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Abstract 

 

The Measure of Minority: 

Producing Unequal Citizens through Science and Politics, India 1870-1950 

 

Sayori Ghoshal 

 

 

What were the knowledges, scientific evidence and terms of recognition that constituted the object 

minority in the Indian subcontinent? How was minority produced simultaneously as a generalizable 

identity and as a naturalized marker of the Muslim identity? Focusing on the late colonial and the early 

postcolonial period, this dissertation is an analysis of the emergence of minority in relation to the 

nation-state in India. In doing that, I examine how minority came to be constituted as much by 

scientific knowledge produced about non-dominant communities, as by the discourse around electoral 

politics and constitutional rights. I demonstrate the possibilities and limitations in the way minority 

came to be constructed as a marginalized subject in governance and at the same time a difference from 

the national norm that threatened the ideal of the homogenous nation. Drawing on and contributing 

to scholarship in political history, history and sociology of science, and race and religious studies, this 

dissertation offers a reimagination of the relation between minority, nation and population.  

  



 
 

i 

Table of Contents 
Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................................... iii 

Introduction: The Minority Question ............................................................................................................. 1 

Politics of Governance, Politics of Knowledge ....................................................................................... 10 

Race and Religion ......................................................................................................................................... 18 

Science, Objectivity and the State .............................................................................................................. 21 

Nation, Population, Minority ...................................................................................................................... 23 

Chapter Overview ......................................................................................................................................... 29 

Chapter 1: Measuring Growth and Death .................................................................................................... 34 

1.1 The emergence of the dying future: introducing the debates .......................................................... 37 

1.2 Contextualizing the ‘dying race’ discourse: degeneration, epidemics and enumeration .............. 42 

1.3 Constituents of the ‘dying race’ discourse: Health, Birth, Death and Growth Rates, Longevity
 ......................................................................................................................................................................... 59 

1.4 Rate and Relativity: Constructing a calculable future ....................................................................... 84 

1.5 Circulation of the ‘dying race’ discourse ............................................................................................. 89 

1.6 Consolidating Hindu and Muslim as Populations ............................................................................. 92 

Chapter 2: Mapping Origin ............................................................................................................................. 98 

2.1 Surprising Number of Muslims ......................................................................................................... 103 

2.2 Mass Conversion or Foreign Lineage ............................................................................................... 105 

2.3 Historical Documents as Evidence of Origin .................................................................................. 112 

2.4 Physical Features as Evidence of Origin .......................................................................................... 124 

2.5 Institutionalization of the Origin Question ..................................................................................... 133 

2.6 The Nation and its Racial Diversity .................................................................................................. 150 

2.7 Blood as evidence ................................................................................................................................. 162 

2.8 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 169 

Chapter 3: Calculating Communities ........................................................................................................... 172 

3.1 Diversity as Data .................................................................................................................................. 175 

3.2 Institutionalizing Statistics .................................................................................................................. 184 

3.3 Specific and General: Production of Statistical Knowledge .......................................................... 197 

3.4 State Reasoning ..................................................................................................................................... 205 

3.5 Public Reasoning .................................................................................................................................. 218 

Chapter 4: Naturalizing Contingency .......................................................................................................... 228 



 
 

ii 

4.1 Moral-Political Reasoning ................................................................................................................... 232 

4.2 Backwardness and Justice ................................................................................................................... 248 

4.3 Minority and Nation, Minority as Nation ........................................................................................ 262 

4.4 Nation as Electorates ........................................................................................................................... 277 

4.5 Minority, Nation-State and Majority ................................................................................................. 288 

Conclusion: Limits and Possibilities ............................................................................................................ 304 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................................................... 317 
 

 

 

  



 
 

iii 

Acknowledgements 
 

One of the upsides of spending years in preparing and writing a dissertation is the many friendships, 

mentorships and support networks one acquires on the way.   

I am indebted to my advisor, Partha Chatterjee, for his patience as I took time to find what I 

really wanted to study, his unfailing presence that gave me the confidence to explore, and his guidance 

when I wasn’t sure of the next steps. I thank him especially for always maintaining faith in me, more 

than I could muster myself. I am grateful to Gil Anidjar without whom I would not have been able to 

conceive this dissertation and these questions. I thank him for teaching me the weight of words and 

for inspiring me to uncover radical connections. I thank them both for reading all my drafts, especially 

the initial embarrassing ones, with equal generosity and critical attention. Prachi Deshpande has been 

a mentor for a long time. Her classes on historiography have been formative in the way I approach 

history writing and historical thinking. At the same time, I am grateful to her for patiently allaying my 

fears of being an outsider in the discipline. I thank Kavita Sivaramakrishnan and Nadia Abu El-Haj 

whose valuable feedback on various iterations of the chapters have sharpened my arguments and 

improved my writing.  

I thank Matthew Engelke, Sudipta Kaviraj and Mamadou Diouf for their feedback at various 

stages of the dissertation. This dissertation would have been less succinct and less convincing without 

the sharp eyes and encouraging feedback of peers and friends: Koyel Lahiri, Uponita Mukherjee, 

Henny Ziai, and Charu Singh. In their classes, Elizabeth Povinelli, Talal Asad and Timothy Mitchell 

have graciously engaged in conversations, opened up new questions and have been inspiring models 

of doing research. Thanks to Chris Fuller for being gracious with his time and for showing me how 

to navigate archives. To Dripto Bakshi for his help in deciphering some of the papers on statistics.  



 
 

iv 

I thank the Department of Middle Eastern, South Asian and African Studies and the Graduate 

School of Arts and Sciences at Columbia University for intellectual, financial and institutional support. 

I am grateful for the prompt help and generosity of librarians and archivists at Columbia University 

(New York), National Archives, British Library, Royal Statistical Institute, Royal Anthropological 

Institute (London), National Library, Indian Statistical Institute, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, 

Calcutta, Anthropological Survey of India and West Bengal State Archives (Kolkata).  

I am indebted as well to my teachers at the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta 

(CSSSC) – Partha Chatterjee, Bodhisattva Kar, Prachi Deshpande, Lakshmi Subramanian, Sibaji 

Bandyopadhyay, and Priya Sangameswaran – without whose inspiring classes and encouragement to 

persist, I would not have the confidence and courage to embark on this journey. Sibaji Bandyopadhyay, 

for instilling in me the desire to venture into history of science. Bodhisattva Kar, from whom I learnt 

what true interdisciplinary thinking looked like.  

I am indebted to my parents, Swapna and Tridib Ghoshal, for their unwavering support and 

encouragement during these long years. To my mother for subtly nudging me always in the right 

direction and for teaching me the values of curiosity and kindness in seeking answers. To my father 

who was one of my first teachers and storyteller, for instilling in me the love of creating narratives.  

To my sister, Rakhi Ghoshal, for showing me that this was doable, for inspiring me to share my 

research formally with others, and for her loving and equally incisive feedback. To Anup Dhar, for 

never letting me give up, for always being the light at the end of intellectual impasses. 

What is thinking and writing if not asking questions and seeking answers with fellow travelers. 

I thank Uponita Mukherjee for always showing up to write together and for helping me navigate the 

scholarship in history of science. Aviroop Sengupta, for our good-humored disagreements, which 

inspired me to be more articulate and for our overlapping interests in biology, anthropology and 

statistics which made this intellectual pursuit less solitary. I thank them both, for showing me that a 



 
 

v 

collective academic journey is possible. I am thankful for one of the fiercest and kindest friends in my 

life, Rana Baker. For the haven of research, writing, ranting and persevering, she created and let me 

in. Henny Ziai, for being my relentless champion and never letting me give up. Shaunna Rodrigues, 

for her contagious optimism, for our shared unpopular opinions about disciplinary hierarchies, and 

for always asking the most critical question with the utmost kindness. Sarandha Jain, a constant 

interlocutor through the years, for emotional as much as intellectual sustenance, for heart-felt rants 

and deep conversations equally. Samyak Ghosh, for showing me the beauty of being caring and 

thoughtful, in cooking and in research alike. Sohini Chattopadhyay, for being my constant co-

presenter across panels, and for showing me the importance of empirically thorough research. Bedatri 

Choudhury for sprinkling life with laughters and conversations, which kept me going even when covid 

and dissertating became too difficult. I am also thankful for that which became a second home in New 

York – Hungarian Pastry Shop. Without that space, and its wonderful people, Philip, Fana and Xhilda, 

this dissertation literally could not have been written.  

And yet sometimes writing can be exhausting, Sisyphean and alienating – for helping me 

through those phases, I am indebted to Koyel Lahiri, my oldest ally in this journey, who wrote with 

me, caffeinated with me and stayed up with me across time zones. To Sumit Naskar, my sincerest 

critic, my most loyal supporter, for being my interlocutor on demand, and for teaching me that critical 

thinking cannot but be accompanied by compassion. For working with me to meet deadlines, tackling 

the whimsies of formatting and disobedient documents, and for telling me every single day of the last 

few months to just finish the dissertation already – here it is.  

 



 
 

1 

Introduction: The Minority Question 
 

In the early 1900s, public intellectuals and social reformers in Bengal began to grapple with the 

possibility that the Hindus were declining as a race, whereas the Muslims were flourishing. Rates of 

birth, mortality, and growth were calculated and compared to ascertain the extent and implication of 

this condition. These debates, at the same time, revealed certain discrepancies and unresolved 

questions. For instance, barring the upper castes, who else were to be counted as Hindus was far from 

settled. How was the difference between the Hindu and the Muslim to be conceived – in terms of 

faith, socio-cultural practices, racial origin or biological parameters? Additionally, the shared premise, 

which united the diverse perspectives of the interlocutors but remained unexamined, was that if 

Hindus were indeed a dying race in the subcontinent, it was a greater loss than if Muslims were the 

endangered race.  

By 1950, these no longer appeared among the reading public as urgent concerns and questions. 

In forming the postcolonial state, the Constituent Assembly members recognized certain rights for 

the nation’s minority. This act of granting recognition, in turn, enabled the conflation of the Hindu 

majority with the nation. There were no longer debates on who the Hindu was, nor any doubt that 

the Hindu formed the default nation, and that the Muslim was the nation’s largest minority. How had 

these questions been settled or given the appearance of having been settled? How had the concern 

around the dying Hindu been replaced by the certainty that the Muslim was the nation’s minority? 

How did a community come to be fixed as the nation’s minority, despite regional variations in 

demographic status? Through these questions, I trace the production of minority as a concept in the 

subcontinent, especially as it emerged as discursively interlinked with nation and population.  

From the late 19th century, the colonial administrative apparatus began publishing the 

demographic data collected via the census, surveys, and health and police department reports. These 
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publications, accessible by social analysts and public intellectuals, revealed the larger number of 

Muslims in Bengal and the Punjab compared to Hindus, whereas the latter dominated the overall 

demography of the subcontinent. The proliferation of such data provoked the question of whether 

and how the Hindu was being replaced by the Muslim, in the former’s “own land” (Mukerji 1909). 

The discourse around the Hindu as the dying race began in 1909, with the publication of physician 

and public intellectual Upendra Nath Mukerji’s eponymous series of essays in the newspaper, The 

Bengalee. By folding in notions of religious, socio-cultural, biological, historical and racial differences, 

these debates consolidated longevity, mortality, and fertility as the parameters around which Hindu 

and Muslim congealed as mutually exclusive but comparable populations. The popularity of the 

discourse did not remain restricted to Bengal. It informed reflections on the condition of the Hindu 

and the comparison with the Muslim at an all-India level, among the reading public in the Punjab and 

Maharashtra as well. But, despite the discussions around the Hindu in decline, the Hindu dying race 

discourse was not framed as a minority question. Meanwhile, minority emerged around the same time 

as a conceptual possibility in the discourse of representational politics vis a vis the Muslim identity.  

Despite regional variations in community numbers (i.e., Hindu majority in the nation, Muslim 

majority in Bengal and Punjab), the Hindu was not mobilized as a minority in regional politics, whereas 

the categories – Muslim and minority – emerged in conjunction. In 1931, during the Second Round 

Table Conference, several community representatives met with colonial state officials to discuss 

constitutional reforms regarding Indian representation in the government. The representatives of the 

Hindu Mahasabha noted that Hindus were a demographic minority in Bengal and the Punjab. 

However, they argued against provisions for minorities, such as representation in government in 

excess of the proportion of population, which other groups were claiming. The Hindu Mahasabha 

members justified their arguments against minority recognition by positing it as deleterious to national 
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homogeneity. Meanwhile, the Muslim League demanded the same rights as a national minority 

irrespective of their regional variations in demographic status.  

The Hindu was not conceptualized as a minority, even in provinces where they were 

numerically subordinate; instead, the Hindu was produced as the nation. The Muslim, meanwhile, 

came to be co-constituted with the concept of minority. Thus, minority as a concept came to be 

naturalized in conjunction with the nation and was not mobilized in any significant way as a political 

marker at the provincial level. How did it become meaningful to juxtapose minority against the nation 

rather than the province? How did the conceptual opposition with the nation, in turn, inflect the 

configuration of minority? In this dissertation, I show how minority came to be produced as both a 

marginalized identity and a potential threat to national unity; as neither absolute outsider nor an 

unconditional insider. 

To understand how minority came to be naturalized as a national object, and therefore as more 

than its provincial and contingent numerical status, it becomes crucial to turn to the production of its 

meanings, connotations and conceptual boundaries. The congealing of minority as a national object 

rather than a regional object, suggests that the production of minority was not limited to the principles 

of representational politics and numerical strength of a community. In order to trace the production 

of minority as a concept, I therefore explore discourses, besides state politics, which produced the 

conceptual coordinates of minority and the nation. In producing these coordinates, the colonial and 

emerging nationalist disciplinary formations, namely anthropology, serology, and statistics, 

contributed to the consolidation of Hindu and Muslim as distinct identities through the production 

of their religious and racial histories. I show how these sciences established racial origin, blood lineage, 

biological heredity, and religious conversion as epistemic categories. Based on these data, scientific 

experts were able to ascertain the relation of each community with the national whole and their 

hierarchical position within it.  
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The distribution of communities, their interrelations and relation with the national whole, 

generated anthropological, serological, and racial maps of the nation. Such maps produced and 

naturalized the upper-caste Hindu as the default population of the modern nation, and generated the 

data for the subsequent codification of minority as a provisional part of the nation. Tracing these 

epistemological and intellectual histories shows how Hindu, Muslim, nation, population, and minority 

came to be co-constituted. Minority was not conceived as a generalized concept that was subsequently 

applied to Muslims, Christians or Sikhs. Rather, I show how minority and Muslim emerged 

simultaneously and as interchangeable. The history of minority as a conceptual object in the 

subcontinent is therefore inseparable from the intellectual construction of the Muslim as an 

intersectional identity between religion, race and caste. Minority was not applied after its consolidation 

as a concept but was formative of and was formed by the conceptual configuration of the Muslim.  

By tracing the co-constitution of Muslim and minority, I argue that what minority came to 

mean in colonial India was, much like the nation in South Asia, a continuity of European 

developments and a novel configuration. Scholars have established how the colonial modality of 

knowledge-production, especially in the form of the census, rendered communities into enumerated 

entities. This led to the naturalization of a correspondence between community’s demographic 

strength and its representation in governance. Scholars have further argued that community-based 

representation was one of the tropes of the colonial state to divide and rule Indian subjects. 

Meanwhile, other scholars have focused on the separatism of political figures who foregrounded the 

Muslim identity as a specifically political identity. By the time of the Round Table Conference in the 

1930s, the minority rights granted and denied by the League of Nations in interwar Europe were 

treated as models to be emulated by Indian political figures. This was a consensus shared by the 

proponents and detractors of minority provisions alike. These different strands of scholarship analyze 

the role of colonial state politics in the conceptual production of minority in the subcontinent. 
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Building on this scholarship, I focus on two unexamined coordinates of the history of the discursive 

production of minority. I show how anticolonial, nationalist politics both resisted and complemented 

these colonial developments, and I trace these developments not only in the domain of governmental 

politics but also in the domain of disciplinary knowledge-production.  

The first decennial census conducted in colonial India was in 1872, in Bengal. The census 

recorded detailed data of various aspects of the population, including demographics, categorized in 

terms of religious identities, castes, tribes, sex, occupation and age brackets. The colonial census 

differed in significant ways from the preceding state systems of enumeration and data collection; 

foremost among these being the introduction in the colonial census of enumeration of communities,1 

making it one of the colonial modalities of knowledge-production (Cohn 1996). The census, including 

the questions asked and the way responses were comprehended and recorded, significantly reshaped 

the data it had aimed to record (Cohn 1987). The census was thus more productive than descriptive.2 

As part of the oeuvre of colonial empiricist knowledge, the census appeared as a “verified 

representation of reality by building it into both the construction of empirical evidence and the social 

experience of people” (Ludden 1993, 268). Specifically, through the census, India came to be 

essentialized as a traditional, village society structured in terms of caste purity and pollution, and 

through Hindu-Muslim sectarian conflict.3 At the same time, the census also affected changes in the 

way people came to perceive themselves.4 In this history, the most studied aspect has been the way 

 
1 See Cohn (1987), Kaviraj (1992), Appadurai (1993), Dirks (2001). In contrast, Guha (2003) argues that precolonial 
regimes in the subcontinent did count people and classify them according to religious affiliations. However, he too 
concedes a significant difference between the two kinds of enumeration; whereas the precolonial Mughal and 
Maratha states counted houses, the colonial census introduced the enumeration of individuals.  
2 See Foucault (1979) on how the knowledge-power nexus is often not simply repressive but also productive. 
3 See Inden (1992) and Dirks (2001). Besides the South Asian scholarship, examining colonialism in Africa, 
Mamdani argues that colonial rule produces not just distinction in identities but polarized identities which become 
mutually exclusive and “sustains no ambiguity” (2001, 29). For a history of how the narrative of communalism was 
constructed as consistent and essential to Indian society, see Pandey (1990). 
4 This has been studied by scholars as an example of “dynamic nominalism” (Hacking 1986), where the descriptive 
practice of naming or categorizing people affects the perception of these people by others and by themselves.  
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community politics changed course with the introduction of census enumeration of groups. As 

opposed to precolonial notions about overlapping and “fuzzy” boundaries between Hindus and 

Muslims, the census made mutually exclusive (Kaviraj 1992), and “self-consciously enumerated 

communities”.5 In contributing to this scholarship on the census, Appadurai (1993) broadens the 

scope by focusing on the politics of enumeration and quantification in colonialism. He examines not 

only the census but maps, surveys and agrarian data. He argues that despite similarities with the data 

collection in the metropole, the colonial enumerative apparatus was also distinct. The colonial 

difference featured in the way enumerative technique was used as a disciplinary mode for intervening 

into and normalizing the exotic population of the colony (Appadurai, 1993). This focus shows the 

general purposes of as well as the specifically colonial purpose of the enumerative techniques. 

However, how minority came to acquire the meaning and import it did in the subcontinent included, 

but was not limited to, the administrative history of enumeration.  

These historiographical interventions have radically rethought the linearity and transparency 

associated with counting. These scholarly works show how Hindu and Muslim were not clearly 

demarcated categories of identity that were naturally present for the census to count and document. 

They reveal the role of colonial apparatuses in constructing self-perception of communities and the 

latter’s subsequent demands for representation in governance. Extending the scope of this argument, 

I make two interventions. First, although the census contributed to the politics of group 

representation, that alone did not generate and naturalize the concepts of minority and majority. The 

census was part of a multi-sited emergence of calculative reasoning in the late 19th early 20th century 

India. The history of calculative reasoning, in so far as it contributed to the consolidation of minority, 

included the emergence of analytical statistics as an academic discipline and its dissemination in the 

 
5 See Appadurai (1993, 333) who builds his argument on Kaviraj’s categorization of fuzzy and enumerated 
communities (1992).  
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public sphere as a simplified form of calculative reasoning. I demonstrate how analytical statistics and 

its institutionalization in the 20th century were connected to the rise in calculative reasoning as well as 

to the construction of minority through measurements and calculations. Consequently, I argue that 

minority as a concept was not a direct enumerative fallout of the census; rather, what gave minority 

its meaning and significance included, besides the census, the rise of statistics as a discipline and public 

calculative reasoning. 

Second, I argue that the census as well as the broader history of calculative reasoning do not 

entirely account for the ways in which minority came to be codified in contradictory terms – such that 

it signaled a difference that required protection while also being construed as a threat to national unity. 

This contradiction, I argue, was produced across the domains of both governmental politics and 

epistemic politics. By converting religious and racial histories into epistemic data, disciplinary experts 

rendered the territorial origin and biological admixture of the Indian Muslim into a question which 

could only be answered by certain kinds of evidence, construed as scientific. However, this answer 

never came with absolute certainty and remained instead open to reinvestigation by other experts.  

Approaching the formation of minority thus, I focus on discourses in other domains, 

anthropological and statistical disciplinary knowledge-productions. These histories also contributed to 

how minority came to be construed in the subcontinent, what minority came to mean and which 

communities became naturalized as minority. In other words, the realization of numerical exclusivity 

did not linearly translate into a language of naturalized identity. As Guha reminds us, “The aristocratic, 

the chosen, the best, were necessarily few in number”, such that numerical exclusivity was not always 

or necessarily signifying weakness or inferior power (2003, 160). He challenges the assumption that 

numbers generated in the census directly correlated “with the capacity for self-interested collective 

action” (2003, 150). Building on this critique, I show how other domains and disciplinary discourses, 

beyond census and calculative reasoning, contributed towards the history of making minority a legible 
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and naturalized category in the subcontinent. Therefore, I argue that minority was configured at the 

intersection of social, political and epistemological discourses. An examination of these discourses in 

conjunction reveals not only how minority came to consolidate as a category in the subcontinent, but 

also how it became a central category to the imagination of the nation. With its oppositional value, the 

minority was used to entrench the nation as necessarily homogeneous and united.  

Scholars argue that the driving principle of Indian Muslim politics has been their identity as a 

distinctly separate political community in India.6 This has been cast as the beginning of the divisive 

politics that finally led to the resolution of the minority problem in the form of territorial independence 

in Pakistan. Scholars have explained Muslim separatism through various causes – the discourse around 

Muslim backwardness (Zakaria 1970), the colonial policy of divide and rule,7 and the failure of Indian 

nationalism to represent Hindus as well as Muslims accompanied by a rise in Hindu communalism.8 

One of the major critiques of this historiography,9 is its “in-built teleology” (Shaikh 1989, 2). Framing 

the formation of minority exclusively within the politics of separatism and framing separatism as a 

given condition for Indian Muslims, makes it seem that “the historical imperative…is on the side of 

Islamic reassertion and separatist identity” (Minault 1984, 303). Muslim separatist politics as the only 

possible explanatory framework for the minority question entails the assumption that since its 

emergence in the subcontinent through communal representative politics, minority was a fixed 

category, applied post-facto on the Indian Muslim as a descriptive term. This argument forecloses 

 
6 Those who oppose this construction of the Indian Muslim argue that Indian Muslims predominantly perceived 
themselves as “more Indian than Muslim” to use Shaikh’s phrasing (Shaikh 1989, 1). 
7 See Jalal (2000), Hardy (1972), Robinson (1993). 
8 It should be noted here that despite these works being clubbed together as studies on Muslim separatism, the 
reasons attributed to separatism generates radical difference in the conception of the separation itself. For instance, 
Robinson’s (1993) focus on the elite Muslim politicians’ claim of difference in the form of political importance 
generates separation as a direct and agential self-articulation; this is different from Zakaria’s (1970) discussion of 
separation of Muslims from Hindus as a fallout of the former’s educational and economic backwardness. 
9 Other critiques of the historiography of separatism, mostly from anthropologists who focus on the assimilationist 
history of Muslims, include examination of the regional variations of Muslims in the subcontinent which reject the 
monolithic and elitist construction of Muslim separatist politics (Ahmad 1973), and overlaps of customs among 
Hindus and Muslims living in social proximity (Fruzzetti 1981).  
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other possible trajectories that contributed to the formation of the minority. Moreover, analysis of 

Muslim politics often equates the trajectory of the Muslim League’s political demands with the 

trajectory of the concept of minority in the subcontinent. Muhammad Ali Jinnah, as the representative 

authority of Muslim League and Muslim politics in the late colonial decades, moved away from the 

claim of exclusive representation for Muslims as minority, to the claim of Muslims as majority in 

certain provinces, and eventually to the claim of Muslims as a separate nation (Shaikh 1986). I argue 

that although in the politics of state formation, these claims were made in distinction to each other, 

conceptually minority and nation were intertwined; such that, minority was both conceived as distinct 

from the nation as well as defined necessarily in terms of the potential to become a separate nation.  

Thus, the discussion of separatist politics gives us clues into the configuration of minority as 

a political category. However, the Muslim electoral discourse around minority or the constitutional 

rights discourse does not account for how the Muslim came to be naturalized as the minority and how 

minority came to evoke the nation in opposition. Without a focus on the co-constitution of minority 

and the nation, the problem of minority seems to have been limited to governmental politics and 

considered resolved with Partition, the formation of Pakistan, and the granting of cultural and religious 

rights to minorities in India. Additionally, following the migration of most elite Muslim politicians and 

community representatives, the minority question came to be treated as settled since the Indian 

Muslim had lost much of their leverage and influence. Yet, minority remained a concept around which 

questions about loyalty and its association with national threat continued to be posed.  

My dissertation addresses this discrepancy between the historiographical resolution of the 

minority question and the proliferation of anti-minority politics in postcolonial India. What conditions 

in politics, society and epistemology enable the continuation of anti-minority discourse in postcolonial 

India? How do we account for the rhetoric of victimization that Hindu nationalists use against 

Muslims and Christians despite the former being the demographic majority? How did the Hindu 
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majority come to be produced as the secular nation-state, and Muslim and minority co-produced as 

part of the universal citizenry and yet naturalized as less than full citizens? 

My attempt here is to understand what minority came to mean, how it came to mean what it 

did, and not just how it came to be used in governmental politics. Such an attempt takes us beyond 

the constitutional discourse of postcolonial rights to analyze how knowledge about a community 

informed their claims to being a minority, which difference was coded as constitutive of minority, 

how the notion of origin was used to produce such differences between communities, and how moral 

questions were resolved through calculative measures. I trace not only the formation of minority as a 

concept but show how the concept came to be interchangeable with the community it denotes. This 

is a history of the ‘dynamic’ relation between minority as concept and minority as identification.10 I 

ask not only how communities were impacted through the application of or their claim to the minority 

category but also how the concept of minority took shape through the specificities of the communities 

to which they came to be associated. I therefore argue that minority as an emerging concept was, not 

only derived from a liberal theory and European history of nation-state system but also, informed by 

the specificity of the community with which it came to be constituted and by the racial and religious 

histories that had been generated about them.  

 

Politics of Governance, Politics of Knowledge 

Within state politics discourse in the subcontinent, especially around representational and governance 

politics, minority emerged as an abstract, generalized category derived from European politics as well 

as congealed in a specific configuration, in the context of subcontinental politics. Derived from the 

League of Nations, minority in Indian political debates in the 1920-40s was primarily conceived as a 

 
10 I use ‘dynamic’ in the sense Hacking (1986) does in arguing for ‘dynamic nominalism’. The classification or 
labeling people into certain identities is not simply about labeling existing characteristics or behaviors. More often 
than not, as Hacking shows, these classificatory descriptors engender the think they attempt to capture. 
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politically and territorially contingent identity, dependent on the distribution of other communities. The 

meaning of minority came to be further shaped by the Muslim claim for recognition by the colonial 

state as minority. This claim was structured around notions of the community’s numerical status, 

political importance, service to government, and separate political identity. However, on the one hand, 

1930s onwards, the focus of Muslim politics began moving away from claim to recognition as minority 

to recognition as nation. On the other, in the simultaneous discourse and consequent production of 

the Indian nation, the Muslim as minority was used to conceive of the nation as a hierarchy of 

communities, citizenship as secular and the nation as including minority but as inferior, lesser than the 

upper-caste Hindu in whose image the nation was cast. This process did not preclude the simultaneous 

discourse of using the Muslim as a direct foil against which India had to be cast as the Hindu nation.  

