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A Rhinoceros in the Library: Marx Reading India Sources. 
 
 

John Hutnyk1 
 

‘The English East India Company, as is well known, obtained, besides the 
political rule in India, the exclusive monopoly of the tea-trade, as well as of the 
Chinese trade in general, and of the transport of goods to and from Europe. 
But the coasting trade of India and between the islands, as well as the internal 
trade of India, were the monopoly of the higher employees. The monopolies of 
salt, opium, betel and other commodities, were inexhaustible mines of wealth. 
The employ themselves fixed the price and plundered at will the unhappy 
Hindus’2 
 
 

The animal story. 
 
Maybe it is plausible to begin with a raw hide. This will invoke the image or allegory 
of a coat that seemed something like a rhinoceros, and concern for this rhinoceros 
would in turn be evoked by Marx at the end of his life in a way that, I think, can be 
speculatively, and as ‘postulation’, fictively read as a key to uncover a renewed 
appreciation of Marx’s textual appropriations of India. This reading presents a gift to 
the present, by rereading the gifts of the past, even as it has long been acknowledged 
that the gift is never just a gift. I want to argue that colonial era traffic in gifts to 
smooth political manoeuvres starts with animals.  
 
The gift of a rhinoceros for example. In 1506 Alfonso de Albuquerque, the Portuguese 
second viceroy of India, arrives, and with superior ships, secures control of the Indian 
Ocean over-against the Ottomans for the next 100 years. It was not an insignificant 
moment in a vast body of water and coastline that might be thought of as the site of 
the first globalisations, with Asian and Arabic trade running back millennia. Portugal 
then extends their trade, as the Ottomans and others had done before, as far as 
Malacca on the Malay Peninsula and through the Indonesian Archipelago, seeking 
the fabled spice islands in the Moluccas. In India, Albuquerque wanted to build a fort 
at Diu, Gujarat, and to negotiate this in 1514 sent envoys with gifts to Sultan Muzafar 
II, ruler of Cambay. Muzafar refuses the request, in turn sending, as is the way, gifts 
for Albuquerque to take to the Portuguese King. This return gift included a Gujarati 
Rhinoceros named Ganda, and his keeper Ocem. While not the only rhinoceros story 
I want to tell, this one circumnavigates Africa, being shipped back to Portugal via 
Madagascar, St Helena and then stops in Marseilles when the Portuguese King 
decides, in 1516, to send it on to the Pope in the Vatican City. This Pope had, 
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apparently, been thrilled at a gift the previous year of a white elephant (the term 
‘white elephant’ as a gift has connotations of respect or insult, was known by Thai 
kings as a way to keep a rival for the throne busy looking after a difficult but treasured 
animal). The Pope’s rhinoceros however, does not make it. Exhibited for a time at the 
Château d’If, outside Marseilles, the Island prison fort made famous in Alexandre 
Dumas in his novel The Count of Monte Christo, the onwards ship to Rome floundered 
near Porto Venere, and the much travelled Ganda, shackled to the deck, sadly 
drowned. Ocem is also missing from the record. 
 
An opportunity to link this relatively obscure historical side-story to Marx presents 
itself because, somewhat notoriously, in 1515 a German printmaker Albrecht Dürer 
made a woodcut of this Rhino without having seen the animal, working from sketches. 
A print from this woodcut is exhibited, alongside paraphernalia from Dumas’s fiction, 
in the present day prison museum on d’If. The further curious possibility exists that 
Marx, in the last year of his life, heard about this animal and the Dürer print when he 
visited Marseilles for a few days en route to Algeria seeking warmer climes and a cure 
for his bronchial condition. We have a letter Marx sent to Engels on the 1st of March 
1882 from Algeria where, mentioning both Don Quixote and the ‘quid pro quo’ of 
Shakespeare, he relates that he has exchanged his ‘rhinoceros greatcoat with a lighter 
coat’3. This is the only time I can find any reference to such an animal in Marx, 
though of course references to coats, hide, skin, tanning, and animals of other types, 
are many and varied.4 The significance of the coat as example for Marx cannot be 
underplayed5 and especially the importance of shedding this skin within which he had 
been ill, having to paint it each day with a cantharidin collodion treatment. Marx also 
mentions that he is advised by his doctor to take tincture of codeine and arsenic and 
that he must leave off intellectual work, except for distraction. How important then 
was it to be able to break out of the shell of that greatcoat? Die Hülle wird gesprengt. 
 
I am anticipating my argument below with the German line, Die Hülle wird gesprengt, 
since it presents some particular translation difficulties. It is taken from the 
dénouement of Marx’s Das Kapital vol 1, where the expropriators are to be 
expropriated and the death knell of capitalism sounds. It is translated somewhat 
incomprehensibly in English editions as ‘the integument bursts asunder’.6 Die Hülle is a 
furry, husk-like shell, sharing similar reference to enthüllen, to force open the envelope, 
i.e., in Marx to force the secret of value production, or, in Schiller’s poetry, to reveal 
as if from behind the veil. 
 
In a separate letter to his daughter Jenny, we see Marx in the penultimate year of his 
life, enthusiastic for Africa and ‘the East’, pursuing texts on Algerian land and 
cultivation patterns. He writes to her ‘Nothing could be more magical than the city of 
Algiers; ...it would be like the Arabian Nights, particularly – given good health – with 
all my dear ones, in particular not forgetting my grandsons, about me.’ (Marx to 
Jenny Longuet, 16 March 1882). To Engels he enthuses: ‘At 8 o'clock in the morning 
there is nothing more magical than the panorama, the air, the vegetation, a wonderful 
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mélange of Europe and Africa’, yet ‘with all that, one lives on nothing but dust’ (Marx 
to Engels, 1 March 1882). Planning to leave Algeria in April, Marx is recovered 
sufficiently, and the weather so improved, that he takes the almost incomprehensible 
step of having an Algerian barber cut off his hair and shave his beard (Marx to Engels 
28 April 1882). 
 
