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“As early as in 1888, three years after the founding of the All India Congress Committee, Bal 
Gangadhar Tilak, the famous national leader undertook a tour of South India. He then paid a visit 
to Pondicherry also…. [which he kept secret]. He stayed there for nearly eight days and on the 
fifth day, he was identified by Calve Sankara Chettiar, Thirumudi Nataraja Chettiar and Nadu 
Shanmuga Velayutha Mudaliar. In the evening, a function was arranged to honor and celebrate 
the visit of Bal Gangadhar Tilak to Pondicherry. Nadu Shanmuga Velayutha Mudaliar, who 
presided over the function, spoke in praise of Tilak and presented him a book titled Code Penalet 
Code Civil. Tilak, thanking the gathering for the warm reception given to him, spoke in praise of 
the French administration, which governed the establishment on the principles of liberty, equality 
and fraternity (Italics mine).” (Ramasamy, pp 154-155) 
 
In the year 1888, a decade after the construction of the Pondicherry to Villupuram railway line, 
Pondicherry had become an asylum for nationalists, fugitives and revolutionaries who came in 
large numbers from British India, fleeing from the atrocities committed against them. These 
people who came to Pondicherry started having grandiose ideas about the benevolence of the 
French state and soon indigenous issues started acquiring a transnational character. The French 
ideal was upheld to look down at the British and it does not come as a revelation when in the 
early 20th century, after 1910 and the arrival of Aurobindo that many revolutionaries trickled into 
Pondicherry to find a safe haven and that in the year 1912, the “Pondicherry” group headed by 
VVS Aiyar had successfully murdered the British official Ashe.  
My main concern is to deal with how the idea of “citizenship” developed in Pondicherry which 
by late 19th and early 20th century had gained the stature of an anti- British asylum, or whether 
the term “Citoyen”  has the same meaning in Pondicherry as in France or in St. Domingue. The 
focus will be on the period between 1790 and 1793, the time of the revolution in France. 
Unfortunately not a lot of work has been done on this period in the English language.   
I will try to answer this question by first looking into three main sub- sections; firstly one dealing 
with the origin of Pondicherry, secondly I would deal very briefly with the years leading up to 
the Revolution and how India was seen in the French eyes and thirdly the French Revolution 
years in which I would try to show the different notions of citizenship in the two French colonies 
through parallelisms drawn between the experience of the revolution in both these places.  
       
ORIGINS OF THE ASYLUM: 
 
