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ABSTRACT
CONSUMING INDIA: IDENTITY, COMMODITY, CULTURE AND INDIANS IN
BRITAIN

By

Parama Sarkar

Moving beyond discourses of nationalism, national belonging and immigrant
nostalgia, Consuming India explores the representation of exotic commodities and
bodies which I believe, is not only crucial in analyzing the formation of the South Asian
British diaspora in the nineteenth century but also in understanding contemporary and in-
vogue discourses like multiculturalism. I start with the critical commonplace that British
culture since the early nineteenth-century has steadily exoticized the East. However,
rather than read this exoticization solely in terms of the process of legitimating and
maintaining colonial domination, my dissertation examines its function in Britain
revealing how the representation of the East as exotic masks the undercurrent of
xenophobia palpable in metropolitan attitudes to a steadily escalating foreign presence.
As I examine events ranging from the Great Exhibition of 1851 and the Indian Mutiny of
1857 to the Nationality Act of 1948 and the arrival of the SS Empire Windrush to Robin
Cook’s “Chicken Tikka Masala” speech of 2001, I explore the triadic relationship
between historical events, material objects and racialized bodies in Anglo-Indian
encounters in the metropolitan context in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In other words, I not only examine how these watershed moments necessitate shifting

representations of South Asians within the metropolitan context but also demonstrate



2wl

T

ik

ms



how South Asian immigrants in Britain engage in self-orientalization, among other
strategies, to gain economic and social stability. Simultaneously, I underscore the
commodity culture of nineteenth-century colonial and twentieth- century post-colonial
Britain, which necessitated and aided such specific self-presentations. Instead of
portraying immigrants simply as victims of circumstances, such a reading imbues these

| figures with considerably more agency and shows them to be actively involved in the
construction of their identity. In doing so, I also explore the dynamic relation between
exoticism and xenophobia that dominates the British public imagination from the
moment Indian immigrants began to arrive at the heart of the empire.

Thus, my dissertation explores how British commodity culture, in a broad sense
of the term, impacts both Anglo-Indian encounters in the metropolitan space in colonial
times as well as South Asian British literary and cultural production in the post-colonial
age. In other words, by looking at literary texts at specific historical moments, I explore
how India has been consumed in Britain over a broad historical spectrum and illustrate
how fetishism and phobia of the East fundamentally shape colonial-metropolitan
interactions and South Asian British cultural production. While most South Asian
diasporic studies focus on the “home/abroad” binary , “Consuming India” thus engages
with a different set of foci: exoticism, commodification, culture making, and strategies of

identification in South Asian literature and culture in Britain.
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Introduction

To call people exotic freezes us into the position of being always alien [...] by giving the
“oriental” inhuman, unexplainable qualities, the racist abrogates human qualities, and,
carrying all this to extremes, finds it easier to lynch the Chinaman, bomb Japan [...]

- Maxine Hong Kingston '

The key issue is how a culture comes to be aestheticized by people who have no stake in
that community and in particular by those who exercise authority over the culture or
people rendered exotic. This aestheticization is dependent on a mechanism whereby
differences are abstracted from their cultural context and rendered strange or curious.

- Deborah Root

Indian takeaways now outnumber fish and chip shops across the British Isles, and
Chinese food and pizza have become standard fare. What has happened to British taste?
Who are you if that’s what you eat?

- David Howes *

On a trip to the National Portrait Gallery in London in summer 2005, I came
across a notepad that featured the replica of Thomas Mann Baynes’ portrait of Dean
Mahomed, the first Indian writer in English. Nestled among other memorabilia and
collectibles featuring icons of British history, this notepad was on sale for a pound

alongside another notepad with a photograph of Princess Diana.
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Figure 1 Sake Dean Mahomed Shampooing Surgeon. Brighton, Coloured lithograph by
Thomas Mann Baynes, With special permission from the Wellcome Library, London *

In the portrait, Mahomed is dressed in Oriental finery. He is wearing a white silk robe
with a maroon waistcoat and turban with a dagger fastened to his waist with a girdle. In
his right hand, he is carrying a glove that was presumably used in the shampooing
process that he claimed to have pioneered in Britain in the early nineteenth century. His
left hand is on his waist as he stares unflinchingly at the painter. The setting of the
painting is the seaside resort of Brighton where Mahomed set up his shampooing

establishment, but instead of that building in the background, we get a partial view of

Brighton’s Royal Pavilion, complete with its dome and mi that was issioned
by George IV to humor his fascination for Oriental architecture. The title of the portrait
reads “Sake Dean Mahomed, Shampooing Surgeon, Brighton.”

I was immediately struck by the narrative that was embedded within this souvenir
notepad. I had been intrigued by Dean Mahomed’s story just a few days earlier when 1
saw another portrait of him in the Brighton Museum. The curator of the museum spoke
about Mahomed in glowing terms as a major figure in Brighton’s history and even

volunteered to show me the site of Mahomed’s baths on the seafront which had not
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surprisingly been replaced by the Queen’s Hotel. From his travel narrative and book on
the shampooing process, I had imagined Mahomed as one of the earliest South Asian
immigrants who was desperate to gain economic and social mobility in metropolitan
society but was often marginalized and caricatured in the popular press for his
entrepreneurial efforts. Ironically, two hundred years later, he had achieved the iconic
status that he had so craved in his lifetime with British institutions like the National
Portrait Gallery celebrating him in special exhibitions like “Between Worlds: Voyagers
to Britain, 1700-1850” and commissioning souvenirs featuring him. But even as his
contribution as curry entrepreneur and shampooing surgeon is celebrated today,
Mahomed’s image in his exotic Indian robes on the notepad cover reminds us that he has
been literally objectified into a marketable tidbit of British history.

In the summer of 2006, I came across another interesting instance of cultural
commodification. As part of the now routine “celebration of India” events in London, the
high-end department store, Harrods launched a set of twelve inch dolls modeled on

Bollywood celebrities.

Figure 2 Bollywood Legends Dolls [www.ethnicnow.com, 11sept.2006]
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http://www.ethnicnow.com/channels/editors-choice/press-release/1/582/bollywood-
comes-to-harrods.html

Created by entrepreneur Shameen Jivraj in collaboration with toy manufacturer and
distributor Spin Master Toys UK and promoted as India’s answer to Barbie and Ken,
these dolls, predictably in ethnic wear, are replicas of popular stars like Shahrukh Khan,
Hrithik Roshan, Kajol and Priyanka Chopra. Jivraj claims in an interview that Bollywood
is “such a magical and emotive arena...I wanted to create something that would allow the
audiences to be able to take some of that magic home to treasure and enjoy in a unique
and new way.” So the “exotic world of Indian cinema” (the Associated Content ran a
story with that title to mark this event) is commodified into bite-sized dolls to be enjoyed
in a more private setting. This in-your-face cultural commodification didn’t seem to
ruffle any feathers; in fact, the Bollywood celebrities were only too happy to recreate a
“fairy-tale atmosphere,” that is, an Oriental setting, by arriving at Harrods in a horse-
drawn carriage and endorsing this commodification by autographing the dolls for their
fans. But this racialized politics of marketing cultural and ethnic difference can have
serious ramifications as Ann DuCille points out in her analysis of the increasing range of
“ethnic” versions of Barbie dolls: “For me these dolls are at once the symbol and a
symptom of what multiculturalism has become in the hands of contemporary commodity
culture; an easy and immensely profitable way off the hook of Eurocentrism that gives us
the face of cultural diversity without the particulars of racial difference”(3-4).