The rhinoceros fared worse by far. Unshackled, it might have swam ashore, perhaps 
to terrorise the Italians, who refused Marx entry to the country. The Mediterranean 
takes many lives, and Marx was right to be concerned about the seaworthiness of his 
ferry. But it is the fact of Ganda used as a gift to smooth the refusal of permission to 
build a fort that marks the beginning of a more insistent colonial drive on the part of 
Europe, coming with a whole other conception of the shackled economy. Rhinos will 
feature again, whether it be Clara, sent to the Netherlands by the Dutch East India 
Company from Chinsura 100 years later, also circling Africa and spending 15 years 
entertaining the crowned heads of Europe, eventually dying in Lambeth, South 
London, through to the present day use of the rhinoceros as emblem of the Assam 
Regiment counter-terrorist unit fighting to suppress agitations in Kashmir. Consider 
also rhino horns as aphrodisiacs and as mistaken for unicorns – and entire mythology 
surrounds them and even ‘rhino mania’ with Clara from Chinsura becoming a much 
sought after celebrity, painted by Jean Baptiste Oudry, Pietro Longhi, and others. As 
it is with iconic story-telling tropes, to illustrate this I would love to also retell the tales 
of the Giraffe of Bengal, brought by Malindi traders, and others embossed on the 
Konark temple, sighted in Jaisalmer and Mangalore, gifted to a Chinese emperor, 
subject of devotional poetry, and more – but all that is kept back for another chapter.7 
Here, we are on the path of Marx reading on India. So I will move past these early 
exoticisms to swiftly note some economic political violent markers: my focus here is on 
opium in the Bengal trade after Clive, with bribes to Mir Jaffar, ‘defeat’ of Siraj ud-
Daulah, and the French, in 1757, the East India Company turns to cultivation, or 
rather turns Indian cultivation towards the cash crops of opium, indigo and jute. 
These three crops do not have the same importance, though their fortunes in 
subsequent commentary vary – it is to Marx’s credit that he identifies the importance 
of opium over others. Yet to list crops like this implies an equivalence, so it should be 
noted that Chaudhuri’s extensive research confirms the importance of opium over 
other products for EIC trade, with opium export compared to indigo exceeded by 
50%, cotton by three times, raw silk by five times in the early 1800s8. Subramanian 
confirms ‘the export of opium and cotton into China for Chinese tea consignments 
into Britain ... characterised India’s trade after 1793’.9 Opium volume alone is 
insufficient basis on which to argue a case, but there are justifications for keeping back 
another separate work reading the Royal Commission on Opium 1893-1895 and 
much else in the history of the trade indicates that Opium had long been the paste 
that held the colonial project together, ‘without opium, there would be no empire’.10 
The deceptions and alibi-making of operatives of the East India Company ran deep, 
so that the Royal Commission was stacked with EIC employees and agents as 
witnesses, against which the shrill Missionary opposition was increasingly ineffective. 
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From the outset the Commission had refused to consider the impact of the trade on 
China, making the focus the health of Indian finances. Even thought opium use was 
well known early in Asia, since 1708 had been an EIC product of Bengal. It was 
though the extension of opium cultivation under the EIC monopoly from 1773, 
primarily in Bihar, alongside inferior Malwa, which enabled the increasingly massive 
export to China which in turn made the EIC finances work. It is opium as trade and 
poison gift, acknowledged by Marx, that I really want to talk about, and so from 
rhinos as an emblem of tribute and circumnavigation, with the white elephant as 
something more, and less, than an icon of prestige and war, we will chase the dragon, 
so to speak, in the gilded menagerie in which the opium story that founds the trade is, 
as usual, dangerously obscured.  
 
Compared with Albuquerque, a far more aggressive kind of fort negotiation arrives in 
Bengal with the British. Many examples are possible, but it is almost by convention 
that the story starts with Clive and the alleged atrocity of the ‘Black Hole of Calcutta’. 
I have also retold this story elsewhere, but as there are several angles on this particular 
dank prison,11 it is worth visiting again all the more because of the animals and the 
suspect gift exchange involved. In the version I will tell, it is Marx who summarises the 
history, excerpted from the work of Madras Records Office historian Robert Sewell in 
his Analytic History of India, from the Earliest Times to the Abolition of the Honourable East India 
Company in 1870: 
 

Suraj came down on Calcutta in force ... fort stormed, garrison taken 
prisoners, Suraj gave orders that all the captives should be kept in safety till the 
morning; but the 146 men (accidentally, it seems) were crushed into a room 20 
feet square and with but one small window; next morning (as Holwell himself tells 
the story), only 23 were still alive; they were allowed to sail down the Hooghly. It 
was ‘the Black Hole of Calcutta’, over which the English hypocrites have been making 
so much sham scandal to this day. Suraj-ud-daula returned to Murshidabad. 
  
Bengal now completely and effectually cleared of the English intruders. January 2, 1757. 
Fort William recaptured by Clive, sent up from Madras with fleet under 
Admiral Watson.  Subahdar marched on Calcutta, attacked by Clive, in 
decisive action of many hours. On January 3, Suraj-ud-daula restored the Company 
to their old privileges and [paid them] compensation. Clive destroyed French settlement 
at Chandernagor (my italics indicate Marx’s revealing annotations )12 

 
Clive’s colonial manipulations are regarded as more treacherous than most. Basically, 
the East India Company was as warlike a corporation as no other before, and Clive 
bribes Mir Jaffar to deceive and kill Siraj ud-Daulah (on the Nawab’s name, I follow 
Pradip Baksi and use Siraj ud-Daulah, Sewell has ‘Suraj-u-dowla’ and Marx ‘Suraj-
ud-daula’ – personal). Treacherous stories could also be told with animals – war 
horses and war elephants. An elephant is depicted at Palashi in a famous painting with 
Clive’s horse and Mir Jaffar. The generals are accepting their bribes, and will betray 



