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[Intro Music]
Izzy: Welcome to the Acquisition Disorder podcast, the show where we select a modern board game and use it as a jumping off point to discuss museum practice, past and present, and colonial histories and legacies. I’m your host, Izzy Bartley, and over three episodes I’ll be joined by guests from Leeds Museums and Galleries and members of the public with professional or cultural links to the games played.

What do two archaeologists think of the game Archaeology, The New Expedition? What can we learn from a curator of Industrial History, and an Indian Professor when they sit down to play Ticket to Ride India together? How does the game Papua reflect past museum practices and colonial violences? 
A natural science and a community curator spill the beans.

So join me and my guests as we roll dice, shuffle cards and above all, geek out over great conversations.

Izzy: So the game that we’re discussing today is Ticket to Ride: India. It’s part of the Ticket to Ride collection of games designed by Alan R. Moon and the India version also has Ian Vincent listed under designer. The artists are Cyrille Daujean and Julien Delval    and it was published by Days of Wonder in 2011. 

Izzy: And here with me to discuss this game today I have two wonderful guests. I have the Curator of Industrial History at Leeds Museums and Galleries, John McGoldrick, welcome to the podcast John. 

John: Hi Izzy, thanks for having me. 

Izzy: And former Assistant Professor at the University of Delhi and current PhD student at the University of Leeds, Poonam Sharma. Hi Poonam, welcome to the podcast.

Poonam: Hey Izzy, thank you for having me.

Izzy: Thank you so much for coming and sharing your expertise today, I’m very excited to hear about this game. So about a week ago we got together to play Ticket to Ride India. We had quite a fun time, we had quite a lot to say about it so I think this is going to be an interesting conversation. The first thing I’m going to do is read the elevator pitch, so what the designers or publishers put on the back of the box to help sell this game.

Timestamp 02:41

“Embark on a tour of Ian Vincent’s India and discover one of the most densely populated and colourful countries in the world. The year is 1911 and the world is changing fast under the British Raj. Will you complete your Grand Tour in time or lose to more cunning, or simply better connected opponents?”

So I’m just going to describe the front cover if you’re not familiar with this game but I will put a link in the show notes to the game’s page on BoardGameGeek. On the front of the box there is a big steam locomotive and in the background is an Indian man riding a bejewelled elephant and the Taj Mahal. In the foreground we have three Indian people, a man who is very richly dressed, a lady in a sari with a bag and brandishing a ticket and then a little boy who also has a ticket. So this game is actually two in one, it’s India and it’s Ticket to Ride Switzerland and on the front cover Switzerland takes up just a small portion of the bottom right hand corner so the main cover of this is selling India.

Timestamp 03:46

So we had some interesting discussions about this when we are playing because the elevator pitch … that the game is telling us what we’re doing is going on a Grand Tour at the time when Britian ruled India as a colonial power. But the, this idea of the Grand Tour was a very much European thing as I understand it. So where mostly rich White men would mostly go to Europe and they would go to Italy and some other European countries, but mostly Italy, to learn how to be a well-rounded European gent as I understand it. So the idea here is that we’re doing that in India and yet the people on the front cover are actually depicted as Indian people, I know Poonam you had some really interesting things to say about how those people have been illustrated on the front cover. 