This discourse around the nation, hierarchical citizenship and the minority took shape in the 

process of recasting colonial disciplines, anthropology, serology, statistics, as nationalist sites for 

scientific knowledge-production. Analysis of the scientific discourse shows how minority came to be 

naturalized as a non-Hindu identity, over its numerical contingency, and naturalized in conceptual 

oppositional to the nation. In a quest to know the nation through its potential constituent 

communities, as well as to develop the disciplines, Indian intellectuals produced anthropological, 

serological and statistical knowledge about Indian communities. Framed in terms of blood group 

distribution, territorial and religious origin, migration and conversion, and physical resemblance, these 

disciplinary investigations constituted race and religion as distinct epistemic categories. That is, 

constituted within the disciplinary formations, these categories came to be constructed as statistically 

measurable, verifiable and scientifically knowable.  

Intellectuals, in recasting themselves as Indian anthropologists, sociologists and statisticians, 

sought to map the nation in terms of its racial and religious pasts, who belonged and to what degree. 

In these disciplinary, nationalist quest, the history of racial, territorial origin, mixture with other racial 
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groups, physical features, were established as categories that revealed something meaningful about the 

contemporary status of the nation. Through the construction of territory, religion, and race as 

scientific parameters, these disciplinary interventions enabled the production of the nation as a 

composite of the various communities. At the same time, communities that had any measurable 

difference in terms of territorial origin, religious affiliation, and racial history, were found to be part of 

the nation by virtue of their contemporary presence but not equal to the nation by virtue of those 

differences, unlike the upper-caste Hindu.  

Legitimacy of the disciplinary methods, institutions and research questions, converted into 

legitimacy of the question around racial, religious origins, especially as a mode of knowing the nascent 

nation. The conversion of blood, nose, skull, height into measurable and verifiable evidence of 

religious and racial history of the nation’s constituent communities legitimized these investigations as 

scientific and nationalist. The distinction between insider and outsider was generated as scientifically 

demonstrable, in terms of territory, migration and temporality, religion and race. This map of the 

hierarchy between contemporary communities, based on their religious and racial history, became the 

empirical groundwork and the justification for including non-Hindu, non-upper caste communities 

into the blueprint of the nation while keeping open the legitimated question about their religious, racial 

and biological difference. These anthropological and serological maps of the nation thus naturalized 

and consequently legitimized the social dominance of the upper-caste, Hindu through evidence 

constructed as scientific, and through disciplinary methodology and institution-building. Inclusion was 

contingent on future investigations into racial, religious histories by scientific experts trained in specific 

methods; in other words, it was contingent on a truth of identity which was inaccessible to the 

community and only discernible by trained experts. This hierarchical map of communities provided 

the content of the object minority without naming it yet.  
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How were these sciences different from other nationalist sciences in the way they produced 

the nation? Many historians of South Asia have shown how nationalism was formulated through the 

revival and reconstitution of traditional knowledge as science, namely physics, chemistry, and 

medicine. The most significant intervention of this scholarship has been the demonstration, through 

the history of science, that the colony was more than Europe’s laboratory, and a site of production 

rather than only application. My dissertation contributes to this scholarship by focusing on distinctly 

modern disciplines – physical anthropology, serology and statistics – through which a similar relation 

was formulated between nationalism and science. Indian practitioners of these disciplines did not 

make claims to indigeneity in terms of traditional knowledge but foregrounded these emerging 

sciences as modern. They perceived their work in these disciplines as not reviving traditional systems 

of knowledge-practice but as contributing to the global developments of these disciplines, from a 

specifically Indian perspective. That is, while being part of these modern, transcontinental disciplines, 

Indian practitioners were able to stake a specifically nationalist claim on these disciplines. Their 

nationalism was routed through the claim that Indians too could practice and contribute to modern 

epistemological practices. They argued that Indian practitioners could not only produce generalizable 

knowledge that could be applied to and thus be relevant in the global scientific community. But as 

Indians working with the subcontinent’s anthropological diversity, they could offer novel and unique 

data to the disciplines. Their claim to nationalism therefore stemmed from the specific anthropological 

data that only they could generate and at the same time, from the way these data could be culled to 

arrive at generalized knowledges, theories and methods that could then be applied across contexts. 

The nationalist disciplinary knowledge-production was shaped as anticolonial in the way race 

as the basis of colonial difference was rejected. In articulating this claim of nationalist, modern 

scientific knowledge, Indian practitioners and institution-builders, distinguished their work from 

colonial knowledge-production. They framed their departure from colonial, administrative projects of 
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anthropometry and statistics as a reorientation towards scientific methods and intellectual pursuits. 

The shift, in other words, was both in terms of purpose – colonial governance to nation formation – 

as well as in terms of structure and site of knowledge-production – administrative to scientific 

institutions. Like disciplinary statistics in Europe which emerged with anthropometric studies on the 

poor and the imprisoned, Indian statistics was established as a science on the basis of data of racial 

mixture, blood group and caste hierarchies. The founder of the first statistical institute in India, 

Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis’s famous contribution to the global scientific community – the 

calculation technique of similarity and difference between two populations – was first formulated in 

an attempt to measure racial proximity and distance between groups, including Brahmins, Bagdis, 

Lepchas and Muslims, who were assumed to be endogamous.11  

It was on the basis of these anthropometric measurements that statistics began consolidating 

as a nationalist and academic discipline in the subcontinent. The emergence of statistics as a nationalist 

discipline was also its emergence as an academic discipline because the colonial practice of data 

collection was descriptive statistics and did not include analytical calculations which was central to 

academic statistics in the 20th century. However, the disciplinary knowledge-production was elitist in 

the way race continued to be used to study marginalized communities. This was also one of the 

continuities between the late 19th century colonial ethnographic and historical knowledge, and the 20th 

century nationalist reformulations.  

Herbert Risley was the colonial administrator and ethnographer who introduced 

anthropometry to the subcontinent through his ethnographic work in Bengal in the 1870s. One of 

Risley’s most controversial claims was that the Indian caste system had originated from inherent racial 

difference; in other words, the caste system had merely preserved what were natural racial types. Indian 

 
11 These groups would subsequently, and especially in the Constitution of postcolonial India, come to be 
distinguished clearly as castes, tribes and religious identities.  
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anthropologists and statisticians rejected this argument about the racial basis of caste divisions. 

However, instead of rejecting race, they sought to measure the precise degree of difference or similarity 

between the castes, including Muslims, which they assumed, following Brahminical textual 

prescription, were predominantly endogamous. The calculation entailed measuring anthropometric 

features and blood group composition. On the one hand, data about physical anthropometry and 

blood mixture were used to construct knowledge about origin and racial history of communities as 

scientific, objective epistemological practice. On the other, these practices contributed towards 

naturalizing caste hierarchy as well as legitimizing the necessity of producing knowledge about 

constituent communities of the emergent nation.  

Besides layered relation with colonial disciplinary antecedents, the institutionalization of 

anthropology as a nationalist discipline entailed collaborations with European race scientists, 

eugenicists and biostatisticians. The nationalist rewriting of race was therefore situated at the 

intersection of colonial, metropolitan European and anticolonial histories. Exploring the exchange 

network and critical collaboration among, for instance, Mahalanobis, Dhirendra Nath Majumdar, 

Jatindra Mohan Datta, Karl Pearson, J.B.S. Haldane, Ronald Fisher and Frank Yates, I trace the 

trajectory of the disciplines through the exchange of data and theory, on questions of racial histories, 

biology and statistical reasoning. Since the context of collaboration was structured as much by a vision 

of global science as by imperial-racial hierarchies, Indian scientists aspired to produce nationalist and 

universal science at the same time. Therefore, while rejecting colonial claims about racial superiority 

of Europeans, Indians continued to work with race science methods as well as collaborate with 

European race scientists and eugenicists. In these collaborations, race, religion and caste came to be 

constituted as objects of scientific investigation as well as components of scientific evidence. 

Why is it important to turn to this history of race science? Given the historiographical 

argument that race was a pseudoscience which was dismissed following the Second World War, what 
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is the implication of focusing on how race was construed within nationalist sciences in 20th century 

India?12 Race science, including anthropometry, eugenics, and phrenology, have often been at the 

center of the question of pseudoscience. The predominant historical narrative highlights how 

anthropometry was practiced by colonial administrators and later largely discarded by Indian 

anthropologists as racist practices, that upheld the colonial claim of European racial superiority.13 On 

the contrary, Indian intellectuals were deeply invested in questions around race, blood, lineage and 

origin.  

These scientific knowledge-production remains relatively unexamined in Indian 

historiography, given the dominant argument that race science was a pseudoscience. But the label of 

pseudoscience precludes the ways in which race as a scientific object of investigation was co-

constituted with sciences considered legitimate – such as statistics – and that continue to command a 

significant presence in the contemporary. Historians of science have demonstrated that just as science 

was not a given, the social and the political were also constituted through the developments in the 

sciences.14 Marking disciplines and knowledge-practices as pseudoscience forecloses the possibility of 

tracing these co-constitutive relations between science and the socio-political. As R.G.A. Dolby 

suggested, identifying a discipline or knowledge form as pseudoscience is “to prejudge their quality, 

so that less can be learned from their descriptive study” (1979, 11).15 Scholars agreed that philosophy 

 
12 On the career of race science, one historiographical argument is that race science died out after the Second World 
War. For instance, see Stepan (1982), Barkan (2003), Sussman (2014). The other argument is a critique which 
focuses on how race mutated and continued to be used as a scientific category in epistemology. For instance, see 
Stoler (1997), Abu El-Haj (2007), Tilley (2014). The consensus across these contrary views is that in the 19th 
century race science did flourish as science – i.e., practiced by established scientists.   
13 Around the particular question of race and race science, the focus in Indian historiography has been on race as a 
tool of colonial difference. Some scholars have focused on Risley’s work and how the colonial state apparatus 
produced race as the explanation for caste. For e.g., see Dirks (2001) and Bayy (in Robb 1995). Contributing to the 
emerging focus in scholarship, I trace the extensive restructuring and investment in race as a scientific category by 
nationalist scientific experts. For instance, see Mukharji (2014).   
14 See Shapin (1979) and Cooter (1984). 
15 For a critique of the category of “bad science” and a more useful method of reading the relation between science 
and the socio-political, see Abu El-Haj (2002, 9-10). See Dolby (1979) and Shapin (1979) who problematize the 
simplistic, retrospective distinction of science and pseudoscience 
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of science had not come up with a universally acceptable rational criterion of distinguishing between 

science and non-science; therefore, it had to be granted that “to label a form of activity as pseudo-

scientific is to make a controversial evaluation which tends to reflect our prejudices rather than the 

unambiguous application of universally accepted rational principles” (Ibid.).  

The denunciation of race science as pseudoscience was an a posteriori determination.16 

Examining the trajectories of race in the sciences of physical anthropology and statistics is a 

reexamination of what these made possible and how their legacies continue. By studying the nationalist 

research as scientific knowledge-production which are deemed pseudo-scientific, I am not attempting 

to augment the value of such arguments; rather, I am attempting to see what science was and what it 

meant to the contemporary people of the discipline and to those outside its institutional spaces. By 

retroactively labeling it as ‘pseudo’ and dismissing its contemporary reach and influence as 

inconsequential, the tendency has been to keep intact an entity that can continue to be understood as 

science – pure and unbiased. Instead, approaching these works as science is not an assessment of the 

studies and conclusions; rather, it is a lens into a specific form of the relation between science and the 

socio-political. It especially shows how social formations inform the scientific, and the scientific in 

turn ratify and naturalize that which was merely contingent in the social.   

By bringing together discourses around non-hegemonic communities in the sciences and in 

governance politics, my aim here is not to check whether “subjective motives” of individual scientists 

impacted the discourse around similar questions in the domain of politics.17 Instead, I show how the 

 
16 Not that pseudoscience can never be a valid category, but that classification is a contemporary and not a 
retrospective observation. In fact, pseudoscience needs to be carefully rethought, I would argue, and not entirely 
discarded as unhelpful, especially given the rise of claims by Hindutva groups to non-modern knowledges as 
alternative and equally valid forms of sciences. The most crucial point in that regard would be to highlight that 
whereas “deviant sciences” were challenged “by a certain orthodoxy”, these contemporary knowledge claims do not 
garner any support from any section of the scientific community (Dolby 1979). 
17 For such an intervention, see Fuller’s (2016) discussion of Risley’s works. Posing the question of whether 
Risley’s anthropological research had direct influence on his administrative interventions, Fuller argues that colonial 
anthropological knowledge did not affect the deliberations in administration, especially when it came to pertinent 
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discourses in science and governance came together through shared “interests” – primarily that of 

knowing the nation in terms of constituent communities and ascertaining hierarchies of citizenship.18 

The two kinds of discourses together reveal how minority came to mean what it did; and how Muslims 

came to be naturalized as minority, and how minority came to be constituted as simultaneously 

contingent and the defining opposition, against which the nation was formulated.  

 

Race and Religion 

Besides the focus on the use of racial difference in colonial administration, another focus in 

scholarship has been on the derivative use of race in the discourse of Hindu nationalism. Politicians 

and intellectuals, such as V.D. Savarkar and M.S. Golwalkar, uncritically adopted ideas from European 

histories of racism.19 Despite advocating for Nazi state practices, they failed however to reconcile, 

what Christophe Jaffrelot terms the European “racism of extermination”, with the “traditional” Indian 

principle of domination, namely, the caste system (in Robb 1995). Racism of extermination, as carried 

out in Europe, was replaced by a “racism of domination” in the subcontinent; the latter fitting well 

with existing upper-caste racism (Pandey 1993). Given this difference, Hindu racism was, Jaffrelot 

suggests, “probably less dramatic but more enduring than the eugenic or biological one” (Robb 1995, 

339). Disagreeing with this difference, Zaheer Baber (2004) argues that sectarian violence and Hindu-

Muslim riots in contemporary India show how racism takes the form, not only of domination but 

also, of extermination.  

 
questions such as the Partition of Bengal into Muslim-dominated East Bengal and Hindu-dominated West Bengal 
(1905) or the provision of separate electorates for Muslims (1909).  
18 I borrow Shapin’s distinction here. He distinguishes between “subjective motives” and “social interests” when 
discussing the historians’ task of analyzing how the social informs the development of scientific knowledge. He 
suggests that whereas subjective motives of individual intellectuals might or might not be evident or integral to the 
formation of a body of scientific discourse, social interests cannot be avoided. Science grows most intensely through 
ideological conflicts that have social stakes and does not develop “by systematically immunising itself from the 
action of social interests” (1979, 171). 
19 For instance, Golwalkar discussed his reading of Darwin, Spencer, Huxley and Max Muller (Jaffrelot in Robb 
1995). 
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Tracing these trajectories are especially important in the current climate of the rise of Hindu 

nationalist politics. However, race and religion as categories functioned differently in the discourse of 

Hindu ideologues, compared to the politics of disciplinary and nationalist knowledge-formation. In 

Hindutva ideology, race featured as a principle of exclusion or domination. Hindu ideologues whose 

primary motivation was to construct a unified, Hindu identity construed race in territorial origin and 

mapped this onto upper-caste notions of the Hindu. For anthropologists and statisticians, race was 

not a given category to be applied, but an object of analysis. They conducted anthropometric and 

serological investigations to determine the contemporary racial composition of the nation’s 

communities. Based on these findings, they ascertained where each caste, as the unit of analysis and 

which included Muslims, had originated, migrated and to what extent had interbred with other groups. 

Most importantly, they entrenched the understanding that race was the repository of the truth of a 

community’s identity.  

For instance, faced with data showing racial similarity between a low-caste Hindu group 

(Chettris) and Muslims, the disciplinary experts sought to understand how racial proximity could be 

explained given difference in religious faith. They concluded that either some Chettris had converted 

to Islam, thus implying same racial origin, or that racial similarity had been generated through marriage 

and interbreeding between racially and religiously different Chettris and Muslims. Through the 

production and naturalization of such knowledge as scientific, race and religion were configured as 

historiographical categories that were interlinked but also distinct in the kind of answers they offered 

to the question of identity and history of the nation.20 At the same time, this implied that self-identity 

of people as Hindus or Muslims were construed as only a part of one’s identity. The truth of the entire 

 
20 Anidjar (2008) challenges the narrative of secularization that defines modernity as the transition from religion to 
race; and instead argues that religion and race were co-constituted in modernity as distinct. In the context of colonial 
modernity in the subcontinent, race and religion came to be formulated through the same discursive process as 
connected but distinct in the scientific pursuit of the origin of the Indian Muslim, intercalated with identities based 
on caste. 
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identity – whether Muslims and Chettris had the same racial origin or whether Muslims racially 

originated outside the subcontinent – was accessible only to disciplinary experts. These studies 

spanned across various regions, in the Punjab, Gujarat, and Bengal. Serological and anthropometric 

data of Muslims in these regions were compared with Muslims from Central and West Asia. 

Depending on the region, some studies concluded that Muslims were low-caste Hindu converts and 

some others found Muslims had racially originated outside the subcontinent. Thus, Muslims were part 

of the nation by virtue of their contemporary presence, self-identification and possible Hindu lineage 

but were not construed as equal citizens given their equally possible non-subcontinental origin and 

history. Producing these as scientific data, the studies enabled the notions of provisional belonging 

and hierarchical citizenship to consolidate into the conceptual object – minority. 

Here, it is important to underline that the imbrications of the sciences, with the pursuit of 

racial composition of non-Hindus, does not imply that scientists and Hindu ideologues shared similar 

motivations, methods or reached the same conclusions. An analysis of the disciplinary discourse shows 

how scientific reasoning and institution-building, beyond the self-defined Hindutva ideology, 

contributed to knowledge about the racial origin and past of non-upper caste, non-Hindu 

communities. I argue that it is precisely because the disciplinary experts did not advocate and call for 

action based on those data, unlike Hindutva leaders, that the former’s influence was more widespread 

and legitimacy more lasting. The production of data as the sole aim of the experts’ intervention was 

central to rendering these knowledges as scientific and legitimate, even as existing hierarchies around 

caste or religion and elitist assumptions about endogamy, were adopted uncritically and naturalized as 

social facts.  
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Science, Objectivity and the State 

The legitimacy and scientific structure of the anthropological, anthropometric and serological 

knowledge were in part derived from the drive towards standardization of methods. The drive towards 

reconfiguring both anthropology and statistics as nationalist disciplines was mutually beneficial. 

Statistics became the method for anthropometry to organize itself as a standardized system of data 

collection and data analysis. This helped anthropometric knowledge-production, since the 1910-20s, 

to move away from the administrative domain of the colonial state and become a science – uniform, 

verifiable, and thus comparable by other practitioners. Anthropometry and serology served, in turn, 

as a repository of data, which enabled statisticians to develop calculation techniques and use these as 

methods for generalized application. Thus, through the production of racial and religious histories of 

the nation’s various communities as scientific knowledge, Indian anthropologists and statisticians 

institutionalized these knowledges as disciplines and themselves as its experts. Statistical calculation 

made it possible to produce the nation as a collection of discrete communities, their difference of 

racial past, religious origin and conversion, and practices of caste endogamy and admixture, 

conceivable as numerical data. This in turn, contributed to the imagination of a nation with 

hierarchically arranged communities, their difference measured statistically and as corresponding to 

varying degrees of inclusion.  

Besides the co-constitution and overlapping reasoning of the two disciplinary configurations, 

statistics had a pedagogical motivation, unlike anthropology. The disciplinary form of statistics 

included analytical statistics which was exclusively part of the institutional training and thus accessible 

to experts trained accordingly. But, in the self-narrative of statistics as a discipline, practitioners 

repeatedly underlined the need to disseminate simpler methods of calculative reasoning (including 

counting, percentages, proportions) among the lay public. Unless informed readers of the public, and 

not just experts, were able to read statistical data and apply calculative reasoning by themselves, the 
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purpose of the discipline was considered incomplete. Thus, outside the disciplinary investigations, 

academic statisticians took upon themselves to disseminate calculative reasoning, including 

enumeration, as a public language.  

Constituted as a value-neutral method, calculative reasoning came to be used to measure 

moral, social and political values. Moral categories, such as civic contributions, national loyalty, and 

heroism as well as electoral categories of demographics and the corresponding fair proportion of 

representation in government were established as calculable, and numerical categories. Along with the 

census, the institutionalization of statistics as a science made enumeration and calculative reasoning a 

popular and valid mode for producing a community’s racial past, and moral and political status as 

objective, value-neutral data. In this way, statistics intervened and made all domains of a community’s 

life subject to calculative reasoning, including the determination of the origin of non-hegemonic 

communities and the assessment of the degree of their social, moral, civic and political participation 

and claim to citizenship. I argue that minority came to be a numerical configuration not only following 

the census of demographics but because all the coordinates – racial origin, religious history and civic 

participation – of the non-hegemonic community came to be translatable into enumerative data. The 

claim to value-neutrality through mathematical calculations similarly rendered the concept of minority 

as a transparent and objective descriptor of a community.  

 The institutionalization of statistics as an academic and nationalist discipline from the 1920s 

was a major contributing factor in the formation and legitimation of the emergent postcolonial state. 

The disciplinary practice of statistics, driven by the necessity of being a useful, application-based 

science, focused on the various development indices. Statisticians, sociologists and economists, mostly 

based out of the Indian Statistical Institute, generated data or underlined the inadequacy of data for 

the nation’s birth and death rates, food production, health indices and agricultural output, among 

other issues. The statistical calculations showed the Indian economy as underdeveloped owing to 
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colonial rule. The indices and arguments about underdevelopment led to the consolidation of a new 

object of governance, the national population. The experts argued that the colonial state would, by 

virtue of its exploitative agenda, necessarily cause underdevelopment. The national population could 

only be adequately developed if it became subject to postcolonial governance. National population as 

an object of governance politics was thus linked to the legitimizing discourse of self-government and 

postcolonial state formation.   

After formal independence in 1947, the postcolonial state undertook centralized planning as 

a method for directing development of the nation. Institutes and faculty of statistics had a significant 

role to play in this context. The statistical discourse continued to provide not just data for the state 

but legitimacy to the state’s plans, implementation techniques and governance politics through the 

conversion of socio-political conditions into value-neutral, objective data. A conjoint legacy of 

statistics carried over as epistemological apparatus of the postcolonial state was the simultaneous 

configuration of the national population as a singular object of governance and as a composite of 

measurable communities.  

 

Nation, Population, Minority 

The configuration of population, as a biopolitical subject, was a boarder phenomenon from the late 

19th to the mid 20th century,21 as it emerged through the concern of fertility and a consequent 

demographic decline, in several contexts.22 In the context of colonial India, since the late 19th century, 

there was a rise in concern around the biological decline and effeminacy of the Bengali. Ishita Pande 

(2010) has argued that “racialized medicine” introduced by the colonial state as well as self-disciplining 

advocated by India reformers generated the grounds for the colonial state to function as a biopolitical 

 
21 For a transnational history of the emergence of population as a global problem, see Bashford (2014). 
22 See Szreter (1996) for a study of the debates around falling fertility in Britain. See Hart (2000) who traces the 
concern with demographic decline with regard to the Jewish identity.   
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state.23 As mentioned above, in the early 20th century, Bengali public intellectuals published 

monographs and articles, in the English and the Bangla reading public sphere, debating whether the 

Hindu was a “dying race”. Across the various arguments, the debates cohered around the premise that 

it was necessary for Hindus as the indigenous community to be the flourishing race, especially in 

comparison to the Muslims.  

Additionally, the measure of a race’s condition – dying or surviving or proliferating – also 

became the ground where the different positions cohered into a singular debate. Borrowed from the 

colonial, administrative records, including censuses, surveys and official reports of the various 

government departments, the debates rendered ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ into separate but comparable 

populations. Here, ‘population’ had a particular configuration of interlinked socio-biological measures, 

such as longevity, health indices, reproductive and growth rates. These categories, which were an 

“empirical representation of the phenomenon” of decline and degeneration, were seen as the 

consequence of a variety of social, cultural and religious practices and histories.24 In this discourse, 

Hindu and Muslim became mutually exclusive and numerably comparable populations.25  

As a part of the broader co-emergence of population and the empirical construction of 

physiological decline, the dying race debates in the public sphere generated a notion of population, 

similar to the biopolitical subject. The interlocutors’ primary agenda was not societal reform, which 

had been the case in the discussions around the effeminate Bengali in the later decades of the 19th 

century.26 Rather, it was to ascertain who – the Hindu or the Muslim – was the dying race. Using 

cultural, religious and social practices to construct physiological and biological indices, the priority of 

the dying race debates was to measure the condition of the Hindu in comparison to the Muslim. Thus, 

 
23 Also see Stoler (1995) who first argues for treating the colonial state as a biopolitical state, rooted in the 
conception of racial difference between the colonizer and the colonized.  
24 See Szreter who discusses the global rise in concern around population in this period (1996, 4). 
25 The argument that these categories were central and specific to ‘population’ as the biopolitical state’s subject of 
governance is drawn from Foucault (2003).  
26 See Pande (2010) and Sinha (1997) on the 19th century debates. 
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besides some overlaps with the 19th century discourse of effeminacy and degeneration, and its 

continuity with the global concern with fertility and demographic decline, the specificity of the dying 

race debates in colonial India was in the way the Hindu and the Muslim were produced as empirically 

comparable populations. This construction of Hindu and Muslim as empirically comparable 

populations continued to be relevant when, in the 1930-40s, the nationalist discipline of statistics came 

to generate population as an object of biopolitical, national governmentality, in distinction to the 

colonial, biopolitical state. The already available imagination of Hindu and Muslim as populations 

contributed to the statistical production of the nation as a configuration of hierarchical communities, 

synchronous with the construction of population as a singular national subject. This hierarchical 

configuration would come to be the legitimate basis of differential biopolitical governance.  

Statistical reasoning was developed, standardized and honed through the measurement and 

calculation of agricultural output, economic growth, reproductive rate – categories which contributed 

to the formation of population as a subject of postcolonial, biopolitical governmentality. At the same 

time, statistical reasoning continued to be developed and practiced through anthropometric studies, 

calculations of blood group distribution, death and growth rates that fed into naturalizing the 

differences between communities. While most of these were practices within the disciplinary spaces 

of academic and research institutions, journals and conferences, simpler calculative techniques such 

as percentages and proportions came to be demonstrated in the context of comparisons between 

communities, in the public intellectual space. In seeking to measure the multiple differences between 

the nation’s communities, including, for instance, Muslims, Christians, Brahmins, Chettris, Bagdis, 

statistics as a method naturalized and established these differences as calculable, verifiable and 

objective data.  

I argue that the tension between the two objects – national population and nation as discrete 

communities – came to be consolidated into the concept of minority. The notion of discrete 
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communities as constitutive of the nation was not simply translated into the concept of minority as a 

non-dominant, marginalized community. Rather, it was the discursive tension between the notions of 

national population as singular and as multivariate that became the conceptual object of minority. The 

notion of national population and inclusion within it was as significant in the discursive construction 

of minority as the notion of unequal-but-measurable communities. Thus, although minority came to 

be configured simultaneously with the Muslim (as discussed above) and was not conceived as an 

abstract category applied retrospectively to already-formed communities, the concept of minority is 

nonetheless not reducible to the history and politics of community-identities. The tension between 

the two notions, national population as singular and as discrete communities, led to the constitution 

of minority, which was a codification of this contradiction. Moreover, this tension came to inhere in 

the way minority came to be seen and governed as ambivalent. Consequently, in the postcolonial state, 

minority came to feature both as a separate biopolitical subject of governance as well as part of the 

national population, by virtue of its inclusion in the political citizenry.  

The consolidation of nation as communities, by statistical and calculative reasoning, came to 

be part of the discourses of biopolitics as well as of electoral politics. The subjects of the two 

discourses are not interchangeable; the population targeted for “application of governmental 

technologies” is not the same as the citizenry endowed with rights (Chatterjee 2020, 54). But these 

discourses were similar in the way they accommodated their subject as both singular and differentiated. 