	   5	  

the Nawab who is already the hapless quarry in a hunt. Mir Jaffar later becomes a 
puppet Nawab and supplies many lakhs of tribute to Clive, as well as granting the 
diwani – the right to raise taxes in West Bengal. This, not trade, is the vastly profitable 
consequence of building forts and prisons, and fabricating tales of humans caged and 
corralled in Black Holes and bribes on battlefields smoothes the way. Key to the 
mythology here is how the conflict started, the British had built a fortress against the 
express wish of Siraj ud-Daulah and the Nawab promptly sacked the town. Clive was 
called for retribution, and was merciless. Subsequently Holwell raises an atrocity 
narrative and monument, which in turn – through the writings of Mark Twain, John 
Stuart Mill, and others – becomes fictional ‘fact’.13 I also wish we could talk here of 
Tipu’s Tiger, and Clive’s role in the fabrication of the image of Tipu as enemy, Clive 
helping to destroy the French connection all the more to the benefit of the Raj by 
sacking Chandernagore and later sending his wife on collecting expeditions to gather 
Tipu paraphernalia. The collection of peacock or tiger thrones, ornate swords, 
slippers and such like is the booty of empire alongside taxes and bribery. EIC officials 
and associates become very well versed in the ‘extra-economic’ practice of plunder 
and extraction deals resulting in huge wealth even beyond mercantile trade at the 
time. Marx writing on India in Capital and in the New York Daily Tribune notices this 
‘country trade’, and especially notes that while the EIC commanded the global trade, 
its employees were engaged with ‘inland’ opportunities.14 The looted treasures from 
the East Indies ‘floated back’ to Europe15 as a part of the ‘dawn of the era of capitalist 
production’.16 Marx’s articles in the Tribune on EIC opium are where he most clearly 
expresses his fascination with and condemnation of Clive, ‘the robber baron’ (Marx 
NYDT 8 August 1853). Clive’s encouragement of EIC involvement in Bengal opium 
can be dated from his first activities alongside EIC employees, with EIC opium 
growing in the second half of the 1700s still further again with Warren Hastings as key 
dealer introducing a company monopoly in 1773.17 This British drug trade then 
expands exponentially and Marx himself will note the stunning increase in volume 
over the years – the trade would last, despite denials, until well after the end of the 
Opium wars, by which time Opium production and taxes – transit and pass duties, 
taxation on domestic use, according to Richards – were the second largest revenue 
earners for the empire.18 In Marx’s journalistic commentary he exposed ‘flagrant self-
contradiction of the Christianity-canting and civilization-mongering British’ in their 
efforts to ‘affect to be a thorough stranger to the contraband opium trade, and even to 
enter into treaties proscribing it’. This hypocrisy despite also forcing ‘opium 
cultivation upon Bengal’ (Marx NYDT Set 25 1858 v16) and arranging ‘for private 
ships trading to China’ though even these carried a ‘provision which attached a 
penalty to them if freighted with opium of other than the Company's own make’ 
(Marx NYDT 30 Sept 1858). 
 
All this is well known, but what deserves further attention is where Amar Farooqui 
points out that ‘country trade’ and smuggling of opium was a significant parallel 
economy and an important form of subversive resistance to ‘colonial domination’.19 
Revenues from smuggling helped fund military mobilisations on behalf of the ruling 
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state elites ‘since many of the big sahukas were simultaneously contractors for 
recruitment of troops’.20 The rest of the subcontinent was colonised on the back of 
opium profits, and Marx saw these as central to the game of control and resistance. 
That initial plunder opens up the possibility of subsequent commercial gain, even if 
this is not itself without exploitation, is of course the crux of the argument Marx 
presents in the originary accumulation section of capital volume 1, stolen booty was 
sunk into the circuits of industrial production in a kind of colonial money-laundering 
enterprise of hitherto not seen at such a scale except, also significantly, in the Atlantic 
slave trade. 
 
 
Marx’s India tick. 
 

A market generates a hinterland of informal and illicit trade that fortifications may or 
may not repel. A fortified and regulated market would be opposed, in the regular 
transition model, to one informed by relations of prestige and tribute. It is a ‘tributary 
mode of production’ that Samir Amin posits in Unequal Development21 and which 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak brilliantly deconstructs in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason.22 
Without going into all the details of this debate, the tribute mode implies elaborate 
codification of the economy into which Europeans sailed. Arriving with varied 
individual intent, the underlying extractive alibi was a political economy of free trade, 
and an actual practice of plunder, which then funds European industrialisation as 
described by Marx in Capital. Arriving with gifts, perhaps the question to ask is if the 
kind of market practices introduced by the European colonial powers were 
fundamentally at odds with the open festive or mela style markets of India, as well 
perhaps as those in China and the Malay Peninsula and the Indonesian archipelago? 
Did the different character of market styles, exchange styles, even tribute through 
gifts, for example of animals, have a discernable global significance over time? It took 
Marx to notice, but did he make this the foundation of his analysis of accumulation 
and capital, more or less explicitly? How important is transition? 
 
This section will not be a discussion of the ‘Asiatic mode of production’. That ship has 
sailed, as we will see below when Spivak shows this and suggests ways to rewrite and 
extend even as she overwrites her Marx essay and leaves the traces, like a palimpsest, 
in a vanishing present that she still wants to rewrite again. The foreground of 
gendered financialisation of the globe is not one I have the presumption, nor 
scholarship, to attempt and what I offer is not much more than an obscure footnote to 
her chapter. It is also misreading perhaps, to say there is much in Marx’s conception 
of the market that owes everything to Asia. I will risk the strong thesis that Capital is a 
book marked by a conception wholly oriented towards the importance of Asia, and 
the activities of the East India Company especially in its introduction of massive 
plunder, as that which fuelled the originary accumulation of capital. A weaker version 
of this thesis would note colonial profits in Asia as a part of an emergent mercantilist 
redirection that meant inevitably incidental references to global economy included 
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several ad hoc, as it were, Marxian citation of Indian examples or writers from the 
EIC. 
 