Poonam: Yeah I think umm, the picture seems to be really exotic and it gives you an idea that, umm, like the happy faces of the people, the woman, the child and the prince, and they seem to be clumped together in a single category like they are all the same people because they are Indians. Whereas it’s very obvious that the person standing behind is the prince or he comes from of course, an elite princely class from a province. Whereas the people standing in front are some common people. They’re probably, they’re probably you know the labour class or the common peasant class people and they seem to be really excited and happy about travelling in the railway as in travelling in the train but that’s, that’s not probably what Indian railways was about. As in travelling for people wasn’t the main purpose of the railways, at that point of time specifically in 1911 I would say. And more importantly, there were compartments, third class compartments, first class compartments and the third class compartments which the Indians could afford were overly crowded and there were other first class compartments where only the British people as in the European people could travel. And those were more spacious and compartments with better amenities, facilities, whereas the third class compartments were not like that. So to present India as this really exotic and exciting place where people are also very excited to travel, umm I think it’s just to attract attention to the fact that this is a very mysterious, very exotic and very elaborate and fascinating place to go…and even though the picture depicts Indians holding tickets in their hands, it’s for the White people, the game is for the White people, the Grand Tour is for the White people to you know, travel to India. It’s not the Indians who are travelling on the train it’s again the White people who are travelling in the train.

Timestamp 07:00

Izzy: Yeah it’s really interesting I think isn’t it. For me, when I first looked at the box I saw the exoticism but I did take that at face value, ‘oh these are…this is a family going on a trip’ kind of.

John: That’s yeah that’s a thing that struck me just now actually it’s kind of almost layering an American nuclear family onto this kind of vastly complex Indian culture, so you’ve got ‘Mom Dad and the kid’ almost... like is that an attempt to try and make it kind of non-threatening, umm you know ‘we’re just like you’ kind of approach and probably just carries through, right through the whole kind of way they’ve approached the game. Talking about the Grand Tour, talking about something that was about European enlightenment I think there’s no real attempt to try and trouble people with historical accuracy here, I think it’s very much about using India as a colourful backdrop. 

Poonam: Also I think when you look at these people holding the tickets in their hands and you are going to start the game yourself, like you are going to travel as described in India. The idea is that you identify yourself to be these people. You think as if you’re travelling and you’re going to tour in India as these people so it’s kind of reinforcing the idea that you’re going to be like Indian people and for a brief period of time you will be like these people and you will enjoy all the exoticism of India whereas you remain the White person. It’s a lot how you’re becoming the tourist in India and you are kind of identifying with these people in India who seem to be so happy travelling in the train.  

Izzy: Yeah and I think John what you just said about ‘oh it’s a family unit’ you and I both had that idea and yet Poonam you were saying that this is totally not the case – you were telling us about the clothes or the costumes that the characters are wearing. 

Poonam: I think the Indian society is very hierarchical especially in about 1911 or 19… you know the first part of the twentieth century. So there are caste differences there are class and religious and ethnic differences. The differences which are very obvious in this picture is of course the class difference so they have pictured a prince there who is standing in a way, you know a royal position with his hand on his waist and with a turban, it’s almost like a crown and he’s wearing all his jewels and a very fancy , it’s called a ‘sherwani’ it’s kind of a fancy dress that only the elite class would wear in the beginning of the twentieth century 

Izzy: Is that his jacket? His long length jacket?

Poonam: Yes, it looks like satin, it’s…his clothes are very expensive. But in contrast to that if you look at the woman who is standing in front of him she doesn’t look like a very elite woman, she doesn’t look like a royal at all, she looks like a commoner. So of course, it’s not possible that these two belong to the same family. Maybe she is in the serving class for the family of the person standing behind. So it’s not, like even though their clubbed together and they look happy in a similar way, but they’re not at the same level and they won’t be travelling together at any [class?] 

John: I mean the young lad, he looks quite modern to me. He looks kind of out of time with the two adults – would that be the kind of thing that was worn at the time in India?

Poonam: No, I don’t think so and we’re talking about at a time when the common people are not as affluent as we’re seeing in this picture, especially the children I think. So even though they look very happy and excited to travel in the train, and they might be, like Indians might you know, they might have been in situations where Indians were fascinated and excited to travel on train because of course railways was only developing in India at that point in time and the major motive behind the railways was to travel as in to carry raw materials from the raw material producing cities in India to the boat for export and it wasn’t for … like mostly for traveling purpose for the common people. So that wasn’t, not the major idea behind building the railways. 

