted channels,
the crossed registers and diasporic intertextuality with which con-
temporary migrant and postcolonial criticism is concerned. Nation-
alism in this respect emerges not as a purely oppositional, or purely
inwardly directed discourse but as multi-layered and polyphonic, a
site of enunciation to which different agents may lay claim. In conse-
quence, the book would necessarily question certain postcolonialist
assumptions that in a multinationally organized world the nation as
a historical and political entity has been practically transcended as
well as exhaustively treated as a subject of investigation. Here I
would agree with Edward Said when he notes that we must continue
to acknowledge the success of nationalism in mobilizing peoples
against oppression (within and across borders), while at the same
time conceding its ideological and socio-political flaws, its mostly
oppressive rather than liberatory postcolonial legacy.19

In the terms of Tapan Raychaudhuri in Europe Reconsidered, the
imprint of European empire on the native, far from being an imper-
fect copy or misconceived replication, should be seen as but one
element amongst others in the development of colonial/postcolonial
ideas of, for instance, modern selfhood and national interrelation-
ship.20 Anti-colonial nationalisms, that is to say, took over the pre-
misses of modernity (individualism, state-organized politics, and
social improvement), yet adapted or married these to both native and
other imported forms of knowledge for anti-colonial purposes. Em-
pire, the National, and the Postcolonial therefore also expands the
parameters (and perimeters) of Paul Gilroy’s influential thesis con-
cerning the intercultural or ‘outer-national’ formation of identity
and modernity within the ‘Black Atlantic’ diaspora.21 It considers
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Key Concepts in Post-colonial Studies (London: Routledge, 1998); Homi K. Bhabha, The
Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1995), 85–92.

19 Edward Said, ‘Yeats and Decolonization’, Field Day Pamphlet 15 (Derry: Field Day
Theatre Co., 1988), 8–9.

20 Tapan Raychaudhuri, Europe Reconsidered: Perceptions of the West in Nineteenth
Century Bengal (New Delhi: Oxford UP, 1988).

21 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London:
Verso, 1993). Neil Lazarus, Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), 51–67, mounts a vigorous critique of Gilroy’s neglect
of the capitalist formations of modernity. It is doubtful however that Gilroy’s liberatory
and boundary-shifting thesis is fundamentally flawed due to its neglect of the Marxist cat-
egory of class.



the borrowing, transmutation, and general transcontinental sifting
of strategies and idioms of resistance between widely spaced nation-
alist elites (for example, home rule; the hunger strike as moral
weapon; images of the small but strong nation(s) v. the vast empire,
or of the vengeful National Mother). In this way the book broadens
Gilroy’s Atlantic basin of exchange to include other intercultural and
interdiscursive pathways. By examining for instance the corrobora-
tive citation of another’s nationalist struggle by a resistance move-
ment perhaps located in a very different country, the book embraces
a more diverse and expansive web of interactive, cross-national, and
yet still nationalist, resistance formations than Gilroy’s mapping
permits.

The dual emphasis in these paragraphs on the development of
national selfhood in the context of interrelationship (‘resistance in
interaction’), will remain important across the study. Adapting Bene-
dict Anderson’s notion in both Imagined Communities and The
Spectre of Comparisons that modern media networks created hori-
zontal contexts within which new national communities could be
imagined, the concept of cross-border interdiscursivity–of a trans-
formative transmission of different political vocabularies and cul-
tural discourses between anti-colonial spaces–creatively qualifies
one of the central constitutive concepts of any nationalism, that it is
based on an essence or core of self.22 By contrast, as in the five case
studies which are brought together here, a nation’s self is seen as in
part intersubjectively constructed through forms of cross-border ex-
change between bourgeois native elites, and through the medium of
different signifying systems (including oral traditions, newspapers
and other print media, as well as gestural and performative strategies
of resistance such as, for instance, Sister Nivedita’s controversial
Kali-worship discussed in Chapter 2). As we are dealing with the
transmission of influence through channels including political
hearsay, common-knowledge history, and public expressions of soli-
darity, the term interdiscursivity will here be preferred over intertex-
tuality.
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22 For Ato Quayson’s definition of interdiscursivity as embracing a variety of semiotic
(or ‘outer-textual’ as well as textual) systems, see his Strategic Transformations in Niger-
ian Writing (Oxford: James Currey, 1997), 17–18. On cross-border exchange, see also
Lewis Nkosi, ‘Constructing the “Cross-Border” Reader’, in Elleke Boehmer, Laura Chris-
man, and Kenneth Parker (eds.), Altered State? Writing and South Africa (Sydney: Danga-
roo, 1994), 37–50.



Also as regards terminology, although the discussion will privilege
moments of transmission and intercultural translation, I will prefer
the terms cross-national and cross-nationalist over transnational
and its variants, because of the emphasis throughout on formations
of national selfhood alongside intersubjectivity, and on exchanges
(crossings) between different political and cultural contexts. The
crossing between (proto-)national entities which is connoted by the
former terms, holds in tension the idea of separate locations main-
taining a political integrity, and yet of these in some form of rela-
tionship with one another.23 As in our contemporary globalized
context, transnationalism by contrast often tends to designate the
formation of neo-imperial capitalist structures overarching or inter-
penetrating the self-legitimating nation. The operation of multi-
national companies and worldwide information systems as well as
new economic migrations of people now have the ability to corrode
though not necessarily to undercut the autonomy of the nation-
state.24 To further distinguish cross-border or cross-national move-
ments in a technical sense from the political, or specifically
nationalist, formations shaped by such movements, the terms cross-
national and cross-nationalist will be used non-interchangeably, re-
spectively to signify this difference.

The concept of a crossing between (proto-)national entities also
requires nuancing. Cross-national interrelations, it is important to
note, in fact arrange along a scale which takes in, on one end, the ob-
servable movement and transplantation of ideas, theories, and indi-
viduals between different anti-colonial spaces (as reflected in Edward
Said’s account of travelling theory).25 It also embraces potentially
subversive expressions of solidarity or joint inspiration (without an
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23 See Sudipta Kaviraj, The Imaginary Institution of India (New Delhi: Teen Murti
Publications, 1991), for his distinction between ‘fuzzy’ or non-territorial, pre-national
communities, and enumerated nations centred on the notion of a defining collective 
will.

24 See Steven Vertovec, ‘Conceiving and Researching Transnationalism’, Ethnic and
Racial Studies, 22.2 (1999), 447–62; and Michael Peter Smith and Luis Eduardo Guarnizo
(eds.), Transnationalism from Below (Somerset, NJ: Transaction, 1998), for their argu-
ment that transnationalism, while transforming intercommunity relations, does not nec-
essarily signify post-nationalism. I am grateful to John McLeod for his advice in this area.
See also Jean Baudrillard, ch. 2 ‘Figures of the Transpolitical’, in Fatal Strategies, trans.
Philip Beitchman and W. G. J. Niesluchkowski (London: Pluto, 1999), 25–70.

25 Edward Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (London: Faber, 1984), ch. 10 ‘Trav-
elling Theory’, especially pp. 226–8. See also Grewal, Home and Harem, 17–18, for her
outline of the comparative methodology of ‘transnational cultural flows’.



actual interchange of influences or ideas), as captured in Daniel O’-
Connell’s often repeated 1840s slogan, ‘England’s Difficulty is Ire-
land’s Opportunity’, which was revived by Irish nationalists in 1899
to broadcast their support for the Boers. At its other end, the scale in-
cludes more appropriative, localized moments of cultural and polit-
ical allusion and citation, as when Bengal evolved its concept of
swadeshi in the awareness of Sinn Féin’s emphasis on self-help and
self-reliance, yet not in direct emulation of it, drawing also on inter-
nal cultural traditions of atmasakti or ‘own force’. In other words, a
long-established anti-imperial nationalism, such as was found in Ire-
land at this time, did not necessarily stand as an inflexible blueprint
but rather as a frame of reference in relation to which emergent na-
tionalist and/or anti-colonial movements elsewhere might encode
their own attitudes to British rule.26

Where the intention is to draw together apparently related polit-
ical, cultural, and textual phenomena from across the globe, further
qualification is again in order. Moments of cross-national contact
between native intellectuals were not only secretive, and often spo-
radic and impressionistic, but also highly context-specific. On this
basis Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial would want to avoid
constructing any overarching theory of anti-colonial or nationalist
commonality connecting vastly different cultural and geopolitical
spaces. In fact, apparent cooperation or hand-holding, such as was
offered to the Boers by Irish nationalists during 1899– 1900, usually
operated as a medium for local self-identification. Resisting (proto-
)nations, even if cross-imperially connected, were primarily con-
cerned with their own particular projects of self-definition and/or
anti-colonial subversion.
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26 See C. L. Innes, The Devil’s Own Mirror: The Irishman and the African in Modern
Literature (New York: Three Continents Press, 1990), 6, 21, as to how the Harlem Renais-
sance and the Irish literary revival codified their cultural nationalism in related ways.
As another expression of Irish solidarity, Keith Jeffery in the Introduction to his edited
‘An Irish Empire’, 8, remarks that in 1882 Frank Hugh O’Donnell, MP for Dungarven, told
the House of Commons that his Irish Party were the ‘natural representatives and spokes-
men of the unrepresented nationalities of the Empire’. The anomalous colonial position of
Ireland—its class structure locked into imperial hierarchies, its resistance movements an
example to nationalists across the empire—has been widely and heatedly debated. See, for
example: Luke Gibbons, Transformations in Irish Culture (Cork: Cork UP and Field Day,
1996), especially 171–80; Liam Kennedy, Colonialism, Religion and Nationalism in Ire-
land (Belfast: Queen’s University Institute of Irish Studies, 1996); Declan Kiberd, Invent-
ing Ireland (London: Cape, 1995). Stephen Howe, Ireland and Empire: Colonial Legacies
in Irish History and Culture (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000), offers a comprehensive analytical
discussion of the application of colonial models to the Irish situation.



We would therefore want to steer clear of conflating nationalist
self-expression with international collaboration against empire, or
indeed of regarding the national as synonymous with the anti-
colonial. Though as part of the development of resistance to empire,
nationalism often served as a vehicle for anti-colonialism, anti-
colonialisms were (and are) not invariably nationalist, and nation-
alisms in turn were not necessarily anti-colonialist. In fact resistant
nationalisms take widely differing forms: revolutionary but funda-
mentalist; ‘advanced’ yet anti-Semitic; anti-imperial and pan-
nationalist but not necessarily anti-British; or, nostalgically
reactionary, yet modernizing at economic and political levels. More
specifically, (proto-)nationalists in the 1890–1920 period tended in
the main to be moderate and constitutionalist: this approach signi-
ficantly modified any anti-imperialist tendencies they may have en-
tertained, and limited the subversive impact of their cross-nationalist
interactions.

However, what probably separates this study from a mere retro-
spective attribution of analogies, is what appears to be a distinct and
enabling perception of correspondence at the time. As Frantz Fanon
already suggested, early anti-colonial intellectuals, who often occu-
pied isolated and even threatened positions in their various colonial
homelands, or who worked from the even more isolated condition of
exile, drew on situations analogous to their own for political inspir-
ation and support. They were aware that other elites, colonially
educated, professionally or bureaucratically employed, inhabited
situations similar to their own, and that both actual and gestural
hand-holding could therefore be seen to be of mutual benefit. As
newspaper commentaries and editorials of the period show, whether
in the United Irishman, as we will see, or in the Bengalee, or in Sol
Plaatje’s Bechuana Gazette, nationalists and anti-colonialists kept a
keen eye on resistance unfolding in other regions of the empire. From
this developed a growing awareness of the tactical, rhetorical, imag-
inative, or emotional support which might be obtained from building
on juxtapositions and contacts between oppressed conditions. This
awareness was widespread and substantial enough, I would want to
propose, to allow us to speak of an anti-colonial interdiscursivity as
manifest in literary nationalist as well as more overtly political writ-
ing as early as the late nineteenth century.

It dislodged the yoke of ideological dependency, it inspirited the
cowed colonized mind, so Aurobindo Ghose certainly urged in 1907,
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to seek ‘instructive spectacle’ from the struggles and successes of
other colonized nations.27 As the opening to Aimé Césaire’s later
Discours sur le colonialisme (1955) also implies, the spectacle of
worldwide injustice and anti-colonial action gives resistance move-
ments a sense of collective power, of the power of the collectivity.28

Laying emphasis on actual cooperation rather than instructive ex-
ample, Arthur Griffith the Irish nationalist editor and leader was
perhaps even more optimistic, claiming in 1905 that if a Sinn Féin-
propelled anti-recruitment drive had been in place at the time of the
Boer War, Ireland would by now have its independent parliament sit-
ting in College Green, and ‘the Transvaal flag would . . . be flying over
a united South Africa’.29 Griffith, who had closely scrutinized nine-
teenth-century Hungarian nationalism and its use of parliamentary
boycott, moreover established the Sinn Féin movement, and propa-
gated ideas of self-help and home industry, at the time that swadeshi
and boycott were being inaugurated as tactics of anti-imperial resist-
ance in Bengal. The pro-Boer Irish Brigade ballad which Griffith had
composed in 1900 suggestively captures this situation of cross-
national awareness: ‘From land to land throughout the world the
news is going round | That Ireland’s flag triumphant waves on high
o’er English ground’.30

networks of resistance

As with present-day bilateral relations between Third World or tri-
continental countries, cross-nationalist circuitry was, it is important
to recognize, made possible and shaped by worldwide colonial (what
we would today term neo-colonial) nexuses of communication and
exchange. These took the form of newspapers, the telegraph, new
road and railway links, and faster shipboard journeys. Mutual
awareness between English-speaking professionals in the different
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27 Aurobindo Ghose, The Doctrine of Passive Resistance (1907; Calcutta: Arya Pub-
lishing House, 1948).

28 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (1955; New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1972), 9–11. Consider also that in Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s novel A
Grain of Wheat (London: HEB, 1967), 73, the Mau Mau or Kenyan ‘Movement’s’ revolu-
tionary hero Kihika holds up the example of ‘Mahatma Gandhi, the saint, leading the
Indian people against British rule’.

29 Arthur Griffith, Editorial commentary, United Irishman (5 Aug. 1905), 5. The United
Irishman will henceforth be abbreviated in footnotes as UI.

30 Arthur Griffith, ‘Ballad of the Transvaal Irish Brigade’, UI (24 Feb. 1900), 4. The
ground in this case was the besieged Natal town of Ladysmith in South Africa.



regions of the British Raj, for example, was facilitated both by their
common educational experience, and by the road, rail, and telegraph
networks laid down in the interests of imperial military security and
more efficient government.31 Nationalists in the Indian National
Congress, therefore, as also in the early African National Congress in
South Africa, were encouraged to think within the broader, cross-
regional framework of their colony or potential country, even in
some cases of the empire as a whole.32

The colonial facilitation of nationalist interconnection may seem
an irony, if a subversive one. Yet, clearly, the movement of influence or
example, the perception of analogy, could not take place through a
mere osmosis of ideas. Such movements required technological, in-
frastructural, and institutional support, and depended also on the
physical shift and drift of individuals between the different regions of
the empire. Indeed, although indigenous networks laid down by
trade or religious and educational ‘pilgrimages’, in Benedict Ander-
son’s terminology, existed from pre-colonial times, anti-colonial,
cross-nationalist links adapted from and exploited an empire-wide
reality: the fact that at official levels, too, the British Empire was both
conceived of and operated as a loosely interconnected system, or at
least as a series of multilaterally linked, parallel systems. In the
words of the historian S. B. Cook, empire formed ‘an intellectual and
administrative circuit of exchange’ based on a ‘network of personal
ties’.33 So the Colonial and the Foreign Office, whose staff were al-
ready partially pre-selected by being drawn from a narrow socio-
economic elite, tended to regard imperial policies which had been
developed in relation to one particular colony or dependency as
transferable to others (the administrative system of India, for in-
stance, was adapted for use in West and East Africa). This perception
was then reinforced by the usual homogenizing effects of imperial
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governance: the assumption was that colonized others in one space
could be ruled more or less as were colonized others elsewhere.34

The transference and promotion of high-ranking officials around
the empire (Curzon, Cromer, Milner, Lugard, Clifford, etc.) further
intensified these cross-border effects, speeding up the interregional
spread and adaptation of policy, embedding channels of influence.
Such officials might also be accompanied, or their cross-imperial
movements repeated, by other, mid-career colonial staff, as well as by
newspaper journalists, military men, political activists, scientists,
doctors. S. B. Cook summarizes these effects in a discussion of how
the long-colonized situation of Ireland, anomalously positioned
between Britain and the rest of the empire, was used as a colonial
prototype (and later as a nationalist role model). Due to ‘the mal-
leability of the imperial administrative structure . . . [and] the ad
hoc, experimental and eclectic style of British imperial rule’, admin-
istrative models and techniques might be readily imported from one
imperial unit, such as Ireland, into another, such as India or South
Africa.35

Drawing from his own experience of cross-imperial travel, W. S.
Blunt (1840–1922), the anti-imperialist Tory Radical and supporter
of 1880s Egyptian nationalism, was a particularly perceptive con-
temporary commentator on such intercolonial networks of ex-
change or, as he put it, ‘synchronisms’ of attitude on the part of
Britain. Noting in My Ideas about India (1885) that ex-India officials
ruled Egypt in ways that were particularly hard and shrewd, Blunt’s
opinion was that the common experience of ‘despotic’, profit-led co-
ercion which connected Ireland, India, and Egypt could effectively
promote the spread of the ‘art’ of ‘passive obstruction’ between
them.36 Moved by such perceptions Blunt was himself one of the late
nineteenth century’s most prominent agents and activators of cross-
imperial ties. He not only called for self-rule in India, Ireland, and
Egypt, in the case of Egypt actively so (and was in 1887 arrested for
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his support of the Irish National League), but at different times
worked alongside, cooperated with, or met prominent nationalist
figures: the Indian economic nationalist Dadabhai Naoroji, Lady
Augusta Gregory, his one-time lover and one of the moving spirits be-
hind the Irish National Theatre, and also the Hindu revivalist Sister
Nivedita during her time in political exile in London. It was entirely
appropriate therefore that, in 1907, the Bengali radical Aurobindo
Ghose published in his extremist paper Bande Mataram Blunt’s im-
passioned pro-Arabi poem ‘The Wind and the Whirlwind’ (1883),
written in support of ‘fair rights for all as brothers’.37

In an imperial world interconnected through the use of English,
ideas of cross-empire solidarity and intraracial exchange also ex-
erted an important ideological hold over white colonial elites.38 The
publication of Charles Dilke’s Greater Britain (1879, and much
reprinted) stimulated a widespread discussion concerning the for-
mation of an Anglo-Saxon brotherhood or imperial federation of
settler colonies as a way of binding the burgeoning empire more
closely together on the grounds of blood relationship (while simulta-
neously also overriding and/or sideroading native pressures for self-
government). These ideas, endorsed by influential writers like
Anthony Trollope, were then further expanded in historical analyses
by J. R. Seeley and J. A. Froude (The Expansion of England, 1883;
Oceana, or England and her Colonies, 1886). Even if never practic-
ally realized, the constructive possibility of cross-border collabora-
tion within a commonwealth of self-governing colonies was thus
raised within settler circles as an issue for debate.

Gaining currency empire-wide, the cross-imperial idea was in
these ways made available for annexation by non-white political
elites similarly in quest of solidarity and a common vocabulary of
rights. Not only W. S. Blunt but also M. K. Gandhi (1869–1948) and
Annie Besant (1847–1933), the Theosophist and 1910s agitator for
Indian Home Rule, were certainly thinking cross-nationally when in
the first decades of the twentieth century they appealed to Queen
Victoria’s 1858 Proclamation of Empire, India’s ‘Magna Carta’, in
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order to claim Indian rights to just and equal treatment both in the
Raj and across the empire.39 In the cross-border unity effected by
appeals to 1858, they discovered, lay new possibilities for mounting
political protest. Partially as an extension of this idea, Annie Besant
proposed her ideal of a ‘universal brotherhood of man’ not entirely
contradictorily as the end-goal or ‘mighty trust’ of an empire
‘charged with a religious obligation to bring forth a comity of na-
tions’. Essentially, as Gauri Viswanathan has observed, Besant’s ‘re-
lational [and inter-racial] model of the commonwealth’ conceived of
the ideal world confederation of nations as a multiplication of ‘one
single cellular organism, the British nation, into the far reaches of the
globe’.40 Empire would, in short, give birth to, and be retrospectively
justified by, the formation of an international congregation of na-
tions. Irish nationalists, too, placing their emphasis on shared suf-
fering rather than an extension of hegemony, participated in the
perception that linked experience created a platform for solidarity.
As Maud Gonne, a foremost proponent of this idea, sketched the
situation in the Foreword to her autobiography: ‘the British Empire
[cannot] stand or go without famine in Ireland, opium in China, tor-
ture in India, pauperism in England, disturbance and disorder in
Europe, and robbery everywhere’.41 From this it followed that only
the resolute refusal of such robbery ‘everywhere’ could successfully
end it.

As the cases of Blunt or Besant suggest, it cannot go without men-
tion that cross-empire link-ups between nationalist elites were more-
over facilitated by the both intentional and inadvertent international
networking of Europeans who might loosely be called anti-imperial
agents: socialists like H. M. Hyndman (1842–1921) of the Social De-
mocratic Federation; the suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst (1882–1960);
the libertarian democrat and early campaigner for homosexual self-
expression Edward Carpenter (1844–1929); or Theosophists like
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A. O. Hume as well as Besant. Although they often approached the
problem of Britain’s expansionist nationalism from very different
angles—ranging from materialist theories concerning the inter-
national operation of capital to spiritual beliefs in the Unity of
Mankind—these freethinking intellectuals, social reformers, and
radicals tended to seek solutions for imperial oppressions in an inter-
national fraternalism which they to an extent realized practically
through travel and political organization. Carpenter, for example,
spoke of a ‘semen of Democracy’ which he figuratively hoped would
dissolve socio-political boundaries and establish an empire of hu-
manity for ‘the lesser races of the Earth’.42 Hyndman placed his faith
in the ‘higher communal life and fraternal intercommunication’;43

the Independent Labour Party leader Keir Hardie looked forward to
a progressivist cooperation between nations. Built on a universalist
or Christian humanism and a generalized belief in worldwide
progress, such beliefs served to reinforce and advance new anti-
imperial approaches.

