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History

Britain's tumespont dndian territory, laid e

wish Jist before his Court of Directors in
London in 1817, What could warm g govemor-
geperal's heaet ke o map of his domasin? Acou-
rawe, extensive, the product of s co-ordinated sur-
vey effon, Lord Hastings™s “map without paral-
fel” would lay British Indis before him,
Muangalore to Machilipatoam, Travancore o
Bundelound,

Mupping an Empire: The geographocal con-
siraction of British  india, 1765-1843 by
Matthew H. Edney, sets out 10 teil the story of
that thap, and to show that it was indeed 8 map
without parailel, though not quite 15 the Bard of
Muira intended. For Edney, the British casto-
graphiv deplotion of Indis wus nat only without
rivals, it was without 2 referests ithad o naturad
double in the world, no thing of which it was
mwerely the image. The subtitle s significant;
geagraphics are constructed, not found. Edney s
account of British surveying wd mdppmg on the
shows how mapp § more
shan o British India; it defined the.British as well.
Between (e lines of colonial maps hes an

Lmd Hastings, moved by the promise of

suhie
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dnengnite come 1o be insoribed o mags 83
bounded, reiffed colonial territorias? Answering
this queston demumis sevoral different kinds of
fistory, by no means casily synthesized: a hist-
ary of the technology of surveying and cantogra-
phy; ¥ treatment of the institutions that made
such work possible; amd some account of te

intdcate story of science,
wmperial identity. Where the aaive sght spy a
mirror held o the wpography of south Asia,
Edney sees » curtographic ext tightly insedbed
with colonial desires,

Edney shows that the map 15 not the territory,
any more than e portrait is the sittes, Maps are
convention, not nature. Having had to row a jeep
across the Charabal river in 1992 on sceountof
faulty nup of Rajasthan, | had an immediute
sympathy for this approach. Bridges on muaps. s
it turns out, may OF Y not appedr o rivers, for
e thing that spans and its corresponding sign
are subjoct (as w truck driver in the neightouring
Rihari village of Sheopur subaly painted out) o
distinet and partivular vicissitudes,

in ingisting that the map be trealed as a texi~
exaberant in mesaings, renderiog afl interpreta-
dons deficien - Ednoy is netdone. The mayp has
become hot scholurly property. Seen as colondal
weaposss, s sureplitiously farled neu Tor
enmeshing abien Yerritory, the dusty maps of
empire have been subjected of fate 1o i buttery
of new readings. What seemed # pukka town
phen became, in the hamds of post-coloaial
Foucaldians, 9 cartographic panopticon for the
control of indigenous subjects: Hnes of Jongitude
and latimde huve been reread by oritios s
nothing less than e artaphencal prison of
smperial hegemany.

For all the vigour of this trend w avtively
“decolonizing” the mup inherited from e age of
caapire ~ U often wsumes that the history of
Eusopesn expansion can be understood like lay-
ing now carpet. Buropeas srrived and uarollnd
their maps over the non-Buropesn world and
thereby formed 1 colony. {t s in thig context dr
e nporunce of Mapping an Empire st
nderstond, For Bdney s study 15 n postmodern
wifle, but a meaty historicsl dish. Labonoos
archivid work snchors e stady  as does Bduey's
technical expertise (he is 4 competent canogra-

. pherin s own vight),

There is much 1o be pradsed in this book, s ¢
an excellent history of how India came w be
paitted red in the nineteenth century, But muore

-~ importuitly, Mupping an Empire sets s aew

stundard for books that examdne a fundumentsl
problem in tie history of European imperiatism:
how did régioms that Furopems called wrra

ation and plex  cross-caliral s and field
experiences out of which colonial mups took

shape,
Edney hay  wied 1o synthesize  thas

approaches by explaming what he sees a5 a
British colonial delusion. Por decades, the
British administration paid a soadl fortune for
the prosecution of an claborate survey of the sub-
continent, By undertuking to estoblish the con
crcdinaies of & handful of poinss {asing the woh.
nigues of trigonomette sureeyingd, colonial
offivials wsed 2 style of surveying that never
served thelr practicel sdmisdstrative neods.
Goced Joval wopographical sutveys were needed
toy ruise revenues, move roops ad grasp the lis
of the land! knowing the co-ordingtes of o hun-
dred hitltops (1o within a few Tect) was ar expen-

sive and nearly useless entorprise. What, then, |

can gecount for the durability and nostalgic
hagivgraphy of the Great Trigonometric Swrvey
of Indin, o vosdy and guixetic effort o cover