Timestamp 11:34 

Izzy: So I’m going to bring you in here John because Poonam you mentioned there about the exporting of goods that the trains were developed in India by the British – that’s your speciality isn’t it - the exporting of trains from Leeds to some of our colonies. 

John: Mm, yeah it’s an area I’m interested in and our Collections are, they quite strongly represent Leeds companies exporting to India, Africa and lots of other territories. The first steam locomotive to work in India was made in Leeds, it was for a dam building project and there’s a whole kind of thing of infrastructure, empire building literally … one of our locomotives in our Collection called ‘Cheetal’ was sent to the Karachi port in 1926 to basically extend the port. Karachi port - a huge complex for exporting mainly grain out of the territory. Yeah, lots of different applications. They worked on sugar plantations, they worked again in major infrastructure projects and some of these Leeds companies would just not have sustained themselves on purely British domestic orders. These orders from overseas kind of, and they were kind of sourced through the Government so it was a kind of closed shop - an organisation called the ‘Crown Agents’ it kept the Leeds industry going for a long time. 

Timestamp 13:07

Izzy: So Poonam, you were saying just a while ago about how the Indian people pictured on this cover here, they would actually have been separated in different carriages from the White British travelling on the train system, and John, you … when you were playing you were saying about the types of carriages that were made in Leeds for export to India. Could you just tell us a bit more about that?

John: Yeah, there’s a folder of photographs by a company called Leeds Forge Company and they made wagons mainly, they also made some carriages they made some quite luxurious carriages. But I came across this image of one that was called a special ‘pilgrim bogie’ vehicle and I was like ‘what is that’? And it looked like a kind of freight wagon because it didn’t really have windows it had a couple of little hatches that opened. And it turns out that this didn’t have any seats and it was generally, during the year, used to move freight around but during the Mela period I believe hundreds of thousands of people trying to move around the country and demand for rail travel was huge and they basically kind of just shoved people into these carriages with no seating and precious little light or ventilation. 

Izzy: It sounds like a cattle truck.

John: Pretty much, it was, yes. Some people were treated as cattle and there was a case, a legal case where a Mr Narayan took the Barsi Light Railway to court. This was the company that Leeds Forge Company supplied the wagon to. And he basically had bought a third class ticket, got on this train and it turned out that there wasn’t a third class seat available so they shoved him in to this special pilgrim bogie vehicle. He took them to court and eventually they did give him some compensation for his trouble but they paid him in the equivalent of his own body weight in freight. So it just kind of really, really reinforced how you know, Indian people were not treated as fully equal citizens and so

Izzy: Wow…

John:  But you know, the company in Leeds knew what they were doing. They called it what it was, you know they weren’t hiding the fact. And there was a lot of that, you know, with these companies, they knew what they were doing, you know, where the products were being made, the managers went out to check everything was being used properly, you know that the customers were happy so there was no kind of like, umm people weren’t oblivious to the fact. And we get this sometimes when people say ‘oh why are you kind of like looking for problems and looking for colonial issues?’ Well, they’re there, I mean the companies have written it down on the catalogues you know, they’ve printed pictures it’s like, it’s just there but they’ve been ignored up to now. 

Izzy: I’m sorry… I am still trying to get over the fact that this guy was compensated by his weight, as in how much he would have been… it would have cost them to transport him had he been an item of freight. Wow [laughing] Sorry, I’m just really like ‘Oh My God’. That’s awful! 

John: I can forward you the link if you don’t believe me

Izzy: No I do believe you! I just think…it’s just…we had some of these conversations when we were playing the game and that didn’t come up and it’s just kind of floored me slightly. It’s just, how in your face can you be about how you value these people?

Poonam: Yeah. I find it very interesting all your information about the fact that the companies were aware of it, like they were conscious of the fact that this is what they were doing to the Indian people and yet they continued with it. There were no objections raised, so basically they had internalised that the Indian peoples are supposed to be treated like that and if, if that is happening to them then it’s none of our business because probably they deserve that. 