The French in India were an adventurous lot, who gained territories in an erratic manner rather 
than an as a culmination of concerted effort. There were in fact six different companies formed 
over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the last to be formed was the La 
Compagnie Des Indes in 1785. The support that each of these companies enjoyed from the State 
varied with the will of the individual minister or the King, reaching a peak under the Colbert 
system in 1653 which envisioned a unified effort of the French in the competition for colonies.  
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When Pondicherry became a French colony, it was also the result of a misadventure of the 
French. They had travelled from Surat along the western coast and past Ceylon before they 
finally established a small footing in St. Thome. A French squadron had reached St. Thome on 
20th July 1672. The squadron had apparently wanted to procure provisions, yet “the French had 
their eyes upon St. Thome from a long time back.” (SP Sen, 1947, p 154). The Dutch were 
alarmed by the French design upon St. Thome and sent three battleships to Masulipatam “with 
the ostensible object of escorting two merchant vessels from Japan, but really because of their 
apprehension of the French squadron on the Coromandel Coast.” ( SP sen, 1947, p 156). Despite 
such a situation, the French did not have a concrete plan or intention for taking over St. Thome. 
In fact the capture of St. Thome was a series of events that could not be predicted earlier, it was a 
matter of vengeance. The French called for a council of war on 23rd July and demanded that the 
French national honor be defended as the Muslim Governor of St. Thome had denied the French 
the permission to procure water, wood and other provisions. The town usually had distrust for 
the Europeans and the French were no exceptions, but this was reason enough for the French to 
lay siege on them. Under the leadership of De La Haye and Caron, the French captured the town 
with ease but had “given little thought to the consequence of their action.”(SP Sen, 1947, p 165). 
The French found themselves in a dicey situation once they were over the celebratory mood. 
They soon realized that their forces had been cut down and they did not have enough provisions 
and their plan for an expedition to Banka was abandoned. Their presence at St. Thome alarmed 
the Dutch who sided with the governors in Golconda and though the British at Madras did not 
openly profess their hostility towards the French, they did not help the latter in any manner and 
maintained a cordial relationship formally only because Britain and France were allies in the 
Franco- Dutch war of 1672. The French found themselves hard put in such circumstances and 
they had to face the wrath of the Golconda forces very soon in the same year. The Golconda 
forces had surrounded St. Thome on the south, west and north, leaving only the sea- route on the 
East open. Thus, the French found themselves again dependant on the other powers for basic 
provisions. While the British at Madras had already shown their unwillingness, the Danish 
settlement at Tranquebar and, Porto Novo and Pondicherry both belonging to the King of Bijapur 
remained viable options. Sher Khan Lody, in whose territory Pondicherry was situated, was quite 
willing to help the French, with whom he had been in correspondence since 1670 about his offer 
of a suitable place in his dominions for establishing a settlement. The French also took to looting 
English ships which worsened their relations; one of the two major incidents of looting was the 
looting of the merchant ship Ruby. The French lost control over St. Thome in 1677. Though the 
French had triumphed over the Dutch in Europe in 1678 with the Treaty of Nijmegen, they had 
certainly lost to them in India. 
The debacle of St. Thome laid the ground for the footing of the French in Pondicherry. While the 
French fought a futile battle at St. Thome, a Frenchman named Francois Martin made the most of 
the opportunity that he was presented with. Pondicherry was a strategic location from the 
vantage of both defense and trade. Guarded by the Ariancoupom river on the south, marshes and 
sand dunes on the north, and the sea on the east, where the shallow roadstead prevented the close 
approach of men of war, it was a place that could be easily guarded. The mouth of the river gave 
shelter to the merchant vessels from monsoon whereas the red hills were the hallmark of 
Pondicherry. It was also a Danish colony that had prospered under the Danes who had built up 
the trade in cotton manufactures The departure of the Danes found the fate of this trade in dire 
straits and the inhabitants of this place “were naturally anxious to attract other European nations 
to serve as intermediaries” (SP Sen, 1947,p 336). 
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Though the actual establishment of the French in Pondicherry did not begin until de l’Espinay 
arrived there in 1673, the negotiations started taking place from August 1670. During the battle 
for St.Thome, there is a mention of a French officer being sent to Pondicherry for the 
procurement of provisions. After the capitulation of St. Thome, de l’Espinay left and Martin 
along with a dozen of French men remained at Pondicherry. Martin made the best use of the 
available financial resources to revive the cotton trade and to farm a village named 
Paccamodiampet near Pondicherry, and also lent to Sher Khan Lody at the rate of 18% per 
annum. When the French established themselves in Pondicherry, they were very few in number 
and they only wanted to seek an ‘asylum’ from the onslaughts of the Dutch and the Golconda 
forces. They were always on the lookout for a better place on the Coromandel Coast, but the 
proximity of Pondicherry to Madras continued to be a threatening factor for the English and the 
French were keen on not sacrificing their territory.  
 
While the territory became a safe asylum for the French, it also served the purpose of the other 
inhabitants of the place. They found a patron for their trade and in later times, some of the 
inhabitants would be proudly able to claim their allegiance to the French model of 
administration. 
 
THE YEARS LEADING UPTO 1790: THE SOCIETY OF PONDICHERRY AND THE 
FRENCH VISION OF THE SELF. 
 
