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Abstract
This paper attempts to study the contribution of Indian forest officials of the British Forest Department and Indian political 
and science activist’s role in developing the knowledge base of forestry in Colonial India. By tracing the developmental 
phase of scientific forestry in British India, following the official, institutional, and unofficial forestry literature, this paper 
will show how the Indians contributed significantly to developing the knowledge base of scientific forestry despite colonial 
administrative and racial constraints. The British Empire implemented scientific forestry to make the colonial forest policy 
in India with specific commercial and imperial goals in mind. However, the knowledge base of forestry evolved somewhat 
differently than the empire expected. Far from being passive receivers of Western knowledge, Indian subjects shaped the 
knowledge formation of scientific forestry through acts of acceptance and resistance. This paper will demonstrate that while 
Indian forest officials used the colonial administrative space to create their literature on scientific forestry, Indian writers, 
scholars, and nationalists were creating voices of resistance against the colonial forest policy.
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1  Introduction

Knowledge formation and codification were an essential and 
integral part of the British colonial rule in India. As Bernard 
Cohn explains, “By conquering India, the British unknow-
ingly conquered an epistemological space” (Cohn, 2003, p. 
4). The colonial administrative system initiated a process 
to understand this epistemological space, centralize it, and 
command it properly. Following a series of “investigative 
modalities,” the new colonial administration started collect-
ing the information (Cohn, 2003, p. 5). As Cohn, points out, 
some of these investigative modalities were very specific 
and transformed into sciences. He stratifies such modalities 
as “survey modalities” (Cohn, 2003, p. 7). A part of this 
modality was to determine the monetary value of goods and 
objects encompassing a wide range of activities, such as 
mapping to collecting botanical specimens. In this specific 

way, ‘Forestry’, as a form of so-called European knowledge 
regarding the natural forest resource, came into being in 
the Indian subcontinent. The development of forestry dis-
course had its colonial commercial and imperial accumula-
tive underpinnings from the beginning, as pointed out by 
many historians and environmentalists (Guha, 2000; Sivara-
makrishnan, 1995, p. 7).

There is no point in negating the fact that forestry or for-
est management during the colonial period had its impe-
rial accumulative and political-economic underpinnings 
like many other forms of imperial knowledge and science 
implemented in the colonies (Guha, 1983, p. 1883; Guha, 
1983a, 1983b; Guha & Gadgil, 1992, pp. 148–164; Sivaram-
akrishnan, 1995, pp. 6–7). The colonial rule used these forms 
of knowledge to gather information regarding the value of 
natural and forest resources of the Indian subcontinent, man-
age those resources in its favor, and submerge the precolo-
nial and indigenous knowledge base regarding forests. This 
knowledge formation appeared as a part of the governing 
project, like many other forms of sciences, as Gyan Prakash 
(1999, pp. 10–11) explains. To serve the commercial and 
managerial proposes of the empire, the British Govern-
ment installed the administrative and academic structure of 
forestry (Imperial Forest Service and Imperial College of 
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Forestry). Gadgil (1985, pp. 1909–1913) points out 1800 as 
a watershed period, a period of equilibrium. The implica-
tion of the company and colonial forest policy destroyed the 
preceding equilibrium between nature and people (Gadgil, 
1985, pp. 1909–1913). The growing need for wood for lay-
ing railway tracks across the Indian subcontinent gradually 
brought the demise of Indian forest tracts following colonial 
forest policy and forest department (Guha, 1983a, 1983b, pp. 
1883–1884; Sivaramakrishnan, 1995, p. 6).

David Washbrook shows that for the benefit of the market 
forces and the penetration of capital, the British Raj cre-
ated a certain legal political environment but it left spaces 
for different social groups to maneuver (Sivaramakrishnan, 
1995, p. 12; Washbrook, 1981, p. 677). Following the same 
line of inquiry, this paper is going to demonstrate that even 
though Colonial Forestry has emerged as a part of the West-
ern civilizing mission and acted as its agent of accumulation 
and destructive dislocation processes, it also had various 
buffer zones that the Indigenous social groups captured as 
rooms for maneuver despite racist and colonial constraints 
and influenced the development of the knowledge base of 
forestry in Colonial India.