John: Yeah, probably they viewed it as the natural order of things, umm but yeah that’s my understanding of it. And no-one questioned it here so, obviously people were unhappy about it in India, as shown by the Mr. Narayan case but that seemed to be kind of normal at the time. 

Timestamp 17:32

Izzy: So when you say about…how the Indian people might have felt about this Poonam you said that there was a… there’s a really famous cartoon about people travelling on the train.

Poonam: Yeah, so I read it in an article. It mentioned that there is a cartoon where all the people are kind of stuffed in the 3rd class compartment, Indian people are stuffed in that 3rd class compartment and they are kind of you know standing in the doors and they’re getting out, oozing out of the windows…there are so many people travelling on the roof. And it’s kind of you know really claustrophobic in that compartment, looks like that. But, umm and rightly so I think wooden benches there in third class compartments and hardly any amenities and then in contrast to that compartment there is another compartment where only two White men are sitting and they, they’re having a glass, they have a glass of wine and they are saying to each other, ‘the train seems to be so empty today’. Because there’s hardly anyone else in that compartment. So the two compartments are quite, they’re in quite contrast to each other. But it’s just the, you know the disparity, the difference in like those two compartments and the fact that the White men are not even aware of what’s happening in the compartment right next to them. It was also kind of a you know a comment on what actually happened in those trains. 

Izzy: I know when I went travelling to India, which was about 25 years ago, I remember the, the trains being exciting in that way. Oh like ‘oh I can sit in the doorway of the train’ I didn’t hang on the outside, or ‘oh there are people on the roof’ and it’s kind of  exciting thing but when I look back and knowing… having done a bit more kind of learning about colonial histories and especially the British Empire and our role and playing this game with both of you and learning even more, I think wow, that was… to me it’s like a novelty but back in, back at the time of this game then that was normal for Indian people but it wasn’t because there wasn’t space, it was that they weren’t allowed in the space that was there. 

Poonam: The space that was there. And now there’s no space. 

John: I wonder if that’s where we get our… in Britian we get very sort of hung up about space on trains and the concept of first class as well. It’s obviously very class ridden isn’t it? I remember reading something on social media about a woman of Colour who got on to a first class train and this elderly couple quite flustered went like ‘she’s not first class,’ and there’s that kind of like immediate, kind of like you’ve just been judged because of your skin colour. But also that’s not just racism that’s tied in to class. Class as well, so and there’s often a lot of that, if you walk into a first class carriage people will give you the up and down won’t they, it’s like ‘you don’t fit in here do you?’ kind of thing. 

Poonam: Yeah I think on the face of It, it appears as if it’s about the idea of affordability. So if you can afford the first class you can travel there. But when you are, when you are making that division, when you are making those boundaries you are also very conscious of who can afford that first class and who cannot. And there is your racism. You know that only the Europeans will be able to afford first class and the Indian people might not be able to do that so you created the binary. 

Izzy: Do you think, if an Indian person somehow did have the money to buy a first class ticket, would they have been allowed to sit in the first class?

Poonam: Yeah, I don’t know. But I, I read somewhere that only White compartments were introduced but then they were, but they were done away with very soon. Like it didn’t continue for a long time and then the idea of class was introduced. So it’s kind of, I think maybe they were aware that Indians might not be able to afford it and the kind of Indians who will be able to afford it are really upper class Princely state people. 

Izzy: Right. So maybe it was a case of segregating by race without making it by race but it was really because it was economic segregation. 

