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The way they taught us, you know… Do one’s bit, that’s the thing. Can’t do more. All part of a pattern. Design.

John le Carré, Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy
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Introduction The Department of Science and Art: The Aesthetic in the Age of its Global Reproducibility

DOI: 10.4324/9780203961575-1

This book notates a theory of change.

Mechanization will replace the work of the body; this master-topos has acquired an air of inevitability in modernizing narratives. This supposed axiom has had a host of corollaries that remain our deepest bequest from the nineteenth century: industry will subsume craft, the city will overwhelm the country, rationality will circumscribe culture. This horoscope of the industrial revolution has been a touchstone of rant or rave, boost or bust, no matter whether one is a proponent or opponent, zealot or skeptic. The proponents are legion—Andrew Ure, Karl Marx, Frederick Taylor, and the architectural polemicist Siegfried Giedion—as are the opponents—John Ruskin, William Morris, and Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. At every turn, these topoi have stood as pennants in the unceasing tempests of debate, now blowing to the East, then West, now right, North, left, South, about the conflagrations of capital, of industry, of technology, material, labor, society, and nation.

To Henry Cole, one of the commissioners of the Great Exhibition of 1851, these billows of debate parsed themselves into a barrage of questions:

It might be asked, What part does the artizan [sic] act in the production of manufactures? and answered, Simply to perform, almost as a machine, what his employer directs him. Does his employer—the manufacturer—want the artizan’s greater education in art? Are the manufacturers’s commercial transactions hindered for want of the better art? Is he sensible of the want? Is he a competent judge of the better art if it were placed before him? As better art involves labour of a higher grade, and therefore increased cost, is he willing to embark increased capital in its production? Before we answer these questions, even others seem to claim precedence. Why are manufactures produced? Why are more Cotton fabrics woven than Silk ones? Why are Woollens manufactured at one season and Cottons at another? Why does the manufacturer decorate fabrics for the South American market in one way, and the metropolis in another, making a difference even here between the West and East Ends?1


As in almost all prefatory remarks that posit these sorts of portentous questions, this author was hardly likely to let such ambivalences stand. The questions represent an aporia, a rhetorical figure in which (the feigned or truthful nature of) the speaker’s intent in the deliberation of an issue cannot be determined, a factor that further defers the resolution of the question being asked—for Cole had had an answer long before the questions were framed.

The previous paragraph appears among a series of “addresses” made by prominent officials and aesthetes in their effort to establish comprehensive institutions to carry forward the lessons of the Great Exhibition of 1851. These efforts culminated in the founding of a seminal bureaucracy, the Department of Science and Art (DSA), established soon after the exhibition under Britain’s Board of Trade (BoT). In its narrowest compass, the DSA’s mandate was to introduce superior design and artisanal sensibilities in industrial workers. If workers were inculcated into better taste, it was argued, their involvement in industrial processes would be less dispensable and alienable, thus making them more essential to production, therefore raising wages, and mitigating their widespread misery. For the DSA’s liberal founders, in addition to enhancing the agency of the workers via their aesthetic sensibilities, this approach would have the added virtue of both adding value to industrial commodities and creating better standards for public taste. Once the long chain of reasoning between industrial alienation, the degradation of the public realm, the impoverishment of mass-commodity culture and taste had been made, the thrust of the argument could be reversed. Taste, and taste alone, would be the lever through which the entire concatenation would be reformed. The mandate was an emblem of its time, in a way that may today appear disingenuous. And yet, as we shall see, this disingenuousness, this invocation of the aporia, was precisely its ideological masterstroke.

The history of the DSA is a prologue to that of the Arts and Crafts movement, the Vienna Secession, the Werkbunds, and the Bauhaus. Its curricular structure would be replicated, significantly in practice and substantially in spirit, in each of these later movements and institutions. Quite in contrast to its later bantlings, though, the DSA had much more direct influence, given that its pedagogical systems were adopted by educational institutions throughout the British Empire, including Britain’s prime colony, India. The dichotomy of the machine and the hand thus acquires an analogue in the uneven capitalization of the Empire, which straddled the areas of both maximum industrialization in Britain and maximum underdevelopment and deindustrialization in its colonies. This book uses the archive of the DSA and its strategies of educating both (metropolitan) worker and (colonial) artisan to map the asymmetrical contours of this uneven modernity.

The DSA was founded by the intellectuals and apparatchiks who had organized the Great Exhibition. The headquarters built for this gargantuan enterprise are today well-known as the Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A) and the Royal College of Art, located in South Kensington, London. The DSA’s career spanned more than fifty years, from its inception in 1857 to its protracted collapse in the prelude to the First World War. By the end of the century, the DSA supervised no less than 180 schools of design in Britain alone, in addition to providing the prototype for scores of regional and international museums. The DSA was also responsible for hosting all the world exhibitions in London in the last half of the nineteenth century.

To perceive the DSA as a simple case study in design pedagogy would belie the force of the tremendous administrative engine assembled by its creators, the circle of aesthetes gathered around the bureaucrat Henry Cole. The founding ideals of the DSA were liberal, or “radical,” to adopt mid-nineteenth-century terminology. Cole and his compatriots belonged to the reformist circle around Jeremy Bentham and the India Office bureaucrats James and John Stuart Mill. The abiding preoccupation of this caucus was to devise the “means” by which public institutions could be restructured to benefit the average citizen and worker. Particularly relevant here to the DSA’s development were the theories of political economy of the younger Mill as a response to the perceived depredations of industrial capitalism. This liberal coterie of aesthetes and pedagogues is therefore significant not only for artistic discourse but as seminal experimentalists in the “modes of production” debates of the nineteenth century. The principal faculty of the DSA included, at different times, stalwarts such as Owen Jones, Gottfried Semper, Richard Redgrave, Christopher Dresser, William Morris, and, in India, John Lockwood Kipling and Ernest Binfield Havell.

Britain’s imperial preponderance at this time meant that the DSA’s influence would be global in scope. From the Museum of Fine Art in Boston to a provincial museum in Kabul, Afghanistan, museums using the DSA template were set up in every nook of the world, using even the exact cabinet dimensions and frame sections of the South Kensington originals. The keeper of art collections at the South Kensington Museum in the late nineteenth century, Caspar Purdon Clarke, would become the second director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. In India, DSA acolytes would occupy preeminent positions in all the art schools, where they indirectly influenced or directly supervised the functioning of myriad “vocational” schools aimed at refashioning traditional or artisanal labor. The DSA’s program of exhibitions percolated into the rural and agricultural fairs routinely staged by the British administration to reorganize the traditional economies of India. There, the liberalism of the DSA enterprise cast itself as savior of the decaying native industries and Indian artisanry under the onslaught of cheap, mass-produced imports from the metropole. At first sight, therefore, this “preservative,” localizing and decentralizing modus operandi of the DSA apparatus in colonial India, might appear to be an isomorphic extension of metropolitan “reform.” This apparent symmetry notwithstanding, the book argues that liberal practice does not play out in the same way between metropole and colony. The DSA’s preservative impulse, however isomorphic, served as a perfect foil for the hallmark strategies of late imperialism: “indirect rule” and “decentralized despotism.” The Indian artisan, administratively attributed to and constrained by the localizing frames of caste and native authority, divorced from the rubric of the modern employment contract, became that much more susceptible to direct superexploitation by the metropolitan center.

In Britain or India, the DSA juggernaut saw itself as nothing less than a full-blooded enterprise of economic restratification through aesthetic means. In using the word aesthetic, the book takes up the cluster of pedagogical theories emanating from Europe’s self-described “Enlightenment” of the eighteenth century. (“Enlightenment” was, in this sense, a terminological foil to cover over the political-economic transition away from mercantilism and late feudalism, reinscribing it as an intellectual current.) In John Stuart Mill’s well-known apothegm, “Morality not a science, but an art,” we can see the trace of an already century-old modernism: the amalgamation of ethical, civic practice with aesthetic, speculative thought. In Henry Cole, Mill’s astute acolyte, and the DSA’s founding spirit, we therefore see the personification of a significant strain of deliberation, from Burke and Kant onward, on the norms of what Schiller described as an “aesthetic education” for the masses. Kant’s explicit interdiction that the systematic impetuses of truth and morality could be related to the aesthetic by analogy alone, that their founts were heterogeneous, only led to an obsession with conflating the aesthetic with ever elaborate schemas of systemic thought. In the aftermath of Kant, beauty, the pinnacle of imaginative power, becomes a superlative rule-giving apparatus. Beauty, as untrammeled element of thought, invites a bureaucracy, not to constrain its unruly appearance, but to perpetuate its moment, to prolong its sublimation. In tying the aesthetic to the logistics of the commodity, the DSA curriculum melded German idealist philosophy with an equally mature English history of workshop-based pedagogy. For these patricians, there was much to gain from a craft-based pedagogical effort that piously claimed solidarity with a newly alienated working class. The DSA thus also embodied the institutional culmination of a century of industrial paternalism that began with the treatises of Chippendale and Sheraton.

