
press. The study is a significant contribution to the his-
toriography of Assam for using a multitude of sources
in the Assamese language. The pivotal role of the
American Baptist Mission in producing the first jour-
nals in Assamese is well brought out. Sharma makes
extensive use of diaries, novels, memoirs, and film to
contrast the different narratives of historical docu-
ments authored in relation to the colonial government.
She discusses the elite’s manifestation of status through
behavior, language, and education, and in their con-
scious distancing from lower classes and especially from
tea estate workers. Her discussion of the battle over
official language between proponents of Bengali (pre-
ferred by British colonial authorities for bureaucratic
efficiency) and Assamese (claimed by the self-assertive
Assamese elite to have Sanskrit origins) is particularly
interesting. This part of her study, however, would ben-
efit from an explicit engagement with the different ar-
guments made in such works as Stuart H. Blackburn’s
Print, Folklore and Nationalism in Colonial South India
(2006), Sheldon I. Pollock’s The Language of the Gods
in the World of Men (2006), and Miles Ogborn’s Indian
Ink: Script and Print in the Making of the English East
India Company (2007).

GUNNEL CEDERLÖF

Uppsala University

ISAAC LUBELSKY. Celestial India: Madame Blavatsky and
the Birth of Indian Nationalism. Translated by YAEL

LOTAN. Oakville, CT: Equinox. 2012. Pp. xvi, 345. Cloth
$99.95, paper $34.95.

This book is an ambitious overview of the rise, char-
acter, influence, and decline of Theosophy, with special
reference to its influence in India in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. It traces the rise of Ori-
entalism and its influence on the emergence of the
movement among a small group of people in the United
States in the 1870s, to the heady days of Theosophy un-
der Annie Besant, to the point when Jiddu Krishna-
murti resigned as World Teacher from an increasingly
divided and much weakened Indian and global move-
ment in 1930.

The first chapter concentrates on British Orientalism
and the quest for linguistic origins—a movement, that
Isaac Lubelsky sees as emanating from Sir William
Jones and the founding of the Asiatic Society in 1784.
Referring to Edward Said’s essentially negative view of
Orientalism as a form of continuing “conquest,” he ar-
gues that there is “a great deal of difference between
a conquest that seeks to annihilate the local culture and
one that seeks not only to preserve it, but actually cul-
tivates it as a legitimate field of academic study” (p. 20).
The author discusses German and French successors of
the early British Orientalists and in chapter two stresses
the importance of Friedrich Max Müller (translator of
the Rig Veda-Sanhita: The Sacred Hymns of the Brah-
mans [1869] and editor of the fifty-volume translations
of Asian religious texts, Sacred Books of the East [1879–
1910]). Lubelsky argues that Müller was chiefly respon-

sible for laying the foundation for Theosophical ideas.
Chapter three focuses on the personality and ideas of
Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and Henry Steel
Olcott, their decision to found the Theosophical Soci-
ety in New York in 1875, the refinement of the Theo-
sophical program, and the reasons for the Society’s
eventual move to India some years later.

The basic views of the founders of Theosophy were
summed up in three objectives: the study of occult sci-
ences, the foundation of a nucleus of universal broth-
erhood, and the revival of Oriental literature and phi-
losophy (p. 90). The emphasis on each of these
principles varied considerably among different Theos-
ophists and from place to place. Furthermore, ideas of
the occult and claims to possess “esoteric” or secret
knowledge (available only to certain select members of
the initiated few) were more than once exposed as
fraudulent and contributed to the Society’s eventual de-
cline in India and elsewhere. Chapter four investigates
the literary and primary sources of Theosophical doc-
trine, which the author finds especially in Blavatsky’s
Isis Unveiled: A Master Key to the Mysteries of Ancient
and Modern Science and Theology (1877) and The Secret
Doctrine, the Synthesis of Science, Religion and Philos-
ophy, 2 vols. (1888). Here one finds an emphasis on the
common Aryan origins of Indian and European peo-
ples. India, Blavatsky maintained, was the source of all
human knowledge. “Everything the Egyptians, Phoeni-
cians, Jews, Greeks and Romans knew they had learned
from the Indians” (p. 123). This included esoteric
knowledge that was at the heart of Theosophy. Chapter
five continues to explore what the author argues were
many of the essentially Western or European sources of
Theosophical doctrine, while chapter six focuses on Be-
sant’s colorful pre-Theosophical career in England.
This leads on to an examination of Besant’s initiation
into Theosophy by Blavatsky in London, an account of
the Society’s inner circle, and Blavatsky’s death in 1891.
From this point onward the author’s narrative is chiefly
focused on Besant’s bid for leadership of the Theosoph-
ical Society, her journey to India, and her eventual elec-
tion as president of a somewhat fractured Society in
1907.

Despite the book’s subtitle, the relationship between
Theosophy and the rise of Indian nationalism is not
considered until chapter eight (pp. 247–285), and here
there might have been a greater degree of more de-
tailed and thorough research. Why were the leaders of
Theosophy so successful in arousing support for their
movement after their arrival in India in the early 1890s?
How does one explain the success of Besant’s bid for the
leadership of the Indian National Congress in 1917?
What were the reasons for her defeat by Mohandas K.
Gandhi in 1919?

