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G Y A N  P R A K A S H  

Science "Gone Native" 
in Colonial India 

IFT H E  E M E R G E N C E  O F  S C I E N C E  in the late nineteenth century as a 
sign of Western power constituted the "native" as an object of scientificdiscourse,' 
the enactment of this process displaced the representations-Western science 
versus "native superstition"-of colonial domination. In this essay, I explore such 
displacements in British India, tracing how the deployment of science to appro-
priate (normalize,make appropriate) India also produced "inappropriate" trans-
formations. I examine these "inappropriate" transformations in the functioning 
of museums and exhibitions as sites for representing science in British India 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, arguing that the staging 
of science also enacted other performances. 

A classic illustration of how colonial discourse dislodges its constitutive op-
positions in the process of bringing them into existence is Rudyard Kipling's 
novel Kim (1901). The novel opens with young Kim O'Hara "astride the gun 
Zam-Zammah, on her brick platform opposite the old Ajaib-Gher-the Won-
der House, as the natives call the Lahore Museum."' The Zam-Zammah, an 
eighteenth-century cannon, had lost its military use by this time, but not its sym-
bolic value: "Who hold Zam-Zammah, that 'fire-breathing dragon,' hold the 
Punjab; for the great green-bronze piece is always first of the conqueror's loot." 
As Kim sat astride the cannon, kicking an Indian boy off it, he did so as a con-
queror for, as Kipling writes, "the English held Punjab and Kim was English." But 
how is Kim's English identity established? Kipling tells us that Kim's mother, 
whose racial identity remains unmarked, had been a nursemaid in a colonel's 
family and had died of cholera when Kim was three, leaving him in the care of 
his father, Kimball O'Hara. A sergeant in the Irish regiment of the British army 
in India, the father took to drink, drifted into friendship with a "half-caste 
woman" from whom he learned the joys of smoking opium, and "died as poor 
whites do in India." It was from this "half-caste" woman who raised him that Kim 
discovered that he was English, as she, confusedly remembering the sergeant's 
prophecies in his "glorious opium hours," told Kim that everything would come 
out all right for him: "There will come for you a great Red Bull on a green field, 
and the Colonel riding on his tall horse, yes, and-'dropping into English'-nine 
hundred devils." 

Such was the fabulous tale of Kim's origins and the indeterminate process by 
which an English identity came to determine him. Kipling at once avows and 
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disavows these uncertain and hybrid sources of identity and authority when he 
asserts: "Though he was burned black as any native; though he spoke the ver- 
nacular by preference, and his mother-tongue in a clipped uncertain sing-song; 
though he consorted on terms of perfect equality with small boys of the bazaar; 
Kim was ~ h i t e . " ~  Obvious and easy though it is to see how Kim asserts racial polar- 
ities, it is equally significant to observe that these oppositions are rendered pro- 
foundly enigmatic in the process of their formulation. Thus Kim's whiteness does 
not stand separate from his blackness but is bleached from his "burned as black 
skin. So immersed is the formation of Kim's racial identity and authority in dif- 
ference-whiteness formed on the borderlines of black and white, fact and fable, 
English and the vernacular-that liminality marks the emergence of a powerful 
colonizer-colonized hierarchy. Produced in liminality, the relationship between 
these categories is transformed; the imbalance of power between the white and 
the black does not disappear but acquires a different balance after the two have 
been imbricated? As Kipling's text produces the colonizer from the colonized, we 
witness the renegotiation of the oppositional relationship between black and 
white as these terms emerge in the process of denying and displacing their status 
as self-contained, originary identities. 

The history of science staged in museums and exhibitions in British India 
also bears witness to the ambivalence produced by colonial discourse in its enun- 
ciation-that is, in signifying cultural difference, categories, meanings, and 
identities. This process of enunciation is always ambivalent because cultural rep- 
resentation is signified in difference (as in the case of Kim's whiteness)-because 
the subject of representation (the West, science, the "native") is always different 
from, and can never contain and control, the act of its signification. Thus, there 
exists a disjuncture between meanings articulated and the processes and condi- 
tions that make their articulation possible. In the colonial context, these enunci- 
ative disjunctures took on an added meaning not only because Western science 
was represented in "native" objects, but because the representation of science as 
Western was expected to emerge from the placement of "native" objects before 
"native" eyes as well. Such was the enunciative split between the subject of rep- 
resentation (Western science) and the process (hybrid, differentiating) by which 
it was signified. As a result, neither the status of science as Western nor its sepa- 
ration from the Indian could be maintained-European knowledge and institu- 
tions emerged pursued by the shadow of its colonial birth. Just as the colony 
disclosed that whiteness was bleached from the "burned black" skin, it also high- 
lighted that the representation of science as Western was produced in the process 
of science "going native." With the binary structure-scientific/unscientific, Euro-
peanlnon-European, colonizer/colonized-of colonial knowledge and power dis- 
placed, an Indian elite could emerge as knowing subjects neither blinded by 
"superstition" nor endowed with a scientific gaze but with another sight. The 
subalterns, too, made their appearance in gaps opened by displacements and 



rearticulations produced by the performance of science. But they appeared men- 
acingly in the discourse, stereotyped as ignorant and unteachable because their 
"inappropriate" reception of science, drawing on "improper" mixtures of objec- 
tivity and wonder produced in museums and exhibitions, threatened the 
authority of oppositions sacred to the colonial project. In the emergence of the 
subaltern, then, there appears another, "third" view of the performance of colo- 
nial science-one that addresses the general issue of how the staging of science 
realigned colonial categories. 

The Discourse of Colonial Science: 

Classification and Function 


To the British, India was an ideal locus for science: it provided a rich 
diversity that could be mined for knowledge and, as a colony, offered the infa- 
mous "elbow room" for an unhindered pursuit of ~c ience .~  By the late nineteenth 
century, this sense of an unbounded opportunity drove the establishment and 
expansion of museums and exhibition^.^ Equally important in the rise of these 
institutions was the conviction that India needed a new form of knowledge. The 
British stated the matter plainly in 1874: 

Local officers must be able to recognize with precision the various grains and other prod- 
ucts of their districts, to enable them to deal with agricultural statistics in an intelligent 
manner. At present it is almost ludicrous to observe . . . how often the same things are 
called by different names, and different things by same names.' 