2 � People and knowledge: evading colonial 
constraints

Recent historical works explain that the culture of forestry 
and the knowledge foundation regarding forest management 
and resources was nothing new to the Indian subcontinent 
(Rangarajan, 1994, p. 153; Sivaramakrishnan, 1995, p. 30; 
Grove et al., 1998; Kapur, 2011, pp. 142–161, 245–2267). In 
the ancient and medieval periods, forestry and the manipula-
tion of resources were vigorously practiced and preached. 
As Rangarajan points out, in the colonial period, this notion 
acquired a new significance (Rajan, 2006, pp. 10–11). It 
developed as a part of the survey modality of colonial rule. 
Then, it turned into science in the Indian subcontinent as 
well as `globally almost at the same time. Scientific Forestry 
became a pan-colonial knowledge base with intense imple-
mentation practically all around the world (Rajan, 2006, 
pp. 10–11). It is important to note that most of the existing 
historiography claims that the colonial subjects were mostly 
passive receivers of this Western knowledge base of scien-
tific forestry.

After the revolt of 1857, the colonial policy of direct 
intervention altered the scenario of willy-nilly forest man-
agement of the Company rule in India. With the establish-
ment of the Imperial Forest Service in 1867 and the School 
of Forestry in Dehradun in 1878, the process of consoli-
dating scientific forestry gained new currents. Primarily, 
to yield more revenue, the colonial government employed 
botanists and doctors as ‘scientific soldiers’ of the empire 

in the posts of conservators in various provinces of India 
(Rajan, 2006, pp. 10–11). The implementation of scientific 
forest management served two proposes: (i) primarily, it suc-
ceeded in devaluing the indigenous and tribal knowledge 
base of forests and resources, (ii) in the name of conserva-
tion and management of forest resources, it passed a series 
of rules and laws in 1865 and 1878 and forcefully displaced 
forest dwellers and indigenous population, abolishing their 
ancestral rights over forests and forest products. At the 
same time, being aware of their limited command over the 
knowledge of the land, resources, and populace, the colo-
nial administration enlisted Indian assistants to manage the 
forest resources more competently (Arnold, 2000, p. 148). 
Like other imperial services, the policy of racial segrega-
tion was very much predominant in forest services. Higher 
posts were off-limits to the Indians in the forest services 
and the posts of forest research institutes. By 1916, only 
three posts in the forest research institute in Dehradun were 
held by Indians.1 Deepak Kumar (1982, pp. 69–70) calls this 
system “apartheid in science in nineteenth-century India”. 
The hegemonic and racist attitude of Western colonial rule 
likewise tried to control the novel knowledge of scientific 
forestry (Kumar, 1982, pp. 69–70). Albeit of this racial dis-
crimination and the discontent of the colonial administrators, 
the Indians increasingly started contributing or capturing 
their rightful place in developing the scientific knowledge of 
forestry and its allied fields. Even though scientific forestry 
became a trans-colonial phenomenon from the late nine-
teenth century throughout the colonies and metropole, there 
was little cohesion between forest departments throughout 
the empire. The monthly journal of the Indian forest depart-
ment ‘Indian Forester’ was the only medium of informa-
tion exchange amongst the foresters and forest researchers 
(Rajan, 2006, p. 12). The journal Indian Forester published 
scientific articles as well as field experiences of foresters 
and forest researchers throughout the empire. Initially, it was 
filled with revenue reports, but gradually, scientific articles 
overtook the journal (Skaria, 1998, pp. 625, 626). In the 
first decade of its publication, writings, and contributions 
by Indian forest officials were very scarce in the journal. 
For example, the 12th volume of the journal Indian For-
ester published very few articles or observation written by 
Indian officials (Indian Forester, 1886, pp. III-X). The issues 
of 1893 contained very few contributions by Indian forest 
rangers. A certain forest official, Main Moti Singh, wrote an 
article on the general observation of the deodar tree from 
Kullu (1893, p. 168). A report on Nageswar (Mesua Fer-
rea or Cobra Saffron) in the Garo Hills was published by 