In the face of this blatant reification of ethnicity and persistence of the discourse
of exoticism well into the twenty-first century, I was really interested in exploring how
India was and still is consumed in Britain. In other words, I was not only interested in

understanding Britain’s persistent fascination with exotic objects and bodies, but also in
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looking closely at the commodification of ethnicity, race and sexuality that has informed
the politics of cultural appropriation of India in Britain in the last two hundred years. The
decision to study the representation of India in the metropolitan context across a broad
historical spectrum is not entirely arbitrary. Most current studies of South Asians in
Britain start with the years just after independence and the partitioning of the Indian
subcontinent with the assumption that the post-war labor needs of Britain encouraged
migrants from its former colonies to relocate to the imperial metropolis in the hope of
economic betterment.® However, just as Jigna Desai asserts that “it is the historical
condition of colonialism and postcoloniality that has led to the global displacement of
South Asian peoples under various forms of migration nor can they be separated from the
uneven expansion of global capitalism that also functions to provide mobility and agency
to these postcolonial subjects”(13), I argue that we must return to an earlier historical
period and a different aspect of the economy to understand the emergence and sustenance
of a postcolonial South Asian diasporic culture in Britain.

| Also, much of the critical work on South Asians in Britain remains mired within
discourses centering around the tension between “home” and “abroad,” the actual
residence and the ideal home left behind, and the anchorless migrant subjectivity that
emerges out of this tension. Current critical work often represents immigrants as
perpetually haunted by questions of belonging and as rooted to a specific space while
desiring or constructing visions of a lost land.” While such representations illustrate the
immigrant condition to a certain extent, this portrayal often takes away emphasis from the
remarkable resourcefulness demonstrated by South Asian immigrants in order to integrate

themselves within their adopted society, in this case, Britain. Constantly portraying them
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as wallowing in homeland nostalgia de-emphasizes the significant role played by these
South Asians in shaping their cultural and political identity both in the nineteenth century
and in post-colonial Britain.

Moving beyond discourses of nationalism, national belonging and immigrant
nostalgia, “Consuming India” explores the representation of exotic commodities and
bodies which I believe, is not only crucial in analyzing the formation of the South Asian
British diaspora in the nineteenth century but also in understanding contemporary and in-
vogue discourses like multiculturalism. I start with the critical commonplace that British
culture since the early nineteenth-century has steadily exoticized the East. However,
rather than read this exoticization solely in terms of the process of legitimating and
maintaining colonial domination, my dissertation examines its function at home,
revealing how the representation of the East as exotic masks the undercurrent of
xenophobia palpable in metropolitan attitudes to a steadily escalating foreign presence.
As I examine events ranging from the Great Exhibition of 1851 and the Indian Mutiny of
1857 to the Nationality Act of 1948 and the arrival of the SS Empire Windrush to Robin
Cook’s “Chicken Tikka Masala” speech of 2001, I explore the triadic relationship
between historical events, material objects and racialized bodies in Anglo-Indian
encounters in the metropolitan context in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In other words, I not only examine how these watershed moments necessitate shifting
representations of South Asians within the metropolitan context but also demonstrate
how South Asian immigrants in Britain engage in self-orientalization, among other
strategies, to gain economic and social stability.® Simultaneously, I underscore the

commodity culture of nineteenth-century colonial and twentieth-century post-colonial
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Britain, which necessitated and aided such specific self-presentations. Instead of
portraying immigrants simply as victims of circumstances, such a reading imbues these
figures with considerably more agency and shows them to be actively involved in the
construction of their identity. In doing so, I also explore the dynamic relation between
exoticism and xenophobia that dominates the British public imagination from the
moment Indian immigrants began to arrive at the heart of the empire.

The discourse of “exoticism™ has been widely theorized in postcolonial
studies. Although the Oxford English Dictionary dates the word “exotic” to the sixteenth
century, meaning “not indigenous,” and “introduced from abroad,” Isabel Santaolalla
maintains that the fascination for foreign objects goes way back in time: “It was the lure
of the exotic that led to the appropriation of Egyptian decorative motifs in early Greek
architecture, or to the embrace of eastern cults like those of Isis and 6f Mitra in
Rome...”(9). Pia Pal-Lapinski mentions that in the mid-eighteenth century, Samuel
Johnson in his Dictionary (1755) deﬁned the “word ‘exotick’ in terms of what it was not:
as ‘foreign, not produced in our own country; not domestick’”(1). Pal-Lapinski suggests
that the seduction of Richardson’s Clarissa “transforms her into an exotic being, a
‘foreigner’ who has no place in English society, whose only option is an extravagantly
staged death”(1). From the middle of the eighteenth century then, a word that was
previously associated with something new or unfamiliar assumed negative connotations
and began to be associated with ideas of fear and contamination; anything exotic was
perceived as a palpable threat to English racial and sexual identity. This discourse
gathered steam with the onset of high imperialism in the nineteenth century even as

exoticism became synonymous with cultural appropriation. Clara Gallini points out the



nle o
mthe:
fordo
diseou
be fou
T,
pces
item
pints
paple

LRI



role of the “Great Exhibitions (London, Paris, Philadelphia, Turin...) which concretely,
in their great ‘national pavilions,’ constructed the exotic in order to suggest it as practice
for domestic use”(214). Graham Huggan further elaborates on the construction of the
discourse of exoticism: “For the exotic is not, as is often supposed, an inherent quality to
be found ‘in’ certain people, distinctive objects, or specific places; exoticism describes,
rather, a particular mode of aesthetic perception — one which renders people, objects and
places strange even as it domesticates them, and which effectively manufactures
otherness even as it claims to surrender to its immanent mystery”(13). Huggan rightly
points out that the word “exotic” doesn’t necessarily indicate an inherent difference in
people or places, but is a carefully constructed discourse that is skillfully marshaled in the
politics of global consumption. Huggan’s arguments are bolstered by Stephen Foster who
argues that “the exotic functions dialectically as a symbolic system, domesticating the
foreign, the culturally different and the extraordinary so that the ‘phenomena to which
they...apply begin to be structured in a way which makes them comprehensible and
possibly predictable, if predictably defiant of total familiarity” (13-4).°

Foster’s formulation of the exotic is strikingly similar to Louise Kaplan’s
definition of a “fetishism strategy.” “Fetishism strategy” as defined by Kaplan is the
“need to transform something unfamiliar and intangible into something familiar and
tangible” (1). In an effort to understand why certain people, objects and cultures are
coded as “exotic” within Western aesthetics, Deborah Root points out: “Exoticism in its
commodified form appears as a sophisticated appreciation of other cultures or as an
aestheticized nostalgia for a different place or time, but the content of exotic images links

it closely to colonialism and to contemporary systems of economic and cultural
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domination. The process of exotification is another kind of cultural
cannibalism...Differences clearly do exist between cultures, and the issue is not that
these are noticed but how these come to be aestheticized and by whom™ (29-30). Drawing
on Huggan, Foster, Root and Kaplan’s theorizations of exoticism and fetishism strategy
and focusing on Anglo-Indian encounters in colonial and postcolonial Britain in my
dissertation, I read the discourse of exoticism both as an euphemism that masks the
xenophobia latent in Britain’s perception of the “foreign™ and as a mode of control that is
mobilized for the cultural appropriation of the “other” that endeavors to make the
unfamiliar, familiar and safe. Nineteenth century Anglo-Indian interactions in the
imperial metropolis sees an ebb and flow of exoticism and xenophobia while in the
twentieth century, the discourse of exoticism morphs into the state sponsored discourse of
“happy multiculturalism” and xenophobia translates into blatant racism against South
Asians.'

My dissertation is divided into two parts: the first part focuses on Indian
immigrants and travelers and metropolitan responses to them in nineteenth-century
imperial Britain; the second part focuses on contemporary South Asian narratives in post-
colonial Britain. My first chapter argues that in the absence of a solidly defined discourse
of scientific racism, prejudice against South Asians took the form of crude objectification
in early nineteenth-century Britain. Britain’s love affair with exotic Eastern imports
started as far back as 1662 when Catherine of Braganza’s bridal dowry introduced varied
objects like cane, tea, porcelain, lacquer and textiles to Britain.'' Before this first
material contact with its objects, the European mainland had at best fantastical images of

the East, as lands where cotton “grew six yards tall; of a city in China where all people



frssed
bad in.
spices:
Thoma
the fure
Fast. I
Fastar
fiches
of Port
mor

Englar

“Rena



dressed in silk, yet still had plenty to spare for foreign merchants; and of fortunes to be
had in Java in ‘pepper, nutmegs, spikenard, cubebs, cloves and all the other valuable
spices and drugs’” (Thomas 9). '? Even though travelers like Marco Polo, who Gertrude
Thomas quotes here, were publicly derided for embellishing their travel narratives, it was
the lure of these eastern luxuries that prompted constant expeditions from Europe to the
East. In 1498, when Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama opened up the sea route to the
East and landed in Malabar on the western coast of India, Portugal was exposed to the
riches of the East. More than a hundred and fifty years later, when Catherine of Braganza
of Portugal married the new king of England, Charles Stuart in 1662, all the Eastern
imports which had become a mainstay in Portuguese domestic life found their way into
England.