In the face of the continuous dissent experienced against governments everywhere throughout the nineteenth century, the DSA’s ability to pursue its stated aims with the kind of sincerity and ambition as it did can be explained only by the fact that many of its key ideological standpoints were in fact paradigms of Victorian sensibility, topoi often shared by elite and dispossessed alike. The principal argument underlying the DSA’s particular mandate—a premise shared by all the world exhibitions—was the faith that the continued preponderance of British global trade hinged on the superior aesthetic attributes of its products. Rhetoric of reform aside, the incredible reach of the DSA’s colossal corpus of practice, its pedagogical critiques, its theorizations of the aesthetic, its patronage by industrialists and manufacturers, its innovations of policy and financing, its strategies of display, its demographic understanding, and its proliferating schools can be pared down to one overwhelming conundrum that underlay its entire enterprise: how do economic markets move? The force of this conundrum can be said to be felt as urgently then as now, because it addressed the fundamental inscrutability of the basic impetuses underlying changes within capitalism. The DSA’s particular response was to entangle this inscrutability within the filigree of another avowedly indeterminate discourse on transient forms, that of “taste.” Therein lay the core of its vanguardism. Because economic entrepreneurs were as much at odds to fathom the vicissitudes of taste and mercurial “fashion” in commodities, it appeared tenable that an aesthetic education for the workers could conform the dual objectives of capitalist profit and social justice.

Design was the new key word that emerged to capture this desired conformity, indicated in its many key uses, as in the Schools of Design, Cole’s Journal of Design, and Richard Redgrave’s Manual of Design. Design’s ambit, as articulated within the DSA, was breathtaking in its ambition: both to transform the very basis of industrial capitalism and to confer on its mercurial behavior a predicative systematicity. The speculative strengths of aesthetic philosophy would be crucial to imagining this predicative power. The term design, in this sense, oscillates between its various lexical connotations: as a comprehensive, rationalizing, future-oriented intention on one hand and, on the other, the quite prosaic description of the (received) pattern or motif on your clothes. This book is a study of those oscillating connotations—between critique and object, between abstract and concrete—of the term design as a mark of modernity.

The book is not organized chronologically; rather, it charts a thematic course from the influence of eighteenth-century idealist and romantic philosophy on design pedagogy to the emergence of Indian nationalism as a response to the aesthetic or industrial policies of the colonial economy. The chapters illuminate the multifarious ambitions and ramifications of the DSA as a bureaucracy whose leitmotif, it seems, was a programmed overreach, the dream of a never-ending, ever-expanding civilizing monitor that might serve as a proxy for empire itself.

The book begins with the DSA’s adoption of a policy of administrative decentralization as a better device to manage change and transience, linchpins of both taste and economic behavior. Chapter 1, “Empire ‘… in a Fit of Absence of Mind,’ ” examines the DSA’s pioneering emphasis on decentralization as particularly equipped to address the shifting conditions of an ever-changing and indeterminate “present.” The DSA’s preference for an informal hierarchy of design education epitomizes a peculiar duplex of tying together universal policy and local initiative as a hallmark of oligarchic laissez-faire. The arrival of this attitude in India, the chapter argues, resulted in a full-blooded compensatory thrust toward “culture” as the rubric for appropriating agency from the native. The temporality of the present thus worked in two separate, albeit not unrelated, ways: toward undermining the excessive weight of history in the metropole and toward formalizing the ahistoricity of the colony.

As a caveat to this emphasis on temporality, chapter 2, “Architecture Upside Down,” sets up aesthetics as the other major axis on which the story of the DSA and its influence is constructed in this book. The chapter examines the philosophical and ideological forebears of the DSA curriculum in post-Kantian organicism and its fondness for Oriental ornament: a theory that sought to project the growth of the organism as marked by a continuity, one that was deemed applicable to the commodity as well. If decentralization offered a managerial device to sew together administrative consistency with situational diversity, then the organicist pattern (think of Oriental carpets and paisley) offers as if the very image of this dis/continuity of wholes and parts. The organicist pattern was ubiquitously manifested in both the DSA’s pedagogy and its understanding of taste in the industrial, mass-produced commodity. The third chapter, “ ‘Tardy Imaginations, Torpid Capacities, Tottering Thought,’ ” looks at the manner in which the aesthetic philosophy and design agendas laid out in the previous chapter actually manifested themselves in the pedagogical techniques of the DSA. Through the influence of the DSA, a single pedagogy bridged a significant unevenness between industrial worker in the metropole and traditional artisan in the colony. This bridge was effected by the DSA’s emphasis on drawing rather than on craft skills. This, ironically in a pedagogy aimed at artisans rather than at fine artists. Drawing afforded the DSA a conceptual apparatus that could grasp the commodity across different cultural contexts rather than emphasize the local idiosyncrasies of material and technology. There are two ironies here: in the mechanized metropole, the drawing curriculum emphasized the preindustrial, Oriental pattern as the paradigmatic motif of industrial education; by contrast, in India, artisans were being reintroduced to what was deemed as their own inheritance. The chapter concentrates on this exceptional construction of the pattern in the nineteenth century as a motif bearing the potential for economic and anthropological transformation in the context of uneven development.

This peculiar double status of the pattern, bearing the imprint of both craft and mechanization, is pursued further by implication in the next chapter, “Of AbOriginal and CopyRight,” through an examination of a new legal regime of multilateral, that is, international, intellectual property rights introduced by the Cole circle. The chapter looks at the particular anthropological assumptions that undergirded the legal framework of intellectual property law. These assumptions created, I argue, a portcullis through which the conceptions of certain subjects could be assigned the status of “original,” others “copies,” and still others “unoriginal.” These distinctions were not innocuous. By century end, the difference between original and copy had been irrevocably transposed as one between legitimacy and fraud. Through this new framework of criminality, the chapter bears witness to the birth of the designer, a new form of authorship in the industrial revolution, whose profile was shaped precisely by the legal stipulations on originality.

Chapter 5, “Cyborg/Artisan,” examines the vicissitudes of a key piece of machinery through the past two centuries: the Jacquard apparatus. Appended to Charles Babbage’s Analytical Engine of 1832, the Jacquard offered a model for human intelligence. Attached to looms of poor silk workers in France and India, it appeared to abstract the essence of the work of the hand. The chapter thus once again turns on the sort of duality played out in the earlier chapters between industrial worker and preindustrial artisan, this time turning to the examination of the character of work itself and the different models of spatial socialization that accompanied different conceptions of machines.

To be sure, these models of socialization were not devoid of political ramifications. This is the subject of the next chapter, “Congress: Gandhi at the World Exhibitions,” which examines the Indian nationalists’ response to the long colonial indoctrination of craft as the essential ethos of Indian civilization. Gandhi’s self-staging as a spinner, an artisan presents a critical turn in this aesthetico-political response and, as such, was a crucial element in a series of counterexhibitions staged by the Indian National Congress and funded by native capitalists prior to independence. The chapter compares this nationalist turn with the Indian state-sponsored Festivals of India held in key investor countries—the United States, Britain, France, Japan—in the shift to neoliberal economic regimes in the 1980s. The festivals, with participation from designers such as Hugh Casson, Milton Glaser, I.M. Pei, Hans Hollein, Ettore Sottsass, and Frei Otto, in many ways harked back to the DSA’s culturalist framing of the artisan.

The memory of nationalism is also at the core of chapter 7, “Unmaking Beauty: Aesthetics in the Shadow of History.” Here, we encounter an installation by the contemporary Indian artist Vivan Sundaram in Calcutta’s Victoria Memorial, a building conceived by the viceroy Curzon in the early twentieth century. Curzon is generally credited with the official sanctification of archaeological preservation in India. Given the DSA’s interdictions against the historical organization of museum displays and preference for “material” categories, Sundaram’s installation forces us to think again about the continuing and significant influence of the DSA on museums in India. The chapter brings to a denouement the book’s discussions on history, colonialism, audiences, display, and nationalism by returning to a consideration of temporality and aesthetics.