To know was to name, identify, and compare-this was the frame in which 
the question of understanding India entered the discourse of colonial science. 
Museums were valuable because they provided an order of things by naming, 
classifying, and displaying Indian artifacts? In this respect, museological practice 
differed from cabinets of curiosities: unlike these cabinets, museums organized 
objects to make them speak a language, reveal an order. From this point of view, 
the Oriental Museum of the Asiatic Society, founded in Calcutta in 1814, which 
was little more than a warehouse of rare objects, came to be seen as inadequate 
by the 1850s: Persuaded by the society's argument that the existing separation of 
collections into detached parts robbed them of their scientific value insofar as it 
did not make visible "that series of links which actually exists in Nature," the 
government established colonial India's largest and most important museum, the 
Indian Museum, which, housed in a new building, opened in 1878 to the public 
in Calcutta.'' The foundation of the Madras Central Museum has a similar his- 
tory. Originating in a storehouse of curious objects, it was established as a 
museum in 185 1 and began to function systematically after 1885 when Edgar 
Thurston was appointed as its first full-time superintendent. Thurston remained 
in charge until 19 10, expanded the museum greatly, and became a major colonial 
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ethnologist who pursued his special interest in anthropometry rather unusually; 
he kept his calipers and other measuring instruments handy, using them on 
native visitors to the museum-sometimes paying them, sometimes not." A 
number of other significant museums were established during the second half of 
the nineteenth century, making them ubiquitous in urban India by the end of the 
century." 

As museums spread and expanded their collections, the stress on natural 
history, classification, and re-presenting the order of nature persisted.13 This 
natural-history vision proved to be enduring because geological and natural his- 
tory collections were the predominant concerns of the older and larger museums 
from their inception. But more important in this respect was the colonial concep- 
tion that India was close to nature: its inhabitants lived close to the soil; it was 
home to numerous "tribes and races"; and the state of knowledge was chaotic- 
"same things are called by different names, and different things by same namesn- 
requiring persistent classification. 

If colonialism amplified the importance of classification and natural history 
in the organization of museums, the imperial connection was visible also in the 
significant role given to order and naming in provincial and local exhibitions 
throughout India during the same period. The link between classification and 
colonialism had also marked the organization of objects at the 185 1 Crystal Palace 
in London.14 Local exhibitions in India originated in the 1840s to prepare for this 
event, but they acquired a momentum of their own in subsequent decades. As 
instruments for promoting commerce and advancing a scientific knowledge of 
economic resources, they brought artifacts into colonial discourse as classified 
objects. The emergence of these artifacts as objects of discourse, however, 
entailed the authorization of colonial officials as experts responsible for collecting 
information from "native informants." 

A general list of Sections was made in advance, and in every district visited, at a meeting of 
cultivators, called whether by the District Officer or  an important zamindar [landlord]; a 
special list was prepared in accordance with the general list of agricultural articles of special 
value for that district. In some districts, as in Burdwan, Bankura and Murshidabad, Kabi-
rajes [indigenous herbalists and healers] were also consulted. The list so made out was 
made over to the District Officer or to the zamindar concerned, and things were collected 
by actual cultivators and others, and sent to the Exhibition?" 

If one aim of colonial pedagogy was to instruct peasants by exhibiting their 
products and knowledge, organized and authorized by the science of classifica- 
tion, its other aim was to render the principle of function manifest so that it could 
be applied to improve production. Indeed, the organizers of the Allahabad Exhi- 
bition of 1910-1 1 stated that the exhibition's purpose was to instruct viewers 
in different methods of production and in the functioning and benefits of 
machines.16 Thus, while a classificatory order emerged in the distribution of 
spaces and objects into discrete "Courts," exhibitions stressed the principle of 



function." Function as a category of knowledge on display grew rapidly in impor- 
tance soon after exhibitions made their appearance in the mid nineteenth cen- 
tury. Agricultural exhibitions, in particular, became a regular feature of the rural 
landscape.18 Some of these were initiated locally and grafted onto traditional 
fairs.'"n addition to such local events, provincial and international spectacles 
were also staged, such as the 1883 Calcutta International Exhibiti~n.'~ So impor- 
tant had these spectacles become by the end of the nineteenth century that even 
the Indian National Congress, the foremost nationalist party, joined in by orga- 
nizing, starting in 1901, an industrial exhibition to coincide with its annual 
meeting. 

Organized with a great deal of pomp and show, exhibitions were successful 
in drawing a large number of visit0rs.2~ For example, the Nagpur Exhibition 
in 1865 reported 30,000 visitors over eight days; 50,000-60,000 visited the 
Fureedpur Exhibition in Bengal over eight days in 1873; and a million visitors 
went to see the 1883 Calcutta International Exhibiti0n.2~ Museums, though sober 
and somber, were also successful in this respect. Between 1904 and 1914, the 
Indian Museum in Calcutta drew at least 503,000 visitors annually, and as many 
as 829,000.23 The Madras Central Museum was equally successful, prompting a 
proud Edgar Thurston to compare favorably the number of visitors to the 
Madras Museum to that of the British M ~ s e u m . 2 ~  These numbers indicate the 
measure of success that colonial science had achieved in its pedagogical project. 
But what happened when Western science, embodied in native material, was 
staged before an overwhelmingly native audience? 

The Liminal Man 

As colonial discourse assembled and staged India as an object of the 
sciences of naming and function, it also created a place for that which it sought 
to displace; indigenous artifacts and "tribes and races" emerged in their "native" 
particularity as objects of scientific discourse. The enunciation of colonial science, 
therefore, was a profoundly ambivalent process that, while formulating scientific 
knowledge, articulated Western science with "native" objects. 

The liminality enacted in the performance of colonial discourse can be seen 
in the science of man as it emerged in the activities of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
Bengal. In 1866, the society informed its members that the curator of the Indian 
Museum had issued a circular soliciting the assistance of the colonial administra- 
tion in the collection of human crania for the museum's ethnological section, and 
that his request had met with a favorable response. The society had received some 
contributions from private donors, and several sources had promised further 
aidF5 But the collection of skulls presented problems. One could buy skulls, as 
one ethnologist did when he persuaded an Andamanese widow to sell for one 
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rupee the skull of her dead "aboriginal" husband that she had been wearing "as 
a sort of a locket"; but individuals could have a "not unnatural prejudice" against 
parting with their crania, and the "possessors of interesting skulls might not be 
willing to let us examine them, while still on their s h o ~ l d e r s . " ~ ~  An alternative, 
superior on both practical and scientific grounds, was suggested by Dr. Frayer, 
professor of surgery at the Medical College in Calcutta. I n  a letter to the Asiatic 
Society, he argued that while the display of crania was valuable, it "fell short of 
the advantages to be derived by anthropological science from a study of races 
themselves in life."27 Thus  arose the idea of assembling for display "races" found 
in and around Bengal and other provinces at various local exhibitions, leading 
u p  to an  ethnological congress of all the races of India. 