All through his life Marx seems to have a tick that draws him to India.23 From his 
early reading of Hegel and others he picks up an interest in ‘ancient’ Hindu land use 
patterns and caste structure. He reads Francoise Bernier (1891), George Campbell 
(1865), John Dickenson (1853) and James Mill’s History of India (1818). His journalism 
for the NYDT has him interested in colonial impact of British rule in 1852 and the 
uprising against that rule in 1857. His political solidarity with workers most impacted 
by the transition from feudalism to capitalism is formed through his support for the 
Silesian weavers in 1844, but it is as often as not extended in admiration to the 
weavers of Dacca, with their fine muslins, and ‘proficiency of a spider’24 as well as 
those of Coromandel, Bengal and Bihar, whose bones are left to bleach on the 
plains.25 His solidarity is expressed in abstract examples in Das Kapital too, when 
‘friend weaver’ exchanges linen for a bible at the market, before the bible-seller, who 
prefers a warming brandy (kornbrantewein, made from rye or barley, not grapes), 
exchanges ‘the water of everlasting life for the distillers eau-de-vie’.26 Marx’s interest 
in Bihar extends to the crops the peasants were compelled to sew: cotton, wool, hemp, 
jute27; and opium cultivation with its baneful impact upon China, both through the 
poison of the drug and the wars the British conduct to protect the trade, right through 
to the irreligious mass doping of workers’ children in the UK with ‘Godfrey’s Cordial’ 
as reported in the Government’s own Blue Books.28 He even comes out in favour of 
legalisation of opium by the Chinese to undermine the profiteering of the drug dealing 
EIC, knowing full well that class politics must also be international, and that British 
support for the Qing in the Taiping Civil War was implicated with the US cotton 
blockade and depressed conditions in the Lancashire mills.29 On a theoretical level, 
his Critique of Political Economy, the subtitle of the book, can be read as a sustained 
commentary on apologists for this EIC extortion. His targets are EIC employees, 
James Mill, John Stuart Mill, and that ‘sycophant and fine talker’ Macauley, or 
immediate bourgeois critics of the EIC, Adam Smith, Edmund Burke. Then the 
Critique of Political Economy takes as prime targets the apologist ‘learned professors’, 
those abstemious ‘penitents of Vishnu’,30 who train the East India Company officer 
corps at Haileybury College,31 ‘population’ Malthus32 and Sir Richard Jones. Both 
professors of political economy at the East India Company training school.33 
Alongside some anonymous – to Marx – texts on the benefits of the East Asia trade to 
Britain and the like, these are the majority representatives of the political economy he 
critiques. Of course Ricardo, Fourier and Owen also feature, but more often in a kind 
of agreement. Finally, if this were the final though, the metaphorics that challenges 
capitalism as such with its eventual overthrow is one that secretly revolves around the 
bursting of a shell, the throwing off of shackles, of a husk, of a dubious cloak that must 
be forced to reveal its secret, that behind this veil, which must be torn asunder – 
enthüllen – truth will out. There is a sense in which all this comes from a Schiller poem 
about a certain oriental lady, covered by a veil, but through all sorts of exercise of 
metaphors of skin, tanning, hide34 and coats, the juggernaut of capital that comes into 
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the world dripping blood and dirt,35 having sacrificed so many of the vulnerable under 
its grotesque wheels, and having covered itself in the alibi’s of the very political 
economists Marx critiques, is subject then to the organised resistance of the workers, 
who follow the logic of collective action to throw off the fetters and limits, to 
expropriate the expropriators – the knell of capitalism sounds, Die Hülle wird gesprengt. 
 
In the strong version of this argument we should recall that at each key moment of the 
critique of political economy, Marx reaches for his examples, to either India – the 
ancient Hindu communities, the weavers, the abstemious penitents of Vishnu, the 
apocryphal story of sacrifices under the wheels of Lord Jagannath’s car36 – or the 
American Civil War, and even then his civil war and slavery examples link the cotton 
trade to Indian production, and global capital is world capital – ‘labour in the white 
skin cannot emancipate itself while in the black it is branded’.37 Is it too wild to 
suggest this Asia focus is a conscious effort by Marx, that everything from Engels’ 
father’s early advice to his son to take up business opportunities in Calcutta to the 
incidental recognition of a Gujarati rhinoceros off the coast of Marseilles, is more than 
coincidence, that this is all the consequence of targeting the number one largest global 
corporate entity of the time. To suggest this is to say that Marx’s interest in capital 
where it is most decisive is of course legitimate. To Engels he says that land use and 
slavery are the two big issues of the day (Marx to Engels, 11 October 186038). 150 
years later, what is important today might be that readers not miss these markers, at a 
time when a global pivot to Asia makes the politics of asserting the primacy of Asian 
trade, and the significance of that trade and what kinds of trade, all absorbing. From 
the first global ocean of Arab-African-Asian trade to the present, never neutral topics. 
 
The protocols and obligations of older trade relationships deserve attention in any 
contemporary critique of political economy. In the Indian Ocean – Kala Pani, black 
water; Ratnakara, the Sanskrit name for ocean; or Yin-thu-Yong, to seek its Hakka 
name – long voyages more marvelous than the stories of Sinbad predate the arrival of 
Vasco de Gama, Alfonso de Albuquerque, William Dampier, Clive or Dupleix. This 
is not to say the exchanges they made were unimportant – indeed, we can see the 
receipts of transition in their stories – but the motivations of pecuniary gain over those 
of tribute or honour and due regard, also play their part. Perhaps the early trader-
explorers were also not strong advocates of an intentional transition, acting as 
emissaries of European kings and queens just to fit out their adventure ships, their 
impulses on arrival might include relief or speculation, fear, bribes, ego, pride. Initial 
exchange is not so much at the boundaries, as Marx proposed for the primordial 
transactions of the ‘ancient Indian community’,39 but here with plenipotentiaries 
confronting unknown new powers, seeking to ensure their passage, survival and 
return, which perhaps depended upon observing protocols of exchange that only later 
would be reoriented, routinised and regulated. 
 