1  Classified list of forest officers of the imperial and provincial ser-
vices of India and Burma, Superintendent Government Printing, Cal-
cutta, (1916): pp. 19–21.
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a certain Jogeswar Sur (1883, p. 606). The nature of these 
contributions were general observations and official reports, 
nothing scientifically original. Nevertheless, the beginning 
of the twentieth century changed this scenario. The increas-
ing number of original scientific articles and observations by 
Indian forest officials in Indian Forester indicates the gradu-
ally increasing participation and significance of Indian forest 
rangers and researchers. After a long decade of ignorance 
by the colonial authority, the Indian forest researchers and 
foresters finally made their place visible in the developing 
corpus of scientific forestry in India by their virtue. Their 
contributions were read and acknowledged by the forest-
ers throughout the colony since Indian Forester held much 
significance in terms of forest research in the colonies and 
metropole. In the volume of Indian Forester published in 
1904, a forest ranger from Dehradun, Birbal Babu (1904, p. 
308) published an original research article on the ripening 
of cones of Pinus Longifelica with photographs and illustra-
tions. Another Forest Ranger, Rao (1904, p.248) from the 
Madras Forest Department, wrote two valuable articles on 
the spike disease of the Sandalwoods and his observation of 
the Sandal trees in Madras. Forest Ranger (Special Duty) 
Purusottom Sonoroy (1904, p. 157) also contributed a sci-
entific article on the spike disease of the Sandal from Camp 
Nllawadi (Mysore). The number of scientific articles written 
by Indian forest rangers and researchers increased next year. 
The issues of 1905 contained five original research articles 
written by Indian forest rangers.2 Unlike most of their Brit-
ish colleagues, Indian rangers and forest researchers wrote 
articles and research papers from the conservationist ethos 
of scientific forestry. It is important to note that none of these 
articles written by Indian foresters energized the revenue-
making policy of the empire. From 1907, indigenous Bur-
mese forest rangers also started writing in Indian Forester; 
for example, a forest official from Burma, Tau Tha (1907, 
p. 274) contributed a scientific article titled ‘The struggle 
for Existence’ written on different species of teak and their 
interlinked life cycle in Arakan ranges.

One of the most significant Indian contributors to the 
science of forestry was Professor Puran Singh. He was 
appointed as the chief chemist in the Forestry Research 
Institute in 1907. He became one of the most notable Indian 
forest chemists and researchers all over the colony. Apart 
from his numerous scientific contributions to the Indian 
Forester, pamphlets and notes written by him were also 
incorporated in the reading lists of the forest research 
institute, such as Calorimetric tests of some Indian woods 
(1911), Note on the manufacture of Ngai Camphor (1911), A 

chemical investigation of the constituent of Burmese varnish 
(1911), Note on the analysis of Cutch and preparation of 
pure Cathein (1910), Note on utilization of Khair Forest in 
Eastern Bengal and Assam (1911) (Indian Forester, 1911, p. 
162; 1907, p. 519). He had strong connections with Indian 
revolutionaries and nationalists and was a poet and mys-
tic. After serving in the research institute till 1918, he was 
employed by the princely state of Gwalior. He transformed 
the scorching desert of Gwalior into a field of rosha grass, 
fragrant eucalyptus, intermingled by fruit trees (Virk, 1993, 
p. 280).

Another important contributor to the development of 
scientific forestry in colonial India was U. N. Kanjilal, 
a notable Indian Botanist and Forester. He wrote numer-
ous articles and research papers in Indian Forester. During 
his work tenure, he published his research on the forest 
flora of the Shivalik and Jansaur forest division (Indian 
Forester, 1907, p. 162), another must-read for the impe-
rial forest service students. Because of his contribution 
to scientific forestry, he was elected as a fellow of the 
Linnean Society in 1902. He died while working on his 
second research publication, a multi-voluminous work on 
Assam's flora, which was later completed by his son P.C. 
Kanjilal (Forest officer, UP) (Rao, 1915, p. 218). Despite 
the racial discrimination and general apathy from high-
ranking British officials towards Indian intellectual capac-
ity, these Indians left their mark on the growing scientific 
literature of scientific forestry and its allied disciplines 
(Sylviculture, Botany, and Chemistry). Gradually, Indian 
foresters and researchers had completely captured the 
intellectual space of the journal by the 1930s. The vol-
umes of 1938–1939 of Indian Forester testify to this fact 
(Indian Forester, 1938, 1939).