Endorsing this proposal, George Campbell recounted being "much struck by 
seeing men of most interesting and curious races carrying things down to the 
Punjab Exhibition two o r  three years ago; the men, who were not to be exhibited, 
seemed to me much more curious than the things they were taking to the 
exhibit."28 Persuaded by Campbell, the Asiatic Society proposed to the govern- 
ment that an  ethnological congress be held as a "fitting adjunct to the proposed 
General Industrial Exhibition of 1869-70."29 Discussions at the society's meetings 
now centered on  practical aspects of the proposed exhibition. Campbell thought 
that an  "exhibition of the Aborigines would be the easiest thing in the world," and 
that "as they are  such excellent labourers, they might be utilised as Coolies to put 
in order  the Exhibition grounds at certain times, while at others they take their 
seats for the instruction of the Public." Accordingly, he proposed that 

an Ethnological branch should be added to the next Agricultural Exhibition, in which, 
without in any way degrading men and brethren to the position of animals, opportunity 
should be given for studying man at least to the same extent to which animals are studied; 
a study, which, in the case of humans, should extend to language and mental qualities, as 
well as to physical qualities. I would engage a suitable number of individuals of pro- 
nounced type, as Exhibitors on a suitable remuneration. I would erect a sufficient number 
of booths or stalls divided into compartments, like the boxes in a theatre or the shops in a 
bazar; I would arrange, that at certain hours, on certain days, the Exhibitors, classified 
according to races and tribes, should sit each in his own stall, should receive and converse 
with the Public, and submit to be photographed, printed, taken off in casts, and otherwise 
reasonably dealt with, in the interests of sciencePo 

Unlike exhibits in museums, living exhibits, suitably framed in classified 
stalls, could talk to visitors; they could be observed in motion, as functioning 
objects. Insofar as such an  exhibit offered an  understanding of life itself, a better 
breeding of "man" became realizable: 

I hope, I need scarcely argue, that a movement of this kind is no mere dilettantism. Of all 
sciences, the neglected study of man is now recognised as the most important. The 
breeding of horses is a science; the breeding of cattle is a science; I believe that the 
breeding of short-horns is one of the most exciting of English occupations, but the breed 
of man has hitherto been allowed to multiply at hap-hazard."' 



This "hap-hazard" multiplication was evident, according to Campbell, in misce- 
genation. "The world is becoming more and more one great country; race meets 
race, black with white, the Arian with Turanian and the Negro; and questions of 
miscegenation or separation are very pre~sing."~' By providing the means for 
observing and understanding separate and mixed races, living exhibits held out 
the possibility of envisioning a more scientific breeding of man to replace and 
reorder the chaos of miscegenation-such was the heady lure offered by the sci- 
ence of life. Given such high stakes, nothing was too much to offer at the altar of 
science. When asked how much clothing was to cover these exhibited "wild crea- 
tures," Campbell replied: 

With respect to clothing, I would only suggest that I think we should prefer to have them 
in their native and characteristic shape. . . . As cleanliness comes after godliness, so I think 
that decency must come after science; at any rate I would only satisfy the most inevitable 
demands of decency.33 

The Exhibition Committee of the Central Provinces formulated the plan to seize 
a family of specimens rather than individual samples of "wild tribes," and to feed 
and photograph their "biped specimens"; an official from the Andaman Islands, 
in preparation for the ethnological congress, sent two Andamanese boys with new 
names-Joe and Tom-to Calcutta, where they sang and danced at a meeting of 
the Asiatic S ~ c i e t y . ~ ~  A great deal of ethnological inquiry was carried out by district 
officers in different provinces, and a sizable number of reports on "races and 
tribes" accumulated. But by 1868, the plan for a grand exhibition of all the races 
had been scaled down, and in the end, due to the lack of funds, such an exhibition 
was held in the Central Provinces only.35 

Notwithstanding the whittling down of overly ambitious plans, the case of the 
ethnological congress of races shows that the staging of the science of man was 
inevitably "contaminated" by objects in which it inhered. If the placing of "aborig- 
inal~" in theater-like stalls was to demonstrate a science of man, how could this 
science be separated from the mode and means of its performance? The ambiv- 
alence of the colonial science of man lay in the fact that it was produced on the 
borderlines of black and white, the Aryan, Turanian, and the Negro-indeed, on 
the margins between man and short-horns. Could man produced by fears of mis- 
cegenation be anything but a disturbed, liminal category? The traces of such a 
disturbed category of man are to be found in Campbell's plea that the human 
exhibits be "otherwise reasonably dealt with, in the interests of science," and the 
embarrassment with which he concludes that "decency must come after science." 
Racism, to be sure, is overwhelming in this and other colonial texts; it empowered 
the colonialist to place the "native" in stalls, interrogate and photograph him, and 
refer to him as a "biped specimen." But it was precisely this "biped specimen" who 
stood for "man." 

The predicament of a racist colonial science was that it could not escape the 
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liminality produced in its own performance. As the colonizer staged the colonized 
as man, he disavowed the very racist polarity-European versus "nativen-that 
was the enabling frame of his discourse. Though hierarchized and placed in an 
evolutionary frame, the "aborigine" emerges not as alien to man but as his 
kindred. The liminality of such a man was acknowledged in the anxious reference 
to "multiplication at hap-hazard," miscegenation, as much as in the embarrassed 
and inadequate attempt at reasonableness and de~ency.3~ These troubled gestures 
express the ambivalence of colonial science as it disavowed its avowed polarities 
in the process of producing an authoritative discourse from unauthorized mis- 
cegenations. In the double-speak of science "gone native," man turned limina1.37 

Spectatorship: 

Science Taken for Wonder 


If the re-presentation of objects by museums and exhibitions pro- 
duced the signs of science going native, the ambivalence of this process could not 
but affect the projected conception of viewing and the response of the viewers. 
The problem for museums and exhibitions was how to make objects rise above 
their concreteness and their "native" particularity to reveal something more 
abstract and universal. How was a pure order of knowledge to emerge from the 
objects of "native" provenance and strike the viewer as science? This was a 
problem that could not be addressed at the level of the re-presentation of objects 
alone; it required the conception of a viewership that was capable of separating 
the pure science of classification from the impurity of "same things called by dif- 
ferent names," one that was competent to isolate the science of "man" from the 
body of "biped specimens." Thus the eye became responsible for obtaining the 
scientific knowledge lodged in objects of India's natural history, and the produc- 
tion and the authority of science became dependent on its visual demonstration. 