Poonam: Right

John: Yeah, I think there’s something in that, yeah

[Sting]

Timestamp 22:02 

Izzy: So if we think about the game experience we had when we played this together, I found, I found it was really interesting because the game sets us up, as we’ve been discussing, that we are travelling and we’re on this Grand Tour. But the, the rules of the game mean that on most of the routes you can only have one player’s colour of carriages on the routes. Which I felt was a disconnect between the theme and the rules because if we were travelling, then we’d be able to share the same carriages, share the same trains. And so to me I felt, I felt the game’s rules were more about laying those tracks, and so if I’ve laid tracks between these two places or these two cities, we don’t need another set of tracks there so I have claimed these tracks. And that made it, made me feel a bit uncomfortable playing this game knowing some of the history behind it. Umm, I don’t know, yeah what your experiences were with the actual playing of it?

John: Yeah I think it very much was about linking places wasn’t it? Linking big cities you know, linking the coast to the interior, it makes you think about well, wis that because it really was about moving military around or moving resources from wherever they were grown or you know mined, to export to kind of go out of India. So yeah, it kind of did feel a bit like a kind of, almost like a power grab thing. You were taking up territory and you were mapping places as well. That’s a big part of colonialism – first thing you go in, is what you do is you map a place. How do you know what you’ve got unless you map it and you quantify kind of what you’ve got. 

Poonam: I kind of agree with what John says. I think that the rules were more focused on making tracks and building the routes but we also know that the cities and the connecting lines that the game wants us to build are over actually already existing tracks like, those railways lines existed. And if you think about it we realise that the majority of the interior cities in India are kind of linking to the ports. And umm, there are very few routes of trains were we link two cities in the mainland to each other. 

Timestamp 24:38

Izzy: So, as I think ‘what about the trains’ is one of the ‘WhatAboutErisms’ that is often brought up when we discuss colonial histories here in Britain and this idea that we ‘gifted’ the trains to the Indian people to enable them to move around their country is, I think, quite a big fallacy really in terms of what the intention was. So John you were saying it was for export and Poonam yeah they weren’t connecting people so they could move around in their daily lives it was about ‘how can we get this stuff out and back to England?

John: Yeah

Poonam: Yeah, but I think umm, British investors were putting the money in the railways and their investments were protected by the government of Britain and the government of India also it was protected so they were given more returns than I think railways building in Canada or Australia. So the British investors and the private companies actually wanted to build railways in India because they were driving a lot of profit and Indians were not allowed to build you know, the locomotives. In fact the Indians started building the locomotives in the late 20th century, sorry, in the late 19th century and in 1912 or 1911 I think, when this game is based on, the … the British government actually passed an act of parliament making it impossible for the Indian manufacturers to build locomotives of their own or export them abroad. So the British completely monopolized building railways in India and Indian’s were not allowed to participate in that, you know business. So it was basically benefitting British private companies and not Indian people. And economic, political development of India was not considered when they were thinking of building the railways. Linking  internal cities like I just said, linking the places within India on the land mass, like mainland, was not their priority. The priority was to link the internal cities, raw material producing cities in India to the ports of the export. And then of course there were administrative purposes. British Empire was established in India in I think, after 1757 which is the Battle of Plassey, but then there was rebellion in 1857 and even though British were able to kind of you know subjugate the people and control the situation, they were quite scared of the extent of that rebellion and they wanted to be more strict with their control over different places in the country so in order to that there were a lot of other things they developed at that point of time: telegraph, postal services, along with the railways. So the, as in the extent of you know railways laid in India in the later 19th century is much more than say 1840s or 50s because of administrative purposes. 

Timestamp 27:48 

Izzy: And that rebellion you’re talking about so , so in British History you said we call the ‘Sepoy Mutiny’.