Bernard Porter has convincingly made the argument in Critics of
Empire that the height of British imperial power and its accompany-
ing jingoism coincided, not accidentally, with a relative dearth of op-
positional, anti-imperial thinking in Britain.44 That Besant, a
freethinker of note, leaned on notions of a British-led common-
wealth will already have made this plain. Although liberals and re-
formers may have sought to distance themselves from imperial
conquest, the fact of Britain’s worldwide empire could not now, at
the end of the nineteenth century, be gainsaid. Rather than con-
demning imperialism on ethical grounds, therefore, the central ques-
tion was rather how prudently and justly to carry it out in the
paternalistic interests of ‘civilization’—a matter in which the imperi-
alists had the ideational and imaginative upper hand. Even the liber-
atory and radical vocabularies of a Sylvia Pankhurst or a Hyndman
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tended to echo patriotic imperial idioms and eugenicist assumptions.
Hyndman, for instance, who was instructed in the imperial impover-
ishment of India by, amongst others, Dadabhai Naoroji, firmly be-
lieved that England had set the pace for the world’s social democratic
development.45 Excepting small critical groupings like the Ethical
Societies, of which the moral economist J. A. Hobson and E. D.
Morel were members, liberal and socialist anti-imperialists at this
time, as Porter pertinently observes, essentially demonstrated the
level of their opposition by the degree of their non-involvement: the
primary impulse was to reject empire by not dealing with it.46 Be-
yond this anti-imperialists tended to attack the more invidious forms
of the ‘new’ imperialism, but did not seek to dismantle imperial
structures. As W. S. Blunt well perceived, it seemed that the site where
new anti-imperial ideas might emerge was not in Britain, or certainly
not in Britain alone. It was in this respect in particular therefore that
the ‘decontextualized’, intermediate, or otherwise transplanted situ-
ation of native elites came into its own.47

In Rabindranath Tagore’s The Home and the World (Ghare Baire,
1916), Sandip the arch-nationalist criticizes the sceptical moderate
Nikhil, a Tagore-surrogate, for being like an ‘eternal’ pointsman
‘lying in wait by the line, to shunt one’s train of thought from one rail
to another’.48 Derived from one of India’s most hybridized of im-
perial imports, the railway, and within the medium of another, a
novel by a writer who was himself an ideological border figure, both
nationalist and internationalist, this metaphor neatly captures that
effort of lateral and associative thinking, of moving between and
across parallel tracks, which fledgling anti-colonial movements in
their different alienated and cross-cultural contexts were having
to make at this time. As a way of encapsulating the translational
and appropriative methods followed by such movements, Tagore’s
metaphor attaches to the aforementioned idea of travelling theory
(of the critical adaptation of a theory within a different cultural
world, often ‘from below’). It may also be related to Homi Bhabha’s
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emphasis on the borderline negotiation of cultural meanings, or, as
he suggests in ‘DissemiNation’ and in other essays, on how strategies
of resistance and empowerment emerge out of the regenerative inter-
stices between cultural spaces, the pressurized margins marking out
domains of difference.49

Early ventures in anti-colonial resistance and cross-nationalist in-
teraction offer diverse instances of such interstitial emergence: of
how different ideas of resistance might be picked up and developed in
cross-border contact zones (like the metropolis), or reinflected and
reinforced by being moved across borders and then adapted to local
contexts; of the extent to which a liberatory politics represented a
cross-hatching of different, often syncretized traditions. The will-to-
identity of colonial elites was necessarily being articulated at points
of conjuncture between cultures; their politics and writing therefore
were always profoundly shaped by both perceptions and experiences
of cross-cultural interrelation, solidarity, and dialogue. At the same
time, it is important to remember, cross-border allusions and soli-
darities did not as a rule compromise the (hoped-for) integrity of the
nation, or indeed create permanent cross-national political struc-
tures. Anti-imperial interaction is to this extent clarified by Em-
manuel Levinas’s concept of alterity, in which the other—here, the
brother or sister nation elsewhere in the empire—is simultaneously
recognized as being distant and unknowable, yet as an entity pre-
eminently to be taken into account, to be signalled towards.50

Separated from the colonial governing elite but also alienated
from the mass population by their middle-class status, education,
lingua franca, and, in some cases, geographical mobility or educa-
tional and bureaucratic ‘migrations’, early nativist and nationalist
intellectuals frequently felt themselves to be more at home in the col-
onizer’s culture than in their indigenous environment.51 Certainly
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they tended to find a deeper pool of common experience with other,
like-minded colonial nationalist ‘pilgrims’ than with their own
people. The cross-border impulsions of their migratory make-up
prompted them therefore to reach beyond cultural and geopolitical
boundaries to discover ways of constituting a resistant selfhood. In-
deed it has been one of the ironies of native colonial experience
across the twentieth century that nationalist writers and intellectuals
such as Gandhi or Plaatje rediscovered, or uncovered for the first
time—were returned to—their own cultural resources through dias-
poric contacts made abroad. London, pullulating with secularist,
anarchist, socialist, avant-garde, and freethinking circles, as the
chapters below in different ways illustrate, thus formed an important
meeting ground for Indian, Irish, African, and Caribbean freedom
movements.52

As David Lloyd has observed of nineteenth-century Ireland, anti-
colonial and nationalist elites, finding themselves in peripheral but
privileged positions in relation to countries ‘marked by a singularly
uneven pattern of economic development’, grew adept at shifting
their dilemmas of self-making around a broad cross-national and
cosmopolitan (‘cosmo-national’ in Nivedita’s phrase) landscape.53

The phenomenon is neatly demonstrated, for example, in the
emblematic gesture of cross-border solidarity represented by the
(unsuccessful) 1880s efforts to elect the reformist Indian nationalist
Dadabhai Naoroji as an Irish Parliamentary Party MP.54 Elites be-
came acquisitive of modes of self-invention that were at once indi-
vidualistic and modern, bearing a certain international currency, yet
seemingly built on tradition and autochthonous custom. This im-
pulse to borrow and ‘reroute’ traditions is evident in the parallel late-
Victorian efforts in nationalist India and Ireland, both shaped by
Theosophical influences, to reconstruct the past as the repository of
a lost racial (Aryan) essence and as the root of a renewed modern
selfhood. No doubt the predominant maleness and overtly mascu-
line ideology of most nationalist/anti-colonial elites in this period
also promoted the looking-across to others’ methods and strategies.
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The emphasis was on overcoming the effeminization of the colonial
subject in the service of a highly idealized national Mother: Mother
Africa; Mother India or Durga, ‘the Shakti of patriotism’;55 Cath-
leen ni Houlihan in Yeats’s eponymous nationalist play (1902).
Woman and women’s bodies became the sites on which the battle be-
tween nationalism and colonialism was fought, on which male elites
might parley amongst themselves.56

In summary, anti-colonial intelligentsias, poised between the cul-
tural traditions of home on the one hand and of their education on
the other, occupied a site of potentially productive inbetweenness
where they might observe other resistance histories and political
approaches in order to work out how themselves to proceed. Their
cross-national contacts created an interstitial place between the cos-
mopolitan and the parochial in which they were able to lay claim to
a till-now-metropolitan discourse of rights and self-assertion. Ex-
pressed in their own congresses and conventions, pamphlets and
newsletters, this discourse they then made available amongst them-
selves. In the Janus fashion that Tom Nairn has memorably described
as characteristic of nationalisms generally, elites spoke in a voice that
bore an ‘international resonance’ and was thus ‘recognizable to an-
other, broader community’, yet simultaneously built notions of their
own especial racial nature out of essentialized spiritual and mythic
resources which they believed the West had left untouched.57 As the
outer-national, diasporic formation of Gandhi’s notion of all-India
illustrates, they relied on international exchange, and a borrowed
second culture, in order, each individually, to assert their own unity
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and singularity, to think back to themselves. As Gyan Prakash encap-
sulates it: ‘the unity of the national subject was forged in the space of
difference and conflicts’, and, we might add, of cross-nationalist in-
teraction.58

There is one final point to add to this overview of the channels of
cross-border interaction and alternative nationalist thinking avail-
able at the height of empire. The interstitial spaces of the turn-of-
the-century metropolis where colonial elites met were, as already
intimated, significantly activated by the combinatory, syncretizing
effects of modernist and avant-garde experimentation (in the forms
of Expressionism, Imagism, Fauvism, Dadaism, primitivism, and so
on), as well as by the radical new political and religious ideas in cir-
culation. Chapter 5 will examine in more depth how some of these
developments, themselves stimulated by the ethnographical explor-
ations and global communications which empire had made pos-
sible, prepared the ground for and further stimulated the prevailing
interest in alternative systems of cultural reference. The interdiscur-
sivity of modernism, in other words, its layered intersection of di-
verse aesthetic, spiritual, and political approaches, was informed
by—while itself informing—other pathways of cross-cultural, cross-
border exchange. The new mystical and spiritualist doctrines of, for
instance, mesmerism, Madame Blavatsky’s Hindu-based Theoso-
phy, or the modernist W. B. Yeats’s Kabbalistic Order of the Golden
Dawn, all placed a radical emphasis on the relativistic, multifaceted
nature of belief: ‘each religion is a different prism through which one
looks at truth [emphasis in text]’, in the words of Maud Gonne.59 As
well as moulding the epistemological and religious questions of any
number of writers and artists, this democratic message also made
a strong appeal to women and the working classes, as well as to a
nationalist seeker such as Gandhi, who was first introduced to the
Bhagavad-gita by Theosophists in London.60 In 1912 Ezra Pound
commented symptomatically on the new cross-cultural and cosmo-
politan modernist order. The West’s more intimate intercourse with
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the Orient, he wrote, which had recently been captured in the trans-
lated poetry of the Bengali Rabindranath Tagore (promoted also by
Yeats), was bound to herald an important period of expanded
‘world-fellowship’.61

Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial, as I have outlined, inves-
tigates the political and cultural contexts, mentalities, and literary
textual articulations of some of the anti-imperial and nationalist
movements which came into contact with each other at the height of
the British Empire. To this end it offers a series of critical portraits or
case studies of cross-national awareness, or of negotiation between
imperial and nationalist ideologies. A particularly illustrative in-
stance of cross-national solidarity is explored in the last section of
the present chapter: the Irish nationalist support for the Boer minor-
ity during the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). In Irish responses to the
Transvaal’s anti-imperial struggle we will see how cross-national co-
operation and sympathy between different groups resistant to em-
pire was put on well-publicized international display, and how this
developed and reinforced nationalist formations at home in Ireland.
The pages of the nationalist ‘weekly review’ the United Irishman
(1899–1906), and its successor Sinn Féin (1906–7), capture and in-
deed emblematize the form-giving cross-border contacts which char-
acterize this important anti-imperial moment.

Triangulating the connection of Africa and Ireland with the In-
dian subcontinent, Chapters 2 and 3, which are interlinked, consider
the cross-border exchanges and negotiations of meaning (espe-
cially—though sporadically—with Ireland) which were involved in
the formation of Bengali nationalism in the years 1902–10. While the
spiritually inspired political partnership between the Irish-born Eng-
lishwoman Sister Nivedita and the extremist Aurobindo Ghose will
provide a structuring focus across both chapters, Chapter 2 examines
in particular the salient features of the Hindu-nationalist make-overs
in which both were engaged, especially their mutual exchange of Kali
iconography and concepts of self-sacrifice derived from the Gita.
Drawing on their key statements of nationalist resistance, Chapter 3
explores in detail both the political and the textual dimensions of
their interdiscursivity, examining in particular the interweaving of
their political careers and their interactive polemical practices.
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not only as specific to India’s present needs, important as this was,
but as a religion with a wider spiritual resonance also. Chiefly
through the medium of the Swami’s teaching and Nivedita’s books,
the ship became a platform from which they might project their vi-
sion of the worldwide and world-integrating spread of Hinduism
upon the future. The journey was a channel both for her current and
the world’s prospective Hinduization, even while that Hinduization
itself was seen as creating potential channels between cultures.

In the seaborn(e) The Master as I Saw Him Nivedita set herself up,
appropriately enough, as Vivekananda’s ‘witness’ and ‘thought-
reader’ (Master, 125, 128–9)—explicitly as a conduit for the wisdom
and the training that he was imparting via her to ‘all the Indian gen-
erations’: ‘For I knew that here I was but the transmitter, but the
bridge, between him and that countless host of his own people, who
would yet arise, and seek to make good his dreams’ (Master,
254–5).74 In the difficult process of writing The Master as I Saw Him
and its several spin-off texts (including, arguably, The Web of Indian
Life) across the next ten years of her nationalist activism, Nivedita
continued in this role as a ‘bridge’-builder, working between pockets
of radical and reformist opinion both in India and in the West. Her
work of transmission was therefore both a consolidation of the
deeply informing East–West circuitry which the shipboard journey
had contributed to putting in place, and a further enactment of the
international or intercontinental exchange of ideas for which,
Nivedita was convinced, India, especially the Aryan highlands, had
historically always been the setting.75

‘she is in me as she is in you’: nivedita’s 
kali-worship76

Nivedita’s Mazzini- and Mother-inspired militancy probably formed
one of turn-of-the-century Calcutta’s more pronounced instances of
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74 As the transcriber of his message Nivedita in effect became one of the chief keepers
of the Swami’s spiritual flame. She wished to be, she further commented, the vessel for him
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the Swami’s intensely personal and reverential verse ‘The Voice of the Mother’ (1898),
from lines spoken in reverie on Kali, was written down, collated, and later published by
Nivedita. See Master, 207, 232–4; Kali, 493–4.

75 Atmaprana, Sister Nivedita, 220.
76 This was Nivedita’s response when her Brahmo Samaj friend Surendranath Tagore

questioned her about her apparent adoration of images. See Reymond, The Dedicated,



cross-cultural and cross-nationalist interbraiding. Indeed it is pos-
sible to say that Nivedita’s interdiscursivity both demonstrated and
dynamically embodied Bengal’s locally constituted yet internation-
ally derived extremism, which her collaboration with Aurobindo
Ghose then further put into practice. The most eloquent sign of this
cross-nationalist self-translation, no doubt, was her identification
with Kali, the widely hailed avatar of Bengali shakti, or national en-
ergy; the ‘shameless, pitiless’ Mother goddess of destruction whom,
as we saw, Aurobindo also upheld (Master, 218–19).77

To Aurobindo as to Nivedita, Kali became a politicized symbol of
religious oneness and devotion. As a deathly and death-defying
figure, she could be made to signify the absolute imperative of self-
dedication to the nation, an uncompromising, ‘non-cringing wor-
ship’ (Kali, 472; Master, 207–8, 223). In order to obtain a closer
understanding of what was on Nivedita’s part an extraordinarily
rapid embrace of indigenity in the form of Kali-worship, the aim in
what follows will be to look at the impulses behind this total dedica-
tion, in particular at its cross-national and nationalist determinants.

At a time of deep personal depression in New York State in Sep-
tember 1900 Nivedita received from the Swami Vivekananda, under
the aegis of Kali the Terrible, a (to some extent fittingly) paradoxical
blessing: to be both mistress and servant to India; both a leader in re-
form and a social helper. He was clearly well aware of and wished to
draw out that impulse in her which, within months of meeting him,
had prompted her desire ‘to make myself the servant of his love for
his own people’.78 A year or so before, on 13 February 1899 in Cal-
cutta as part of her consecration as a brahmacharini, Nivedita had
revealingly chosen to lecture on Kali and Kali-worship as a strategy
with which to break through her Bengali audience’s possible wari-
ness regarding her foreignness—and, at the same time, to defy the
Brahmo Samaj’s modernizing secularism.79

Already at this early stage of her religious pilgrimage, acceptance
of the Mother’s fearsome otherness, as espoused by Sri Ramakrishna
and his disciple Vivekananda, seems to have represented to Nivedita
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184. Elsewhere Nivedita distanced herself from the so-called ‘beastly’ rites of Kali-
worship, defending a reverence for images as a way of seeing God. CW ii. 432–5.

77 Tagore, The Home and the World, 107, 91. See also Karan Singh, Prophet of Indian
Nationalism (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1963), 32.

78 Atmaprana, Sister Nivedita, 15, 80, 118–19.
79 See ‘Kali and her Worship’, and ‘Kali-Worship’, CW ii. 418–38.



a sufficiently ambitious self-surrender, a leap of faith outside ‘the ac-
customed perspective’ which was required, so she wrote, if ‘one’s
conception of the world were to be made inclusive of the view-point
of foreign peoples’ (Master, 45, 198, 211). As a form of compensa-
tory reification—the paradoxical elevation of what inspires the
deepest feelings of fear and disgust—the bloodthirsty Kali might
also have embodied certain personal feelings of revulsion as well as
of inadequacy which India’s alien cultural reality could early on have
evoked in her. Self-dedication to her created a point of entry into
Bengali religious consciousness that was potentially at once publicly
and personally persuasive, reconciling Nivedita’s feelings of cultural
insecurity by wedding them to compellingly contradictory trad-
itional forms as well as to modern nationalist aspirations. ‘Though
Thou Slay us, yet will we trust in Thee’, was the motto of Kali’s chil-
dren, as Nivedita wrote both in her first Kali lecture and in Kali, the
Mother, inadvertently perhaps citing the travails of Job (Kali, 473;
CW ii. 427).

Differently put, the goddess Kali, whose terrors were so specific to
Hindu culture in Bengal, became to Nivedita, again paradoxically, at
once the focus of her self-lowering before Mother India, and the chief
point of intersection for the anti-colonial and nationalist impulses
she derived both from within Bengal and from outside it, in particu-
lar the anti-materialist values she had acquired during her years in
London. In adopting Kali as a nationalist symbol and as her personal
myth, she could in effect modernistically hybridize—and at the same
time neo-Hinduize—the deity within its own cultural heartland, as is
evident for example from the cloying language of the Victorian nurs-
ery prayer that she uses in the final intercessionary sections of Kali,
the Mother.80 An added advantage was that, in thus indigenizing
herself while syncretizing or hybridizing Kali, as will be seen, she
also eventually achieved the emotional autonomy from her guru
which they both had sought: she made the ultimate self-dedication,
of her love for him, on the altar of India’s freedom.

In commentaries on Nivedita it is now almost habitual to attribute
the remarkable phenomenon of her self-sacrifice to India and the
Mother with reference to her ‘Irish blood’ and the bonds of sympathy
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that this must have forged.81 However, as will be suggested below, her
efforts to enter ‘into the circle of [her] Master’s energy’ (Master,
128–9), must have represented far more complex a process than an
explanation based on conformity to racial or national inheritance
suggests—especially an inheritance that did not, or not at first, affect
her nationalist politics in any significant way. This qualificatory
reflection on Nivedita’s Kali-worship will therefore deliver an im-
portant caution as regards any tendency, such as is explored in this
book, to attribute a solidarity between colonized peoples or nation-
alist leaders primarily to their common experience of oppression, or
indeed to racial commonalities (such as a so-called common spiritu-
ality in the cases of Ireland and India). As we will observe, Nivedita’s
complicated identification with Kali shines far more light on her self-
construction than on her background, not only on how she experi-
enced Hinduism and her relationship to India, but also on her
habitually sublimated feelings for her much-loved Swami (for whom,
even after his death, she said she would sacrifice everything).

Nivedita represented her origins in a lecture at the Hindu Ladies
Social Club in Bombay in 1902 as having been ‘born and bred an Eng-
lish woman’.82 At this time she had been a brahmacharini for as
much as four years. Earlier, indeed within a day of her initiation by
her Swami, while still transported by what had been one of the most
moving experiences of her life, her sense of national belonging had
been unshaken. She had shocked him by speaking of the ‘passion and
loyalty with which she regarded the English flag’.83 As she herself
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81 Nivedita is uncomplicatedly identified as an Irishwoman in the following: Moni
Bagchee, Sister Nivedita: A Study of the Life and Works (Calcutta: Presidency Library,
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wal, Home and Harem (London: Leicester UP, 1996), 9, 66–7, Irishness, as also for the less
problematically Irish Margaret Cousins, made these women ‘more receptive to anti-Eng-
lish and colonial movements’.

82 Foxe, Long Journey Home, 12–14, 87, 125.
83 This and the following quotations in this paragraph are taken from Notes of Some
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later openly recognized, this patriotic loyalty initially lent consider-
able bias to her thinking: it was ‘the blindness of a half-view’ which,
during their pilgrimage across the north of the subcontinent follow-
ing her initiation, she and the Swami both worked ‘with infinite pain’
to wear down. And yet, even as she was becoming more aware of race
hatred under the Raj, she continued for some time to hold to the
views concerning the superiority of British civilization and its
benefits for India which she had carried with her from London along
with her social radicalism. What she later called her ‘island’ mental-
ity repeatedly sabotaged the Swami’s stern lessons in the relativity of
cultural values (Master, 46), to the extent that he was one day im-
pelled to cry out, ‘Why do you insist on comparing this country with
[your own], what is suitable here with what is done there? Really,
patriotism like [yours] is sin.’84

From this it is more than evident that Nivedita was at this stage cul-
turally schizophrenic, ‘divided to the vein’.85 A different perspective
on this dividedness—now in fact introducing an Irish element—is
captured in her descriptive sociological study The Web of Indian
Life, in which she observes that ‘terrible pictures of the Hindu rou-
tine’ ‘embittered my English childhood’, and initially also poisoned
her expectations of India. At the same time, she notes, the ‘Celtic’
traits of a well-developed orality, a striving for the infinite, and a love
of freedom particularly endeared India to her (Web, 5, 105, 169). She
could also however be openly and severely critical of Ireland, in par-
ticular of what she saw as its historical backwardness and irrational-
ity, expressed as sectarianism.86

It is possible that the Protestant, Northern Ireland-born Margaret
Noble may have received from her maternal grandfather, an Irish na-
tionalist, a strong impression of Ireland as a model of nationalist
self-determination and that this model was reawakened by her ex-
periences in India. Her whole family certainly was broadly national-
ist in sympathy, although her parents lived in England for the greater
part of their adult lives. During Margaret’s own time spent working
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84 Quoted in Reymond, The Dedicated, 116. For Nivedita’s early-1900s views on the
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as a teacher in London (1890–8), as we will see again, she reputedly
had contact with nationalists in the Home Rule movement: her Eng-
lish patriotism aside, this fact is not as unlikely as it first seems when
seen in the context of her background Irishness.

However, that her tendency to identify with India was chiefly at-
tributable to her Irish ‘blood’ or cultural disposition must remain
questionable even in the light of these details. This is especially so if
we consider the other avenues for self-expression and feeling-in-
common that India offered to the independent-minded and questing
Margaret Noble. In her study of colonial women’s work in the sub-
continent, Kumari Jayawardena, for example, helpfully suggests that
to Margaret Noble as to the other white women missionaries,
Theosophists, and mystics who travelled, worked, and lived in India,
the region offered freedoms of religious, social, and cultural explor-
ation, obviously predicated on imperial hierarchies, which were not
then available to women in England.87 These freedoms were further
enhanced within the situation of cultural symbiosis they developed
in conjunction with native elites. That is to say, Nivedita’s status as an
educated, middle-class white woman mapped on to the interests of
the Bengali intelligentsia within whose confines Swadeshi resistance
tended to remain concentrated. So, while the educated European
Margaret Noble for her part was always better socially equipped to
deal with the professional elite of Calcutta than with a broad-based
mass movement, the elite, too, had its status and modernizing ambi-
tions confirmed in its acceptance of her.

That said, the assumption that her Irish background predisposed
her to radicalism and a responsiveness to Indian nationalism does co-
operate with the identity constructions which Nivedita and her In-
dian supporters themselves entertained. These were used, crucially,
as justifications for the close involvement of a mleccha or foreign
woman in the nationalist cause. Her so-called ‘Celtic blood’ and
hence Aryan disposition were aspects of Nivedita’s make-up which
Vivekananda in particular was concerned to underline, as when,
after a deliberately lengthy delay following their London meetings,
he invited her to come to work for India in the country itself. Her
‘Celtic blood’ became for him the stamp of her appropriateness in re-
lation to these plans. In a frequently cited letter of 29 July 1897 he
wrote:
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Let me tell you frankly that I am now convinced that you have a great future
in the work for India. What was wanted was not a man but a woman; a real
lioness, to work for the Indians, women especially. India cannot yet produce
great women, she must borrow them from other nations. Your education,
sincerity, purity, immense love, determination and above all the Celtic blood
make you just the woman wanted.88

In the face of what he problematically saw as India’s degeneracy
reflected in the subjection of Indian women, he, too, was concerned
to develop cross-national sympathies to promote the country’s mod-
ernization—but sympathies, necessarily, with nations and assertive
women of the right patriotic temper.89

Concerning his own alignment with the Mother and strong
mother figures, it is noteworthy that, before he became the Swami
Vivekananda (meaning, ‘having the joy of spiritual discrimination’),
Narendranath Dutt had strongly resisted submission to his guru Ra-
makrishna’s Kali-worship. It was part of his capacity to entertain
contraries that he seems also to have been acutely aware of the
significations of violence, suffering, and excess, those extremes of
hate and love symptomatic of the Kaliyuga (the present age of
confusion) which the goddess continued to embody in the culture
at large. Revealingly, throughout his time as a spiritual leader,
Vivekananda generally chose to accentuate the goddess’s aspect as
Mother, India itself, over her other divine attributes.90

Against this variegated backdrop, therefore, to a devotee and fol-
lower such as Nivedita, believing, as she once wrote to Tagore, that
nationalism should represent an acceptance of everything Indian,
Kali would have appeared as doubly the medium and the sign of her
self-surrender (whether as an Irish or as an Englishwoman). Kali was
the goddess of extremes, but she was also the extreme Other, even
within the otherness of the Hindu religion. To identify with her, in
other words, was to give up everything of the past. So, in response to
Vivekananda’s repeated instruction during her probationary year to
‘Hinduize’ herself—‘You have to forget your own past, and to cause
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it to be forgotten. You have to undo even its memory [emphasis in
text]’—Nivedita chose first and last to turn to Kali: ‘I set myself
therefore to enter into Kali worship, as one would set oneself to learn
a new language, or take birth deliberately, perhaps, in a new race’
(Web, 395; Master, 211).

The metaphor of being reborn as an Indian through the excesses of
the Mother obviously gives a revealing insight into Nivedita’s at-
tempt at a wholesale adoption of a new spiritual and cultural iden-
tity. But it also sheds light on something that was perhaps more
deeply embedded than this quest for a make-over—a more secret and
even more complex desire to transcend or to escape personal or li-
bidinal identity entirely. In their role as identificatory symbols, she
importantly wrote, the gods and epic heroes functioned as ‘perpetual
Hinduizers’ (Web, 124). Tied in with her new birth as a Hindu, was,
arguably, the acquisition of ‘impersonality’, a displacement of per-
sonal desire ‘for the welfare of many’, as Vivekananda himself said
when laying out for the devoted Margaret Noble the terms of any fu-
ture commitment to India.91 In the guru’s case, too, the impersonal-
ity of Kali’s ego-denying worship seems to have been one of the main
sources of his attachment to the goddess. This is confirmed if we are
to read any psychological significance into the timing of his deliber-
ate switch from Shiva to Kali-worship. It was on their 1898 pilgrim-
age, which took in Amarnath and Kshir Bhawani, the central shrines
to Shiva and Kali in Kashmir, that Vivekananda rededicated himself
to the goddess, significantly after weeks of confused appeals for at-
tention from his smitten disciple. Gravely depressed by her guru’s
apparent indifference to her, Nivedita was at the time advised by
him to do likewise, to give herself wholly to the goddess (Master,
164–7).

Nivedita’s feelings for her Swami, in spite (or even perhaps be-
cause) of his status as a monk, were during these early months un-
ambiguously passionate and obsessive, even if usually suppressed.
Since arriving in India, it seems, she had repeatedly relied on what she
called ‘emotionalism’ to make appeals to him, and been painfully
withstood. As he advised, in lines which she later recorded:
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The heart must become a burial ground,
Pride, selfishness, and desire all broken into dust,
Then and then alone will the Mother dance there!

(Master, 231–2)

In her spiritual biography of the Swami, which is around the point of
this quotation highly textured with similar hints and partial refer-
ences to the effort of repressing her feelings, Nivedita’s own final
comment on her period of ‘bewilderment’ and illusion-breaking
was: ‘I understood, for the first time, that the greatest teachers may
destroy in us a personal relation only in order to bestow the Imper-
sonal vision in its place’ (Master, 139). Differently but also tellingly,
she wrote in Kali, the Mother that the image of the goddess was ‘not
so much a picture of the deity, as the utterance of the secret of our
own lives’ (Kali, 472).

Nivedita’s personal relations with the Swami have drawn relatively
little critical commentary, no doubt once again for reasons of reli-
gious decorum.92 Yet from her own account, as we see here, it is more
than clear that impersonality or self-abasement became a way of pro-
cessing an initially troubling, and never entirely stable or problem-
free emotional and (probably) sexually charged devotion to
Vivekananda the charming man as well as the charismatic guru. For
instance, after hearing him lecture in New York in 1900, she spoke of
experiencing an orgastic ‘great trembling’ in which she appeared to
‘cast off’ the fragments of her former life. Despite the alienating
shock of their experiences in Kashmir, she continued from time to
time to feel the ‘great salt tides’ of personal love for him ‘rise’ in her.93

In this tortured situation perhaps Kali-worship alone adequately
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92 Jayawardena, White Woman’s Other Burden, 188–9, 283, pauses briefly on the sub-
ject of the personal relationship between Nivedita and Vivekananda, noting its aspects of
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2000), 42.