The eye as privileged means of acquiring and demonstrating scientific knowl- 
edge was particularly important for museums in India because most Indians 
could not read. For illiterate visitors, captions on exhibits were of little use, least 
of all those written in English, which most museums used. Given these conditions, 
labeling was a neglected feature of museums; labels were poorly conceived, often 
wrong, and unimaginative, rendering the techniques of display all the more 
imp~r tan t .~ 'The superior standards of display enhanced the importance of visu- 
ality in museums as an instrument of education. In the absence of a reading 
public, the museum could substitute for a book, and the observing eye could stand 
for the reading eye. So thought Dr. Bhawoo Dajee, a Parsi merchant from 
Bombay, who, in addressing a public meeting of "Native and European inhabi- 
tants" held in 1858 to establish the Victoria Museum and Gardens, said that 



to the unlearned especially-and in that class we must include a very great majority of our 
countrymen-a Museum is a book with broad pages and large print, which is seen at least; 
and by mere inspection teaches somewhat, even if it be not read.3g 

According to Dr. Dajee, seeing was a poor surrogate for reading-it was not 
reading but inspection, capable only of "teach[ing] somewhat." But poor substi- 
tute though it may have been, the presence of a vast number of the "unlearned" 
left no alternative. Indeed, visuality became all the more critical: 

The Natives cannot understand a new thing unless it is held up  before their eyes with 
something of a continuous perseverance. The first time they may wonder; the second time 
they may understand; the third time they may observe with a view to practice.40 

This was the condition of colonial spectatorship; the "native," however unenlight- 
ened, was necessary for museums and exhibitions so that the superstitious eye 
could be transformed into one that, with repeated confrontation with scientific 
knowledge embodied in objects, was capable of understanding. 

If the staging of science transformed the Indian viewer from superstitious to 
wondrous, the context of viewership also displaced the relationship of science to 
magic. Such a cultural translation occurs in the staging of mesmerism as a science 
in India during the 1840s. The chief proponent of mesmerism in India was a 
surgeon in the colonial medical service, Dr. James Esdaile, who was allowed to set 
up a Mesmeric Hospital in Calcutta as an experiment in 1846, subject to regular 
inspections by other medical officers to determine the scientific value of mes- 
merism. The inspecting medical officers concluded that Dr. Esdaile's claims on 
behalf of mesmeric science were untenable, but they admitted that the hospital 
was popular with the "natives" of Bengal because of the existence of "superstition 
in its widest sense and in its most absurd forms." Those natives who had "the most 
implicit faith in witchcraft, magic, the power of spirits and demons, and the effi- 
cacy of charms and incantations" believed that Dr. Esdaile had supernatural 
powers, and the officers reported that "the common name under which the Mes- 
meric Hospital is known among the lower classes is that of house of magzc, or jadoo 
hospital."41But how did Dr. Esdaile's hospital acquire its name as a house of magic, 
and why did the "natives" believe that mesmerism was magic? It appears that the 
hospital had acquired the name of jadoo hospital because Dr. Esdaile himself used 
the term belatee muntur, "the European charm," in explaining mesmerism to his 
Indian medical assistants?' 

If the practice of the European science of mesmerism was mixed with the 
evocation of the "European charm," how was its scientificity to be established? As 
Esdaile himself explained, it was the public staging of mesmerism that established 
its scientificity among both Europeans and IndiansP3 At first, he was skeptical of 
the utility of "public exhibitions for effecting a general conversion to the truth of 
Mesmerism" and believed that "performers in public are not unnaturally sus- 
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pected to take insurances from Art, in the event of Nature failing them." In spite 
of his "natural distrust of public displays," however, he consented when senior 
officials pressured him to stage a show. The performance, held before Europeans 
and Indians on 29 July 1845, was reported in the newspapers the next day: "The 
party was very numerous, two steamers having brought the curious from Bar- 
rackpore and Calcutta; and there was a large assemblage of the European and 
Native residents of Hoogly and C h i n s ~ r a h . " ~ ~  Before the day ended, Esdaile had 
impressed the viewers with his many feats: two women who were mesmerized 
separately in two different rooms displayed identical symptoms of twinkling eye- 
lids, swaying side to side, entranced; mesmeric trance at "long range" was dem- 
onstrated on a man, who in his insensible state, evident in his cataleptic limbs, 
obeyed Esdaile's instructions, singing "Ye Mariners of England," "God Save the 
King," and "Hey Diddle Diddle"; "sleeping water" was administered (after two 
clergymen and doctors had observed "water charmed" by Esdaile) to men who 
turned cataleptic or became somnambulists. Undoubtedly, this European account 
treated the whole spectacle as an amusing magic show, but it also saw the show as 
a demonstration of the scientificity of mesmerism. Indeed it was in the public 
display of its magical effect that mesmerism emerged as science, perched precar- 
iously in between cold scientific scrutiny and superstition in its "widest" and "most 
absurd forms." 

What was true of mesmerism was also true of other sciences. From 1866 until 
his death forty-two years later, Father Eugene Lafont, a Belgian Jesuit who taught 
at the Calcutta St. Xavier's College, instituted and delivered a series of public 
lectures and e~hibitions.4~ Starting with a simple magic lantern show, he went on 
to lecture and exhibit instruments on such subjects as the telephone, the phono- 
graph, Tesla's high frequency currents, X-rays, color photography, and wireless 
telegraphy. Acknowledged as a promoter of science, he was invited by the 
Western-educated Indian elite to lecture to its organizations, evoking wondrous 
response: "The experiments we have seen tonight shew that Truth is stranger 
than fiction" and that the "wondrous discoveries of Science surpass the wildest 
dreams of poetry and romance."46 Building on such enthusiastic responses gen- 
erated by public lectures and demonstration of scientific instruments, Dr. Mahen- . -
dra La1 Sircar, a prominent Indian promoter of science, aided by men like Father 
Lafont and assisted by government patronage, founded the Indian Association 
for the Cultivation of Science in Calcutta in 1876?7 While developing into an 
organization of scientists and promoting professional research, the IACS also 
arranged public talks by eminent scientists who illustrated their lectures with sci- 

~ -

entific instruments. 
If performance mixed science with magical spectacle, it also enhanced the 

importance of visuality. Thus, the museums confronted observers with an orderly 
organization of fossils, rocks, minerals, bones, vegetation, coins, sculptures, and 
manuscripts. Exhibitions, on the other hand, offered a feast to the Indian eye. 



Depending on their scale, they spared no effort to produce an attractive spectacle: 
ceremonial arches, palatial structures, military bands, lakes, fountains bathed in 
colored lights, food stalls, wrestling competitions and pony races, and regional 
theater-all combined to impress the public eye and draw it to agricultural prod- 
ucts, manufactured goods, machines, scientific inventions, and new methods of 
working and living. So central was the idea of dramatic success to exhibitions that 
when it did not occur, public commentary was sharp. This happened when the 
Calcutta International Exhibition opened after an evening of pouring rain-a 
damp beginning compounded by the darkness that the opening ceremony was 
plunged into when "owing to the wickedness of some wretch the electric wire was 

The Englishman, a newspaper always enthusiastic about colonial projects, 
could not refrain from commenting that the scene was "very sad, the great cere- 
mony was torn to ribbons, the superb ruby velvet canopy was dripping like a drill 
cloth. . . . Every Court leaked more or less-Victoria a good deal."4Qy contrast, 
the opening of the Allahabad Exhibition of 1910 to 1911 drew ecstatic public 
praise. Saraswati, a premier Hindi literary journal, was moved to describe the 
layout and exhibits picturesquely, declaring the event a spectacular success.50 The 
Pioneer, an English daily, gushed that "sons and daughters of the East and West" 
greeted the opening of the exhibition with cries of "Kolossal!, Kya ajib! [how 
amazing], Bapre bap! [akin to 0my God], Wah! [splendid], this beats C h i ~ a g o ! " ~ ~  