The postscript, “Infinite Justice: An Architectural Coda,” hints at the potency of a history that remains outside considerations of such as the DSA, and indeed of this book as well. It therefore points to a history that historiography such as this book can structurally not do. The postscript highlights one instance of dissent: the assassination of the Earl of Mayo, Benjamin Disraeli’s appointee as viceroy of India, by an Afghan tribal Sher Ali, in the penal colony of the Andamans. The ethnic and geographical origins of the assassin suggest the fraught management of these concepts by colonial power. Mayo’s assassination became the impetus for the establishment of the Mayo School of Art and Museum in Lahore, Punjab, the swan song of the DSA model in India. The story of its founder, John Lockwood Kipling, ex-professor of architectural ornament from the Bombay school of art, student of Cole and Owen Jones from South Kensington, found eloquent testimony in the opening scene of Kim, that much-hyped novel of the imperialist “great game” written by his son Rudyard. The novel was written with an eye to the crisis produced by Sher Ali’s domicile, Afghanistan; in this crisis we can perhaps see a glimpse of the far distances traveled by, and the failures of, the intellectual complex that undergirded enterprises such as colonialism and the DSA in the nineteenth century, and perhaps some recent ones in our own.


Methodological Note: Can the Imperialist Speak?

What, then, shall we say of ourselves?

—William Whewell, “The General Bearing of the Exhibition on the Progress of Art and Science”


In recent years, a number of studies have emerged describing the colonialist representation of non-Western peoples within the world exhibitions. For scholars such as Timothy Mitchell, Zeynep Celik, and Paul Greenhalgh, the well-known images of live dioramas of tribesmen and artisans from non-Western countries in these venues have offered an ideal target of attack, replete as they are with resonances of the panopticist architectonic framed by Michel Foucault: “To colonise … to construct a modern kind of power, it would be necessary to ‘determine the plan.’ ”2 For aficionados of the Saidian critique of Orientalism and various nationalist academies, this display of so-called less civilized peoples as objects of epistemic capture has offered a rich archive abounding with ever-blossoming examples of the discriminatory categorization practiced by post-Enlightenment power and knowledge.

By now, the ramifications of the Saidian critique have become fairly predictable: Western knowledge makes out the non-Western subject into a unidimensional “other,” without access to difference. Behind it all, we are led to believe, is the equally unidimensional and repressive face of the Western subject, assumed as codified by the Enlightenment as the unproblematic bearer of reason. The question of causality in imperialism is answered by this framework with the presentation of a game plan. This move having been made, the historiography of the exhibition proceeds along more or less familiar lines, trotting out the panoply of critical terms developed through the recent rubric of “cultural studies.” The terms include the critique of Orientalism, technological developmentalism, the society of the spectacle, psychoanalytic specularity, ideological state apparatuses, or the hegemonic formation of power-knowledge—so many ways to document the many propensities of the ontologically singular Western subject. The procrustean effort here is to imbue imperialism with a telos. Its historiography, to quote Sumit Sarkar, constitutes the singular objective of the “virtual folding back of all history into the single problematic of Western colonial cultural domination.”3 The history of imperialism, if sufficiently historicized in this way, can now read like a roster of civilizational right and wrong. If we understand what they (as imperialists) did wrong, we (philosophe-citoyens) can perhaps resolve our conundrums of historiographic authority and get along with a more self-assured modernity.

The Saidian focus on Orientalism and post-Enlightenment power and knowledge as the principal vector of colonialism can be glimpsed in the work of Cyan Prakash, who sees the phenomena of museums and exhibitions as instances of colonial “governmentality.” A late entrant into the Subaltern Studies collective of historians, Prakash professes to follow the objectives of that group in attempting to recover subaltern murmurings within these categorizing discourses of dominance. Prakash’s contention is that exhibitions and museums as repositories of power and knowledge fail to record the “subterfuges, paradoxes, distortions, and failures” that interpellate these institutions.4 In looking at the archive of the colonial museum, Prakash attempts to read the muttering and responses of nonelite spectators in museums as the failed speech-acts of subalternity. In Prakash’s view, museum officials, upholders of rational and “scientific” knowledge systems, inevitably misread these responses in their own cognitive frame. The administrative reaction to the prosaic laughs and giggles of nonliterate audiences was to weave them within a premodern, nativist ethos of “curiosity and wonder”; having created this equation, Prakash’s attitude here is to simply reverse it, imbuing these responses of the colonized with some sort of “second sight,” in itself therefore posing a critique of post-Enlightenment power and knowledge. The post-Enlightenment intellect’s failure to fully appropriate this second sight is advanced as a symptomatic failure of European “reason.” It is as if the imperialist cannot speak.

The late Foucault’s astute linkage of the construction of the ethical “self” as the possibly intractable excess within the dispersal of power is crudely paraphrased within the above formulation as the consolidation of a Western “self” against a non-Western “other.” This latter now becomes an idealized and pristine subaltern “consciousness,” no longer only a historio-graphic figure but essentialized now into an “otherness” as such. Oblivious to what might otherwise seem as patent failures “on the ground,” colonial authorities apparently had no compunctions in compounding their errors. Transposing the epistemological apparatuses described by Said into the critique of imperialism, the new object of opprobrium for cultural studies-type scholarship is the colonial bureaucracy, whose complex history is now seen only to epitomize the singular vectors of Western rationality and scientism. This phenomenological attempt to recover the “others” of colonial-modern speech can conveniently forget the strong oppositions of British administrative practice to Continental rationalism and positivism as well as the actual imperial penchant toward “thin” bureaucracies in both Africa and India. In the process, the specific complexities of indirect, partial governance, the dominant mode of political control in colonial contexts, can conveniently be ignored. The critique of “power” is assimilated, perhaps even against its Foucauldian grain, to a metaphysical urge to see representation itself as repression per se, even as phenomena brought to light under older, Marxist critiques of imperialism—including non-Foucauldian frameworks of physical and legal violence as well as economic depredation—languish as terra incognita within this unruffled tableau of phenomenologically opposed subjects.

Rather than see in these murmurs and cognitive failures some kind of psycho-biographical thumbprint from which to limn an organically evolved anthropological effigy of the subaltern, this book is based on the claim that the promulgation of such failure is critical to the enterprise of empire. As we shall see in various chapters, subaltern giggles and expostulations did not arrest some all-too-adamantine project of “reason” but were rather crucial to the sense of an extrarational perception of “wonder” that the British administration wanted to invoke in its subjects. The concept of “wonder” is not an «nf/rational sentiment in either Western philosophy or the colonial archive; rather, it invokes the invitation to knowledge and rediscovery of the alien object. As we shall examine more closely in chapter 3 in a discussion of Edmund Husserl, colonial administrators approximated a phenomenology that sought to instill in native subjects the critical ability to interrogate anew their own alienation with the colonial marketplace and public sphere, if only to become better subjects of colonialism. In its best sense, therefore, the colonial invocation of wonder can be situated close to Heidegger:

What seems natural to us is probably just something familiar in a long tradition that that has forgotten the unfamiliar source from which it arose. And yet this unfamiliar source once struck man as strange and caused him to think and to wonder.… Perhaps however what we call feeling or mood, here and in similar instances, is more reasonable—that is, more intelligently perceptive—because more open to Being than all that reason which, having meanwhile become ratio, was misinterpreted as being rational. The hankering after the irrational, as abortive offspring of the unthought rational, therewith performed a curious service.… Is it only a curiosity or even merely the empty sophistry of a conceptual game, or is it—an abyss?5


Colonial functioning is in the order of performing such a curious service. Indeed, concepts of extrarational organicism might be seen as essential in imperialist valorization, whether this be the nonverbal gasps of exhibition voyeurs, the digital dexterity of artisanal skills, the all-too-reclusive knowledges from which fabric or lacquer were produced in intricate and arcane arabesques, the congealed relations of custom, and the transcendent cosmogony of religion that imbued the native with a preternatural quiescence.