Indsa i x mesh of exactly measured m.mgm”

Fudney examines the of inst ]
postition, the biographics of surveying heroes like
Guorge Everest {of maﬁmam fameh, wnd the
techaical details of mgonﬁme::m surveying, as
he seeks an explanation for British dedication to
wsteveying enterprise that fuifed w mest the s

i tographic needs of colonial adminisiration, The

vesudt i u study that undermines generslizitions
ahaut monalithie, co-ordinated faperial suthor-
ity, Bduey shows, in dotd, how technologies go
intothe world unbilically hnked w1he problems
that bore them. swaddied in the social institu
tions that deploy thess,

The strort answer is that the British stuck 1o the
Girent Trigonometric Survey beeause it was high
science. Trigonomentic surveyimg, with its preci~
sionn. cambersome instruments, and complex
caleulutions, lnvoked the apogee of metropotitan
sefence. iis technologion! genealogy goes back
10 the growt Ealightenment geodeatic comrover
sies, i which irigonometric surveys were used
1o measire the deformation of the carth's form,
caleulations that beeame the apotheosis of New.
tonian mechinics. Do essence, Bduey argues, the
Buitish stook 1o the Keal of trigonometric sur
veying oot i spite of how hard it was, bt
because U was so hard, Asyoue could skeweh an
t&rdmmy twpographic map using a campass and

“NEW AUTHORS

PUBLISH YOUR WORK
At SURIECTR SoNmmENeD
Fiation, sonfiction, Bography

i et s

ter (in fact, the story of digencos
lndum surveyors, of Fudits, is relatively well
known, at Jewst 1 fhe Tomantic vein of Kipling'»
Kingt, Bat o mgmamrzmc survey desmanded
the highminded feal, co-
ordinated efforty of-qn eni:ghtmcd tmpersal
adwinistration. By performing the CGreat Trigo-
nometric Sarvey (GTS), the Baush porfornd
anelaborate masque of what it was 1o b British,

One might wish 1o dismiss the idea of lurge
bers of wen welghing desth sguinst pror
tion in the prosecation of a survey prized for
being inordinately harder than necessary. But
consider Jin Corbett and his friends splashing in
e 5t o around Nainital, busily ing the
finest Scottish split-bamboo fiy-rods in their
efforts w take Himoalayan Mabseer {upwards of
150 pounds in the sporting manner of salimon on
the Dee. Villagers, cleanng the gargantuan fish
pulledwith ease from their own traditiond traps,
st have fooked on in wonder. The Bratish ver.
sion of Bovopean entightenment involved some

curivus performances.

fdney hes otber plassible answers 10 his
Wigonometric conundnim: trigonometie s
veys had becorme u familiar elerent of Eoropean
statecraft, and hence afforded a way 10 bring
British India more fismly in Hine with Buropeun
politival and spatial deas: the Londonbased

the averlapping civil and military surveys going
on hall way around the world, and were per-
sunded however mistakenty) that o mgonoret-

Colin Mackenzle, surveyor-genecal of India,
1816, by Thomus Hickey

e survey could focibtate vach s centenliztion,
The systematic approsch  wplied by the
inganometc suevey promised d@n orderly strude
wre for the smperiad geogeaphical wrehive and

tr the gestitity of gentemanly sclence over the
swrufly work of roud-mensuting. But nore of