Poonam: Yeah. It’s called as ‘Sepoy Mutiny’ here and, even in the literature which is produced at that point of time in Britain, in England, so I think Lord Tennyson is the Poet Laureate at that point of time and he wrote this, you know, this, this poem about what happened in the revolt of 1857 and he’s kind of you know trying to glorify British soldiers and British women who were attacked during that rebellion and he’s talking about how barbaric Indian soldiers acted in that Sepoy Mutiny. And as a literature student I read that poem and I was quite alarmed to see a completely different perspective of that rebellion because as, of when I was a child I was at school so we had an entire chapter in our history books that was called as ‘The First War of Independence 1857’. When I read Lord Tennyson’s poem and he’s kind of you know considering Indian soldiers as barbaric and you know uncivilised and how you know they kind of massacred British people and how difficult it was for British people to save themselves. And there were paintings made at that point of time in England trying to depict the horror of Sepoy Mutiny of 1857. So a completely different perspective on that very important event in the history of I think Indian national independence. 

Timestamp 29:20

John: There is a painting in Leeds Art Gallery as well of one of the Indian Mutiny’s I can’t remember which particular one it is but it’s very kind of from the viewpoint of heroic British soldiers. It may be worth looking that one up.

Izzy: If we have a picture of it I’ll put a link to it in the shownotes. 

John: Just interested in what you were saying also Poonam about umm, dividends that were paid to shareholders. After slavery had been abolished, railways were really the only place where people could make big money like that and easy money. You know, slavery, University College London’s legacy of slave ownership database has traced how people who were compensated for having owned enslaved people, mainly in the Caribbean, they reinvested the money into railways after that because it was easy money up to a point. And then you had this ‘railway mania’ in the 1840s and then it all kind like - the bubble burst and I wonder how much that kind of expressed itself in India as well. So there’s a whole kind of dirty money thing with railways and how they were invested. 

Poonam: Even in terms of employment, only Europeans were employed in the railways in India, not the Indians. So when you talk about, you know introducing development in a particular area the idea is to create employment, but Indians were hardly employed in the railways, so only Europeans were employed. I don’t think it was serving a lot of the benefit of the people then. 

Izzy: Although I imagine the hard labour of actually digging… 

Poonam: Yes

Izzy: …the tracks.

Poonam: Yeah. That was Indian labour class

Timestamp 30:58

Izzy: So going back to that idea of the, the wealth…so we had the trains being manufactured in Leeds, which created local jobs here in Leeds, and then being exported to India where we had White British people working on them and therefore earning probably quite decent wages I’d say and the investment that you were just saying John from the former owners of enslaved people and then that raw material those products coming out of the people again, was coming back to England and fuelling the Industrial Revolution. 

John:  Yeah, I mean, cotton is the obvious example of that isn’t it, where you get the raw materials and ship it back to Britain. You’ve got relatively well paid jobs compared to India in a way in the textile industry and then this is exported back to India. 

Poonam: Yeah, and then it’s sold at a really expensive rate so we’re basically exporting our own raw materials then getting the clothes back based on that raw material and then we’re purchasing it at a severely, completely, drastically more expensive rate so…yeah

John:  That’s where the value is isn’t it. That’s where the added value is, in the actual manufacturing process and that’s where the well paid jobs come in, not in India. 

Poonam: Not in India. 

Izzy: So as a country then, Britain is just benefiting at every single stage it seems isn’t it?

John: Yeah, yeah

Poonam: Yeah…I think even ‘benefitting’ is an understatement, because I was looking at the facts and you know the time British arrived in India, Indian contribution to the world’s GDP was around 22% and British contribution to world GDP is hardly 2%. But by the time British leaves India the numbers are almost reversed…

Izzy: Mmmm

Poonam: Indian contribution  to world GDP is less than 4% and I think it’s 22 or 28% for the British. 

Izzy: But actually that, that percent is actually coming out of India isn’t it, and, and other colonies as well to make that in the reverse. 

[Sting]
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Izzy: So back when we were playing the game I know Poonam you were, you made a comment about some of the illustrations that were on the map here. Some of the people, the Indian people. Would you like to tell us some of your thoughts on those?

