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Abstract:   Power and Pilgrimage: Colonialism and the Politics of the Kumbh Mela, 1765-2001.
This thesis traces the development of the Allahabad Kumbh Mela from 1765 to the present, and examines the extent to which the colonial experience has influenced the largest pilgrimage festival in the world. It departs from the point at which the East India Company first established influence in Allahabad (by placing a garrison in Akbar's fort), and follows the ways in which the Company, and later the British government, attempted to control the Kumbh Mela, which was held at the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna rivers. 

For the British, effectively controlling the mela was vital, as the regular influx of large numbers of pilgrims and militant sadhus (thought to be seditious as well as dangerous) into Allahabad compromised the security and health of the army in the fort – which was strategically and militarily vital to the maintenance of British power in north India. The Kumbh Mela also was deemed to be dangerous in that it was frequently the source of fatal disease epidemics, which could be easily spread by pilgrims returning to their villages. 

Most importantly, pilgrimages like the Kumbh Mela were an important mechanism in the indigenous ‘information order’, as argued by C. A. Bayly. Information could spread, disease-like, from places of pilgrimage and consequently it was vital that the messages disseminating were favourable to the British. The fact that the mela was a religious festival further complicated matters for the British, for they knew the dangers of interfering in religion. Consequently, the colonial administration of the Kumbh Mela was vexed by contradictory imperatives; the need to control the mela so that it could not endanger British rule, and the need to manage the mela in such a way that met the satisfaction of the Hindu public. 

In examining the fluctuations of this delicate balance, the thesis details the origins of the Kumbh Mela in Allahabad; the influence of the British and the agency of Indians in creating a superlatively important ‘Hindu religious festival’; the interplay of the mutiny and the mela; the effect of the 1858 proclamation on religious politics; the rise of the Indian demands to influence, and then dominate, the administration of the mela; the nationalist movement and the mela; and the ‘first Kumbh in independent India’, the tragic 1954 mela. The development of the mela from an affair organised by religious elites (Pragwal brahmans and sadhus) in the nineteenth century to one being dominated by governments is also highlighted. It also looks at the ways in which the mela has been, and is represented to ‘the West’, by colonial travellers, Lonely Planet-clutching adventurers, and by the media, both international and Indian (English language and Hindi language). 