Marx’s commentary on India is much discussed, but perhaps no-one has been rash 
enough to say that without his thinking on India there could be no critique of political 
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economy. As noted above, already Spivak dealt with the Asiatic Mode of Production 
in Critique of Postcolonial Reason and there brilliantly described it as the necessary fiction 
required to lever the modes of production model,40 and where the ‘ruse of declaring 
the dangerous supplement a stasis that must be interrupted in its own interest’41 is still, 
despite the well-known critiques, important. While not at all repeating that 
transformative rereading that was so crucial – if strangely not as taken up as fully by 
Western Marx criticism as might be wished – reading Spivak’s Marx opens up many 
further possibilities.  
 
Mine is not an argument that just tries to Asianise Marx – a vegetarian or saffron 
Marx is not on the agenda – and yes, there are gaps and eurocentrisms no doubt, and 
of course. But the Asian underpinnings of Marx’s argument are significant and I think 
it is above all necessary to see that it was the largest corporation in the world, and its 
apologists and agents, who Marx had in his sights. Big game hunter. The errors Marx 
makes in an imaginary ancient Hindu polity, repeating apocryphal horrors of 
Jagannath, lack of specificity in how land-use, cultivation, transportation, 
communication work, are all significant, but nevertheless, Marx is reading the then 
equivalent of a contemporary multinational like BHP, Riotinto, or Apple Corp; Mill, 
Malthus, Jones et al., were the ideologues of the leading edge of industrial capitalism. 
Writing this for German readers of course makes the EIC element somewhat 
decontextualised, the book is perhaps closer to home (de te fabula narratur) for English 
readers or Indian readers, perhaps also African-Americans, given the whole 
commentary on slavery, civil war and Lincoln, but on the whole India, and China, 
because of the newsworthy ‘pivot’ of global capitalism towards Asia, again. Yet not to 
claim anything so grand, the current pivot makes Marx topical and it is worth, at 
least, the thought experiment of trying to see who it is that all these footnotes refer to 
in Marx’s big well-known often re-read book. 
 
That said, the suggestions Spivak makes can release numerous other studies that one 
person alone cannot pursue. An example she offers for those who see ‘the Bengal case 
as a laboratory experiment’ where colonialism brings ‘free trade’ into the scene of 
transition from Feudal to Capitalist economy42 gives the context for what I want to 
do. Her ecological suggestions and her agricultural suggestions would also repay 
exploration, but putting the story together is left as a choice and for me, this story then 
is one of the clash of styles of market transition. This can be explored by way of a 
small footnote taking up the challenge in Spivak’s suggestion that ‘Marx’s sources 
were, of course, documents written by people who were less directly related to the 
hands on work of the transition’.43 This is really interesting and may be true in the 
main, with a great risk for any gainsaying of even this tiny aside in a magnificent book. 
Also, to focus on the responsibility and concern of hands-on colonial traders 
themselves would perhaps inevitably keep things at the level of merchants capital, 
even if there are some slippages into production, with significant deals that enforce 
opium cultivation, it is really fast profits, plunder and shipping that are most 
prominent in the vast accumulation of EIC operatives’ wealth. The issue of land use 
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of course should also be developed. In Volume three of Kapital, Marx, as assembled by 
Engels, extends the laboratory metaphor: ‘If any nation's history is a string of futile 
and really absurd (in practice infamous) economic experiments, then it is the history of 
the English management in India’.44 But at the level of experiment what is evident is 
that gifts also helped pave the path into those ‘tribute-paying economic formations’.45 
What it is not necessary to concede here is the historical stasis Marx ascribes to India 
coming from sources as remote as Hegel, nor that his conception of the land 
ownership that pre-existed the imposed taxation regimes of the Raj were derived from 
secondary sources in a very early stage of anthropological veracity, filtered often 
through missionary commentary, at best The Friend of India. Marx is reading the 
Mission Press sent from Serampore to the London Museum, also the numerous 
Parliamentary Reports, Blue Books, the speeches of Disraeli, Campbell’s Modern India, 
Wilk’s Historical Sketches of South India, and even personal conversations with EIC agent 
John Stuart Mill in the Dean Street flat.46 For sure the scholarship to specify all this 
would be welcome. But what a reader of Das Kapital who has learned at least a little 
from Spivak and from the reading of a great number of excellent historians of Bengal 
can say perhaps is that it is possible to posit evidence for a difference in character 
between the market under the Moghul sovereignty and that brought into its newly 
developing forms by Clive, Hastings, Wellesley, the Portuguese, Dutch, French and 
Danes et al., and that the documents for determining this difference were, indeed, 
written in some part first hand by those Marx was reading, missionaries, politicians 
and traders on the spot. 
 
It is not at all that the Bengali historians working today read only what Marx read. 
They go far beyond that of course, but it is not my primary topic here. The point is 
rather that the strong version of the Critique of Political Economy Marx proffered is 
one where he has as his main target the EIC operatives trained by the ‘learned’ 
Vishnu penitent Haileybury professors, the EIC operatives Mill and Macaulay, the 
parliamentary critics like Burke, and even Disraeli for a later era. These were targets 
for a conception not generally incompatible with what subsequent schools of Bengali 
historiography have found, but Marx was already on target. What the differences 
amongst the works of Bengal scholarship then provide becomes more interesting in 
terms of the fortunes of that political economy subject to critique. If the time were 
available would be inclined to explore how some gleaned little from rather 
perfunctory readings of Marx, and others a very great deal. 
 