93 Quoted in Jayawardena, White Woman’s Other Burden, 283, and Reymond, The
Dedicated, 196–7, respectively.



displaced—and yet simultaneously signified—the intensity of her
commitment, and continued to do so after his death. She was later to
speak of her early years in Calcutta as demanding a deeply painful
change to her mind’s ‘centre of gravity’—by which she could not have
meant only the shift in her Anglocentric opinions.94 (Indeed it may
be that her wordy, much reiterated regard for the ‘Hindu Wife’s’ role
of service and self-sacrifice, as in The Web of Indian Life, operated
along with Kali-worship as an encrypted expression of her dedica-
tion to Vivekananda as much as it did as anti-imperial special plead-
ing.)

In The Master as I Saw Him Nivedita percipiently wrote that ‘hid-
den emotional relationships’ formed ‘the channels along which ideas
are received’, and that her relation to the Swami, as to the Mother,
had necessarily to become one of deferential daughterhood instead
of a link between co-worshippers (p. 131). Kali, in other words, re-
quired a deep, often disturbing, and constantly demanding sub-
servience—a relationship which then in a sense released Nivedita
into partnerships of greater equality with fellow devotees like Au-
robindo. British commentators at the time, it is worth recalling, saw
Kali-worship as a disgusting and bloodthirsty cult based on ‘primi-
tive superstition’,95 and progressive Indians such as the Tagores crit-
icized Nivedita for her apparently barbaric adoration of an image.
Against the background of such associations, and the sheer intensity
of emotion signified by Kali-worship, the terms of Julia Kristeva’s
analysis of abjection (the state of being ‘not yet one’, ‘not quite an-
other’) offer a final synoptic insight into Nivedita’s self-abnegation.96

Caution must of course be exercised when positing resemblances be-
tween heterogeneous traditions and rituals where in fact none might
exist. Yet in this case the analogies are so distinct as to provide some
scope for a theorization of Kali as Nivedita’s abject, especially if we
take into account the interpenetration of European and Indian trad-
itions which Nivedita herself, in part through her worship, attempted
to effect.

Kristeva describes abjection as a condition of ‘total unfamiliarity’
isomorphic with the pre-verbal self. It is associated with the stage in
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development before unconsciousness, inevitably identified with the
feminine and with the body’s internal processes, in which all is re-
jected yet unrecognized, ‘catastrophic’ and repellent yet still proxi-
mate to the self. Abjection therefore is ambiguity ‘above all’, ‘a
composite of judgement and affect, of condemnation and yearning’
where the divides between love and hate, for instance, do not exist or
break down; where one and other combine or recombine (pp. 9–10).
In terms of relationality it thus compares in certain respects with
Levinas’s account of the self’s turn to the supremely alien other, of
being for the other. From the place of abjection, Kristeva suggests,
derive the rituals of defilement and purification in religion, and it is
in certain figures of the sacred—such as Kali, I would suggest—that
its ambiguities may be both introjected, and expelled (p. 11).

To turn now to Kali, quintessentially contradictory in nature,
Mother and Destroyer, garlanded with the decapitated heads of her
victims, fearsome to those who resist her, comforting to those who
seek union with her—her worship would fundamentally have signi-
fied to the yearning outsider Nivedita/Margaret Noble that loss and
transcendence of (her feminine, British) self which she hoped to find
in Vedantic neo-Hinduism and, some years later, in the Bengali na-
tionalist movement. The act of abandoning herself to this cruel and
forbidding, yet all-embracing, figure clearly meant establishing kin-
ship with something that was completely alien and yet in some sense
of the self. By bathing in her ‘radiance’ (Master, 172) all boundaries
were broken down (between cultures, between self and other); all
distinctions between good and evil disappeared. The Mother, as
Nivedita saw her, was in all and was all-in-all. Henceforth she, the
worshipper, might feel the dust of India ‘burning’ in her body.97

In 1900, after a further period of depression about her as-yet-
unfulfilled mission in India and unsatisfactory relationship with her
guru, Nivedita received a valedictory (and indeed final) blessing from
him: ‘if I made you, be destroyed. If Mother made you, live!’ (Master,
278). As the performative injunction suggests, Nivedita, by casting
herself upon the Mother, was able to explore both spiritual and
political ways of filling the void created by his inexorable and contin-
uing withdrawal from her—and also perhaps by the inevitable ero-
sion of her British identity. From this experience, too, she extracted
concepts of service and love that were at once supremely abjective
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and yet constitutive of a new impersonal self: strength of character
she now defined not as the fear of pain, but as its embrace (CW v. 89).
As in the case of Aurobindo, who like Nivedita grew up a cultural
orphan, the cult of the Mother from this point on became synony-
mous with the love of the nation. The term mother itself developed a
symptomatic multivalency in her writing (as a referent for strength,
essence, authority, spirit, and so on). In sum, by means of Kali-
worship Nivedita was able to perform first an asexualizing surrender
to her guru’s unifying and self-emptying neo-Hinduism, and then,
a few years later, as will be examined in the next chapter, a self-
consecration to the revivalist politics that he had in part inspired.98
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1 Anti-imperial Interaction across

the Colonial Borderline: 

Introduction

We must also notice in this ripening process the role played by
the history of the resistance at the time of the conquest. . . .

A colonized people is not alone. In spite of all that colonial-
ism can do, its frontiers remain open to new ideas and echoes
from the world outside. It discovers that violence is in the at-
mosphere, that it here and there bursts out, and here and there
sweeps away the colonial regime.

(Frantz Fanon, ‘Concerning Violence’, 1961)1

Hark! to the curses ringing
From all smitten lands;

In sob and wail, they tell the tale
Of England’s blood-red hands.

And wheresoe’er her standard flings
Forth its folds of shame,

A people’s cries to heaven arise
For vengeance on her name!

(Lady Gregory, ‘A New Song 
for the Boers’, c.1900)2

cross-national intertextuality

With few exceptions postcolonial theories of colonial power and
anti-colonial resistance have privileged the relationship of European
self and other; of colonizer and colonized. The aim of Empire, the
National, and the Postcolonial is to swivel this conventional axis of
interaction laterally by examining how, around the turn of the nine-
teenth into the twentieth century, certain early anti-imperial and

1 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (1961; Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1986), ch. 1 ‘Concerning Violence’, 54–5.

2 Lady Gregory, ‘A New Song for the Boers’, Poets and Dreamers: Studies and Transla-
tions from the Irish (1903; Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1974), 76.



nationalist movements, and nationalist and anti-colonial leaders and
writers, found inspirational solidarity and instructive models in one
another’s work and experience.3 The ‘contact zone’ of cultural and
political exchange conventionally located between the European
colonial centre and its periphery will instead be positioned between
peripheries.4

Whereas, following the Subaltern school of Indian historiography,
or the Lacanian theory of Homi Bhabha and others, critics have in re-
cent years given more attention to the ‘continuities and intimacies’ as
well as the antagonisms of the colonial relationship, to rereadings of
the colonial tradition from the position of otherness, the intention
here will rather be to consider the ways in which such continuities
were manifested between colonial (and proto-national) spaces, espe-
cially between native elites, during the decades of formal or high em-
pire, 1890–1920.5 The book will investigate how definitive concepts
of self-realization often seen as originating within European politi-
cal traditions (self-help; boycott; imperial ‘loyalty’), were critically
appropriated and remade not only by native nationalists as such, but
through borrowing, exchange, and even collaboration between anti-
colonial regions.6 The central question will be how resistance
emerged not so much from the place of otherness as amongst others.

As the key theorist of anti-colonial resistance Frantz Fanon
claimed some forty years ago, native resistance movements are by no
means sealed off from one another. In the oppressive conditions they
share with other colonized peoples, they find not only ‘informatory’
but ‘operative’, stirring images of preparedness and zeal springing
out of situations of resistance analogous to their own. These come to
life ‘with peculiar intensity’ at that time when a movement finds itself
ready to go forward to change the course of colonization and ‘make
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3 See Gillian Beer, Open Fields (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 5, which considers how
ideas are transferred and adapted through ‘[l]ateral encounter, between groups and indi-
viduals alive in the same time but in different initial conditions’.

4 On contact zones as points of intercultural meeting, usually under colonization, the
now standard reference is Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transcul-
turation (London: Routledge, 1992).

5 See Gyan Prakash, ‘Introduction’, to his edited After Colonialism: Imperial Histories
and Postcolonial Displacements (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1995), 5–6. See also Leela
Gandhi’s ch. 1, ‘After Colonialism’, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh UP, 1998), 1–22.

6 On the ‘colonized’ remaking of imperial power relations within the metropolis, see
Antoinette Burton, At the Heart of the Empire: Indians and the Colonial Encounter
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998).



history’.7 In a development that continued across the twentieth
century, movements may thus be both nationally focused in terms of
political organization, and yet cross- or transnational in their range
of reference and reception of influence. As Ania Loomba insightfully
acknowledges: ‘anti-colonial resistances . . . inspired one another,
but also debated with one another about . . . how best [colonial
authority] should be challenged’.8

Therefore, departing from the culturalist definitions of the nation
made by Anthony Smith on the one hand, and the modular, chiefly
Europe-derived socio-political categories of the early Benedict
Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm on the other, this study will propose
that the stimuli to an anti-imperial and/or national consciousness
may in certain situations lie not so much outside the unitary domain
of the nation, but specifically within other similarly anti-imperial
contexts.9 Especially under the difficult, beleaguered conditions
of emergent colonial resistance, oppositional nationalist, proto-
nationalist, and anti-colonial movements learn from one another as
well as drawing from their own internal political and cultural re-
sources or the political culture of their oppressors. Looked at from
this perspective, anti-colonial nationalism emerges as an allusive,
cross-cultural, intertextual, or interdiscursive phenomenon, strung
across borders of different descriptions as well as staked out within
geopolitical boundaries. It is haunted by (in Anderson’s own more re-
cent phrase) ‘spectres of comparison’ with apparently like-minded
movements located in sometimes very different political spaces.10
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7 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 54–5, and see the epigraph above.
8 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1998), 185, and

see also 174, 196, and 214. James M. Blaut, The National Question: Decolonizing the The-
ory of Nationalism (London: Zed, 1987), remarks that liberation movements may simul-
taneously hold particularist views, yet help other struggles ‘as best they can’.

9 Anthony D. Smith, Theories of Nationalism (London: Duckworth, 1971), and his
National Identity (London: Penguin, 1991); Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. edn. (London: Verso, 1991); Eric
Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990). In
the latter category, see also Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell,
1983).

10 Benedict Anderson’s The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia and
the World (London: Verso, 1998) examines the world standardization of a language of na-
tionalist politics. Where its emphasis however is on the interaction between the idiosyn-
cratic local (of Southeast Asia) and the homogeneous empty time of the modern industrial
nation, the focus of Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial is rather on certain politi-
cal parallels and form-giving cultural moments of cross-national exchange, and on how
these impinged on emergent polemical and literary nationalisms. Whereas this book’s 



Taking off from the (differing) transnational methodologies of
Antoinette Burton, Parama Roy, and Gauri Viswanathan, this book
will explore some of the political and cultural conditions, as well as
the writerly and textual ramifications, of such cross-national lessons
and debates.11 Close readings of key texts which reflect or effect
cross-national movement will be used to draw out the signs and
significance of these formative, in some cases transformative, inter-
actions. In particular I will consider symptomatic instances of cross-
national borrowing and conversation, and certain key cusp or
transitional figures (situated between modernity and tradition,
Europe and the other) who carried out such borrowing. These will
be further located along the interconnected triangle of Ireland and
England, India, and South Africa, and during the protracted critical
period for British imperialism of 1890–1920.

The disaster of the early Anglo-Boer War (1899–1900), which
dragged on for far longer than anticipated, inaugurated over a
decade of imperial crises for Britain including the efflorescence or
resurgence of nationalist and anti-imperial movements in South
Africa, Ireland, Bengal, and Egypt. The period culminated in the
conflagration of 1914–18, a war of imperial rivalry between Euro-
pean powers. During the same 1890–1920 period the metropolis wit-
nessed a rising social and political radicalism, galvanized at crucial
points by the campaigns for Irish Home Rule, by women’s struggle
for self-representation, and by the international spread of socialist
and Marxist ideas, formalized within the (Europe-centred) Second
International (1889–1914). The time therefore marked the beginning
of the development of a more global dimension to radical political
networking and organization. It was also the period when modernity
with its message of individuation, rationalized social order, and cap-
italist progress was systematically disseminated to the non-West via
speeded-up imperial channels of communication. The globalized
formations of empire therefore paradoxically facilitated the rise of
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interest is in the exchange between margins, Anderson explores the global ‘serialization’ of
political ideas (the metropolis remaining the dominant venue of ‘empty time’). I am highly
indebted to Anderson’s ideas concerning the circulation and dissemination of nationalist
vocabularies.

11 Burton, At the Heart of the Empire; Parama Roy, Indian Traffic: Identities in Ques-
tion in Colonial and Postcolonial India (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1998); Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold: Conversion, Modernity and Belief
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1998). See also Inderpal Grewal, Home and Harem: Nation,
Gender, Empire and the Cultures of Travel (London: Leicester UP, 1996).



cross- or transnational resistances, as continued to be the case later in
the century also.

The paradigm shift which Empire, the National, and the Postcolo-
nial proposes emerges in a clearer light if we consider the extent to
which the interactive conceptualization of the anti-colonial nation,
or of cultural resistance, undercuts the notions both of top-down
and of bottom-up discursive impacts that still organize definitions of
the colonial relationship. In the reoriented global picture which un-
folds, we find, for example, advanced Irish nationalists discovering in
the Boer War an arena for their own struggle; or the South African
nationalist Sol Plaatje adapting his ideas of anti-imperial refusal rel-
ative to suffragette activism in 1910s London, just as M. K. Gandhi
did. We also find the Irish-born Hindu revivalist Margaret Noble/
Sister Nivedita assessing the limitations of 1905 passive resistance in
dialogue with the Bengali extremist leader Aurobindo Ghose. The
flow of power relations in this new picture, the movement and
exchange of anti-colonialist, nationalist, class, gender, and other dis-
courses, appears as more constellated and diversified, far more
multiply-mediated than in standard dualistic configurations of the
colonial relationship.12

True, anti-imperial, cross-border exchanges were, in their initial
stages at least, secretive and coded, even contingent, accidental, and
ad hoc; yet in relation to any one of the cross-national scenarios just
cited, colonial authority would have felt itself threatened and un-
settled. Consider only the Viceroy Lord Dufferin’s repeated worry in
the mid- to late 1880s about a nationalist domino effect as he saw
it running from Ireland to India in the aftermath of Land League
agitation.13 In constructing a lateral or reoriented world picture of
political and discursive relations, therefore, it is not only that we be-
come committed to implicating both centre and margin in the mak-
ing of colonial and national ideologies, as Rosemary M. George has
suggested, or to the interconnection of the histories of ‘“metropolis”’
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12 On power, space, and/or identities conceived as diversified or rhizomic, see Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, On the Line, trans. John Johnson (New York: Semiotext(e),
1983), 13; Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender (London: Macmillan, 1987).

13 See Howard Brasted, ‘Irish Home Rule Politics and India 1873–1886’, unpublished
Ph.D. thesis (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh, 1974), 42–5; T. G. Frazer, ‘Ireland and
India’, in Keith Jeffery (ed.), ‘An Irish Empire’: Aspects of Ireland and the British Empire
(Manchester: Manchester UP, 1996), 86–7; Michael Holmes and Denis Holmes (eds.),
Ireland and India: Connections, Comparisons, Contrasts (Dublin: Folens, 1997); Anne
Taylor, Annie Besant: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1992), 270–1.



and ‘“peripheries”’ outlined by Catherine Hall.14 Rather the entire
imperial framework becomes from this perspective at once decentred
and multiply-centred, a network, one might say, of interrelating mar-
gins. Within this reshaped framework, attention is focused not only
on the emergence of alternative agencies and knowledges within
colonialism,15 though this is crucial, but on how those different
agencies may have impinged on one another, and how these contacts
were then processed into emerging concepts of the new post-imperial
nation.16

As will be evident throughout, my readjusted focus also has bear-
ings both on conventional chronological definitions of the ‘post-
colonial’ as mainly post-independence (post-1950), as well as on
Eurocentric theories of anti-colonial struggles as largely reactive,
repetitive, or ‘derivative’ of European ‘modular’ forms, in the phrase-
ology of Partha Chatterjee’s now classic rebuttal of this phenom-
enon in the South Asian context.17 The study of often two-way
influences and moments of interchange will demonstrate how
Indian, southern African, and Irish (as also Caribbean, West
African, and Egyptian) nationalisms and resistance movements were
in fact multiply-constituted, opportunistic, and fluid, and in more
complex ways than current definitions of syncretism or imperfect
mimicry, usually applied to post-1950 identity constructions, gener-
ally allow.18 Put differently, native and early nationalist attempts at
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14 Rosemary M. George, The Politics of Home: Postcolonial Relocations and
Twentieth-Century Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), 1–9; Catherine Hall, ‘His-
tories, Empire, and the Post-Colonial Moment’, in Iain Chambers and Lidia Curti (eds.),
The Post-colonial Question (London: Routledge, 1996), 70.

15 Ania Loomba, ‘Overworlding the “Third World”’, in Robert Young (ed.), Neo-
colonialism, Oxford Literary Review, 3 (1991), 178.

16 This idea of processing back, with its inevitable accompaniment of hybridization,
helps account for the fact that the racial chauvinism of some nationalist movements, such
as the anti-Semitism of early Sinn Féin and its affiliates, did not necessarily filter into the
nationalisms which they otherwise influenced. See the Resolution of the Irish Socialist
Republican party in ‘Ireland and the Transvaal’, United Irishman (2 Sept. 1899), 6, which
commends Boer naturalization laws for keeping both ‘bloated’ Jews and English adven-
turers at bay.

17 See Partha Chatterjee’s interrelated studies of the mediation by native elites of the in-
herited forms of the colonial state through the addition of their own often religious and
cultural ‘marks of difference’: Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative
Discourse? (London: Zed, 1986), and The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Post-
colonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994). See also Loomba, Colonialism/ Post-
colonialism, 174, 188–9.

18 For the now standard definitions of these and related terms, see Bill Ashcroft, Gareth
Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back (London: Routledge, 1989), and their



cross-allusion and adaptive copying from political and cultural con-
texts perceived as corresponding to their own, in fact prefigure by
many decades, and through complex, at times conflicted channels,
the crossed registers and diasporic intertextuality with which con-
temporary migrant and postcolonial criticism is concerned. Nation-
alism in this respect emerges not as a purely oppositional, or purely
inwardly directed discourse but as multi-layered and polyphonic, a
site of enunciation to which different agents may lay claim. In conse-
quence, the book would necessarily question certain postcolonialist
assumptions that in a multinationally organized world the nation as
a historical and political entity has been practically transcended as
well as exhaustively treated as a subject of investigation. Here I
would agree with Edward Said when he notes that we must continue
to acknowledge the success of nationalism in mobilizing peoples
against oppression (within and across borders), while at the same
time conceding its ideological and socio-political flaws, its mostly
oppressive rather than liberatory postcolonial legacy.19

In the terms of Tapan Raychaudhuri in Europe Reconsidered, the
imprint of European empire on the native, far from being an imper-
fect copy or misconceived replication, should be seen as but one
element amongst others in the development of colonial/postcolonial
ideas of, for instance, modern selfhood and national interrelation-
ship.20 Anti-colonial nationalisms, that is to say, took over the pre-
misses of modernity (individualism, state-organized politics, and
social improvement), yet adapted or married these to both native and
other imported forms of knowledge for anti-colonial purposes. Em-
pire, the National, and the Postcolonial therefore also expands the
parameters (and perimeters) of Paul Gilroy’s influential thesis con-
cerning the intercultural or ‘outer-national’ formation of identity
and modernity within the ‘Black Atlantic’ diaspora.21 It considers
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Key Concepts in Post-colonial Studies (London: Routledge, 1998); Homi K. Bhabha, The
Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1995), 85–92.

19 Edward Said, ‘Yeats and Decolonization’, Field Day Pamphlet 15 (Derry: Field Day
Theatre Co., 1988), 8–9.

20 Tapan Raychaudhuri, Europe Reconsidered: Perceptions of the West in Nineteenth
Century Bengal (New Delhi: Oxford UP, 1988).

21 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London:
Verso, 1993). Neil Lazarus, Nationalism and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), 51–67, mounts a vigorous critique of Gilroy’s neglect
of the capitalist formations of modernity. It is doubtful however that Gilroy’s liberatory
and boundary-shifting thesis is fundamentally flawed due to its neglect of the Marxist cat-
egory of class.



the borrowing, transmutation, and general transcontinental sifting
of strategies and idioms of resistance between widely spaced nation-
alist elites (for example, home rule; the hunger strike as moral
weapon; images of the small but strong nation(s) v. the vast empire,
or of the vengeful National Mother). In this way the book broadens
Gilroy’s Atlantic basin of exchange to include other intercultural and
interdiscursive pathways. By examining for instance the corrobora-
tive citation of another’s nationalist struggle by a resistance move-
ment perhaps located in a very different country, the book embraces
a more diverse and expansive web of interactive, cross-national, and
yet still nationalist, resistance formations than Gilroy’s mapping
permits.

The dual emphasis in these paragraphs on the development of
national selfhood in the context of interrelationship (‘resistance in
interaction’), will remain important across the study. Adapting Bene-
dict Anderson’s notion in both Imagined Communities and The
Spectre of Comparisons that modern media networks created hori-
zontal contexts within which new national communities could be
imagined, the concept of cross-border interdiscursivity–of a trans-
formative transmission of different political vocabularies and cul-
tural discourses between anti-colonial spaces–creatively qualifies
one of the central constitutive concepts of any nationalism, that it is
based on an essence or core of self.22 By contrast, as in the five case
studies which are brought together here, a nation’s self is seen as in
part intersubjectively constructed through forms of cross-border ex-
change between bourgeois native elites, and through the medium of
different signifying systems (including oral traditions, newspapers
and other print media, as well as gestural and performative strategies
of resistance such as, for instance, Sister Nivedita’s controversial
Kali-worship discussed in Chapter 2). As we are dealing with the
transmission of influence through channels including political
hearsay, common-knowledge history, and public expressions of soli-
darity, the term interdiscursivity will here be preferred over intertex-
tuality.
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22 For Ato Quayson’s definition of interdiscursivity as embracing a variety of semiotic
(or ‘outer-textual’ as well as textual) systems, see his Strategic Transformations in Niger-
ian Writing (Oxford: James Currey, 1997), 17–18. On cross-border exchange, see also
Lewis Nkosi, ‘Constructing the “Cross-Border” Reader’, in Elleke Boehmer, Laura Chris-
man, and Kenneth Parker (eds.), Altered State? Writing and South Africa (Sydney: Danga-
roo, 1994), 37–50.



Also as regards terminology, although the discussion will privilege
moments of transmission and intercultural translation, I will prefer
the terms cross-national and cross-nationalist over transnational
and its variants, because of the emphasis throughout on formations
of national selfhood alongside intersubjectivity, and on exchanges
(crossings) between different political and cultural contexts. The
crossing between (proto-)national entities which is connoted by the
former terms, holds in tension the idea of separate locations main-
taining a political integrity, and yet of these in some form of rela-
tionship with one another.23 As in our contemporary globalized
context, transnationalism by contrast often tends to designate the
formation of neo-imperial capitalist structures overarching or inter-
penetrating the self-legitimating nation. The operation of multi-
national companies and worldwide information systems as well as
new economic migrations of people now have the ability to corrode
though not necessarily to undercut the autonomy of the nation-
state.24 To further distinguish cross-border or cross-national move-
ments in a technical sense from the political, or specifically
nationalist, formations shaped by such movements, the terms cross-
national and cross-nationalist will be used non-interchangeably, re-
spectively to signify this difference.

The concept of a crossing between (proto-)national entities also
requires nuancing. Cross-national interrelations, it is important to
note, in fact arrange along a scale which takes in, on one end, the ob-
servable movement and transplantation of ideas, theories, and indi-
viduals between different anti-colonial spaces (as reflected in Edward
Said’s account of travelling theory).25 It also embraces potentially
subversive expressions of solidarity or joint inspiration (without an
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23 See Sudipta Kaviraj, The Imaginary Institution of India (New Delhi: Teen Murti
Publications, 1991), for his distinction between ‘fuzzy’ or non-territorial, pre-national
communities, and enumerated nations centred on the notion of a defining collective 
will.

24 See Steven Vertovec, ‘Conceiving and Researching Transnationalism’, Ethnic and
Racial Studies, 22.2 (1999), 447–62; and Michael Peter Smith and Luis Eduardo Guarnizo
(eds.), Transnationalism from Below (Somerset, NJ: Transaction, 1998), for their argu-
ment that transnationalism, while transforming intercommunity relations, does not nec-
essarily signify post-nationalism. I am grateful to John McLeod for his advice in this area.
See also Jean Baudrillard, ch. 2 ‘Figures of the Transpolitical’, in Fatal Strategies, trans.
Philip Beitchman and W. G. J. Niesluchkowski (London: Pluto, 1999), 25–70.

25 Edward Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (London: Faber, 1984), ch. 10 ‘Trav-
elling Theory’, especially pp. 226–8. See also Grewal, Home and Harem, 17–18, for her
outline of the comparative methodology of ‘transnational cultural flows’.



actual interchange of influences or ideas), as captured in Daniel O’-
Connell’s often repeated 1840s slogan, ‘England’s Difficulty is Ire-
land’s Opportunity’, which was revived by Irish nationalists in 1899
to broadcast their support for the Boers. At its other end, the scale in-
cludes more appropriative, localized moments of cultural and polit-
ical allusion and citation, as when Bengal evolved its concept of
swadeshi in the awareness of Sinn Féin’s emphasis on self-help and
self-reliance, yet not in direct emulation of it, drawing also on inter-
nal cultural traditions of atmasakti or ‘own force’. In other words, a
long-established anti-imperial nationalism, such as was found in Ire-
land at this time, did not necessarily stand as an inflexible blueprint
but rather as a frame of reference in relation to which emergent na-
tionalist and/or anti-colonial movements elsewhere might encode
their own attitudes to British rule.26

Where the intention is to draw together apparently related polit-
ical, cultural, and textual phenomena from across the globe, further
qualification is again in order. Moments of cross-national contact
between native intellectuals were not only secretive, and often spo-
radic and impressionistic, but also highly context-specific. On this
basis Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial would want to avoid
constructing any overarching theory of anti-colonial or nationalist
commonality connecting vastly different cultural and geopolitical
spaces. In fact, apparent cooperation or hand-holding, such as was
offered to the Boers by Irish nationalists during 1899– 1900, usually
operated as a medium for local self-identification. Resisting (proto-
)nations, even if cross-imperially connected, were primarily con-
cerned with their own particular projects of self-definition and/or
anti-colonial subversion.