In contrast to the late Subaltern Studies that seek to imbue colonialism with a unitary impulsion toward an exclusionist rationality, this book argues that colonial governance is marked precisely by a calculus of extreme sensitivity to situational circumstance. Rather than betray their own alienness, the codes of imperial power sought to be inextricably entwined with the native’s own codes of cognition. It is this intertwined character that for the doyens of the early Subaltern Studies produced the exceptional moment of subaltern insurgency. In the words of Ranajit Guha,

When a peasant rose in revolt at any time or place under the Raj, he did so necessarily and explicitly in violation of a series of codes which defined his very existence as a member of that colonial, and still largely semi-feudal society. For his subalternity was materialized by the structure of property, institutionalized by law, sanctified by religion and made tolerable—and even desirable—by tradition. To rebel was indeed to destroy many of those familiar signs which he had learned to read and manipulate in order to extract a meaning out of the harsh world around him and live with it. The risk “in turning things upside down” under these conditions was indeed so great that he could hardly afford to engage in such a project in a state of absent-mindedness.6


Rather than cast the colonial archive as the example of an overarching rationality, this book shares with the early Subaltern Studies group its scrupulous attention to the exceptionality of subaltern insurgency, its sensitivity toward the constitutive discontinuities of colonial governance. The methodological protocol adopted by the original group can be described as follows: whenever insurgency erupts in areas under the yoke of oppressive power, the discourses of power and knowledge that govern that situation undergo a mode of “crisis.”7 A disruptive phenomenon suddenly appears, disruptive because it appears to be an effect without a recognizable cause. This crisis is epistemological as much as it is logistical, in that in addition to unleashing the army, the wielders of power are pressed to confer a narrative of causality on the origins of that insurgency. Inevitably, the causative structure that is conferred as management of that crisis refers back more to the governing discourse’s own frameworks of knowledge and ethics than to the cognitive domain of the insurgents. The governing power inevitably resorts to domesticate insurgency into an epistemological aberration through the use of euphemism, thus reverting the “crisis” into a mode of normative control using the rubrics of tradition, religion, or ethnicity. As such, this signals a “cognitive failure” to read the insurgency as already outreaching these rubrics. The “subaltern,” defined as the figurai agent of that insurgency, is not heard in that normativization or in Gayatri Spivak’s well-known phrase “cannot speak.”8 As Paul de Man might have put it, the “tropological” violently recuperates the “performative.”9 The narratives of power and resistance to power, even as they are inexorably shaped by each other, are of different orders; they pass like ships in the night. Subaltern “studies” is therefore a mode of historiography that reads the historical archive with an ear open to the murmurings and whispers—the failed “speech-acts”—that are both muffled and linger as a palimpsest within the official record.

Warning against a constative, self-possessed, anthropological profile of the subaltern, Spivak has situated this historiographic strategy within the more general problematic of speech-acts and the receiver; we are persistently reminded here that all speech-acts must fail, not just that of subalterns.10 Power is constituted by cognitive failure, not undone by it. To think otherwise would be, in Guha’s memorable words, to create “a theoretical pretext for the fabrication of a literal absurdity—the absurdity of the idea of an uncoercive state.”11

The concept of crisis is critical to this book’s understanding of “imperialism” as well. Lenin’s 1917 theory of imperialism represents an effort by a coruscating mind, suddenly faced with the responsibility of governing an empire, to explicate the abrupt dissolution—and potential reformation—of a centuries-old imperial arrangement.12 Writing in the wake of Hobson and Hilferding, Lenin characterized the imperial system as an administrative hodge podge riven by constitutive discontinuities. Rather than attributing imperial ascendance to mere military or political dominance, Lenin described imperialism as undergirded by a productive and systemic disorganization of political arrangements superposed by the successive expansion and consolidation of economic territory. The superposition of these incompatible frames continually produces waves of generative crisis; propelling itself from (realization) crisis to (realization) crisis, capitalism enters a state of decay. “Decay” here does not mean economic stagnation. Rather it refers to a periodic series of interruptions, or moments, into which both economic and noneconomic elements enter as new elements of capital, such as new subject-constitutions or the further valorization of “dependent peoples.” One has to be attentive to the peculiarly German philosophical origins of Marx’s theorization of discontinuity to relate decay in this sense with generative power. One opens up the way for the other while being fundamentally unrelated to it. For this continual and crisis-borne entry of heterogeneous subject-constitutions or terms into the power structure, I have used the term morphogenesis. Imperialism is modernity—what needs to be unraveled here are not the terms imperialism and modernity but what equates these two heterogeneous terms linguistically in that sentence, the copula that is also a phenomenological mark: the is.


The Nature of Historical Transitions: Ruse, Function, Emergence

The DSA was one of the biggest bureaucracies to be created in Europe during the nineteenth century, ironically by a cadre for whom bureaucratic “jobbery” was something of a bête noire. Its principal collaborator in India, the Public Works Department (PWD) was the largest building organization in the world. Given this self-effacing mode of bureaucratic expansion, several chapters in this book look at the modalities that appear as a response to the unguarded moment when something unforeseen happens and interrupts the teleology of a discourse, occasioning a shift of protocol in power and reading. This book argues that such crises, or “emergences,” do not necessarily mark an undoing of power as much as trigger its morphogenetic capacities.

As I have said before, the principal attempt of this book is to notate a theory of change, that is, to theorize the nature of historical transitions. It is the conventional business of historiography to unravel the causes underpinning historical transitions, or “shifts” or “breaks,” such that the qualitative facets of an event are inexorably bound within a temporal scheme. The desire therein is to bring the relationship of cause and effect within a continuum or architectonic, to cover over, post hoc, what Jean-François Lyotard has phrased as the “unintelligibility of the phenomenon.”13 For our purposes, Siegfried Giedion, who saw in the DSA the unconscious presentiment of a later self-assured modernism, may well serve as example of this widespread historiographic desire:

At this point I became concerned with the problem of continuity, with those elements that remained constant despite the advent of mechanization and the tragic nineteenth century rift between thinking and feeling [we will look at this presumed “rift” and feeling in chapter 8], … The foremost question was the relation between constancy and change. Constancy does not imply mere continuation, but rather the ability of the human mind suddenly to bring to life things that have been left slumbering through long ages. In contemporary art we can perceive an inseparable interweave of past, present, and future.14


Structural inequality or unevenness between heterogeneous genres, of “thinking” and “feeling”—what Lyotard would term the terms of a “differend”—is transmogrified in the previous paragraph into epistemological equivalence through being posed as contrast, placed as the continuum of a “before” and “after.” The particularity of a historical predicament is thereby removed to an existential or transcendental question of deciphering the “constancy” within phenomena. Depending on point of view, transition can then be safely either embraced as triumph or mourned as loss. We know that violence is being done here. The two poles of the “dialectic” cover over a hidden triumph, of the agency—imperialism—that pits this heterogeneity as putative contest, say between tradition and modernity, handicraft and machinery, feeling and thinking, in the first place.

The DSA’s agenda presents an attempt at what might be called planned or willed transition in the face of an unprecedented macrocrisis: industrialism. A planned activity is a procedure wherein an “emergent” term is subsumed as a “functional” one. Functional terms are those that are in accordance with the predictability of any given scheme, historiographic, bureaucratic, or otherwise. Emergence, on the other hand, refers to the unruly elements that erupt into a discourse, “neither a dialectical movement or any kind of continuum,”15 where “the results were neither predictable nor controllable … a multiplicity of seemingly random transactions gradually coalesce into [an apparently] self-organized pattern, generating results that could not have been planned at the outset.”16 In chapter 1, we will see the DSA strategy of squaring off emergent, unpredictable situations on the ground through the adoption of an ostensibly open-ended bureaucratic apparatus; the procedural protocol was touted as morphotropically calibrating itself in response to situational exigencies, a systemic corollary of the fabled “men on the spot” of Empire.

The “gaze” of power operates here through a binocular vision: one eye sees to clarify and classify (the Foucauldian architectonic), whereas the other eye is blind, abocular; it feels around, gropes around with the persistent intuition that vision plays tricks with the mind. The left hand of strategy will not know the right hand of tactics; this bihanded enterprise might therefore be construed as epitomizing the imperial modus in its very firmament. It also begins to explain why the self-professedly most liberal government in the world could create and assemble under it a variety of neofeudal administrative arrangements to better secure its hold over colonial territories. In the event, the tactics employed on the ground—whether in relationship to subaltern insurgency or artisanal production—might therefore be said to be liberal in (asserted) cause but not liberal in (practiced) effect. Unmodern agency—whether subaltern or artisan—found its transition to modernity percolated by a permeable prophylaxis of empire that formally consigned it to an abocular “tradition”: simultaneously precapitalist and self-organizing, and the emblem of an unmitigated and originary unruliness.

The effect of this binocular vision was most palpable on the deemed agent of production at the imperial periphery: the artisan emerges as a figure precisely at the point where imperial capital finds itself thwarted by nonmodern forms of labor. As such, the artisan constitutes an interruptive, unruly figure, both the form of resistance to and a morphogenetic trigger for flexible accumulation and liberal despotism. Marx’s principal fallacy lay in his understanding of the global spread of capital as reliant on the stipulatory structure of the factory-form as the ineluctable telos of industrial capitalism; the artisan was for him largely an atavism. As is well-known, Marx considered mechanized industrialization as historically necessary for any mature political forms of opposition to emerge. Against that “modernizing” grain, this book makes the claim that “tradition” is an essential element, the name for the emergent, unguarded figure through which industrial capital expands at its peripheries. In India, for instance, in contrast to the mechanistic armature with which the European laborer was sought to be cast, the artisan was understood as intrinsically part and parcel of larger administrative units, be it anthropological concepts of “village communities,” caste, or tribe.