Pondicherry grew to be one of the most prized possessions of the French. It spearheaded the 
French Revolution and constituted some of the most important members in the National 
Assembly delegation sent to Paris but it is very important for analyzing the social stratification of 
Pondicherry to understand who constituted those members and thus constituted the body of 
citizens in the area. 
“During colonial rule, the physical space in Pondicherry was stratified on the basis of colour and 
race. To the Eastern side of the canal was the European settlement called the white town and on 
the western side of the same canal was the ‘native’ settlement called the ‘black town’. The white 
town was the area where the ruling elite lived and had their offices. It was obviously superior 
compared to the black one.” (LS Vishwanath, p 277). 
Of the three religious groups in Pondicherry, the Hindus were predominant. Among the Hindus, 
there were 28 castes. Of these castes, the most prominent were the Brahmins and the Vellalas. 
Among the Brahmins, there was a division between the Loukika and the Vaidika. The former 
comprised of lay people who were landowners, interpreters, messengers, diwans, etc and the 
latter were those Brahmins who were priests and ritual specialists. The Vaidika Brahmins would 
look down with condemnation on the Loukika as the latter was engaged in government subjects 
and did not maintain any semblance of ritual purity. That being said, they were “dependant on 
the Sankritized Vellalas and other Brahmins for their livelihood unless they had other sources of 
income.” (LS Vishwanath, p 278).  A point made by J. Weber and reiterated by Vishwanath is 
that the Vellalas ranked after the Brahman and they worked as the echelons of the society 
whereas there is a debate about the relative ranking of the castes beneath them. 
“The right hand comprised landowning peasant castes and those dependent on them and the left 
hand included the artisan groups such as the Kammalar.”(Vishwanath, p 280). The Brahmins 
were not found in any of the divisions. Despite the scholastic differences over the nature of these 
divisions, there is a consensus that these divisions did exist and that one was alienated from the 
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other, whether on the basis of purity as has been suggested by Appadurai or on the basis of a 
fierce rivalry between the divisions that led to their emergence as suggested by Stein.  
 Another interesting feature of Pondicherry is the case of the agricultural labourers known as 
padial and by 1823 they numbered 8,000 to 10,000. These labourers did not follow the caste 
divisions rigidly. “Though most agricultural labourers belonged to the dalit castes, some 
belonged to the non dalit castes as well. (Vishwanath, p 279). These laborers made up the pariah 
population that lived in a village outside Pondicherry named Paracherry. The social stratification 
pattern was reflected on the segregation of the town. Caste distinctions kept on operating in the 
urban section of the town as well and the French were usually insensitive to it.  
 
An incident narrated by Ranga Pillai in his diaries, written between 1736 and 1761, shows the 
insensitivity of Dupleix to the conflict between the two divisions. “The right hand caste people 
complained that dancing girls belonging to the left hand division had not shown them respect 
when they attended a social function. Some influential persons of the right hand division 
imprisoned the dancing girls for not showing respect which they considered was due to them at 
social functions. The members of the left hand division approached Ranga pillai and requested 
him to speak to the Governor to secure the release of the dancing girls from the prison. Instead of 
settling the dispute amicably, Dupleix told Ranga Pillai that since the ships had not arrived and 
he was in need of money, he (Ranga Pillai) should try to get Rs. 20,000 as a loan from the left 
hand caste people to secure the release of the dancing girls.” (LS Vishwanath, p 281). 
The point to be noted is that the French were primarily concerned with their own interests and 
did bother to comprehend the meaning of their action and understand the fabric of the society in 
which they lived. This is not an unusual course of action by the French; one can find similar 
actions being taken in different French colonies as well, for e.g. the case of the bubonic plague in 
Vietnam in the year 1903. 
It is very essential to understand how India featured in French imagination in order to understand 
how the notion of citizenship developed. We have already seen that the Pariahs were not treated 
as equals by the Vellalas and the Brahmins, but it is essential to understand how the French 
treated the Indians. The Diary of Ranga Pillai has already presented us with an example of the 
level of reluctance that the French had towards solving Indian issues that did not guarantee their 
prosperity or trade.  India was not considered to be important to the French interests; however 
the French interests on the subcontinent remained. “Between 1754 and 1815, France’s 
relationship with India was conditioned by three factors: trade links, ongoing control of the 
comptoirs and European colonial rivalry.” (Marsh, p 9) 
 