These two events, as Thomas’s book demonstrates, had a lasting impact on
“Renaissance living,” and more generally on British commodity culture, and in many
ways “it was the demanding desire for such exotic extravagances that in great measure
shaped geography and wrote the history of the world” (vi). But when commercial trade
opened up the sea routes between Britain and the Orient, the British mainland saw a
steady stream of immigration from the East and Britain was faced with the practical
problem of framing the increasing number of brown bodies within the British body
politic. The only viable way to do so was to insert them as objects within its burgeoning
commodity exchange network while celebrating their exotic appeal. In my first chapter, I
suggest that while nineteenth-century South Asian immigrants like Dean Mahomed, often
traded their ethnicity for commercial gains, they were simultaneously engaged in

challenging the discourse of British cultural superiority. Mahomed, by re-inventing the
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traditionally rejuvenating process of shampooing as a medical procedure, inverts the
dominant binary of the corrupt East/pristine West to portray a diseased British body
politic, weakened by imperial economic expansion in need of Eastern healing to be
restored to health. I then read two photographs of the Indian Pavilion at the Great
Exhibition of 1851. Britain’s obsession with exotic commodities reached a climax with
this event and as the reading demonstrates, Indian bodies are literally objectified amidst
the other exotic objects to celebrate India’s status as the shining glory of Britain’s
imperial crown.

In the second chapter, I focus on Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone to explore
how the historic events of the 1850s, namely the Great Exhibition of 1851 and the Indian
Mutiny of 1857, transformed the exotic Indian into an object of fear and revulsion and led
to a resurgence of blatant xenophobia against Indian commodities and bodies. Even
though the Great Exhibition of 1851 was designed to frame the exotic within set
categories, there was growing anxiety in Britain about the increasing foreign presence.
Caroline Reitz mentions a quote from Philip Thurmond Smith which captures this
uneasiness: “The Great Exhibition...brought forth a strident crop of dire warnings to the
authorities. In a letter to the Home Secretary, George Graham, an ‘aeronaut’
[balloonist]...warned of 90, 000 foreigners, 150,000 Irishmen and 60,000 Irishwomen,
and assorted Chartists who were ready to join forces, and at signal rise up and kill as
many English as possible”(101). I begin this chapter by examining Henry Mayhew and
George Cruikshank’s narrative on the Great Exhibition of 1851 and suggest that the
imperial objects on display produced a complicated reaction to the presence of foreign

bodies on English soil in the Victorian imagination. The organizers of the exhibition

11



wanled
ndert
ahit
imeom!
fmned
nthess
though
India a
midm
ather
Victors
te thre
ofuen,
way Br
Ihfse ol

wlonje

emong
e -
fagoy
Rirop
Tiateq

kg



wanted to encourage the belief that foreign objects and bodies were effectively contained
under the mantle of British imperialism. But as the Mayhew text demonstrates, the
exhibition made foreign bodies hyper-visible like never before and generated a degree of
uncomfortable apprehension of the loss of British identity from foreign influence and
fanned increased fears of miscegenation. This apprehension turns into acute xenophobia
in the seventy odd novels published in Britain following the Indian mutiny of 1857. Even
though the Mutiny is not literally mentioned in The Moonstone, the representation of
India and its inhabitants clearly mirror the cultural temper of the post-mutiny years. The
mild mannered Hindoo with his magical healing powers is transformed into a demonic
other who engages in some kind of “hocus pocus” (Collins 55) to create fissures in the
Victorian social order. Even though the novel does not show the actual scene of crime,
the three Indians are suspected simply because of their race. Any kind of Eastern
influence is regarded as disruptive and dangerous to the metropolitan space and the only
way British identity can be salvaged is by deliberately thwarting the insidious effects of
these objects and bodies and returning the formerly exoticized objects and bodies to the
colonies.

The third and fourth chapters focus on postcolonial Britain. The third chapter
demonstrates how Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia deflates Britain’s fascination
of the “mystic east” and draws attention to the delicate line toed by the South Asian
diasporic community to negotiate their identity in an inherently suspicious postcolonial
metropolitan society. Following Stuart Hall, I suggest that the discourse of exoticism has
mutated into the state-sponsored discourse of “happy multiculturalism.” I start with a

look at the British foreign secretary, Robin Cook’s celebration of multicultural Britain in

12



Q!
ol
which

ncor

Wimog;

i“dmn- §



his “Chicken Tikka Masala” speech of 2001 and argue that such recent celebrations of
Britain’s so-called multicultural identity eclipse the politics of cultural commodification
and ignore the xenophobia and often blatant racism that still mark the immigrant
experience in Britain. Through his relentless satirizing of the British fascination of the
mystic East in his novel, Kureishi punctures the discourse of happy multiculturalism
which insists on celebrating cultural co-existence while deliberately ignoring the
uncomfortable realities of immigrant life. At the same time, he mocks the naiveté of
upper class South Asian immigrants who still hold on to the idea of Britain as a land of
possibility and not unlike their ancestors in the nineteenth century are only too happy to
engage in self-exoticization in the hope of economic viability and increased social
acceptance. Finally, I suggest that Kureishi by portraying immigrant life in all its
complexity simultaneously argues for a reconfigured, more inclusive idea of Englishness
and advocates a new form of multiculturalism that is “not a superficial exchange of
festivals and food, but a robust and committed exchange of ideas.”'? In other words,
while Kureishi attempts to resist the imposition of a specific ethnic identity fostered by
discourses like multiculturalism and records the plurality of immigrant responses to a
xenophobic society, he simultaneously underscores that British-Asian immigrants are not
passive subjects from whom culture is appropriated or identity constructed. Instead his
work, not unlike that of Dean Mahomed, highlights the ways in which South Asian
immigrants are also active participants in the process of cultural consumption.

In my final chapter, I discuss how the South Asian text itself has become a
commodity in the global literary marketplace and ways in which the Western publishing

industry still reinforces Orientalist stereotypes about women. In The Post-Colonial

13



Fatic.
QOnsU
aiaden
Inthis
s b
[terall
first ¢
xton
of neo
overt
Preeth

s

Indiar



Exotic, Huggan has explored in detail “the material conditions of production and
consumption of postcolonial writings, and the influence of publishing houses and
academic institutions on the selection, distribution and evaluation of these works” (vii).
In this chapter, I engage with Huggan’s work by analyzing some book cover designs of
texts by South Asian women writers; I point out how the discourse of exoticism is
literally gendered and sexualized when it comes to South Asian women’s writing. In the
first section of this chapter, I argue that such blatant objectification of women’s bodies
not only continues the trend of exoticism well into the twenty-first century but is a form
of neo-orientalism that insists on constructing the South Asian woman as a passive and
overtly sexualized being. Interestingly, while some postcolonial women writers like
Preethi Nair are complicit in this process, several writers like Ravinder Randhawa, Atima
Srivastava, Meera Syal and Arundhati Roy have disrupted this stereotype and tried to
capture the angst of the lives of immigrant and postcolonial women. In the second section
of the chapter therefore, I focus on Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things and explore
how Roy’s narrative challenges the accusations of inauthenticity of representation that
Indian critics have brought against her but also how it resists the Western discourse that
seeks to commodify South Asian women’s writing.