What first? A survey of who Marx was reading? I think I have broached that already 
above. Or a survey of the different schools of Bengali historiography? I am not yet 
scholar enough to complete this second task, but believe it all the more important 
given Spivak’s other injunctions to: a) fit the story together yourself, perhaps since 
Marx too wants a reader who is willing to learn something; and b) seek the dangerous 
supplement that gathers the recognition of difference, seen as a persistent critical 
practice within a program of change that would then not need to take those 
differences into account, having sublated them into a new mode of production aka 
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revolution. It is of course also highly possible that when Spivak warns against 
‘appropriation or hostility based on the sanctioned ignorance of both elite theorist and 
self-styled activist’,47 this, despite my conscious disavowal of either trite identity, may 
be me doing just what she fears. 
 
 
Friends of India. 
 

Does it matter that Marx goofed or gaffed a bit when it came to ancient India, when 
his entire Critique of Political Economy spawned such impressive works? D.D. 
Kosambi, Ranajit Guha, Irfan Habib, Lakshmi Subramanian... there could be endless 
number of names cited here, not even all need be Bengalis, but for sure the very idea 
of classifying them into schools according to this or that criteria is terrifying, and could 
readily be derailed by the new Saffronisation ideology revamping history as a 
discipline more than any delineation of truth and influence. What the disciplinary 
politics of India looks like from outside the discipline is no doubt as distorted as any, 
given the poles of attraction of centres and institutes local and international publishing 
houses, the power of the US academy, the stodge of Oxbridge, and the intermediate 
naivety of diasporic ne’er do wells and grant carrying endowment fund activista elites 
as previously warned. 
 
The idea that India was static48 has been substantially washed away by a body of 
maritime work exemplified perhaps by Lakshmi Subramanian and Rila Mukherjee, 
taking account the trade in the Bay of Bengal or Indian Ocean littoral and so on... 
Apropos the many moves that can be documented in the economy and culture of this 
zone, it is, as Subramanian notes, difficult to understand how the ‘agrarian bias’ of 
immobility and stasis49 had prevailed at all – exchanges, communication, waterways, 
trade links, silk roads, urbanisation, diasporas. Such that it is worth questioning how 
the sedentary bias continues in ideas that locate the colonial market as a single site. 
While the colonial powers built walls around their compounds, these were, ostensibly, 
to prevent movement. The fortress or the compound, even the locked doors of a 
godown are all about the effort needed to keep things in place, on the part of colonial 
powers in the business of shifting things, treasures, produce, cargo, indentured labour, 
river and shipping routes, later with railroads, the historical record is surely always 
intrinsically one of movement. In Serampore the shift of the preferred gate from the 
river to the railway side was clearly not about the sedentary character of the market, a 
more complicated model is required. 
 

It would be too easy to oppose a simplistic open network model with one preferring an 
extraction point, itself always fortified and marking power. Yang prefers a dynamic 
‘enmeshed’ model where the imagined village is linked to ‘larger units of rural society 
organized around the marketing system’.50 The wandering merchant through to the 
silk road, even conceived as a series of spatial nodes, posits horizontal versus vertical 
models, with all manner of ecological, political, social and cultural conditions (Yang 
1998:13). Subramanian suggests ‘a steady gravitation of merchants towards a new 
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dispensation, including the European trading companies where settlements seemed to 
offer a safe asylum’.51 Temporal, cyclical and comprador concerns might be worth 
taking into account,52 the parallel with law does not remain static if the function of 
security is a question of interrupting flow, and that a wall with a gate suggests that 
enmeshed models offer a more adequate conception with to and fro options. 
 

That said, the function of the market as site for communication and exchange hardly 
needs to be reasserted: ‘Markets have long been a familiar and essential feature of the 
historical landscape, central places of exchange at which peasants, townspeople, 
landholders, and rulers have historically converged’.53 The convergence however does 
not, in turn, confirm stasis – it never does. People came ‘to conduct wholesale and 
retail trade, to gather news and information, and to engage in various social, cultural, 
religious, and political activities’.54 Sen notes ‘a vast number of people were engaged 
in river traffic, marketing, pilgrimages and fairs’55 and that ‘a host of European 
companies had been buying and selling, vying with one another and resisting the 
reach of local rulers in the lower part of the river Ganges for more than a century 
before the British conquest’.56 
 

Yang’s study foregrounds pilgrimage, movement, and women’s 70% participation in 
melas, fairs and markets as important cultural factors alongside trade. Melas are 
‘notorious’ for prostitution, jugglers, nautches, puppet shows and ‘roundabouts’.57 
Rila Mukherjee identifies bazaars in pre-colonial South Asia as sites where ‘economic 
relations could be observed at play’ not only for ‘the demonstration of social power’58 
but also as part of ‘larger network[s] of religio-political compulsions ... towards 
Buddhist lands to the East’ and ‘Islamic lands to the west’.59 Sen’s focus is on markets 
as sites of conflict where European and indigenous resistance is occluded in the record 
under criminality.60 Murari Jha takes the river as an organising frame61 and Irfan 
Habib makes the point that the British took over, at least initially, ‘the administrative 
apparatus they found in place’.62 In all these cases, the problem of veracity is 
complicated by there being so many roles, by so much undocumented allegedly non-
economic behaviour, by travel and movement that is never easily recorded, and by, 
most importantly, a logic of little importance to the categories of conventional 
European reportage, whether missionary, government or academic. So much might 
never ‘float back’ to the notice of those waiting expectantly for news in London. Marx 
reading the Friend of India or the bi-monthly Bengal Harkuru in the British Museum was 
never going to hear much about pilgrimage patterns. Nor of the huge importance the 
Company set on interrupting these flows, intervening to eradicate the many and 
varied brokerage roles, tolls and commissions, introducing a more simplified tribute in 
the diwani, or tax system, by way of fortification and law. 63 
 