Apropos trade, though India was an exporter of cotton products and calicoes, its role kept on 
being negligible to the contribution of the sugar islands of Saint-Domingue. Even though the sale 
of Indian goods in France peaked between 1740 and 1755, to rival those of the British East India 
Company, the trade declined steadily after the seven years war. The fact that the French in India 
was not lucrative can be seen by the fact that between 1725 and 1769 the Compagnie lost a total 
capital of 169 million livres. (Marsh, p 11).  
 
The seven years war heightened the anxiety of the French, who were not profiting much from the 
India trade. The British had been able to successfully thwart the French in the Indian battlefield. 
Dupleix was recalled in 1754 and was replaced by Godeheu who proved to be ineffective in 
dealing with the British during the Seven years war. At the end of the war, Lally was held 
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responsible for the defeat of French and the loss of Pondicherry; he was executed on 9 May 
1766. When the town of Pondicherry was finally returned to the French on 11th April, 1765, the 
town was in ruins; the fortifications had been razed down by the occupying British force. “In 
1777 Law de Lauriston reported that Pondichery would be hard pressed to equip a battalion of 
four hundred men.” (Marsh, p 14). The inhabitants of Pondicherry found themselves in a dire 
station, much of the town had been destroyed and Lally had proven to be ineffective and his 
abrasive leadership had earned him their enmity.  
 
The next war with the British came soon after the French had taken up the side of the American 
rebels in the American Independence war. In India, the British took hold of the French 
comptoirs. The capitulation of Pondicherry was declared on 18th October, 1778. The treaty of 
Versailles (1783) maintained that the French would follow a policy of ‘non- intervention’ despite 
the appeals of the French adventurers and this stance was to remain unaltered “even when Tipu 
Sultan’s ambassadors, sent to Versailles in 1788, directly solicited military aid.” (Marsh, p 15). 
“French commerce and the fortunes of the comptoirs were thus closely linked with the interplay 
of European rivalries on the subcontinent and in the wider world.” (Marsh, p 16) 
 
The rivalry between the English and the French in India, caused a shift in the latter’s imagination 
of India. “While representations of India provide evidence of the collective fantasies, judgements 
and images employed to convey the alterity of the subcontinent, they simultaneously 
demonstrate how the writing of India was used to construct the otherness of Europeans. As the 
British East India Company increased its territorial and administrative control during the second 
half of the eighteenth century, French representational strategies were transformed and the 
discourse of alterity became polyvalent.”(Marsh, p 27). 
 
This becomes more apparent as the English and the French engage in open hostilities, 
particularly so after the commencement of the Seven Years War. Moreover, slowly what had 
been essentially seen as the “other” is incorporated into the body of the “self” as many books 
engaged with a counterfactual French rule as compared to the British rule in India. This point has 
been well explored by Kate Marsh, who cites the example of plays such as Antoine-Marin 
Lemierre’s La Veuve du Malabarou l’Empire des coutumes. The play centers on the 
unwillingness of the heroine Lanassa to carry out the act of Sati and shows how she was rescued 
ultimately by a French general. This play was produced in 1770, 7 years after the Treaty of Paris. 
The concluding lines of the play shows the extent to which the French were ready to assimilate 
the Indians into their own folds because of their rivalry with the English: 
 