That is, while the discourse of biopolitics focuses on the population, it also accommodates, as Foucault 

(2003) has shown, the conception and regulation of socio-economically unequal interest-groups. In a 

similar way, the discourse of electoral democracy includes the idea of equal political citizenship as well 

as the notion of separate community-based recognition, rights and political representation.  

As T.S. Marshall observed of the newly emerging welfare state in Britain in the 1940s, the 

concept of citizenship stipulates equality in certain spheres – especially political representation – while 
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also accommodating social and economic inequality (1965). Comparing Marshall’s description of the 

welfare state with Foucault’s theorization of neoliberal, biopolitical governmentality, Chatterjee 

foregrounds the similarity between the two state structures. He in fact argues that “Enunciated in the 

language of universal rights of citizenship, the welfare state was actually the site of liberal 

governmentality” (2020, 53). The welfare postcolonial state in India, anticipating the later neoliberal 

state, thus derived its power and legitimation from the notion of the population as a homogenous 

object of governance as well as the notion of communities as differentiated on the basis on discrete 

needs, interests and claims. The nation as constituted by unequal communities was also naturalized 

through the politics of recognition and electoral representation. Through debates around notions of 

electorate, franchise qualifications, the system and politics of voting as well as the debates towards 

drafting the Constitution for independent India, Muslims, Christians, and Sikhs were recognized as 

the nation’s minority, in distinction to the Scheduled Castes and Tribes. Minority, as naturalized 

through the discourse around Muslims, and by extended to Christians, Sikhs, and Buddhists was 

consolidated as a recognition of their universal right to national citizenship as much as to their 

difference of language, culture, racial history and religion.  

Methodologically, my dissertation is thus premised on this question: can we trace the 

genealogy of a state-category beyond the domain of governance politics? If the domains of the social, 

political and scientific are not demarcated as scholars have established (Latour 1993), how can we 

rethink the given boundaries of categories and naturalized histories of discursive configurations? In 

such an attempt to examine what other domains contributed to or undercut or informed the 

configuration of minority as a concept, this dissertation brings together discourses that have not been 

studied in conjunction; namely, the disciplinary histories of certain nationalist sciences, their colonial 

counterparts, the colonial and nationalist, postcolonial politics of governance. In this dissertation, I 

attend to the ways in which already-formed liberal understandings around minority in nation-state 
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politics congealed with, on the one hand, the contingencies of governance politics of the subcontinent 

and, on the other, with the epistemologies around communities who posed a question to the 

homogeneity and hegemony of the emergent nation. In other words, I argue that minority was not 

determined entirely by the abstract, liberal understanding of the category being a contingent but 

inevitable demographic fallout of the logic of organizing modern nation-states; rather, it was also made 

of political histories and specificities of the nation-state and the ways in which the nation itself came 

to be.  

While the discourse around governance was shaped by community claims for minority status 

and provisions, the disciplinary discourses of the sciences did not congeal around questions of 

minority claims, rights and recognition. However, throughout the first half of the twentieth century, 

while state politics was constituted around questions about minority, nation, minority within the 

nation, minority as a nation, minority as contingent and minority as inevitable, during the same time, 

scientific disciplines were being institutionalized through investigations into racial origin and histories 

of admixture, the relation between inheritance of racial features and jati or caste endogamy, and the 

correspondence between racial histories of non-upper-caste and non-Hindu communities and their 

religious histories. In this dissertation, I show how the sciences came to be formalized into disciplines 

with autonomous trajectories but had at the same time overlaps with concerns in the domain of 

governance politics and implications that went beyond their framing of knowledge-production but 

remained separate from governmental, administrative motivations. Without naming the conceptual 

object of minority, the disciplinary discourses generated the constitutive coordinates and justifications 

through which minority came to congeal into an ambivalent category, essential nonetheless, to the 

conceptual consolidation of nation and national population.  

 



 
 

29 

Chapter Overview 

Chapter 1 is an analysis of the early 20th century discourse of the Hindu as a ‘dying race’, compared 

to the Muslim race. I focus on how this discourse consolidated ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ as two distinct 

populations with measurable and comparable racial histories and biological trajectories, based on 

comparisons of health, birth, mortality, longevity, hereditary features and racial purity. These 

categories – intertwining the proliferation of enumerated data, biological, religious and social 

differences – distinguished the early 20th century discourse from the 19th century concerns around 

degrading masculinity of Bengalis; the latter was primarily framed as a socio-cultural problem. 

Participants of the early 20th century discourse used popular European theories related to the cluster 

– race, species, nation, heredity and degeneration – and filtering these through the vernacular idiom 

of jati or caste endogamy. The vernacular term jati, referred interchangeably to species, nation, 

linguistic and regional community, and caste. This led to a reorientation of the concept of race that 

informed the concerns around the dying Hindu. Despite categorizing the Hindu as a race, based on 

their readings of Herbert Spencer and Charles Darwin, the concept of jati made it possible to 

accommodate endogamous units within the whole Hindu race. In this discourse, the Hindu was 

conceived as a race – not primarily in cultural terms but – as a function of biology and caste structure. 

Racial integrity of the Hindu was maintained precisely because the multiple castes or jati had 

maintained endogamy.  

 The monographs, articles and treatises that engaged with the question of the dying race and 

the comparative status in this regard of Hindus and Muslims were either in English or in Bangla or 

translations from one to the other. This could be taken to suggest that perhaps the primary motivation 

of these public interlocutors was not vernacularization or popularization of science.27 Instead, 

 
27 Both of these – vernacularization and popularization of science – were significant factors in the 20th century 
dissemination of scientific knowledge among the reading publics in India. For an argument about vernacularization 
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biological and physiological well-being came to be seen as the primary site for determining the status 

of a population-group. Just as the Indian woman had become the site in the 19th century, of cultural 

contestation between the colonizer and the indigenous elite Hindu (Chatterjee 1993), a biological, 

racial idea of a community’s well-being came to be the marker of its status in the early 20th century. 

What was crucial and different in this discourse was that, unlike the 19th century discourse around 

physique and effeminacy, the dying race discourse framed biological well-being as specifically 

measurable through rates – rate of reproduction, mortality rate, longevity, and growth rate. ‘Rate’, as 

Foucault has shown, generated the conception of a population group that would be constituted by 

measurements over a significant period of time; that is, ‘rate’ as a measure necessarily refers to and 

produces a serial phenomenon (2003, 246). Structured primarily as a comparative measure between 

Hindus and Muslims, these debates contributed to the history of consolidating ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ 

as pan-Indian identities cutting across regional, linguistic, class, caste hierarchies. More significantly, 

these debates about the biological status of the Hindu and Muslim as population legitimized posing 

the question of who the rightful subject of such concerns should be; and in foregrounding Hindus as 

that rightful subject, contributed towards making Hindus the default population of the nation.  

In Chapter 2, I historicize the modern preoccupation with a specific notion of origin. 

Formulated out of colonial curiosity, the question of the origin of Indian Muslim – including what the 

parameters of origin were and what counted as evidence in this quest – takes us through the colonial 

census, through elite Muslim responses, to the disciplinary configuration of physical anthropology and 

serology as sites of nationalist science. Indian scientists conducted several studies of blood mixtures 

and physical features of non-Hindus to ascertain their racial origin. The recurring questions across 

such studies were – who is the Indian Muslim? Is he a recent convert with Hindu blood or is he a 

 
of anatomy and physiology in school curriculum, see Mukharji (2017a); for an argument about popularization of 
scientific experiment as an emerging mode of knowledge production, see Singh (2021). 
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descendent of foreign lineage, such as of Arabs and Turks? The repeated posing of these questions 

within nationalist scientific projects legitimized questions around Muslim origin and thereby their 

loyalty in the sphere of politics as well. Besides the agenda of establishing credibility as participants of 

the global scientific community, Indian intellectuals were also motivated by the naturalized need to 

know the nation through its constituent communities. In this context, the question of origin gained 

central importance. Who these various groups were, where they had come from, and which other 

racial groups they had mixed with in the subcontinent, were questions framed not only as useful in 

developing the sciences but also, as fundamental for evaluating the truth of self-identities, especially 

of India Muslims.  

However, often such findings – measures of relative ranks, percentages and proportions – fell 

short of being self-sufficiently meaningful or of being a complete narrative by themselves. Existing 

notions of social reality and hierarchy had to be introduced to the scientific investigation for scientists 

to be able to draw meaning out of their data. Thus, such studies were often established as scientific 

because they corresponded to contemporary conditions or hegemonic narratives of the past. In that 

regard, I show how nationalist knowledge-production about racial origin and blood lineages of Indian 

communities became anticolonial by rejecting colonial theses about racial superiority of Europeans, 

and instead established the shared racial origin of Aryan Hindus and Europeans. However, at the same 

time, nationalist sciences traced different racial origins for lower-caste Hindus and non-Hindus to 

ended up naturalizing, if not justifying, existing hierarchies of religion and caste in contemporary 

society.  

In Chapter 3, I trace the emergence of calculative reasoning within the nationalist discourse. 

This form of reasoning had some overlaps and links with the preceding colonial administrative 

apparatus of censuses and surveys; but analytic statistics distinguished from colonial methods and 

purpose. Institutional, analytic statistics was framed as academic, research-oriented and increasingly 
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geared towards benefitting the emergent nationalist state. Yet, the nationalist discipline also continued 

to collaborate with and build itself through anthropometry and investigations of origin and blood 

lineages. Similar to the European history of the simultaneous emergence of anthropometry/race 

science and statistics, the nationalist configuration of statistics was also co-constituted with 

anthropometry. Through these studies, nationalist statistics differentiated itself from the colonial 

administrative enterprise but collaborated with European intellectuals through exchange of ideas, and 

data; thus, contributing to statistics as a global discipline as well as an anticolonial program. I also trace 

the dissemination and influence of institutional statistics in the public intellectual domain. In this 

domain, the circulation of calculative reasoning encompassed participation of academic statisticians 

who were also public intellectuals, as well as non-statistician intellectuals who contributed towards the 

rise of calculative reasoning in the determination of social and moral issues. This history of knowledge-

production (Chapters 2 and 3) demonstrates how, on the one hand, the sciences mapped the racial 

history of Muslims and simultaneously gave meaning to what constituted disciplinary, scientific 

evidence. Therefore, it shows how the minority’s configuration as the internal Other and the 

development of scientific objectivity have entangled histories in the subcontinent. 

Having traced the anticolonial, nationalist and global agendas of the discipline, in this chapter, 

I also examine the role of disciplinary statistics in the formation of the postcolonial state. I show how 

academic statistics contributed to the production of population as a specific object of biopolitical, 

liberal governance. At the same time, it continued to produce and reconfigure communities as distinct 

constituents of the national whole. That is, nation was constructed as both simultaneously – a 

configuration of discrete communities with scientifically separable racial and religious histories as well 

as a homogenous biopolitical population. These community configurations would continue to frame 

the biopolitical discourse in the later decades, in the neoliberal regime. Separate group-interests was 

also a feature in representative politics. Within the broader scope of calculative reasoning, the notion 
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of electorates with specific and separate interests continued to be generative of debates, ideas and 

claims along with the move towards universal citizenship and equal political rights for the nation.   

As a continuation of the discussion of electoral politics, Chapter 4 is an analysis of the 

discourse and changing terms through which community representatives claimed recognition as 

minority in the domain of governance politics. Subsequently, I compare these terms with the terms 

through which the postcolonial state eventually granted recognition to certain communities as 

minority. Drawing on the scholarship on politics of recognition, I ask - what was recognized when the 

state recognized a non-Hindu community as minority and how did that overlap or differ from the 

reasoning of community spokespersons who claimed minority rights? By comparing these discourses, 

I show how the concept of minority retained the possibility or threat of otherness through its racial, 

religious, political difference, despite also being granted protection and rights due to their difference 

from the national norm. The recognition of community difference itself was not specific to the 

modern (colonial and postcolonial) state, but which difference came to be codified as minority was not 

a given and was congealed through multiple discourses. At the same time, I show how majority was 

not a given category either; through the production and naturalization of certain communities as 

minority, majority emerged and came to be conflated with the simultaneously produced nation-state. 
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Chapter 1: Measuring Growth and Death 
 

In 1909, Upendra Nath Mukerji, a doctor working with the Indian Medical Service, published a 

monograph where he argued that the Muslims in India, who had been “in a minority of 4 lakhs” thirty 

years back, “had not only made up the deficiency, but were nearly 25 lakhs more numerous than the 

Hindus” (Mukerji 1909). Referring to Hindus, the title of his work circulated like an apocalyptic verdict 

– A Dying Race. This publication was preceded by another article, by another writer, in the English-

language monthly journal Modern Review (1907).28 The author of this article reflected on why there had 

been a numerical decline of Hindus in the previous decade, especially since “the followers of all the 

other religions have not decreased” (1907, 371). Mukerji’s “dying Hindu race” became a common 

catchphrase, claim as well as a subject of contention. Several other intellectuals followed up Mukerji’s 

thesis with monographs and journal articles; while some of these publications were direct responses 

to Mukerji’s claims, others used ‘dying Hindu race’ as an unequivocal truth. The discourse of the ‘dying 

Hindu race’, which emerged in the early 20th century, quickly became a cause for concern, reflection 

and debate, carried out passionately by various intellectuals, including medical doctors, journalists, 

lawyers and historians. 

By analyzing the essays and monographs that constituted the discourse of the ‘dying Hindu 

race’, I argue that this discourse reconfigured ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ for the first time as two distinct 

but empirically comparable populations. This was achieved through a reordering of religious, racial-

historical, racial-biological and numerical differences between Hindus and Muslims.29 Several scholars 

 
28 The famous Bengali editor and journalist Ramananda Chatterjee founded the English-language monthly journal 
Modern Review in January 1907. It soon became one of the most widely read journals among the nationalist 
intelligentsia; it featured essays on politics, economics, anthropology and history. 
29 In distinction to the scholarship on Hindu and Muslim as primarily religious identities, I build on Anidjar’s 
argument against treating race and religion separately or as chronologically produced concepts, but rather as 
“contemporary, indeed, coextensive and, moreover, co-concealing categories” that are produced in the same 
moment in modernity (2008, 28). In historical scholarship on the subcontinent, Thomas (2018) makes a case for 
approaching race through its intersections with caste, religion and class. Despite turning the focus of analysis from 
colonial impositions to indigenous actors’ use of race, she restricts discussion of race to theories of Aryan conquest 
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have demonstrated how ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ came to be congealed as unilaterally religious identities, 

trumping the divides of caste, region and languages.30 The early 20th century discourse, around the 

Hindu as a dying race compared to the Muslim as proliferating, also contributed to the history of 

sectarian conflict between Hindus and Muslims.31 But this discourse established, for the first time, 

birth rate, longevity, mortality and reproductive rate as meaningful measures to conceive of and 

compare the Hindu and the Muslim. These comparative measures generated and entrenched the 

understanding of Hindu and Muslim not only as identities comprising religious difference but also as 

populations with separable racial, biological and cultural histories.  

Michel Foucault has shown, how over the late 18th and 19th centuries, ‘population’ emerged as 

a specific object of knowledge and governance in Europe through “a set of processes such as the ratio 

of births to deaths, the rate of reproduction, the fertility of a population” (2003, 243). The dying race 

discourse reconfigured ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ as populations; however, Hindu and Muslim were not 

mere qualifiers to the notion of the population but contributed to the specificity of how population 

came to be framed in this colonial, nationalist context. Coordinates, similar to the ones Foucault 

describe, were foundational to the emergence of the Hindu and Muslim as population, but how the 

coordinates of birth rate, mortality and longevity were conceived of and what religious, socio-cultural 

and biological practices were implicated in these categories, sets this history of ‘population’ apart.32  

Even the category of race exceeded the connotations it had in a European context. The 

interlocutors in this debate derived certain ideas of race as species, evolution and hereditarianism from 

 
and the Aryan-Dravidian hierarchy. As I show, indigenous interlocutors used but exceeded the Aryan theory to 
produce narratives of race, endogamy, heredity, purity and hierarchy.  
30 See Ahmed (1981), Datta (1999), Bose (2014) and Chatterji (2002) among others.  
31 For an analysis of some of these intellectuals and some of the strands of these debates in the history of Hindu-
Muslim religious conflict, see Datta (1999), Chatterji (2002) and Gupta (2001). 
32 Additionally, in the history Foucault traces for Europe, population is directly produced as an object of knowledge 
and governance by the state. In the subcontinent, the relation between this history of the making of Hindu and 
Muslim as populations and of state power and governance is more layered, given the colonial context. I discuss this 
notion of state power further in Ch 4 of the dissertation.   
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18th-19th century European thinkers, but their understanding of the Hindu or the Muslim as race was 

imbricated with notions of caste as an endogamous system, contemporary movements towards 

converting “animists” and tribes to Hinduism, and the vernacular term jati which could simultaneously 

evoke a range of categories in translation – species, caste, language group, race, and nation.  

The ‘dying Hindu race’ discourse was a culmination of strands of preceding and existing ideas 

and arguments. In fact, part of the novelty of this discourse lay in the way these late 18th-19th century 

theories and histories converged in the early 20th century. While upper-caste public intellectuals derived 

ideas and evidence from race science, theories of evolution and degeneration, epidemic and census 

data, through the very rearticulation of such existing ideas and evidence, the debates ended up 

producing new categories as well as new meanings for existing categories. The production of 

‘population’ was grounded in the anxiety over possible degeneration and extinction of the Hindu as 

race. Although derived partly from 19th century European theories of evolution, degeneration and race 

science, the ‘dying Hindu’ discourse was also inflected by the specificity of the colonial condition, the 

high rate of mortality among Indians due to several outbreaks of epidemic diseases in the 19th c.-early 

20th century and the subsequent publication, late 19th century onwards, of these and other demographic 

data by the colonial administration. Despite the debates on whether the Hindu was dying, what the 

correct methods of measuring this were and what kind of death mattered, the discourse ultimately 

produced and naturalized ‘Hindu’ not only as a population but as a potentially dying population. What 

did it mean that the Hindu, as a population, was at the same time a “dying race”? What kind of 

reasoning and evidence were considered legitimate in determining whether the Hindu was dying? What 

notions of death, degeneration or progress became naturalized as causes for concern and which 

group’s death came to determine if the race, as a whole, was dying? 

In the following sections, I elaborate on the ‘dying Hindu’ discourse, highlighting the concerns 

and arguments that constituted it. Next, I discuss the contexts – history of epidemics in the colony, 
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theories of degeneration of races and publication of colonial records – from which the 20th century 

discourse derived some of its constitutive arguments and theories. Next, I analyze how these contexts 

congealed around the comparative categories of reproductive rates, mortality rates, longevity and other 

health indices, to produce the idea of the Hindu and the Muslim as separable, enumerable and 

comparative populations for the first time. 

 

1.1 The emergence of the dying future: introducing the debates 

The debates around the idea of the dying Hindu in the early 20th century generated anxiety about a 

historical, cultural decline of the Hindu, as well as projected a vision of a bleak future, one that was 

already legible in the present. ‘The Decrease of Hindus’, the essay published anonymously in the 

Modern Review (1907), explored the implications of the demographic data provided in the 1891 and 

1901 national census reports. Referring to the census which recorded a steady decline among Hindus, 

especially in comparison to Muslims and Christians, the author proposed various reforms for Hindus 

to increase their numbers: increasing the age of marriage, removing inequality of ages between 

husband and wife, allowing marriage of “virgin widows”, including low-caste groups within social 

boundaries of the Hindu, treating the girl-child better, allowing “free emigration to fertile and healthy 

regions, or to places where healthy non-agricultural employment may be had”, improving the material 

condition of people, and converting non-Hindus to Hinduism (1907, 375). Anticipating that the 

readers might contest conversion as an acceptable method for increasing the number of Hindus, the 

author foregrounded the urgency of the present condition as a justification for any method that might 

be able to intervene in the otherwise endangered future; therefore claiming that whatever “is calculated 

to conserve the vitality of the Hindu race and save it from decay and ultimate extinction is Hindu: let 

him dispute it who can or will” (1907, 376).  
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This fear of extinction became a running theme that framed the 20th century discourse. Unlike 

the agenda of social reform in 19th century discussions around notions of effeminacy of the Bengali, 

the 20th century debates were not primarily structured as advocacy of reforms. The motivation to 

participate in these debates stemmed primarily from the need to ascertain the physiological and 

demographic status of the Hindu in relation to the Muslim.33 This agenda in turn enabled the debates 

to contribute to the notion that the Hindu was the default and hegemonic signified for India. The 

debates also reflected the consensus, uniting contrary interlocutors, that there was more at stake if the 

Hindu race died, than the Muslim. Moreover, the conviction generated through these debates was that 

the comparative physiological, demographic condition of the Hindu and the Muslim could be 

ascertained only through these enumerable measures – longevity, reproductive and growth rate, and 

health indices.  

Surendranath Banerjee, renowned liberal leader of the Indian nationalist movement and co-

founder of the Indian National Association,34 took over the editorship of the English-language 

newspaper The Bengalee (founded in 1862) from Girish Chandra Ghose in 1879. The newspaper was 

considered an important representation of the Indian nationalist movement. Under Banerjee’s 

editorship, his son-in-law, Upendra Nath Mukerji (1860-?), published a series of articles in June 1909 

arguing that the Bengali Hindus were a threatened race. Mukerji had trained in medicine at the Medical 

College in Bengal and later in the Army Medical School at Netley, University of Edinburgh (1882-84). 

 
33 This primary agenda also sets these debates apart from discourses that were part of the same social world. 
Although the dying race debates referred to European intellectuals such as Spencer and Darwin, the primary 
motivation was not vernacularization or popularization of scientific knowledge. For instance, Savary (2018) and 
Mukharji demonstrate how Indian writers vernacularized European knowledge about race, eugenics, heredity, 
physiology and anatomy in the subcontinent for a reading public; where, as Mukharji underlines, “vernacularization 
is not simply the rendering of something into a “vernacular” language” but the “process of creatively adapting a 
knowledge and its attendant practices to fit a new historical context” (2017a, 556). Similarly, Singh (2021) shows us 
how Hindi journals disseminated scientific knowledge in an effort to popularize it.  
34 Banerjee was also a founder of the Indian National Congress, when it was established in 1885. Following the 
partition of Bengal in 1905, when the party split into the Moderates and the Extremists in 1907, he sided with the 
Moderates.  
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He retired as the Lieutenant Colonel, in the British Indian Army. As a public intellectual, he wrote 

extensively in Bangla and English. For his Doctor of Medicine degree, he wrote a dissertation, 

‘Nutrition and Dysentery’, which reflected on the comparative dietary habits and implications of 

Bengalis and Europeans.35 Based on the kinds, amounts and expenses for various kinds of food as 

well as weight, age and height of a set of prisoners in England and Bengal, Mukerji stated that the 

“Physique of the Bengali is almost a byeword for meagerness” (1905, 136). He concluded that malaria, 

insufficient nutrition and unhealthy homes were responsible for the “miserable condition” of Bengalis.  

Some of the ethnographic and numerical data that he used in his dissertation to demonstrate 

the deprivation suffered by the Hindus was later incorporated into his writings about the dying Hindu. 

Mukerji’s articles, which were first published in The Bengalee were subsequently published as a 

monograph in 1909, titled A Dying Race. He also translated an abridged version of the monograph into 

Bangla, which was published under the title, Hindu Samaj (Nibedan Patra), roughly translatable as, 

‘Hindu Society (A Petition)’. The discrepancies between the two titles of the same text are noteworthy. 

Whereas in the English version, Mukerji referred to the Hindus as a race and foregrounded the crux 

of his claim in the appellation ‘dying’, the Bangla title is less provocative in its absence of the central 

and provocative argument of the book; however, the Bangla title signals the urgency or concern in its 

claim as a petition, presumably, to the elite Bengali Hindu readership.  

Mukerji went on to publish a second treatise of the Hindu Samaj (Nibedan Patra) as well as a 

Bangla translation of A Dying Race, titled, Dhwangshonmukh Jati (roughly translatable as ‘A 

Race/Nation/People Facing Extinction’). Apparently, Mukerji arranged free distribution of more than 

25 copies of the two Bangla abridged treatises – Hindu Samaj (Nibedan Patra).36 In the 1909 English 

monograph, Mukerji noted that various groups across the world “have dwindled and finally 

 
35 This was done as part of his dissertation, ‘Nutrition and Dysentery’, 1905, Thesis for M.D. Degree. Edinburgh: 
University of Edinburgh. 1-268. Accessed at https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/27075?show=full on Feb 1, 2020. 
36 Deuskar (1910) provides this circulation data of Mukerji’s work.  



 
 

40 

disappeared from their own country” and concluded that a similar thing was happening to the Bengali 

Hindu. The ‘dwindling’ of the Hindus in the present was considered to have been caused, in part, by 

the dietary and religious practices of the community. The Hindus had degenerated from their prior 

ancient glorious past and had become physically weak.  

In response to Mukerji’s English publication, a Calcutta High Court lawyer and Tagore Law 

Professor at the University of Calcutta, Kishori Lal Sarkar, published a series of articles in the weekly 

newspaper Amrita Bazar Patrika (founded in 1868) in Oct-Nov 1910.37 Sarkar was also well-known for 

several publications on the Hindu systems of law, moral science and ancient Hindu science.38 In 1911, 

Sarkar’s newspaper articles were published as a monograph under the title, “‘A Dying Race’ – How 

Dying?”. Critiquing Mukerji’s Bangla publication, Sakharam Ganesh Deuskar published a monograph 

in 1910, critiquing Mukerji’s claims. Deuskar’s text was titled, Bangiyo Hindu Jati Ki Dhwangshomukh? 

(roughly translatable as, ‘Is the Bengali Hindu Race/Nation/People Facing Extinction?). Deuskar, an 

Extremist leader of the Swadeshi Movement, was born a Marathi Brahmin and identified himself as 

Bengali. He served as editor of an anti-colonial, nationalist magazine Hitabadi. Rajnarayan Basu, who 

was a significant mid-19th c. advocate for reforming the ‘effeminate’ Bengali race, was a major source 

of intellectual influence on Deuskar, especially in kindling his interest in the history of Bengal (Biswas 

2005). Some of the chapters in Deuskar’s text had also, like Mukerji’s and Sarkar’s, first appeared in a 

weekly, Basumati Patrika (founded 1895).  

Even though Deuskar denied Mukerji’s claim – in different ways and for different reasons 

than Sarkar – he too conceded to the widespread influence of the thesis of the dying race: “Even if 

 
37 Amrita Bazar Patrika and The Bengalee were considered rival newspapers. See Political Agitators in India, A 
Confidential Report, pp. 15, Available in Digitized form on Archives.org, contributed by Library of University of 
Toronto, Digitized for Microsoft Corporation by Internet Archive in 2007, provided by University of Toronto, 
accessed on 19 Feb 2020 at https://archive.org/details/politicalagitato00slsnuoft. But both were part of the emerging 
movement of elite nationalism that was consolidating in the late 19th c. among the intellectual elite in distinction to 
the older landholding Indian elites. See Sinha (1997, 6).   
38 Sarkar was the son of Rashsundari Debi who is known as the first Indian woman author of an autobiography, 
titled Amar Jibon (1876).  
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this text can manage to slightly dispel the influence of the misguided claim among the educated class 

that the Hindu race is facing impending extinction, I will consider my labour to have been worthwhile” 

(1910). He acknowledged that such a claim had created consternation among Bengali Hindus. In fact, 

his text was a result of the investigations he undertook when he, like every other concerned Bengali 

Hindu, wanted to determine the accuracy of the dying-Hindu thesis. He concluded that although there 

was an undeniably significant decrease of the Hindu demographics, the race was not irreversibly on 

the path to extinction.  

Whereas Mukerji argued that the Muslims were flourishing and overwhelming the Hindu, 

Sarkar argued that both races were dying. Sarkar qualified his claim by noting that “between the Hindu 

section and the Mahomedan section relatively, the latter is falling off at a somewhat less accelerated 

speed, as compared with the former” (1911, 2). However, Sarkar’s data, and therefore claim, differed 

from Mukerji’s owing to the difference introduced by the inclusion (or exclusion) of Eastern Bengal. 