Thus, my dissertation explores how British commodity culture, in a broad sense
of the term, impacts both Anglo-Indian encounters in the metropolitan space in colonial
times as well as South Asian British literary and cultural production in the post-colonial
age. In other words, by looking at literary texts at specific historical moments, I explore
how India has been consumed in Britain over a broad historical spectrum and illustrate

how fetishism and phobia of the East fundamentally shape colonial-metropolitan
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interactions and South Asian British cultural production. While most South Asian
diasporic studies focus on the “home/abroad” binary and the related topics of
nationalism, hybridity and immigrant nostalgia, “Consuming India” thus engages with a
different set of foci: exoticism, commodification, culture making, and strategies of

identification in South Asian literature and culture in Britain.
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Chapter One

Trading Ethnicity: the Commodification of Indian-ness in Early Nineteenth-Century
Britain

The general fansie of the people runs upon East India goods to that degree that the chints
and painted calicoes...become now the dress of our ladies, ...Nor was this all, but it crept
into our houses, our closets, and bedchambers; curtains, cushions, chairs, and at last, beds
themselves, were nothing but calicoes or Indian stuffs; and in short, almost everything
that used to be made of wool or silk, ...was supplied by the Indian trade. (emphasis

added) '

In 1708, Daniel Defoe in The Review commented on the insidious influence of
Eastern textiles, among other imports, on the English mindset. In the statement quoted
here, he talks specifically of the Indian cottons that were becoming so indispensable in
the British home that British Parliament eventually had to prohibit the import of India
cottons into Britain.? I begin with Defoe’s quote to draw attention to the uneasiness
caused by the proliferation of Eastern objects within the metropolitan economy not only
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries but also well into the twenty-first
century.’ England’s love affair with Eastern imports started as far back as 1662 when
Catherine of Braganza’s bridal dowry introduced varied objects like cane, tea, porcelain,
lacquer and textiles to Britain.* But if Defoe’s statement is any indication, the growing
dependence on Eastern commodities, fostered by the activities of the East India
Company, created considerable anxiousness about the corrupting influence of Eastern
trade among the British intelligentsia. My project, which reads South Asian literary and

cultural production within a matrix of British commodity culture, argues that the co-
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existence of this “fascination” with and “phobia” of the East fundamentally shaped
nineteenth-century British cultural imaginary. Such a pattern is discernible not only in
nineteenth-century Britain’s responses to the burgeoning presence of Indian objects and
bodies within metropolitan space, as this chapter demonstrates, but also in post-colonial
Britain’s attitude to South Asian immigrants.

In the early nineteenth century, material objects like precious gemstones and
cashmere shawls were highly coveted for their exotic appeal but so were Indian bodies
engaged in the service of colonial “nabobs.” Sukhdev Sandhu notes that these brown
bodies “served as human equivalents of the porcelain, textiles, wallpapers, and lacquered
pieces that the English nobility was increasingly buying from the East” (4). This chapter,
focusing on literature from pre -1850 Britain and a couple of photographs of the Indian
Pavilion from the Great Exhibition of 1851, reads the British fascination with exotic
objects as a euphemism that masks the undercurrent of xenophobia already palpable in
metropolitan attitudes towards an increasing foreign presence. In the absence of a solidly
defined discourse of scientific racism, reaction to the Indian bodies manifested itself
through blatant objectification, an attitude that climaxed in the Great Exhibition of 1851.°
Surprisingly, early immigrants and travelers did very little to resist such objectification;
in fact, the first Indian writer in English, Dean Mahomed actively promoted the exotic
nature of his “shampooing” techniques in order to gain economic and social stability. But
at the same time, immigrant narratives like that of Mahomed are characterized by a
peculiar resistance to unquestionably accepting British cultural hegemony. This chapter
examines Mahomed’s Shampooing, or Benefits Resulting From the Use of The Indian

Medicated Vapour Bath, As Introduced Into This Country, by S.D Mahomed (A Native of
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India), and argues that in order to counter a possible charge of what I call “ethno-
pornography,” Mahomed’s text inverts the dominant binary of the corrupt East/pristine
West to portray a diseased British body politic, weakened by imperial economic
expansion in need of Eastern healing to be made whole again.” While “Indian-ness” is
certainly commodified in the text, Mahomed’s deft narrative replete with testimonials
from satisfied patrons and accounts of the purported advantage of Indian medical
techniques over British practices effectively argues for a legitimate immigrant presence
in Britain. I then read two photographs of the Indian Pavillion at the Great Exhibition of
1851. Britain’s obsession with exotic commodities reached a climax with this event and
as the reading demonstrates, Indian bodies are yet again literally objectified amidst the
other exotic objects to celebrate India’s status as the jewel in Britain’s imperial crown.
Commodity Culture in early nineteenth-century Britain

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Britain was preoccupied with its
own growing supremacy as a mercantile nation. Industrial and technological
advancement following the Industrial Revolution and unprecedented revenues generated
by trade with Asia and Africa produced in early nineteenth-century British mindset a
sense of economic and cultural superiority. The construction of a commodity culture
organized around the production and circulation of consumer goods reached a climax
with the Great Exhibition of 1851. Prince Albert, on the opening day of the exhibition,
declared that “the products of all quarters of the globe are placed at our disposal, and we
have only to choose which is the best and cheapest for our purposes” (Richards 28). His
statement not only proclaims Britain as the leader in the global market, but immediately

situates the British consumer within a network of commodity exchange where he can
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pick the most useful object from a vast array of products, even those brought from distant
parts of the world. Oriental commodities like tea had been anglicized and domesticated
into a British ritual as early as the middle of the eighteenth century, and Britain’s
fascination with curry was steadily on the increase in the nineteenth century. Living in
London at a time when the city was one of the major trading centers in the world witﬁ
products ranging from tea, coffee, sugar and cotton to spices and tobacco being ferried
into it through the Thames and other waterways from Africa and Asia, Indian travelers
and immigrants could scarcely have failed to recognize the value of Eastern commodities
in British metfopolitan life. Once immigrants started making an appearance on Britain’s
shores in the nineteenth century, it was almost unavoidable that they figure a way into the
money economy heralded by the Industrial Revolution.

In his book on commodity culture in Victorian England, Thomas Richards argues
that in the Victorian mindset, the word “Empire” was synonymous with Britain’s
economic expansion and it was generally believed that imperialism would be contingent
on the effective “outward-bound movement of surplus capital and commodities™: “It did
not matter whether one was for or against Empire: it was an article of faith among jingoes
and liberals and radicals alike that, in Marx’s words, ‘it becomes necessary for capital
progressively to dispose ever more fully of the whole globe...so as to find productive
employment for the surplus value it has realized’”’(120). Richards also suggests that while
Britain was always on the lookout for new markets in its empire to dispose of the excess
or “surplus” commodities from its burgeoning industrial production, it was also scouring
for raw materials/commodities to feed the endless demand of countless mills and

factories that had sprung up all over Britain. In this context, both “commodities” and
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“surplus commodities” acquired a new sense of value. Even though Richards’s argument
is specific to Victorian Britain, I think it is particularly helpful to understand the incipient
commodity culture of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Britain. Both the raw
materials/ commodities that were used in industrial production as well as the finished
products are what drove Britain’s imperial ambitions even in the early decades of the
nineteenth century. In other words, the need to circulate commodities necessitated the
establishment of a network of exchange between Britain and other countries around the
globe and directly resulted in the establishment and prosperity of the East India
Company. Within this tightly woven exchange network, there was no place for any
commodity/body that did not have a use value.®

Here, I want to extend Marx’s term “use value” to not only indicate the utility of
inanimate commodities but also to refer to the utifity of labor of individuals or bodies.
Within such an economic matrix, failure to partake in the network of exchanges and to
generate money would indicate that these bodies were a burden to society and hence
would be promptly relegated to the underclass, so elaborately categorized in Henry
Mayhew’s compendium on London’s street life, or even to the far flung colonies along
with the surplus commodities. In an essay, Deidre David rightly points out that in line
with several of his contemporaries, “Dickens finds the colonies of white settlement to be
convenient repositories for characters difficult to integrate into English society”(87).
Hence, in Hard Times, Tom Gradgrind who has disgraced himself in the eyes of all
around him is shipped off to one of the distant lands and Mr. Micawber, at the end of
David Copperfield sails with his family to Australia (David 87). Dickené does not

indicate the reason for the marginalization of these characters at the end of his narratives
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other than suggesting they were morally suspect and David doesn’t elaborate on this
economic angle. But it seems fairly apparent that, among other things, failure to generate
money through bodily labor and hence to contribute to Britain’s material wealth
necessitated their withdrawal from metropolitan society. While both Mayhew and
Dickens refer to Victorian London, this commodity oriented economy was already in
place in the beginning of the nineteenth century. This chapter evaluates the literary and
cultural production of South Asians in Britain in the early nineteenth century and argues
that the economic regime and fear of being denoted as surplus commodities and relegated
to the underclass makes South Asian travelers and immigrants engage in self-
orientalization to gain economic and social mobility.