Poonam: Yeah, I think umm, they kind of reinforce what the European imagination would think of India in specific parts, specific regions of India. So for example there’s this lady holding a water pot on her head in one of the arid regions of India. And then there’s a tiger and then there’s a cow. So it’s, it’s almost, it’s not just what India was like 1911 but it’s also what India is like in the European imagination even today. And to use an illustration of a tiger on the map is very disturbing because of the entire history of tiger hunting in India which was monopolised by the British coloniser class in India. So it, it was as in, the native people were not allowed to hunt the animal and only British officers used to go for these hunts and it’s, it’s tragic because the number of tigers massively declined in India after this entire colonial rule. I think at the beginning of the 20th century the number was around 40,000 and by the time British leave within a period of 45 years, the number is around 4 – 5000 so I think around 35,000 tigers were hunted down and killed by the British officers in India in the beginning of the 20th century and it’s a number that India hasn’t been able to attain after Independence, even now. 

Izzy: So the tiger, it’s interesting that you bring that up because in Leeds Museums and Galleries there’s the ‘Leeds tiger’ is what it’s called in the natural science Collection...

Poonam: Wow

Izzy:  …which is one of those tigers that was shot by a British officer and in the Collection there’s a photograph of the officers at the shoot with the tiger on the ground. And the idea that, you know, it’s always been known as the ‘Leeds tiger’ and it’s like we do not have tigers… [laughing]… walking around the streets of Leeds. 

Poonam: Yeah

Izzy: And it’s that appropriation I think as well that, that as a nation I think we’ve been very good at in the past and we’re slowly becoming a bit better at recognising.

John: It’s so embedded isn’t it, it’s not just like control of resources and transport but also, the very stuff of life, you know the control of foodstuffs yeah, fauna and flora, everything’s controlled isn’t it, when you get into colonisation. That’s why you map everything…

Izzy: I was about to say that goes back to the maps doesn’t it?

John: Yeah, yeah and everything is carefully kind of like parcelled out in terms of ownership and the law is the fundamental thing that is underpinning all of this. This is all legal, this is right, it’s legal. You know, there’s no laws that are being broken here. According to the colonialists.

Izzy: Who made the laws…

John: And often the people who made the laws were the people who were benefitting financially. The people exporting locomotives became MPs. The Kitsons who were locomotive builders, they became MPs they became Mayors so they could influence the law making in Parliament and London. So yeah, it was completely, it was almost like they had it completely stitched up…

Izzy: Right

John: …from top to bottom.

[Sting]

Timestamp 37:09

Izzy: So Poonam, you’re sitting here telling us so much… the history of India and the history of the British in India and I don’t know about you John, but I just don’t remember learning much at all about British Empire generally, umm, I do remember learning that ‘Britain ruled India’ [laughing] the ‘jewel of the empire’ as it’s called, right, but I don’t, the kind of nuanced… critical thinking around the idea of empire, it’s, I just don’t think it’s there. It wasn’t there in our education system back then, and I’m sad to say I don’t think it’s there at the moment. 

Poonam: Yeah, I’m aware of the fact that it’s not taught, empire is not taught in schools. All people talk about is ‘we built the railways’…

Izzy: Yes

Poonam: …and we kind of uplifted downtrodden barbaric civilisations, we just civilised them and that I think that the idea behind you know the ‘White man’s burden’ and it kind of… that’s what my idea is that that’s what is taught and understood in school systems, school curriculum. But, I also believe that umm, the study, as in the postcolonial studies is kind of developing and also flourishing in the universities in the UK and I like that a lot about the universities now. Especially because the PGR the postgraduate researchers in the universities in the UK are not just White, they’re diverse and they kind of bring their own history and their historical perspectives, they talk about that and they discuss and they kind of you know they have a platform to talk about it, to publish research and people are engaging in those conversations at least at the university level. I do understand and acknowledge the fact that the kind of conditioning that goes in to school education is far more strong than university level and once you indulge in that kind of conditioning at a school level then it takes a very long time to unlearn it for the person, but I’m still glad that these conversations are happening at the university level in research. 