It is important to note that the conservationist ethos and 
the discipline of scientific forestry influenced the scientific 
contributions of these Indian foresters. Their writings either 
discussed diseases of certain species and their remedies or 
expressed concern about erosion in the forest lands. Many 
of their writings and articles expressed their concerns about 
the effects of natural disasters on forest lands, and they seek 
to explore preventive measures to minimize the effects of 
natural disasters on forest lands. Foresters such as U.N. Kan-
jilal explored the magnificent diversity of Indian floral spe-
cies without judging their commercial values, unlike many 
of his British colleagues. It is significant to note that what 
Puran Singh did in Gwalior was the first of its kind in British 
India (Virk, 1993, pp. 161, 162). These foresters belonged to 
India's elite and middle-class society and were educated in 
Western-style institutions. Like many other high- and mid-
dle-class intellectuals of British India, they saw reason as a 
syntax of reform in modern science. As Gyan Prakash (1999, 
p. 6) explains “In modern science, they saw a map for the 
rearrangement of culture”. Despite the colonial institutional 

2  Babu Birbal (1905, p. 425), L. Das (1905, p. 378), G. N. Dikshit 
(1905, p. 569), Gulam Mohamad (1905, p. 497), Velu. M. Pillai 
(1905, p. 153), and M.S. Rawat (1905, p. 499).
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and political constraints, they succeeded within their limited 
sphere in participating and influencing the shaping of scien-
tific knowledge of forestry and its allied disciplines.

Apart from these institutional writings, in the early twen-
tieth century, Indian enthusiasts and forest officials work-
ing for the princely states developed a considerable body of 
vernacular literature on scientific forestry. The Superinten-
dent of the local forest school of Hyderabad, Moulavi Amed 
Mohi-Ud-Din, wrote a treatise on sylviculture named Ilm-
Us-Sahra in 1904. This book was the first of its kind in Urdu 
and was praised highly by a reviewer in Indian Forester 
for its contribution to the sections on forest fire and protec-
tion (Indian Forester, 1904, p. 272). Another forestry journal 
(Safir-I-Jangalat) started publishing in Urdu and Hindi from 
Lucknow in 1911. A staunch nationalist and activist, Pandit 
Brijnath Sharga was the publisher of this monthly journal, 
and the editor was Mr. P. M. Dakshini Dar (Divisional For-
est Officer, Jammu princely state) (Indian Forester, 1911, p. 
443). Several books and monographs on Botany and Zool-
ogy were also published in Bengali during the last half of 
the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century, 
such as Gachpala (Roy, 1921), Udbhid Bichar Vol-1 (Muk-
hopadhyay, 1896), and Udvijjyo Bidya (Tarkalankar, 1854). 
The first book in the list was an original work on elementary 
knowledge of the flora of Bengal for the youths, and the 
last two books were a translation of Elementary Aspects of 
Botany. Another Bengali author, Bhim Chandra Chatterji, 
has written an English book on economic botany named The 
Economic Botany of India (Chatterji, 1910). In this book, 
the author expressed concern for colonial India's lack of 
scientific and industrial education. He advocated for more 
scientific and industrial studies and practices in India, which 
could be the key to the success of this nation (Chatterji, 
1910, p. I-VI). The notion of modern scientific knowledge 
and economic empowerment profoundly influenced authors 
like B.C. Chatterji, like many others during this period. He 
expressed his discontent regarding the limitation and dis-
crimination of the colonial regime in spreading scientific 
and industrial education.

On the other hand, Authors like Jagadananda Roy and 
others tried to spread the knowledge of modern botany 
amongst the youth and children in the native language to 
make them interested in these scientific studies. The poli-
tics of translation was at work behind these efforts. These 
books and journals published in Hindi, Urdu, and Bengali 
testify that these authors tried to indigenize the scientific 
knowledge of forestry and its allied disciplines, such as 
botany, like other forms of imperial sciences during this 
period (Prakash, 1999, p. 8). These Indians were educated, 
and many of them were employed in colonial administration. 
Enchanted by science (Prakash, 1999, p. 8), they took this 
metropolitan knowledge base of scientific forestry and tried 

to recast it in their own way to serve their own political and 
social purpose.

The discussion above shows that there was a strong 
undercurrent against the Western domination of the implied 
metropolitan knowledge base of forestry. These contribu-
tions of the Indian forest officials and science enthusiasts, 
both in English and vernacular languages, contributed sig-
nificantly to the development of the institutional subject of 
scientific forestry in British India. It shows that the Indian 
subjects were not passive receivers of the Western knowl-
edge base of scientific forestry.