The territory “being the granary of India” (Sarkar 1911, 4), was exceptional; therefore, that area should 

be excluded, Sarkar reasoned, for “fairness” in calculating the “general drift of the Hindu and 

Mahomedan population of Bengal” (Ibid., 5). Once this was done, it would be “found that the Hindus 

and the Mahomedans are sailing together down the stream of destruction” (Ibid., 2). Meanwhile, 

Deuskar assured his readers that the Hindu had decreased but was not dying out, and that Mukerji 

had erroneously perturbed everyone (1910, 22). He first provided a lengthy exposition on how Mukerji 

had got his calculations and conclusions wrong because of incorrect enumeration. He criticized 

Mukerji for “unthinkingly following” the British administrative reorganization of territories from one 

decade to another without reflecting on how that skewed the population data, rendering it almost 

incomparable. 

Next, having accounted for Mukerji’s miscalculations and his territory-related confusions, 

Deuskar found that between 1881 and 1891, the Hindus had a lower percentage of increase (3.67) as 
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compared to Muslims (9.05). Deuskar, in contrast to Mukerji, attributed this difference to, on the one 

hand, the epidemic diseases in Hindu-dominated regions; he was emphatic that the decrease had 

nothing to do with – as Mukerji had suggested – “sociocultural or moral traits of Hindus” (1910, 70) 

and even if there was such a connection, “it was so bleak that it is not worth mentioning in the scope 

of the record of Hindu increase and decrease of the last forty years” (1910, 73). On the other hand, 

the Muslim increase was due to inverse reasons: “lack of epidemic diseases in Muslim-dominated 

regions, namely Eastern Bengal, healthy natural environment and the prosperity of jute cultivation” 

and it was impossible to claim that in the absence of these factors “Muslims could have still maintained 

their numerical dominance on the basis of morality alone” (1910, 79).  

The disagreements regarding conclusions and evidence notwithstanding, the participants in 

the debate around the growth and degeneration of Hindus and Muslims established the importance 

of determining whether or not Hindus were dying out in absolute terms as well as in comparison to 

Muslims, and agreed that if the Hindus were found to be a dying race, it would indeed be a legitimate 

concern. They also legitimized measuring Hindus and Muslims in terms of birth rate, reproductivity, 

mortality rate and longevity. The repeated scrutiny of these categories, and of the correct methods and 

data to be used in this regard, reconstituted Hindu and Muslim as numerically measurable and 

comparative populations with distinct socio-biological histories.   

 

1.2 Contextualizing the ‘dying race’ discourse: degeneration, epidemics and 

enumeration  

The ‘dying race’ discourse was novel in the way it congealed biological, numerical categories to 

reconfigure ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ as countable populations. But this novel configuration was made 

possible on the grounds of existing theories, concepts and concerns. In this section, I introduce the 

contours of the broader context in which the ‘dying Hindu’ discourse emerged and reoriented the 
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categories of the Hindu and the Muslim and their interrelation. Primarily, these were theories of 

degeneration which became increasingly popular in 19th c. Europe given the rise of evolutionary 

theory, the colonial and anticolonial nationalist narratives of racial degeneration of the Hindu, census 

enumeration, rise of enumerative reasoning, the frequent outbreaks of epidemic diseases and its “trail 

of mortality” (Arnold 1993, 161). Indeed, all these different histories and discourses did not inform 

the dying race discourse equally. For instance, the record of mortality caused by the epidemic diseases 

served as one of the major and direct impetuses in conceiving of the Hindu as dying and initiating the 

debates in the first place. The theories of degeneration, meanwhile, that which emerged in Europe 

and that which emerged as a colonial counterpart in 19th c. India served as explanatory and analytical 

frameworks for the dying race discourse but needed other factors to reorient the concern with physical 

weakness and effeminacy of Hindus more pointedly towards the threat of demographic decline. 

Similarly, the rise of enumerative reasoning in the early 20th c. not only served as a mode of presenting 

evidence but was also a methodological tool of conceptualization and reasoning.  

 

1.2.1 Theories of Degeneration 

The fear of degeneration and the recurring fear of extinction, which was the central motivational 

feature of the early 20th c. dying Hindu discourse, in fact had a long career in the modern European 

and imperial imagination. The notion of a “vanishing race” or of being the “last of the race” featured 

as a preoccupation in the modern European imagination, especially since the Restoration “when 

traditional Christian views of the destiny of mankind began to wane” (Stafford 1994, 11). Despite this 

“perennial” preoccupation across contexts with the vanishing race, and degeneration as its cause, in 

the mid-19th c. the latter acquired a specific configuration within a contemporary scientific 
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vocabulary.39 Mid-19th c. onwards, across regional contexts – France, Italy, England as well as in the 

colonies – social commentators “perceived disaster looming in their own ‘slow’ national birth rate” 

(Pick 1989, 15). The suggested transformation in the theory of degeneration was the shift towards 

“medical and natural scientific writings on social evolution, degeneration, morbidity and 

perversion…[degeneration] was thus not discussed as though it constituted primarily a religious, 

philosophical or ethical problem, but as an empirically demonstrable medical, biological or physical 

anthropological fact” (Ibid., 20).  

By signaling both “a technical diagnosis” and a “racial prophecy”, the discourse of 

degeneration united the domains of evolutionary naturalism, medicine, pathology and psychiatry (Pick 

1989, 8). Several contributions in these domains around the 1850s made this transformation possible: 

there were, among several others, Charles Darwin (1809-82), Benedict Augustin Morel (1809-73), 

Francis Galton (1822-1911), Herbert Spencer (1830-1903), and Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909).  Both 

Morel and Lombroso were doctors. Whereas Morel was responsible for entrenching the theory of 

degeneration as hereditary, Lombroso further argued that criminality was hereditary and could be 

detected – even predicted – by reading physiological traits. Born in Vienna, Morel was a general 

practitioner of medicine and later via his interest in “cretinism”, shifted to practicing psychiatry. He 

published a treatise in 1857 where he introduced and elaborated on his theory of “mental 

degeneration”.40 At the same time, he turned the focus of attention on degeneration from racial 

inferiority of other races to “the much more serious and immutable problem of degeneration within 

 
39 In the 18th and early 19th c. degeneration was present as an idea in race theories; especially, as a phenomenon in 
the history of human civilization that needed to be explained. Monogenesists – that is, proponents of the theory of 
single racial origin of humans, such as George Leclerc and Johann Blumenbach among others – explained the 
variety of human races by arguing that as the original human race dispersed, the different climates and diets caused 
most of the group to degenerate into the various races in the contemporary. Before Darwin’s evolutionary theory, the 
notion of degeneration did not necessarily have a biological connotation nor was it considered irreversible and 
devoid of “providential influence” (Stafford 290). Moreover, the idea of degeneration was not a cause for concern or 
a factor of decline of one nation or race that, therefore, needed to be addressed through sociopolitical intervention.   
40 The treatise was titled Traité des Dégénérescences.  
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‘civilization’” (Pick 1989, 40). Morel argued for the urgency of thinking about “degenerate beings” by 

underlining the “hereditary influences [that] will fatally weigh upon his posterity” (Morel, quoted in 

Pick 1989, 41). Morel brought about a shift of emphasis from “cretinism” as an independently curious 

phenomenon caused by specific type of soil and climate into an “exemplification of a broader racial 

and historical degeneration in societies” (Pick 1989, 48). The cause of cretinism in Morel’s hand 

became the individual’s inherited, constitutional predisposition to the disease. Born in Verona, 

Lombroso trained in medicine and with his readings on Italian positivism, German materialism and 

English evolutionism soon became hostile towards the classical theory of free will, crime and 

responsibility for sin. He founded the Italian School of Positivist Criminology and based on his 

readings of Morel, Spencer and Darwin among others, became committed to the “reconstruction of 

an old tradition of phrenology and its application to those ‘dangerously diseased’ and ‘degenerate 

groups of the population’” (Pick 1989, 113).  

Darwin’s intervention in existing race theories linked physiological differences between human 

races to biological hereditarianism (1859). Only those biological traits of a racial group would be 

naturally selected and passed on to subsequent generations through biological reproduction which 

were best fit for the race’s survival. With the popularization of Darwin’s theory of evolution through 

natural selection, a vanishing race, therefore, came to signify not loss but survival – of the stronger 

race and therefore of the continuity and advancement of life. Stafford argues that, “In place of the old 

anxieties concerning degeneration and corruption, Darwin appeared to provide scientific evidence for 

the idea of progress and gave a decisive victory to modern forms over ancient” (1994, 291). However, 

reactions to the Darwinian model of struggle for survival also entailed an increase – not a dissipation 

– in the concern with degeneration and extinction of races (Stafford 1994). One of the forms in which 

the preoccupation with degeneration as biological hereditarianism manifested was the principle of 

eugenics (Stepan 1982).  
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Conceived as a “science and social program” (Stepan 1982, 111), eugenics was introduced by 

Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton. The foundational idea in eugenics was that of racial degeneration; 

given the elimination of the weak in a completely natural setting, races could become stronger. 

However, given human civilization and welfare mechanisms, “the biologically sick and unfit were not 

eliminated by natural selection but allowed to live and to breed” (Stepan 1982, 116). Consequently, 

because the degenerate traits in a race as well as races considered degenerate were biologically 

inherited, a regulation over biological reproduction would ensure the biological strengthening and 

advancement of the race.  

 

1.2.2 Degeneration in the colony 

The discourse of degeneration had a double life in the colonial context (Mitra 2020, 134). On the one 

hand, European theories of degeneration of races and civilizations were born out of the conversion 

of the non-west’s difference into orientalist empirics. It was, as has been amply demonstrated,41 the 

encounter with the non-European that resulted in notions of racial difference and theories of 

monogenesis or pangenesis.42 That non-Europeans were central to the theories of evolutionary 

degeneration and racial inferiority in Europe is indicated by the insistence in Morel’s arguments to 

redirect studies on degeneration from “other races” to the much less studied but “more important” 

problem of the degenerate being within European civilization (Pick 1989, 40). On the other, once 

generalized, the theories of civilization, racial hierarchy, evolution, progress and degeneration aspired 

to be universally applicable – including in the colonies.  

 
41 On the broader argument that the colony was central to the process of ‘universal’ knowledge production and not 
just a site of application of said knowledge, see Prakash (1999), Arnold (1993), Stoler (1995) and Pande (2010) for 
Indian histories; and Tilley (2011) for African histories. For the specific trajectory of European race science and 
how it overlapped with colonialism, see Stepan (1982).   
42 See footnote 39. 
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The colonial imposition of racial difference came to be internalized within the upper-caste 

Bengali reading public (Harrison 1999, 59). From the mid-nineteenth century, the Bengali Hindu elite 

began to concede to the British stereotype about Bengalis being the effeminate race.43 Just as the 

European discourse of degeneration shifted its focus from moral to physiological decline with the rise 

in biological sciences in the mid-19th c., the discourse in the colony also underwent such a 

transformation. Harrison demonstrates that in the 18th century, the idea was that people “could adapt 

physiologically to their new environments, the extent and rapidity of acclimatization depending on 

lifestyle, temperament and peculiarities of constitution” (1999, 11). However, in the 19th century, 

“differences between human beings came increasingly to be seen as less amenable to environmental 

influences. This new conception of difference stressed heredity and the innate, unalterable 

characteristics of the ‘races’ of Mankind” (Ibid., 12).  

Similarly, the internalized discourse of degeneration among Indians adopted the vocabulary 

and reasoning of scientifically validated theories. As Pande shows, “by the end of the century, the 

bhadralok was no longer the passive object of the medical and ethnological gaze. He refused to be 

pathologized as other. He explained his loss of strength in the scientific idiom of degeneration and 

debility” (2010, 16). Several Bengali intellectuals acknowledged the degeneration among Bengalis was 

a cause for concern. The Bengali was seen to be physiologically inferior to the English. This difference, 

encoded as deviations from the normal, was rooted in Hindu social customs: “Early puberty and child 

marriage, mutually enforcing ethnological indicators, were reformulated as a sign of degeneration from 

a biological norm, or a western standard” (Pande 2010, 158). Bengali intellectuals accepted this as a 

correct description of the contemporary condition and went on to suggest methods to reverse the 

condition.  

 
43 See Sinha (1997); Rosselli (1980). On how these stereotypes were resisted, see Chowdhury-Sengupta (in Robb 
1995). 
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Anglicization of culture, education, and obsession with reading as opposed to the tradition of 

physical exercise (akharas) were further causes of this physiological degeneration; “[t]he cause of it is 

the too great importance attached nowadays to bookish education in neglect of physical. The 

consequences are want of energy; a sickly habit of body, and premature old age and death”.44 Citing a 

story from the past of a Bengali who had killed a tiger with a wooden stick, Rajnarayan Basu, famous 

writer and intellectual of the Bengal Renaissance, argued that the physical valor of Bengalis have 

certainly deteriorated.45 Besides diet, climate, environment, one of the major factors of this 

degeneration was an excessive concentration “on studies”; which caused “all manner of ills, from 

‘indigestion and brain fever’ to ‘the feeble development of muscles’”.46 This explains why, Basu, in his 

prospectus for a Nationality Promotion Society, proposed that the society “shall first of all use their 

best endeavours to revive the national gymnastic exercises. Half a century ago, there was a gymnasium 

in almost every village. This old practice should be again brought into life”.47 The proliferation of 

conversation on the question of degeneration had mostly to do with the causes of decline and methods 

of resurgence for the race – and the priority for all seemed to be a focus (or according to some) a 

‘return’ to the ancient culture of physical exercise. All the various causes attributed to degeneration – 

early marriage to bookish education – were considered to be directly or indirectly related to colonial 

rule. The adverse effects of colonialism were juxtaposed against the “Hindu way of life” which was a 

space free of colonial distortion (Sarkar 2010).48  

 
44 See Prospectus of a Society for the Promotion National Feeling among the Educated Natives of Bengal, 1866.  
Accessed at https://www.midnapore.in/people/rishi_rajnarayan_basu_prospectus_of_society.html on Feb 1, 2020. 
45 In Sekal aar ekal (1874). As is evident from Basu’s title, his entire work is a comparison between “se kal” and “e 
kal” – roughly translated as ‘those times’ and ‘these times’. This is to highlight that it is less a chronologically 
specific division in time than an always-valid sense of the now as a less glorious version compared to the ‘past’.  
46 Here Rosselli (1980) is citing Basu (op. cit.).  
47 See footnote 44. 
48 In contrast to the Bangla and Hindi spheres, it was not till the 1930s that the Urdu sphere became focused on the 
“somatization of self-improvement” (Pernau et al. 2015, 182).  
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After the revolt of 1857 and with the emergence of a colonial, nationalist historiography in 

Bengal, the three divisions were introduced into nationalist history writing: Hindu/ancient, 

Muslim/medieval, British/modern; whereby, the blame for the Hindu downfall was put squarely on 

the intervening period of Muslim invasion and rule.49 The theory of the Muslim rule and Hindu 

downfall did not imply however that the Muslim was cast as the absolute Other, at least in the context 

of the degeneration of the Hindu physical valor in the contemporary. As Rosselli argues, the Hindu-

Muslim relation in this context was at best ambiguous – “even though members [of akharas] came to 

see self-defense against Muslims as a chief aim of the training” (1980, 142). He also notes a few 

instances where Muslim lathiyals were celebrated as evidence of Bengali valor and where Muslims 

were employed to teach in akharas. In this discourse around the physiological degeneration of 

Bengalis, especially in the form of the binary relation between the “manly Englishman” and the 

“effeminate Bengali”, the Muslim was excluded from any claims of degeneracy (Sinha 1997, 16). 

Moreover, the decline of the middle-class Bengali served a double purpose for their “hegemonic 

aspirations” (Sarkar 2010). Portrayed as a colonial consequence, Bengali effeminacy and decline 

became the ground for demanding equality with the British and aiming to achieve autonomy in the 

political sphere in order to reverse the effects of colonialism; at the same time, the framing of the 

present in terms of relative degeneration of the upper castes, reinstated and legitimized their past 

supremacy in Hindu society.  

The discursive category of physiological degeneration as well as concerns about sexual excess 

and loss of virility, early marriage as cause of weak progeny, and absence of widow remarriage 

continued into the 20th c. dying Hindu debates. However, in the early 20th c. disciplinary knowledge 

about evolutionary and ethnological theories had become a pedagogical part of the Indian intellectual 

 
49 See Chatterjee for an analysis of the kind of history (‘puranic’) that precedes this genre of Hindu nationalist 
historiography (1993, 76-115). 
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sphere. As Mitra demonstrates, these knowledges “widely influenced social scientific thought in India, 

including the earliest curricula in new academic departments that trained social scientists, doctors, and 

public intellectuals across India” (2020, 137). Unlike degeneration of Hindus being contrasted against 

the desirable norm of the colonizer in the 19th c., in 20th century the concern of Hindu degeneration 

generated primarily from the perceived threat of a Muslim proliferation. The Muslim’s condition was 

not framed as a norm that Hindus needed to aspire to; but the very idea of a Muslim growth rate 

higher than Hindus seemed legitimate grounds for discussing Hindu decline. Moreover, the various 

administrative records and the census of extensive deaths across various regions in the epidemic 

diseases not only extended the concern of decline from physical weakness to mortality but also 

introduced an enumerative logic into the discourse of degeneration. Central to the 20th century 

discourse were the measurements of birth rate, mortality and reproductive rate between Hindus and 

Muslims that recast the Hindu-Muslim difference along parameters of racial histories and biological 

compositions.  

 

1.2.3 Epidemics and Census Data 

Indians suffered from several rounds of cholera, malaria and plague over the decades of the 19th 

century.50 There were at least 15 million deaths in British India between 1817 and 1865. Often, the 

cholera epidemic would be accompanied by an outbreak of famine causing more malnutrition, 

starvation and death. But, more than the epidemics, it was the recording and publication of the data 

that made a significant difference to the terms in which the early 20th century discourse of the dying-

Hindu came to be formulated. Although the first major round of the cholera epidemic in Bengal was 

in 1817, it was only in 1865 that the related mortality data began to be collected systematically and 

 
50 For a history of how these different diseases resulted in different governmental intervention, social meaning and 
implications for colonial relation, see Arnold (1993).  
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published.51 A newspaper article, for instance, noted how a “Hindu gentleman” had tried to impress 

upon the colonial officials how “the Bengali race is thus fast dying out; and it must ultimately disappear 

if proper steps are not promptly taken to save them from extinction”, given that [m]alaria and cholera 

have, within the last 60 years, swept away many millions of people from Bengal…Only 50 years ago 

our villages teemed with a happy and healthy race of people”.52 “Though the Bengali bhadralok was 

seldom directly affected by famine or plague, the ravages of both in the 1890s could not but have 

stirred his conscience – and made faith in the ‘providential’ British connection increasingly difficult to 

maintain” (Sarkar 2014, 94). 

The decennial census surveys, introduced in 1872, began extensive enumeration and recording 

various aspects of Indian social life. The census, as several scholars have argued, brought about a 

significant shift in the descriptions of the social and political life of Indians as well as intercommunity 

relations. The practice of census taking, responding to census questionnaires, classifying social 

categories of castes, varnas, tribes, religion and the demographic count of each such classified group 

changed not only the content of Indian culture, but “the way that [Indians] think about their culture 

has changed as well” (Cohn 1987, 228). This change, Cohn identifies, as an “objectification” of culture; 

where, Indians “can stand back and look at themselves, their ideas, their symbols and culture and see 

it as an entity” (Ibid., 229). What was embedded, now became an object of critical scrutiny.  

One of the most pronounced effects of the census was to make the identities of ‘Hindu’ and 

‘Muslim’ mutually exclusive; whereas earlier these categories overlapped and identified individuals or 

communities only contingently (Kaviraj 1992). Added to this effect of classification, was the effect of 

counting the people in such social groups. As Appadurai argues, the enumeration of social 

demographics “unyoked” Indians from their local affiliations and engendered “self-mobilization of 

 
51 Indians also reacted to the epidemic scale of death caused by cholera in the early 19th c. but these focused 
primarily on the relation between the disease and the colonial conquest. See Arnold (1993). 
52 ‘Scourges of India’, 1909. Amrita Bazar Patrika. Calcutta, Sep 10, 1909. 
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these groups into a variety of larger translocal political forms” (1993, 329). Similarly, Datta (1999) 

suggests, that the enumeration of Hindus and Muslims contributed to the sectarian conflict and the 

rise of Hindu communalism.  

In the first decennial census of 1872, H. Beverly first registered the high number of Muslims 

found in the Bengal province as “unexpected” (1872). He proposed that the unexpected number of 

Muslims was due to mass conversion of Hindus by Muslim invaders either because Muslims had used 

force or because low-caste Hindus used conversion to escape caste oppression. By the next census 

reports, the theory of mass conversion has become established as fact. The reports of the Bengal 

census of 1891 and 1901 had a separate paragraph each on the “comparison of proportionate increase 

amongst Hindu and Musalmans” (1891, 147).53 The reports reflected on why, despite the growth of 

both Hindu and Muslim demographics, the latter was increasing at a rate higher than that of Hindus.  

The 1901 record for the percentage of increase between 1891-1901 of Hindus in Bengal was 

6.2 and that of Muslims 7.7. This constructed a picture of Muslim increase. But the increase in total 

number of Hindus and Muslims, from which these percentages were calculated, was 47 to 49 million 

for Hindus and 23 to 25 million for Muslims. Based on the total numbers it was difficult to claim a 

literal annihilation of the Hindus, especially owing to physical replacement by Muslims. But the logic 

of proportion was able to construct a sense of crisis that the total number failed to do: “The actual 

increase in the number of Muhammadans is about the same as in the case of the Hindus, but the 

proportional growth is nearly twice as great” (Gait 1902, 156). To clarify, if 60-40 represents Hindu-

Muslim numbers in the form of percentage, a change to, say, 40-60 would imply mathematically a 

replacement of Hindus by Muslims. This mathematical expression, however, can in no way be read as 

 
53 Although both volumes were reports of the Bengal census, the 1891 report focused on a “Musalman increase” in 
Bengal Proper and the 1901 report discussed the “relative rapid growth of Muhammadan population” as a more 
general phenomenon across the various regions of the Bengal Presidency, including the regions of Bengal Proper. 
Bengal Proper refers to a colonial subdivision within the Bengal Presidency which also included Lower Bengal, i.e., 
present-day Orissa, Chota Nagpur and Bihar. Bengal proper was divided into Northern, Eastern and Western Bengal. 
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a replacement or annihilation in the actual region where the number of people does not have an upper 

limit (whereas for percentages it is 100).  

A 1907 article in Modern Review illustrated how the decennial census data of Hindus and 

Muslims contributed to the rising concern around the dying Hindu race. The 5-page article included 

several long excerpts from the census reports of Bengal, United Provinces, Bombay and Madras from 

1881, 1891 and 1901. Bringing together three census findings of various regions and selectively 

reproducing certain excerpts, the author was able to cohere an argument about the definite, 

demographic decrease of Hindus that ended with a plea to adopt any means that would save the race 

from “ultimate extinction” (1907, 376).  

Deuskar pleaded with those discussing questions of Hindu numbers to treat all newly 

converted Hindus as Hindus; “how else would the increase of Hindus be established in the census?” 

(1910, 50). According to him, a Marathi brahmin himself who wrote in Bangla and resided in Bengal, 

Mukerji had been unjust when he defined Bengalis in terms of their native language – Bangla. In 

contrast, Deuskar asked if the term ‘Bengali’ should be determined by “bangsho porichoy” (lineage 

identity) or “desh porichoy” (territorial identity) – and clearly advocated the latter as evident from the 

rhetorical question: “Are they whose fatherland is Bengal, who reside in Bengal generationally since 

time immemorial, who have no other shelter other than the lap of mother-Bengal, not Bengalis too?” 

(Ibid., 28).54 The reason for including “non-Aryan” Hinduized aboriginals into the definition of 

‘Bengali’ was that the Muslims did the same – “the non-Aryan people in Bengal who have accepted 

Islam are counted as Muslims in the Bengal census and therefore we consider them Bengali Muslims. 

 
54 Transliteration from Bangla: “Bongodesh jahadiger pitribhumi – jahara sharanateet kaal hoite purushanukrome 
bongodesh-e bash koritechhe, bongo-jononir kror bhinno onottro jahadiger ashroy nai, - tahadigokei ki bangali bola 
uchit nahe?” 
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Consequently, the non-Aryans in Bengal who have converted to Hinduism and whose native language 

is not Bangla have to be considered as Hindus” (Ibid., 29).55 

The census was certainly a crucial influence in the way Indians came to perceive identity 

categories, their affiliations in social groups and their relations with other communities but it was only 

one of the factors in this discourse. The census did not directly and without further mediation produce 

the dying Hindus discourse or Hindu sectarianism. The public intellectuals who debated the question 

of the dying Hindu used the census data but also relied on several other sources to support their 

arguments. As the advertisement of Sarkar’s book in the Amrita Bazar Patrika (1911) mentioned, he 

drew on, besides the census, government medical reports, published commercial statistics, 

government correspondence and individual publications on epidemics. Mukerji and Deuskar too 

relied on other sources: government-published mortuary statistics and administration reports, 

sanitation office records, as well as Mukerji’s his own ethnographic and anthropometric observations.  

Besides being one of the sources in this discourse, the census was also only one of the factors 

in the dying Hindu discourse and the reorientation of categories that it engendered, as shown above. 

The discourse emerged on the grounds of the theories of degeneration, evolutionary science, and the 

records of epidemic diseases as much as on the census enumerations. Further, the public intellectuals 

who debated the dying-Hindu question played a significant role in producing identities and claims 

through specific readings of the census report and the data. They not only popularized certain census 

findings – such that several contentious claims of the census circulated as demonstrated facts56 – but 

also reinterpreted certain data and produced claims which were not explicit in the census reports.  

 
55 A critical reflection on the elite nationalist historiography about the Indo-Aryan and their conquest of the non-
Aryan due to both “cultural difference and racial antipathy”, see Ballantyne (2001, 175).  
56 For instance, in the 1871 census report, the Census Superintendent H. Beverly speculated that the “unexpected” 
number of Muslims in India were low-caste Hindu converts (1872). Yet, in subsequent census reports and other 
publications the thesis of mass conversion circulated in the form of historical fact. 
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They also disagreed at times on which category of data better represented reality and therefore 

which set of census data merited attention. How percentages of demographic change and rates of 

increase and decrease should be calculated also turned out to be debatable, and using enumerative 

calculations, the intellectuals also managed to arrive at calculations and consequent conclusions, at 

times different from the source and/or their interlocutors. Precisely because percentages and ratios 

turned to be more effective in mobilizing one’s claims, to what degree rounding off these numbers 

for ease of use was acceptable, and when it invalidated the claim based on those numbers, also became 

contentious questions. In effect, these publications on the dying-Hindu served a double purpose: these 

reproduced and added to the circulation of the census data as social facts and provided for their readers 

interpretations and implications of such data. 

For instance, the territorial unit on which one chose to focus one’s comparisons affected the 

numerical argument, even when based on the census data. Whereas Mukerji’s focus was Bengal 

Proper, Deuskar and Mukerji chose the province as the unit of analysis over districts. Sarkar argued 

that both Hindus and Muslims had the same rate of increase, approximately 3 percent in each of the 

provinces of Bengal (North, Central and West). The difference in the numbers between Mukerji and 

Sarkar stemmed from the latter’s decision to exclude Eastern Bengal from the calculations. Sarkar 

considered this province to be exceptional. Here the 1881 census registered the Muslim rate of increase 

as 40 percent more than Hindus: according to Sarkar this could be explained away by the territorial 

exceptionality of the province – “being the granary not only of the whole of Bengal but perhaps of 

the whole of India. There a bumper crop is had by mere scattering of seeds” (1911, 4-5).  