Izzy: I think that’s a really interesting point there you say about taking time to unlearn, but it also takes a lot of effort I think, personal effort and, and I think a certain degree of choosing to look beyond what our mass media puts out about it because it is very much ‘WhatAboutErism’ I think, and the, the kind of dominant narrative is ‘oh but we did good things too’. And I think there’s also this argument about ‘oh you know why should I feel guilty?’ And for me personally it’s not about feeling guilty – I didn’t do these things, but it’s about knowing what Britain did at that time and therefore understanding where we are now in the world. 

John: Mm, I’ve been dipping into the Shashi Tharoor book and he was talking about that a bit – about well why should the descendants pay ‘coz they didn’t do it. Why should you pay money to the descendants  and  people you know who, people in India now that aren’t colonised. But it’s that whole thing about well you belong to a country. You’re not just an individual and you’re kind of like, you’re tied in to that whole thing of what is, what makes Britain, what makes India. So there’s a kind of common responsibility to just, kind of like accept what you’ve actually done as a nation I suppose. 

Poonam: Yeah you also highlight the importance of acknowledging it and the idea of principle and you must acknowledge what happened. You can’t just talk about ‘what about the railways’ or we also did, you know better for them, there was development and whatnot. I think there is lack of acknowledgement and umm, lack of exposure for a lot of people. They don’t know what happened, they don’t know the other side of the stories like John pointed out there is a painting in the museum which talks about the horrors of the Sepoy Mutiny but there is of course the other side of the story.

Izzy: I’ll put a link in the shownotes to the book by Shashi Tharoor it’s ‘Inglorious Empire: What the British did to India’. There’s also a really interesting talk by Satnam Sanghera who made an interesting point about the inability to balance the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ in inverted commas, of Empire, and it’s not about scales of justice. You can’t balance the millions of lives lost and negatively affected by colonialism against material goods or so-called ‘development’. And he also wrote a really good book called ‘Empireland: How Imperialism Shaped Modern Britain, so I’ll put a link in the shownotes to that as well if you’re interested.

[Sting]

Timestamp 42:06 

John: I find it really interesting that umm especially railway heritage, I find it quite kind of fixated on colonialism, and I think there is a large element to a kind of railway preservation that is quite nostalgic and part of that nostalgia is a kind of like longing for lost empire.

Poonam: Do you think that this nostalgia is despite the awareness of what Empire actually stood for or do you think there is absolutely no awareness about it?

John: I think it is almost a… people who are nostalgic have a different kind of viewpoint of what the empire was like. There was a poll a few years back where the majority of British people thought the empire was in general, in inverted commas ‘a good thing’. And I think it’s from that, that viewpoint and yeah a lot of people don’t really have a problem with you know, what happened. I think as well possibly an element of kind of blotting that out and blotting the death and the famines and the many famines that were kind of you know either caused or exacerbated or ignored by the colonial authorities. So yeah, I think that maybe there is a kind of people are putting their hands over their ears and just focusing on the ‘nice bits’ that make them feel good because I think it’s all about feeling good isn’t it? 

Izzy: It’s also a very simplified way of looking at it – a simplified version – those were the ‘good old days’.

Poonam: Yeah

John: Yeah

Izzy: When we didn’t have to deal with actually thinking about what this actually meant. 

John: I think it’s getting quite mainstream now, umm, the whole ‘life was better then’, there’s a bit of nostalgia for all those things which you know involves colonisation. That’s a slightly worrying trait for me, the fact that things like this boardgame it’s material culture, and it’s that role of kind of reinforcing 

Poonam: Right

John: …stereotypes and prejudices.

[Sting].
Izzy: I would like to thank the University of Leeds and Leeds Museums and Galleries for their support and the Acquisition Disorder podcast was made possible by the Arts and Humanities Research Council grant number AH/R012733/1 through the White Rose College of the Arts and Humanities, thank you.