Unburdened by the weight of this modernizing ethos, the DSAs atavistic formulations and influence in the colony afforded it an empirical understanding of a world that Marx had dismissed completely in his theorization of abstract labor. To understand better this felicity between the liberal premises of the DSA in the metropole and the unmodern dispensation of imperial administration, a sketch of the DSA’s institutional history is necessary.


The Department of Science and Art

After the unprecedented success of the Great Exhibition of 1851 held at Hyde Park, London, the conveners set themselves to work on carrying forth into the long term what they construed as the “lessons” of the exhibition. These lessons, it is not surprising, were the same as the preconceptions that had inspired it in the first place. One could briefly compound them as follows. Universal industrial progress can be best goaded by the open display of the works of industry. By comparing materials, products, tools, machinery, and artifacts from different countries and regions, visitors to the exhibition, workers and capitalists alike, could gauge the relative advances of industry in different parts of the globe. Most important, the alienation of workers within industrial capital could be alleviated by their encounter with the best commodities from home and abroad. Armed with this new sensibility of a universal aesthetic, they would more actively engage in industrial production, thus positively informing the different stages of production from below. These contributions would create in turn a new compact between capitalist and laborer.

The DSA was accordingly placed under the same institution that had backed the exhibition: the BoT. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the DSA was the primary bureaucratic body responsible for technical education in Britain, and its duties included devising the national curriculum for not only the key elements of drawing and design but also their (apparently) kin subjects of biology and mathematics. The teaching of these subjects, imparted mostly at the tertiary level, was carried out through the several provincial Schools of Art, whose graduates were subsequently employed in teaching at the elementary level, in grammar schools, and in officially recognized local art classes. The DSA also prescribed and supervised the drawing curriculum at the basic school levels. In 1883 there were as many as 767,194 students imbibing its curriculum at elementary day schools (in addition to 6,891 in evening classes), while no less than 3,476 drawing teachers were being trained to teach in these schools. In that same year, 26,424 students were receiving the DSA’s art education in semiformal “art classes,” while the Schools of Art had an enrollment of 35,909 students,17 whose subsequent careers in artistic fields, it was hoped, would lead them into industry or teaching, thus exponentially augmenting the doyens of aesthetic taste among Britain’s variegated social strata.


“King Cole”

Much of the DSA’s manner of functioning and inordinate institutional influence was the direct legacy of Henry Cole, the DSA’s founding spirit and supreme official in its first two decades. Cole was born in 1808, the son of a Dragoon officer. Having won a silver medal for writing in school, he obtained employment at a very early age under Francis Palgrave at the Record Commission in 1823. Around 1826, Cole came to the attention of Thomas Love Peacock, the well-known man of letters, who, noting the young man’s promise, introduced Cole to the circle of young radicals who met regularly and talked of fomenting reform in the Britain of the 1820s and 1830s. These included John Stuart Mill, Horace Grant, Edwin Chadwick, Charles Buller, and others who became household names in Britain in the following decade. Most of these men were passionate admirers and often protégés of another radical generation before them, the circle around the Utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham and Mill’s father, James Mill. Cole participated regularly in the various debates and energetic campaigns undertaken by the group, including the movement for universal suffrage and a secret ballot, with the younger Mill acting as Cole’s mentor during this formative period of his life.18

At the Record Commission, Cole’s ambitiousness and obstreperousness nettled Palgrave, leading to his summary dismissal. In response and with the support of Mill’s circle, Cole undertook a public campaign to expose the corruption and fiscal waste at the commission. The group orchestrated a strategy of writing pamphlets and letters to various newspapers and magazines, with Cole often responding to his own letters under a variety of assumed names, in a multiplication of authorship that we will examine in more detail in chapter 4. As a result of this concerted campaign, in 1836, a Select Committee was appointed to probe the affairs of the Record Commission. Cole was reinstated as an assistant-keeper. Cole’s subsequent career there saw him flower into something of a minor historian, as he disinterred and reorganized archival materials and wrote a series of popular guides, many of them on medieval topics. These included a survey of documents from thirteenth- and fourteenth-century England, a treatise on Henry VIII’s scheme of apportioning church property and powers, and a detailed study of the architecture and art works of Westminster Abbey.

At the same time, his children were growing up in the 1840s. Cole wrote and published more than twenty children’s picture books under the pseudonym of Felix Summerly, collectively called The Home Treasury. Two recent biographers have even credited him with the invention of the Christmas card.19 In addition, Cole was also involved in the public effort to reform mail and postage rates. As the “great railway mania” got underway in the middle of that decade, he published a series of “railway charts,” informing novice rail travelers of the various views of prominent buildings and scenes to be had out of the windows. Cole also had a spotty journalistic career, writing for periodicals such as the London and Westminster Review and The Railway Chronicle.

During the same period, Cole embarked on an aesthetic career with a publication on the works of Albrecht Dürer. In 1846, he won a prize from the Society of Arts20 (SoA) for a tea service that he had designed and turned himself at his friend Herbert Minton’s factory at Stoke-on-Trent. Minton’s firm subsequently reproduced hundreds of thousands of Cole’s tea sets, which remained in production at least until the late 1870s. Simultaneously, Cole was increasingly becoming involved with the affairs of the SoA. With his friend John Scott Russell as secretary, they soon packed the committee with their own supporters, and Cole eventually turned it into an executive appendage to promote his own interests and campaigns.

Through the SoA, Cole came to the notice of Albert, Victoria’s German consort. As one of the SoA’s delegates to the French National Exhibition of 1849, along with Minton and the architect Matthew Digby Wyatt, Cole became Albert’s confidante on the latter’s proposal to the SoA to host a similar exhibition in London. As a member of the committee subsequently formed for this purpose, Cole distinguished himself by being at the forefront of deliberations, with an energy, enthusiasm, and abrasiveness that put others in the pale. It was largely at Cole’s urging that the scope of the Great Exhibition was extended to cover the industry of “all” nations, and it was because of his support in the face of more conservative opposition that a design by a gardener named Joseph Paxton was chosen over other alternatives. In large part, the Great Exhibition owed its spectacular success to Cole’s special ability to convince various factions—manufacturers, financiers, domestic and foreign governments, local advocatory bodies, railway companies, working-class organizations, trading firms—that the exhibition would be beneficial to each of their otherwise divergent interests.


The Birth of a Bureaucracy

During the deliberations for the establishment of a permanent department of industrial art after the Great Exhibition, Cole appeared as an automatic choice for heading this initiative, given not only his involvement with the exhibition but also his earlier report on the Schools of Design. In 1848 Cole’s career as the designer of “Summerly’s Art Manufacturers” (objects for household decoration) and his association with the SoA had marked him as a prime candidate for the BoT’s project of reforming the schools, which were under its jurisdiction. The schools had been founded in 1837 by a Parliamentary Committee set up two years previously to develop a state system of education for artisans and workers in industry. The objective was to respond to the perceived threat from continental imports. The first “Normal” (or teacher-training) School of Design was established in Somerset House in London in 1837, with twenty-one schools added by 1852. The schools had a clear mandate, because of the BoT’s premium on utility and trade, to avoid fine art and devise means to disseminate the techniques and skills of industrial design instead. As we shall see in chapters 2 and 3, the demands of this brief led to a unique pedagogical formulation. By the late 1840s, however, the schools’ functioning was in disarray, owing to internecine agendas and personal animosities within the board, in addition to conflict between the Normal Schools and local administrative bodies and patrons of the many branch schools.21

It was against the background of this petty tumult that Cole was appointed in 1849 as member of a Parliamentary Committee to investigate and reform the running of the schools. The chairman, Milner Gibson, was a close ally, and the two of them schemed to turn matters to their advantage. To press home his own agendas on the public relations front, Cole started a new magazine, the Journal of Design. Cole’s strongest ally in this conflict was the manufacturers’ lobby within the BoT, and together they campaigned to rid the schools of the influence of fine artists, hoping to transform the institutions to service the needs of industry. From behind the scenes, Cole worked indefatigably to discredit the current running of the schools. Perhaps at the cost of revealing his own ambitions, Cole compared the administration of the schools to the functioning of the Records office, his own berth. In addition to castigating the lack of accountability and the inefficient devolution of responsibility within the schools, Cole painstakingly assembled large amounts of data on their operation. The evidence he brought to the fore is remarkable in terms of its detail and managerial acuity. He compared the employment and salary schemes within the government-managed schools to precedents in industry, arguing that the mode of remuneration verged on the assumption of unpaid volunteerism on the part of teachers, vitiating both authority and accountability.