Having thus excluded the province, the data for which contributed to Mukerji’s claim of 

Hindus as a declining population, Sarkar concluded that “the Hindus and Mahomedans of Bengal 

were both faring very ill as compared even with their brethren in other parts of India, not to compare 

with the rates of increase in European countries, which in England was about 12.8 percent. Thus the 
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wail of Lt. Col. Mukherjee [sic] should have gone forth both for the Hindus and Mahomedans of 

Bengal equally” (Ibid., 7). Sarkar stated that the exceptionality of Eastern Bengal was due to the “fact 

admitted by Lt. Col. Mukerjee [sic] himself – that nearly the whole of the land is in the occupation of 

the Mahomedan peasants who would naturally be tempted to indulge in the luxury of polygamy as Mr. 

O’Donnel [sic] puts it” (Ibid., 8).  

Thus, Sarkar could make an argument for both Hindus and Muslims decreasing – in contrast 

to Mukerji – because he chose to focus on administrative divisions of Bengal Proper and the latter 

had chosen to treat Bengal Proper as a whole. In contrast to both, a focus on districts – as the 1901 

census data show – would reveal a Hindu and Muslim predominance as varying; for instance, the 

Eastern Bengal districts of Chittagong Hill Tracts and Hill Tippera, Western Bengal district of 

Hooghly and Central Bengal district of 24 Parganas were overwhelmingly Hindu (Gait 1902). There 

was no inherent or self-evident reason that justified the analytic value of one unit over another.   

As Mitra argues in the broader context of the rise of modern social scientific thought in the 

subcontinent, “everyone from state administrators building complex apparatuses of the census to early 

Indian social scientists and lay sociologists writing on the past and future of Indian society” (2020, 13) 

contributed to this history. Similarly, the production of Hindu and Muslim as distinct biological 

populations too was facilitated by Indian intellectuals in collaboration with colonial officials. 

Therefore, in this section I rethink the position census has been accorded by historiography. Indeed, 

it was not a mere recording of existing data and categories as has been amply demonstrated; but it was 

through a network of factors and formative contexts along with which the census was able to effect 

the transformations in Indian social imagination, knowledge about the self and the other and 

interrelations of communities.  

 

1.2.4 Enumerative Reasoning 



 
 

57 

The census was only one coordinate in the history of the rise of an enumerative mode of reasoning. 

In the late 19th and early 20th c., there was a rise in enumerative reasoning across contexts, including 

but exceeding the census-colony nexus. Through the late 18th and 19th century in Europe, determinism 

and causality came to be replaced by chance and correlation respectively (Hacking 1990). The practice 

of counting was not novel but the vast amount of statistical data of large population that came to be 

collated and published generated this specific form of reasoning. The shift in this form of reasoning 

in the early 20th century was associated with the source of statistical knowledge. In the late 18th-19th 

century, statistics about the subject-people was produced by state apparatuses and for explicit reasons 

of ruling and governing, irrespective of whether these were sovereign or colonial states. In the late 

19th-early 20th century, the production of statistical data and statistical reasoning became more 

prevalent and became central to the production of all kinds of social scientific, disciplinary knowledge 

(Desrosieres 1998). The rise in statistical reasoning facilitated formation of new knowledges and 

disciplines as well as reoriented existing discourses along new lines of reasoning and producing 

evidence. Thus, race science especially in its intersection with anthropometry emerged alongside the 

rise in statistical thinking in Europe;57 and by the early 20th century had become an integral part and 

recast most disciplines, especially in the social sciences (Hart 2000). With the shift in the primary site 

of statistical knowledge-production from governmental administration to disciplines and academic 

institutions, there was also a transformation in the nature of statistical knowledge. Numerical evidence 

did not always amount to statistical reasoning. According to Desrosieres (1998), in Europe this change 

in the nature of statistical knowledge was heralded by intellectuals like Karl Pearson (1857-1936) and 

Ronald Aylmer Fisher (1890-1962).  

The subcontinent had a similar historical trajectory. In the late 19th-early 20th century, there 

was a rise in enumerative reasoning in so far as numerical calculations and categories such as 

 
57 See Hacking (1990), Porter (1986), Desrosieres (1998).  
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percentages and averages became methods for producing knowledge and organizing socio-political 

claims. The ‘dying race’ debates were part of this historical development. From the 1920s, statistics 

practiced by Indian intellectuals underwent a shift similar to the European transformation in the 

discipline of statistics, which was marked by Pearson’s and Fisher’s works. This form of statistics, 

which included mathematically more complex concepts – such as coefficients and degrees of variation 

– also intersected and contributed to the production of difference of the non-Hindu from what was 

produced as the Hindu or national norm. Moreover, the history of the development of academic 

statistics in India was informed by ideas and collaborations with Pearson and Fisher, among others. 

By the early 20th century then, in Europe and in the subcontinent, most social scientific 

endeavors came to rely extensively on numbers as evidence as well as a “style of reasoning” (Hacking 

1985). The ubiquitous use of statistics in all social scientific endeavors notwithstanding, the emergence 

of statistical laws was first “perceived in connection with deviancy” (Hacking 1990, 3). At the root of 

the absolute faith and “trust in numbers” (Porter 1995), is the notion that “one can improve – control 

– a deviant subpopulation by enumeration and classification” (Hacking 1990, 3). Statistical laws did 

not simply bring to the surface existing phenomenon in human social life but engendered news 

categories of classification, measurement and evaluation. Therefore, just as large-scale statistical 

measurements in anthropometry and race science produced the notion of ‘average’ as a measure of 

the human (Desrosieres 1998), medical science produced the notion of the normal and the 

pathological/abnormal (Canguilhem 1989). 

Within this broader context of the emergence of the categories of average and normal, 

pathological, diseased, criminal and deviant, certain groups “quickly became objects of such 

classification and enumeration”, such as the Jews in Europe, given the long history of anti-Semitism 

in Europe (Hart 2000). Hart argues that increasingly Jews in Europe came to be “described in the 

evaluative terms that had gained greater power over the course of the nineteenth century, such as 
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normal and pathological, and healthy and diseased” (2000, 8). The ubiquity of the faith in enumerative 

reasoning is further illustrated in the way Jewish scholars, who participated in the enumerative 

endeavors in social science, often ended up internalizing some of the “dominant image of the Jews as 

racially pathological or diseased” (Ibid., 12). When Jewish social scientists attempted to reject such 

images and analysis of the Jewish condition, more often than not they provided alternate explanations 

of the deteriorating condition of Jews but in the process accepted and reiterated as scientific the 

enumerated indicators of the thesis of Jewish degeneration: “lower birthrates, increasing levels of 

physical and mental disorders, crime, suicide, intermarriage, and so forth” (Ibid., 14).  

This history of the rise of enumerative reasoning in Europe, especially the universally 

applicable and measurable categories of birth rate, mortality and longevity, influenced the discourse 

around racial degeneration in the subcontinent. In the ‘dying race’ discourse, Bengali public 

intellectuals internalized the colonial discourse about their social and physiological condition and 

expanded the discourse by mobilizing the enumerated categories of health, birth and death rates, 

reproductivity, longevity, for measuring and comparing Hindus and Muslims. In cohering a discourse 

around these enumerative categories that evaluated biology, social traditions, and religious practices, 

they produced for the first time – despite and because of these existing influences – Hindu and Muslim 

as enumerable populations.  

 

1.3 Constituents of the ‘dying race’ discourse: Health, Birth, Death and Growth 

Rates, Longevity 

In this section, I analyze the various arguments made and evidence used by the public intellectuals 

who eventually entrenched Hindu and Muslim as categories that could be comprehended through 

comparative measurements of birth rate, reproductivity, longevity and mortality rate. These various 

arguments were framed around concerns with the health and biological histories of the two 
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communities; yet, at the same time, the definition of the Hindu remained contested. Such 

contestations were at least of two kinds. The first had to do with the colonial classifications used in 

the census; for instance, one point of contention was whether “animists” were to be included as 

Hindus. Deuskar argued that not including tribes in the 1891 census-counting under Hindus was one 

of the reasons why the Hindu number was unjustly low. The census officials had “decided that unlike 

in the previous years, the newly-converted wild tribes would no longer be counted as Hindus! – they 

would be referred to by a whole new term, ‘animistic’. Given this new method of counting, the Hindus 

in Bengal decreased by 129 per thousand! However, those tribals who had been converted by Muslims 

and Christians, they remained Muslims and Christians. Thus, this ‘double standard’ led to the increase 

of Muslims by 49 per ten thousand, in O’Donnell’s census record” (Deuskar 1910, 48).58 One of the 

first generation of Indian sociologists, Benoy Kumar Sarkar (1887-1949), compared the social and 

upward mobilization of the “aboriginal” or “primitive” groups (Santals, Oraons, Mundas) to the three 

higher castes (Kayasthas, Brahmins, Vaidyas59). The three castes have “in the last forty years grown 

137 percent, the ‘aboriginals’ have grown 319 percent” (Sarkar 1936, 71-2). Sarkar attributed this 

difference to “extraordinary ‘differential fertility’” (Ibid., 72). He specified that these numbers 

interested him because “the ‘aboriginals’ are today more ‘Hindu’ than ‘tribal’ or animistic in 

religion…the ‘aboriginals’ of yesterday constitute to a certain extent the ‘depressed’ classes [in the 

Hindu society] of today” (Ibid., 72).  

The other kind of problem with the category of the Hindu was related to the historical, 

etymological entanglement of three concepts: jati, caste and race. The term ‘caste’ was etymologically 

derived from ‘casta’ in Portuguese whose colonial rule in India began in the 16th century.60 Translating 

 
58 Deuskar’s exact phrase is, “ek jatraye prithok fol”. 
59 This is the order in which he lists the castes – this is unlike the mainstream Brahminical view of the caste 
hierarchy. It seems he listed them according to demographics in a decreasing order B. K. Sarkar (1936, 71–72).  
60 For further details on how the Portuguese system developed and was imposed on the Indian system, see Guha 
(2013).  
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what they observed in practice and read in Sanskrit texts – hierarchy of the four varnas61 and the 

endogamous marriages maintaining the membership of jati – as caste,62 the Portuguese introduced 

into the Hindu system of endogamy, the idea of purity of blood and blood-based descent from their 

system of limpieza de sangre (clarity or purity of blood).63 As Klass (1980) argues, the observed practice 

of marrying within one’s jati (or a further subdivision “marriage circle”64) was not necessarily 

motivated by the aim of maintaining blood-based lineages. But with the entrenchment of caste as the 

marker of the specific South Asian system, the descent-based identity as the connotation of jati and 

the implication of blood purity from caste became intertwined. Besides the added meaning in caste 

compared to jati, the latter was also a term that encompassed any groups of living things: linguistic 

groups, human or animal species, race, religion, nation (Chatterjee 1993). 

During the British colonial rule, caste was further reconfigured as a racial system in the works 

especially of colonial administrator and ethnographer Herbert Risley (1851-1911). Introducing the 

science and practice of anthropometry to the subcontinent through his ethnographic surveys that 

began in the 1870s, Risley proposed that the differences of castes had originated in racial difference 

and had been maintained through the practice of endogamy within castes.65 Anthropometry, as a 

 
61 Varna is the other term besides jati that is sometimes used to refer to the caste system. Mostly, instead of the 
numerous jatis, it only indicates the four categories – Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishyas and Shudras. The scholarship 
on caste and race in South Asia have demonstrated how varna, which is the same word for color, was misread by the 
Europeans as a denotation for skin color-based classification. However, in discussing how European race science 
theories were incorporated by Indian intellectuals and amateur scientists, it’s important to note that skin color as a 
scientific object of racial difference was not dominant within the domain of institutional science of race (despite 
being racist in other ways) (Savary 2018; Thomas 2018). The dying race discourse too adopted notions of racial 
difference and heredity but did not discuss the question of varna as skin color.  
62 Klass notes that any of the terms - people, race, nation, tribe, clan and ethnic group – “could have been used to 
translate jati” (1980, 25). 
63 In the scholarship on caste, the etymological root of caste in the principle of limpieza de sangre which was 
instituted in the Spanish Americas has been treated as the channel through which notion of racial purity was 
introduced into the subcontinent (Guha 2013; Klass 1980). However, Martinez (2008) and Anidjar (2014) have 
shown how purity of blood was a Christian notion where racial and religious purity were intertwined. 
64 Klass (1980) argues that even jati is not the unit of endogamy but what he identifies as “marriage circles” where 
the rules against intermarriage are enforceable and enforced.  
65 In contrast, William Crooke, Risley’s colleague, proposed the occupational theory of caste. He suggested that 
instead of racial difference, caste hierarchy had originated in division of labour.  
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branch of anthropology which relied on measurements of physical features of people and on statistical 

techniques to conclude about corresponding qualitative features – such as, intellect, intelligence, 

civilizational status, gave “a more formal ‘scientific’ basis” to this new drive for knowledge about the 

colonized population (Bandyopadhyay 2007, 33). The appearance of multiple physical types among 

Indians indicated multiple racial types which, in turn, was attributed to the restrictions of the caste 

system and its rule of endogamy. Risley argued that the evidence of the racial origins of caste was in 

the measurable physical differences of members of each caste.66 

By the time of the early 20th century dying race discourse, the interlocutors were adopting 

notions of racial inheritance and blood purity from European thinkers, but their arguments 

constructed around these ideas were further inflected by their understanding of race, nation, and 

species through the single term jati, across languages, Hindi, Bangla and Urdu. Therefore, when 

discussing health, birth, mortality, longevity, hereditary features and purity of race, intellectuals 

participating in the dying Hindu discourse, moved with ease between jati, caste, race and species.67,68  

Likening the “Bengali race, whether the Hindu section or the Mahomedan” (1911, 10) to an 

individual body, Sarkar asked: “When is a race properly said to be dying?” (Ibid., 10). He suggested 

that much like the individual who does not die if his limbs are severed but only when his brain is, 

 
66 Several scholars have summarized and critiqued Risley’s projects and theories; seminal among these are Dirks 
(2001), Bandyopadhyay (1985), Bates (in Robb 1995), Fuller (2017).  
67 Mitra shows how Indian intellectuals – such as S.C. Mookerjee of the Indian Rationalist Society – discussed caste 
hierarchy “as not a form of socioeconomic oppression” but that “it had biological – indeed, evolutionary – roots that 
made it a natural stage of human development” (2020, 155). 
68 Savary demonstrates how “vernacular” authors in the Hindi and Urdu spheres deployed race in advocating reform 
of the Indian but “did not adopt “race science” as an argumentative tool” (2018, 93). She shows how these authors 
mainly used racial hierarchy as an analogy to explain and defend caste, but the former did not alter the 
argumentative framework which largely maintained the “traditionalist argumentative patterns” (Ibid.). Based on the 
analysis of the Bengali intellectuals of the dying Hindu discourse, I agree with Savary’s argument that these authors 
did not adopt notions of race wholesale and uncritically. However, my argument differs on two issues. I argue 
against clubbing these authors and public intellectuals with anthropologists and statisticians; the latter were not 
interested in reform or degeneration theories but engaged with race science within the domain and vocabulary of 
scientific reasoning and was therefore making a different kind of argument, including one where the Indian scientists 
rejected one kind of European race science theory and extended another kind. I explore these in the next chapter. 
Instead of focusing on how race (European) was used to frame arguments about caste (Indian), I argue that these 
intellectuals were thinking and articulating through multifarious overlaps between jati, race, caste and religion.   
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when “the brain portion of the Bengali Hindu community or the Bengali Mahomedan community 

ceases or threatens to cease to exist” (Ibid., 10-11) only then the race should be considered dead. 

Accusing Mukerji of neglecting to hierarchize the different impacts of the death of different 

castes/classes, Sarkar expressed disappointment that “amidst the long dissertations [in Mukerji’s text] 

on Bagdis, Haris, coolies and agricultural labourers, there is hardly one word as regards the rapid 

decrease of the intellectual middle classes of both the Hindu and the Mahomedan communities…If 

the Hindu and Mahomedan middle class gentry disappear (the uppermost class is admitted to be 

disappearing) and only the cooly population and the agricultural labourers remain, will it be proper 

then to say that the race is existing?” (1911, 11-12). This was aimed specifically at Mukerji’s investment 

in the question of intellectual impoverishment among lower castes like the Bagdi, where “the standard 

of education cannot be very high — 16 out of a thousand can only read and write, while the number 

among a thousand Mahomedan males is 54. Such being the nature of his moral and intellectual training 

what sort of a man he is likely to be? He is a degraded man, degraded socially, mentally and morally” 

(Mukerji 1909, 44).  

Attempting to defend the Brahminical hierarchies of Hindu society from the accusations of 

Mukerji, Sarkar reminded Mukerji that “[Mukerji’s] ancestors, the Brahmins, were the only people in 

the world who took away the poison or sting of the caste-distinction” (Sarkar 1911, 13). Sarkar 

explained this uncommon view, by claiming that in Hinduism the body, where all differences between 

man and man lie, amounted to nothing whereas the soul, which was of the utmost value, was equal in 

all men. Nonetheless, Sarkar conceded that the race was dying – but due to malaria and only since the 

brahmins and kayasthas (upper castes) had recorded a decrease in numbers; this was “the condition 

of things as regards these two important classes of the community which constitute the brain of the 

race” (49) and therefore if “things go on in this way, the prospect is gloomy indeed!” (1911, 52).  
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In a review of Deuskar’s book, where the reviewer sought to defend Mukerji’s thesis from 

Deuskar’s criticisms, the reviewer noted how one could trace back significant Bengali Hindu lineages 

to this region (namely, Ballal Sen, Chaitanya) (Modern Review 1911a). Based on this, they argued that 

“the low caste Hindus of East Bengal are less endowed with vitality, that the Mahomedans of East 

Bengal are a more virile race, more enterprising and adventurous, more organized and united” (Ibid., 

40) and therefore it was the low caste Hindus who were to blame for the racial decline. The notion of 

the Hindu as a race was thus consolidated through and not undercut by the notion of internally 

separate clusters of descent-based, hereditary castes.   

The debates thus show not only the emergence of the concern with degeneration and 

extinction of Hindus, but also that despite the census and its legacy of exclusive identity-categories, 

the question of who should be considered – more importantly counted – as a Hindu could be evoked 

and revised repeatedly. As I show in the following section, the politics of including or excluding groups 

in this definition extended beyond the concern with numerical strength. Questions about physiology, 

health, biological degeneration foregrounded reflections of what the threat of extinction entailed, and 

which section’s death mattered to the status of the Hindu race.  

  

1.3.1 Health 

What did the various authors mean when they referred to the health of the Hindu as or as not 

deteriorating? In this discourse, the notion of Hindu and Muslim health was constituted in terms of 

physiological or constitutional strength, longevity, fecundity, birth rate or natural growth rates, death 

rate as well as labour, expressed in terms of spatial mobility and occupational versatility. All these 

categories had varied, overlapping and distinct relations with each other and implications for the health 

of the race. For instance, longevity and death rates, and fecundity and birth rate were implicated in 

each other; discussions of early marriage were tied up with concerns of fecundity as well as infant 
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mortality rate; widow remarriage were tied up with concern around birth rate. Health entered the 

discourse in the analysis of why the Hindu was declining. This aspect demonstrates that despite the 

prevalence of numerical reasoning in the dying-Hindu debates, it was not just the number of individual 

Hindus and Muslims that was at stake. The category of the dying Hindu was constituted as a decrease 

in individual Hindus who renounced the faith and/or converted to other religions – at the same time 

and equally as – a decline in the strength and rigor of the practice of religiosity, and the number of 

physical deaths (and consequently higher death rates) among Hindus owing to their ‘Hindu-ness’. The 

‘Hindu-ness’ in turn was attributed as much to racial, biological aspects as much to cultural and 

religious specificities.  

The question of health – especially in terms of degeneration of Hindus, their weak 

constitution, and lack of physical strength – had overlaps with the 19th c. discourse about the colonial 

stereotype about Bengali effeminacy. But the 20th c. concern with the question of health of the Hindu 

population was also different in several crucial aspects, not least because it featured as a concern within 

a larger preoccupation with ‘dying’ and in more ways than one. Unlike the middle-class/upper caste 

Bengali babu who was the face of the stereotyped effeminate race in the 19th c., the question of 

biological health and decline appeared predominantly in the form of a concern for the lower 

classes/castes.  

Any one travelling from Calcutta along the E. B. S. Railway will not fail to notice the 
superior physique of the Mahomedans as compared with that of the Hindus. The 
Railway porters are either Bengali Mahomedans or up-country Hindus. Very few 
Bengali Hindus work as porters. Their poor physique stands in the way. One can get 
a fair idea of the physique of the two communities by looking at the Mahomedan 
porter and the Hindu sweetmeat-seller on the Railway platform. (Mukerji 1909, 8) 

 

This is the case because the Muslim, who placed higher value on health as “his only asset”, spent more 

on food than his Hindu counterparts; this in turn was possible only because land in Bengal “practically 

belong[ed] to” the Muslim (Ibid., 11). The “superior physique” of the Muslim was also corroborated 
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through Mukerji’s ethnographic endeavors. As the physician in the Krishnagar District Jail in Bengal, 

Mukerji recorded and compared the age and weight of 219 Hindus and 281 Muslim prisoners.69 Since 

Mukerji mentioned that he “took the age and weight of 500 prisoners, both Hindus and Mahomedans, 

in order of their admission” (Ibid., 9), Deuskar in turn read this as proof against Mukerji’s own claim 

of the Hindu’s superior morality: “If Hindus were indeed morally inferior as Col. Mukerji has stated, 

the number of Muslim prisoners could not have been more than those of the Hindus” (1910, 101).  

Mukerji entered the age of prisoners under the following categories: ‘not exceeding 20 years’, 

21 to 30, 31 to 40 and so on till 50; similarly, he calibrated the data for weight in terms of 80 lbs., 81 

to 90lbs. and so on till 110lbs and above. Considering 91 to 100 lb. to be the optimum range of weight 

and he found a higher percentage of Muslims (especially within age 21 to 40 years) within that range 

than Hindus. Mukerji concluded that the “superior physique of the Mahomedans is due to the fact 

that they get better food to eat” (1909, 10). The question of food and its availability was, in turn, linked 

to the question of land; “a Mahomedan enjoys better health, is of stronger physique, has got more 

stamina than a Hindu, and the main reason of all this is that excepting in the two divisions of old 

Bengal, the land practically belongs to him” (Ibid., 11). This appeared to be a circular relation – the 

loss of land among Hindus adversely affected their physique, health and stamina; this, in turn, further 

weakened their ability to hold on to the land and Mukerji feared that “if things go on at the present 

rate a Hindu cultivator will be a rare thing in the course of another quarter century” (Ibid.). 

However, Mukerji did not imply that possession of land was the only explanation of the 

physiological difference between Hindus and Muslims. Even those without land, namely, the “number 

of young Mahomedans arriving in [Calcutta]” everyday know fully well that their “health is their only 

capital” and are therefore “perfectly willing to turn their hands to any work” (Ibid., 16). Mukerji noted 

that there was “always opening for a strong, willing, active young man and after a few applications he 

 
69 This was done as part of his dissertation, ‘Nutrition and Dysentery’, 1905, op. cit. 
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is generally successful in securing a job” (Ibid.). Using the example of carpentry, where most of the 

men in the trade were Muslims, he vilified the absence of Hindus in several professions. Only Hindus 

from a certain caste took up carpentry. Although lower castes like Namasudras and Bagdis could enter 

the trade, as a matter of fact they tended not to.  

Moreover, the Muslims worked for a lower wage than the Hindus. The latter – to their 

disadvantage – believed that they were better workers than their Muslim competitors and consequently 

demanded higher wages. According to Mukerji, the Hindu assumption was not completely baseless, 

but he cautioned that “[h]ereditary dexterity, if not an entire myth, has been greatly exaggerated” (Ibid., 

19). The mobility and versatility of Muslims were both causes and effects of the better physical health 

that they enjoyed compared to Hindus. Sarkar too held a “lack of physical labour” responsible for the 

“females of the ‘Bhodrolog’ class…falling off in health” (Ibid., 99-100). Mukerji quoted approvingly 

a response submitted to a census questionnaire in 1901 by someone from Mymensingh: 

The Mahomedan peasants depending as they do mainly on agriculture and being more 
adventurous in spirit than the Hindus emigrate to ‘chur’ lands for better prospects in 
life and there they get fresh air, fresh water and plenty of edibles. Any one who has 
visited the ‘chur’ lands will have found that these tracts are almost entirely inhabited 
by the sturdy Mahomedan peasantry. The Hindu…is more attached to his own hearths 
and home, and so is satisfied with whatever he gets in his flood-damaged villages. This 
combined with…living upon unsubstantial food, is the cause of the gradual decline of 
the Hindu population in India. (Ibid., 6-7) 

 
Mukerji claimed that the Hindu has no “propensity” to strive for better economic as well as 

physiological status and that, in turn, further worsened his already failing physical and financial 

condition. It is noteworthy that Mukerji did not simply make an argument about the availability of 

unequal opportunities; rather, it was also a question of choice and social conditioning that affected the 

physiology of the community. Not only did Muslims have better access to food because they owned 

more land than Hindus but the former also spent “more money on his food than his Hindu neighbor. 

Health is his best and in many cases his only asset, and he rightly thinks that the money he spends on 
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the maintenance or the improvement of his health is the best investment that he can make of his 

money” (Ibid., 11).  

This discrepancy in beliefs and actions were, in part, traced back to differences in religious 

beliefs. Drawing again from his ethnographic observations of his neighbors who were “a colony of 

Mahomedan duftries” (Ibid., 21), Mukerji remarked on their earning, spending and healthy eating and 

working habits. The Hindus had no religiosity, were illiterate and regular drinkers. Besides, as a doctor, 

Mukerji also claimed the advantage of seeing and being able to compare Hindu and Muslim 

physiologies where he treated people as outpatients in a dispensary. By the time they were 30, Hindus 

became “a physical wreck”, clearly owing to their illiteracy, and eating and drinking habits. In this 

regard, Mukerji connected the physiological to the religious. He attributed the systematic physiological 

degradation of the Hindus to their addiction to drugs and drinking habits. Lack of religious vigor 

encouraged drug addiction which in turn explained the Hindus’ “chronic destitution” (Ibid., 66). In 

contrast, Muslims, irrespective of their social class, were members of religious congregations where 

religious and moral teachings were regularly imparted, resulting in their thriving physical health as well 

(Ibid., 70). Thus, Mukerji established a clear relation between the specific religious influences and the 

respective health of Hindus and Muslims.  

On the point of food, health and underlying assumptions of biology, Sarkar traced a slightly 

different route. Using ‘Hindu’ interchangeably with ‘brahmin’, he admitted that Hindus were “very 

particular regarding cooked-food and drinking water…before putting a cup of water to the lips, they 

would enquire by whom and how the food was cooked and served and who brought the water and 

whence” (1911, 82). Even though this might appear “depraved” to one’s modern sensibilities, Sarkar 

made a case for justifying this practice within the modern notion of biology where “the modern 

etiology of diseases is every day discovering new bacilli and bacteria which are finding their way into 

the human body through food, drink and otherwise causing disease and death not only to individuals 
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but though individuals most disastrously affecting a whole community” (Ibid., 82-3). Therefore, if the 

Hindu had made “it a rule not to drink water from the hands of people who would never wash their 

hands even after touching the dirtiest things” (Ibid., 83) in order to guard against the entry of disease, 

it would be unwise to accuse the caste system of causing “the decline of the Hindu race” (Ibid., 82) – 

if anything it should be credited with attempting to preserve the Hindu’s biological health. 

Mukerji, in contrast, blamed the caste system and the apathy of the upper castes towards lower 

caste conditions for the Hindu degeneration of health. He painted a vivid picture of the low caste 

Hindu who was the cause and the physical manifestation of the dying-Hindu.  