Lubelsky is probably correct in arguing that the initial
success of Theosophy was due to the fact that Hindus,
who feared for the future of their religion and culture,
were delighted to hear Europeans extoll the virtues of
India’s ancient civilization. However, while he stresses
the importance of government policies and attitudes in
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creating fear and uncertainty for the future of India’s
heritage, other studies suggest that these fears were
based less on government policies and more on the
threat of Christian conversion, especially through mis-
sion schools (see, for example, R. Suntharalingam’s
Politics and Nationalist Awakening in South India, 1852–
91[1974]). Theosophy was, therefore, seen as a move-
ment that would counteract missionary influence (es-
pecially among students) and assist in the revival of
what was essentially Brahmanic culture. Furthermore,
as Lubelsky argues cogently throughout his book, the
Theosophists, being Westerners, were advocating their
own distinctly European version of Indian religion and
culture. In contrast, Gandhi’s approach was a reflection
of his Indian rootedness. It was less elitist and more in
tune with popular religious movements and the needs
of ordinary people.

GEOFFREY A. ODDIE

University of Sydney

MUHAMMAD IQBAL CHAWLA. Wavell and the Dying Days
of the Raj: Britain’s Penultimate Viceroy in India. New
York: Oxford University Press. 2011. Pp. xi, 293. $25.00.

With this comprehensively researched work, Muham-
mad Iqbal Chawla provides a fresh interpretation of an
oft-overlooked aspect of the process leading to India’s
partition. Much of the existing historiography on the
subject has tended to gravitate toward the viceroyalties
of Lord Linlithgow and Lord Mountbatten, but Chawla
instead focuses his attention upon Britain’s penulti-
mate viceroy, Archibald Wavell. In the process, he
draws attention to Lord Wavell’s gradual conceptual-
ization of a future India, the method by which he pro-
posed the British should withdraw from the country
upon independence, and, most importantly from the
perspective of this study, the prospective status of In-
dia’s Muslim population. Chawla’s central thesis is that
Wavell, ultimately motivated by the requirement to
safeguard Britain’s postwar strategic interests on the
subcontinent and in Central Asia and concerned prin-
cipally with the requirement to circumvent a civil war,
opposed partition and the formation of a separate Mus-
lim state in the form of Pakistan. Both the “Wavell
Plan” of 1943 and his “Breakdown Plan” of 1945–1946
were designed to preserve the territorial integrity of
post-independence India and to avoid the prospect of
intercommunal violence. The first sought to sate the
Muslim League’s desire for statehood with the offer in-
stead of coalition rule both in the center and in the
provinces, while the latter acknowledged the unfeasi-
bility of such a solution and proposed instead, within
the guise of a united India, the partition of Punjab and
Bengal. At the heart of Wavell’s concerns was the fun-
damental desire to avoid the disastrous widespread vi-
olence that became a tragic feature of the process of
partition.

It should be acknowledged that this particular anal-
ysis of Wavell’s viceroyalty is delivered specifically from
the perspective of its impact upon Muslim interests and

its relationship to the eventual formation of Pakistan,
and it should be read with this singular perspective in
mind. It opens with a brief and rather stilted literature
review on both Wavell himself and the broader subject
of partition, after which it proceeds with another rather
stilted overview of the political picture within India at
the time of Wavell’s viceroyalty, listing and describing
the multifarious parties and pressure groups across In-
dia’s political landscape. From there it proceeds in an
orthodox chronological fashion through the duration of
Wavell’s tenure, focusing specifically upon the proceed-
ings of the Cabinet Mission Plan of 1946 and its con-
sequences. Wavell is portrayed as an adept operator un-
dermined by forces beyond his control, both in India
and London. Appointed by Winston Churchill as a re-
liable and unspectacular “night-watchman” tasked with
blocking any significant political change within India
during the remainder of the war, the cerebral Wavell
(and here the author contradicts Ronald Hyam) instead
proved a deeply political creature who saw his task as
reconciling Britain’s strategic interests, balancing the
competing interests of Congress and the Muslim
League, and satisfying his own deeply entrenched belief
that India’s political and geographic unity was to be
safeguarded lest Britain were to prefer its eventual
“Balkanization.” His strategy for preserving this unity
was, according to Chawla, to ensure that the alterna-
tives proposals were considered unpalatable across In-
dia’s political spectrum, so that Muslim, Hindu, and
Sikh leaders were encouraged to acknowledge the fun-
damental desirability of political union. Despite the po-
litical deadlock in India throughout 1946 and the early
part of 1947, and with little support from Clement At-
tlee’s Labour government, Wavell strove for accep-
tance of the principle of unity.

Wavell and the Dying Days of the Raj is in some ways
a challenging read. Chawla provides a valuable (and
thoroughly researched) account of Muslim League pol-
itics, in particular fearing the lead-up to partition, and
casts light upon Wavell’s previously overshadowed vice-
royalty. But the level of detail inherent to a book-length
study of a highly compressed time-period in which rival
groupings maneuvered around each other in a deeply
complex political environment complicated by the in-
terjections (or lack thereof) of a distant British govern-
ment means that it will probably hold limited appeal to
those not intimately interested in the mechanics of pre-
partition India’s intercommunal political condition.
Reference to the British government raises one poten-
tial shortcoming of the study, which is the general lack
of any global context with respect to British actions dur-
ing this period, particularly with respect to Palestine
and Egypt. A slightly broader perspective in this respect
may have added to the detail on offer.

CHRISTIAN TRIPODI

King’s College London

ANGMA DEY JHALA. Royal Patronage, Power and Aesthet-
ics in Princely India. (Empires in Perspective, number
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