10 Introduction

26 See C. L. Innes, The Devil’s Own Mirror: The Irishman and the African in Modern
Literature (New York: Three Continents Press, 1990), 6, 21, as to how the Harlem Renais-
sance and the Irish literary revival codified their cultural nationalism in related ways.
As another expression of Irish solidarity, Keith Jeffery in the Introduction to his edited
‘An Irish Empire’, 8, remarks that in 1882 Frank Hugh O’Donnell, MP for Dungarven, told
the House of Commons that his Irish Party were the ‘natural representatives and spokes-
men of the unrepresented nationalities of the Empire’. The anomalous colonial position of
Ireland—its class structure locked into imperial hierarchies, its resistance movements an
example to nationalists across the empire—has been widely and heatedly debated. See, for
example: Luke Gibbons, Transformations in Irish Culture (Cork: Cork UP and Field Day,
1996), especially 171–80; Liam Kennedy, Colonialism, Religion and Nationalism in Ire-
land (Belfast: Queen’s University Institute of Irish Studies, 1996); Declan Kiberd, Invent-
ing Ireland (London: Cape, 1995). Stephen Howe, Ireland and Empire: Colonial Legacies
in Irish History and Culture (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000), offers a comprehensive analytical
discussion of the application of colonial models to the Irish situation.



We would therefore want to steer clear of conflating nationalist
self-expression with international collaboration against empire, or
indeed of regarding the national as synonymous with the anti-
colonial. Though as part of the development of resistance to empire,
nationalism often served as a vehicle for anti-colonialism, anti-
colonialisms were (and are) not invariably nationalist, and nation-
alisms in turn were not necessarily anti-colonialist. In fact resistant
nationalisms take widely differing forms: revolutionary but funda-
mentalist; ‘advanced’ yet anti-Semitic; anti-imperial and pan-
nationalist but not necessarily anti-British; or, nostalgically
reactionary, yet modernizing at economic and political levels. More
specifically, (proto-)nationalists in the 1890–1920 period tended in
the main to be moderate and constitutionalist: this approach signi-
ficantly modified any anti-imperialist tendencies they may have en-
tertained, and limited the subversive impact of their cross-nationalist
interactions.

However, what probably separates this study from a mere retro-
spective attribution of analogies, is what appears to be a distinct and
enabling perception of correspondence at the time. As Frantz Fanon
already suggested, early anti-colonial intellectuals, who often occu-
pied isolated and even threatened positions in their various colonial
homelands, or who worked from the even more isolated condition of
exile, drew on situations analogous to their own for political inspir-
ation and support. They were aware that other elites, colonially
educated, professionally or bureaucratically employed, inhabited
situations similar to their own, and that both actual and gestural
hand-holding could therefore be seen to be of mutual benefit. As
newspaper commentaries and editorials of the period show, whether
in the United Irishman, as we will see, or in the Bengalee, or in Sol
Plaatje’s Bechuana Gazette, nationalists and anti-colonialists kept a
keen eye on resistance unfolding in other regions of the empire. From
this developed a growing awareness of the tactical, rhetorical, imag-
inative, or emotional support which might be obtained from building
on juxtapositions and contacts between oppressed conditions. This
awareness was widespread and substantial enough, I would want to
propose, to allow us to speak of an anti-colonial interdiscursivity as
manifest in literary nationalist as well as more overtly political writ-
ing as early as the late nineteenth century.

It dislodged the yoke of ideological dependency, it inspirited the
cowed colonized mind, so Aurobindo Ghose certainly urged in 1907,
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to seek ‘instructive spectacle’ from the struggles and successes of
other colonized nations.27 As the opening to Aimé Césaire’s later
Discours sur le colonialisme (1955) also implies, the spectacle of
worldwide injustice and anti-colonial action gives resistance move-
ments a sense of collective power, of the power of the collectivity.28

Laying emphasis on actual cooperation rather than instructive ex-
ample, Arthur Griffith the Irish nationalist editor and leader was
perhaps even more optimistic, claiming in 1905 that if a Sinn Féin-
propelled anti-recruitment drive had been in place at the time of the
Boer War, Ireland would by now have its independent parliament sit-
ting in College Green, and ‘the Transvaal flag would . . . be flying over
a united South Africa’.29 Griffith, who had closely scrutinized nine-
teenth-century Hungarian nationalism and its use of parliamentary
boycott, moreover established the Sinn Féin movement, and propa-
gated ideas of self-help and home industry, at the time that swadeshi
and boycott were being inaugurated as tactics of anti-imperial resist-
ance in Bengal. The pro-Boer Irish Brigade ballad which Griffith had
composed in 1900 suggestively captures this situation of cross-
national awareness: ‘From land to land throughout the world the
news is going round | That Ireland’s flag triumphant waves on high
o’er English ground’.30

networks of resistance

As with present-day bilateral relations between Third World or tri-
continental countries, cross-nationalist circuitry was, it is important
to recognize, made possible and shaped by worldwide colonial (what
we would today term neo-colonial) nexuses of communication and
exchange. These took the form of newspapers, the telegraph, new
road and railway links, and faster shipboard journeys. Mutual
awareness between English-speaking professionals in the different
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27 Aurobindo Ghose, The Doctrine of Passive Resistance (1907; Calcutta: Arya Pub-
lishing House, 1948).

28 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (1955; New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1972), 9–11. Consider also that in Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s novel A
Grain of Wheat (London: HEB, 1967), 73, the Mau Mau or Kenyan ‘Movement’s’ revolu-
tionary hero Kihika holds up the example of ‘Mahatma Gandhi, the saint, leading the
Indian people against British rule’.

29 Arthur Griffith, Editorial commentary, United Irishman (5 Aug. 1905), 5. The United
Irishman will henceforth be abbreviated in footnotes as UI.

30 Arthur Griffith, ‘Ballad of the Transvaal Irish Brigade’, UI (24 Feb. 1900), 4. The
ground in this case was the besieged Natal town of Ladysmith in South Africa.



regions of the British Raj, for example, was facilitated both by their
common educational experience, and by the road, rail, and telegraph
networks laid down in the interests of imperial military security and
more efficient government.31 Nationalists in the Indian National
Congress, therefore, as also in the early African National Congress in
South Africa, were encouraged to think within the broader, cross-
regional framework of their colony or potential country, even in
some cases of the empire as a whole.32

The colonial facilitation of nationalist interconnection may seem
an irony, if a subversive one. Yet, clearly, the movement of influence or
example, the perception of analogy, could not take place through a
mere osmosis of ideas. Such movements required technological, in-
frastructural, and institutional support, and depended also on the
physical shift and drift of individuals between the different regions of
the empire. Indeed, although indigenous networks laid down by
trade or religious and educational ‘pilgrimages’, in Benedict Ander-
son’s terminology, existed from pre-colonial times, anti-colonial,
cross-nationalist links adapted from and exploited an empire-wide
reality: the fact that at official levels, too, the British Empire was both
conceived of and operated as a loosely interconnected system, or at
least as a series of multilaterally linked, parallel systems. In the
words of the historian S. B. Cook, empire formed ‘an intellectual and
administrative circuit of exchange’ based on a ‘network of personal
ties’.33 So the Colonial and the Foreign Office, whose staff were al-
ready partially pre-selected by being drawn from a narrow socio-
economic elite, tended to regard imperial policies which had been
developed in relation to one particular colony or dependency as
transferable to others (the administrative system of India, for in-
stance, was adapted for use in West and East Africa). This perception
was then reinforced by the usual homogenizing effects of imperial
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governance: the assumption was that colonized others in one space
could be ruled more or less as were colonized others elsewhere.34

The transference and promotion of high-ranking officials around
the empire (Curzon, Cromer, Milner, Lugard, Clifford, etc.) further
intensified these cross-border effects, speeding up the interregional
spread and adaptation of policy, embedding channels of influence.
Such officials might also be accompanied, or their cross-imperial
movements repeated, by other, mid-career colonial staff, as well as by
newspaper journalists, military men, political activists, scientists,
doctors. S. B. Cook summarizes these effects in a discussion of how
the long-colonized situation of Ireland, anomalously positioned
between Britain and the rest of the empire, was used as a colonial
prototype (and later as a nationalist role model). Due to ‘the mal-
leability of the imperial administrative structure . . . [and] the ad
hoc, experimental and eclectic style of British imperial rule’, admin-
istrative models and techniques might be readily imported from one
imperial unit, such as Ireland, into another, such as India or South
Africa.35

Drawing from his own experience of cross-imperial travel, W. S.
Blunt (1840–1922), the anti-imperialist Tory Radical and supporter
of 1880s Egyptian nationalism, was a particularly perceptive con-
temporary commentator on such intercolonial networks of ex-
change or, as he put it, ‘synchronisms’ of attitude on the part of
Britain. Noting in My Ideas about India (1885) that ex-India officials
ruled Egypt in ways that were particularly hard and shrewd, Blunt’s
opinion was that the common experience of ‘despotic’, profit-led co-
ercion which connected Ireland, India, and Egypt could effectively
promote the spread of the ‘art’ of ‘passive obstruction’ between
them.36 Moved by such perceptions Blunt was himself one of the late
nineteenth century’s most prominent agents and activators of cross-
imperial ties. He not only called for self-rule in India, Ireland, and
Egypt, in the case of Egypt actively so (and was in 1887 arrested for
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his support of the Irish National League), but at different times
worked alongside, cooperated with, or met prominent nationalist
figures: the Indian economic nationalist Dadabhai Naoroji, Lady
Augusta Gregory, his one-time lover and one of the moving spirits be-
hind the Irish National Theatre, and also the Hindu revivalist Sister
Nivedita during her time in political exile in London. It was entirely
appropriate therefore that, in 1907, the Bengali radical Aurobindo
Ghose published in his extremist paper Bande Mataram Blunt’s im-
passioned pro-Arabi poem ‘The Wind and the Whirlwind’ (1883),
written in support of ‘fair rights for all as brothers’.37

In an imperial world interconnected through the use of English,
ideas of cross-empire solidarity and intraracial exchange also ex-
erted an important ideological hold over white colonial elites.38 The
publication of Charles Dilke’s Greater Britain (1879, and much
reprinted) stimulated a widespread discussion concerning the for-
mation of an Anglo-Saxon brotherhood or imperial federation of
settler colonies as a way of binding the burgeoning empire more
closely together on the grounds of blood relationship (while simulta-
neously also overriding and/or sideroading native pressures for self-
government). These ideas, endorsed by influential writers like
Anthony Trollope, were then further expanded in historical analyses
by J. R. Seeley and J. A. Froude (The Expansion of England, 1883;
Oceana, or England and her Colonies, 1886). Even if never practic-
ally realized, the constructive possibility of cross-border collabora-
tion within a commonwealth of self-governing colonies was thus
raised within settler circles as an issue for debate.

Gaining currency empire-wide, the cross-imperial idea was in
these ways made available for annexation by non-white political
elites similarly in quest of solidarity and a common vocabulary of
rights. Not only W. S. Blunt but also M. K. Gandhi (1869–1948) and
Annie Besant (1847–1933), the Theosophist and 1910s agitator for
Indian Home Rule, were certainly thinking cross-nationally when in
the first decades of the twentieth century they appealed to Queen
Victoria’s 1858 Proclamation of Empire, India’s ‘Magna Carta’, in
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order to claim Indian rights to just and equal treatment both in the
Raj and across the empire.39 In the cross-border unity effected by
appeals to 1858, they discovered, lay new possibilities for mounting
political protest. Partially as an extension of this idea, Annie Besant
proposed her ideal of a ‘universal brotherhood of man’ not entirely
contradictorily as the end-goal or ‘mighty trust’ of an empire
‘charged with a religious obligation to bring forth a comity of na-
tions’. Essentially, as Gauri Viswanathan has observed, Besant’s ‘re-
lational [and inter-racial] model of the commonwealth’ conceived of
the ideal world confederation of nations as a multiplication of ‘one
single cellular organism, the British nation, into the far reaches of the
globe’.40 Empire would, in short, give birth to, and be retrospectively
justified by, the formation of an international congregation of na-
tions. Irish nationalists, too, placing their emphasis on shared suf-
fering rather than an extension of hegemony, participated in the
perception that linked experience created a platform for solidarity.
As Maud Gonne, a foremost proponent of this idea, sketched the
situation in the Foreword to her autobiography: ‘the British Empire
[cannot] stand or go without famine in Ireland, opium in China, tor-
ture in India, pauperism in England, disturbance and disorder in
Europe, and robbery everywhere’.41 From this it followed that only
the resolute refusal of such robbery ‘everywhere’ could successfully
end it.

As the cases of Blunt or Besant suggest, it cannot go without men-
tion that cross-empire link-ups between nationalist elites were more-
over facilitated by the both intentional and inadvertent international
networking of Europeans who might loosely be called anti-imperial
agents: socialists like H. M. Hyndman (1842–1921) of the Social De-
mocratic Federation; the suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst (1882–1960);
the libertarian democrat and early campaigner for homosexual self-
expression Edward Carpenter (1844–1929); or Theosophists like
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A. O. Hume as well as Besant. Although they often approached the
problem of Britain’s expansionist nationalism from very different
angles—ranging from materialist theories concerning the inter-
national operation of capital to spiritual beliefs in the Unity of
Mankind—these freethinking intellectuals, social reformers, and
radicals tended to seek solutions for imperial oppressions in an inter-
national fraternalism which they to an extent realized practically
through travel and political organization. Carpenter, for example,
spoke of a ‘semen of Democracy’ which he figuratively hoped would
dissolve socio-political boundaries and establish an empire of hu-
manity for ‘the lesser races of the Earth’.42 Hyndman placed his faith
in the ‘higher communal life and fraternal intercommunication’;43

the Independent Labour Party leader Keir Hardie looked forward to
a progressivist cooperation between nations. Built on a universalist
or Christian humanism and a generalized belief in worldwide
progress, such beliefs served to reinforce and advance new anti-
imperial approaches.

Bernard Porter has convincingly made the argument in Critics of
Empire that the height of British imperial power and its accompany-
ing jingoism coincided, not accidentally, with a relative dearth of op-
positional, anti-imperial thinking in Britain.44 That Besant, a
freethinker of note, leaned on notions of a British-led common-
wealth will already have made this plain. Although liberals and re-
formers may have sought to distance themselves from imperial
conquest, the fact of Britain’s worldwide empire could not now, at
the end of the nineteenth century, be gainsaid. Rather than con-
demning imperialism on ethical grounds, therefore, the central ques-
tion was rather how prudently and justly to carry it out in the
paternalistic interests of ‘civilization’—a matter in which the imperi-
alists had the ideational and imaginative upper hand. Even the liber-
atory and radical vocabularies of a Sylvia Pankhurst or a Hyndman
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tended to echo patriotic imperial idioms and eugenicist assumptions.
Hyndman, for instance, who was instructed in the imperial impover-
ishment of India by, amongst others, Dadabhai Naoroji, firmly be-
lieved that England had set the pace for the world’s social democratic
development.45 Excepting small critical groupings like the Ethical
Societies, of which the moral economist J. A. Hobson and E. D.
Morel were members, liberal and socialist anti-imperialists at this
time, as Porter pertinently observes, essentially demonstrated the
level of their opposition by the degree of their non-involvement: the
primary impulse was to reject empire by not dealing with it.46 Be-
yond this anti-imperialists tended to attack the more invidious forms
of the ‘new’ imperialism, but did not seek to dismantle imperial
structures. As W. S. Blunt well perceived, it seemed that the site where
new anti-imperial ideas might emerge was not in Britain, or certainly
not in Britain alone. It was in this respect in particular therefore that
the ‘decontextualized’, intermediate, or otherwise transplanted situ-
ation of native elites came into its own.47

In Rabindranath Tagore’s The Home and the World (Ghare Baire,
1916), Sandip the arch-nationalist criticizes the sceptical moderate
Nikhil, a Tagore-surrogate, for being like an ‘eternal’ pointsman
‘lying in wait by the line, to shunt one’s train of thought from one rail
to another’.48 Derived from one of India’s most hybridized of im-
perial imports, the railway, and within the medium of another, a
novel by a writer who was himself an ideological border figure, both
nationalist and internationalist, this metaphor neatly captures that
effort of lateral and associative thinking, of moving between and
across parallel tracks, which fledgling anti-colonial movements in
their different alienated and cross-cultural contexts were having
to make at this time. As a way of encapsulating the translational
and appropriative methods followed by such movements, Tagore’s
metaphor attaches to the aforementioned idea of travelling theory
(of the critical adaptation of a theory within a different cultural
world, often ‘from below’). It may also be related to Homi Bhabha’s
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emphasis on the borderline negotiation of cultural meanings, or, as
he suggests in ‘DissemiNation’ and in other essays, on how strategies
of resistance and empowerment emerge out of the regenerative inter-
stices between cultural spaces, the pressurized margins marking out
domains of difference.49

Early ventures in anti-colonial resistance and cross-nationalist in-
teraction offer diverse instances of such interstitial emergence: of
how different ideas of resistance might be picked up and developed in
cross-border contact zones (like the metropolis), or reinflected and
reinforced by being moved across borders and then adapted to local
contexts; of the extent to which a liberatory politics represented a
cross-hatching of different, often syncretized traditions. The will-to-
identity of colonial elites was necessarily being articulated at points
of conjuncture between cultures; their politics and writing therefore
were always profoundly shaped by both perceptions and experiences
of cross-cultural interrelation, solidarity, and dialogue. At the same
time, it is important to remember, cross-border allusions and soli-
darities did not as a rule compromise the (hoped-for) integrity of the
nation, or indeed create permanent cross-national political struc-
tures. Anti-imperial interaction is to this extent clarified by Em-
manuel Levinas’s concept of alterity, in which the other—here, the
brother or sister nation elsewhere in the empire—is simultaneously
recognized as being distant and unknowable, yet as an entity pre-
eminently to be taken into account, to be signalled towards.50

Separated from the colonial governing elite but also alienated
from the mass population by their middle-class status, education,
lingua franca, and, in some cases, geographical mobility or educa-
tional and bureaucratic ‘migrations’, early nativist and nationalist
intellectuals frequently felt themselves to be more at home in the col-
onizer’s culture than in their indigenous environment.51 Certainly
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they tended to find a deeper pool of common experience with other,
like-minded colonial nationalist ‘pilgrims’ than with their own
people. The cross-border impulsions of their migratory make-up
prompted them therefore to reach beyond cultural and geopolitical
boundaries to discover ways of constituting a resistant selfhood. In-
deed it has been one of the ironies of native colonial experience
across the twentieth century that nationalist writers and intellectuals
such as Gandhi or Plaatje rediscovered, or uncovered for the first
time—were returned to—their own cultural resources through dias-
poric contacts made abroad. London, pullulating with secularist,
anarchist, socialist, avant-garde, and freethinking circles, as the
chapters below in different ways illustrate, thus formed an important
meeting ground for Indian, Irish, African, and Caribbean freedom
movements.52

As David Lloyd has observed of nineteenth-century Ireland, anti-
colonial and nationalist elites, finding themselves in peripheral but
privileged positions in relation to countries ‘marked by a singularly
uneven pattern of economic development’, grew adept at shifting
their dilemmas of self-making around a broad cross-national and
cosmopolitan (‘cosmo-national’ in Nivedita’s phrase) landscape.53

The phenomenon is neatly demonstrated, for example, in the
emblematic gesture of cross-border solidarity represented by the
(unsuccessful) 1880s efforts to elect the reformist Indian nationalist
Dadabhai Naoroji as an Irish Parliamentary Party MP.54 Elites be-
came acquisitive of modes of self-invention that were at once indi-
vidualistic and modern, bearing a certain international currency, yet
seemingly built on tradition and autochthonous custom. This im-
pulse to borrow and ‘reroute’ traditions is evident in the parallel late-
Victorian efforts in nationalist India and Ireland, both shaped by
Theosophical influences, to reconstruct the past as the repository of
a lost racial (Aryan) essence and as the root of a renewed modern
selfhood. No doubt the predominant maleness and overtly mascu-
line ideology of most nationalist/anti-colonial elites in this period
also promoted the looking-across to others’ methods and strategies.
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The emphasis was on overcoming the effeminization of the colonial
subject in the service of a highly idealized national Mother: Mother
Africa; Mother India or Durga, ‘the Shakti of patriotism’;55 Cath-
leen ni Houlihan in Yeats’s eponymous nationalist play (1902).
Woman and women’s bodies became the sites on which the battle be-
tween nationalism and colonialism was fought, on which male elites
might parley amongst themselves.56

In summary, anti-colonial intelligentsias, poised between the cul-
tural traditions of home on the one hand and of their education on
the other, occupied a site of potentially productive inbetweenness
where they might observe other resistance histories and political
approaches in order to work out how themselves to proceed. Their
cross-national contacts created an interstitial place between the cos-
mopolitan and the parochial in which they were able to lay claim to
a till-now-metropolitan discourse of rights and self-assertion. Ex-
pressed in their own congresses and conventions, pamphlets and
newsletters, this discourse they then made available amongst them-
selves. In the Janus fashion that Tom Nairn has memorably described
as characteristic of nationalisms generally, elites spoke in a voice that
bore an ‘international resonance’ and was thus ‘recognizable to an-
other, broader community’, yet simultaneously built notions of their
own especial racial nature out of essentialized spiritual and mythic
resources which they believed the West had left untouched.57 As the
outer-national, diasporic formation of Gandhi’s notion of all-India
illustrates, they relied on international exchange, and a borrowed
second culture, in order, each individually, to assert their own unity

Introduction 21

55 Tagore, The Home and the World, 162.
56 Major theorizations of the masculinity of anti-colonial nationalisms, and of

women’s responses to it, are offered in the following, amongst others: Ashis Nandy, The In-
timate Enemy (New Delhi: Oxford UP, 1983); Marjorie Howes, Yeats’s Nations: Gender,
Class and Irishness (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996); C. L. Innes, Woman and Nation in
Irish Literature and Society 1880–1935 (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993);
Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Context
(London: Routledge, 1995); Susheila Nasta (ed.), Motherlands: Black Women’s Writing
(London: Women’s Press, 1991); Andrew Parker et al. (eds.), Nationalisms and Sexualities
(London: Routledge, 1992); Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, Real and Imagined Women: Gender,
Culture and Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1993). Yet resistance to the hypermas-
culinity of white colonialism was not expressed only in terms of the polar opposites of
masculine self-assertion and feminine idealization. Gandhian passive resistance, for in-
stance, implied a refusal to participate in gendered colonial binaries.

57 Tom Nairn, The Break-up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-nationalism (London: New
Left Books, 1977), and ‘What Nations are for’, London Review of Books (8 Sept. 1994),
7–8.



and singularity, to think back to themselves. As Gyan Prakash encap-
sulates it: ‘the unity of the national subject was forged in the space of
difference and conflicts’, and, we might add, of cross-nationalist in-
teraction.58

There is one final point to add to this overview of the channels of
cross-border interaction and alternative nationalist thinking avail-
able at the height of empire. The interstitial spaces of the turn-of-
the-century metropolis where colonial elites met were, as already
intimated, significantly activated by the combinatory, syncretizing
effects of modernist and avant-garde experimentation (in the forms
of Expressionism, Imagism, Fauvism, Dadaism, primitivism, and so
on), as well as by the radical new political and religious ideas in cir-
culation. Chapter 5 will examine in more depth how some of these
developments, themselves stimulated by the ethnographical explor-
ations and global communications which empire had made pos-
sible, prepared the ground for and further stimulated the prevailing
interest in alternative systems of cultural reference. The interdiscur-
sivity of modernism, in other words, its layered intersection of di-
verse aesthetic, spiritual, and political approaches, was informed
by—while itself informing—other pathways of cross-cultural, cross-
border exchange. The new mystical and spiritualist doctrines of, for
instance, mesmerism, Madame Blavatsky’s Hindu-based Theoso-
phy, or the modernist W. B. Yeats’s Kabbalistic Order of the Golden
Dawn, all placed a radical emphasis on the relativistic, multifaceted
nature of belief: ‘each religion is a different prism through which one
looks at truth [emphasis in text]’, in the words of Maud Gonne.59 As
well as moulding the epistemological and religious questions of any
number of writers and artists, this democratic message also made
a strong appeal to women and the working classes, as well as to a
nationalist seeker such as Gandhi, who was first introduced to the
Bhagavad-gita by Theosophists in London.60 In 1912 Ezra Pound
commented symptomatically on the new cross-cultural and cosmo-
politan modernist order. The West’s more intimate intercourse with
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the Orient, he wrote, which had recently been captured in the trans-
lated poetry of the Bengali Rabindranath Tagore (promoted also by
Yeats), was bound to herald an important period of expanded
‘world-fellowship’.61

Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial, as I have outlined, inves-
tigates the political and cultural contexts, mentalities, and literary
textual articulations of some of the anti-imperial and nationalist
movements which came into contact with each other at the height of
the British Empire. To this end it offers a series of critical portraits or
case studies of cross-national awareness, or of negotiation between
imperial and nationalist ideologies. A particularly illustrative in-
stance of cross-national solidarity is explored in the last section of
the present chapter: the Irish nationalist support for the Boer minor-
ity during the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). In Irish responses to the
Transvaal’s anti-imperial struggle we will see how cross-national co-
operation and sympathy between different groups resistant to em-
pire was put on well-publicized international display, and how this
developed and reinforced nationalist formations at home in Ireland.
The pages of the nationalist ‘weekly review’ the United Irishman
(1899–1906), and its successor Sinn Féin (1906–7), capture and in-
deed emblematize the form-giving cross-border contacts which char-
acterize this important anti-imperial moment.