“Receive the favours of my king as the beginnings 
Of the entire extinction of an inhuman custom. 
Louis, to abolish it, has used my hand. 
And showing himself as sensitive as he was born just, 
The splendour of his reign becomes more august. 
While others, to the defeated, bring cruelty, 
Pride and violence, he brings humanity.”(Marsh, p 28) 
 
In the latter half of the eighteenth century, Pondicherry had become an enclave of the French was 
not merely an asylum. The essential difference between the two terms is that an asylum 
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encompasses a feeling of refuge, whereas the term enclave can be used to denote a place that lies 
under the control of an authority which does not exercise powers over the surrounding peripheral 
areas. An Enclave has an independent and unique status whereas an asylum usually has a 
transient connotation in it. Thus, when Pondicherry came under the physical dominance of the 
British, the French felt the need to prove that the French were the just masters of Pondicherry 
and this meant that they needed to prove their superiority vis-à-vis the British. However, in 
proving the justness of the French character, they were also showing the Indians to be inferior to 
them. Their stance on India becomes very clear following the visit of Tipu Sultan and his three 
ambassadors. “The numerous accounts stimulated by the arrival of Tipu’s ambassadors show in 
microcosm the prevalence of recurring techniques for representing India. Despite the official 
exhortations to respect the cultural and religious moeurs of the Indian visitors, the techniques 
used to inscribe the three ambassadors belied such good intentions. Contact with the other did 
not necessarily promote an increase in understanding; meeting real Indians did not fundamentally 
alter textual strategies of representation.”(Marsh, p 40). 
 
From this section, it becomes quite evident that though the French wanted to incorporate India 
into their being, they did so with French curiosity and exaggerated notions of Indian despotism, 
fickleness, lasciviousness and inferiority. India became a mere contesting ground for the French 
on which they could establish their supremacy challenging the powerful British who had 
captured their enclave, thus they were unable to appreciate the different layers of the society in 
Pondicherry. 
 
THE ARRIVAL OF THE REVOLUTION: 
 
“This freedom, the greatest, the first of goods, is it made for all men?” – Vincent Oge, mulatto 
plantation owner in Saint Domingue, in a pamphlet addressed to white planters, sent as delegates 
to France, 1789. (Censer, p 121) 
Up until the late eighteenth century and precisely until the outbreak of the French Revolution it 
was usually believed that freedom is a state of nature. This being said, people were still being 
addressed as Sir, Madame and Monsieur, this freedom was thus not on an equal footing. After 
the French revolution the notion of “Citoyen” became popularized. It becomes very essential to 
define what is meant by citizenship in such circumstances; in this context Immanuel Wallerstein 
has cited Abbe Sieyes in order to demarcate the roles of a citizen. He quotes, “All inhabitants of 
a country should enjoy in it the rights of passive citizens; all have the right to the protection of 
their person, of their property, of their liberty, etc. But all do not have the right to play an active 
role in the formation of public authorities; all are not active citizens. Women (at least at the 
present time), children, foreigners, and those others who contribute nothing to sustaining the 
public establishment should not be allowed to influence public life actively. Everyone is entitled 
to enjoy the advantages of society, but only those who contribute to the public establishment are 
true stockholders (action-naires) of the great social enterprise. They alone are truly active 
citizens, true members of the association.” (Wallerstein,2003, p 652). These ‘binary distinctions’ 
developed more so when the message of ‘Liberty, equality and fraternity’ spread across the 
world. Was equality to be equal to all? Would the white man in Paris be equal to the black slave 
in Saint Domingue or was the Vellala French citoyen equal to their Pariah counterpart? 
Liberalism carried in it a ‘civilizing mission’. An active citizen was one who was civilized and 
those who were not were passive citizens or not a citizen at all! One of the main qualifying 
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factors for the claim to citizenship was economy; it is hardly surprising that economy was taken 
as the qualifying mark, as it continues to be the main factor for the tripartite divisions in history. 
Those who had property were the ones who had progressed to the next stage of civilization i.e. 
capitalism and those who failed to were termed barbaric and lagged behind. However, the 
‘marginal other’ were to be always denied the rights of citizenship. Thus one can often see that 
when the property mark for citizenship had been taken off and when there were severe property 
taxes being imposed on the aristocrats during the Jacobian regime, the distinction of property 
remains important, whether in the Caribbean or in India. Who was to be the citizen in the 
colonies? Why, it was to be the qualified native after all who had the right to be called civilized! 
Each case nonetheless has its own peculiarities; in Caribbean the light skinned mulatto who was 
a free man, was preferred over the mass of dark skinned slave and whereas race did not play a 
factor in India, social position did. 
       