What began as representations of science staged to conquer ignorance and 
superstition became enmeshed in the very effects that were targeted for elimi- 
nation. We encounter this intermixture in the museum's evocation of the awe of 
the visitors, in the exhibition's utilization of a sense of marvels, in mesmeric sci- 
ence's attempt to show magical efficacy, and in the miraculous powers evoked by 
public demonstrations of scientific instruments. In these representations of sci- 
ence staged in museums and exhibitions, the cold scrutiny of scientific knowledge 
confronted the magic of spectacles as part of its own process of signification, as 
difference within itself. The display of scientific knowledge emerged from this 
structure of difference to face the eyes of the curious, not those of the supersti- 
tious: the Wonder House confronted the museum not as its polar opposite but as 
an interstitial space signifying a half-awake state of comprehension and incom- 
prehension; in the cries of "Kya ajib!" and "Wah!" we do not confront closed 
minds and blind faith but open minds and the wondrous curiosity of "This beats 
Chicago." 

The Second Sight 

The rearticulation of the science-superstition opposition into a non- 
binary relationship between wondrous science and knowledge-seeking wonder 
opened up an ambivalent space for the subjectivity and agency of Western- 
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educated Indian elites. So long as the propagandizing of Western science was 
construed as a conquest over Indian superstition, there was no place for these 
elites. But because the ambivalent functioning of museums and exhibitions refor- 
mulated conquest as translation, the Indian elites could surface as subject-agents 
with, as one text states, "second sight." The double-edged process that makes this 
"second sight" possible is ignored in the theory of "second colonization," which 
posits that ideologies of modernity and science colonized Indians far more endur- 
ingly than military conquest and political d o m i n a t i ~ n . ~ ~  Such an approach focuses 
primarily on the content of colonial representations, not on the process of their 
composition and deployment. Consequently, it overlooks that processual and con- 
textual meanings of the discourse cannot be simply read off mimetically in the 
content of representations. It was precisely between the utterance of the text and 
the process of articulation, between the representational content and the act of 
its staging, that the elite found its "second sight." Having found it, the elite went 
on to distinguish their visual power from the superstitious eye of the subaltern 
masses whose education was their task. This became possible because the func- 
tioning of museums and exhibitions required that the superstitious eye become 
curious. 

We can observe the emergence of the curious eye of "second sight" in R. B. 
Sanyal's Hours with Nature (1896), which includes a chapter titled "Round the 
Indian Museum," a fictional account of a visit by schoolteachers to the Indian 
Museum.53 Mr. W., inspector of schools in Bengal, instructs Pandit Vidyabhushan, 
a Sanskrit grammarian, in a dialogue that opens with the teachers expressing 

amazement at the sight of zoological specimens: 

'What a variety of forms!' 
'From all parts of the world!' 
'The vastness of the collection is perfectly bewildering!' 
'Not so much as those strange weed-like things,' said Vidyabhushan, pointing towards 

some really very plant-like objects kept in cases against the western wall of the hall. . . . Mr. 
W., who was attentively listening to the conversation and had noticed Vidyabhushan's 
embarrassment, explained that though weed-like in appearance they were in reality 
animals. 

'Truth is, as they say, stranger than fiction,' exclaimed Vidyabhushan. 
'Let us hear something about these strange forms,' cried many almost in chorus. 
'Well then,' resumed Mr. W., 'those weed-like objects are "Zoophytes or Plant-animals," 

so called owing to their superficial resemblance to plants.'j4 

The text continues in this manner for several pages, bewilderment and amaze- 
ment followed by explanation and understanding. The method of comparison 
and classification is demonstrated, leading to the following: 

'I have been connected,' said Vidyabhushan, 'in one capacity or another with the education 
of children and young men for the last thirty years, and have read and taught a great many 
things about animals and their ways as related in story and reading books. I know, as every 



school-boy knows, that lions and tigers are formidable animals; that ostriches are very large 
birds that live in the deserts of Africa, and are remarkable for their speed; that elephants 
are very sensible and amusing to children, and have their uses. But then, this is learning 
things without method, and is, therefore, of no value. I am so glad that Mr. W. has hit 
upon this plan of teaching the teachers to value system. In fact, he has given us a second 
sight [emphasis mine]. When I first entered this great hall, I was perfectly bewildered at 
the vastness of the collection, and had not the least idea in what order and plan they were 
arranged. I have got at least some notion now of their arrangement, thanks to the inter- 
esting demonstrations of Mr. W.'j5 

After describing several other occasions of puzzlement followed by Mr. W.'s expla- 
nations, the text concludes with Mr. W. stating that understanding nature 
requires the simplicity and the purity of a child's heart, and an "ear of faith." 
Vidyabhushan acknowledges the importance of childlike simplicity but adds that 
"according to our old Hindu idea 'Reverence' is another essential quality for the 
training of the mind." With this invocation of the "Hindu idea," Vidyabhushan -
does not dilute difference but affirms it as the basis for negotiating a relationship 
with "an ear of faith." 

As the text sketches and negotiates the relationship of wonder with science, 
and of childlike simplicity and Hindu reverence with knowledge, it outlines a 
space for an educated elite, now possessed of the "second sight" and able to absorb 
Western science. The "second sight" emerges in the process of encountering the 
objects in the museum, out of the bewilderment poised in between scientific gaze 
and superstition. The emergence of this amazement and wonder through the 
performative process is evident from the fact that the text does not attribute them 
to prior scientific training; the museum goers are described as "school-masters 
and Pandits," and the principal character is described as "Pandit Jadavchandra 
Vidyabhushan," a scholar of grammar? As a grammarian, he presumably 
brought logic and classification to his understanding of the museum, but this was 
not the same as the "value system" taught by the museum. In fact, the text invokes 
the "Hindu idea of 'Reverence.'" Significantly, this "Hindu idea" emerges in the 
act of learning, even though part of Vidyabhushan's heritage, it surfaces at the 
museum in the process of viewing objects. Outlined here is the notion of a Hindu 
conceptual system, or "Hindu science," that is not derived from or opposed to 
Western science; the "Hindu idea" arises in the process of recognizing the differ- 
ence of Westen science. 