<grse, s quite so deliciously perverse s Bdney's

fogeal commitment (o g scienific dentity wnd
perish the cost ~ that dravé the fortunes of te
GTs. .
Wisether this is right of ot s mare ditlical w
say. For all twe conwderable ground that this
study has covered, ft has lelt room for @ fuller
account of the process of surveying i the field.
Just how uselggs, were the mups that canw sut af
the GTSY To what degree was the privitege
afforded to tngonomoinic surveys bailt out of
anxicty about the nomadie and idiosynerstic
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Court of Directors sought a way to consoldate |

those bent on bettering thesr social status wspired |

shese othur contributing factors, for all thelr goad |

fundamental sssertion teat 1t was o Brattsh sdeo- |

explosers who did other kinds of surveying?
Where is te fuller account of how indigencus
spatial ideas were subjected to and wansformed
by British cartographic culture? And were there
ideatifiable influences th worked in reverse?
To show Bdney wrong would be no small
udertabog, bowever, given the bueddth of
research that informs this study. ftfs ey tocluim
(s he does) that quantification served as ¥ sort of
it dust, which, sprinkled on maps, mvesied
them with authority, and that this scientistic
rhetoric of cartography became pan of ¢ “leguic
muting concept of empire™, 1t is harder w show
s in detail. Bt dis Edney alse dous. He teases
apart e nine wparsle surveying operations
working in the Madras Fresidency m the first
duvade of the ni h century; be reconstructs
chabt of compmand and traces hifts und vonflich
in buresacnate structures. bn the cowrse of hds five
robust historical clupters covering hadf a centory
of British cantographic institution and practtes
i the subcontinent, Bdney has trned up gems -
for instance that the surveyor-generdd suggested

- that the mames of seadler fndian villdges should

be replaced by mathersmtical co-ordinates — but
he has also provided ample evidence that British
curtographic efforts in Idha were more ararclde
than orderly, dut de colonidl aduunisication
mairtained g0 ealued unage of @« sciontific
map, despite evidence thal o0 such sup was
forthoonunyg, and that the hallowed GTS dud
rch W sustan British certographic fah,

Edney thus dispels a durable myth about the
wnity and co-ordifsation of Britdsh geographical
snquary and the imperdal acldve # ostensibly
produced. The myth was originadly nvested
Butteess the Botish imperial claim m have cap-
tred & syntheniv and reliable image of their pos-
sesston. This illusion of 2 highly cenalized
cedonial survey subsequently found a niche in
the pantheon of post-colonial studies: 1o analyse
the map as a homogenizing wol of culonial

1§ uppropriution matde I easy 10 assume thal maps

emerged from g co-ondinated and rational plan to
appropdiate,

The reafaty, ws Edney shows, was that the car.
tographic reprosentation of Brinsh India Bl
{owed the Dilbert principle ot than any theary
of rational state action: the Court of Directors in

 London had hmmense difficulty sorting out who

was magpig wht on the other side of the globe:
they would pay for instraments, but not the teais?
tog and infrastrucivre thet enabled thes to be
wsed; vach presidency was a separate fiefdom in
which civit and military jundor officials jostied
for control over differem kinds of supveys. The
Court's efforts fidate this griaph
chuos often mcm!; ed wa pmlz{em{mh of
administrative positions.

Edney criticizes the defusions of {hn mperial
fumtasy of a masler archive, but some real
archives of cmpire have served i well. He
documents his sources carefully and fncludes o
usefud bingraphscal supplement. sewr:xi;?ms
map the history of mapping and. slong with
Hiustrations, provide thew owsn commentary on
the power of cartographis imagury. The writing
is for the most part lively, and accessible 10 an
mterested non-apecialise

Muapping an Fmpire shows tht the British
cluim w have croated I their maps, o simple,
gocnsate and natural depietica of te geography
of India is untree. The cadographic archive mos
be read in the sume veio as @ mappa mundi,
Thuree, the city of God and the cities of the world
shared the same page. In o smilar way, the map
of Lord Hastings's imaginwion plotted thw fado-
Gangetis plain on (o the compyremn fields of the
Raj. This juxuposition, however hyperbolic,
affers & moment of insight: 0o map Lands oute
sivde of culture; o map‘ an island.

D. Grahem Burnett ix w Mellon Feliow in
Hissaey ai Codumbia Ustearsity,