“The black slaves of St.-Domingue did more than demonstrate; they actually seized state power, 
a political development that turned out to be even more difficult to contain and turn back than the 
rebellions in France.”(Wallerstein, 1989, p 43) 
The French Revolution according to Wallerstein “transformed the "cultural apparatus" of the 
world-system. But it did so in an extremely ambiguous way.” (Wallerstein, 1989, p 51) The 
ambiguous way in which the French Revolution impacted on the world system becomes clearer 
once we analyze the effects that it had on the colonies. The First case is of St. Domingue, where 
the revolution became very radical, and it is interesting to note that it was from the abject bonds 
of slavery that the battle cry of the French Revolution sounded. 
 St. Domingue was to France what India was to Britain; it led the world in coffee and sugar 
production in the years before the revolution. St. Domingue was the biggest gem in the crown of 
Louis XVI. And Slave labor was at the foundations of such a flourishing economy, but the slaves 
lived in despicable conditions and were paid meagerly by the slave- owners who wanted to keep 
the profits to themselves, so much so that “most of the 800,000 to 1,000,000 Africans imported 
into Saint Domingue between the peace of Utrecht in 1713 and 1790, had soon 
perished”(Munford, Zeuske, p 14). In the years between 1774 and 1790, the transatlantic slave 
trade had grown by leaps and bounds and the “the living slave population jumped from 240,000 
to somewhere between 465,000 and 485,000” (Munford, Zeuske, p 14) 
The Northern Province had been the economic leader in the retail trade from St. Domingue and it 
had seen a large influx of these ‘new slaves’, amounting more than 90,000! And these bossals 
were not wholly reconciled to the idea of slavery. They “were destined to play an explosive role 
in the coming events.”( Munford, Zeuske, p 14). Holding all these blacks in tether were some 
40,000 whites, outnumbered more than ten to one (Munford, Zeuske, p 14). Within the whites, 
too there were the divisions between the wealthy, landed expatriate colonial officials who were 
mainly absentee landlords and the poor white man who shared their status with mulattoes as 
small colons who owned less than 20 slaves. The former category of the white men had incurred 
the wrath of the mulattoes who were angered by the conceited notions of white skin supremacy 
of these men and the fact that they believed that they could enslave the coloreds because of this 
reason. In 1790, the mulattoes raised the call for rebellion, but being slave owners themselves 
they were not ready to share their rights with the blacks and especially the bossals. This was the 
main reason why the mulatto uprising under Vincent Oge had failed. 
On the other hand, the large slave communities that had become the barbarian other to the 
French civilized self, writhed in agony.  They had been subjected to bitter living conditions, 
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social injustice, sexual harassment and were treated as chattel property. By spring of 1789, they 
had to face a food crisis as “bitter winter had iced French Atlantic ports, delaying the departure 
of supply ships to the West Indies, "leaving the Colony . . . exposed," in the words of St. 
Domingue's two highest officials, "to the innumerable misfortunes that the lack of provisions 
will inevitably bring.” (Munford, Zeuske, p 16). Despite these conditions, the system of slavery 
hardened and manumissions became rarer. This created a problem of runaway slaves. Alongside 
this, the trend of ‘slave burglary’ became rampant in 1785 and certain free black slaves were also 
involved in this. “White-owned houses were broken into and burgled, furniture and personal 
effects removed, full in the middle of town.”( Munford, Zeuske, p 19) The slaves also took to 
physically attacking the Slaveholders. The Mulatto revolution of Oge in 1790 provided the 
perfect climax for the slaves; even though the Mulatto revolution never promised to be inclusive 
but now it was being appropriated by the Slaves in those terms: 
“The slaves invented tales to boost their own spirits and feed their own yearnings, tales of an 
amazingly selective political expedience. The story went round that the king of Spain had 
proclaimed something     called a "Pragmatic Sanction," promising freedom to any slave who 
would rally to his banner. Reports of growing abolitionist sentiment in France were encoded by 
slaves to mean that whites had learned to fear blacks, and that if white men were now afraid of 
them, then blacks should show self-respect and pride. In December 1789 planters heard the 
report that many field hands were now convinced that they were being held in slavery contrary to 
the will of the sovereign, that Louis XVI had already been induced to mark the "day of jubilee, 
"but that the slaveholders were illegally withholding the news."As soon as it arrived in St. 
Domingue, the slaves were excited even by that arch-symbol of bourgeois revolution-the tricolor 
cockade. To them it signaled that ". . . the white slaves [of France] have killed their masters and 
[are] today free... ."(Munford, Zeuske, pp 20- 21) 
 