The Friend of India did however include a diverse amount of material of interest. For 
example, the report from the 1820 edition, published by the Mission Press, seems to 
confirm Yang’s earlier citation of the Resident of Revelganj when it complains of 
market festivals as scenes of ‘immorality and debauchery, where ‘displays of 
magnificence and wealth’ have come to displace good behaviours within the ‘vicious 
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tastes of the rabble’. According to the author, presumably one of the Serampore 
Baptists, perhaps Carey himself, in less than five decades, ‘the original design of these 
poojas is completely subverted, and that which originally was only an insignificant 
appendage to the festival, has usurped the status of the idol’. I will note, as neutrally as 
possible, that just 50 years before this observation that the festival had become an 
unseemly marketplace, there had been the terrible Bengal Famine of 1770, with ten 
million deaths over four years. The famine is now largely blamed upon the EIC land 
tax and forced poppy cultivation, as was documented in the impeachment trial of 
Warren Hastings in the British parliament, the charges read out by Burke. Marx often 
quotes Burke in Das Kapital, admittedly calling him ‘that celebrated sophist and 
sycophant’.64 Jane Austin closely followed the trial as well, though it is not certain that 
Marx read all seven years of transcripts, he does express his outrage that the 
Company received some £6 Million in gifts from India in the years preceding the 
famine, and had indeed ‘manufactured the famine by buying up all the rice and 
refusing to sell it again, except at fabulous prices’.65 Nevertheless, for the missionaries, 
a mere 30 years later, the Durga puja is said to have become an ‘exhibition of 
opulence’ because, it seems, the Government no longer extracts the taxes, so ‘the 
natives give themselves up to unlimited extravagance in all that relates to their public 
festivals’ and ‘almost every year brings some fresh innovation in Hindoo worship’ 
(Friend of India 1820, 125-7). The festivals are put on not only for worship, but for 
‘luxuries’ and ‘gratification’ (Friend of India 1820, 130). Marx did read this volume, but 
did he conclude that it was no surprise how petrified and prejudiced Europeans built 
walls behind which to hide. The same Friend of India author notes that ‘in former times 
the wealth of India was scattered over the country, and its influence was broken into 
separate divisions’ whereas now it comes to ‘the city, the emporium of trade’ (Friend of 
India 1820, 127). 
 

What was the material that might have reached the ears of Marx as he wrote his 
journalism for the NYDT? One of the sources we know was the Parliamentary 
Hansard. Here we can read of the 1840 Select Committee on the Affairs of the East 
India Company, where a certain John Horsey Palmer, not insignificantly the 
Governor of the Bank of England and partner of the East India Company trading 
house of Palmers, Mackillop and Co., appeared before the commissioner. Palmer was 
asked if he were aware, in the context of the massive increase in the smuggling of 
opium, if he knew that it was ‘an article which becomes so necessary for those who 
consume it, that when once they begin they cannot leave off?’. His measured 
response: ‘I believe that to be the case’.66 Asked if he knew that at the same time the 
price of opium had fallen that there had been a great increase in consumption of the 
drug, Palmers diplomatic answer: ‘I did not know that the price had fallen. I believe 
there has been a great increase in the export from India’.67 Because India needed 
bullion to pay ‘home charges’ to Britain, it could not accept any reduction in its 
favourable opium trade, nor replace sale for bullion with exchange for tea because tea 
consumption in Europe was unfavourable compared to coffee. 
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Contrast Palmer’s off-hand way with the Select Commission’s questions to the 
response of one of Siraj ud-Daula’s wives when she had inherited control of the 
Mudafatganj marketplace. She intervened with petitions to Governor Cornwallis to 
try to gain exemption for shopkeepers from paying revenue to the police if they 
contributed to the upkeep of the adjacent mosque.68 Is this special pleading for 
architectural restoration work? Is it a conflict between moral and ethical favouritism 
and universalising but brutal commercialism? It is not clear that Marx heard of this 
petition to Cornwallis, but he certainly did notice the deadly duel between the ethical 
Chinese, who would not impose a tax upon its citizens to return profit from 
degradation, and the ‘representatives of the overwhelming modern society [who] 
fights for the privilege of buying in the cheapest and selling in the dearest markets ... a 
tragic couplet, stronger than any poet would have ever dared to fancy’ (Marx in the 
NYDT, Sept 20, 1858). 
 

The social historian Sumanta Banerjee reports on the Bengali Sadhara Brahmo 
Samaj, usually moralistic on drug addiction,69 but willing to lend ‘their support to 
Government continuation of the opium trade at the expense of the Chinese drug 
addicts’.70 That such comprador double dealing was not unusual of course meant that 
opium’s devastating effects were overlooked for financial reasons such that some 
historians – specifically not the Bengali historians I noted above – get to make some no 
doubt well supported and citation-replete points along the way of an otherwise 
verbose but not obviously promising approach. Dirks for example takes up the 
question of the evangelical commentary on Sati, after Lata Mani,71 and feeds this into 
a discussion of European anxieties. Curiously his commentary on thugee seems to 
confirm the displacement of the opium trade from discussion: 
 

‘British concern about the lack of safety and stability on the roads of the 
subcontinent was not unrelated to the expansion of its country trade to the 
interior of India, and in particular the transport of opium to Calcutta for its 
use in the China tea trade’72 

 

The Thugee Act of 1836 became a major disciplinary effort, and ‘important symbol of 
the civilizing mission of British rule’.73 By a focus on security, opium is displaced at the 
moment when civilising legal and political logic smoothes the path for the country 
trade, and this logic was once again laid out by the Mission Press, in particular the 
works of William Ward and Henry Sleeman.74 A logic familiar to critics of the Afghan 
War, Dirks notes ‘the commitment to free women from the curse of Sati and protect 
citizens from the threat of highway robbery’75 although with this somewhat 
supplementary afterthought he does not make the additional necessary point that then 
as now: in 2014 opium production from Afghanistan is up 7% on the previous year. 
Ostensibly the reason for the invasion yet again – on the lessons to be learned from 
Afghan wars.76 
 

