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The colonial rewriting of Hindu ritual time between 1800 and 1858 was a complex process of epistemic contestation, ideological
assertion, and indigenous negotiation. British efforts to rationalize and control the Hindu calendar reflected broader imperial
ambitions to regulate social and religious life, projecting the colonial state as an arbiter of modernity and order. However,, this
project met with resilient indigenous practices that preserved traditional temporalities and asserted cultural autonomy. The
politics of timekeeping and festival regulation thus stand as critical sites for understanding colonial governance, cultural
resistance, and the entanglements of empire and modemity. By foregrounding sacred time as a contested domain, recent
scholarship opens new avenues for exploring the intersections of science, religion, and power in colonial contexts, contributing
to global histories of temporality and imperialism.
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l. Introduction

The British colonial engagement with India from the late eighteenth
century initiated a comprehensive restructuring of indigenous knowledge
systems, notably the complex calendrical and ritual practices integral to
Hindu religious life. Colonial administrators and Orientalist scholars
endeavored to decode, rationalize, and often reinterpret Hindu timekeeping,
aiming to align the fluid, cyclical Hindu calendar with the rigid frameworks
of Western scientific chronology and administrative utility. This article
critically reviews recent scholarship exploring how colonial governance
redefined sacred time between 1800 and 1858, focusing particularly on the
reimagination of key festivals such as Diwali and Holi. The process was
not unidirectional; indigenous actors negotiated, contested, and at times
resisted colonial temporal hegemony, producing a layered history of
knowledge, power, and cultural survival.
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I1. Colonial Engagements with Hindu Calendars: Context and Frameworks

The Hindu calendar, comprising lunisolar cycles, astrological
calculations, and regional variants, was foundational to ritual life,
influencing agricultural cycles, religious observances, and social rhythms.
British administrators, tasked with governing a vast and culturally diverse
population, perceived the calendar's variability and perceived opacity as
obstacles to efficient rule. Orientalist scholars such as Henry Thomas
Colebrooke and James Prinsep emerged as key figures in this knowledge
production, interpreting Hindu calendrical science through the lens of
European astronomy, philology, and numismatics.

Colebrooke's pioneering works, notably his astronomical treatises,
attempted to reconcile Hindu timekeeping with the Newtonian scientific
paradigm, emphasizing precise calculation and linear progression over
cyclical conceptions of time. Prinsep's decipherment of ancient inscriptions
further enabled British officials to historicize and thus control the temporal
dimensions of Hindu culture. These scholarly interventions, coupled with
missionary critiques that cast Hindu festivals as superstitious or idolatrous,
culminated in a colonial narrative portraying indigenous sacred time as
irrational and in need of reform.

I11. Colonial Engagements with Hindu Calendars: Context and Frameworks

The Hindu calendar, comprising lunisolar cycles, astrological
calculations, and regional variants, was foundational to ritual life, influencing
agricultural cycles, religious observances, and social rhythms. British
administrators, tasked with governing a vast and culturally diverse population,
perceived the calendar's variability and perceived opacity as obstacles to
efficient rule. Orientalist scholars such as Henry Thomas Colebrooke and
James Prinsep emerged as key figures in this knowledge production,
interpreting Hindu calendrical science through the lens of European
astronomy, philology, and numismatics.

Colebrooke's pioneering works, notably his astronomical treatises,
attempted to reconcile Hindu timekeeping with the Newtonian scientific
paradigm, emphasizing precise calculation and linear progression over cyclical
conceptions of time. Prinsep's decipherment of ancient inscriptions further
enabled British officials to historicize and thus control the temporal
dimensions of Hindu culture. These scholarly interventions, coupled with



32

missionary critiques that cast Hindu festivals as superstitious or idolatrous,
culminated in a colonial narrative portraying indigenous sacred time as
irrational and in need of reform.

IV. Administrative Rationalization and Ideological Implications

The colonial reconfiguration of Hindu calendars was not merely a
technical exercise but an ideological project embedded within the civilizing
mission. By standardizing festival dates according to the Gregorian calendar
and introducing fixed holidays for administrative purposes, British authorities
sought to impose a universal temporal regime symbolizing modernity and
progress. This imposition reframed Hindu festivals as static events to be
monitored and managed, stripping them of their dynamic cosmological
meanings.

Diwali and Holi, two of the most widely celebrated festivals, became
emblematic of this transformation. Diwali's association with cycles of renewal
and moral allegories was condensed into discrete, calendar-bound celebrations.
Similarly, Holi's spontaneous social transgressions and ritual inclusivity were
subjected to colonial orderliness and regulation, often reinterpreted as
moments of social disorder needing control.