Physically he is oftener than not a wreck. Want, starvation, drink and other evil habits, 
with the inevitable consequence, disease, can have no other ending. Intellectually he is 
very little removed from beasts, more than 98 out of hundred can neither read nor 
write; morally every higher or nobler faculty almost crushed out. Thousands of years' 
conscious and hopeless degradation has eradicated almost every high or noble impulse. 
(1909, 46) 
 

To establish the urgency of this situation, Mukerji turned to calculations of percentage. The brahmins 

who did not suffer as much from the above-mentioned moral, physical and intellectual degradation 

formed only 13% of the Bengali Hindu population whereas the remaining castes whose deplorable 

picture Mukerji had elaborated throughout his text, formed the remaining 87% (Ibid., 54). Mukerji’s 

critique was aimed at the brahmin, who claimed “superiority over all, but admits of no obligation or 

duty towards any” (Ibid., 59). The brahmin’s worst flaw was that he did not care that “the Hindu race 

is disappearing…it is all the same to him. Religion – so far as the others are concerned – race, country, 

nation, are meaningless words to him” (Ibid., 59). Mukerji’s account of the caste system prompted a 

challenge from Sarkar and Deuskar. According to Sarkar, the decline was of both Hindus and Muslims 

and it was due to deaths from malaria, augmented by poverty. The death rate due to malaria, even “if 

it does not chiefly originate in poverty is developed and is perpetuated by poverty…Malaria is said to 

be a sort of blood poison and it would be palpable to the sense of the ordinary man that when blood 



 
 

70 

is impoverished by insufficient food, fever which would otherwise pass off lightly acquires the force 

of permanent poison wrecking the constitution” (1911, 19-20).  

For Sarkar and Deuskar, an added implication for transferring the centre of the discussion 

about Hindu decrease from the Hindu’s physiological constitution to epidemics such as malaria, 

(mostly bubonic) plague and cholera was the consequent shift of responsibility. As Sarkar repeatedly 

underlined, the latter were “preventible diseases” (1911). The implication that the diseases could have 

been prevented but yet had not been, placed the blame and the responsibility of redeeming the Hindu 

demographic and health on the colonial state. At the same time, this argument redeemed the Hindu 

from being held accountable for its mortality rate. Sarkar pleaded that the Hindu not be told “that it 

is suffering from a grave constitutional affection arising from the sins of its ancestors, while it is really 

suffering from a remediable, probably a temporary disease, viz. malaria and poverty” (Ibid., 122) which 

“are preventible by the efforts of the state and have been found so preventible” (Ibid., 38).  

Whereas after the 1872 epidemic the population in the Hindu-dominated Burdwan division 

was a little more than 7.5 million, had there been no epidemic the population would have been about 

8.5 million. And if this had happened, the Hindu increase would have been higher than the Muslim 

increase (Deuskar 1910, 19-20). However, “due to these epidemics, Hindus were deprived of the 

opportunity to increase their population for a long time” (Ibid., 20). The reason, Deuskar says, ‘for a 

long time’ was because the health of all those Hindus who had survived these epidemic attacks had 

deteriorated due to the long spell of suffering. “Mr. [Herbert] Risley says that this is the reason why 

the reproductive capacity of inhabitants of Western Bengal have declined extensively” (Ibid., 20). 

Deuskar assured his readers that this deterioration was not a permanent condition and since the 

capacity was redeemable over time, this specific case of the decline in numbers did not warrant 

legitimate anxiety; Deuskar claimed that in the decades which recorded a Hindu rate of increase lower 

than Muslims (1881-1891), Hindus were lagging behind the Muslims only because epidemic diseases 



 
 

71 

had spread in Hindu-dominated regions and Hindus had suffered for such a long period that they had 

lost their reproductive capacities (Ibid., 74). Therefore, Deuskar argued, Mukerji should not have 

labeled the contingent suffering from natural calamities (“aadhidoibik bipod”) as a condition of 

disintegration (“khoyrog”) of the race (Ibid., 45).  

Mukerji had not ignored the possibility that epidemic diseases could have impacted the Hindu 

health and demography. But for him, the fact that Hindus suffered most in these outbreaks was itself 

evidence of their already degenerating physiology. Referring to one particular week, Mukerji 

mentioned that, out of 88 recorded deaths from cholera in Calcutta, 77 were Hindus. Whereas the 

Muslims’ “better food, better clothes, better house…confer the comparative immunity [so that when] 

they are attacked with disease it is their better physique, their sounder constitution that help them to 

recover more readily than the Hindus”, in the “malaria-stricken districts the underfed weakly Hindus 

have been simply weeded out” (1909, 9). That the Hindus were “underfed” and “weakly” to begin 

with was because of the lack of religious rigor and proper sociocultural habits that had hereditarily and 

adversely affected their constitution. In this sense, for Mukerji religion was a major reason for why 

the race was disappearing. For Sarkar, it was poverty, and the consequent systemic lack of access to 

nutritious food, that led to the specifically deleterious effects of the epidemics among the Hindus. He 

quoted from a ‘Government Medical Report’ that claimed fever was an “euphemism for insufficient 

food, scanty clothing and unfit dwelling” (Ibid., 33) and this affected Muslims as much as Hindus. 

Thus, Mukerji, Sarkar and Deuskar attributed responsibility of the Hindu’s health on different 

caste-groups; either upper castes were credited with maintaining a scientifically legitimated health code 

to preserve the health of the race or lower castes were seen as causing deterioration of the race. Despite 

these disagreements, the discourse cohered around the consensus that biological health, which 

included but exceeded the 19th c. preoccupation with manliness (Sinha 1997), was a capital that needed 

to be invested in generationally for future returns in the form of the survival of the group. By 
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articulating the connections between the respective religious, faith-based customs and the health of 

the Hindu and Muslim, these intellectuals naturalized even as they engendered the biological basis of 

the two identity-categories. To put it otherwise, Hindu health or Muslim health were not produced as 

autonomous calculations of health conditions of those who identified as Hindu or Muslim. These 

intellectuals produced health as a factor of the difference between Hindus and Muslims with regard 

to traditions, caste segregation and discrimination, and eating and working habits. Consequently, this 

discourse made biological health one of the integral coordinates in the framing the Hindu-Muslim 

difference thereon.  

 

1.3.2 Birth Rate, Death Rate and Growth Rate 

The disagreements of these interlocutors ranged across questions of correct numbers and percentages, 

whether the Hindu was decreasing in absolute or comparative terms or was in fact increasing, and 

which kind of decrease or increase made a substantive difference. But the disagreements revolved 

around the same set of categories - demography, birth rate, reproductivity and death rate. These 

categories served as building blocks in the emergent narrative of Hindu and Muslim as distinct 

populations. 

Mukerji’s concerns originated in the decreasing rate of growth among Hindus, measured as 

the difference between birth and death rates. In contrast, Sarkar and Deuskar analyzed the implications 

of death rate and birth rate separately. That is, whereas Mukerji was anxious about the decrease in the 

net growth rate of Hindus, Sarkar and Deuskar distinguished between the implications of birth rate as 

opposed to death rate. If a declining birth rate was responsible for the dying race, “one might say that 

the causes were to be looked for in the social customs and manners of the people” (Sarkar 1911, 15) 

and widow remarriage might be the correct response as Mukerji had suggested. However, Sarkar 

argued that the Hindu birth rate was “adequate” and did not need reforms. Instead, it was the high 
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infant death rate that worried him, but for these problems, widow remarriage or lowering the age of 

marriage were not the correct response.  

Based on the previous three decennial censuses, Mukerji calculated that the Muslims in Bengal 

had increased by over 33% whereas the Hindus had only increased by 17%. Translating this into a 

simpler image, he suggested that for every two Muslims there was only one Hindu (1909, 2). Given 

that the two communities lived side by side and practically under the same conditions, this “disparity 

in their respective rates of growth” (Ibid., 2), baffled Mukerji. He advocated widow remarriage on the 

grounds that it would lead to a higher percentage of Hindu women bearing children. Mukerji cited 

several cases from the census reports where low-caste Hindu widows were found to “desire” and 

marry Muslim men. Mukerji observed that Hindu widows remarried and converted to the Islamic faith 

to escape poverty and caste oppression: “She has no other alternative but to marry a Mahomedan, 

who is generally better off than a Hindu of the cultivating class, unless she takes to an immoral life” 

(Ibid., 7).70 

The debates about birth rate, death rate and growth rate primarily revolved around the issues 

of child/early marriage and widow remarriage. Sarkar responded to Mukerji by noting that although 

the “learned Doctor has laid it down that the remarriage of widows among the Mahomedan 

communities is one of the main causes of that community possessing numerical strength” (1911, 88), 

the Hindu birth rate was not a cause for concern and therefore “to insist on remarriage of our widows 

for the sake of breeding more offspring is absurd on the face of it” (Ibid., 94). Sarkar was careful in 

differentiating advocacy of widow remarriage “on sentimental grounds”, from advocating it “for the 

sake of breeding more offspring” (Ibid., 94). In the context of India, the latter seemed an absurd 

 
70 As Datta points out, although Mukerji differed from the agenda of these reformist projects in so far as he relocated 
the object of reform from Hindu women to Hindu men, “the chauvinistic anxiety produced by a declining proportion 
of Bengalis, [was nonetheless] relocated in the Muslim” (1999, 31). 
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suggestion according to Sarkar. The birth rate among both Hindus and Muslims were in fact 

excessively high.  

In presenting the case of high birth rate, Sarkar drew upon the ancient Sanskrit text, Manusmriti 

and Thomas Malthus’s 18th century theory about the relation between food production and population 

growth (1798). Sarkar put the responsibility of the high birth rate on two commandments of Manu 

which declared it a sin for a man to die without leaving behind a son as well as to not marry off a 

daughter before she attained puberty. Sarkar suggested that Hindus had internalized these 

commandments which led to the excessively high birth rate in India. This reasoning, however, was 

not to imply that Manu’s laws were wrong. Sarkar turned to Malthus’s theory to clarify that Manu had 

legislated according to his vastly different context in ancient times and therefore could not be 

unthinkingly applied in the contemporary.  

Malthus’s theory about population growth established the relation between the unequal rates 

of population increase and land/food production. He argued that while human population increase 

followed the logic of geometric progression, land cultivation and food production followed the logic 

of arithmetic progression. This disparity in the rates of increase was central to his argument. With the 

increase in food production, population would grow till the margin of abundance could not be 

sustained. Therefore, he called for positive checks (increase death rates) and preventive checks (lower 

birth rates) on population growths; “the increase of the human species can only be kept commensurate 

to the increase of the means of subsistence by the constant operation of the strong law of necessity 

acting as a check upon the greater power” (1798, 8). Sarkar contended that Manu’s commandments 

were unproblematic in a Malthusian framework, in a time when “only a small portion of the soil had 

been brought under cultivation and so it was absolutely necessary to lead the people to propagate as 

largely as possible” (1911, 97).  
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However, it was clear that following a Malthusian framework and advocating an increase in 

birth rates, would be calamitous. All the available land had already been brought under the process of 

cultivation. Moreover, those who had relied on other means had to fall back on agriculture owing to 

deindustrialization that ensued with colonialism. Added to that, was the requirement to send a portion 

of the produce in India as tribute to England and to pay for imported goods. Sarkar concluded that, 

“out of the area of land cultivated, only a portion of the produce on it is available as food for the 

people” (Ibid., 98). Drawing on the Malthusian relation between population and subsistence, Sarkar 

thus made his case for maintaining the status quo of Hindu birth rates. Finally, referring to Darwin’s 

argument that “in the case of the dead and dying-races the chief cause has been the reduced fertility 

of women, i.e., the fast diminution of birth-rate” (Ibid., 128), Sarkar concluded that although the 

Hindus were decreasing, their birth-rate was adequate; “the cause of our race being on its way to death 

is abnormally high death-rate and not abnormally low birth-rate” (Ibid., 16). 

Since Mukerji had based his claim of the dying Hindu race in danger, on the basis of declining 

Hindu growth rate, Deuskar proposed to analyze the various causes of such a decrease to argue that 

not all events of decrease were necessarily a cause for concern. Deuskar estimated the various causes 

that resulted in both the numerical decrease and degeneration of Hindus in Bengal: decrease in birth-

rate, increase of death-rate, emigration, errors in enumeration, and increase of immigrated Hindus and 

Muslims.71 Deuskar discarded the last three since these caused decrease in the Hindu numbers but 

were not related to “racial degeneration or a lack or decrease of fecundity” (1910, 39). Turning his 

 
71 Despite the plethora of data in the census reports, there were no explicit record of birth and death rates of Hindus 
and Muslims. Superintendent of Census Operation of Bengal in 1891, O’Donnell commented on the absence of such 
data: “It would be highly interesting to work out the death-rate for Hindus and Musalmans and other religions in all 
the Divisions of the Lower Provinces; but I hesitate…till some better birth-rates than those of the proclaimed clans 
are available” (1891, 168).  This serves as yet another example of how the authors of the dying-Hindu discourse 
produced more – in terms of argument as well as data – than what was available in the census reports. Since the 
death rate was unavailable in the census reports, Sarkar and Deuskar used the Bengal Sanitary Commissioner’s 
recorded data on number of deaths per thousand among Hindus and Muslims between 1901 and 1908 to make their 
case. 
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attention to the first two causes, Deuskar agreed with Mukerji to the extent that Hindus had a relatively 

lower birth rate than Muslims. Since widow remarriage was prevalent among Muslims unlike among 

Hindus, more Muslim women of the child-bearing age were married and capable of having children 

than Hindus.  

However, Deuskar disagreed with Mukerji who claimed that instead of being constant, this 

difference in birth rates due to widow remarriage was actually widening. Deuskar argued that along 

with the increase in the age of marriage of Hindu girls, the number of child-widows were declining. 

Hindu death rates having gone down, fewer married women became widows; this implied an “increase 

in the number of married women” which would “certainly be favorable for the growth rate” 

(‘bongsho-briddhi’) (Ibid., 44). This led him to conclude that “it would be unfair to suggest that the 

Hindu birth rate is steadily declining” (Ibid., 44). Similar to Sarkar, Deuskar dismissed the question of 

widow remarriage since it would have negligent impact in terms of numbers and for “the question of 

population” (Ibid., 95). One of the reasons, he speculated, was that even if widows agreed to remarry, 

it would be difficult to find men who would agree to that arrangement; “even in Muslim societies, 

compared to Hindus, not more than 10 percent of the widows end up enjoying the pleasures of a 

married life” (Ibid., 108).  

Establishing Hindu birth rate as satisfactory, Sarkar and Deuskar argued that it was the Hindu 

death rate that required attention. For Sarkar, the high infant death rate in India was also connected 

to the Malthusian logic of a large population’s higher demands on land, food and fodder resulting in 

lack of adequate food and nutrition for infants. Foregrounding the “higher pressure on the soil”, costly 

fodder for cattle, and the resultant increase in price of milk, Sarkar concluded that the high infant 

death rate was due to poverty, ill-health and scarcity of resources rather than early marriages of Hindu 

girls. Early marriages had been the norm in ancient times and yet “how robust and healthy were the 

men of the past generations” (1911, 99). 
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But Deuskar conceded that early marriage of Hindu girls was linked to the high death rate. 

Unless the girls themselves had biologically matured, the children born would be weak and 

impoverished. Early marriage led to early childbirth which affected the longevity of the race, infant 

mortality rate and birth rates. Deuskar conceded that, “the early age at which the Bengali Hindu girl-

child becomes a mother is unparalleled anywhere – be it among Muslims or any other Hindu society 

in India” (1910, 109). This sociocultural practice affected the health of the Bengali Hindu race. He 

suggested that “if Bengali Hindu parents, like other parents across India, took care so as to prevent 

married girls from cohabiting with their husbands before they attained puberty (menstruation), then 

young girls would not become sexually awakened or attain motherhood before the right time” (Ibid., 

111).  

The question of early or child marriage and widow remarriage had been central to the 19th c. 

history of social reforms, resistance from orthodoxy and revivalist-nationalists, and colonial legislative 

actions.72 Through their reflections, the “dying race” interlocutors thus contributed to these earlier 

debates. But their rationalization and stakes in contributing to questions of early marriage or widow 

remarriage had changed from the previous decades. Unlike the previous debates where the 

degeneration of the Hindu was a concern in the domain of the family and familial generations, the 

latter discourse focused on degeneration of the Hindu as a population – which, extending beyond the 

framework of the conjugal sphere, was emerging as a specific cultural, racial, historical and biological 

configuration.  

The child marriage debate in the 19th c. had reached a crescendo around the Age of Consent 

Act that raised the age of marriage of Hindu girls from 10 to 12 in 1891.73 The orthodoxy used the 

 
72 On the distinctness of social reforms as opposed to political reforms in 19th c. colonial India, see Heimsath (1964). 
73 The Age of Consent Act 1891 was not the first instance of colonial legislation altering Hindu custom regarding 
the age of marriage and/or consummation – in 1860 the Penal Code was amended to raise the age of marriage of 
Hindu girls to 10. But as Sarkar (2010) have shown this triggered a mass movement compared to the previous 
legislation because Hindu girls were not considered to reach puberty before 10. This 1891 Act tied regional social 
changes to nationalist aspirations for the first time (Heimsath 1964).  
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highest authority of Hindu scriptures to resist changes to existing customs.74 The reformers used a 

range of reasons – social, economic and biological – to justify their push for the Act.75 For instance, 

the primary advocate in pushing for the Age of Consent 1891 Act, Parsi reformer Behramji Malabari, 

framed the customs of child marriage and forced widowhood as evils and sins against Hindu women. 

He pleaded with his readers to attend to the despicable plight of women, her “agony and shame” and 

demanded that they be given back “the exercise of free will” (Gidumal and Malabari 1888; 24, 11). 

Aware of the colonial state’s reluctance to interfere in social practices of the colonized subject, 

Behramji suggested that the colonial state should see the problem of child marriage for its economic 

dimension; that is, child marriage as leading to “overpopulation” (Ibid., 2-3). In the consolidation of 

these debates in the 1890s, the reasoning of reform moved away from the possible effects of child 

marriage on the Hindu family to the “the life and safety of Hindu wives” (Sarkar 2010, 210). However, 

the transition from family to the Hindu wife/mother, did not entail either a notion of women’s rights 

or giving space to women’s voice in articulating the narrative of women’s health and safety.76  

The age of consent debates also involved contentions around the age of marriage versus the 

age of consummation of the marriage, as well as, whether the first menstruation marked the attainment 

 
74 As several scholars have shown, this was not a fixed category – not only did people relied on different scriptures 
to make contrasting arguments, but even the same reference in the scripture could be interpreted differently 
especially when it came to the precise age at which Hindu girls attained puberty since no such age is mentioned in 
these texts. On how age came to be produced as “a universal and natural measure of human capacity, and hence of 
legal and political subjectivity” in the debates around child marriage, see Pande (2020). On how even reformers used 
the sanction of the scriptures to rationalize their un-orthodox proposals, see Mani (1987).  
75 For a history of the reformers’ perspective, see Heimsath (1964); for a history of the revivalists and their overlap 
and difference with the orthodoxy, see Sarkar (2010), especially Ch 6.  
76 Consent was strictly mapped on to certain physical signs of the woman’s body and entirely separate from any 
notion of free will or individual choice. As Sarkar (2010, 244) notes, “it was her body that signified consent, and it 
was her body that would enjoy legal immunity till then…Personhood for her did not extend to anything beyond her 
sheer physical existence”. Also see Bannerji (1998) on how consent pertained not to the woman but to her legal 
guardian and on how the age of consent debates made nationalist politics complicit with colonial politics through a 
reiteration of indigenous patriarchy, see Sinha (1997). Beyond the agreement of what consent meant, the potentiality 
of the language of consent has been read differently by different scholars. For Sarkar (2010) the “notional admission 
of a principle of consent” was significant in its difference from the previous debates around Sati which revolved 
exclusively on ancient texts. The emergence of consent opened up a space in which the notion of the woman’s 
personhood could be imagined in later decades. In contrast, (Pande 2010) emphasized how consent merely replaced 
the authority of religious scriptures over women with the authority of the medico-legal discourse.  
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of puberty or the commencement of a longer process of biological maturity.77 Deuskar remarked on 

this distinction by voicing the advantages of child marriage but critiqued the consummation of the 

marriage before the girl had her first menstruation. Like Sarkar, Deuskar was also primarily framing 

his responses to the question of early marriage in the language of biological outcomes, physical health, 

birth and death rates. This form of reasoning was a continuation of the 19th c. medico-legal discourse 

of the woman’s body as a product of culture and biology.  

But whereas the notion of racial degeneration and sickly offspring in the 19th c. operated within 

the framework of the health of the Hindu family, in the early 20th c. discourse, the unit of racial 

degeneration and questions of heredity had become the emergent category of the Hindu as a 

population, expressed through birth, death and growth rates. For instance, an article in Modern Review 

demonstrated that early marriages did not increase the reproductive rate among Hindus but led to a 

higher infant mortality rate. Calculations of the data of married Hindu women and married Muslim 

women against the data of infants in the two communities, showed that the percentage of married 

Muslim women and Muslim infants were lower than Hindus. The author of the article thus argued 

that early marriage was harmful since it caused a decline in Hindu demography. 

In this transition, demographics and the calculation of rate (of birth and death) became central 

to conceiving of the population. But these were inseparable from cultural and biological histories of 

the Hindu, specifically compared to the Muslim. The discussions of early marriage among these 

interlocutors show that the foremost question was the average age of marriage of Hindus as compared 

to Muslims. As Sarkar succinctly stated, “Marriage is the means to the increase of population. The 

greater the number of women at the child-bearing or reproductive age the larger the growth of the 

population” (1911, 92). Discussions around increasing or decreasing birth rate engendered a specific 

 
77 On a further elaboration of these concerns see Pande (2010). For a specific history of how through these debates 
around the age of consent, ‘age’ became an objective, universal category, see Pande (2020). 
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conception of the future; for instance, annual birth rates lower than each previous year predicted a 

future where the birth rate would continue decrease. Birth and death rates thus engendered a 

temporality that made the future numerically calculable.78 The preoccupation with measuring these 

categories and comparing them between two groups, contributed towards the conception of Hindu 

and Muslim as identities with a temporal trajectory based in both socio-cultural and biological 

specificities.  

 

1.3.3 Longevity 

For the participants of this discourse, the index of longevity signalled the fitness of the individual and, 

by extension, of the race. Besides the categories of health, birth rate, death rate and growth rate which 

evoked notions of racial decline and the prospect of extinction, longevity as yet another socially and 

religiously inflected biological category served as a building block in the construction of Hindu and 

Muslim as distinct populations. Although Mukerji implied that Hindus died earlier than Muslims, 

whereas Deuskar demonstrated Hindus had a higher measure of longevity, their shared implication 

was that longevity was a vital measure of the Hindu’s comparative status, vis a vis the Muslim. 

Moreover, unlike birth or death rate data, longevity calculated from individual length of life, reflected 

the fitness of the community in the present and as an inherited racial trait.   

Religious prescriptions or sociocultural customs had not only caused the race’s decline as 

reformers argued, but, according to Sarkar, had also helped maintain racial superiority and even the 

race itself. One of these customs was the prohibition on the “evil” of inter-caste and inter-community 

marriage. If not for these customs, “the Hindu would have been a thing of the past, just as the old 

Greeks and the Roman races are” (1911, 100). In fact, Sarkar applauded inter-caste marriage 

 
78 I discuss the specificity of ‘rate’ in further detail, following Foucault’s theorization with regard to the biopolitical 
state, in the next section.  
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prohibitions among Hindus and intra-gotra marriages, recasting the justifications of such interdictions 

in terms of a modern evolutionary language, borrowed from Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer.  

In advising the Japanese government, Spencer corresponded with Kaneko Kentaro, a 

statesman in Meiji Japan. Strongly recommending against the contemporary call for intermarriage of 

foreigners and Japanese, Spencer emphasized that intermarriage was not a question of social 

philosophy, but of biology. Spencer warned that “if you mix the constitution of two widely divergent 

varieties…you get a constitution – which is adapted to the mode of life of neither – a constitution 

which will not work properly” (1892). His examples ranged from second generation results of 

interbreeding different varieties of sheep to Eurasians in India and half-breeds in America.  

Given this evidence, the marriage prohibitions among Hindus helped guard “against losing 

the advantage of what is good in heredity” (Sarkar 1911, 101). Mapping Spencer’s frame of race as 

both species and nations on to castes, Sarkar argued that “certain special virtues and attributes tend 

to accumulate in the members of certain castes and after a time they become crystallized as essential 

parts of the members of particular castes. The intermarriage among the members of different castes 

tend to destroy the special characteristics and produce an ‘incalculable mixture of traits which Herbert 

Spencer describes as ‘chaotic constitution’” (Ibid., 101).79,80  

In Sarkar’s reading, Darwinian theory had established that the course of evolution would 

naturally diminish the human race. Humans could only attempt to maintain their ancestral stature as 

much as possible through such stipulations around marriage and reproduction. History had shown 

that “after thousands of years their [the Rishis who founded the Gotras] descendants who have kept 

themselves true to their blood have preserved a greatness of mind, such as for example we find in 

 
79 I have corrected “chart” in Sarkar to “chaotic” since the latter is what Spencer used.  
80 Hart makes a similar point in the 20th c. Jewish narrative of “decline and disappearance” when Jewish intellectuals 
advocated against intermarriage and conversion which “[r]ather than being matters of theology…now became 
significant primarily in terms of the threat they purportedly posed to Jewry at the demographic and biological levels” 
(2000, 21).  
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Colonel Mukherjee, who is the writer of the essays which have created such a sensation” (Ibid., 103). 

Thus, a religious custom, through repeated performance was assumed to have produced biological 

difference in the form of blood lineages and to have maintained racial specificity through heredity.81  

Therefore, in arguing for the racial well-being of the Hindu, Sarkar fused together the theory 

that warned against mixing separate biological traits and the notion that biologically inherited traits 

had been separately preserved through the endogamy of jatis. In this construction, the Hindu was 

therefore a race in which groups of hereditary traits were maintained separately, given the endogamy 

of jatis; unlike the Spencerian notion of race, which was defined by the homogeneity of such hereditary 

traits. Whereas Mukerji was clear that the better physique, sounder constitution, and better living 

condition of the Muslims helped them survive and recover from ill health more than Hindus, he 

refrained from concluding about their respective longevity as such. For him, the prospective extinction 

of the race was less about the Spencerian principle of “the survival of the fittest” (Ibid., 5) and more 

about the socio-cultural conditions that were leaving biological and physiological imprints on the 

Hindu constitution.  

According to Deuskar, however, Mukerji’s implication was that “Hindus have weaker 

immunity system because of their weaker moral system” (1910, 74). Deuskar disagreed by turning to 

the Bengal Sanitary Commissioner’s recorded data on number of deaths per thousand among Hindus 

and Muslims between 1901 and 1908 (which was also cited by Sarkar). According to this data, different 

districts of Bengal had more deaths for Hindus or Muslims, averaging out to be the same for both 

communities overall. But even Deuskar noted that the Hindu population had decreased between 1891 

and 1901. On the question of longevity, Deuskar had to contend with this data showing decline in 

population; and accordingly, he framed his rhetorical question thus: “Even if the Hindu number is 

 
81 Abu El-Haj argues that “[history] is made by the actions, the cultural traditions, expectations, and practices, and 
the religious choices of men and women…who have lived before us” (61) and these cultural traditions become 
available through biology as “scientifically legible” (2012, 61). 
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less by 6 lakhs compared to Muslims, the number of older people among the Hindus is 2 lakhs more 

than among the Muslims – is this not proof of the Hindu’s longevity over the Muslim?” (Ibid., 78).  

In fact, he had to reiterate this point in his brief response (Deuskar 1911) to two reviews of 

his book (1911a, 1911d). Evidently, Deuskar’s attempt to assure his readership that the Hindu was not 

in imminent danger had not been unquestioningly accepted. Brief commentaries appeared in two 

issues in the Modern Review that singled out Deuskar among “certain Hindu writers” who had 

misattributed meaning to the data that showed Hindu and Muslim increase had been the same in the 

1890s. Whereas Deuskar had treated this as evidence that “the fecundity of Hindus shows no decrease 

as compared to that of Muhammadans” (Modern Review 1911d, 317), the reviewer82 argued that the 

increase or equivalence of Hindus with Muslims was solely due to migration of other Hindus to these 

regions. The greater longevity of Hindus that Deuskar had championed “has also been challenged by 

Mr. Gait [Census Commissioner, 1901]” who had explained that Muslims had lower mean age 

compared to Hindus not because they die young but because “they are more prolific” (Modern Review 

1911d, 318).  