It is significant that the text outlines this space of difference in a museum, 
and the records of several museums also provide evidence that they made room 
for the educated elite. Almost all museums organized visits of groups of students 
and teachers to their galleries;57 in addition many museums organized regular 
public lectures. It appears that the Lahore Central Museum was the most active 
in this respect.j8 Besides housing the Science Institute and allowing the Society 
for Promoting Scientific Knowledge to use its lecture hall, the museum also insti- 
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tuted a series of "Magic Lantern Lectures" in 1892 and 1893, when John Lock- 
wood Kipling reported the purchase and apparently hugely successful use of a 
magic lantern in a lecture. The topics of these lectures, delivered in both English 
and Urdu and by both Englishmen and Indians, varied-they ranged from his- 
tory to science. The best attended lectures were apparently the "Zenana Lec- 
tures," reserved for purdah-clad women, delivered frequently in the 1910s and 
the 1920s by Manorama Bose, a Bengali Christian woman who taught at the Vic- 
toria School, eventually becoming its headmistress.jg She belonged to a family 
devoted to missionary work. Her father had converted to Christianity when, after 
graduating from the Calcutta Medical College and joining the medical service in 
Punjab, he came across American missionaries in Ludhiana. One of his four 
daughters, Manorama Bose was sent to London to train as a teacher in 1884. 
There she began to keep a diary which records her visits to Kew Gardens, the 
Natural History Museum, the Crystal Palace, and a demonstration of the magic 
lantern.'jO On her return to India in 1886, she learned Urdu, Persian, and Bengali, 
joined the Victoria School as a teacher, and lectured frequently in the series of 
the Lahore Museum. Her lectures were not on science, but the combination of 
lectures on nonscientific issues with scientific subjects appears to have been part 
of an effort to draw the educated to the museum.'jl 

The desire to find and include activities that would draw the uneducated was 
a continuing feature of museums and exhibitions, and it provided the means for 
marking and separating the elite from the subaltern. We notice this process of 
marking emerge in Dr. Bhawoo Dajee's conception of the museum as a "book 
with broad pages and large print" that taught through seeing, by "mere inspec- 
tion," the "very great majority of our countrymenn-"the unlearned." We catch a 
glimpse of it again in the response of Bhoobun Mohun Raha and Jadub Chandra 
Goswami, the two Joint-Secretaries of the Fureedpur Agricultural Exhibition, to 
criticisms of amusements in the exhibition: "If bands of music and other attrac- 
tion are found necessary in England, how much more so is something of this sort 
necessary in this ~ountry."~'  That this referred not to Indians as a whole but to 
the lower orders becomes clear when they state, while reporting on the perfor- 
mance of jatra (Bengali traditional theater) and "nautches" (dances) during the 
1873 exhibition, that these performances were "chiefly for the amusement of the 
lower classes, who have still a great taste for these things." The lower classes were 
not only marked by their taste for jatras and "nautches" but were also defined by 
their poor understanding of scientific agriculture. Thus these amusements were 
considered justified for the sake of "the improvement of the agriculturists of this 
Sub-division, who were so much in need of instructions and practical demonstra- 
tion on scientific mode of cultivation and manuring."63 

The awareness that the subalterns are in need of scientific instruction runs 
through the writings of the educated elite. It appears, for example, in an article 
on the Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exhibition of 1910, published in the Hindi journal 



Saraswati. T h e  author, after being struck by the Agricultural Court and describing 
the demonstration of scientific methods of production, writes of his conversation 
with a friend: 

'Does not the sight of these things teach a great deal?' Munshiram said in amazement. 
'Undoubtedly, why not. This knowledge is relevant to farmers. They have gained much by 
coming into this building.' 

'And then, there is our country where people are living in darkness. The same old 
ploughs and bullocks. These unfortunate souls believe that fate determines the poor pro- 
ductivity of their soil. They do not realize that their miserable condition is due to their own 
ignorance. The same land can grow hundred times more if scientific methods were to be 
employed.' 

'But who will teach them?' 
'Just as governments here spend crores of rupees to teach peasants, so should our 

governments do.' 
I smiled. Munshiram understood the meaning of my smile. He took a deep breath and 

joined me as we came out of the buildingF4 

The  admiration for scientific agriculture, the bitter recognition of the Indian 
peasant's ignorance, and the smile and the deep breath-these were the gestures 
and expressions of the discourse in which the elite formed its identity, enlight- 
ened unlike the subaltern but colonized like it. This identity can also be seen to 
come to the fore earlier, in reactions to the 1883 Calcutta International Exhibi- 
tion. T h e  Bengalee welcomed the idea of an exhibition, acknowledged that it could 
instruct particularly when held on a small scale in districts. But a grand one such 
as the Calcutta Exhibition ignored the fact that one had to keep in mind the 
character of the people it was aimed at and the resources they possessed: 

If an Exhibition were held among the remote barbarians of the Sandwich Islands, the 
spectacle would create astonishment, the projector would probably be worshipped as a 
god-an honour that would perhaps be extended to some of his commodities-but 
nothing solid or substantial would follow. These barbarians have no capital, and even if 
their curiosity were deeply stirred, and their inclinations moved, there would be wanting 
the capital to manufactureF5 

A similar problem existed in India. Here, too, "artisans and agriculturists will 
come from the moffasil to see the great Bazar," and though they would be moved 
by things they see, nothing could come of it as they were deeply in debt and had 
no capital. Once again, this commentary bears the imprint of an educated elite 
distinguishing itself from artisans and peasants (who were seen as similar to "the 
remote barbarians of the Sandwich Islands"), and pressing its right to speak for 
the welfare of the subaltern. Eighteen years after this commentary, when the 
Indian National Congress began to hold industrial exhibitions to coincide with its 
annual meeting in 1901, this elite emerged, organized in a powerful institution, 
as a class apart from the subaltern masses, and determined to change them. 
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Science and the Subaltern 

If museums and exhibitions made a space for the emergence of the 
educated elite from which they could act and speak, what of the subalterns? They 
did not write books or letters to editors. But the absence of their testimonies is 
not as critical an issue here as the lack of their positions as speaking subjects. They 
are spoken to and spoken for. We encounter them in the discourse of colonial 
and Indian elites as representing the ignorance and darkness the elites wished to 
remove. What can we read in this process of expulsion from colonial discourse as 
speaking subjects? What do we make of their presence as bearers of ignorance 
and "superstition"? 