In the aftermath of the exhibition, with the SoA behind him, Cole was now in a commanding position with regard to the direction of the Schools of Design. After a three-year campaign, Cole was appointed as the full-time official head of a new department within the BoT, the Department of Practical Art (DPA), and given powers that more or less matched his own recommendations. According to these arrangements, Cole was to have one artist as his assistant and adviser on academic matters. This position went to a person who was to prove himself as Cole’s deputy in the years to come: Richard Redgrave. Two other significant names became essential components of the Cole circle in the running of the new department: Mathew Digby Wyatt, an architect, and Owen Jones, the talented, seminal theorist of ornament and designer of the color scheme for the Crystal Palace.

Together, the Cole, Redgrave, Digby Wyatt, and Jones caucus set about reforming the administrative structure by which the branch schools were governed, making them relatively autonomous with regard to everyday operational responsibilities. At the same time, they made the curricular structure of these branch schools more dependent on the London school by devising a fiscal system of outlays that came to be (notoriously) named as “payment upon results.” By making the operation of the schools economically reliant on what was termed as a coupling of “self-help” and “Government aid” rather than a political hierarchy involving fiats and commands, Cole could effectively dissemble what was an increased level of centralization in the running of the schools with an appearance of decentralization.

The “contrastive” fracas that was Victorian society—Raymond Williams’s well-known appropriation of Pugin’s term is useful here22—makes the sheer scale of the DSA’s profile almost inexplicable. Rafael Cardoso Denis has described the DSA’s growth in terms of a “bureaucracy by stealth,” and it is critical that this clandestine character be understood precisely as an index of the bihanded sensibility of Victorian “reform”: that of maximal vehemence in public discourse and of minimal fiscal investment into actual institutional support. What is significant about the DSA is not its size per se but the tremendous range of fiscal headings—most of them mere lip service to this or that reformative agenda—that came to came to be sheltered under its omnibus marquee.

At different times, the DSA’s motley charges would contain the Geological Survey, the Government School of Mines, the Museum of Practical Geology, the Museum of Irish Industry, the Royal Dublin Society, a patent museum, the Registrar of Designs, and the National School of Cookery. This list is indiscriminate enough to remind readers of Foucault’s invocation of Borges’s apocryphal Chinese encyclopedia in the Order of Things. Quite in contrast to Foucault’s concept of the epistémé, however, the DSA’s particular menagerie was assembled under one roof with no such buried assumption of association. Rather, it reflected a new managerial doctrine of reduced fiscal headings and maximized hierarchical efficiency. A master bureaucracy precluded the replication of duties across separate bureaucratic organizations, or so the theory went. Grasping this modus operandi is critical if one looks at the DSA’s primary bailiwick: art and design education. Upon its founding in 1856, the DSA inherited all the existing Schools of Design. Soon enough, the Cole cohort moved to whittle down staff; the rationale adopted will strike a chord of familiarity with observers of current-day industrial downsizing. From this pared-down managerial strategy, an empire—with a real Empire as its archetype—could be built with very few invested resources. This is an example of centralization not in the interests of a singular dictatorship (although Cole’s persona did much to attract precisely those aspersions) but in the service of budgetary stringency. The Benthamite double entendre of administrative “accountability” and fiscal accountancy thus devolved into a potent organizational broth: as long as the basic formulas of downsizing, reduced duplication of tasks and physical plant, and reduced salary benefits could be applied, any department could be subsumed into this one.

One of the Cole clique’s first challenges was to recalibrate the conflicting interests that had reared their heads in the operation of the schools. Although the schools had been established to serve the needs of industry, these institutions were hardly able to satisfy their presumed constituencies, workers, or manufacturers. As Adrian Rifkin has succinctly put it, workers could hardly spare the time to devote themselves to art after the rigors of a hard day’s work, and manufacturers were conveniently willing to forego the costs of hiring designers by simply copying fashionable imported designs by the season.23 It was often the case that the schools’ most enthusiastic pupils were middle-class women pursuing art for leisure or upwardly mobile women who could use the cheap artistic education to obtain positions as governesses in upper-class households. Besides, different industries had different needs in relationship to design: clearly carpentry could not use the same kind of input in training and education as pottery. Consequently, the schools were hard put to bridge divergences of trade within its pupils.

Instead of doing away with these eccentricities in the schools’ functioning, Cole attempted to integrate the diverse populations served by the schools by devising different schedules and fee structures for different kinds of students. One of the key problems faced by the Schools of Design was the relative paucity of students who had received drawing education at the basic level. To address this, Cole reenvisioned the department as facilitating the introduction of drawing into the regular curricula of primary schools. Approaching the Committee of the Privy Council on Education (Britain did not yet have a ministry of education), Cole moved to have the department recognized as the official training body for drawing teachers at the primary and secondary level. The schools therefore abandoned their aim of exclusively training specialized artisans, opting instead for the goal of incorporating drawing education into the mainstream. The rationale advanced was that with a more widespread inculcation of the norms of “taste”24 in not only artisans but potential consumers as well, manufacturers would be even more enjoined to elevate their standards. In one fell swoop, the new department had become an essential part of Britain’s burgeoning state educational infrastructure, a development all the more propitious given developments in the 1860s and the eventual passage of the 1870 Education Act and the ensuing establishment of school boards.

In addition, the Cole caucus designated the London school as the teacher-training school for instructors in the branch of Schools of Art and Design. One of the Cole circle’s initiatives at this point was to establish a museum of objects of design as an essential element of design pedagogy. Stationed at Marlborough House and christened the Museum of Ornamental Art, this institution received all the instructional plaster casts from the former collections of the school in Somerset House. In addition to this, a portion of the profits from the Great Exhibition was dedicated to acquiring new collections. Cole used almost all this money to purchase objects displayed in the Crystal Palace. In addition, manufacturers donated their products as examples of contemporary design, seeing the museum as the ideal advertising venue. With continued support from Parliament and Cole’s perseverance, the museum soon grew into a substantial collection, forming the seeds of today’s V&A.

Mandated, in Cole’s words, to collect “objects wherein fine art is applied to some purpose of utility,” Cole, Redgrave, Jones, and A.W.N. Pugin were designated as the selection committee. Under their direction, the new museum acquired extensive collections in all manner of commodity: Renaissance bronzes, ladies’ underwear, photographs, tapestries, furniture, silks, shoes, silver, jewelry, glass and crystal objects, metalware, and even a section called “Animal Products,” part of which was to germinate into the V&A’s sister institution, the Natural History Museum. Within a year of its founding, in 1853, the museum boasted the most extensive and finest collection of ceramics in Europe.25 Eventually, the DPA’s paired format of a museum attached to a school would be replicated across the British Empire.


The DSA in Action

In 1856, when the DPA also took on the task of overseeing science education under the aegis of the Privy Council of Education, it was renamed the Department of Science and Art, a title that it would retain until its dissolution. Around that time, with the proceeds from the Great Exhibition, the exhibition commissioners purchased a large parcel of land in the southwestern London suburb of Brompton to build a permanent establishment for its headquarters. Cole was less than impressed with the plebeian name, and he rechristened it with reference to the elite London suburb to the north, Kensington. The eighty-seven acres that the commissioners purchased in newly named “South Kensington” left no doubt as to the department’s expansive ambitions for the future.

The new decentralized system of operation brought into being by the DSA operated in the following manner. First of all, regional and local committees had to petition the DSA for funds to establish a school in their area. Prior to this, the committees had to gain the support of three public schools in the vicinity that would commit all of their students to receive one drawing lesson per week, and pay the teacher’s wages, half the cost of models, and other teaching equipment dispatched from South Kensington. In addition to this, the local committee would also have to commit to offering midday classes at a given fee rate and evening classes (for workers) at a lower rate and to pay the drawing master from these fees.

If all of these conditions were fulfilled, the DPA and BoT would dispatch a trained master for the area, guaranteeing his salary at a certain level, and supply officially prescribed pedagogical materials at half cost. With the formation of the DSA, South Kensington ceased even appointing or providing for masters, concentrating only on the delivery of the instructional material. Local committees were given absolute liberty in terms of running the schools; grants would now be dispensed based on a system of examinations and evaluations conducted by the department. With these incentives, provincial schools and regional museums sprouted by the score. The South Kensington system would also have global followers—driven as much by its fiscal model as its formula of judging pedagogical efficiency by dictating the terms of its own success or failure—with aficionados and acolytes of the Cole circle fanning out in countries such as France, Russia, Spain, the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and India.