Deuskar remarked that he had been correct in claiming that “the relative longevity of the 

Hindus is much greater than that of the Mahomedans” since he had provided “figures (number of 

sexagenarians and old men) to show that” (1911, 422). Since Gait’s 1901 census report had been used 

by his reviewer to claim that Hindus did not have greater longevity than Muslims, Deuskar evoked 

O’Donnell’s 1891 report where the latter had speculated that the “longer life of Hindu men in Bengal 

is probably due to their conditions of life being more favourable” (Ibid.). Just as the reviewer referred 

to migration as the reason for the apparent Hindu increase and consequently had dismissed the claim 

of greater longevity of Hindus, Deuskar had dismissed greater fecundity of Muslims and referred to 

incorrect enumeration as the reason for the apparent Muslim increase (1910, 49).  

 
82 Following Deuskar, I assume the reviews were by the same author.  
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Contentions regarding the index of longevity thus congealed around notions of physiology, 

dietary conditions, immunity, recovery from diseases, length of life, mortality rate and proportion of 

the elderly. The preoccupation with comparative longevity shows how the question of the dying Hindu 

included but exceeded the concern with the number of Hindus vis a vis Muslims. The flourishing of 

a race entailed a quality of life that owed as much due to contemporary socio-cultural conditions as to 

heredity and healthy reproductive practices.  

 

1.4 Rate and Relativity: Constructing a calculable future 

The 1907 article in Modern Review began by stating the total numbers of Hindus as reported by the 

census in 1881, 1891 and 1901. The records showed a 10 percent increase of Hindus in the first 

intervening decade and a decrease of 0.3 percent in the next intervening decade. Perhaps anticipating 

that 0.3 percent might not have the intended effect among his readers, the author reconfigured this 

data to argue that if “instead of decreasing they [Hindus] had increased according to the rate of the 

previous decade, they would have numbered 22,85,04,899 in 1901. But instead of this figure we find 

them [Hindus] standing at 20,71,47,026 in 1901. So that in a sense the Hindus have decreased in ten 

years by 2,13,57,872” (Modern Review 1907, 371). If the decrease of 0.6 million, as reported in the 

census, did not prove sufficient cause for anxiety or concern, the mathematical maneuver was in the 

hope that the calculated figure of Hindu decline as 21 million certainly would. The author also noted 

that “the followers of all the other religions have not decreased. Mussalmans have increased by 8.9 

per cent. and Christians 27.9 per cent” (Ibid., 371) and refrained from providing the absolute numbers 

of these communities, which were lower than the Hindu’s absolute numbers. This argument 

underlined the significance of rate over absolute numbers, since it was the rate of increase of the Other 

that was causing anxiety among Hindus; especially when, in terms of absolute numbers, Hindus were 

(in most calculations) the dominant community.  



 
 

85 

Mukerji also mentioned the relative increase of Muslims and Hindus in each decade – 1881-

91 recorded increase by 11 lakhs among Muslims versus 7.5 lakhs among Hindus, 1891-1901 recorded 

Muslim increase of 25 lakhs versus Hindu increase of 10 lakhs. This was followed by a reflection on 

the ongoing decline: “Year after year they [Hindus] are being pushed back, the land once occupied by 

them is taken up by the Mahomedans and their relative proportion to the population of the country 

is getting smaller and smaller. Why should it be so?” (1909, 5). After quoting data on the higher 

increase of Muslims compared to the Hindus from four censuses (1872-1901), he referred to C. J. 

O’Donnell (Census Commissioner of Bengal, 1891) who, according to Mukerji,83 had “calculated the 

number of years it would take the Hindus to disappear altogether from Bengal if the Mahomedan 

increase went on at the rate it was doing…and it is fully expected that at the next census it will be 

found to have increased further” (1909, 2).  

Mukerji couldn’t make his claim of the Hindu as dying on the basis of actual and total Hindu 

numbers because there was no decrease, as he himself admitted. It was only when compared to the 

Muslims’ total number in each decade that the argument could be clinched. For Sarkar and Deuskar, 

it was not only Hindus who were dying, but both Hindus and Muslims, so as to exonerate Hindus 

from being held responsible for their sociocultural/religious practices and socioculturally-inflected 

biological condition.84 To demonstrate this, they – in turn – could not rely only on the comparison of 

total numbers or rate of increase of Hindus and Muslims in each decade in Bengal, as that would 

‘reinstate’ Mukerji’s point. The percentage of growth in Western and Northern Bengal were more for 

Muslims, whereas that of Central Bengal was more for Hindus. Instead of foregrounding these 

 
83 Unfortunately, this conflation goes unremarked and in fact reproduced in Datta’s (1999) otherwise astute analysis 
of Mukerji’s text. “On the basis of slower growth rates of Hindus, O’Donnell leapfrogged across simple logic to 
deduce the number of years for Hindus to disappear altogether!” (23-4). This seems more like a reproduction from 
Mukerji, rather than a close analysis of O’Donnell’s report. Datta also does not cite the page number of the report 
where the relevant claim is found. 
84 Here, I use biology not in the sense of being innate or natural but that specific knowledge that is produced about 
as well as simultaneously produces the organism, where “biology fashions the facts ‘discovered’ from organic 
beings” (Haraway 1989, 5). 
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individual divisions, Sarkar and Deuskar, calculated the average of the percentages of increase in the 

3 divisions between 1881 and 1891, and on that basis concluded that the rates of increase were almost 

the same for Hindus (3.1%) and Muslims (3.5%). The rates for Eastern Bengal, including which would 

tilt the balance in favor of Muslims and Mukerji’s argument (5% for Hindus and 9% for Muslims), 

were instead compared to the rest of India as well as to rates of increase in European countries, “which 

in England was about 12.8%” (Sarkar 1911, 7).  

Mukerji defined native Bangla speakers as Bengali Hindus. Deuskar faulted him on two counts: 

Mukerji’s method of calculating the Bengali Hindu according to his own definition and the definition 

itself. Deuskar noted that even adhering to Mukerji’s own logic of using language as the marker of 

identity included an incorrect assumption on the latter’s part. By simply deducting the number of 

Bengali Hindus from the total population in Bengal, the number arrived at was designated as the 

Bengali Muslim population by Mukerji. However, for Deuskar, this meant including, erroneously, all 

those Muslims residing in Bengal who were not Bengali Muslims; that is, those “foreign Muslims – 

Arab, Parsee, Pashtu, Hindu and Urdu speaking people” (1910, 27). All these groups resided in Bengal, 

were counted in the censuses and thus unfairly aided in heightening the Bengali Muslim population.  

Despite the disagreements between these authors on which data and method best represented 

the real condition of Hindus and Muslims and what these data signaled, “those involved in the debate 

appear[ed] united in their faith in the power of numbers and of social science” (Hart 2000, 2). This 

also included a reliance on the meaningfulness of categories such as rates of growth; and the conviction 

that the latter unequivocally signified various aspects of the condition of Hindus and Muslims as well 

as that it was possible to measure rates of growth of ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’, especially even while 

these entities were contestable categories. Thus, these debates produced and at the same time 

naturalized as always-already given, the categories of the ‘Hindu’ and the ‘Muslim’ as populations by 

virtue of distinguishable and measurable mortality and growth rates. 
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Although depending on which territorial unit of analysis was favored, the total number of 

Hindus could be more or less than Muslims, more often than not the former turned out to be the 

case. But total numbers (because these ran into millions) arguably had less impact than proportions 

(percentage or numbers calculated out of 10,000), and more importantly, failed to convey a calculated 

sense of the future – especially when, as was the case for the Hindu data, the total number actually 

reflected growth. For instance, consider the following data for Hindus from Mukerji: 171 lakhs in 

1871, 172 and a half lakhs in 1881, 180 lakhs in 1891 and 194 lakhs in 1901.  

These total numbers in themselves (as opposed to rate of growth, which might be decreasing) 

as well as without comparing these with Muslim data would actually reflect an increase of Hindus. 

Unless compared with Muslims and without calculating the relative change of the numbers, Mukerji 

couldn’t have made a case for decrease, or dying or a threatened future. Only by calculating the 

percentage of increase and then the average of the four years, was Mukerji able to conclude that – 

despite admitting that there “is no actual decrease” of Hindus – Hindus are “a decaying race. Every 

census reveals the same fact. We are getting proportionately fewer and fewer…the rate of increase 

compared with that of the Mahomedans is extremely small” (1909, 4).  

Evoking Darwin, Sarkar claimed that biological science showed that all species either progress 

or regress because it was not possible to “stand still in the path of progress” (1911, 119). That, in turn, 

was because every organism has “the tiny spark of life” that propels it to realize “the vast potentialities” 

it holds by virtue of being a living creature (Ibid., 119). Sarkar thus suggested that the specific, historical 

realization in the future of this “potentiality” is what makes Hindus a race: “the modern biological 

science…supposes that there is a connexion of the past and the future of an individual organism as 

well as of a species or a race. The past of a nation becomes incarnate in the present and waits for more 

glorious evolution in the future, except in cases of parasitism and the like” (Ibid., 120).  
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‘Rate’ and ‘relative change’ were two key enumerative calculations that engendered in a certain 

sense the dying-Hindu discourse. As mentioned above, this rise in an enumerative style of reasoning 

was in keeping with such a rise in 19th c. Europe, as demonstrated by several scholars.85 Within the 

rise in a preoccupation with numbers and enumeration however, a focus on different kinds of 

enumerative techniques reveals varying significations of each kind of calculation. Therefore, despite 

absolute/whole numbers of Hindus and Muslims being important, what was repeatedly mobilized in 

the dying race discourse, was the numerical difference between these figures from consecutive years 

or decades.  

On the basis of these serial data, the interlocutors not only described the present but also 

established rates of increase and decrease in the future. These enumerated rates thus came to stand in 

for a calculable future – that showed whether or not the race would become extinct, as well as the rate 

at which that would occur. These statistical measures of birth rate, longevity and mortality were 

“phenomena that occur over a period of time, which have to be studied over a certain period of time; 

they are serial phenomena…essentially, aleatory events that occur within a population that exists over 

a period of time” (Foucault 2003, 246). In a double move, categories such as mortality and birth rate 

are measured over a period of time and simultaneously produce a linear temporality from the past to 

the future, in the idea of the population. The category of the population therefore came to necessarily 

entail not only a sense of a future – dying or otherwise – but more significantly a future that was 

enumerable. 

 

 
85 See Porter (1986), Desrosières (1998) and Hacking (1990). 
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1.5 Circulation of the ‘dying race’ discourse  

The proliferation of the print culture in the late 19th and early 20th centuries contributed to the 

popularization and coherence of multiple discourses (Orsini 2009). Cheap, mass publications 

restructured the divisions between the elite and the popular (Ghosh 2006). Easy circulation of printed 

works, both in vernacular languages and in English, created a wider reading public while provoking 

questions about the contents of high literature versus popular literature (Roy 1995). Scholars have also 

focused specifically on the vernacularization and popularization of scientific ideas through this print 

culture (Singh 2021). The publications around the dying race question used and contributed to the 

expansion of this print culture. These publications used scientific, European theories and ideas to 

make their case but also popularized them in the process. As cheap, widely available monographs or 

popular periodical articles, these publications attempted to straddle the divide of high, scientific pieces 

and cheap, popular tracts.  

In concluding that both races were dying, Sarkar accused Mukerji of promoting “race 

antagonism” (Sarkar 1911, 42). Deuskar too found Mukerji’s thesis unfairly biased towards Muslims. 

They perceived Mukerji’s thesis as a critique of Hindu practices and as championing Muslim ones.86 

Sarkar’s main claim was that it would be incorrect to say that Hindus were declining just because the 

community “is divided into innumerable castes, it enforces infant marriage, it prohibits widow 

remarriage and keeps women in seclusion” (1911, 37).87 A review in the Amrita Bazar Patrika of Sarkar’s 

monograph also shared this reading of Mukerji as pro-Muslim. “Mukherjee [sic] has actually made an 

effort to show that the Hindu community of Bengal is dying owing to their social follies, while the 

Mahomedan community is increasing and thriving owing to the sterling virtues of their social system!” 

 
86 This is a reductive understanding of Mukerji – his essay on the Muslim League deputation (1909, 77-81) is 
illustrative of his anxiety of increasing Muslim numbers and political influence rather than a simple admiration for 
the Muslim community.  
87 He is quoting Justice Chandravarkar, “an eminent advocate of social reform”, from his address at the Social 
Conference of 1903.  
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(Nov 21, 1911). Deuskar claimed that Mukerji had “blamed” Hindu sociocultural practices for the 

Hindu’s immense loss (1910, 56) and found it surprising that as a physician Mukerji would overlook 

the significant role played by epidemics on the health of the Bengali Hindu (Ibid., 61). He also noted 

how Mukerji rounded off demographic numbers inconsistently for Hindus and Muslims, on questions 

of education, health, and longevity (Ibid., 69).88 Sarkar argued that there were causes for the decline 

other than those “which the Lt. Col. has been pleased to trumpet forth in his essays viz. training in 

Musalmans and want of training in Hindus, bad Brahmins and good Mollahs, sitting at the same feast 

and the exclusion from it” (1911, 9).  

Although Mukerji’s thesis was contested by some, the notion of the Hindu as dying came to 

be used increasingly as a fact. As early as October 1909, following Mukerji’s articles in June that year, 

the claim of Hindu as the dying race was being cited in articles and conferences. The Punjab Hindu 

Sabha, founded by Arya Samaj leaders Lala Lajpat Rai, Rai Lal Chand Bahadur and Shadi Lal in 1909, 

organized the first Hindu Conference in Lahore in October that year.89 Pratul Chandra Chatterji, the 

Vice Chancellor of Punjab University, delivered the Presidential speech where he explained the 

reasons for founding the Sabha, which included contemporary discussions around community-based 

electorates in legislative bodies, formation of the All-India Muslim League to represent Indian 

Muslims, and the partition of Bengal in 1905. Chatterji also elaborated on the political, economic, 

moral and physical decline among the Hindus. Citing Mukerji’s writings, Chatterji said that the 

pamphlet should serve as an “eye-opener” since Mukerji’s demonstration of the dying Hindu race in 

Bengal was valid for Hindus across the country.90 As the Chairman, Rai Lal Chand Bahadur also 

commended the initiative taken by Hindus in advancing their cause. He credited the movement in 

 
88 For e.g., Deuskar notes how the Hindu population number of 1,80,68655 has been rounded off to 1,80,00000 
whereas 2,19,54977 Muslims has been treated as 2,20,00000. 
89 Arya Samaj was a Hindu reform movement that was founded by Dayanand Saraswati in 1875 to reinstate the 
primacy of the Vedic authority among Hindus as well as initiate proselytization. Shraddhananda was a member of 
Arya Samaj and later left to start the Punjab Arya Samaj when the original movement split into two factions in 1892. 
90 ‘The Proceedings’. 1909. Amrita Bazar Patrika. Kolkata, Oct 22, 1909.   
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Punjab for breaking provincial limits, as reflected in the way the movement “broke through its shell 

in that incomparable pamphlet the ‘Dying Race’ in the eastern part of the peninsula”.91  

The next year, the conference of the Hindu Sabha was held in Multan, Punjab. The English 

newspaper The Times of India reported on it.92 While highlighting discussions from the conference 

regarding who could be counted as a Hindu, the article noted that, “a note of despondency has been 

struck in the Hindu press, because the race is said to be dying, and every successive census shows a 

diminution of the Hindu population and an increase of Mahomedans” (The Times of India, 1910). The 

absence of Mukerji’s or any name as the author of the ‘dying race’ thesis and the reference instead to 

the Hindu press in general, was part of the ongoing transformation of the thesis, from being an 

individual’s claim to being a generalized belief. Mukerji’s reference appeared in a 1926 publication by 

Swami Shraddhananda, founder of the Punjab Arya Samaj. In Hindu Sangathan: Saviour of the Dying Race, 

Shraddhananda discussed the fall of the Hindus and advocated ‘sangathan’ (consolidation) and 

‘suddhi’ (re-conversion) to check their further degeneration.93 He acknowledged that Mukerji had 

inspired him when they had met in Calcutta in 1912 to take up this question of Hindu decline. Mukerji 

had convinced Shraddhananda of the truth of the ‘dying race’ and the argument that “within the next 

420 years the Indo-Aryan race would be wiped off the face of the earth unless steps were taken to 

save it” (1926, 14).  

The advertisements, following Sarkar’s monograph publication, that appeared in the Amrita 

Bazar Patrika also signaled the sense of urgency with which the claim of the dying Hindu began to be 

conceded or debated. The same advertisement appeared in at least four consecutive issues of the 

 
91 1909. Amrita Bazar Patrika. Kolkata. Oct 23, 1909.  
92 ‘Behind the Indian Veil: Notes of Despondency’. 1910. Times of India. Mumbai. Oct 21, 1910.  
93 Thapar has shown that conversion or suddhi, as purification and return to the Hindu fold, was a late nineteenth 
century invention and early traditions did not have a such a concept. With the rise in significance of demographic 
strength of communities and religious representation, “it became necessary to recruit as many people as possible into 
the community” (1989, 230). 
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weekly newspaper.94 Headed as ‘Problem of the Day’, it informed the reader of Sarkar’s monograph, 

its price, and where it could be purchased. It stated that this work was relevant for all Indians, not 

only Bengalis since “the question of Dying Race concerns all India as Bengal”. In the Modern Review, 

Sarkar’s text was advertised as an “examination” of Mukerji’s monograph, containing “an elaborate 

review of the Moral, Social and Economic condition of the Bengali Race” (1913). To drive home the 

factual basis of Sarkar’s work, it mentioned that Sarkar had included “exhaustive quotations from 

Census Reports, Government Medical Reports, Commercial Statistics and authoritative works on 

Science, History and Philosophy” to make his case. 

 

1.6 Consolidating Hindu and Muslim as Populations 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how intersections between notions of cultural-race, biological-

race, religious and cultural practices, and diverse formulations of descent-based systems including jati, 

caste and race engendered and naturalized Hindu and Muslim as countable and comparative 

populations. However, at the same time that the intellectuals were formulating these intersections, 

they were also debating the boundaries for inclusion and exclusion of the Hindu and whose death and 

decline mattered to the race as such. Given the inherent internal hierarchical structure among Hindus 

– which Mukerji held responsible for the race’s decline and Sarkar saw as the cause for blood purity – 

the question of who should be counted as Hindu remained confined to the non-dominant, non-upper 

caste categories of “animists”, “tribals” and “recently converted” Hindus. Although part of this 

imperative for counting and measuring numerical strength or weakness was prompted by the census 

classifications, as several scholars have established, the categories of reasoning and the kind of 

 
94 Amrita Bazar Patrika, Kolkata, November 21, 1911; November 28, 1911, December 5, 1911; December 11, 1911. 
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evidence mobilized to make these arguments – racial degeneration, enumeration, birth rate, mortality, 

longevity, and purity of blood and species maintenance – exceeded the framework of the census.  

The participants of the dying race discourse relied extensively on theories of degeneration and 

evolution that had emerged in the preceding century in Europe, but these were merged with existing 

notions of descent and heredity based endogamous structures in the subcontinent. Such imbrications 

made it possible for the interlocutors to both argue for counting “animists” and “converts” as Hindus 

without jeopardizing the notion of racial purity as understood in the European race discourse. As I 

have demonstrated above, the Hindu could be conceived as a race, a species even, not because Hindus 

were biologically homogeneous, but because they had internally variegated clusters of biological-

cultural homogenous units that had preserved their racial and species status.  

Although some of the participants of the dying-Hindu debates were eager to include the lower’ 

castes, tribals, and those designated ‘animists’ and ‘non-Aryans’ in Hindu demographics, the shared 

assumption was that the “Hindus are the elder branch of the great Indo-Aryan race of which the 

Europeans are only a junior branch” and that “the leading Hindus have kept their precious blood 

unsullied” (Sarkar 1910, 113). The evidence for these claims of hematological homogeneity and racial 

purity was sought in a combination of history and modern biological theory through a Darwinian 

framework. According to Sarkar, the Darwinian evolutionary theory “points out that heredity is 

influenced by the male parent” and since Hindu women “were never allowed to marry inferior castes”, 

the Hindus “have yet retained the prestine [sic] pure blood of the Indo-Aryan race and their old 

strength of will” (Ibid., 113-4). The Hindus did not encourage crossbreeding and therefore, unlike 

Aryans in Europe who hardly differ from Jews “belonging to the Semetic [sic] stock” (Ibid., 114), “are 

the old stock of the Aryan race” (Ibid., 115).  

Deuskar also used a Darwinian explanation for analyzing the decline of the Hindu population. 

According to Deuskar, Darwin had said that when two very different species interact, the relatively 
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weaker species becomes adversely affected. These effects appear in the following generations of the 

weak species. Any change in traditionally held modes of living in a species impacts the reproductive 

system. Deuskar cited and agreed with another Bengali intellectual Radharaman Mukhopadhyay: 

“Muslim civilization, unlike the Hindu, is not significantly different from Western civilization and thus 

has not been as severely affected by the latter as Hindus have been. In this context, Radharaman 

suggests that Hindus have to give up imitating the Western civilization and have to return to the 

ancient Indian Aryan method of all aspects of their life…this, according to him, is the primary solution 

to the problem of Hindu disintegration” (1910, 122).  

Despite the differences in views with regard to causes, effects and implications of the ‘dying-

Hindu’ debates, the shared vocabulary and faith in similar categories of data and nature of evidence 

cohered the discourse. While Sarkar argued that Muslim and Hindu rates of decrease were similar, 

Mukerji claimed that the Hindu rate of decrease was higher and Deuskar argued that despite Hindu 

decrease they were not facing extinction. Across their varied ideological motivations, they converged 

through defining Hindus and Muslims as countable populations. They demonstrated the possibility of 

measuring and rendering meaningful ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ as configurations, with health-data, birth 

and death rates, measures of fecundity and longevity that were discrete, unambiguously separable, and 

mathematically predictable.  

Analyzing the projects that attempt to trace Jewish origins through the study of genetics, Abu 

El-Haj asks, “what is it that makes a population a population? What makes a population a scientifically 

legible and meaningful collectivity?” (2012, 24). The Hindu as a population was constituted through 

the incorporation of racial, enumerative, sociocultural, biological and religious coordinates. Mukerji 

conceived of population almost in a Malthusian way: for him, it “is the food-supply that everywhere 

decides the question of population” (1909, 11). He endorsed the claim of the ‘district official report’ 

that “the size of the family varies with the size of the holding” (Ibid., 11). Sarkar directly referred to 
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Malthus and in fact referred to Mukerji for having ‘sinned’ against the Malthusian view (1911, 96). 

According to Sarkar, it was the accelerating death rate that should be addressed, instead of making 

reforms geared towards increasing the birth rate, as Mukerji and others suggested. “The population 

should increase, even indefinitely when the undeveloped resources of the country are indefinitely 

large” (Sarkar 1911, 96-97). However, that was no longer the case and given the finite resource of 

land, Hindus could not afford to go beyond the contemporary birth rate.  

The value of the data Mukerji provided was different from Sarkar’s or Deuskar’s – and that 

amounted to their opposite conclusions – but they shared the conviction that that these categories 

served as an immediate access to a concrete, comparable and meaningful reality of Hindus and 

Muslims. The dying-Hindu discourse thus involved an understated consensus regarding both – the 

value of enumerative reasoning, as well as the meaningfulness of categories such as birth and death 

rates of Hindus and Muslims. Despite the contentions – whether or not Hindu was a dying race, who 

could be counted as a Hindu, whose death and what kind of death made it acceptable to claim that 

the race was dying – Hindu and Muslim birth rate and death rate became not only imaginable and 

calculable, but also in turn, came to be naturalized as transparent categories that presented the reality 

of Hindus and Muslims without mediation. Irrespective of the value of such data, the authors’ shared 

faith in the categories of data signified the production and simultaneous naturalization of the notion 

of the Hindu and the Muslim as populations.95  

Birth rate and death rate are biological in so far as these are measurements of natural 

phenomena such as birth and death of individual members of a collective, but “to say that a given 

human disposition is ‘innate’ is not to deny that it was also culturally produced. The biology of 

mankind has been shaped by culture” (Sahlins 1976, 13). That is, these categories are not natural in so 

 
95 In the 18th century, population is simultaneously produced through epistemological endeavors (through the 
production via ‘measurement’ of categories such as reproduction, birth rate and mortality rate) and regulated, 
surveilled and managed (Foucault 2003). 
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far as calculating these, necessarily required specific enumerative techniques and reasoning, as well as 

assumptions that the group being measured is definable and exclusive, and that these calculations 

would be meaningful evidence of a real condition of the group. In the dying-Hindu discourse, every 

time these categories were evoked it was with the assumption that these categories already existed, and 

this contributed to the naturalization of the notion that the Hindu was a population. 

There was a pervasive understanding in the dying race discourse, that ‘dying’ was a cause of 

concern not only because a race or a population was under threat of extinction but because it was the 

Hindu who was declining. The anxiety over the decline was primarily because it was an anomaly which 

in turn stemmed from the conviction that Hindus were indigenous to India.96 Mukerji thus lamented 

that the Muslim was performing better than the Hindus; such that, Hindus were being pushed out or 

marginalized “in their own land” (1909, 2). More than anything else, it was this assumption of the 

indigeneity of the Hindu – especially, in contrast to the Muslim – that made it possible for Mukerji to 

claim that although there “is no actual decrease” of Hindus (1909, 4), the latter was nonetheless a 

dying race. If the Hindus were not actually dying, i.e., in absolute terms, what caused this anxious claim 

that the Hindu was dying? It was the anxiety of losing an existing, default hegemony to the Other, 

who was considered not as indigenous to India as the Hindu.  

The concept-history of minority has to begin with the history of the production of 

‘population’. Based on the analysis in this chapter, I eventually argue that historically, ‘minority’ 

emerged in conjunction and antagonistic to, not the majority, but to nation and population. The 

becoming minority of Muslims entails a more layered history than an inevitable fallout of the 

demographic logic of territorial reorganization. ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ were first reconfigured along 

biological, religious and racial lines, and naturalized as distinguishable populations. Next, as I show in 

subsequent chapters, the Hindu population came to be reencoded into the default, hegemonic, secular 

 
96 This assumption is common to all the early 20th c. text discussed in this chapter.  
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and national population. Meanwhile, the Muslim population was transformed into the minority, 

embodying difference vis a vis what came to be established as the national, secular norm. The 

conceptual history of minority is therefore also the history of population. 
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Chapter 2: Mapping Origin 

 

The early 20th century discourse of the dying-Hindu race reconfigured Hindu and Muslim as 

populations by interweaving religious, racial, sociocultural and biological coordinates. Constituted 

through categories of birth, death and growth rates, the Hindu and Muslim as populations were 

constructed as numerically comparable but not equal. The hierarchy between the two populations was 

not only in terms of the numerical data, as discussed in the previous chapter, but also in terms of racial 

origin and lineage. Who were the Indian Muslims, really? Did they come from Arabia or did they have 

“Hindu blood”97 as descendants of local converts? These questions about the origin of Indian Muslims 

recurred in popular, disciplinary, and political domains. In this chapter, I examine who were asking 

these questions, who were attempting responses, what were the evidence used to substantiate such 

responses and how the political and epistemological contexts affected the formulation of the 

questions. Historicizing these questions reveal that although initiated by colonial curiosity,98 these also 

evoked contemporary responses from Hindus and Muslims, and subsequently became an integral 

conduit for configuring nationalist disciplines.  