In this cultural climate of rampant consumerism when Eastern objects were quite
a rage, South Asians themselves were regarded as little more than exotic objects and
elicited curioéity and wonder anywhere they went. In the last decades of the eighteenth
century, several South Asians traveled to the heart of the Empire and some of them, like
Mirza Itesa Modeen and Mirza Abu Taleb Khan, constantly talk about the attraction of
the British public to the exotic brown bodies. According to Mirza Itesa Modeen, a South
Asian traveler to Britain in 1765, “even the mere company of an Indian dressed in
Oriental clothes could add to the reputation of a man” (Visram 8). Mirza Abu Taleb
Khan, an official in the administrative division of the East India Company in India,
traveled all over Europe in late eighteenth and early nineteenth century and in 1810,
published a translated volume of his travels. Travels of Mirza Abu Taleb Khan in Asia,

Africa, and Europe records an extremely interesting incident:

21



Inhis b

fa55 in

=

“@

Britain.,
treated
ofhe p
bimself
Prowes:
smuly
berly ¢
This inc
&omp,
“fetishis
et
Baesfo,
o s

Ihe 50[]’)"



One day, a great crowd having assembled about me, a shopkeeper advised
me to walk into his house, and to sit down till they should disperse. I
accepted his kind invitation, and went into the shop, where I amused
myself looking at some penknives, scissars, etc. The people however
thronged so about his windows, that several of the panes were broken; and
the crowd being very great, it was in vain to ask who had done it. (143)
In his book, Novels behind Glass, Andrew Miller demonstrates how the invention of plate
glass in the mid 1830s revolutionized the whole business of selling in nineteenth-century
Britain. The commodities displayed behind the shop window both elicited desire and
created a distance between the object and the consumer with the very material presence
of the plate glass between them (5). Unaware that he was being perceived as an object
himself, Khan goes inside the shop to see the products of Britain’s newfound industrial
prowess. Once his body is more clearly framed among indispensable commodities but is
simultaneously distanced by the material presence of the transparent glass, the crowd can
barely control its acquisitive desire, resulting in the splintering of the glass windows.
This incident quite literally draws attention to the violence in the “contact zone” that
accompanies the fetishization of the brown body.'® Louise Kaplan’s brilliant definition of
“fetishism strategy” (1) is particularly useful in understanding this phenomenon. Kaplan
declares that “fetishism is a mental strategy or defense that enables a human being to
transform something or someone with its own enigmatic energy and immaterial essence
into something or someone that is material and tangibly real, a form of being that makes

the something or someone controllable”(5). In a commodity-obsessed society, a move to
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establish the Eastern bodies as exotic entities transforms the “other” into dehumanized
commodities and becomes an effective mode of exerting control over them.

In nineteenth-century Britain, exoticization of the brown bodies was a mode of
control. But the fear of being relegated to the margins of British metropolitan society
prevented travelers like Abu Taleb Khan and some immigrants like Dean Mahomed from
resisting the rampant objectification. Rozina Visram’s pioneering work on South Asian
immigrants comprehensively demonstrates that ayas and lascars who were employed in
the service of the East India Company and left destitute on the streets of London after
being discharged from active service were treated with contempt and loathing by the
British public. Early travelers and immigrants like Abu Taleb Khan and Mahomed
therefore not only indulged in self-orientalization but also tried to figure out ways by
which they could trade their skills and their ethnicity to contribute to the market-centric
economy of Britain and in the process, gain access to mainstream society. Khan, at one
point, reveals his desire to be of more practical use in British society by teaching foreign
languages to the British public:

When I first arrived in London, it had been my determination to have
opened a Public Academy to be patronized by Government, for instructing
such of the English as were destined to fill important situations in the East,
in the Hindoostany, Persian, and Arabic languages|...]By these means I
expected to have passed my time in England in a rational and
advantageous manner; beneficial both to myself, and to the nation I came

to visit.(163)
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Khan’s intentions here are strikingly similar to Thomas Macaulay’s formulation of the
“mimic men” in his infamous “Minute on Indian Education”(1835): “We must at present
do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom
we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in
opinions, in morals, and in intellect” (Macaulay 1612). Though Macaulay conceptualizes
this idea almost thirty years after Khan, attitudes like this might have alerted Macaulay to
such a possibility. Khan clearly accepts the administrative dominance of the British in
colonial India thus tangentially contributing to the imperial process.

So even as the East India Company was engaged in furthering their mercantile
interests in India, some imperial subjects were “demonstrating their resourcefulness and
adaptability” (Visram 357) in the heart of the imperial metropolis by engaging in what
Rozina Visram terms “‘cultural entrepreneurship,” that is, making a livelihood out of
“selling Indian culture” to Englishmen with a voracious appetite for anything Oriental.
As such, they can be held accountable for what I term “ethno-pornography,” along the
lines of Sau-ling Cynthia Wong’s use of the term, that is, the move to highlight one’s
ethnicity in order to get a foothold in white society. Aware of this and in an effort to
downplay accusations of “selling themselves” under economic pressure, immigrant
narratives like those of Mahomed, make an attempt to establish the indispensability of the
brown body in healing the British body politic, portrayed as damaged by the onslaught of
industrialization and colonial expansion.

Dean Mahomed'’s self orientalization
Dean Mahomed’s life was distinguished by the sheer diversity of his experiences.

Mahomed was born in Patna, Bihar in 1759 and started his career as a soldier in the East
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India Company’s Bengal army under Godfrey Baker, an Irish cadet. He served the army
from 1769 to 1782, but when Captain Baker decided to return to Ireland, a desire “of
seeing that part of the world” (Travels 124) and a conviction that he would suffer “much
uneasiness of mind” (124) in the absence of his patron and best friend, Mahomed took the
decision of immigrating to Europe and arrived at Dartmouth in England in September
1784, at the age of 25. His early years as a migrant were spent in Ireland under the
patronage of the Baker family who lived in a prosperous part of Cork but his exact
position within the household is not known. Records indicate that he was engaged in
some kind of managerial position and it is during his stay in Ireland that he got married to
Jane Daly and wrote The Travels of Dean Mahomed in 1793-94, recounting his
experiences as a soldier in the East India Company’s army.

Travels is more in line with the genre of traditional travel writing that was seeing
an upsurge in the nineteenth century as the imperial officers and various members of their
entourage were offering extensive commentaries on their experience in exotic lands, the
genre that Edward Said has famously said to have contributed to the rise of orientalism in
the West. Widely celebrated as the first book to be written and published in English by an
Indian, Travels was undoubtedly an attempt by Mahomed to situate himself within the
Western literary world. Written as a series of letters to an imaginary friend, William A.
Bailie, a colonel in the service of the East India Company, it is an attempt to provide an
insider’s perspective on the Indian colonial landscape with graphic portraits of native
people and places. I do not focus on Travels here because it has been extensively
commented on by Michael Fisher in his two books on Mahomed.'' I am more interested

in looking at Mahomed’s lesser known text, Shampooing, or Benefits Resulting From the
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Use of The Indian Medicated Vapour Bath, As Introduced Into This Country, by S.D
Mahomed (A Native of India). First published in 1822, this text can be read as a classic
example of an early nineteenth-century advertising success story.