Triangulating the connection of Africa and Ireland with the In-
dian subcontinent, Chapters 2 and 3, which are interlinked, consider
the cross-border exchanges and negotiations of meaning (espe-
cially—though sporadically—with Ireland) which were involved in
the formation of Bengali nationalism in the years 1902–10. While the
spiritually inspired political partnership between the Irish-born Eng-
lishwoman Sister Nivedita and the extremist Aurobindo Ghose will
provide a structuring focus across both chapters, Chapter 2 examines
in particular the salient features of the Hindu-nationalist make-overs
in which both were engaged, especially their mutual exchange of Kali
iconography and concepts of self-sacrifice derived from the Gita.
Drawing on their key statements of nationalist resistance, Chapter 3
explores in detail both the political and the textual dimensions of
their interdiscursivity, examining in particular the interweaving of
their political careers and their interactive polemical practices.
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Returning to Africa, Chapter 4 will observe how the overdeter-
mined nationalist energies of the black South African politician and
writer Sol Plaatje in the period extending from the Boer War to the
aftermath of the First World War produced both a pan-nationalist
identification with W. E. B. Du Bois’s African America, and a silent
borrowing from South African Indian, most notably Gandhian,
strategies of passive resistance. Once again the accent will be on the
nationalist’s complexity of engagement with divergent political and
cultural discourses, including Tswana oral tradition, Cape liberal-
ism, Victorian ideals of colonial brotherhood, and suffragette and
African women’s protest. With Plaatje’s multigeneric, bricolage
writing as a signpost, Chapter 5, finally, will extrapolate the focus on
cross-border interaction into the interdiscursive, late-imperial for-
mation that was early twentieth-century modernism. By looking in
particular at the salient cross-cultural (Europe–Asia) connections
explored in the work of the Anglo-Irish poet W. B. Yeats and the cos-
mopolitan writer, publisher, and anti-imperialist Leonard Woolf, the
chapter will ask whether the cross-border (‘cosmo-national’) con-
tacts pursued by nationalist elites in the empire might have impinged
on metropolitan cultural practices in any significant way.

In a situation where metropolis–margin and cross-national con-
tacts formed a layered and thickly textured web, as Sister Nivedita for
one perceived, it will be impossible to do justice to the many and di-
verse encounters, link-ups, and intersections of interest which took
place between movements, communities, political groupings, and in-
dividuals in this period. Yet the hope is that these will be sketched in
or obliquely suggested nonetheless, especially by way of the inter-
connections which are outlined through the reappearance of key
figures in the different chapters of this book. So it will be discovered
that Rabindranath Tagore, a participant in 1905 Swadeshi and a
friend of the Hindu mystic and nationalist Sister Nivedita in Chapter
2, re-emerges in Chapter 5 as a catalyst figure in Yeats’s explorations
in spiritual nationalism. While New Woman ideas make an impact
on the young Margaret Noble/Sister Nivedita’s thinking about self-
representation in Chapter 3, early campaigners for women’s rights
weave through both Plaatje and Gandhi’s political backgrounds in
Chapter 4. John Ruskin’s Unto This Last (1862) was a prominent
influence not only on Nivedita, Gandhi, and Plaatje (and on the late
nineteenth-century rise of the British working-class movement62),
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but also importantly on J. A. Hobson, the liberal economist and ally
of Plaatje’s intellectual mentor Olive Schreiner. And Hobson’s anti-
imperial ideas were in turn taken up by Leonard Woolf. So, too, as we
saw, Theosophy and related spiritualist investigations of the time,
which were represented in the figures most notably of Madame
Blavatsky and Annie Besant, appear as formative influences, and as
forces to be responded to, almost right the way across the book. The
nexuses of anti-imperial and anti-establishment thinking which in-
terconnected the empire’s many ‘outposts of progress’ (not exclud-
ing London) frequently looped over and doubled up on themselves.
In all cases they are far from easy to unravel.

the irish boer war and THE UNITED IRISHMAN

It was during the first year of Anglo-Boer hostilities (1899–1900),
when Irish nationalism expressed its strong support for the belea-
guered republican Boers, that the disturbance potential as well as the
form-giving impact of cross-empire, anti-imperial cooperation was
widely demonstrated perhaps for the first time. This was despite the
fact that the cooperation was not only short-lived but concentrated
within a relatively small group of advanced Irish nationalists (many
associated with the secret Irish Republican Brotherhood). As Maud
Gonne observed in a letter to her spiritual collaborator and national-
ist friend W. B. Yeats, ‘rampant’ English hostility to the December
1899 pro-Transvaal campaign in Dublin revealed how ‘necessary &
useful’ this campaign was for the reinspiration of Irish nationalism.63

Prior to this time there had been expressions of solidarity between
anti-colonial nationalisms, such as were exchanged between India
and Ireland (as will be seen). Yet these had remained, comparatively
speaking, grounded within their respective nationalist contexts. In
1899–1900 the difference was that perceptions of a common oppres-
sion shared by the Irish and the Boers produced concrete offers of
material and moral support from Dublin, as well as military assis-
tance from Irishmen already in the Transvaal. These men, forming
themselves into a small Irish Brigade, served with the Boer campaign
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in northern Natal under the leadership of Colonel Blake and Major
John MacBride: ‘the Vierkleur and the Green Flag waved side by
side’.64 Back home, in the aftermath of the subdued and disappoint-
ing 1798 centenary celebrations, such displays of transcontinental
cooperation proved galvanizing, ‘electrifying’ in Yeats’s descrip-
tion.65 At the auspicious turn-of-the-century pro-Boer sympathy
was embraced as an important and welcome opportunity to ignite
nationalist enthusiasm across a broad spectrum of political opinion.
Even if in a piecemeal way, the Boer War, nationalist Ireland’s surro-
gate conflict, opened the self-involved enclaves of Irish nationalism
to inspiration from beyond the Irish diaspora, if not also to a poten-
tially useful object lesson in armed struggle.

On 11 October 1899, the day of the outbreak of hostilities, Maud
Gonne publicly announced the creation of a pro-Boer Transvaal
Committee under the slogans ‘England’s Difficulty is Ireland’s Op-
portunity’ and ‘Enlisting for England is Treason to Ireland’. A chief
object of the Committee was to dissuade Irish soldiers from fighting
on the imperial side ‘in opposition to the National Will, as servants
of our deadly enemy’.66 Yet, if the Transvaal Committee represented
a comparatively narrow fringe of advanced nationalist thinking, the
wider front of the pro-Boer cause was demonstrated in the obstruc-
tive strategies which Irish MPs adopted at Westminster during par-
liamentary debates on the war. Within months Michael Davitt had
resigned his post as MP in protest at the harrying of the ‘small [Boer]
nation’ by an ‘alien’ force, and went out to South Africa to report on
the war effort.67 Irish parliamentarians and their direct opponents,
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the radical nationalists, temporarily came together therefore on the
common platform of their support for the Transvaal’s ‘strike for
liberty’.

Despite the obvious differences of religion and geopolitical con-
text, Irish declarations of solidarity recognized in the Boers a repub-
lican people apparently as colonially beleaguered as nationalist
Ireland felt itself to be: their culture and language, too, were threat-
ened, their land occupied, their liberty denied. On the basis of these
features in common, as well as the fact that the Boers were prepared
to defend their freedom with arms, the South Africans’ cause might
be espoused as virtually coterminous with Ireland’s own struggle, a
means to ‘strike a good and effective blow at the merciless and tyrant
power that has so long held our people in bondage’.68 Indeed, espe-
cially given that there were restrictions on political activity at home,
the reasons for offering such support became mutually reinforcing.
For the advanced nationalist activist the war was in effect a two-tier
campaign: both for the Boers and against England. Or as John
MacBride the de facto leader of the Irish Brigade expressed it, the
idea of contributing to the Boer struggle with Britain was ‘natural’,
for, ‘the policy of . . . all Nationalists is to try and hit England hard
whenever they can, as their only chance of getting anything from
her’.69 The opening to Arthur Griffith’s 1900 ballad for John
MacBride’s Brigade (and for the latter’s unsuccessful Mayo election
campaign) captures the motivation behind this cooperation in a pre-
cise linkage: ‘For Ireland’s cause and Kruger’s land right gallantly
they fight [emphasis added]’.70 The ballad goes on to proclaim that
from the Irish nationalist point of view the war represents a ‘wreak-
ing of revenge’ on England for 1798, as well as useful preparation for
eventually ‘driving the tyrant from our shore’. Was it not then almost
self-evident that the Irish should fight together with the Boers ‘in
Freedom’s holy cause’, to quote from yet another song published in
the United Irishman?71 Oom Paul Kruger the unbudging Boer leader
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was widely perceived as the cynosure of ‘free-loving people through-
out the world’, a universal signifier of a general and not only a Boer
nationalist resistance.72

In cities like Dublin and Cork pro-Boer sympathy was for a brief
time widespread enough to be depicted as a popular movement (even
by today’s standards). ‘This Transvaal idea has taken hold in Dublin
as nothing else has for a long time,’ Maud Gonne wrote to Yeats.73

Especially during the time of the Boer victories in December 1899, as
G. A. Lyons has described, women and men wore South African Re-
public colours in their hatbands and neckties, and portraits of the
Boer Generals were everywhere on sale, as were buttons, pendants,
and badges in Transvaal colours.74 On 1 October 1899 15,000 people
turned up on the Dublin Quays before Custom House to cheer the
Transvaal flag and to endorse Maud Gonne’s anti-enlistment cam-
paign. At what turned out to be the culmination of the campaign, a
17 December meeting to protest the Trinity College award of an hon-
orary degree to the Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain, support
was again vociferous, and concluded with hand-to-hand struggles
between pro-Boer supporters and the police. Throughout this time
donations to the Irish Transvaal Committee grew steadily.

Pro-nationalist Irish newspapers channelled and reinforced this
support. From the beginning of the war the pages of the United Irish-
man, the unofficial organ of the Irish Transvaal Committee, regu-
larly saw the publication of darkly ironic or openly committed
‘Recruiting Songs’ promoting the anti-enlistment drive.75 In vigor-
ous support of the Boer cause this paper, and to a lesser extent the
Freeman’s Journal, the Sligo Champion, and other newspapers
around Ireland, outlined points of identification between Irish na-
tional history and that of the Boers, in particular their alleged con-
tinual struggle against England in the cause of liberty and nationality.
Feature essays, ‘foreign notes’, and commentaries marked out over-
lapping debates on embattled national autonomy and the necessary
protection of identity, history, and language, so suggesting political
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and military strategies, or simply ‘energies’ or inspiration, worth
transferring from one nationalist context to another. As stated by
Griffith in the United Irishman of 17 June 1899, the experiences
which linked the small Boer and Irish nations were ‘consistent op-
pression’ and ‘systematic robbery’ by a powerful Britain, a cruel Go-
liath figure, active in hypocrisy and interested only in loot. Heaping
insult upon injury, Britain had moreover violated ‘the white man’s
tradition’ by joining with ‘the native races against the brother-
white’.76 Against such villainy manly Boer republicanism was rightly
to be defended and supported with arms. Griffith’s editorial paints a
picture of an unquestioned, although subjectively defined, solidarity.

Importantly, support such as this, pitted against a ‘common
enemy’, was always in the first place self-interested, aimed primarily
at Irish, not Boer, freedom. Irish Brigade action in this sense repre-
sented an appropriated or displaced conflict; essentially it offered a
proxy for opposing the empire and consolidating resistance where it
was not possible to do so directly at home.77 In related fashion
Gandhi’s South African activism, and certainly his pacifist ambu-
lance work at Ladysmith during the Boer War, can be seen in retro-
spect as preparation or ‘homework’ for the passive resistance
strategies he later activated in India.78 Although most pro-Boer Irish
soldiers had left South Africa by September 1900, and although the
lessons in armed and especially guerrilla struggle which they had
learned were not at the time adopted by the republican movement,79

the war’s example of successful military surrogacy usefully advanced
nationalist pride and self-confidence. Outlining a principle which
was also to prove influential during both World Wars, Maud Gonne
had defended Irish anti-imperial subversion abroad in a famous 1898

Introduction 29

76 Arthur Griffith, Editorial, UI (17 June 1899), 2. See also his indignant ‘The English
Stirring-up the Natives’, UI (28 Oct. 1899), 1. An unambiguous suprematism and racism
supplied a further point of identification between Irish and Boer nationalisms at this time.

77 John MacBride, Fred Allan Papers, NLI MS 29817, pp. 113–16, underlines self-inter-
est as part of his justification for supporting the Boers. ‘I wanted to organize my country-
men [in the South African Republic] so as to be in a position to strike a blow at England’s
power abroad when we could not unfortunately do so at home.’

78 See M. K. Gandhi, An Autobiography; or The Story of my Experiments with Truth,
trans. Mahadev Desai (Ahmedabad: Navajivan Publishing House, 1958); Balasubra-
manyan Chandramohan, ‘“Hamlet with the Prince of Denmark left out”? The South
African War, Empire, and India’, in Donal Lowry (ed.), The South African War Reap-
praised (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2000), 150–68.

79 One of the most immediate effects of the Peace of Vereeniging in 1902, and of the hu-
miliating spectacle of Boer defeat, was that advanced nationalist opinion in Ireland grew
more sceptical of armed resistance as an anti-imperial weapon.



speech given at Ballina: when other powers closed in on England, she
cried, Ireland should be prepared ‘and go in for her share’.80 Or
again: ‘I always insisted that . . . it was the duty of Irishmen, till Ire-
land was free, to fight England whenever and wherever they could
and use whatever means came to hand.’81 From 1900 the point she
had made could be widely assented to. Displays of pro-Boer opposi-
tion and heroics had certainly contributed to boosting the fortunes
of anti-British nationalism in Ireland.82 It also helped reinforce the
international and cross-border formations of Ireland’s already dias-
poric nationalism.

The displaced or surrogate dimension of the Irish nationalists’
war effort in 1899–1900 therefore underlines one of the key aspects of
anti-colonial hand-holding or collaboration: in a phrase, that an
overlapping of grievances, ideas, and tactics was adapted in order to
strengthen a cause at home. Developments after 1902 bear out this
idea of cooperative nationalist self-advancement. Most significantly,
the Irish Transvaal Committee of October 1899 formed the kernel of
Arthur Griffith’s National Council in 1903, which in turn provided
the structure for Sinn Féin (‘Ourselves’) as constituted in 1905. Sinn
Féin’s emphasis was, as its name suggested, on self-reliance and self-
development expressed in non-violent resistance, parliamentary
non-cooperation, and the cultivation of local culture and the Irish
language.83 Yet despite such preoccupations, the organization main-
tained an awareness of nationalist parallels in other contexts, pri-
marily in other European countries, pre-eminently Hungary of the
1860s, Arthur Griffith’s chief model, but increasingly once again in
the broader British imperial context, including Swadeshi (self-help)
protests in India.

Both the United Irishman and its successor Sinn Féin crystallized
in print, in the juxtapositions and parallels of their layout, such
cross-border disseminations of ideas and inspiration. Even if the dis-
play of these effects remained first and foremost the brainchild of the
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almost fanatically dedicated Arthur Griffith, he was clearly ac-
knowledging and encouraging an existing cross-national attention
even while at the same time placing emphasis on the need for the na-
tion to have faith in itself. In particular the regular column ‘Over the
Frontier’ which was featured in both papers, carried news-in-brief re-
ports, many drawn from foreign newspapers and agencies, of analo-
gous experiences both of oppression and resistance in countries
ranging from Romania to India. Not only political and cultural
parallels, therefore, but also creative potentials for nationalist inter-
action were, one might say, writ large, mapped out in black and white
in the paper’s pages.

That this was a psychologically heartening if not also a practically
productive exercise is indicated by the fact that across the eight years
of the United Irishman/Sinn Féin’s existence, the ‘Over the Frontier’
column became increasingly more international in reference. Where
it began by referring almost exclusively to the Boer situation, and,
failing that, to examples from within Europe, by 1905 Bengal with its
apparently parallel movement of self-reliance and national unity be-
came the most regularly cited ‘sister’ context, both in ‘Over the Fron-
tier’ and in more detailed news reports. Indeed it would not overdraw
the distinction to say that if in 1899 cross-border solidarity was pri-
marily taken to mean the parallel opposition of oppressed nations to
imperial injustice (where Britain’s autocratic carryings-on were read
as a tale of perfidy Ireland had long known about), six years later the
predominant concern was with actual points of cross-over, or close
cross-nationalist similitudes, such as the development of local indus-
tries and the teaching of national history in both India and Ireland.
Bengal’s resistance to Britain could therefore be interpreted as a
prompt for, or else an affirmation of, Ireland’s cause.

The United Irishman did not scruple to call the Swadeshi move-
ment ‘the Sinn Féin policy in India’ (on the basis of which the two
countries might think of forming an ‘entente cordiale’). Yet it held
back from imputing a direct or derivative link to the two nationalist
approaches:

the Boer and the Russo-Japanese wars have put a new spirit into the Indian
people, and the patriotic Hindus who had for years been preaching to a people
whose spirit was subdued, and who regarded the fates as against them, have
been transformed, in the people’s eyes, from visionaries into statesmen.84
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If it did claim some credit for the new defence of tradition and oppo-
sition to parliamentarianism in India, it was that Irish nationalism
had in some sense prophesied Swadeshi resistance and its ‘remaking’
of men on the basis of the Irish people’s own experience of ‘dena-
tionalization’ and tax drain, and the struggle against these.

Yet, even so, from the perspective of an emergent Sinn Féin which
was itself in the process of formulating a policy of national self-
development, common interests and parallels of approach with the
Indian context were clearly well worth stressing. (And at the same
time the colonialist rhetoric of ‘civilized’ and ‘uncivilized’ nations
that had pertained in 1899 articles supporting the Boers, was now
well worth downplaying.) This self-making, it is relevant to remem-
ber, was taking place in the immediate aftermath of the Boer defeat
in 1902, and of the Afrikaners’ steady incorporation into the South
African colonial state.85 The United Irishman therefore needed an-
other international cohort with which to claim nationalist solidarity:
‘A common enemy, a common purpose, and similarity of circum-
stances should long ago have led to common action on the part of
[these] two peoples.’86 As if to emphasize the significance of the link-
up, a November 1905 report sees the Bengali ‘watchword’ of ‘“Bande
Mataram”—“hail to the motherland”’ (originally the refrain of the
nationalist writer Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay’s 1882 anthem for
Bengal)—as inspirationally uniting Indians ‘in a common bond’ to
overthrow Britain’s ‘social and commercial sway’.87 Whereas Indians
might once have learned from Ireland, Ireland it seems may now draw
instruction from ‘the cause of India for Indians’.

The United Irishman/Sinn Féin’s most exuberant endorsement of
India’s new spirit of self-assertion appeared with the publication in
the inaugural issue of Sinn Féin (5 May 1906) of an eight-stanza
hymn ‘Bande Mataram’.88 Here, however, the ‘Motherland’ repeat-
edly and hypnotically ‘hailed’ as deity, as in the Bengali anthem (and
in the title of Aurobindo Ghose’s journal Bande Mataram), was Ire-
land, land of martyrs, ‘Gaelic heights’, and heroic ‘Celts’ in the
making. The hymn thus built on and sought to absorb into the Irish
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context the Bengali ‘original and a translation’ of the Swadeshi an-
them which had appeared in a late issue of the United Irishman (and
was itself borrowed from the Gaelic American).89 It rang out:

Hail, Motherland! no bell for these shall toll
The dead who died for Ireland never pass,
No history need we other than this scroll—
Thy grave-scarred bosom shows the noblest roll
That death raised ever in the patriot grass.

More or less directly juxtaposed with a ‘creed’ of Indian national
unity and brotherhood (‘I believe in India, beloved mother of each
and all her many children’), the Irishized cross-border citation that is
this ‘Bande Mataram’ forms an elaborate recognition of the sym-
bolic value the newly formed Sinn Féin had invested in nationalist
struggle abroad. Significantly, having thus introduced the resonant
nationalist cry of Bengal to Ireland, Sinn Féin is much concerned in
subsequent issues to endorse the rallying force of such a motto or
mantra as well as its disruptive impact on the imperial authority (this
was something which Sister Nivedita and Aurobindo Ghose, too,
were committed to teaching in Bengal90). Irish nationalism could
hardly have it made clearer that the ‘[lessons] the Swadeshi move-
ment [preached] trumpet-tongued’—and this hymn mourning re-
cent quiescence yet looking forward to a new dawn—represented
lessons also for Sinn Féin: ‘not petitions to an alien Government, not
appeals to an alien Parliament, but public spirit, cooperation, zeal,
and self-reliance build nations’.91
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2 India the Starting Point: 

Cross-National Self-Translation 

in 1900s Calcutta

India is the starting point, and the goal, as far as I am con-
cerned. Let her look after the West if she wishes.

(Nivedita, Letter to Josephine MacLeod, 1903)1

‘from all points do the paths converge’: 
a unique encounter2

In the first decade of the twentieth century the largely secret political
partnership—if not the underground collaboration—between the
Irish-born, English-identified, Bengali activist Margaret Noble or
Sister Nivedita (1867–1912), and the Cambridge-educated Bengali
intellectual and later sage Aurobindo Ghose (1872–1950), enacted a
fascinating international transaction of political ideas, beliefs, and
influences. Nivedita—the main focus of this chapter—became after
1898 a Kali devotee, a nationalist radical, and a champion of the Cal-
cutta art movement. Aurobindo was, following his return to India, an
increasingly more extremist neo-Hindu nationalist who became,
after some years, a spiritual leader.

Even if their interaction was untypical as regards the relative depth
of their involvement, it can in many respects be read—as I hope to do
both in this chapter and the next—as a cameo of the cultural and
political conditions, and the political and textual possibilities, for

1 Sister Nivedita, Letter to Josephine MacLeod (25 Aug. 1903). Quoted in Pravrajika
Atmaprana, Sister Nivedita of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda (1961; Calcutta: Sister
Nivedita Girls’ School, 1977), 185 [emphasis in text].

2 Sister Nivedita, Studies from an Eastern Home, Complete Works of Sister Nivedita,
2nd edn., vol. ii, ed. Pravrajika Atmaprana (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1982), 380. In
these chapters the major works of Sister Nivedita from which quotation will be made, will
be cited as individual texts. Other references will be to the Complete Works, henceforth ab-
breviated as CW. Page citations will be incorporated parenthetically in the text.



anti-imperial cooperation at this critical time in the fortunes of the
British Empire. Both figures partook in a strong Mother India ideal-
ism and shared an ethic of nationalist manliness. In the intermeshing
and cross-referencing of their extremist politics, a cross-cultural in-
teraction took place that had, simultaneously, a cosmopolitan di-
mension connecting international elites, and an intensely local focus,
translating sources of nationalist inspiration imported from else-
where to match the Bengali context.

Admittedly, most of what mutually involved them took place
within the hidden channels of the Calcutta political underground, or
through the public yet coded medium of its nationalist or extremist
press. The work and the exchanges of opinion they shared, therefore,
are for the greater part difficult to trace, being either deliberately ob-
scured, or, very often, unreliably recorded. It is possible however to
reconstruct more or less the chief motivations for their involve-
ment—as this chapter will do especially with respect to Nivedita—as
well as the background and chronology of their relationship—as in
Chapter 3. Through a close reading of their written work it should
also be possible to plot the spiritually inspired political partnership,
and even more precisely, the anti-imperial interdiscursivity, that they
did reciprocally build. Against the charged context of nationalist
Bengal 1902–10, which this chapter in part explores, an attentive
reading and comparison of their politics and writing across both
chapters will give insights into both the circumstances, and the con-
stitutive features and modes, of their transaction, in particular their
mutually encouraging political awareness of one another.

To capture the many levels on which their cross-national(ist) and
cross-cultural relationship operated, therefore, the discussion will be
organized across the two chapters as follows. As well as give some
account of the Bengal elite, this expository chapter will consider
several of the definitive aspects of Nivedita and Aurobindo’s anti-
colonial self-making or self-translation, focusing on their different
investments in the cross-border nationalism of Bengal. Particular at-
tention will be given to Nivedita’s militancy and to her Kali-worship
as the culminating sign of her self-assimilation to neo-Hinduism.
For, even taking into account Aurobindo’s strenuous efforts to ‘re-
nationalize’ himself, Nivedita’s process of Hinduization was prob-
ably the more dramatic make-over, given her Europeanness.3
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Chapter 3 will explore in more detail how Nivedita and Auro-
bindo’s interaction in fact developed, that is, both through the
medium of their political collaboration and through their various,
often interconnected textual practices. By examining their at once
distinct and yet linked careers as internationally inspired extremist
leaders and organizers, and by drawing on their key statements of in-
tention and belief for the years 1902–10, the discussion will consider
their overlapping nationalist objectives and interrelated, at times in-
tegrated, political strategy, in short, the cross-nationalist textures of
their involvement. To expand the concept of nationalisms as existing
in interdiscursive contact, other points of cross-national intersec-
tion, especially with Irish politics, will be noted as appropriate.

Through a careful decoding of the remarkable Nivedita–Auro-
bindo political partnership, therefore, these paired chapters will
sharpen the focus on the analogical and interdiscursive nationalist
link-ups discussed in Chapter 1, to see how these manifested in prac-
tice. Certainly, though emerging from very different cultural and
political traditions, and though they also collaborated in several
cases as much or more closely with others, Aurobindo Ghose and Sis-
ter Nivedita appear to have developed for a time a productive and
stimulating ‘conversation’ which was both shaped by and itself
contributed to shaping the cultural contact zone that was elite-
dominated nationalist Calcutta.4 Conducted through the channels
of their consciousness-raising speeches, and their prolific, often sub-
tly insurrectionary journalism, as well as presumably in private meet-
ings, this conversation transacted, tested, developed, and affirmed
anti-colonial nationalist and politico-spiritual ideas. In so doing,
from what one can judge, it helped lay the ideological ground for the
forging of a self-conscious militant politics in 1900s Bengal.