The project of science had begun by targeting the subaltern as the object to 
be transformed by the exposure to new forms of knowledge. But those defined 
as ignorant and superstitious could never be fully understood or completely 
appropriated-for if they ever became fully intelligible and completely assimi- 
lable, the project of educating them would have come to an end. Therefore, if 
the lower classes were silenced or made to speak only through "superstition," they 
were also assured an intractable presence in the discourse of colonial science; the 
discourse had opened an incommensurable gap between elites and subalterns 
that could never be accurately measured or closed. An acknowledgment of this 
incommensurability appears in George Campbell's rueful remarks: 

I often stop and look at them ["tribes and races"], and I have tried to make something of 
them, but they don't understand me; I don't understand them; and they don't seem to 
realise the interest of ethnological inquiries, so I have not progressed much.66 

If Campbell's acknowledgment of the unbridgeable gap between colonial elites 
and "tribes and races" regretfully accepted the inassimilable presence of subal- 
terns, this intractability acquired a threatening dimension when it was given the 
destabilizing momentum of rumors. Colonial rulers registered this intractability 
when, wishing to uplift peasants by dazzling them with agricultural exhibitions, 
they were rudely shocked by rumors sweeping the Madras countryside. In some 
districts it was said that the British were plotting a new tax scheme; while the 
landed gentry and traders cooperated in organizing exhibitions, others, due to 
their "unconquerable feelings" had "strange notions" such as that the government 
wanted to identify the best agricultural land and produce so that it could assess 
higher t a ~ e s . ~ '  Even more disturbing was the word going around in the country- 
side of south India during the 1850s that agricultural exhibitions were British 
plots to convert Hindus to Christianity: 

Superstition also lent its aid to fill the cup to the brim, and the most wild and laughably 
fanciful notions, were in some instances, I am inclined to think, designedly spread and 
seized by the people, one of which was so original that it deserves mention, viz. ,  that one 
of the great ends of the Exhibition was to convert the heathen to Christianity, that for this 



reason prizes were offered by the Government for the best paddy, that the whole in the 
District might be brought up and the natives compelled to eat boiled rice and become 
Christians, and that to celebrate the event, prizes were offered by Government for the best 
beef in the shape of cattle of all sorts, on which the Europeans were to regale at Christmas 
in token of thanks giving.68 

We can read the strategy of normalization in references to "superstition" and 
"laughably fanciful notions." But this very strategy of showing the far-fetched 
nature of stories also opened a place for the subaltern, for its agency-rumors 
"designedly spread and seizedn-and for its "original" speech. This contradictory 
process of denying and acknowledging the subaltern can be observed in Edgar 
Thurston's description of his ethnological tours: 

The Paraiyan women of Wynaad, when I appeared in their midst, ran away, believing that 
I was going to have the finest specimens among them stuffed for the museum. Oh, that 
this were possible! The difficult problem of obtaining models from living subjects would 
be disposed of. The Muppas of Malabar mistook me for a recruiting sergeant, bent on 
enlisting the strongest of them to fight against the Moplahs. An Irula of the Nilgiris, who 
was 'wanted' for some ancient offence relating to a forest elephant, refused to be measured 
on the plea that the height-measuring standard was the gallows. A mischievous rumour 
found credence among the Irulas that I had in my train a wizard Kurumba, who would 
bewitch their women and compel me to abduct them. The Malaialis of Shevaroys got it 
into their heads that I was about to annex their lands on behalf of the Crown, and transport 
them to the penal settlement in the Andaman islandsFg 

While the wry humor of "Oh, that this was possible" and the amused descrip- 
tion in Thurston's prose presents rumors as wild stories of wild people, his 
retelling of these stories-indeed, the general tendency of colonial officials to 
retell what they regarded as fanciful-is significant. For the very strategy of 
defining and appropriating the Other in rumors compels the colonial officials to 
give life to rumors, to make a place for "absurd" tales. In accommodating them, 
the elites opened their discourse to the wild contagion of indeterminacy charac- 
teristic of rumors, to the menace of their shadowy origins, and to their reckless 
reverberations once set forth in motion. Registering the threat posed by such 
escalating indeterminacy, one official wrote that "the most absurd reports were in 
circulation, no one pretending to know or with whom originating, still they were 
greedily credited, and the more grossly absurd the report, the more certain was 
it of belief."70 The panic felt was real enough. Thus, the exhibition in Cuddapah 
opened with considerable apprehension because the British were unable to read 
people's intentions. On the one hand, they expected considerable apathy though 
not an "intention to defy the authorities," prompting the British to consider post- 
poning the opening of the exhibition. On the other hand, since defiance was "also 
stated to be the intention of those inimical to the Exhibition, all thoughts there- 
fore of postponement were abandoned." Unable to determine whether the 
"natives" were apathetic or intent on defying the authorities, and choosing to 
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make a stand, the authorities opened the exhibition on 26 May 1856. In the event, 
however, officials noted that "nothing was forthcoming save a few cattle."" 

Anticipating a similar outbreak of rumors due to the impending census oper- 
ation, Abdool Luteef Khan, an elite Bengali Muslim, recalled the atmosphere 
created by rumors at the time of the Alipore Agricultural Exhibition in 1864. 
Among many "absurd and ridiculous stories" there was one according to which 
the real reason why cattle and horses were required by the exhibition was the 
outbreak of a war somewhere, for which the cattle and horses would be slaugh- 
tered for food or used to transport military stores. These rumors prompted Khan 
to launch a campaign of education. He issued a pamphlet in Urdu which, along 
with its Bengali translation, was widely distributed by the government. As a result, 
he concluded, the "bugbear called into existence by popular ignorance has van- 
ished, and that which was once dreaded is now invited and welcomed."72 It is true 
that later exhibitions did not record similar outbreaks of rumors, but the subal- 
tern continued to occupy an intractable position in colonial and Indian elite con- 
ceptions; if the lower classes did not spread the contagion of rumors, they 
disclosed bad cultural taste in their predilection for amusements that exhibitions 
had to provide in order to attract them. 

The subaltern also evinced an "inappropriate" attitude toward museums. 
Colonial officials feared that, because of the popularity of museums with lower 
classes, the elite had been driven out: "The Indian aristocracy look on a museum 
as something pleasing to the vulgar with which they are not concerned." Fre- 
quented by the lower classes and the "vulgar," the museum in India could not be 
"an institution of education and research."73 Descriptions of the "improper" 
appropriation of museums by illiterate Indians, who formed the overwhelming 
majority of visitors, abound in colonial writings. Apparently, a visit to the museum 
was a regular feature of wedding ceremonies in Lah0re.7~ In Madras, as also other 
places, days of the most important Hindu festivals drew the largest numbers of 
visitors. But contrary to what we may suppose, these visitors did not go to 
museums to pay obeisance to the statues of deities; at least no such mention is 
made by any document. Instead, Hindu festivals appeared to have only provided 
an occasion for festive recreation, which might include a visit to the museum. 
Describing the day of the feast of Pongal, 15 January 1895, when 36,500 visitors 
flocked to the Madras Museum, Thurston wrote: 

The museum grounds presented the appearance of a fair, occupied as they were by a 
swarm of natives in gay holiday attire, vendors of sweetmeats, fruit, toys and ballads, jug- 
glers, mendicants and others7j 

Interestingly enough, when describing what visitors did inside the museum, 
Thurston does not mention any religious purpose: 

For the great mass of visitors to the museums in India, who come under the heading of 
sight-seers, and who regard museums as tamcisha [show] houses, it matters but little what 



exhibits are displayed, or how they are displayed, provided only that they are attractive. I 
am myself repeatedly amused by seeing visitors to the Madras museum pass hurriedly and 
silently through arranged galleries, and linger long and noisily over a heterogenous col- 
lection of native figures, toys, painted models of fruit, kc?' 