Even though advertising as a medium was generally frowned upon in the early
nineteenth century and flourished only after the accession of Queen Victoria, Mahomed
recognized that being economically viable by catering to the needs of the society was the
only way he could prevent his relegation to the margins. He decided that advertising
would be the hallmark of his entrepreneurial venture.'> Mahomed decided to trade his
ethnicity and reinvent himself, first as a restaurateur and then as an Eastern sage and
medical man, the disseminator of knowledge and wisdom, both services being highly in
demand at this historical moment. Unlike Elizabeth Gaskell’s novels which focus on the
conditions of production and Dickens’s novels which often highlight the consumer,
Mahomed’s text is designed to create and stoke consumer desire. In his re-invention of
the traditionally rejuvenating process of shampooing as a medical procedure, his
emphasis is not so much the conditions of production, but the utility of the product
generated. This was a striking departure from the method of his patron Basil Cochrane,
who pioneered the Vapour Bath in Europe in his Portman Square establishment.
Indirectly then, Mahomed too partakes in the imperial mission by fostering a craving for
Oriental commodities and deliberately creating the lure of the mystic East with constant
emphasis on the authenticity of his ingredients and his procedure. In line with modern
advertising techniques, he further fans this desire by garnering ecstatic testimonials from
his consumers. Fisher in his biography rightly draws attention to Mahomed’s self-

orientalization. I suggest that while it is indisputable that Mahomed flaunts his ethnicity
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for commercial gains, it is also important to underscore the ways in which he utilized
prevailing social and economic conditions with remarkable finesse to achieve his ends
while simultaneously revealing fissures in the British social order.

Mahomed’s deft manipulation of available socio-economic and literary
conventions of the time to construct a self that is simultaneously a “much obliged, and
devoted, humble servant” (Travels 32) to his British patrons and a proud Indian who
believes, after having observed the contrasting lifestyle in Ireland that his countrymen
have “still more of the innocence of our ancestors, than some of the boasting
philosophers of Europe” (34) makes Shampooing a fascinating and complex read. Written
at a time when Mahomed had lived in Britain for a while, the text clearly demonstrates
that he was abreast of the social and economic conditions of the time and used his
knowledge to maximum effect to carve out a unique identity for himself in early
nineteenth-century Britain. In this text, Mahomed uses the immigrant body to both
subscribe and thwart dominant Western discourses about the East. He makes the
immigrant body hyper-visible in the metropolis while constantly emphasizing the
difference between the East and the West. Simultaneously, by reinventing himself as a
“Shampooing Surgeon” with magical healing powers, he suggests that the East is
indispensable in restoring the colonizer’s body to health. He employs several conventions
about the Orient that were entrenched in the nineteenth-century British mindset, yet ends
up asserting Eastern superiority on several different levels.

Rozina Visram tells us that a significant number of South Asian immigrants were
engaged in self-employment, “as keepers of lodging-houses and cafes, as purveyors of

Indian culture, playing music or hawking Indian cures and wares, reminding us that
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earning a living catering for compatriots or ‘selling culture’ was as important in the
nineteenth century as in the twentieth, and did not begin with the post-war generation of
migrants” (357). A lot of working class Indians, in the nineteenth century, marketed their
own ethnicity as means of survival and worked as itinerant traders selling textiles or other
Oriental merchandise door to door. Others were engaged in the restaurant business. Curry
was already much in demand in Britain; by 1784, curry and rice had become specialty on
the menu at a lot of fashionable eateries in London’s Piccadilly (Visram 6). Dean
Mahomed had moved to London with his family around 1807 and had found temporary
employment with Sir Basil Cochrane in his vapour-bath establishment in Portman
Square. But his shrewd business sense convinced him that there was money to be made in
the restaurant business and accordingly he set up the Hindoostanee Coffee-House in 1810
at 34 George Street, Portman Square. As Antony Clayton mentions in his book, there
were around 550 coffee houses in London by the second decade of the eighteenth
century, and in order to distinguish himself, Dean Mahomed chose to highlight his
ethnicity to create a consumer base and cater to the palate of the India returned “nabobs”
who were still wallowing in the nostalgia of their experiences in the East.

Visram mentions that this business venture was probably the first instance of
“economic survival through ethnic ‘cultural-entrepreneurship’” (39) among the early
South Asian immigrants in Britain. Clayton mentions that an advertisement in The Times
on 27 March, 1811 emphasized the uniqueness of Mahomed’s coffee-house in terms of
presenting an authentic “Oriental” experience (121). The note mentions that the coffee-
house was available “for the entertainment of Indian gentlemen, where they may

enjoy...the real Chilm tobacco, and Indian dishes, in the highest perfection, and allowed
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by the greatest epicures to be unequalled to any curries ever made in England; with
choice wine and every accommodation” (Clayton 121). The emphasis here is clearly on
the “real,” the authentic dining experience that only a native of India could provide. This
emphasis on the “native” is probably because there are indications that British women
often used their curry-making skills to cater to different East Indian families settled in
London. Visram mentions Sarah Shade who was apparently able to make a living for
over a year and a half by selling curry to different families in London(6). It is also
important to underscore here that the allusion to “Indian gentlemen” was a reference to
the British “nabobs” and not people of Indian origin per se. Such fashionable
establishments would probably be inaccessible to the lascars and ayas of South Asian
origins who crowded the streets of London.

Mahomed, by recreating an Indian setting in his coffee house and serving
authentic Indian dishes, aspired to cater to a particular section of nineteenth-century
society. His strategy worked to the extent of getting him a substantial mention in the
nineteenth-century version of the Good Food Guide and The Epicure’s Almanac but not
enough to make it a lasting career for him. The entry itself in The Epicure’s Almanac
gives us a better idea of Mahomed’s intent:

At the corner of George Street, there was until very lately an establishment
on a novel plan. Mohammed, a native of Asia, opened a house for the
purpose of giving dinners in the Hindustanee style, with other
refreshments of the same genus. All the dishes were dressed with curry-
powder, rice, Cayenne, and the best spices from Arabia. A room was set

apart for smoking from hookahs with Oriental herbs [...] Chinese pictures
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and other Asiatic embellishments representing views in India, Oriental

sports, and groups of natives decorated the walls. (123-4; emphasis added)
This graphic portrayal alerts us to the extent to which Mahomed went to create an
Oriental atmosphere in order to distinguish his coffee house among the host of coffee
houses mushrooming all over London. Mahomed deliberately fuses Chinese, Indian,
Arabic identities to construct an Oriental tableau and actually uses objectified “native
bodies,” probably portraits displaying Indian scenes, to adorn the walls of his coffee-
house. But Mahomed could not sustain this Oriental fantasy for too long and for various
reasons that are not completely clear, he was forced to declare bankruptcy in the London
Gazette in 1812 (Visram 40).

The entrepreneurial streak in Mahomed would not let him quit even after he had

to file for bankruptcy. Around 1814, he arrived in Brighton to establish himself as a
“Shampooing Surgeon.” Brighton, made more accessible by the railway connection from
London was fast becoming a fashionable sea side resort, primarily because of the virtues
of sea-bathing in curing ailments, a medical view popularized by Dr. Richard Russell and
by the patronage of King George IV (Visram 40-1). Even before the arrival of Mahomed,
Brighton already had a variety of bathing establishments which professed various cures
and it is amidst such an environment that Mahomed set up his shampooing establishment
and bath. As with his coffee-house, Mahomed knew that the only way he could survive
amidst severe competition was by trading his ethnicity. He had to find a way to
emphasize that he was “different” and what he offered was both unique and superior to
all the existing establishments in Brighton. Visram suggests that the reason that

Mahomed’s bath was so successful was because he was at the right place at the right
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time. Brighton’s Royal Pavillion, modeled on an Oriental mode of architecture and
commissioned by King George IV was completed by 1821 and Mahomed’s baths, “with
its associations of oriental luxury, would have blended in with such associations”
(Visram 42). Though such a view cannot completely be disregarded, Mahomed’s baths
were a stupendous success primarily because of the shrewd business acumen of its
proprietor. In an age pervaded by print and commodity culture, Mahomed realized that
publicity was as indispensable and needed to be used no less masterfully than the
commodity itself. He skillfully utilized effective advertising strategies and manipulated
the murky world of medical practices of early nineteenth-century Britain not only to
make a living but also to make a political statement about the role of immigrants in
mainstream British life.