The period of contact between Aurobindo and Nivedita which is
the focus of these chapters, ran from 1902 to 1910, with moments of
particular closeness and extremist intensity falling in 1905–7 and
1909–10. It was inaugurated by Aurobindo’s reading of Nivedita’s
first book, Kali, the Mother (1900), a short collection of musings and
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invocations addressed to the Mother, published to raise funds for
Nivedita’s Calcutta school.5 This was followed by their subsequent
first meeting in Baroda, again in 1902. This was also the year of the
Swami Vivekananda’s death, within a fortnight of which (the trad-
itional period of mourning), Nivedita had sought a formal separa-
tion from Vivekananda’s Ramakrishna Order in order to pursue
what she now regarded as her political calling. Secret society work on
both sides followed these events, which was then galvanized by the
outbreak of resistance to Curzon’s Partition of Bengal in 1905.

The period ends with Aurobindo’s flight from British authority
and exile to Pondicherry (a French enclave) to pursue life as a Hindu
sage and guru in early 1910, in which process Nivedita was a key
helper; and then with Nivedita’s death from dysentery in the Hima-
layas on 13 October 1911. For both nationalists, however, 1905–10
was the period of their most active political involvement in which
they mutually supported, encouraged, and helped further to radical-
ize one another. (It was after his retreat to Pondicherry that Auro-
bindo Ghose became known by the honorific title, Sri Aurobindo.
Following convention, therefore, he will here generally be referred to
as Aurobindo. The name Nivedita, the Dedicated or Consecrated
One, was bestowed upon Margaret Noble by the Swami Vive-
kananda on her initiation as his disciple in 1898.6 I use it not only be-
cause it was the name she herself used occasionally as a pen-name,
but because it encapsulates her self-defining dedication to Hindu re-
ligion and society. Nivedita and Aurobindo Ghose were also the
names by which these two figures were known to each other.)

As suggested, the conversation concerning nationalist self-
development, manhood, and resistance which Aurobindo and Nive-
dita, both noted persons of letters, developed in tandem with one
another, can be reconstructed from a reading of their key texts. These
texts include Aurobindo’s two classic and prescient works of resist-
ance theory, essentially his political manifestos: the essays compris-
ing The Doctrine of Passive Resistance, first published in Bande
Mataram (9–23 April 1907); and the development of these ideas in
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the more spiritualized The Ideal of the Karmayogin (1909–10), writ-
ten for the journal Karmayogin.7 Nivedita’s primary publications are
her lengthy reflective biographical study, The Master as I Saw Him
(1910); the impressionistic and partisan sociological portrait, The
Web of Indian Life (1904), though this to a lesser extent than The
Master; and her important radical pamphlet Aggressive Hinduism
(1905), which she described as her attempt to condense ‘the Swami’s
whole ideal . . . in one message’.8

In the most complete account of their relationship he was to give
years later, long after her death, Aurobindo revealingly laid stress on
the political rather than the spiritual dimension of his contact with
Nivedita:

Then, about my relations with Sister Nivedita—they were purely in the field
of politics. Spirituality or spiritual matters did not enter into them and I do
not remember anything passing between us on these subjects when I was
with her.9

His partial denial is interestingly folded into a partial affirmation.
This occurs once again, later on in the same retrospective 1946 ac-
count, when he observes that, while they were both working as ac-
tivists in Calcutta, he and Nivedita had little occasion to meet other
than at Congress meetings. And yet, ‘my collaboration with her was
solely in the revolutionary field’.10 This was a field however which
was centrally informed by the intensely involving and often militant
Hinduism (a revivalist politics) in which both Nivedita and Auro-
bindo, as will be seen, participated. Clearly, as these apparent con-
tradictions indicate, their involvement was complicated, its exact
links difficult to specify. And yet, even if in some encrypted way, and
even if not frequently or before witnesses, the two nationalists
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certainly met and cooperated, put their heads together for the polit-
ical freedom and the spiritual predominance of India.

In that both were devout believers in the Advaita Vedanta preached
by the Ramakrishna–Vivekananda Order, one could go so far as to
suggest that the interconnected nature of their relationship to an ex-
tent put into practice, and was at the same time justified by, their
ideas concerning the Vedantic Oneness of Spirit, which to them im-
portantly embraced the spirit of the Indian nation. Their political re-
lations, in other words, were highly spiritualized both in content and
in expression, and their spirituality bore a strongly political impetus.
As Nivedita described what she understood by her guru Swami
Vivekananda’s Vedanta:

not in the Good alone but also in Evil, in Death as well as Life, in the West
and in the East, in fact in diversity of all kinds, is to be read the revelation of
Unity. From all points do the paths converge by which the One comes to the
vision of man (Studies from an Eastern Home, CW ii. 380).

The sense of nationality, she wrote elsewhere, is based on the concept
of unity and ‘inter-relation between the different parts of a single
organism’.11 Such an all-inclusive ‘interrelation’ was then in effect
enacted by her extremist alliance with Aurobindo Ghose.

However we might choose to interpret his obliquities therefore,
what Aurobindo’s adjustments of the record reveal is not merely that
there was a relationship with Nivedita to cavil about, important as
this fact is. What we also see is that a key feature of the relationship
was its participants’ awareness of the supposed cultural other (the
‘materialist’ Westerner, the ‘degenerate’ Easterner) as a (political
and spiritual) co-worker and interlocutor, and not as an antagonist,
as both colonial and traditionalist attitudes at the time dictated. Im-
portantly for a study of cross-nationalist interdiscursivity (and un-
like in the case of her relationship with her guru Vivekananda),
Nivedita and Aurobindo Ghose’s interrelation operated horizon-
tally: each viewed the other as their equal—literally as their ‘ally’—
in terms of status, influence, and level of commitment.12 Despite
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their differences, they met on a basis of politico-spiritual oneness
which, remarkably, bridged the conventional race and gender
(though, arguably, not the class) divides of the period. Quite how re-
markable this was becomes clear in relation to the insularity of many
movements of protest in this period. In Britain for example the
women’s movement or the male-led labour movement tended to re-
main concentrated in their traditionally separate spheres.13 In
swadeshi-focused Bengal, moreover, conditions were characterized
by an increasingly more marked opposition between the British au-
thorities and the bhadralok (or emergent middle class).

Within the cross-cultural context of elite Calcutta of course their
interrelation was not isolated as a point of contact. Nivedita also
built important friendships and cooperations with the moderate na-
tionalist G. K. Gokhale, as well as with the economist R. C. Dutt and
the scientist J. C. Bose. Aurobindo Ghose had some (predominantly
intertextual) contact with India’s other prominent pro-nationalist
white woman of this era, the Theosophist leader and later Home
Ruler Annie Besant (1847–1933).14 Like Nivedita, Besant was
influentially involved in interpreting Indian culture back to colonized
India (and like her had some claim to Irish ‘roots’).15 The President
of the Indian National Congress in 1917, Besant moreover modelled
the 1910s Home Rule movement on Irish politics, and her interpreta-
tion of an all-embracing and idealized Hinduism showed certain
commonalities with Vivekananda’s Vedanta. As these various con-
nections suggest, Aurobindo, Nivedita, Besant, R. C. Dutt—and also
Tagore, Gandhi, the revolutionary Shyamaji Krishnavarma, etc.—
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relationship between Narendranath Dutt (Swami Vivekananda) and Nivedita. Roy tends
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formed part of that vast, often loosely linked, international and
cross-nationalist network built now on Theosophist or Fabian in-
volvements, now on shared socialist or nationalist ideologies, which
shapes the colonial and yet anti-imperial context to much of this
study.

In relation specifically to Besant, however, the figure whose pos-
ition and role most closely approached Nivedita’s, it is the latter’s
radicalism and, related to this, her self-indigenization which in par-
ticular distinguishes her contribution. Vis-à-vis a militant such as
Aurobindo, Nivedita’s publicly performed self-surrender to Hindu-
ism, and unquestioning belief in the emergence of Indian nationality,
would have created a more embedded trust, and a greater potential
for collaboration. Though she began her work for and in India some
five or six years after Besant, her sense of nationhood was self-
consciously India-made, whereas Besant’s identification operated
through the syncretic fraternity of Theosophy. Nivedita was, Auro-
bindo recognized after her death, ‘practically an Indian in belief, cul-
ture and aspirations’.16 Tagore captures a related perception in his
characterization of the arch-traditionalist, Kali-dedicated, and Irish-
origin Gora in his 1907 eponymous novel, conceived at a time when
he had already become acquainted with Nivedita. In what was clearly
intended as a respectful if critical tribute to her, Tagore dramatizes in
Gora how an outsider may paradoxically become more orthodox
than someone born Hindu, in the belief that a strict adherence to
doctrine will provide an effective resistance to colonial denigra-
tion.17

By contrast to this Annie Besant, despite her early radicalism,
propagated the idea of self-government within the framework of em-
pire, and saw loyalty to the crown as a unifying ideal for India; she at
no time openly called for purna swaraj, total freedom. Indeed, in so
far as she did not join the Indian National Congress till 1913, two
years after Nivedita’s death, and did so because she had become dis-
illusioned with educational work as a primary force for change, as
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had Nivedita some years earlier, one might venture to say that in the
1910s the older Annie Besant was, to some extent, following in the
footsteps of Nivedita. India’s national customs ‘require no apology’,
Nivedita announced in the important lectures she gave in Madras
after her self-imposed exile from India in 1901–2, fully aware of the
impact of her words. The nation’s unity and spiritual strength were
‘self-born’, and its future, concomitantly, should be ‘self-determined,
self-wrought’: ‘the one central fact is the realization of its own na-
tionality by the [Indian] Nation’.18 A sign of this studied internality
to the culture was Nivedita’s care, for example, to address other Indi-
ans in her lectures in the collective first person, as ‘we’.19 In The Web
of Indian Life (1904) or Studies from an Eastern Home (1905/1913)
she tellingly concentrated on interpreting Indian society from the in-
side, on its own terms, with respect for its internal coherence: ‘That
which is Indian for India, I touch the feet of.’20 (In these ways she ad-
hered to her Swami’s injunction never publicly to criticize an already
oppressed culture.21) In Gora Tagore captures the degree of this self-
dedication in the central character’s rousing words:

We must refuse to allow our country to stand at the bar of a foreign court
and be judged according to a foreign law. . . . We must not feel apologetic
about the country of our birth—whether it be about its traditions, faith, or
its scriptures—neither to others nor even to ourselves.22

Nivedita was, not to overstress the point, self-identified with India,
which then, as will be seen, led to an identification with the radical
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18 This summary combines her two important Madras lectures of 1902, in February
(‘India Has No Apology to Make’), and November. See CW ii. 450–9; Atmaprana, Sister
Nivedita, 131, 153, 201.
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his Appendix to her posthumously published Religion and Dharma (1915). See CW iii.
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movement for national self-determination of which Aurobindo
was the underground yet widely acknowledged leader. She and Au-
robindo were therefore, one might say, extremist secret sharers at a
key moment in Bengal’s nationalist history. Fiery patriots, prominent
and influential workers for swaraj, they operated together ‘behind
the curtain’, as he put it, if not always in close proximity, then in regu-
lar close contact with one another.23 It was a closeness they probably
achieved with no other like-minded nationalist at this time; their se-
crecy is a mark of its (asexual) intensity. Despite both being believers
in karma, in how individuals were moved by historical currents—
‘the Mother works, not we’—both set store by the strategic effective-
ness and malleability of their underground roles. Depending on the
demands of the Swadeshi movement, they might by way of these
roles stand in for one another, they might change positions overnight,
and they might escape incognito and under cover of darkness—as
indeed in their different ways they did.

As concerns escaping incognito, some comment is appropriate at
this point regarding the largely deferential if not unreliable scholar-
ship which exists on both Sister Nivedita/Margaret Noble and Auro-
bindo Ghose. Inevitably, the reverential inexactness of the critical
and the life writing on either subject cannot but hamper any exegesis
of their work.24 Still-current misinterpretations of Nivedita’s ‘Irish-
ness’, for example, represent a symptom as well as a further cause of
such difficulties. Understandably, of course, both figures command
significant political and spiritual stature in Bengal’s national history,
a reputation which has had the effect of turning biographical studies
into hagiographies. The controversial question of the extent of
Nivedita’s revolutionary involvement, especially with cadre-based
boycott agitation from 1905, for instance, is usually euphemistically
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and/or apologetically treated. Where interpretations range from
protestations of relative innocence, to the imputation that she smug-
gled known revolutionaries into laboratories run by her physicist
friend J. C. Bose (to collect materials for making bombs), the ques-
tion of her implication offers a test case for the difficulty of estab-
lishing the facts of her life in Bengal (even had these not, to a
significant extent, been shrouded in secrecy). Nivedita’s 1961 biogra-
pher Pravrajika Atmaprana claims that her pedagogic and prosely-
tizing work never slipped into outright terrorism. Yet, as will be
demonstrated, Nivedita’s activities from 1902 were in fact ‘inextrica-
bly mingled’, as Lizelle Reymond has said, with those of the Bengali
extremists.25 Another, later (still partisan) biographer Barbara
Foxe’s judgement is therefore probably the most judicious in this re-
gard, namely, that Nivedita’s own statements suggest that ‘she saw
little hope in the end for any other method [than that of insurrec-
tion]’.26 This would in all probability have led her to collaborate
where possible with like-minded activists.

In order to deal with such differences of interpretation and related
half-deliberate ambiguities on the part of biographers, the strategy
adopted in what follows is to read the different lives against one an-
other’s grain, and into each other’s silences: to make inferences and
deductions by comparing different accounts. So we can say with a
fair degree of certainty that, whilst closely watched by the Calcutta
police from about 1902/3, and definitely from 1906, as there is evi-
dence to show, Nivedita herself planted no bombs, and perhaps did
not overtly incite anyone to do so. Yet at the same time, as the follow-
ing section will outline further, she was secretly involved with nearly
all of the extremist or nationalist groups, or samiti, which developed
in Calcutta at this time, to the extent that she directly liaised with,
inspired, and instructed several of the secret societies with which
Calcutta was ‘honeycombed’ from about 1902. This was especially
so during the period of government repression following the
Swadeshi campaign of 1905–8.27
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a warlike spirituality

The question of Nivedita’s militancy is central to an understanding
of her political make-up and decidedly advanced nationalism. Cer-
tainly, as regards biographical ambiguity, once we develop a more
precise image of the ways in which her militancy operated and was
accounted for, the outright denial of that militancy becomes the
more difficult to make.

It was unambiguously as an advanced nationalist that Nivedita in
1902 first presented herself to Aurobindo Ghose: on the ground of
revolutionary extremism, as we will observe again, she sought and
indeed found in him a like-minded helpmeet. To her as to him the
other’s militancy served as a proof of their dedication and a measure
of the trust that they might place in one another. It is clear that for
both, too, as cultural outsiders to Bengal (Nivedita as a European
woman, Aurobindo as an England-returned intellectual), militancy,
though no doubt based on conviction, became a mode of de-
Anglicization and self-authentication. But not only this. It is also
apparent that Nivedita—who was during her London years a
Ruskin-inspired utopian, a sympathizer with the Russian anarchist
Prince Peter Kropotkin (1842–1921), and an admirer of Mazzini’s
Young Italy movement—brought a certain inclination towards ex-
tremism with her to Bengal.28 So, importantly, Calcutta did not
make a militant of her, but it did, after the break represented by her
four years’ intense spiritual involvement with her Swami, contribute
to making her more militant than she had been before.

From what we can tell, her practical participation in the national-
ist movement essentially operated at three distinct levels: first,
around 1902 and 1905–6 she was instructed by and herself advised
moderate Congress nationalists like G. K. Gokhale; second, she had
fairly public and open relations with Bengal’s extremist protest
movement; and, third, she collaborated with the secret revolutionary
movement, as is evident from her membership of the (short-lived)
Revolutionary Council of Bengal. As regards these second and third
levels of activity, it is indicative that at one or other time between
1902 and 1907, the majority of Bengal’s prominent activists and
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revolutionaries attended Nivedita’s well-known Sunday breakfasts,
what were in effect extremist ‘at-homes’. At least one of these ex-
tremists, Barindra Ghose, Aurobindo’s younger brother, addressed
her as the Mother and Joan of Arc of the Bengal resistance, and she,
appropriately Mother-like, called him her ‘Bairn’. (It was a name she
may also have used of another close nationalist friend, Bhupen-
dranath Dutt, Vivekananda’s brother, for whom, following his pros-
ecution for sedition, she stood bail in 1907.)

As further evidence of her involvement, the different sources agree
that she recommended to her revolutionary students and contacts
more or less the same political readings as her Indian counterparts
were themselves translating and drawing inspiration from. These
significantly cross-border readings included the histories of other
movements of liberation and protest, such as the Land League in Ire-
land and the Italian risorgimento, as well as the anarchist theory of
her London contact, Prince Kropotkin, which argued for small group
organization and against state rule.29 Arriving in India armed with
relatively advanced political principles, therefore, and fired with ‘a
burning passion for service’, as she told an early audience,30 it was
not too long before she encountered political ideas which chimed in
with her own, and which, in the course of subsequent discussion, she
to some extent fostered, and was to some extent further encouraged
by. She also, throughout the 1900s, contributed her thoughts to the
same English language newspapers and journals as did her Bengali
extremist counterparts: Amrita Bazar Patrika, Dawn, New India, the
Modern Review, Prabuddha Bharat. She herself therefore entered
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fully into the ‘honeycomb’ of Bengali intellectual life at this time,
where such congruences and exchanges of ideas were not only com-
monplace but themselves made possible further cross-nationalist
transaction (as is seen once again in the very different case of
Tagore’s 1910s interrelation with the West).

By way of a provisional summary, it would seem that Margaret
Noble/Nivedita participated from about 1892 in an ongoing radical
and radicalizing discussion, located first in London, and then in Cal-
cutta, though suspended or transmuted for a time by her initiation
into Swami Vivekananda’s Order. For this reason, not surprisingly,
she was the obvious choice to take over the editorship of Aurobindo’s
Karmayogin, at his request, once he departed for Pondicherry in
1910. As Aurobindo wrote, ‘she had the whole conduct of [the jour-
nal]’,31 indeed smoothly slotting into his series of articles, ‘The Ideal
of the Karmayogin’, and contributing on 12 March of that year the
final two. What is particularly evident from her last, short article in
the series, which is in effect her credo, is how she used her undercover
or ‘curtained’ position cunningly to encrypt her militancy, adapting
the words of her Swami’s teaching on Indian unity, but flavouring
these with the fervour of militant self-surrender, ‘I believe that India
is one, indissoluble, indivisible. . . . O Nationality, come thou to me
as joy or sorrow, as honour or as shame! Make me thine own!’ (CW
iv. 205; Karmayogin, 81.)

As the credo reveals, any adjudgement of the extent of her nation-
alist contribution ultimately comes up against that central situation
which it is important to keep in view throughout: that is, the im-
brication of spiritual with radical political exercises in extremist
Calcutta.32 So there is no coincidence in the fact that it was
Vivekananda’s own brother Bhupendranath Dutt who until his exile
in 1909 was one of Calcutta’s leading revolutionaries, and, next to
the less conspicuous Aurobindo, or Barindra Ghose, Nivedita’s chief
collaborator. As the later scrutiny of their ideological development
will track more closely, for both Sister Nivedita and Aurobindo
Ghose religion came to be equated with politics: spiritual ideals of,
for instance, ‘motiveless’ action as prescribed in the Gita were tightly
bound up with militant ideology and strategy. Dharma, the right
way, the true path, was specifically believed to signify national right-

India the Starting Point 47

31 Purani, The Life of Sri Aurobindo, 136–7.
32 See Sumit Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement in Bengal 1903–1908 (New Delhi:

People’s Publishing House, 1973), 488; Sharpe, The Universal Gita, 83.



eousness, self-sacrifice to India the Mother, acting in accordance
with Her nature. For both extremists, too, Giuseppe Mazzini’s ideal
of a nationalism both centred on the realization of the human spirit
and interlocked with international brotherhood, gave backing to the
mix of India-centred spirituality and cross-national influence which
represented such a strong thread in Indian nationalist culture at this
time. Aurobindo would on occasion underline Mazzini’s approach in
his own writing, as when he said: ‘our ideal of patriotism proceeds on
the basis of love and brotherhood and it looks beyond the unity of
the nation and envisages the ultimate unity of mankind’ (Speeches,
67).

In this context non-involvement with the Bengali militant ten-
dency would have made little sense to a self-made and enthusiastic
devotee of Kali such as Nivedita, whose nationalist rhetoric, more-
over, whether in speeches or in private letters, was charged with an
energy at once aggressive and high-minded. Indeed it is probably in
her verbal fieriness that a key piece of the puzzle concerning the de-
gree of her militant involvement lies. Because even if she did not her-
self intend whether by word or by example to incite her acolytes and
hangers-on to nationalist retaliation, the sheer force of her revolu-
tionary rhetoric of self-sacrifice would have made an impact not only
on those already committed to the movement, but on the still uncer-
tain. It was consistent with her Kali-worship that, although as a
mother-figure she herself did not do battle, she wielded those instru-
ments she was best suited to, her pen and her voice, with a ferocious
and inspiring dedication. Already in 1901, in a private letter to her
friend Josephine MacLeod, to whom she was generally less guarded
than with others, Nivedita had written fervently, and explicitly, of her
plans for India:

We want the slow-growing formative forces put well to work. Do not think I
can be forgetful of the planting of trees, the training of children, the farming
of land. But we want also the ringing cry, the passion of the multitude, the
longing for death. And we cannot do without these [emphasis in text].33

Filled with the spirit of the Gita’s warrior ethic—Nivedita concluded
the letter—India must ‘strike the blow on the instant of heat’.

Some four years later, at the height of the Bengal Resistance, she
remained equally convinced, and equally combative, as she said in
Aggressive Hinduism:
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Aggression is to be the dominant characteristic of the India that is today . . .
aggression and the thoughts and ideals of aggression. Instead of passivity,
activity; for the standard of weakness, the standard of strength; in place of
the steadily yielding defence, the ringing cheer of the invading host. (AH
492–3)

Could India’s radical youth, exposed to such language, have re-
mained unmoved, merely satisfied with the day-to-day drudgery of a
passive resistance such as Tagore came to support? Nivedita’s un-
equivocal call to ‘India’s sons’ to ‘seize the battlements’ (AH 504) left
in no doubt where she placed herself in the debate concerning the
limits of a defensive and submissive politics, and where she wanted to
take her collaborators and followers.

the cross-meshed calcutta context

It is important now to begin to fill in the socio-economic and (espe-
cially) interdiscursive contours of the Bengal which Margaret Noble
first encountered on 28 January 1898 and which so profoundly re-
shaped her life. What was the cultural and political topography of
the Calcutta to which Aurobindo Ghose, too, bore his revolutionary
mission in 1902, of the city where he would experience both the illu-
minations and the frustrations that led eventually to his permanent
exile from British India? Following the relatively unexpected declara-
tion of Curzon’s Partition on 19 July 1905 a vociferous bhadralok
discontent exploded across the capital of the Raj. To quote Tagore, a
powerful chemistry ignited ‘the ashes of lifeless Bengal’ into ‘sud-
denly [speaking] up: “Here am I”.’34 What were the constituents of
this chemistry? What had fomented beneath the surface of the
province’s inertia, as described by Aurobindo amongst others, to
produce the apparently self-generated protest of 1905–8?35

Probably the two most important factors contributing to the patri-
otic electrification of Bengal were, first, the cultural and literary ren-
aissance which flourished amongst the English-educated professional

India the Starting Point 49

34 Rabindranath Tagore, The Home and the World (Ghare Baire), trans. Surendranath
Tagore, rev. R. Tagore (1916/1919; Madras: Macmillan India, 1992), 115.