All these contributed to the Black uprising that begun on 21st August 1791 and lasted through 
September of that year was very much a culmination of the seething anger of the blacks and even 
though the Mulattoes had acted as a prototype for the revolution and the blacks had started 
demanding political and civil rights aping the mulattoes, but there is no contesting the fact that it 
was a revolution that saw black slaves agitating en masse. The revolution in St. Domingue was 
based on the lines of race and though there was some alliance between the mulattoes and the 
blacks, the two were to remain distinct. 
 
The Revolution in Pondicherry was neither this radical nor was it along the lines of race. The 
reasons for this are varied; firstly there was no established system of slavery, secondly the 
French in India were not very sure of their hold on Pondicherry as we have noted earlier and 
thirdly, because of the very same reason the local inhabitants of Pondicherry viewed the 
Revolution in a different light.  
 
The earlier historians on Pondicherry like S.P. Sen have believed that there was no French 
revolution in Pondicherry as the French were not willing to share their status and power with the 
local inhabitants along the lines of liberty, equality and fraternity. But recent studies by scholars 
like M. Gobalakichenane, have focused on this aspect, he relies on the diary of Viranaicker (an 
Indian official working for the French) to throw some light on the revolution in Pondicherry. 
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The news of the French Revolution reaches Pondicherry on 22 February 1790 when the French 
vessel La Bienvenue anchored off at Pondicherry. The news reached Pondicherry in the midst of 
the Anglo – Mysore war. The French at Pondicherry found themselves in a dicey situation when 
Tipu Sultan asked them for help. They were reluctant to do anything to harm the Anglo- French 
relations.  
 
On March 1st 1790 a spontaneous meeting of the French is convened at St. Fulgence's and 
continues afterwards with the Governor's permission on the Government premises. The 
participants express their despair and anger against the last order coming from Isle of France to 
repatriate the remaining soldiers of the garrison. They know nothing about the new procedures; 
nevertheless, they will try to imagine for themselves a new way of local administration until the 
official directives arrive. On March 11th the Assembly of French Pondicherry appoints the first 
Representative Committee to examine all the memorandum to be sent to the National Assembly 
in France in order to explain the situation and the problems of Pondicherry (especially the French 
population) and nominates three delegates to be present there: Beylie, Delarche, son and de 
Kerjean. 
 