A focus upon local anxieties as a justification for not looking at greater, and perhaps 
causal, atrocities elsewhere is a pattern we might recognise. Marx is reading the same 
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sort of sources, and comes to certain conclusions and allegiances regarding value, 
trade and revolution as those who write histories of thugee and law. But does the 
extensive use of colonial market regulation and criminal incarceration at the very 
same time that EIC officials wildly flouted the same regulations not make it obvious 
that colonial extraction was never going to endear a population to the legal 
apparatus? Recognition in practice of one law for white, another for brown was 
behind the hostility and contempt with which the Bengali population looked upon 
EIC institutional structures. This lines up neatly with the fact that the English 
hypocrisy and deception behind the story of the Black Hole was widely known, despite 
the regular efforts of various British, including many British historians, to have it 
remembered otherwise – the retribution meted out by the ‘robber baron’ Clive was 
not mitigated by his later suicide, by opium, quid pro quo.  
 
It is Marx on the correct track when he notes that production for exchange is fatal for 
value in use. Ever greater effort is dedicated to high profit yield crops which displace 
crops in use – opium over rice – even where the rate of value production remains the 
same: an exchange value component in terms of commodity available for extraction 
offers more to the colonial power and so prevails over a commodity that offers value 
in use – to those who do the work. Within this context, there is more to discuss when 
Marx makes the following summary of his discussion of value: 
 

‘An increase in the quantity of use values is an increase of material wealth. 
With two coats two men can be clothed, with one coat only one man. 
Nevertheless, an increased quantity of material wealth may correspond to a 
simultaneous fall in the magnitude of its value ... the same labour, exercised 
during equal periods of time, always yields equal amounts of value. But it will 
yield, during equal periods of time, different quantities of values in use; more, 
if the productive power rise, fewer, if it fall. The same change in productive 
power, which increases the fruitfulness of labour, and, in consequence, the 
quantity of use values produced by that labour, will diminish the total value of 
this increased quantity of use values, provided such change shorten the total 
labour time necessary for their production; and vice versâ’77 
 

This long quote I leave here with the intention of coming back to it to work out its 
place within the unfolding argument that Marx is presenting in Capital. It appears 
near the beginning and my reading has always been to try to see this book as a 
planned whole – after all, it took some time to write. In any case, I have been 
provoked to do this by a friend, Amitava Ganguly, who offers the following thoughts 
which I would like to assimilate soon: 
 

‘We have never tried to link the degree of the effectiveness of the productive 
activity of opium directed towards a given purpose within a given period of 
time. We never try to abstract what is the possible "concrete useful form" 
opium contra rice as productive activity gives rise to. To say that this contrast 
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may only record how different quantities of use-values during equal period of 
time – cultivation time to produce opium and rice when compared - 
contributing increase in material wealth – one kg opium vs one kg rice will 
fetch less material wealth than two kg of opium vs two kg of rice – is the 
simplest part of the whole matter. What Marx is on is some thing very 
interesting: "an increase in the amount in the material wealth may correspond 
to a simultaneous fall in the magnitude of value" and with it arises the 
"contradictory movement of the two fold character”, viz. productivity i.e. 
useful labor and reduction in the value of productivity. In other words what 
makes opium production dangerous is not only because of its bad properties, 
but it cuts down the value of rice production simultaneously with the 
fruitfulness of labor. So the amount of exchange value produced by opium in 
no way can cross subsidize exchange value of rice produced. It is finally the 
quality of concrete useful labor that suffers. This is how I would like to see the 
opium story of labor relying on Marx's Capital. For me money as wealth is a 
secondary aspect, as I think its the story of labor, particularly use-value of what 
kind is as "orthodox" marxist interests me more....’ 

 
Whether this can be immediately resolved or must become another paper will be 
shown in the presentation. What is certain is that these aspects of the opium story 
have been ignored, and instead the history passed off in establishment truth. A useful 
test is to seek the extent to which the opium trade is represented in historical accounts 
and museum displays. As my final point of notice, the ‘Traders’ wing of the Royal 
Maritime Museum in Greenwich was inaugurated in 2012. It has numerous splendid 
model sailing ships, mannequins in Captains’ ceremonial dress, swords, tea chests, 
navigation equipment and only one small vitrine admitting the opium trade existed. 
Correspondingly, in the nearby slavery wing, there is no significant display of shackles 
either – one set – with reportedly (personal communication) significant debates within 
the Maritime Museum board as to whether such instruments should be shown at all. 
In the Cutty Sark across the park, the clipper is shown to have exported wool and tea, 
though clearly it also had some role in a darker trade, and certainly similar ships of 
the line did, as is almost grudgingly acknowledged. We do not, for example, hear of 
the Indian merchant Jamsetjee Jejebhoy sending ‘most of his opium to Jardine 
Matheson, the infamous firm at the end of the supply chain in China’.78 In The Jade 
Empire, a glossy historical self-published coffee table book on the Jardine Matheson 
company, the opiate smuggling profits are relegated to the glamorous past and 
subsequent legitimate business emphasised, Peninsula and Orient Cruises, HSBC 
banking, etc. Matheson, it should be noted, had been the Danish Consul in Canton in 
1820, but the glossy renovation of the company’s reputation was not sufficient to allay 
fears that it would suffer for its smuggling history when, in a repeat of Jardine’s 
departure from Canton when he heard about Commissioner Lin’s appointment,79 the 
1990s brought the prospect of Hong Kong’s return to China. The company relocated 
to Bermuda. Side note: its share price as almost tripled in the years since the 2008 
economic crisis, trading at the time of writing at $49.60 a share. 
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