35 The term Bengal as used throughout this chapter refers to that administrative and
cultural unit under the Raj which was unified by a language, Bengali, in the process of
being standardized by the Bengali elite, as Mrinalini Sinha outlines in Colonial Masculin-
ity (Manchester: Manchester UP, 1995), 3, 24. There was a fittingness as well as a logic to
this first province of British India, where the keystone of its economic and political domi-
nation lay, becoming the seat of extremist resistance to Britain.



intelligentsia from the 1880s, featuring the work of, amongst others,
Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay, Michael Madhusudan Dutt, and
Romesh Chandra Dutt. Second, there was the psychological and eco-
nomic effect on this elite of the colonial ‘bleeding’ of the province’s
resources. To deal with salient aspects of the Calcutta Renaissance
first, the Bengali bhadralok or middle-class elite, its self-awareness
sharpened by the standardization of the Bengali language and by its
early experience of a colonial education, had developed an influence
and authority that extended well beyond the confines of the prov-
ince.36 As in the related case of Bombay, therefore, any significant
shift in its frameworks of value and belief, any ripple of discontent,
had the tendency rapidly to radiate outwards to other regions within
the Indian Empire. (This dominant intellectual position did much
moreover to encourage the potentially lethal conflation, by the
bhadralok themselves, of Bengali with Hindu nationalism, which
Aurobindo’s as well as Nivedita’s work demonstrates.37)

As a number of writers on India including Nivedita have observed,
the expansion of the imperial communications system combined
with the diffusion of a colonial education in English, helped activate
and facilitate the spread of the national concept in India in a funda-
mental way.38 Across the length and breadth of the subcontinent, in
fact, English-speaking professionals from different language back-
grounds, their interactions speeded up by the expanding railway and
telegraph network, were able now to participate in political and cul-
tural debates, and to confer on issues of perceived national import-
ance. English in India, as Aijaz Ahmad writes, became ‘the language
of national integration and bourgeois civility’. A Western education
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in English brought an understanding of world political develop-
ments, ‘without which’, the historian Sumit Sarkar also reminds us,
‘it would have been difficult to formulate conscious theories of na-
tionalism’.39

The spread of the English language and of an English literary
education, in other words, created the conditions of possibility for
a cross-border transaction, such as with Ireland, such as with
Nivedita, to emerge. Vivekananda himself implicitly acknowledged
this informing fact of cultural interdiscursivity in the dual stress he
placed on India-wide ‘man-making’ on the one hand, and, as we will
see, the usefulness of the new communications networks for concep-
tual exchange between people, and peoples, on the other. An intel-
lectual synthesis, he and Nivedita believed, was required in order to
conceptualize and keep pace with the new technological unification
of the world.40

Paradoxically encouraged therefore by the spread of Western
learning, elite Bengali nationalism in the later decades of the nine-
teenth century found probably its most powerful stimulus in the
efflorescence of nationalist literature in the vernacular, most notably
the historical retrieval work of Bankim and the young Rabindranath
Tagore’s rural lyricism. This cultural national movement moreover
coincided, not accidentally, with the various forms of neo-Hinduist
revival which also emerged across these decades—revival generated
around the figures of the mystic Sri Ramakrishna Paramhansa
(1836–86); the Swami Dayananda of the fundamentalist movement
the Arya Samaj, based in the Punjab; and Ramakrishna’s successor,
Nivedita’s guru the Swami Vivekananda, who established the Rama-
krishna Mission at Belur near Calcutta in 1897.41 Vivekananda’s ap-
proach, with its emphasis on the glories of the past as against the
degeneration of present-day India, but also on the need for a ‘man-
making’ and modernizing social reform reinforced by self-help,
proved highly influential. In a context where Indian crafts and indus-
try, as well as religious beliefs, were being steadily eroded by Euro-
pean infiltration, each one of these nodes of neo-Hinduist revival
drew compelling attention to the importance of the traditional and
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the local (the swadeshi) as against the foreign. ‘Indians,’ Aurobindo
urged, ‘it is the spirituality of India . . . that will make us free and
great’ (Karmayogin, 20–1). Or, to quote Nivedita: India should evict
its colonial ‘robbers’ and ‘go back to where she was before. . . . Any-
thing else will do little good and much harm.’42

As was typical for emergent anti-colonial movements founded on
nationalist principles elsewhere in the world, including in Ireland, the
cultural movement in Bengal was thus distinguished by its turn to a
romanticized, pastoral past and a yet unblemished spiritual essence
in order to mould a coherent identity in the present: an identity, that
is, independent from industrialized Europe in its traditionalism and
inner ‘truth’, yet also modernizing.43 In Ireland, too, the retrieval of
old Irish laws, as well as research into the Irish language, had con-
tributed to generating the cultural nationalism of the 1880s and
1890s. As a further characteristic of the paradoxical or double-faced
aspect of nationalism, it was also typical that these efforts of reawak-
ening in Bengal were significantly enabled by European scholarship,
such as that of the Oxford professor of comparative philology
F. Max Müller (1823–1900), as well as by suprematist ideas concern-
ing the superiority of ancient Aryan culture which were based in part
on the Sanskritic excavations of the Orientalists.44 A Western pres-
ence was thus central to Bengal’s self-making renaissance, as to its
cultures of dissent. As the writer Nirad Chaudhuri, himself a child of
bhadralok culture, once acerbically observed, in spite of its assevera-
tions to the contrary, the Anglicized elite of Renaissance ‘Upper
India’ converted Hinduism into a self-authenticating ‘nationalistic
myth’ largely interpreted through the lens of English books.45 So we
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see once again how the ground for cross-national exchange may be
laid within the make-up of early anti-colonial nationalism itself. The
receptiveness to European influence, including theories of nation-
statehood and Enlightenment individualism, created an atmosphere
within the Bengali elite that made not only possible but permissible
the two-way transaction of ideas between intellectuals such as
Aurobindo and Nivedita. It was within this at once revivalist and
Europe-informed context that they felt able to discuss and formulate
strategy.

Following on from this, it is moreover worth remarking that with-
out Bengal’s acceptance of Western knowledge, whether reluctant or
otherwise, Margaret Noble in her first years in India would probably
have felt far more alien (and therefore less empowered) than she did.
It is again paradoxical, one might also note, that her political shift
after 1902 brought her significantly more in line with Calcutta’s in-
tellectual syncretism. Her move from the numinous unknowability of
her guru’s neo-Hinduism, and (back) towards the political radical-
ism of Prince Kropotkin, Mazzini, and others, effectively assimilated
what she understood of Vedantic Oneness to a more widely shared
and internationally familiar concept of nationalist unity and
strength. She used to her advantage, therefore, and in this way under-
wrote, the several cross-national sources of political influence ex-
perienced by nationalist Bengal.

But Bengal’s cross-cultural self-construction is most signally
embodied perhaps in the fact that the neo-Hinduism, or unified
and purified Advaita Vedanta,46 of Nivedita’s guru, the Swami
Vivekananda—also an important spiritual authority for Aurobindo
—was initially developed and consolidated in the United States and
Britain (see Karmayogin, 12–13). Vivekananda’s vivid and to some
extent simplified presentation of his ideas to wide acclaim at the 1893
World Parliament of Religions in Chicago dramatically demon-
strated this acquired ‘otherness’ of his belief.47 Revealingly, there-
fore, on her arrival in India, Nivedita later wrote in The Master as I
Saw Him, she was struck by the difference between the Hindu ‘world
religion’ which the Swami had represented to the West, based on the
relativity of all truths, and the explicitly parochial Vedanta he
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preached at home, which sought the regeneration of India in the
worship of the Mother Kali (Master, 21, 23, 31, 47, 49). Indianiza-
tion must come before universalism, he repeatedly said, as also did
Aurobindo in The Ideal of the Karmayogin some while later (Web,
395). In Europe, Nivedita sums up, Vivekananda’s thought attached
to ‘no special form’, whereas in India he was constantly preoccupied
with the country’s revival (Master, 201–8, 218).

And yet, if the Swami was both ‘world-moving’ and ‘nation-
making’ (Master, 292), these interests, though apparently mutually
exclusive, were reconciled in the area of India’s spiritual expansion,
that is, through the infiltration of other religious cultures by its re-
generated harmonizing spirit. In this way, Vivekananda believed, as
did his devotees Nivedita and Aurobindo, Mother India would even-
tually become both the heartland and the means of the world’s spiri-
tual union. In a nutshell, to the extent that cosmopolitanism had
become a vehicle for neo-Hinduist nationalism, so too nationalism
might one day become a channel towards a Hinduized international-
ism.

Along with its neo-Hinduist Renaissance, the second crucial elem-
ent shaping nationalist sentiment in Bengal was what Aurobindo re-
ferred to as the ‘one great fact . . . the terrible poverty of India and its
rapid increase under British rule’, that is to say, the ‘drain’ repre-
sented by British economic imperialism.48 The most prominent au-
thor of the drain theory of imperialism in India was the Bombay
businessman and later British MP (for Central Finsbury), Dadabhai
Naoroji (1825–1917). Others, too, however, contributed to its devel-
opment and dissemination, amongst them the Bengali scholar and
writer R. C. Dutt (1848–1909), the friend of Nivedita and author of
the influential The Economic History of British India (1902); the
British socialist (and contact of Nivedita) H. M. Hyndman (1842–
1921); and W. S. Blunt (1840–1922), the pro-Egypt radical whose My
Ideas about India (1885) is unmistakably informed by Naoroji’s
thought.

Exhaustively backed up by statistics, the drain theory was pro-
pounded from the early 1870s by Naoroji and his cohorts in countless
pamphlets, committee reports, journalism, and parliamentary
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speeches.49 To Indian moderates, British radicals and liberals, and
Indian extremists alike, the case and its supporting evidence were
overwhelmingly persuasive as a defence of the economic and polit-
ical rights of the Indian people. The theory held, in sum, that the cost
to India of British colonization was, contrary to imperial rhetoric, to
the vast benefit of Britain, and the extreme disadvantage of India (to
the tune of about £30 million annually). India had since the late
eighteenth century been steadily ‘bled’ of its industrial, agricultural,
and fiscal wealth, along several channels: enormous military ex-
penses, import–export imbalances including duties on British goods,
debt farming, and ‘Home Charges’ in the form of interest on devel-
opment loans and remittances, as well as an extremely unfavourable
exchange rate (officials’ salaries and pensions were paid in sterling in
Britain).50 This drain was then further exacerbated by a ‘moral
drain’ of administrative expertise through the exclusion of Indians
from government, or, to quote Naoroji himself: ‘the evil of foreign
rule involved the triple loss of wealth, wisdom and work’.51

Even taking into account its oversights—for example, concerning
comprador economics—the drain theory of wealth was at once so-
phisticated in its detail yet devastatingly direct in its critique. It
sharpened the political awareness of an entire post-1870s generation
of Indian intellectuals who, themselves victims of drain and unhappy
about their loss of position within the province’s oversubscribed ren-
tier economy, were understandably receptive to such theories of ex-
ploitation. Given Britain’s monopoly over economic life in Calcutta,
the overprofessionalized bhadralok sector was in fact almost com-
pletely without opportunity for industrial and commercial self-
development, or indeed for amassing the resources necessary for
such development. In this context drain theory offered a sufficiently
broad base from which to mount a protest to the more taxing elem-
ents of colonial rule.52 One of the planks of Aurobindo’s argument
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for an organized, defensive resistance to imperialism, for instance,
was his claim that Congress politics could not staunch ‘the murder-
ous drain by which we purchase the . . . exquisite privilege of being
ruled by Britain’: only an ‘entire and radical change of the system’
would bring improvement (Doctrine, 11–13; 36). And when Nivedita
reported on the 1907 famine, or on the punishing rigours of jute pro-
duction in Bengal, she attributed these difficulties to the colonial
agricultural economy, skewed to meet the needs of a foreign mar-
ket—in short, to drain.53

However, as Sarkar amongst others underlines, the shift of the
Bengal intelligentsia into an increasingly more ardent patriotism was
not a cultural or a socio-economic movement alone, nor was it,
moreover, only Bengali in provenance. Strong feelings about racial
discrimination in India at large, as well as more widely in the Indian
diaspora (most notably in South Africa), formed another important
catalyst for nationalism both in the province and elsewhere in the
subcontinent.54 Across the Indian Empire, intellectuals, politicians,
and community leaders felt aggrieved that the rights of imperial citi-
zenship for Indians, as laid down in the Queen’s Proclamation of
1858, had not been observed, whether under the Raj or in the wider
empire. Such grievances kept memories of the Mutiny or 1857 Rebel-
lion and the Ilbert Bill controversy of 1883 painfully alive.55

India-wide anti-colonial sentiment and the concomitant rise of
nationalist self-assertion were also encouraged by such international
developments as British setbacks in the Anglo-Boer War (1899–
1902), the insurrectionary movement in Russia, and the Japanese vic-
tory of 1905, as well as by resistance activity closer to home, such as
B. G. Tilak’s inauguration of the patriotic Shivaji and Ganpati festi-
vals in Maharashtra, and, during the 1896–7 famine, his moderately
successful ‘no-rent’ or boycott campaign modelled on the National
Land League in Ireland.56 There was again that important sense,
which we have noted before and will again, of a movement benefiting
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from, and participating in, a groundswell of liberatory feeling that
extended more broadly than the confines of its own particular
geopolitical or ‘national’ space.

These different but often overlapping forms of grievance and dis-
content were then ignited by the Indian Universities Act of 1904,
which aimed at inhibiting nationalist education in Bengal, and
finally set blazing by 1905 Partition, a measure more or less openly
designed to split nationalist politicking in the province. The extrem-
ism, as it was called, which now sprang to the foreground of Bengali
political life, prominently adopted self-help and strenuous passive re-
sistance as its policies. Swadeshi, boycott, national education, local
justice—these were Aurobindo’s watchwords of the time. For over
two years Swadeshi nationalism defined itself in open opposition to
the moderate politics of so-called prayer and petition of the Indian
National Congress.57 As Aurobindo’s uncompromising message
spread through elite Bengal, to be met by frequently vicious repres-
sion, extremist opinion began to feel ever more strongly that only the
most forthright modes of self-development and resistance would en-
able India to achieve the goal of full independence.

interdiscursivity: of kali and the GITA

Cross-border diffusions of patriotic sentiment; the English language
and Orientalist scholarship as the channels for such diffusion:
through these means, as we have begun to see, an environment
emerged in Bengal in which interdiscursive cross-over and mingling
might take place. Here, political debates, sometimes held in English,
juxtaposed references to ancient scripture with allusions to Mazzini,
or the history of Ireland was cited in newspaper reports in both Eng-
lish and the vernacular commenting, for instance, on Civil Service
agitation. In Nivedita’s work certainly Kali is companioned by Prince
Kropotkin; for Aurobindo both Charles Parnell and Krishna provide
models of right action.

Yet it was of course not only within Bengal that tendencies to-
wards a cross-nationalist traffic of ideas were developing. Indeed it is
useful to remind ourselves that a cultural contact zone, especially
where marked by colonialist divisions, may remain relatively
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unselfconscious and inert unless contact is broadly seen to be and ex-
perienced as enabling, unless it is activated in certain ways. The
bhadralok’s transactive nationalism was significantly informed by
the internationalized political context of empire, itself moulded by
nationalist influences disseminating from such places as Ireland,
Japan, the United States, South Africa. In relation to Nivedita and
Aurobindo, these influences will be examined in the next chapter. Yet
in a general sense, too, there had to be at least the general perception
of creative juxtaposition and interchangeability for one nationalist
movement to be interpreted as an example for another. ‘The first con-
dition of intra-imperial analogies and exchanges’ was the recogni-
tion that the colonial experience in one place could be ‘relevant to
that of other places under British rule’.58

In India (as in Ireland) one of the most important media for con-
structing such perceptions of analogy was the English and the ver-
nacular press, to which both Nivedita and Aurobindo contributed.
As Howard Brasted has found, Indian newspapers in the late 1870s
and 1880s, such as the Bengalee or the Hindu, widely saw Japan and
also Ireland—the latter with its experience of grinding famine, its
wasting drain—as India’s cohorts in the East and the West. The Irish
struggle for Home Rule, for example, was carefully followed through
its different phases, and not only in India. Van Dijk suggests that
Aurobindo may have picked up ideas of boycott and passive resist-
ance from newspaper reports on Ireland which he read as a student in
both London and Cambridge.59

As regards Aurobindo and Nivedita together, that is, their inter-
discursive partnership and the conditions of its possibility, what is
from the outset noteworthy about their contact, even from as early
as 1902, is that it is made up of two or more apparently counter-
intuitive cultural cross-overs. It performs an interbraiding of lines of
resistance derived from their different cultural and political trad-
itions. The word interbraiding is used advisedly here, as signifying
crossings upon crossings. In other words, what is particularly fasci-
nating about the interdiscursivity between Nivedita and Aurobindo
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is that the influences they share and exchange in several cases origi-
nate with the, on a superficial level, non-conventional partner or
source.

So we find not only that Nivedita the foreigner to India was on 25
March 1898 initiated by Vivekananda as a Hindu brahmacharini or
probationer nun (for which he was obliged to invoke a long-forgotten
law to circumvent her outsider or mleccha status); and not only that
the ‘England-returned’ Aurobindo was groomed during the near
fourteen years of his English education for the elite and European-
dominated Indian Civil Service. That is, we find not only that the
young Margaret Noble, Irish-born, female, and of a dissenting back-
ground, was in imperial class terms probably located further outside
the establishment than the brahmin, almost-white-but-not-quite
Aurobindo. What we also find is that in 1902 Aurobindo read and ad-
mired Nivedita’s first book Kali, the Mother (1900) for its complex
though plainly expressed understanding of the contraries of destruc-
tive energy or shakti which the goddess embodied. We find therefore
that Nivedita’s Kali in certain important ways helped shape the neo-
Hinduist Aurobindo’s understanding of the Mother, that defining
figure in Bengali revolutionary thought.

From Nivedita’s standpoint, the adoption of Kali as the avatar of
her worship, which had occurred within a year of her arrival in India,
was clearly part of her attempt to authenticate herself as a Hindu, as
were her lectures to Bengali audiences on the complexities signified
by the Mother, again within a year of arriving. This self-authentica-
tion comes into critical focus at the end of this chapter. To speak here
in broader terms, the goddess Kali, signifying ‘the loss of all things
and [of] the condition to which one is attached’, became for her the
symbol of a total engagement with India, with both its poor and dis-
possessed, and with its revolutionaries.60

For his part Aurobindo wrote of his first encounter with Nivedita:

She had heard of me as one who believed in strength and was a worshipper
of Kali, by which she meant she had heard of me as a revolutionary. I knew
of her already because I had read and admired her book Kali, the Mother. It
is in those days that we formed a friendship.61

Her thinking as reflected in the book and related speeches clearly cor-
related with his own. In the pages of Kali, the Mother Kali was the
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terrifying manifestation both of destructive deity and of nationality
(a concept which particularly attracted him). She was a goddess
whose devotees, burning with the flame of renunciation, became em-
bodiments of her will, her ‘incarnation of the sword’, as Aurobindo
hoped his own followers might become (Kali, 493–4).

An impressionable as well as an admiring reader, therefore,
Aurobindo was at this time himself still preoccupied with efforts to
revise and re-Indianize his identity after the long period of his ‘dena-
tionalization’. Perhaps encouraged by Nivedita, it is significant that
he would from now on increasingly invoke the vengeful Divine
Mother in his own political writings. His responsiveness to
Nivedita’s impassioned work had of course already been primed by
his 1890s study of his literary and nationalist mentor, the writer
Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay. Yet Nivedita’s little book as it were
condensed and packaged the complex Divine Mother concept for
general consumption—a fact which Aurobindo evidently recognized
and then built upon. Even if this happened within the context of the
far wider cultural and political upsurge across Bengal, for which Kali
became a prominent symbol, Nivedita, so Aurobindo’s response sug-
gests, was centrally instrumental in the deity’s promotion. Or, as P. B.
Ghosh goes as far as to say, ‘Kali, through Nivedita, became an ideal
of self-sacrifice’ within Bengali nationalism. ‘Nivedita who was as
politically conscious [as Aurobindo or Vivekananda]’, writes Ku-
mari Jayawardena, ‘chose Kali to fire Indians into action’.62

At their first meeting, therefore, not only did Aurobindo’s identi-
fication with a deity Nivedita herself had elevated, signal to her his
radicalism. But, equally, that elevation (and her association with
Vivekananda’s nationalist mission of ‘man-making’) confirmed for
him her political commitment and trustworthiness. In this context it
is telling that from 1902, the year of their meeting, both began openly
to cite Kali as part of their advocacy of what was called Aggressive
Hinduism. Nivedita, for instance, after her politically motivated
break with the Ramakrishna Order, transposed Kali’s thunderbolt
emblem into her banner as a fighter for India’s freedom.

With respect to Aurobindo again, there is no reason to believe that
his theory of small-group revolutionary organization dedicated to
the worship of Mother India, which he developed in the blueprint
pamphlet Bhawani Mandir (Mother Temple, 1905), and based on his
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reading of Bankim’s Anandamath (1882), was not also inspired by
Nivedita’s (and Vivekananda’s) example and writing.63 The pamph-
let’s central focus on Mother-worship as tied in with Hindu expan-
sionism can be read as suggesting this. Significantly, too, Aurobindo
laid stress on the political rather than the religious purpose of these
temples or maths; correspondingly, we remember, it was later the
political over the religious side of his relationship with Nivedita that
he emphasized. A spiritualized politics was clearly more important
for him at this stage than a world-remote spirituality, a prioritization
which again coincided with Nivedita’s own recent change of direc-
tion from piecemeal reform as part of spiritual devotion, to outright
political radicalism. Viewed in this light, that judgement towards
the end of his life concerning his largely political ‘relations’ with
Nivedita, represents when read in context perhaps the highest valua-
tion possible.64 At the time, too, there was clearly no question about
the regard in which he held her, as was confirmed when, within a year
or so of their first meeting, she was invited on to the five-member
Revolutionary Council Aurobindo set up in Calcutta to coordinate
advanced nationalist activities.

In short, it is possible to suggest that Aurobindo’s concept of India
as a Divine Being, the Mother to whom Her sons owed the gift of
their strength, was, at the very least, reinforced by his reading of
Nivedita: ‘[Kali] waits for worship that she may give strength’, he
wrote, along similar lines to those of his British collaborator (Kar-
mayogin, 5). Nivedita’s self-sacrificing extremism, focused on Kali,
in all probability therefore gave definition and support to Auro-
bindo’s own, and prepared the ground for their clandestine coopera-
tion from 1902. Significantly, while he had had in the 1890s the
experience of seeing ‘a living presence in an icon of Kali’, it was not
until 1904, that is after his encounter with Nivedita, that he first
adopted a Kali mantra for his yoga.65 ‘If it is strength we desire’, he
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wrote in Bhawani Mandir (1905), ‘how shall we gain it if we do not
adore the Mother of strength? She demands worship not for Her own
sake, but in order that She may help us and give Herself to us.’66 Or
again, a few years later:

the sap that keeps [patriotism] alive is the realization of the motherhood of
God in the country, the vision of the Mother, the perpetual contemplation,
adoration and service of the Mother.67

On one level of course it is perhaps not so surprising that their medi-
tations on this important deity bore the mark of one another’s work:
Nivedita and Aurobindo were among the more prominent commen-
tators on the Mother in the English language in Bengal.

If, therefore, Sri Ramakrishna Paramhansa embodied to Auro-
bindo the unified spirituality that was Bengal’s inner strength, and if
the seer’s successor Vivekananda was believed to direct that strength
and, significantly, give it a masculine emphasis, then from Auro-
bindo’s perspective Sister Nivedita could be said to have played a key
role in helping to give practical definition to that potent spirituality.68

She was, granted, a lesser authority, and yet with her correlative
emphasis, for example, on the Mother’s need for an aggressive Hin-
duism, she clearly represented to him a potentially important polit-
ical helpmeet.69

To turn back now to Nivedita herself, she would, from the time of
their first meeting, come to associate herself more closely with the
warrior ethic (as opposed to that of the nun or mystic) which
Aurobindo for his part had strenuously espoused for some years,
based on the teachings of the Gita. This, then, was the direct impress
on her of the encounter with Aurobindo. Indeed, Indian nationalist
adaptations including Aurobindo’s own of the Hindu sacred text the
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Bhagavad-gita, present another powerful if more generalized in-
stance of the confluence or cross-hatching of different religious and
other discourses within a liberatory politics (not only in Bengal, but
in nationalist Maharashtra also). Here, too, as in the case of Kali, the
Mother, a text furnished the site for an influential cross-border and
cross-nationalist interdiscursivity.

As Eric Sharpe has pointed out in his extensive study The Univer-
sal Gita, the Bhagavad-gita, several times translated in Europe, had
until the final decades of the nineteenth century provided the focus
for an almost exclusively Western philological and theological dis-
cussion concerning the make-up and advocacy of a universal human-
ity. In these discussions F. Max Müller, the editor of the Rg Veda
(1845–62), had again acted as a key commentator and facilitator.
This Europeanized Gita, in effect a Western construction, was the
version which many Indian nationalists first encountered. Both
Gandhi and Aurobindo, to quote only two examples, first read the
Gita in English translation (Sir Edwin Arnold’s influential The Song
Celestial (1882) in Gandhi’s case, and just possibly in Aurobindo’s).70

With the rise of nationalist interest in purified tradition and past
custom, however, stimulated by Ramakrishna and then Vive-
kananda’s reinterpreted Vedanta (as well as by Western Theosophy’s
focus on Hindu belief), the Gita was as it were brought home and
taken up as an India-centred text. Read as a lesson in ‘purposeless’ or
selfless devotion (bhakti) to the Indian Motherland, it was this Gita
which provided nationalists and especially extremists with at once
the intellectual and the emotional justification they required for their
demanding political commitment. Nivedita appropriately called the
text the ‘gospel of the Indian Revival’ (Web, 234, 237), and, in The
Ideal of the Karmayogin, Aurobindo drew on its authority to appeal
for the spiritual strengthening and moral cleansing of India in the
nationalist cause: ‘The recurrent cry of Sri Krishna to Arjuna insists
on struggle; “Fight and overthrow thy opponents”’ (Karmayogin,
15–16).

A text that had been processed by Europe thus provided not only a
medium for cross-cultural mediation, but a channel of self-differen-
tiation from Europe, and itself came to do service as a symbol of
nationalist self-sacrifice. Popularized and politicized, the Gita of the
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1900s also reflected the close interaction between political radicals
and religious revivalists that characterized the period, with both
groups reading the text as a call to arms. Significantly, following
government repression in the final years of the decade, Bengal’s
spiritually inspired radicals would become polarized either as revo-
lutionaries (for example, Bhupendranath Dutt, Vivekananda’s
brother), or as mystics and religious devotees (Sri Aurobindo him-
self). That link of spirituality and politics again points to how the in-
vocation of time-honoured religious texts, or of traditional symbols
like Kali or Krishna, formed an important part of an exercise in self-
rooting by a freshly politicized though often culturally alienated
elite.

So far I have mentioned iconic texts and shared symbols, as well as
newspapers, as conduits for and instruments of cross-national and
anti-colonial exchange. Another of these interdiscursive conduits in
the 1900s Bengali nationalist context was the colony–metropolis
journey by ship. Though not strictly speaking a discursive medium of
cultural transaction as such, it was a conduit that was possibly even
more powerful in the immediacy of the contact which it created. In
a word, the shipboard journey allowed for the making of cross-
national (cross-border) connections between groups and individu-
als, as well as for the formation of cross-nationalist perceptions. So,
in a segue that is now becoming familiar, it, too, contributed to
defining the contours and content of emerging anti-colonial and
nationalist ideologies.

As Indians began more frequently to travel to the metropolis for
their education or on political missions, it was the case that not only
Britain’s relations with its most populous colonial possession, but
also India’s understanding of Britain became crucially informed by
the impressions, proximities, and in rare cases close relationships
forged on board ship.71 The shipboard journey—its seeming suspen-
sion in time, the seclusions as well as the interactions it made pos-
sible, its determining direction of travel, either towards England the
seat of colonial government, or back home—created if not condi-
tions of receptivity to outside influence, then at the least an objective
distance permitting the reassessment of a political situation, or a re-
consideration of what might be learned from elsewhere. As Chapter
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4 will show, one of the key texts of early South African black nation-
alism, Native Life in South Africa (1916) by Solomon Plaatje, too,
had a seagoing genesis. Also like Mohandas Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj
(1909), Native Life in South Africa was written on board ship be-
tween Cape Town and London on a mission to petition on behalf of
South Africa’s oppressed.