“The Tamils know even less about the events than the European inhabitants, but they feel that 
some outstanding events are happening and lose no time in gathering at the entrance gate of the 
Government.”(Gobalakichenane, p 299) Although the Tamils want to partake in the course of 
events but their say is not taken into consideration. It is only in August 1790 after the Committee 
President Moracin was replaced that the situations change for the Tamils. “The new Committee 
President summons Tiruvengadappillai, Nayinattaimuthaliyar and Rasappaiyer and asks them to 
appoint representatives for the Tamil population who are honest and capable of presenting their 
problems to the Committee.” (Gobalakichenane,p 300). In the years between 1790 and 1792, the 
number of refugees to Pondicherry increased exponentially. “During the third Mysore War in 
1790-1792 a great number of refugees - 30000 in 4 days according to de Fresne, rush in to the 
French territories which 'offer a secure asylum to those who escaped fire and flame'; the lack of 
provisions becomes critical in spite of which de Fresne feels 'there would much inhumanity in 
closing the doors'; and letting the refugee people to enter he decides to make further efforts to 
renew provisions.” (Gobalakichenane, p 305)  In the beginning of December 1792, a second 
Assembly called 'Constituent Assembly' is elected and installed in Pondicherry. The Hindu 
Tamils nominate their chiefs ('mahanattars') who will take part as consultative members 
whenever their interests are discussed.(Gobalakichenane,p 304). This shows the clear 
stratification in an ever- expanding society. Thus, one can infer that though the number of 
refugees increased, they were not given the right to citizenship. Moreover , only those who were 
“honest and capable of presenting their problems to the Committees” could enjoy the right to 
active citizenship. In fact, one might add that the mahanattar assembly was nothing new as it fell 
into the models of the Nattar assemblies present in the Early medieval South Indian dynasties 
like the Pallavas. The Nattar assemblies were responsible to select a suitable heir to the throne 
and were supposed to be a group of learned men. The Mahanattar assembly too complied with 
the French much in the same manner in which the Nattar assemblies in Early medieval south 
India had complied with the king. The “honest” Tamils were often the wealthy Vellalas and 
Brahmins. Given that, both the vernacular diaries are diaries written by men from this class, it is 
safe to say that the notion of citizenship was very limited. Moreover, there is an instance of an 
agricultural uprising in Oulgaret  in January 1791 whereby 500 cultivators who rose “against the 

www.the-criterion.com
The Criterion 

An International Journal in English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol.5, Issue V October 2014009



landlord Abrahammuthaliyar who [took] an unauthorized half of the harvest.” This uprising was 
not supported by the French and ultimately failed. 
 
When Wallerstein says that, the French Revolution “transformed the "cultural apparatus" of the 
world-system. But it did so in an extremely ambiguous way”, Pondicherry is the best example 
for it. The French Revolution at its onset had very little impact on Pondicherry and merely 
reinstated the stratifications in the society. However, during the course of the nineteenth century 
when Pondicherry became an ‘anti –British asylum’ and the refugee problem became graver that 
the idea of “citizenship” really acquires a different connotation; those who were passive in the 
eighteenth century would actively involve themselves in the politics of the nineteenth century. 
Thus, Tilak commented in 1888 about the “liberty, equality, fraternity” that tied together the 
inhabitants of Pondicherry, even though the Revolution that had popularized it had very few 
immediate results. 
“A treaty giving back the French colony of Pondicherry, as it was then called, to India was 
signed in August 1962. According to the treaty, people living in Pondicherry were given a six-
month period to claim French citizenship. Those who did not wish to get French citizenship were 
given Indian citizenship at the end of the six-month period.  Last year, about 1,000 documents 
were attested at the MEA branch secretariat in the city. The figure is around 2,500 till August 
this year.” (Times of India, August 29, 2012). 
The idea of citizenship that developed in the course of the nineteenth century, this idea that 
developed in an asylum impacts India even now. In conclusion, I would like to say that the 
notion of citizenship that developed in Pondicherry between the years 1790 – 93 was anything 
but based on the lines of “liberty, equality and fraternity” and it was only in the course of events 
in history that gave it this meaning.  
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