This temporal colonization extended beyond administration to affect
missionary efforts, which leveraged calendar reform as part of broader
attempts to convert and 'modernize’ Hindu society. The construction of Hindu
time as superstitious and obsolete buttressed colonial claims to epistemic
authority and moral superiority.

V. Indigenous Responses: Resistance and Adaptation

Despite the colonial state's efforts to impose its calendrical system,
indigenous communities actively negotiated these temporal transformations.
Many continued to observe festivals on traditional lunar dates, thereby
preserving cosmological and ritual authenticity. Temple authorities and local
elites played crucial roles in maintaining indigenous temporal sovereignty,
resisting attempts to synchronize celebrations strictly with colonial calendars.

At the same time, selective adaptation occurred, with some communities
incorporating Gregorian dates for official and commercial purposes while
retaining traditional observances in private or religious spheres. This dual
temporal consciousness reflected a sophisticated form of cultural resilience,
balancing accommodation and defiance.

The persistence of indigenous calendar use also had political
implications. By adhering to traditional temporal frameworks, local actors
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asserted claims to cultural identity and autonomy within the colonial state's
spatial and administrative reach.

V1. Broader Implications: Time, Empire, and Modernity

The politics of calendrical reform in colonial India must be understood
within global histories of time and empire. The British imposition of linear,
standardized time regimes mirrored similar projects in other colonial contexts,
reflecting the broader imperial imperative to control space and time as
fundamental dimensions of sovereignty.

The colonial Hindu calendar case illuminates how time became a
contested site of cultural encounter and conflict, where indigenous
cosmologies and colonial modernity intersected. It also challenges teleological
narratives of modernization by foregrounding indigenous agency and the
multiplicity of temporal regimes coexisting under colonial rule.

Scholars such as Gyan Prakash and Dipesh Chakrabarty have
emphasized the ambivalence of colonial temporalities, highlighting how
indigenous histories and futures were simultaneously disrupted and
reimagined. The examination of Hindu ritual calendars contributes to this
discourse by revealing how everyday religious practices mediated the tensions
between colonial modernity and traditional cosmologies.

VII. Recent Scholarship and Contributions

Recent historiography has deepened our understanding of the colonial
reconfiguration of sacred time by incorporating interdisciplinary approaches,
including history of science, religious studies, and anthropology. Works such
as Anamika Bhattacharjee's forthcoming "British Interpretation of Hindu
Festivals™ offer detailed archival studies tracing how British scholars and
officials constructed knowledge about Hindu time to serve colonial ends while
documenting indigenous responses.

Similarly, scholarship on Henry Thomas Colebrooke's astronomical
work elucidates the scientific underpinnings of colonial calendar reform, while
studies of James Prinsep highlight the epistemic authority granted by
deciphering ancient inscriptions and reconstructing historical chronologies.

The intersection of missionary discourse and calendrical regulation has
also received attention, revealing how critiques of ritual time functioned as a
tool for cultural domination and conversion strategies. Together, these works
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contribute to a nuanced picture of how sacred time was politicized in colonial
India.

VIII. Gaps and Future Directions

While existing studies have made significant strides, there remain areas
for further inquiry. Comparative analyses between different regional calendars
and their colonial encounters would illuminate the diversity of temporal
negotiations. More attention to indigenous voices—through vernacular texts,
temple records, and oral histories—could enrich our understanding of
resistance and adaptation.

Furthermore, the role of caste, gender, and class in shaping calendar use
and festival observance under colonial conditions merits deeper exploration.
How did marginalized groups navigate these temporal restructurings? What
intersections of power and identity shaped access to temporal authority?

IX. Conclusion

The colonial rewriting of Hindu ritual time between 1800 and 1858 was
a complex process of epistemic contestation, ideological assertion, and
indigenous negotiation. British efforts to rationalize and control the Hindu
calendar reflected broader imperial ambitions to regulate social and religious
life, projecting the colonial state as an arbiter of modernity and order.

However, this project met with resilient indigenous practices that
preserved traditional temporalities and asserted cultural autonomy. The
politics of timekeeping and festival regulation thus stand as critical sites for
understanding colonial governance, cultural resistance, and the entanglements
of empire and modernity.

By foregrounding sacred time as a contested domain, recent scholarship
opens new avenues for exploring the intersections of science, religion, and
power in colonial contexts, contributing to global histories of temporality and
imperialism.
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