Contrary to the Western modernist scientific management 
of forests, another very different and much more traditional 
set of thoughts regarding forests and forestry developed dur-
ing this period. Rabindranath Thakur was one of the propa-
gators of such thinking. In her article, Vandana Shiva (2012) 
shows that, according to Rabindranath, woods surrounded 
the earlier sages and thinkers of India, and their intimate 
relationship with nature was the source of their knowledge. 
As Shiva points out in his essay Tapovan, Rabindranath 
writes that the source of the intellect and regeneration of 
Indian civilization was the forest. India’s best ideas came 
from the peaceful environment of the forests and its peo-
ple’s connection with nature. The peace of the forest has 
helped the intellectual evolution of men and women in India. 
The unifying principles of life in diversity and democratic 
pluralism of Indian civilization emerged from the various 
processes of renewal of life in the forests. He established 
the foundation of his educational institute, Shantiniketan, 
in the Vedic Forest culture of guru, śiṣya (sage and disciple) 
tradition. He was critical of the Western notion of progress, 
and his arguments in Tapovan were completely contrary to 
colonial rule's scientific and commercial management of the 
forests and the Western idea of development (Shiva, 2012). 
Another Bengali author, Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay, 
in his novel Aranyak (1939), expressed his deep sorrow 
regarding the clearing of forests to expand cultivation, which 
was essentially a part of the zamindari and izaradari system 
implemented by the British rule. Aranyak is one of the best 
examples of Indian literature influenced by environmen-
tal concerns and aesthetics. He explains the beauty of the 
forest land of the Labtulia and Fulkia Baihar (present-day 
Chattisgarh) using the protagonist of the novel, who was 
appointed by the Zamindari estate there to lease the forest 
lands to the farmers. The beauty of the forests and the hor-
ror of encroaching civilization is prominent in his writings 
(Bandyopadhyay, 1939).

It is important to note that the colonial authority imple-
mented the concept of scientific management of forestry and 
conservation in India to gain and maximize commercial and 
economic benefits. However, as this paper shows, this knowl-
edge structure and its imperatives did not work in the way the 
empire expected. On the one hand, the knowledge of forestry 
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and its allied subjects was displaced from the racial and colo-
nial boundaries of the empire by the Indian foresters who later 
pioneered the post-colonial tradition of forest conservation and 
environmentalism. On the other hand, the ill effects of colonial 
scientific forestry influenced the development of the language 
of contestation in the colonial Indian subcontinent, not only at 
the intellectual level but also at the political level. K. Sivaram-
krishnan also argues that the colonial forest rules and policies 
and gradual imperial state control over the forests generated 
conflicts on the local religious ethical level and with the forest 
dwellers (Sivaramakrishnan, 1995, 2015). A series of tribal 
revolts in the 1870s and 1880s and forest satyagrahas in the 
first half of the twentieth century mainly took place because of 
colonial forest regulations (Arnold, 2000, p. 149).

3 � Conclusion

This paper shows that the scientific knowledge of forestry in 
British India was assembled through a historical process of 
acceptance, contestation, and translation by the Indians along-
side European officials and scientists. Indians dynamically 
shaped the scientific knowledge base of forestry by present-
ing a traditional alternative to the commercial management of 
forestry and by creating a political and cultural opposition to 
the colonial forest policies derived from the practice of forestry 
by the empire. The way many precolonial Indigenous Forest 
management policies crept into the structure of colonial forest 
policies (Sivaramakrishnan, 1995, pp. 13, 24, 26), similarly, it 
would not be an exaggeration to argue that after its implication 
in India by British rule, the people of the land shaped the met-
ropolitan knowledge base of scientific forestry. The arguments 
presented in this article are also an attempt to continue the his-
torical discourse that challenges the overarching, colossal con-
cept of empire as an existing and predominant lens of historical 
interpretation (Goswami, 2004; Guha, 1983a, 1983b; Prakash, 
1999; Washbrook, 1981). The Indian foresters invaded and res-
cued the novel knowledge base of scientific forestry from its 
colonial constraints. They pioneered a rich tradition of Indian 
forestry from which post-colonial concepts of social, cultural, 
and participatory forestry evolved and popularized. The tradi-
tional alternatives presented by Indians, such as Rabindranath 
Thakur during the colonial period, constituted the language of 
the movements against commercial forestry in India.
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