I want to now turn my attention to the text itself and show how, by focusing on
the “white” and “brown” body in the imperial metropolis and centering the discourse
around existing medical practices, Mahomed both negotiates his own immigrant identity
in an alien space while simultaneously establishing the cultural superiority of the East
over the West. He draws on two prominent social/cultural conventions of the time to
create a specific clientele for his establishment; his self-construction as an Eastern sage
and “Shampooing Surgeon” is possible because of the lack of a well organized medical
system in Britain at that time. Moreover, his emphasis on commodification, ranging from
presenting the immigrant body as an ethnic commodity to attract consumers and
packaging the shampooing method as a successful medical procedure to the publicity of
the establishment through a narrative which is an extended advertisement in itself is well

aligned to the exotic commodity fetish of early nineteenth-century Britain. The
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frontispiece of the book itself establishes all the cultural markers that Mahomed employs
throughout the text:
Shampooing; or Benefits Resulting From the Use of The Indian Medicated
Vapour Bath, As introduced into this country, by S.D. Mahomed, (A
Native of India) containing a brief but comprehensive view of the effects
produced by the use of the Warm Bath, in comparison with Steam or
Vapour Bathing. Also A detailed account of the various Cases to which
this healing remedy may be applied; its general efficacy in peculiar
diseases, and its success in innumerable instances, when all other remedies
had been ineffectual. To which is subjoined An Alphabetical List of
Names (Many of the very first consequence,) subscribed in testimony of
the important use & general approval of The Indian Method of
Shampooing.
Such an elaborate and comprehensive title maps out Mahomed’s strategy in the text; that
is, an elaborate comparison between the benefits induced by his “Indian medicated
vapour bath” and the more traditional warm bath already popular at this time. Even
though this text is clearly meant to be a promotion for his establishment, Mahomed
cunningly structures it around testimonials by satisfied patrons in order to avoid
allegations that he is blowing his own trumpet. Mahomed thus adopts a publicity stunt
akin to the modern day money back guarantee; he is so confident of his abilities that he
would rather let his patrons do the talking. At the same time, he takes care to emphasize

that he is indeed a pioneer of the Indian method of shampooing distinguished by its
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medical benefits by representing himself as the “Shampooing Surgeon” responsible for
its introduction to Britain.

In his book on medical practices in Britain, Roy Porter emphasizes that “though in
recent times the medical profession has energetically massaged its own public image,
identity-management is not unique to the modern era of spin doctors and public-relations
consultants — indeed it dates back to the very first medical professionals”(129). Dean
Mahomed does this “identity management” extremely effectively in the preface of this
fascinating text. He presents himself as an authority on the shampooing practice in India
but claims that his experiments have led him to believe that the process “which in India is
used as a restorative luxury, would, with certain improvements, operate in this country
also, as a most surprising and powerful remedy for many cases of disease”(Shampooing
viii). Shampooing was a practice that was widely prevalent in India; it involved the
massaging of the whole body with aromatic oils and was primarily believed to be helpful
in increasing blood circulation and reducing stress. Mahomed invests this traditional
practice with medical benefits while claiming that shampooing along with the vapor bath
is “in all cases of violent exercise [...] a quick and delightful restorative” (17) compared
to the traditional warm bath.

In order to distinguish himself both from the itinerant Oriental peddlers who sold
medicinal drugs and from other quacks, Mahomed needed to adopt a title to somewhat
legitimize his establishment as something which was indeed offering a medical cure for
serious ailments and he did this by calling himself a “Shampooing Surgeon.” Even
though the organizational structure of the medical profession was in near chaos before the

passage of the Medical Act of 1858 and “quacks,” “empirics,” and “drug peddlers
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practiced freely with no legal sanctions against them” (Peterson 5), Mahomed did his best
to document his medical credentials by claiming that he “was educated to the profession
of, and served in the Company’s Service, as a Surgeon” (Shampooing vii). There is no
concrete evidence of Mahomed ever getting a medical degree in India. But he cleverly
decided to stick with the epithet of a surgeon rather than a physician. Having lived in
Britain for a considerable time before setting up the vapor bath, he surely knew that a
university education is what distinguished physicians from other orders of medical
practitioners like surgeons and apothecaries. As Peterson confirms, unlike physicians
who had to have a university degree to practice medicine, surgeons were not university
educated men in early nineteenth-century Britain: “As was traditional among craftsmen,
surgeons learned their skills by apprenticeship. Their training was necessarily practical
and not at all classical or theoretical as the physicians’ reputedly was [...] In order to
make a living, most members of the surgeons’ corporation had to prescribe and dispense
drugs as well” (Peterson 10). Even though Mahomed engages in this apparent deception,
he was well within the medical conventions of the time according to his biographer who
also points out that he did face initial ridicule from the traditional medical faculty who
called him “a cheat and a Hindoo juggle” (Visram 41). In fact, Mahomed took great pains
in his preface to protect himself against such ridicule by presenting himself as a pioneer
in this field. But as with all new discoveries, he acknowledges that there would be some
amount of skepticism. The desire to present “indisputable evidence”(ix) of the
effectiveness of his practices is what ultimately resulted in his compilation of testimonials

from satisfied patrons.
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Even as he struggles with charges of inauthenticity, Mahomed’s text manages to
forge new grounds. In a world obsessed with boundaries and a desire to keep the realms
of the colonizer/colonized, native/immigrant and Hindu/Moslem markedly distinct,
Mahomed not only literally disrupts boundaries between the brown and white bodies by
bringing them in close proximity in the enclosed space of the vapour bath, but also blurs
religious distinctions between Hindus and Moslems. He states that “to the hindoos, who
are the cleanest and the finest people in the East, we are prinicipally indebted for the
Medicated Bath, in cases of disease and bodily infirmity” (15). His religious identity as a
Moslem doesn’t prevent him from claiming allegiance to a distinctly Hindu tradition and
he draws his conviction from a popular discourse dating from the Mughal age that
identified Hindus simply as inhabitants of the land of Hindustan.

The text itself is divided into several chapters devoted to particular ailments like
asthma, contractions, paralysis, rheumatism and sprains and each is prefaced by a brief
introduction to the diseases followed by a comparative analysis of why the medicinal
vapor bath is more effective than the warm bath as prescribed by the traditional medical
faculty in Britain. This is followed by testimonials from grateful patrons who have been
cured of these respective ailments by the magical properties of the vapor-baths.
Mahomed had already emphasized that he was an innovator of this method and that “the
herbs and essential oils with which my Baths are impregnated, are brought expressly
from India, and undergo a certain process known only to myself, before they are fit for
use”(17). Throughout the text, he reiterates his claims and constantly warns against
imitators who might try to usurp his credibility. The testimonials are his way of re-

emphasizing that he continues to receive extensive patronage and hence is assured that
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“the public have, and no doubt will continue, to decide the claim to superiority, by the
choice of their election”(18). He utilizes this language of superiority throughout the text
as he seeks to demonstrate how his medical vapor-bath triumphs over the traditional
warm bath for every ailment ranging from asthma to rheumatism. In fact, so confident is
he of his methods, that he even proudly announces “I challenge competition from the
cures which I have performed” (37).

Each testimonial is structured in a similar way: it highlights the failure of
traditional remedies in curing the ailment, mentions the initial skepticism that surrounds
the experimentation of a new form of treatment and finally expresses profound
gratefulness which generally accompanies a complete cure. Mahomed’s remedies
produce glowing reviews from his patrons; in most cases, they express a sincere desire to
spread the word about the efficacies of the cure so that more people can benefit from the
magical transformative power of the vapor bath. The language in most of the letters is
strikingly utilitarian; following their recovery, Mahomed’s patrons wish to share their
exultation with the general mass so “that it may give hope and confidence to the
afflicted” (30) and they do so even more willingly because they “desire the good of
others; it being a pity that such a valuable remedy should not be made public” (22).