Designing the Modern

The DSA’s history is a prolegomenon to the modern movement. The relationship of the modern movement to ornament and craft is complex. Recent scholarship has argued that the professed eschewal of ornament by twentieth-century modernism was nothing else but an argument for a new kind of ornament.26 If modernist taste at the turn of the century found its apotheosis in the rejection of ornament, theoretically pitting its generative basis in mechanized industry rather than in art, it is not because ornament becomes a part of the irrecoverable past. Rather, with the bringing of the entire diversity of production under the centralized circuitry of capital, with the inexorable commoditization of life itself, everything becomes ornament. The construction of ornament as the appearance of value is examined in greater detail in chapter 3 through a comparison of the writing of Marx and the DSA’s Christopher Dresser.

The twentieth-century avant-garde’s professed eschewal of ornament also drew from a phantasmatic obsession with mechanization as the privileged motor of production. This eschewal has had the effect of producing a permanent myopia about architecture’s continued reliance on hand-based production to the present day. One can argue that this myopia had less to do with transformed modes of production than with the desire of a new class of professionals to distance itself from the oppressive association with labor and poorly rewarded artisanry. In the DSAs and the Arts and Crafts movement’s efforts to reverse this “alienation,” by comparison, the historian is faced with a tremendous archive of observations of labor. The singular “modern” subject forwarded by the 1920s architectural avant-garde would hardly exhibit the anthropological sophistication, empirical documentation, and global comparativist polemic thrown up by the DSA. Certainly, part of the DSA’s sophistication might also be attributed to the great institutional preponderance that Cole’s coterie enjoyed within the far-reaching infrastructure of the British Empire. For the DSA, ornament was not only the apprehensible appearance of the industrial object but the imprimatur of globalized labor as well.

The DSA’s attention toward the anthropological underpinnings of globalized production was foretold right at the time of the Great Exhibition. Many leading personalities who visited the exhibition remarked on the perceived superiority of Oriental, handcrafted wares over their Occidental, industrially produced counterparts. For most British and many Continental aesthetes, the exhibition represented an anthropological watershed.27 Prominent aesthetes and intellectuals as diverse as Gustave Flaubert and Gottfried Semper, as well as a host of British public figures, decried what they deemed the execrable taste of the objects produced by mechanized industry in Europe. Comparing these to the handmade textiles, metalwork, and ivory work from the East (most notably India, which had a bigger display than any non-Western country and most Western countries in the Continent), aesthetes and officials alike commented on what they deemed the superior patterns, the harmony of color, the richness of material, and the “subtlety” of application. (Ruskin was the notable exception.28)

The irony was not lost on these Victorian intellectuals. For a midcentury progressivist mind-set whose principal precepts had been built on the thought of James Mill and Macaulay, this paradox of civilizational “backwardness” juxtaposed against the high quality of commodities presented its own conceptual challenges. What the Orient presented, in its alternative structures of production, was the possibility to rethink the relationship between “industry” in its nineteenth-century sense and “society.” Indeed, as this book argues, the increased documentation of the anthropological situations of the Orient, deemed by liberals to be entirely imbricated within custom, effectively defined the very framework through which industry in the metropole was understood by way of difference.


South Kensington and India

Because of the spectacular appreciation elicited by Indian goods in the Great Exhibition, when the DPA apportioned monies from its founding budget to purchase goods from the Crystal Palace, more than one-third of the goods purchased were of Indian origin. Because the price structure of a colonial market such as India can be assumed to be only notional at this point, the goods obtained were exponentially higher in number than those purchased from the Continent for a comparable amount of money. In subsequent years, the DSA continued to make substantial purchases of ornamental objects from India. It sent deputations, some led by Cole’s own son, Henry Hardy Cole, to obtain plaster casts of architectural monuments and other wares. Today, the V&A remains the biggest repository of South Asian wares outside of the subcontinent. Even within South Asia, the V&A’s principal competitors in this respect today were all either established or significantly influenced by the South Kensington axis.

The effects of this policy were manifold. Even as the DSA started a campaign to acquire Indian wares, the unique status of India as the only area in Asia where Britain had direct control over administrative polity led to the DSA’s substantial influence in determining its cultural affairs. DSA officials precociously realized that the untrammeled influx of mechanized products was devastating the artisanal industry of the subcontinent. South Kensington thus advocated a preservationist stance for the “traditional” modes of production and the artifacts of India.
[image: ]Figure 1 Plaster cast of South Asian architectural ornaments, collected by the Indian section of the South Kensington Museum. These casts were subsequently destroyed in 1955. In the spirit of “modernist” frenzy, copies of ornamental detail were deemed of little value. Nonetheless, each destroyed fragment was scrupulously photographed and archived. Courtesy: V & A Images.
At the time of the DSA’s establishment in London, a number of colonial institutions in India already ministered to the pedagogy of vocational skills. Many of these were evangelist outfits, although they overtly espoused objectives of commercial improvement and industrial training. The School of Industry in Madras established in 1850 by Alex Hunter is an example. However, as news arrived of the Great Exhibition and the formation of the DPA, several bodies in India, including native financiers and industrialists, were inspired to create similar institutions to support local industries. The new schools of art in Bombay and Calcutta in the mid-I850s were a result of these campaigns. Because there had been no pedagogical expertise developed in the vocational fields, the South Kensington curriculum was borrowed and adapted for Indian schools. Very soon, all three schools, Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta (the three major colonial trading centers), were obtaining textbooks, models, plaster casts, drawing materials, and other equipment from the South Kensington repository.

By the mid-1860s, schools of art in India were recruiting DSA graduates for their teaching positions. The first batch was composed of John Lockwood Kipling, John Griffiths, and Henry Hoover Locke, all of whom were to become superintendents of the various schools, the last two of the Bombay and Calcutta institutions, respectively. Kipling, whose son Rudyard was born on the campus of the J.J. School of Art in Bombay, eventually found a new school and museum in Lahore in the following decade. At the turn of the century, South Kensington’s influence acquired a permanent afterlife in India through the arrival of another of its graduates, Ernest Binfield Havell, head of the Calcutta school, whose contribution was critical in the imagining of a nationalist art in India. Almost all the significant advocates of artisanal production in India had substantial links with the DSA apparatus, including influential officials and pedagogues such as George Birdwood, Swinton Jacob, Thomas Holbein Hendley, Ram Singh, Caspar Purdon Clarke, and J.H. Rivett-Carnac.

Because of the South Kensington connection, the dyad of museum and school of industrial art became the prevalent format of artistic pedagogy in India, and, as in the British schools, fine art was pushed to the margins. With the four schools in Madras, Bombay, Calcutta, and Lahore as models, a number of princely states, Baroda, Hyderabad, Jaipur, Alvar, and others, set up similarly coupled institutions. Along with the museums, the DSA faction also instigated a series of exhibitions within India, their schedule performing a well-choreographed tango with their lavish metropolitan counterparts. This network in turn facilitated the magnificence and generous size of Indian galleries at almost every international exhibition. The swan song of the DSA’s career in India was South Kensington’s Colonial and Indian Exhibition of 1886, by far the biggest world exhibition held in Britain until that point. A direct result of the 1886 exhibition was the sumptuously produced Journal of Indian Art, whose publishing run of twenty-five years made it the principal and exhaustive archival source for research on Indian artisanal manufactures in this period. It is in this state-supported journal that we find perhaps the first technical treatise, in 1888, written by Chobe Raghu Das, assistant superintendent of revenue in Kutch, on “tie and dye” work in that province. The DSA can thus be justly credited with introducing to the Western world an important sartorial element of the antiestablishment, do-it-yourself counterculture of the hippie era.29
[image: ]Figure 2 Disseminating Design—Shadows of South Kensington. South Kensington style display cases, Lahore Museum, Lahore. Photo: Author.
[image: ]Figure 3 Nineteenth-century casts kept at the J.J. School of Art, Bombay. Companies like Messrs. Brucciani, located in Great Russell Street, London, supplied the pedagogical needs of the global DSA network. Photo: Author.[image: ]Figure 4 Nineteenth-century casts kept at the J.J. School of Art, Bombay. Photo: Author.
The pedagogical efforts in India were complemented by the South Kensington Museum’s own efforts to collect, document, and analyze the varieties of material phenomena from India. Ray Desmond has written about the India Museum, a shadowy and amorphous institution, which in the 1870s, under the guidance of its director John Forbes Watson, brought out a series of encyclopedic studies on the flora, fauna, economic products, processes of production, and anthropological variety of India. In 1880 the collections of the India Museum, integrated the year before with the South Kensington Museum’s own extensive collections of Indian objects, were opened to the public as a distinct and brand-new “Indian section.” The section subsequently acquired its own separate building within the South Kensington campus at the turn of the century, the only “nonmaterial,” nationally defined section of the V&A until the 1970s.

