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People across Time (HPFY3014), Source Analysis

Gobbet/Source Analysis of Douglas M. Peers’ “Colonial Knowledge and the Military in India, 1780–1860”

Introduction
This analysis examines Douglas M. Peers’ chapter, “Colonial Knowledge and the Military in India, 1780–1860”, from the edited volume Colonialism and Science (2013). The work explores how the British military in India developed, appropriated, and applied scientific and cultural knowledge to consolidate colonial power between the late 18th and mid-19th centuries. It is particularly relevant to my essay, “Adapt and Rule: Environmental and Cultural Adaptation in British India, 1757–1857,” as it provides vital insight into how environmental and cultural knowledge shaped British imperial strategy, survival, and governance.

Type of Work, Audience, and Discipline
Peers’ chapter is part of an academic, interdisciplinary collection that engages with themes of colonial science and imperialism. As a scholarly publication from Routledge, it is written primarily for a university-level audience historians, colonial studies scholars, and students in imperial, environmental, and military history. The chapter belongs to the discipline of imperial history, intersecting with history of science, military studies, and environmental history. Its academic nature is evident in its critical tone, footnoted evidence, and engagement with historiographical debates.

The Author and Their Approach
Douglas M. Peers is a leading historian of the British Empire and South Asia, particularly known for his work on the military, medicine, and governance in colonial India. He is a professor at the University of Waterloo and has published extensively on the social and institutional history of British imperialism.
Peers adopts a revisionist and interdisciplinary approach, combining military history with cultural and scientific analysis. His work is informed by postcolonial theory and subaltern studies, although he also critiques some of their assumptions. In this chapter, he critiques the traditional view of the British military as purely technocratic and superior, and instead highlights how British survival and dominance relied heavily on adaptation to local climates, diseases, and cultures. He also foregrounds the importance of ‘colonial knowledge’ understood as the formal and informal collection of local environmental, medical, and social information in shaping British military policy.

Date and Historiographical Context
Published in 2013, Peers’ chapter reflects the wider postcolonial turn in imperial historiography, which challenged Eurocentric narratives and emphasised the agency of colonised peoples and environments. The early 21st century also saw growing interest in the entanglements of science, empire, and the environment, particularly how imperial powers adapted to and tried to control unfamiliar climates and diseases.
Peers’ work builds on and critiques earlier narratives of British superiority and control, particularly those found in traditional military histories. He also responds to the work of scholars like David Arnold, who emphasised the “colonisation of the body” through tropical medicine, and C.A. Bayly, who discussed the production of knowledge in empire. His chapter sits within a growing historiography that seeks to deconstruct imperial myths of invulnerability by showing how environmental vulnerability forced adaptation.

Main Arguments
Peers’ core argument is that the British military in India was far more dependent on adaptation and local knowledge than previously acknowledged. He argues that between 1780 and 1860, the British army shifted from a rigid, European-style force to one that increasingly sought to understand and manipulate Indian climates, diseases, and societies in order to survive and rule.
He outlines several key points:
· The British military engaged in systematic observation of weather, disease, terrain, and native customs, forming a body of “colonial science.”
· British officers and medical staff often borrowed Indian knowledge, particularly in dealing with tropical diseases, despite presenting themselves as scientifically superior.
· The military’s willingness to adapt was pragmatic rather than ideological; survival and operational efficiency in India depended on it.
· Over time, this adaptive process led to the institutionalisation of “colonial knowledge” in the form of military manuals, medical treatises, and surveys.
This challenges the older narrative of technological and disciplinary superiority, showing instead that imperial survival was dependent on learning from the very people and environments the British sought to dominate.

Sources Used and Evaluation
Peers makes use of a rich array of primary and secondary sources, including:
· Military and medical records, such as reports from the Army Medical Department.
· Travel accounts and journals written by British officers and surgeons.
· Institutional documents, including those from the East India Company.
· Contemporary scientific publications on tropical medicine and geography.
The strength of Peers’ source base lies in its diversity and the way it blends administrative, personal, and scientific voices. By drawing on both elite and everyday texts, Peers gives a nuanced picture of how knowledge was produced and used within the British military establishment.
A limitation, however, is that Indian voices are largely absent, not due to oversight, but because most of the primary documents are produced by British agents. As a result, while the work reveals how the British learned from India, it cannot fully explore how Indians may have influenced, resisted, or subverted this process. Nonetheless, Peers acknowledges this limitation and discusses it critically.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Work
One of the key strengths of Peers’ chapter is its interdisciplinary method. By combining military history with the history of science and environmental history, he offers a far richer understanding of colonial adaptation than older, narrowly focused military narratives. He also writes clearly and concisely, making complex ideas accessible without oversimplifying them.
Another strength is his willingness to challenge imperial myths. Peers avoids glorifying the British military and instead shows how it struggled, adapted, and often relied on indigenous knowledge systems to function.
A potential weakness is that the chapter’s scope is quite broad, covering 80 years in under 30 pages. This leads to some generalisations and brief treatment of some regional variations. A more detailed focus on a specific campaign or region might have offered greater depth.

Value as an Academic Aid
Peers’ work is highly valuable to my own research and understanding of how British imperial power was sustained in India through adaptation rather than dominance alone. It complements my essay, which argued that cultural and environmental adaptation were key to British rule between 1757 and 1857. While my essay focuses more on pragmatic governance, Peers shows how scientific and military institutions were also shaped by the Indian context.
Compared to other scholarship, such as David Arnold’s Colonising the Body or Mark Harrison’s Medicine and Colonial Identity, Peers offers a more military-centred but equally nuanced view of adaptation and knowledge-making. It reinforces the view that colonial power was unstable, negotiated, and highly dependent on local conditions.

Conclusion
Douglas M. Peers’ “Colonial Knowledge and the Military in India, 1780–1860” is a rigorous and thought-provoking study of how the British military adapted to the environmental and cultural challenges of colonial India. Through careful engagement with a wide range of sources and a critical historiographical lens, Peers demonstrates that British rule was not just enforced with muskets and discipline, but also sustained through adaptation, appropriation, and scientific learning. As such, the work is an invaluable aid in understanding both the mechanics of empire and the fragility underlying imperial strength.
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