The letters also make constant comparisons between traditional medical practices
and the curative power of Mahomed’s methods. A letter from W.M. Slark claims that
“before placing himself under your care, [he] tried everything the first medical
practitioners would recommend, but got no relief” (44). Another part of the text quotes a
letter to the Brighton Gazette, dated 27" September, 1821, that explicitly explains why

Mahomed’s method is infinitely better than conventional medical practices: “It is not
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generally known, that the celebrated comedian, Mathews, whose surgical attendants
pronounced him incurable, and stated that he would be a cripple for life, in consequence
of a dislocation from the hip, occasioned by the accident of his being, some time ago,
thrown out of his gig, was completely and effectually cured by Mahomed’s process of
shampooing”(92).This passage is particularly fascinating because it effectively sums up
all of Mahomed’s strategies in this text. It establishes that Mahomed’s methods produce
better outcomes, that an ailment which had been earlier pronounced “incurable” (he even
italicizes the word to emphasize it) has been healed and that a “cripple,” that is, a
dysfunctional white body, has been made whole by the intervention of this Eastern
medical man. What is also worth emphasizing here is that the process of shampooing is
never described in great detail. Aside from one letter from F. Carter which mentions the
use of a particular medicine, “tobacco leaves steeped in a particular liquid” (78), the
minimal description of the actual shampooing process manages to preserve the
mysterious allure of the exotic East in the public imagination. The focus is constantly
redirected to the transformative power of the process which heals the afflicted white body
into wholeness with a symbolic dropping of the crutches, an image that is reiterated
throughout the text.

~ The image of the crippled white body plagued by different diseases ranging from
rheumatism to gout and sprains is one of the central tropes in the text. The letters
repeatedly emphasize that after constant interventions of Mahomed’s shampooing and
vapor bath, the white body is restored to health and any kind of external support like
crutches are completely discarded. So, in a letter from Stephen Robinson, “after three of

your Medicated Indian Vapour Baths, Mrs. R. was enabled to lay aside her crutches and
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walk a considerable distance” (29) and “after coming out of the Bath the third time, Lady
Louisa walked across the room without support” (56). The space of the bath is marked as
a healing space where the brown body, through its knowledge of healing practices
salvages the diseased white body and nurses it back to health. The implication here is that
rapid industrialization and Britain’s pre-occupation with its imperial expansion has
fundamentally damaged the British body politic. Britain had gained substantial economic
prosperity but fissures had started to widen in the social fabric as is evident from the
chaotic nature of the medical system. Mahomed’s narrative suggests that intervention by
immigrants like him is inevitable for the well-being of the British body politic. His claims
are bolstered when he is hailed as the “star of the east” by one of his patrons, W.M. Hart,
who hopes that he will “be the means of guiding thousands from the bed of affliction, to
the comforts of ease, health, and happiness”(31). An excerpt from a letter from a patron
published in the Brighton Gazette similarly emphasizes that having experienced “the
invigorating and healing effects of this Eastern remedy, we shall be among its greatest
advocates” (80).

Mahomed’s grand claims are given further credence by an ode published in the
Brighton Gazette on October 8, 1822. This mysterious patron who is initialed as M. W.
hails Mahomed as his Muse and “Indian sage” (88) and launches into a glorious eulogy
about Mahomed’s steam baths. Addressed to both Mahomed and a Mr. Bolton, who we
are told “first employed steam-engines in coining” (87), it insists that the true
achievement or potential of “steam” is not to be found in the harnessing of steam boats or
steam engines which are at the heart of Britain’s mercantile economy but instead in

Mahomed’s use of steam as a restorative and salutary agent, for “What use are honours,
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plenty, wealth, / without the best of treasures, health?”(87). In the true spirit of the
industrial capitalist economy, health here is equated with money, but what is more
interesting to note is the deflation of the very symbol of Britain’s industrial and imperial
ambitions, the steam engine and steam boat to a state of nothingness. As if that isn’t
enough, the ode ends with a powerful admonishing to Bolton to make way for the Eastern
sage: “Bolton! Give place — the Indian sage/ Doth all my Muse’s powers engage; / Thou
giv’st the uncertain treasure, wealth, / But He Heaven's richest blessing, Health’(88).
There is very little chance of ascertaining the identity of the contributor but by including
this ode among other things in his text, Mahomed both engages in self-promotion and
succeeds in somewhat legitimating the presence of Indian immigrants in the imperial
metropolis .

Dean Maliomed thus succeeds in doing what many wouldn’t have deemed
possible for an immigrant struggling to negotiate his identity in an alien space. He
undoubtedly engages in “ethno-pornography” by self-orientalizing for commercial gains.
But what is remarkable is that he mobilizes and embellishes existing stereotypes about
the “other” (the reification of physical differences, the immigrant/colonized body as an
object, the lure of the exotic East) and yet manages to make them work in his favor. The
ostentatious décor of his Bath, his flamboyant Oriental outfits, especially during royal
visits, the constant emphasis of his ethnic identity were all part of his strategy to make the
Oriental body hyper-visible and make his bathing establishment more appealing to
consumers in a highly competitive market. Local newspapers in Brighton repeatedly
mention Mahomed as one of its local celebrities who is remembered “‘gorgeous in

29

Eastern costume, with his pretty wife by his side, and a dagger in his girdle’” (Visram
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43). At the same time, by being economically viable, he effectively resists social
marginalization and in fact, successfully argues for the indispensability of foreign
presence on the British mainland.
“Rule, Britannia:” The Indian Pavillion at the Great Exhibition of 1851

The demand for Eastern objects continued unabated in the eighteenth and
nineteenth century as England made significant inroads into its colonies. By the
nineteenth century, imports like tea had been appropriated into a uniquely British
domestic ritual while textiles, as Suzanne Daly suggests, “led a double life, functioning at
once as exotic foreign artifacts and as markers of proper Englishness”(237). But it was
the Great Exhibition of 1851 organized at the initiative of Prince Albert at the newly
constructed Crystal Palace in London’s Hyde Park that marked an official
acknowledgement of Britain’s fascination with material objects, especially those
imported from other countries and particularly Britain’s ever expanding colonies. The
exhibition was an exaggerated show of mercantile prowess and intended to demonstrate
the burgeoning supremacy of Britain in trade among its European counterparts. The
display of objects from India, the jewel in Britain’s imperial crown was particularly
necessary to create this myth as the following photographs of the Indian Pavillion
demonstrate. It is also worth emphasizing that Indians in their ethnic costumes are an
integral part of the display along with all other material objects imported from the colony
lending credence to the discourse of racial fetishism that had dominated the early
nineteenth century. As Peter Hoffenberg suggests in his insightful account on the great
exhibitions of the nineteenth century, “The use of South Asians as ethnographic exhibits

was part of a more general Victorian-era project to construct an ethnographic survey of
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the subcontinent...Human subjects were labeled, displayed, and studied much as were
complementary commercial and artistic exhibits”(219)." So the Indian bodies are

effectively objectified and framed within this tableau of picturesque Oriental life and

simultaneously highlight Britain’s control over its dominions.

Figure 3 Joseph Nash, “The Indian Court,” 1854, Colour Lithograph on paper. Museum
n0.19536:11. © V&A Images/Victoria and Albert Museum, London. ]

In the Official Description and Illustrated Catalogue Of the Great Exhibition 1851, all
other foreign displays except the Indian Pavilion are categorized under “Foreign
States”(1525) with India being put under the title “British Possessions”(1513) clearly
indicating India’s position on the colonial map. Tim Barringer in his essay offers more
evidence: “The Indian court, appropriately for the grandest of British territories, covered

30,000 square feet, and its array of exotic objects was highly significant in popularizing

41



{ndian
revedl
ofadt
displa
e
&l
adn

the m




Indian design for the British consumer market” (12). The focal point of the display as
revealed in this image appears to be the magnificent howdah in gold and silver on the top

of a stuffed elephant, the qui ial colonial animal. On either side of this spectacular

display is an equally elaborate reconstruction of the palanquin, a popular mode of
transportation in India. The three Indian figures squeezed in between the two elaborate
displays deserve more attention. All three <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>