Thurston adds that for these uneducated visitors, who called the museum a 
"stuffing college" and jadu ghar (Magic or Wonder House), the main delight 
offered by the museum was "in the recognition of familiar objects, which they 
shriek out by name, uo.g., kaka (the crow), pachi pambu (the green tree-snake), ani 
(the elephant), periya min (big fish-the whale!), e t ~ . " ~ ~  When Thurston pulled 
out his anthropometrical instruments every evening, a crowd would gather to 
watch him: 

Quite recently, when I was engaged in an enquiry into the Eurasian half-breed community, 
the booking for places was almost as keen as on the occasion of a first night at the Lyceum, 
and the sepoys of a native infantry regiment quartered in Madras, entered heartily into 
the spirit of what they called the 'Mujeum gymnashtik shparts' [Museum Gymnastics 
Sports] cheering the possessor of the biggest hand-grip, and chaffing those who came to 
grief over the spir0meter.7~ 

The Signification of Science: 

An Enigmatic Articulation 


It is tempting to see the "Mujeum gymnashtik shparts" as the price 
European science had to pay for its implantation in the non-European soil. 
Indeed, this perspective frames Thurston's narrative, implying that European 
discourses, originary and normal in the metropolis, were perverted in the process 
of their "tropicalization" in the c~lonies. '~ Such a view overlooks that the repre- 
sentation of Europe emerged in the encounter with the "native"; it was fashioned 
in the foreign and exotic material accumulated initially in the Renaissance cabi- 
nets of curiosities and later in the burgeoning colonial spoils displayed in Euro- 
pean museums and e~hibitions.8~ At issue here is not that the European and the 
non-European were syncretistically fused or that the two were locked in a 
dialectic, now to be reversed in favor of the repressed Other to explain the 
"origin" of Europe. Recognizing that colonial oppositions were enunciated in dif- 
ference allows us to track the relocation of the binarism which posits that the 
imperial culture, fully formed in the center, was "tropicalized" as it was diffused 
in the ~eriphery.8~ I have traced such a relocation in the disjuncture between the 
representation of Europe as absolute and organic and the unequal and antago- 
nistic encounter with the "native" in which this representation of Europe as 
autonomous took shape. Imperial discourse disavowed this disjuncture as it 
denied an intimacy with the "native," while constituting colonial artifacts as 
objects of universal knowledge. In Europe, this disavowal took the form of appro- 
priating the "savage" in a narrative of Enlightenment and Progress, articulated 
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in the language of class, as museums and exhibitions drew the working classes, 
who were often compared with the exhibited "savages" elsewhere, into disci- 
plinary regimes.82 

But if science staged in European museums and exhibitions disavowed the 
"native" in order to constitute the authority of science in terms of class and dis- 
ciplines, the colonial "supplement" surfaced forcefully in India. Colonies, after 
all, provided the infamous "elbow room" unavailable in Europe. It was thus that 
museums and exhibitions in India remained singularly concerned with science 
and natural history. But it was precisely in the virgin, colonial space of India that 
museums and exhibitions as European institutions were forced to confront their 
articulation with the "native." As the British staged Western science in Indian 
material and sought the authority of scientific knowledge in the display of these 
objects before an Indian audience, the "native" supplement, hidden in Europe, 
made a forceful entry in colonial discourse. But conceding a place to Indians 
exposed colonial discourse to an unresolvable dilemma. If Indians, who were 
objects of knowledge, were recognized as knowing subjects, the very strategy of 
hierarchizing and displaying them as objects was invalidated; yet the project of 
science demanded recognition from Indians as knowing subjects. It was thus that 
"second sight," Hindu reverence, and subaltern rumors emerged as forms in 
which Indians found a place as knowing subjects. Even if overdetermined to be 
less than appropriate, the "native" response could not be ignored. As Thurston 
described his anthropometrical enterprise turning into the "Mujeum gymnashtik 
shparts" in order to claim the authority of ethnological science, he had to concede 
a place for the "inappropriate" knowing subjects. 

In making room for the "native" and for "inappropriate" forms of agency, 
colonial discourse produced displacements of its own founding representations; 
Western science staged in museums and exhibitions was realigned by the struc- 
ture of difference in which it was articulated. Such a process of transformation 
contains an account of how the categories of colonial discourse were revised in 
the process of their historical articulation, urging a rethinking of our customary 
notion that the colonial discourse of modernity and science produced nothing 
other than domination. To view colonial modernity in these terms, however, runs 
the risk of portraying British India as a place scorched by the powerlknowledge 
axis, leaving nothing of its history except the remains of that which was either 
appropriated or stood resistant to it. Such an understanding fails to consider 
the performative process in which claims to hierarchical position (science1 
superstition, Europeanlnative, uslthem) were signified and institutionalized. 
Consequently, it cannot track the "inappropriate" realignments and relocations 
produced in the institutionalization of the European and the "nati~e."~" 

In this essay, I have traced "inappropriate" realignments in the very process 
that institutionalized Western science in museums and exhibitions in India. In 
such realignments and displacements, distinctions and differences did not dis- 



appear into syncretistic acculturation. Difference remained irreducible, but the 
process of rendering it oppositional produced a contingent and contentious 
negotiation, a form of "translation" that set binaries into a relationship of mixture 
and movement. Thus, while the distinctiveness of science was never lost in 
museums and exhibitions o r  in colonial writings, the process of articulating it 
produced splits in science's identity from which science emerged in a nonbinary 
relationship with wonder. Indian elites found a place for themselves in this non- 
binary relationship, composing their eyes as wondrous instead of superstitious 
while marking themselves off from the ignorance of the subaltern. As for subal- 
terns, their appearance was disruptive because their presence was registered 
through their "unconquerable feelings" and their predilection for show and play. 
While the discourse undoubtedly portrayed the subalterns as unteachable, it also 
conceded them a stubborn and menacing agency. This agency, however, was also 
contained by means of the stereotype of the unteachable native because colonial 
science, unable to determine but compelled to address the subaltern audience, 
faced viewers who threatened the authority of the science-magic opposition. Like 
the elite's "second sight," the subaltern's view was also made possible by the enact- 
ment of science, but its "third sight" also represented the limits of colonial dis- 
course because it placed science and magic in a relationship of dangerous 
liminality-a liminality, I have argued, which was a condition of the discourse's 
enunciative process. In this process lies the story of how science became a part of 
a "second colonization" while also being subjected to "second" and "third" 
sights-therein lies the enigma of science "gone native." 
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