In his pathbreaking discussion of how a transnational circulation
of ideas and alliances shaped the formation of black modernity, Paul
Gilroy in The Black Atlantic appropriately chooses as his organizing
symbol of this intercultural and intertextual enterprise ‘in motion’
the ship on its transatlantic journey.72 Gilroy’s perhaps too exclusive
focus, as we briefly saw in Chapter 1, is on the making of the Black
Atlantic’s compound cultures. Yet, just as his concept of ‘outer-
national’ identity construction can, with certain modifications, be
mapped on to (indeed, can be seen to rise out of) South Asian and
South African contexts also, so too is the image of the ship or the
journey by ship as a channel of transnational or cross-national com-
munication, adaptable here. The important point to make however is
that the shipboard journey in these contexts did not only bring cul-
tures into relationship. It also consolidated for the duration of a jour-
ney the already interrelated; hence, once again, my preference for the
term cross-national as designating entities in interconnection. How
the ship confirmed prior interrelations is seen for instance in the fact
that the Swami Vivekananda used his 1899 voyage by ship with
Nivedita from Bombay to London to continue with and advance her
induction into Vedanta and a Hindu-centred religious conscious-
ness. He also clearly took advantage of shipboard proximities, as The
Master as I Saw Him suggests, to further inculcate in her the imper-
ative of remaking Indian identity in a sterner and stronger mould
(even while steering clear of invoking nationalism as such).

A seasoned all-India and world traveller, whose image as a self-
consciously martial neo-Hindu guru was crystallized before Western
audiences, the Swami, one might say, was viewed by the majority of
his followers including Nivedita, and to an extent by Aurobindo,
as himself a figure signifying international synthesis. His mission
throughout, Nivedita insistently stressed, was the marriage of an-
cient knowledge and the rationality of modernity as expressed in
science (Master, 23, 56–7, 126). A national education in science,
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Vivekananda believed, should be made organic, continuous with
local cultural habits. The aim of his Ramakrishna Order was ‘to ef-
fect an exchange of the highest ideals of the East and the West, and to
realize these in practice’ (Master, 202). India therefore should ‘em-
brace’ ‘the whole modern development’ (Master, 203).

Opting whether by chance or design, or a mixture of the two, for a
teaching environment that was itself in motion, the ship, it was
tellingly this message of cross-cultural transaction and synthesis that
the Swami developed for Nivedita as they themselves travelled be-
tween continents. On the same Bombay-to-England journey, again
tellingly, Nivedita worked on writing up her own self-acculturating
or self-translating bridge text, Kali, the Mother. There were distinct
practical considerations involved in so doing, such as her concern to
have the manuscript ready for publication in London. Yet the dis-
tance from India, the country which had such an emotional hold on
her, and—at the same time—the closeness to one of that country’s
foremost spiritual authorities, who was also her beloved guru, clearly
freed Nivedita into engaging at a high level of sophistication with
Bengal’s political syncretism, as embodied in the figure of Kali. Her
position of being suspended between continents certainly acted with
a distinct stripping and cauterizing effect on her prose, producing the
strangely unlocalized and disembodied intensity that distinguishes
Kali, the Mother.

Whatever her motivations, the exercise of shipboard writing was
sufficiently productive to set a precedent for Nivedita. She later wrote
parts of her personal study of Vivekananda, The Master as I Saw
Him, a highly subjective and again curiously uncontextualized
gospel of his thought, while travelling in 1907 between Bombay and
London.73 The book was moreover to a large extent based on the
shipboard notes of the 1899 journey which recorded, as she wrote,
‘the greatest occasion of my life’: the journey with the guru had given
her ‘one continuous impression of his mind and personality’ (Mas-
ter, 230–1).

It is evident that shipboard travel provided for Nivedita and her
Swami a space that was at once sufficiently intimate and removed
from the world to allow reflection upon, as well as an ongoing re-
inforcement of, the cultural and religious interbraiding of their ac-
tivities. Here they were able to gain a perspective on neo-Hinduism
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not only as specific to India’s present needs, important as this was,
but as a religion with a wider spiritual resonance also. Chiefly
through the medium of the Swami’s teaching and Nivedita’s books,
the ship became a platform from which they might project their vi-
sion of the worldwide and world-integrating spread of Hinduism
upon the future. The journey was a channel both for her current and
the world’s prospective Hinduization, even while that Hinduization
itself was seen as creating potential channels between cultures.

In the seaborn(e) The Master as I Saw Him Nivedita set herself up,
appropriately enough, as Vivekananda’s ‘witness’ and ‘thought-
reader’ (Master, 125, 128–9)—explicitly as a conduit for the wisdom
and the training that he was imparting via her to ‘all the Indian gen-
erations’: ‘For I knew that here I was but the transmitter, but the
bridge, between him and that countless host of his own people, who
would yet arise, and seek to make good his dreams’ (Master,
254–5).74 In the difficult process of writing The Master as I Saw Him
and its several spin-off texts (including, arguably, The Web of Indian
Life) across the next ten years of her nationalist activism, Nivedita
continued in this role as a ‘bridge’-builder, working between pockets
of radical and reformist opinion both in India and in the West. Her
work of transmission was therefore both a consolidation of the
deeply informing East–West circuitry which the shipboard journey
had contributed to putting in place, and a further enactment of the
international or intercontinental exchange of ideas for which,
Nivedita was convinced, India, especially the Aryan highlands, had
historically always been the setting.75

‘she is in me as she is in you’: nivedita’s 
kali-worship76

Nivedita’s Mazzini- and Mother-inspired militancy probably formed
one of turn-of-the-century Calcutta’s more pronounced instances of
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cross-cultural and cross-nationalist interbraiding. Indeed it is pos-
sible to say that Nivedita’s interdiscursivity both demonstrated and
dynamically embodied Bengal’s locally constituted yet internation-
ally derived extremism, which her collaboration with Aurobindo
Ghose then further put into practice. The most eloquent sign of this
cross-nationalist self-translation, no doubt, was her identification
with Kali, the widely hailed avatar of Bengali shakti, or national en-
ergy; the ‘shameless, pitiless’ Mother goddess of destruction whom,
as we saw, Aurobindo also upheld (Master, 218–19).77

To Aurobindo as to Nivedita, Kali became a politicized symbol of
religious oneness and devotion. As a deathly and death-defying
figure, she could be made to signify the absolute imperative of self-
dedication to the nation, an uncompromising, ‘non-cringing wor-
ship’ (Kali, 472; Master, 207–8, 223). In order to obtain a closer
understanding of what was on Nivedita’s part an extraordinarily
rapid embrace of indigenity in the form of Kali-worship, the aim in
what follows will be to look at the impulses behind this total dedica-
tion, in particular at its cross-national and nationalist determinants.

At a time of deep personal depression in New York State in Sep-
tember 1900 Nivedita received from the Swami Vivekananda, under
the aegis of Kali the Terrible, a (to some extent fittingly) paradoxical
blessing: to be both mistress and servant to India; both a leader in re-
form and a social helper. He was clearly well aware of and wished to
draw out that impulse in her which, within months of meeting him,
had prompted her desire ‘to make myself the servant of his love for
his own people’.78 A year or so before, on 13 February 1899 in Cal-
cutta as part of her consecration as a brahmacharini, Nivedita had
revealingly chosen to lecture on Kali and Kali-worship as a strategy
with which to break through her Bengali audience’s possible wari-
ness regarding her foreignness—and, at the same time, to defy the
Brahmo Samaj’s modernizing secularism.79

Already at this early stage of her religious pilgrimage, acceptance
of the Mother’s fearsome otherness, as espoused by Sri Ramakrishna
and his disciple Vivekananda, seems to have represented to Nivedita
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a sufficiently ambitious self-surrender, a leap of faith outside ‘the ac-
customed perspective’ which was required, so she wrote, if ‘one’s
conception of the world were to be made inclusive of the view-point
of foreign peoples’ (Master, 45, 198, 211). As a form of compensa-
tory reification—the paradoxical elevation of what inspires the
deepest feelings of fear and disgust—the bloodthirsty Kali might
also have embodied certain personal feelings of revulsion as well as
of inadequacy which India’s alien cultural reality could early on have
evoked in her. Self-dedication to her created a point of entry into
Bengali religious consciousness that was potentially at once publicly
and personally persuasive, reconciling Nivedita’s feelings of cultural
insecurity by wedding them to compellingly contradictory trad-
itional forms as well as to modern nationalist aspirations. ‘Though
Thou Slay us, yet will we trust in Thee’, was the motto of Kali’s chil-
dren, as Nivedita wrote both in her first Kali lecture and in Kali, the
Mother, inadvertently perhaps citing the travails of Job (Kali, 473;
CW ii. 427).

Differently put, the goddess Kali, whose terrors were so specific to
Hindu culture in Bengal, became to Nivedita, again paradoxically, at
once the focus of her self-lowering before Mother India, and the chief
point of intersection for the anti-colonial and nationalist impulses
she derived both from within Bengal and from outside it, in particu-
lar the anti-materialist values she had acquired during her years in
London. In adopting Kali as a nationalist symbol and as her personal
myth, she could in effect modernistically hybridize—and at the same
time neo-Hinduize—the deity within its own cultural heartland, as is
evident for example from the cloying language of the Victorian nurs-
ery prayer that she uses in the final intercessionary sections of Kali,
the Mother.80 An added advantage was that, in thus indigenizing
herself while syncretizing or hybridizing Kali, as will be seen, she
also eventually achieved the emotional autonomy from her guru
which they both had sought: she made the ultimate self-dedication,
of her love for him, on the altar of India’s freedom.

In commentaries on Nivedita it is now almost habitual to attribute
the remarkable phenomenon of her self-sacrifice to India and the
Mother with reference to her ‘Irish blood’ and the bonds of sympathy
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that this must have forged.81 However, as will be suggested below, her
efforts to enter ‘into the circle of [her] Master’s energy’ (Master,
128–9), must have represented far more complex a process than an
explanation based on conformity to racial or national inheritance
suggests—especially an inheritance that did not, or not at first, affect
her nationalist politics in any significant way. This qualificatory
reflection on Nivedita’s Kali-worship will therefore deliver an im-
portant caution as regards any tendency, such as is explored in this
book, to attribute a solidarity between colonized peoples or nation-
alist leaders primarily to their common experience of oppression, or
indeed to racial commonalities (such as a so-called common spiritu-
ality in the cases of Ireland and India). As we will observe, Nivedita’s
complicated identification with Kali shines far more light on her self-
construction than on her background, not only on how she experi-
enced Hinduism and her relationship to India, but also on her
habitually sublimated feelings for her much-loved Swami (for whom,
even after his death, she said she would sacrifice everything).

Nivedita represented her origins in a lecture at the Hindu Ladies
Social Club in Bombay in 1902 as having been ‘born and bred an Eng-
lish woman’.82 At this time she had been a brahmacharini for as
much as four years. Earlier, indeed within a day of her initiation by
her Swami, while still transported by what had been one of the most
moving experiences of her life, her sense of national belonging had
been unshaken. She had shocked him by speaking of the ‘passion and
loyalty with which she regarded the English flag’.83 As she herself
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81 Nivedita is uncomplicatedly identified as an Irishwoman in the following: Moni
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wal, Home and Harem (London: Leicester UP, 1996), 9, 66–7, Irishness, as also for the less
problematically Irish Margaret Cousins, made these women ‘more receptive to anti-Eng-
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82 Foxe, Long Journey Home, 12–14, 87, 125.
83 This and the following quotations in this paragraph are taken from Notes of Some
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later openly recognized, this patriotic loyalty initially lent consider-
able bias to her thinking: it was ‘the blindness of a half-view’ which,
during their pilgrimage across the north of the subcontinent follow-
ing her initiation, she and the Swami both worked ‘with infinite pain’
to wear down. And yet, even as she was becoming more aware of race
hatred under the Raj, she continued for some time to hold to the
views concerning the superiority of British civilization and its
benefits for India which she had carried with her from London along
with her social radicalism. What she later called her ‘island’ mental-
ity repeatedly sabotaged the Swami’s stern lessons in the relativity of
cultural values (Master, 46), to the extent that he was one day im-
pelled to cry out, ‘Why do you insist on comparing this country with
[your own], what is suitable here with what is done there? Really,
patriotism like [yours] is sin.’84

From this it is more than evident that Nivedita was at this stage cul-
turally schizophrenic, ‘divided to the vein’.85 A different perspective
on this dividedness—now in fact introducing an Irish element—is
captured in her descriptive sociological study The Web of Indian
Life, in which she observes that ‘terrible pictures of the Hindu rou-
tine’ ‘embittered my English childhood’, and initially also poisoned
her expectations of India. At the same time, she notes, the ‘Celtic’
traits of a well-developed orality, a striving for the infinite, and a love
of freedom particularly endeared India to her (Web, 5, 105, 169). She
could also however be openly and severely critical of Ireland, in par-
ticular of what she saw as its historical backwardness and irrational-
ity, expressed as sectarianism.86

It is possible that the Protestant, Northern Ireland-born Margaret
Noble may have received from her maternal grandfather, an Irish na-
tionalist, a strong impression of Ireland as a model of nationalist
self-determination and that this model was reawakened by her ex-
periences in India. Her whole family certainly was broadly national-
ist in sympathy, although her parents lived in England for the greater
part of their adult lives. During Margaret’s own time spent working
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84 Quoted in Reymond, The Dedicated, 116. For Nivedita’s early-1900s views on the
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85 Derek Walcott, ‘A Far Cry from Africa’, in Collected Poems (London: Faber, 1992),
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Roman occupation and the Protestant Reformation (CW v. 113).



as a teacher in London (1890–8), as we will see again, she reputedly
had contact with nationalists in the Home Rule movement: her Eng-
lish patriotism aside, this fact is not as unlikely as it first seems when
seen in the context of her background Irishness.

However, that her tendency to identify with India was chiefly at-
tributable to her Irish ‘blood’ or cultural disposition must remain
questionable even in the light of these details. This is especially so if
we consider the other avenues for self-expression and feeling-in-
common that India offered to the independent-minded and questing
Margaret Noble. In her study of colonial women’s work in the sub-
continent, Kumari Jayawardena, for example, helpfully suggests that
to Margaret Noble as to the other white women missionaries,
Theosophists, and mystics who travelled, worked, and lived in India,
the region offered freedoms of religious, social, and cultural explor-
ation, obviously predicated on imperial hierarchies, which were not
then available to women in England.87 These freedoms were further
enhanced within the situation of cultural symbiosis they developed
in conjunction with native elites. That is to say, Nivedita’s status as an
educated, middle-class white woman mapped on to the interests of
the Bengali intelligentsia within whose confines Swadeshi resistance
tended to remain concentrated. So, while the educated European
Margaret Noble for her part was always better socially equipped to
deal with the professional elite of Calcutta than with a broad-based
mass movement, the elite, too, had its status and modernizing ambi-
tions confirmed in its acceptance of her.

That said, the assumption that her Irish background predisposed
her to radicalism and a responsiveness to Indian nationalism does co-
operate with the identity constructions which Nivedita and her In-
dian supporters themselves entertained. These were used, crucially,
as justifications for the close involvement of a mleccha or foreign
woman in the nationalist cause. Her so-called ‘Celtic blood’ and
hence Aryan disposition were aspects of Nivedita’s make-up which
Vivekananda in particular was concerned to underline, as when,
after a deliberately lengthy delay following their London meetings,
he invited her to come to work for India in the country itself. Her
‘Celtic blood’ became for him the stamp of her appropriateness in re-
lation to these plans. In a frequently cited letter of 29 July 1897 he
wrote:
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126–7.



Let me tell you frankly that I am now convinced that you have a great future
in the work for India. What was wanted was not a man but a woman; a real
lioness, to work for the Indians, women especially. India cannot yet produce
great women, she must borrow them from other nations. Your education,
sincerity, purity, immense love, determination and above all the Celtic blood
make you just the woman wanted.88

In the face of what he problematically saw as India’s degeneracy
reflected in the subjection of Indian women, he, too, was concerned
to develop cross-national sympathies to promote the country’s mod-
ernization—but sympathies, necessarily, with nations and assertive
women of the right patriotic temper.89

Concerning his own alignment with the Mother and strong
mother figures, it is noteworthy that, before he became the Swami
Vivekananda (meaning, ‘having the joy of spiritual discrimination’),
Narendranath Dutt had strongly resisted submission to his guru Ra-
makrishna’s Kali-worship. It was part of his capacity to entertain
contraries that he seems also to have been acutely aware of the
significations of violence, suffering, and excess, those extremes of
hate and love symptomatic of the Kaliyuga (the present age of
confusion) which the goddess continued to embody in the culture
at large. Revealingly, throughout his time as a spiritual leader,
Vivekananda generally chose to accentuate the goddess’s aspect as
Mother, India itself, over her other divine attributes.90

Against this variegated backdrop, therefore, to a devotee and fol-
lower such as Nivedita, believing, as she once wrote to Tagore, that
nationalism should represent an acceptance of everything Indian,
Kali would have appeared as doubly the medium and the sign of her
self-surrender (whether as an Irish or as an Englishwoman). Kali was
the goddess of extremes, but she was also the extreme Other, even
within the otherness of the Hindu religion. To identify with her, in
other words, was to give up everything of the past. So, in response to
Vivekananda’s repeated instruction during her probationary year to
‘Hinduize’ herself—‘You have to forget your own past, and to cause
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it to be forgotten. You have to undo even its memory [emphasis in
text]’—Nivedita chose first and last to turn to Kali: ‘I set myself
therefore to enter into Kali worship, as one would set oneself to learn
a new language, or take birth deliberately, perhaps, in a new race’
(Web, 395; Master, 211).

The metaphor of being reborn as an Indian through the excesses of
the Mother obviously gives a revealing insight into Nivedita’s at-
tempt at a wholesale adoption of a new spiritual and cultural iden-
tity. But it also sheds light on something that was perhaps more
deeply embedded than this quest for a make-over—a more secret and
even more complex desire to transcend or to escape personal or li-
bidinal identity entirely. In their role as identificatory symbols, she
importantly wrote, the gods and epic heroes functioned as ‘perpetual
Hinduizers’ (Web, 124). Tied in with her new birth as a Hindu, was,
arguably, the acquisition of ‘impersonality’, a displacement of per-
sonal desire ‘for the welfare of many’, as Vivekananda himself said
when laying out for the devoted Margaret Noble the terms of any fu-
ture commitment to India.91 In the guru’s case, too, the impersonal-
ity of Kali’s ego-denying worship seems to have been one of the main
sources of his attachment to the goddess. This is confirmed if we are
to read any psychological significance into the timing of his deliber-
ate switch from Shiva to Kali-worship. It was on their 1898 pilgrim-
age, which took in Amarnath and Kshir Bhawani, the central shrines
to Shiva and Kali in Kashmir, that Vivekananda rededicated himself
to the goddess, significantly after weeks of confused appeals for at-
tention from his smitten disciple. Gravely depressed by her guru’s
apparent indifference to her, Nivedita was at the time advised by
him to do likewise, to give herself wholly to the goddess (Master,
164–7).

Nivedita’s feelings for her Swami, in spite (or even perhaps be-
cause) of his status as a monk, were during these early months un-
ambiguously passionate and obsessive, even if usually suppressed.
Since arriving in India, it seems, she had repeatedly relied on what she
called ‘emotionalism’ to make appeals to him, and been painfully
withstood. As he advised, in lines which she later recorded:
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The heart must become a burial ground,
Pride, selfishness, and desire all broken into dust,
Then and then alone will the Mother dance there!

(Master, 231–2)

In her spiritual biography of the Swami, which is around the point of
this quotation highly textured with similar hints and partial refer-
ences to the effort of repressing her feelings, Nivedita’s own final
comment on her period of ‘bewilderment’ and illusion-breaking
was: ‘I understood, for the first time, that the greatest teachers may
destroy in us a personal relation only in order to bestow the Imper-
sonal vision in its place’ (Master, 139). Differently but also tellingly,
she wrote in Kali, the Mother that the image of the goddess was ‘not
so much a picture of the deity, as the utterance of the secret of our
own lives’ (Kali, 472).

Nivedita’s personal relations with the Swami have drawn relatively
little critical commentary, no doubt once again for reasons of reli-
gious decorum.92 Yet from her own account, as we see here, it is more
than clear that impersonality or self-abasement became a way of pro-
cessing an initially troubling, and never entirely stable or problem-
free emotional and (probably) sexually charged devotion to
Vivekananda the charming man as well as the charismatic guru. For
instance, after hearing him lecture in New York in 1900, she spoke of
experiencing an orgastic ‘great trembling’ in which she appeared to
‘cast off’ the fragments of her former life. Despite the alienating
shock of their experiences in Kashmir, she continued from time to
time to feel the ‘great salt tides’ of personal love for him ‘rise’ in her.93

In this tortured situation perhaps Kali-worship alone adequately
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Dedicated, 196–7, respectively.



displaced—and yet simultaneously signified—the intensity of her
commitment, and continued to do so after his death. She was later to
speak of her early years in Calcutta as demanding a deeply painful
change to her mind’s ‘centre of gravity’—by which she could not have
meant only the shift in her Anglocentric opinions.94 (Indeed it may
be that her wordy, much reiterated regard for the ‘Hindu Wife’s’ role
of service and self-sacrifice, as in The Web of Indian Life, operated
along with Kali-worship as an encrypted expression of her dedica-
tion to Vivekananda as much as it did as anti-imperial special plead-
ing.)

In The Master as I Saw Him Nivedita percipiently wrote that ‘hid-
den emotional relationships’ formed ‘the channels along which ideas
are received’, and that her relation to the Swami, as to the Mother,
had necessarily to become one of deferential daughterhood instead
of a link between co-worshippers (p. 131). Kali, in other words, re-
quired a deep, often disturbing, and constantly demanding sub-
servience—a relationship which then in a sense released Nivedita
into partnerships of greater equality with fellow devotees like Au-
robindo. British commentators at the time, it is worth recalling, saw
Kali-worship as a disgusting and bloodthirsty cult based on ‘primi-
tive superstition’,95 and progressive Indians such as the Tagores crit-
icized Nivedita for her apparently barbaric adoration of an image.
Against the background of such associations, and the sheer intensity
of emotion signified by Kali-worship, the terms of Julia Kristeva’s
analysis of abjection (the state of being ‘not yet one’, ‘not quite an-
other’) offer a final synoptic insight into Nivedita’s self-abnegation.96

Caution must of course be exercised when positing resemblances be-
tween heterogeneous traditions and rituals where in fact none might
exist. Yet in this case the analogies are so distinct as to provide some
scope for a theorization of Kali as Nivedita’s abject, especially if we
take into account the interpenetration of European and Indian trad-
itions which Nivedita herself, in part through her worship, attempted
to effect.

Kristeva describes abjection as a condition of ‘total unfamiliarity’
isomorphic with the pre-verbal self. It is associated with the stage in
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development before unconsciousness, inevitably identified with the
feminine and with the body’s internal processes, in which all is re-
jected yet unrecognized, ‘catastrophic’ and repellent yet still proxi-
mate to the self. Abjection therefore is ambiguity ‘above all’, ‘a
composite of judgement and affect, of condemnation and yearning’
where the divides between love and hate, for instance, do not exist or
break down; where one and other combine or recombine (pp. 9–10).
In terms of relationality it thus compares in certain respects with
Levinas’s account of the self’s turn to the supremely alien other, of
being for the other. From the place of abjection, Kristeva suggests,
derive the rituals of defilement and purification in religion, and it is
in certain figures of the sacred—such as Kali, I would suggest—that
its ambiguities may be both introjected, and expelled (p. 11).

To turn now to Kali, quintessentially contradictory in nature,
Mother and Destroyer, garlanded with the decapitated heads of her
victims, fearsome to those who resist her, comforting to those who
seek union with her—her worship would fundamentally have signi-
fied to the yearning outsider Nivedita/Margaret Noble that loss and
transcendence of (her feminine, British) self which she hoped to find
in Vedantic neo-Hinduism and, some years later, in the Bengali na-
tionalist movement. The act of abandoning herself to this cruel and
forbidding, yet all-embracing, figure clearly meant establishing kin-
ship with something that was completely alien and yet in some sense
of the self. By bathing in her ‘radiance’ (Master, 172) all boundaries
were broken down (between cultures, between self and other); all
distinctions between good and evil disappeared. The Mother, as
Nivedita saw her, was in all and was all-in-all. Henceforth she, the
worshipper, might feel the dust of India ‘burning’ in her body.97

In 1900, after a further period of depression about her as-yet-
unfulfilled mission in India and unsatisfactory relationship with her
guru, Nivedita received a valedictory (and indeed final) blessing from
him: ‘if I made you, be destroyed. If Mother made you, live!’ (Master,
278). As the performative injunction suggests, Nivedita, by casting
herself upon the Mother, was able to explore both spiritual and
political ways of filling the void created by his inexorable and contin-
uing withdrawal from her—and also perhaps by the inevitable ero-
sion of her British identity. From this experience, too, she extracted
concepts of service and love that were at once supremely abjective
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and yet constitutive of a new impersonal self: strength of character
she now defined not as the fear of pain, but as its embrace (CW v. 89).
As in the case of Aurobindo, who like Nivedita grew up a cultural
orphan, the cult of the Mother from this point on became synony-
mous with the love of the nation. The term mother itself developed a
symptomatic multivalency in her writing (as a referent for strength,
essence, authority, spirit, and so on). In sum, by means of Kali-
worship Nivedita was able to perform first an asexualizing surrender
to her guru’s unifying and self-emptying neo-Hinduism, and then,
a few years later, as will be examined in the next chapter, a self-
consecration to the revivalist politics that he had in part inspired.98
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