With the increased power of trade unions as representatives of labor, the DSA’s paternalism would gradually become irrelevant, even as its derived ideology moved on to regions experiencing new industrialization in the twentieth century. The respective Werkbunds in Germany are an example. In India, on the other hand, as a colonial territory experiencing mass-scale deindustrialization and underdevelopment in its indigenous economy at this high tide of imperialism, the DSA discourse became all the more entrenched within the general terms of administrative policy. This book contends that, as British India moved toward an early version of what Mahmood Mamdani has described in the African context as “decentralized despotism”—an administrative polity advocating customary self-governance and therefore reduced responsibilities at the ground level—the DSA’s invocation of the “artisan” would become a key alibi for tradition-based superexploitation. All the chapters in this book address this thesis of the relationship between “indirect” governance and exploitation in varying yet comparable ways.

The colonial artisan epitomized the anthropological armature on which notions of British imperial responsibility turned. As a figure of difference, the artisan does not disappear with the advent of industrialism. Rather, it appears within it. The imago of the Oriental artisan is born and bred in the anthropological chrysalis of industrial capitalism. If for Marx the artisan had to be violently alienated from custom before she came into an understanding of herself as the agent of capital, for the DSA, industry could succeed only if the disjunction between artisan and industrial worker was properly reintegrated as an unruffled continuity. In this book, I argue that the artisan is essentially a futuristic figure—a cyborg structure—posed otherwise, “abconstructed”, within the narratives of modernization.

South Kensington’s pedagogic interest in India, encompassing as it did dozens of art, industrial, and vocational schools, museums, and exhibitions, was shot through with this very contradictory concern: how to restore the (Indian) artisan to her former state of preindustrial excellence and yet harness her productivity more efficiently within the imperial economy. By bolstering customary modes of production, or so South Kensington acolytes in India argued, the unspoiled attributes of Indian artisanry could nevertheless effect an undisturbed transition into wage production sans the dehumanizing telos of the factory floor. Given that India was well into an extended period of “deindustrialization,” this nostrum was predisposed towards failure. In empirical terms, this failure can be gauged differently across the different regional schools, comprising as they did different populations and different kinds of vocational or customary provenance. Norma Evenson has written in detail about the various schools’ respective difficulties in drawing on local artisanal pools for their student body, which came to be populated instead mostly by aspirants to government employment as drawing teachers or draftsmen.30

The very different trajectories of the respective art schools in India (or, for that matter, in Britain) demonstrate the fact that the DSA’s “artisan” was an elusive figure to come by in actuality, just as workers played truant from British art schools. In general, the Calcutta school, even as it absorbed substantial elements of the DSA curriculum, was furthest from the spectrum of the “artisan.” This was owing to its location in a city where the cultural elite had already identified themselves with elements of romantic individualist art tied to a protonationalist movement. The Madras school, on the other hand, with its roots in a vocational and reform school, quickly adapted to the modifications of the DSA curriculum. Bombay’s J.J. School maintained a mix of emphasis on both fine art and artisanal work. Only Lahore’s Mayo School of Art catered substantially in practice to the anthropological clientele idealized by the DSA faction in South Asia. John Lockwood Kipling routinely scouted the surrounding territories, bringing artisans to the school, and established direct links with various “craft” centers to facilitate the collection and distribution of their products in both commercial and pedagogical arenas. The pedagogical primacy of the Lahore school was reinforced at the Art Conference held in Lahore in 1894, when most of the other school superintendents pointed to Kipling’s creation as the model to be emulated.31 As we shall see in chapter 1, however, this model was a direct reflection of the difference of manner in which the Punjab, among the last territories annexed by the British, was administered in legal and political terms. Within a few years, the rise of nationalism in the Bengal school would take the debate over indigenism to an entirely other place, privileging the fine artist over the artisan, thus reversing the DSA’s own hard-fought victories in Britain from six decades ago.

Officials or graduates of the four principal schools of art were often directly or indirectly responsible for the supervision of scores of vocational schools run by the colonial government in mofussil or rural areas. Schools of carpentry, weaving, masonry, and so on dotted the map. Some of the vocational school graduates serviced the needs of the colonial machinery in local areas, whereas others either started new occupational pursuits using their education or continued in the line of their forefathers. With the exception of the Punjab, most art school students wound up as drawing tutors or teachers, PWD draftsmen, and the like rather than in customary trades. The demographic disparity of the student body in relation to the professed programmatic aims of the vocational schools and the schools of art make an interesting analysis in itself. Unfortunately, we will have to leave such an analysis for another occasion. Generally speaking, the story of the DSA in India can be considered to be an overwhelming failure in terms of its stated intentions, commensurate with its record in the metropole.

This failure would sometimes manifest itself in counterintuitive ways. In their desire to shore up native production against the depredations of colonial exploitation, later DSA acolytes such as Ernest Binfield Havell could even identify with the anticolonial nationalism of the Indian National Congress, hoping that it would act as the restorative agency of native tradition. However, as we shall see in chapter 6, the Congress, on the other hand, was well on its way to being co-opted by emergent peripheral capitalism managed by native entrepreneurs, the interests of which competed with colonial capital rather than providing an alternative to it. Perhaps taking a cue from the DSA, perhaps even seeing through its contradictions, the Congress would stage industrial exhibitions in every one of its annual conventions from 1901 onward. The massive scale of the DSA operation to manipulate the present is matched only by its cognitive failure in gauging some of the larger portents of its moment.

The Schools of Art in Britain displayed the same lack of fit between their pedagogy and their constituencies throughout their history. The DSA had to reconcile itself to the realization that in many instances art classes earmarked for male artisans engaged in industry were mostly populated by women seeking upward mobility through inculcation of elite taste. On the other hand, the same DSA remained practically blind to the fact that far from being constrained within the regressive spheres of secondary or domestic labor, women made up the bulk of principal labor in many key economic sectors, including textiles. However, the Victorian elite’s promulgation of separate gendered spheres forestalled their ability to address this patent contradiction.

If the colonial lack of fit created the opening for the emergence of an elite art posed as a national art, in the metropole the effort to wed concepts of individual creativity to that of the citizen and laborer translated instead into an alibi for the emergence of the modern avant-garde. In the twentieth century, the emergent figure of “design,” relating to the orchestration of taste, in all of its academic, industrial, and artistic connotations, would reside far from the context in which the Cole circle had originally conceived it: as a way of enhancing average social entitlement and the quality of life of the productive citizen. In the metropole or colony, both approaches were deeply flawed, steeped in a tradition of misreading irreconcilable distinctions between ethics and aesthetics. This book does not seek to simply critique, by mere hindsight, these misreadings to advocate a program of modernity more acceptable to contemporary political-economic or culturalist concerns. The DSA is, to date, historically the biggest-ever bureaucratic body able to wangle authority on issues of design and material culture directly pertaining to crucial political and economic policy. The unprecedented ambit of the DSA’s curriculum vitae therefore necessarily found itself having to redraw the boundaries between any pat oppositions formulated by idealist thinking in its own period or ours.

This book will examine these misreadings and failures as nonetheless immensely productive in the articulation of pedagogical programs, individual praxis, and administrative policy. If anything, this charge of a flawed premise belies the fastidious accountability with which DSA officials in both Britain and India beheld themselves to the populations whose interests they claimed to represent. The DSA would make a separate report to British Parliament every year, running into hundreds of pages. It served as a platform for vigorous debates that developed between industrialists, bureaucrats, and aesthetes on devising standards for procedurality and policy, financial accounting, and administrative management. It commissioned detailed reports and research into the nature of artistic production in industrialized and nonindustrialized regions across the globe, thereby undergirding the then newly emerging terms of political and cultural internationalism. Both the data and the terminology framed by the DSA were crucial in framing treaties and covenants that are intrinsic to the global economic system even today. The 1886 Berne convention on international copyright, applicable to this very book, is an example.

The book therefore seeks to use the significant armature of the South Kensington apparatus and its institutions as a way of examining the asymmetrical relationship between metropolitan and colonial subjects within the strategies of imperial governance.
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