 Politicizing narratives about a community’s past for meaning and leverage in the present is 

prevalent across geopolitical contexts.99 Colonial and nationalist politics in the subcontinent were no 

exception. Narratives about a glorious ancient Hindu past and a medieval Muslim past produced and 

entrenched the Hindu as native and Muslim as foreigners in the subcontinent.100 Postcolonial 

 
97 For an elaborate treatise on the notion of Hindu blood, see Bhattacharya (1939-40). This is also discussed later in 
the chapter. 
98 On the politics of curiosity, that is, who is allowed to be curious and about what, as determined within a 
Orientalist power-knowledge nexus, see Said (1994) and Foucault (1979). Also, see Sarukkai on the question of 
ethics vis a vis the “dangers of pure curiosity” (2009, 765).  
99 See for instance the case of claiming territoriality by Israel through archaeological knowledge-production, Abu 
El-Haj (2002) and the Babri masjid-Ramjanmabhoomi conflict, Gopal (1991). 
100 The premodern world too had such categories and hierarchies, but the modern binary was considered “objectively 
true, singular, and mutually exclusive” (Kia 2020, 9). See Mamdani (2012) on how native and settler were colonial 
categories of rule. 
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scholarship, in response, has challenged the construction of the Indian Muslim as essentially foreign.101 

Despite the historical and political importance of such responses, the counter-narratives of origin 

perpetuate the unquestioned legitimacy of the native-foreigner binary.102  

Instead, I ask how origin came to be produced as crucial – indispensable almost – in 

determining a community’s political belonging in the present. What constituted origin in these 

searches? My focus is not a response to the question – who is the Indian Muslim? – but a 

historicization of the question itself. It is also not a response to the native-foreigner binary in either 

of its terms, but an analysis of the emerging need to determine origins of non-hegemonic communities 

in an attempt to imagine the nation-state.103 Therefore, I examine how a particular configuration of 

origin emerged and became vital for constructing the political present.  

How did origin become, in a modern, colonial and nationalist context, racialized descent and 

territorial affiliation?104 How did historians, administrators, scientists, and social and religious 

reformers constitute the determination of racialized origin as indispensable for the nation-state? 

Where was this origin sought by the various people investigating and responding to this question? 

Mapping these questions of origin, I foreground the continuities and transitions in the kinds of 

 
101 There are extensive and insightful postcolonial historical interventions on the status of the Indian Muslim – 
whether convert/native or immigrant/foreigner. Some examples include Eaton (1993), Asif (2016), Amin (2015). 
Eaton’s work, especially, tackles precisely the question of mass conversion and how to make historical sense of the 
large numbers of Muslims found in the delta region in Bengal. He argues that instead of mass conversion, there was 
a gradual process of incorporating people who were relegated to the margins in a Brahminical society. Roy (1983) 
highlights the role of syncretism and cultural mediators who brought the masses into the Islamic fold. Asif (2016) 
challenges a particular origins narrative – Muslim conquest of Sind – and examines the way it has limited historical 
enquiry about the Muslim presence and past in the subcontinent. 
102 See Kia (2020, 98-99). 
103 I use ‘imagine’ in the way Anderson (1983) and Chatterjee (1986) have theorized it. 
104 Kia (2020) shows how the modern category of origin is different from the notion of premodern origin. Premodern 
origin, especially in the premodern Persianate world, was “far more expansive than birthplace or parentage” 4, 
depended on “changing spatial and temporal moments of articulation” (98) and often “crossed the line from 
something we would call biological to something mythical or fictive” (102). Most crucial for our discussion here is 
that premodern origin was “significantly different from a discourse of shared blood” (100) which was central to the 
definition of origin in the modern world. Anidjar (2014) argues that origin, lineage and kinship as exclusively tied to 
the notion of shared and inherited blood was formed within the 12th century European Christian world. Building on 
these arguments, my aim here is to trace how this change in the notion of origin was brought about in the specific 
context of colonial modernity and nationalist modernity in the subcontinent.  
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evidence provided in support of the origin narratives. Tracing the constitution and preoccupation with 

origin foregrounds the intersections between the fields of colonial and nationalist historiography, 

physical anthropology, serology and statistics. I analyze how origin became a legitimate category not 

only in governance but in the domain of scientific knowledge-production.  

This preoccupation with origin as explanations of the present was, at the same time, part of a 

much broader phenomenon. Origin, perceived as a singular beginning and a cause of the present was 

the primary drive of modern, positivist historiography (Foucault 1977). In his critique of this kind of 

historiography, founder of the Annales School, Marc Bloch notes how modern, positivist history is 

characterized by its “obsession with origins” (1953, 29) and the problematic understanding that origins 

of events stand in for “causes”.105 The danger he pointed to, was the possible conflation of the past 

or “ancestry” with “complete explanation” of the present (Ibid., 32). Such a preoccupation with origin 

and of equating that with a full account of the present similarly structured the attempts at resolving 

the problem of origin of the Indian Muslim.  

In fact, the notion that origins, pasts and ancestors hold some fundamental truth about present 

communities was gaining ground in the 18th and 19th centuries, beyond the discipline of history. The 

preoccupation with the racial origin of humans itself was part of a larger and longer development, 

across the nascent disciplines of phrenology, archaeology, paleontology and anthropometry.106 In the 

18th century, the colonizing explorations of Europeans led to the emergence of the debate between 

polygenism and monogenism, replacing the primacy of monogenism derived from the biblical creation 

story. Additionally, unlike the notion of monogenism derived from the Bible, monogenism in these 

 
105 Bloch argues that this obsession with origin among historians comes from Christianity, which is “essentially a 
historical religion…whose prime dogmas are based on events”. To an extent such preoccupations might be justified 
in religious analysis but has to be critiqued since it has spread to “other fields of research where its legitimacy is far 
more debatable” (1953, 31). 
106 See Abu El-Haj (2012) for an incisive critique of the notion that ancestors’ racial make-up can tell us something 
meaningful about the present community members and how such notions continued to be perpetuated in disciplines 
such as genetics in the late 20th century. 
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emerging debates “had become more a matter of measurement and verification than of scrutinizing 

the pages of the Bible” (Sivasundaram 2010, 120). The search for human origin was tied, at the 

foundation, to the question of racial difference. In this discourse, race simultaneously served as species 

(such as, human and animal) as well as marker of differences within human groups. Thus, the search 

for human origin cast in these terms became a search for man’s racial origin. Those who believed in 

monogenism had to resort to climactic difference in order to explain racial difference; and those who 

believed in polygenism had to propose how each present racial group was formed.107 While the 

investigation into human origin led to the co-constitution of both human and origin,108 those methods 

and evidence of racial origin were also used to further search for lineages of social groups.109 Social 

identity categories came to be reconfigured as biologically continuous and thus scientifically traceable 

from their distant racial origins.110  

 
107 To a large extent, belief in monogenism led to advocacy of human equality and abolition of slavery, whereas 
polygenism led to justification of slavery and racial hierarchy. For a detailed historical overview of these debates, 
see Stepan (1982) and Curtin (1965). For a detailed historical study tracing the 19th century rivals ethnology and 
anthropology and allied questions of humanitarianism, human unity, diversity, and evolution, see Stocking (1971). 
Rainger also offers a similar study but shows how the difference between ethnology and anthropology had less to do 
with the disciplines and more with the specific historical figures, personal allegiances and institutional specificities 
of the Anthropological Society of London and the older Ethnological Society of London. Rainger argues that the 
decades-long dispute between the two societies was resolved with the founding of the Anthropological Institute of 
Great Britain and Ireland which had no place for the “but the politics of religion and empire…[and] the scientific 
study of man once again became a subject pursued primarily for its own sake” (1978, 69). As the history of 
anthropology in the colony as well as the pursuit of human origin demonstrate, this discipline could never be 
practiced outside the relation between empire, colony and science. For how justification for slavery cut across the 
monogenism-polygenism divide and derived sustenance even from the Bible, see Kidd (2006) and Sivasundaram 
(2010). 
108 The debate around human origin within the emerging disciplines of paleoanthropology, phrenology and 
archaeology were also a constant calibration of which stage of evolution of primates could be counted as the origin 
of Homo sapiens. For instance, in 1895 Eugene Dubois argued that the fossil he had found and named the Java Man 
was a missing link between apes and human whereas it was 1950 when the scientific community accepted it as the 
missing link and renamed it Homo erectus (Kuljian 2016).  
109 For instance, Hart (2000) discusses how these social scientific methods were used to trace the lineage of Jews in 
the early 20th century; Burton (2021) shows how intellectuals in the Middle East used these sciences to produce 
“titular nationalities” such as Turks and Iranians as well as marginalized others such as Copts and Bedouins.  
110 See TallBear’s critique about the construction of origin: in the context of a later development within the broader 
field of anthropology, race science and anthropological genetics, TallBear argues that notions of ancestral 
populations and biological evidence for mapping these “require the assumption that there was a moment, a human 
body, a marker, a population back there in space and time that was a biogeographical pinpoint of originality” (2013, 
6). 
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 The question of origin as an analytic lens foregrounds the entangled histories of non-Hindu 

identities and of disciplinary knowledge-production; especially, as the latter began to be organized, 

developed and practiced by Indian scientists who were as invested in anticolonialism in their science, 

as in promoting universalism of the knowledge they produced. On the basis of these racial histories, 

Indian intellectuals staked claims as anthropologists and statisticians in the global scientific 

community. On the one hand, they emphasized the anthropological and racial diversity of Indians and 

the unique data Indian scientists could bring to the disciplines. On the other hand, by translating the 

specific data of race histories into generalized theories, Indian scientists argued for the universal 

applicability of their methods and findings.  

With the question of non-Hindu origin being increasingly taken up by Indian scientists – and 

as no longer restricted to colonial administrators or religious reformers and social commentators – 

physical anthropology came to be formalized into an academic discipline. It was streamlined in terms 

of scientific methods, and unreliability of data was purged through increasing standardized methods 

of data collection and analysis. One of the major modes of doing this was through the introduction 

of statistics which also underwent a similar transformation as a discipline at the same time. No longer 

restricted to administrative usage, it emerged as both a site for practicing nationalism and a discipline 

that was committed less to political administration and more to scientific objectivity and universal 

applicability. Without referring to the question of political belonging of the non-Hindu communities 

explicitly, knowledge produced within these disciplines nonetheless helped entrench the idea that racial 

origin and genealogy of all communities were vital in constructing the nation-state.  

Although the anthropologists and statisticians who engaged in such projects did not arrive at 

explicitly political, racist or discriminatory conclusion, I argue that the recurrence of the question itself 

– who the Indian Muslim is – and of producing answers based on disciplinary evidence made the 
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enterprise politically and scientifically pertinent. It legitimized the search for racial origin and 

naturalized the difference found between the non-Hindu and the national norm. 

 

2.1 Surprising Number of Muslims 

The history of the questions regarding Muslim origin in India began with the expression of surprise. 

In the 1872 census survey, the British administrators found Muslims to be “more numerous than 

might have been expected” (Beverly 1872, 130) in the Bengal Province. The Bengal Province included 

at that point Bengal Proper, Assam, Chota Nagpur, Bihar and Orissa. In the Province, Hindus formed 

about half of the population and Muslims constituted about one-third. In Bengal Proper, there were 

about 12 million Hindus and 17 and half million Muslims (Ibid., 18).  

This surprise finding led Census Superintendent of Bengal, H. Beverly, to speculate whether 

these numbers were the result of descent from Muslim migrants who came from the regions of Central 

Asia, Iran and Arabia or of conversion of local Hindus in the past. Beverly conceded that the 

unexpectedly large numbers of Muslims could be due to the military garrisons stationed in various 

regions over the centuries by both pre-Mughal Muslim rulers and Mughal rulers in Bengal. However, 

factoring in the similarity of the “social position” of contemporary Hindus and Muslims, he found 

forced mass conversion of local Hindus as not only the most probable but “the only explanation of 

the large numbers” of Muslims in the province. In either case, however, it was a possibility, not a 

definitive past. The surprise itself, of finding a large Muslim population in the Bengal province, which 

Beverly repeatedly invoked in his report, was not contextualized or qualified further.  

A hint of why such an expectation was there to begin with can be found in civil surgeon James 

Wise’s article in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (1894).111 Wise pointed out that despite the 

 
111 James Wise (1835-1886) was a British civil surgeon and the author of a manuscript titled ‘Notes on Races, Castes 
and Trades of Eastern Bengal’ (1883) based on material he had collected in Dhaka. This MS was printed later, but 
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awareness that previous enquiries around demography of various communities had generated flawed 

data, these were nonetheless accepted as correct and hence resulted in a surprise at the much larger 

number of Muslims. As Beverly himself admitted, most of his claims were based on conjectures since 

“History is unfortunately silent on the subject of conversion” (1872, 132). Given the lack of historical 

sources on whether low-caste Hindus had been converted to Islam, the thesis of mass conversion 

required further examination; “we must be content to wait, I think, till another census has been taken 

before we can solve the problem with any degree of satisfaction” (Ibid., 136).  

Yet, without any further evidence to substantiate this claim, the thesis of mass conversion of 

low-caste Hindus began to circulate as definitive history, and not as one of the possible explanations 

for the number of Muslims in the eastern regions of India.112 In the next census report, Deputy 

Superintendent of Census Operations of Bengal, J. A. Bourdillon claimed that, “Two of the most 

important facts elicited by the census of 1872 were the large number of Mahomedans in Bengal and 

the capriciousness of their distribution through the province” (emphasis added, 1883, 78). Three 

decades later, in response to Upendra Nath Mukerji’s provocative remark about Hindus as dying and 

Muslims as the race with a promising future, Kishori Lal Sarkar reassured the Bengali Hindu that 

although “the 11,220,427 Mahomedans in East Bengal are seemingly Mahomedans, most of them are 

really Hindu converts… [and therefore] there is no cause for the Hindus to beat their breast” (1911, 

42).  

Similarly, in 1931, statistician and Hindu Mahasabha member, Jatindra Mohan Datta argued 

in his essay, that “the Bengali Muhammadan is not essentially different from the Bengali Hindus” 

(1931b). Even while the early 20th century discourse of the dying Hindu constituted the ‘Hindu’ and 

 
never published. http://en.banglapedia.org/index.php?title=Wise,_James. Later, a section of this manuscript was 
published in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, see Wise (1894).  
112 This serves as an example of Ludden’s argument about colonial, orientalist empiricist knowledge about Indian 
society that came to be “fixed as a factual basis for inference and theory” and turned into “official wisdom” (1993, 
259).  
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‘Muslim’ as comparable populations, the question of origin undercut the possibility of considering 

Muslims as distinct but belonging equally to the subcontinent. Instead, Muslims were “either 

foreigners or converts…never presented as having a direct, unmediated relationship to India”, thus 

maintaining them in perpetual “ambivalence” (Viswanathan 1989, 171).  

While administrators, historians and public figures continued to rely on the mass conversion 

thesis as an undisputable history of Muslims in India, the other legacy of this colonial narrative was to 

be found in the domain of scientific knowledge-production. Even where nationalist scientists did not 

assume the mass conversion thesis, the question of Muslim origin remained an integral part of the 

newly emerging disciplines. These scientific practice and knowledge production were grounded in the 

unstated consensus that precise degrees and percentages of blood and racial admixture of Indian 

Muslims could be calculated to ascertain their exact origin and descent. Here, the question – where 

did all these Muslims come from – became the same as asking who is the Indian Muslim, really? I 

emphasize the ‘really’ because it indicated a hierarchy among possible answers. It indicated, to begin 

with, that self-identification of Muslims in India was not a sufficient answer. Expunging the subjective 

identification of individuals or communities, the specific formulation of the origin question turned 

towards objective evidence – those that could be found in historical sources, physical anthropology 

and serology – to the exclusion of the community’s self-identity.  

 

2.2 Mass Conversion or Foreign Lineage 

Within the early 20th century discourse around the dying Hindu race, the trope of mass conversion of 

low-caste Hindus served a double purpose for most Hindu intellectuals.113 One of the main reasons 

 
113 All the participants of the dying-race discourse focused on the history of conversion. However, U.M. Mukerji did 
not explicate any connection from inauthentic conversion to racial continuity, unlike Deuskar, Sarkar and Digindra 
Narayan Bhattacharya. Others, like Shraddhananda, went further in advocating reconversion or what the Arya Samaj 
founded as the Shuddhi movement (literally meaning ‘to purify’). 
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attributed to the dying race of Hindus was mass conversion of low-castes to Islam and this in turn 

served as a call to reform Hinduism; at the same time, that the proliferating Muslims were ultimately 

and essentially of Hindu descent, gave hope to the Hindu cause and reassured the continuity of some 

form of Hindu hegemony. In other words, conversion was one of the causes of the dying Hindu 

population and yet it signaled an underlying continuity through the logic of racialized descent. The 

belief in racial continuity did not entail seamless inclusion of Muslims as equal Hindus; rather, the 

Indian Muslim was perceived ambivalently – “neither truly Muslim nor truly Hindu” (Viswanathan 

1989, 157).  

The analysis of the reasons and contexts of conversion gained significance due to the argument 

of Hindu intellectuals that conversion could be undone, if it could be established that it had not been 

authentic in the first place.114 Most of these analyses led to the conclusion that it was not something 

inherent in Islam that attracted these converts; rather, mass conversion was the result of either the 

‘sword of Islam’ or the discriminatory structures and practices of Hinduism that were “the main cause 

for the renouncing of [the Hindu’s] ancestral faith” (Mukerji 1909, 7-8). Under no circumstance, was 

the cause of conversion ascribable to “any merit and appreciation of the [Islamic] faith” 

(Shraddhananda 1926, 61). In other words, the argument was that the Islamic teaching was not “open 

and the persuasion honest”, rather that “the missionaries of Islam acted on the principle of end 

justifying means and took advantage of the credulous superstition of those among whom they 

sojourned in order to undermine their faith in their ancestral religion” (Ibid., 49-50).  

 
114 Here, the question about authenticity of conversion further reveals how conversion to Islam was not treated the 
same as conversion to Hinduism. Whereas conversion to Islam required to be explained and distinguished between 
given reasons and actual reasons, conversion to Hinduism, especially among the Adivasi population, was cast as an 
act of generosity and inclusion in the civilizational hierarchy on the part of upper caste Hindus Brahmins. I discuss 
the latter in Chapter 1. On the problem of authenticity and its reduction to individual and private belief, see Asad 
(1993, Ch 1) and Morrison (1992). Elsewhere, Asad (1996) examines why religious conversion requires explanation 
whereas secular conversion into modernity is self-explanatory. For an argument about how conversion needs to be 
viewed as not only about spiritual or faith-based transformation but social dissent and indigenization of religious 
systems, see Viswanathan (1989).  
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If, in rare instances, there were accounts of Hindu rulers encouraging conversion to Islam, it 

was explained away as “the greed and selfishness of the Hindu ruler” which, “coupled with the Hindu 

superstition of touch-me-notism”, introduced Islam in Southern India; “and not the preaching and 

persuasion of Muslim missionaries” (Ibid., 52). As a reviewer of early 20th century debates on the 

Hindu dying race remarked, “Granting that a portion of the conversions was due to the application 

of force and the moral influence of the ruling race, can it be denied that they were in a large measure 

due to and helped by the social tyranny exercised by the caste system over the depressed classes?” 

(1910, 41).  

The other approach to analyzing the phenomenon of mass conversion was to evoke the 

stereotype image of the ‘sword of Islam’. Using historical sources, Shraddhananda argued that since 

there were several instances of forcible conversion of the Hindu subjects when Muslim rulers invaded 

India, these conversions should be considered invalid, based on the premise that conversion had to 

be a voluntary, spiritual and individual experience. Commenting on Mahmud of Ghaznavi’s invasions 

which “were more with the purpose of plunder rather than forcible conversions”, he stated that the 

Hindu community was nonetheless adversely affected, given that “the thousands of captive males and 

female taken into slavery were a dead loss to the Hindu community and a source of future hinderance 

to natural increase in numbers” (Shraddhananda 1926, 30). In the context of these invasions and the 

later Muslim rule in the subcontinent, Shraddhananda cited the reasons for forced conversion – fear 

of being killed, in order to avoid paying poll tax as non-Muslims, to save lands from being confiscated 

by the Muslim ruler when they were unable to pay revenue and even out of pure “[m]otives of self-

interest” such as to rise in status among the landed aristocracy.  

Such analysis of the past also pointed towards contemporary failings of Hinduism, especially 

Brahminism, and indicated possible aspects for reforms to save the Hindu. Using the 1901 census 

data to discuss cases of reported conversion, Upendra Nath Mukerji noted that out “of 40 cases 
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mentioned by a Hindu gentleman in the 24-Parganas district, 22 were for ‘love,’ 8 for straitened 

circumstances, the rest for various other reasons” whereas in Dacca “14 cases of conversion are 

mentioned by a Mahomedan gentleman – 9 were for ‘love’ (1909, 6). As explanation for the prevalence 

of love as the reason for conversion, Mukerji remarked that often outcaste Hindus, who had fallen ill, 

were “treated by Mahomedans who provide[d] them with food and water” and later “received [the 

Hindus] with open arms” (Ibid., 6). Following his discussion exclusively of conversion based on “love” 

and without offering any evidence of conversions prompted by “lust”, Mukerji concluded that both 

“‘love’ and ‘lust’ have generally something behind them – and that is poverty” (Ibid., 7).115  

To demonstrate that poverty was the real motive behind conversions while love and lust mere 

covers, Mukerji turned to his experiences as a physician. When “visiting dispensaries in the interior of 

districts I was often struck with unquestioned Hindu names of women returned as Mahomedans” 

(Ibid., 7). He found out that more often than not these women were of the lower castes, such as 

Namasudra, “who had recently become a widow” (Ibid., 7). Mukerji’s analysis was that Hindu low 

caste men were too poor to marry more than once and therefore Hindu widows – unless she took “to 

an immoral life” – had “no other alternative but to marry a Mahomedan, who [was] generally better 

off than a Hindu of the cultivating class” (Ibid., 7). Thus, conversion to Islam was construed as an 

economic escape route for low caste and poor Hindus; with the corollary implication that if Hindus 

reformed their discriminatory structures and brahmins turned their attention to the poverty of the 

other castes, conversion to Islam and the death of the Hindu race could be avoided.  

Beyond the discussions about Muslim conversion versus foreign migration, the argument 

about mass conversion – rather than several individual conversions – made it possible to structure this 

 
115 Although Mukerji did not dwell at any length on ‘lust’ as a cause for conversion, there was a long tradition of 
Hindu men maligning Muslim men as threats to the sanctity of the Hindu women. For a detailed account of this, see 
Gupta (2001) and Datta (1999).  
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history as a sociological phenomenon.116 The individual and consciously cited reasons for conversion 

could be explained away by excavating what was presumed to be a deeper and more real reason for 

this history. Therefore, Mukerji, much like the census commissioners, was able to dismiss love and 

romance as reasons for conversion to arrive at structural and social causes, such as poverty and caste 

oppression as the real reasons that even the individual converts were not able to articulate or know.117 

Similarly, Shraddhananda could find evidence of the ‘sword of Islam’ even when historical sources 

mentioned individual instances of voluntary conversions. Having failed to find any significant 

numbers of real conversion of Hindus to Islam, conversion could be considered invalid, or the so-

called converts could be considered only lapsed, low-caste Hindus and therefore suitable for 

reconversion. This thesis of low caste conversion served as the basis for the call for the reform of 

Brahminical Hinduism; at the same time, claiming that these converts were of the low caste also 

allowed for the claim that these converts belonged neither to elite Muslim lineages nor to dominant 

Hindu castes.  

Therefore, instead of taking the given numbers of Hindus and Muslims at face value, mass 

conversion as a historical phenomenon prompted a debate on the question of who the Indian Muslim 

really was – and served as a segue into questions about the history, origin, race and lineages of Indian 

Muslims. The trope of mass conversion in the dying-race discourse engendered the idea that there 

were different bloods and that communities bound by the same blood could trump identities forged 

through inauthentic conversions between belief-systems.118 This is not to say that the thesis of mass 

 
116 Mass, in the sense of Durkheim's social, is more than the sum of individuals. Mass or social surpasses in meaning 
and effect the conscious and individual experiences of each person who is part of that phenomenon (2006). 
117 As Viswanathan argues, the census reports used the conventional romance plot to analyze cases of conversion, 
but such comparisons stopped “at the point of narrative structure, which slips into the realist mode despite the 
compulsions of the romantic imagination. Though romance is presented as the main motive for conversion, the play 
of human desires and feelings has no place here” (1989, 163).  
118 This history is probably the beginning of making the Hindu a community of blood in a way similar to how 
Christianity came to be produced – through the 1449 Statutes and the Inquisition – as a community of blood 
(Anidjar 2014). Endogamy and non-commensality were certainly gatekeepers of caste purity, but these were not 
necessarily connected to notions of differences of blood.  
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conversion remained unchallenged. Contemporary opposition primarily included elite Muslims who 

emphasized the Arab and Pathan lineages of Indian Muslims.119 But by arguing that Indian Muslims 

were descendants of foreign elite Muslims, these writers conceded to the increasing significance and 

legitimacy of lineage-as-blood and racial origin as constituents of mutually exclusive communities. 

Moreover, these writings also helped establish the need to pose the question and ascertain the origin 

of the non-Hindu. These discussions contributed to the increasing conviction that Muslim presence 

needed to be explained, unlike Hindu presence in the subcontinent. Proponents of both theories of 

Muslim origin shared the view of what counted as evidence – social histories, racial histories, lineages 

and physical anthropology. Built up on such evidence, these discussions also make up a significant 

strand of the history of colonial and anticolonial, nationalist anthropology and statistics in the 

subcontinent.  

Khan Bahadur Khondkar Fuzli Rubbee (b. 1848) was the diwan of the Nawab of 

Murshidabad, Bengal.120 In 1891, he published a book in Persian on the history of contemporary 

Muslim society in Bengal. Rubbee translated and published this book in English in 1895,121 and Shaikh 

Abdur Rahim (1859-1931), a prolific Muslim writer and editor of several prominent journals, 

translated the work into Bangla.122 Arguing against the thesis of low-caste Hindus’ mass conversion to 

 
119 As Eaton shows, for Muslims in Bengal “their religion and their family and political contacts with North India 
served, in their own minds at least, to distinguish them from the delta’s indigenous peoples” (1993, 106); and this 
informed the imperative for Muslims in Bengal of establishing Arab or Pathan or Turkic lineage. Also see Ahmed 
(1981) who discusses the late 19th c. preoccupation of Muslim intellectuals with claiming foreign origin as an 
attempt to secure both social status and noble Muslim lineage. However, the focus of the scholarship is on the 
implications of ashraf or elite Muslims like Rubbee claiming noble ancestry for Indian Muslims whereas majority of 
Muslims did not belong to the upper class. My focus is not on the motivations behind each set of arguments; my aim 
is to analyze the nature and what connects these oppositional arguments and the implicit consensus on what counts 
as evidence, such as physical anthropology and historiography.   
120 His family tree traced their lineage back to Abu Bakr. See Walsh 1902. 
121 This work was acknowledged in the ‘sanad’ presented to him by Alexander Mackenzie: “Khondkar Fuzli 
Rubbee, Diwan of my old friend the Nawab of Murshidabad, is distinguished not only by his social position, but 
also by his historical work, ‘Origin of the Mussulmans in Bengal’” (Walsh 1902, 252).  
122 Rubbee himself translated the book into English; but it is noteworthy that whereas the Persian title was ‘Haqiqate 
Musalman-i-Bengalah’, referring to the ‘haqiqat’ – truth or reality of Bengali Muslims, the English title refers 
instead to their origin. As to the Bangla translation, I was unable to verify this, but Ahmed refers to it in his book 
(1981, 114). For contemporary opinions on Rubbee’s book, also see Ahmed (1981). 
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Islam, Rubbee’s aim was to show the royal and foreign lineage of the Bengali Muslims. This work 

became the basis of a similar report on the origin, social and religious divisions of Muslims in Bengal, 

composed and submitted in 1901 by Abu Ahmad Ghuznavi,123 of the Maimensingh district in 

Bengal.124 Rubbee’s first challenge to the thesis of mass conversion was that it was an “erroneous 

opinion” formed from “want of correct information” (1895, Preface). Denouncing the thesis but 

remarking on its popularity, Abu Ghuznavi too noted how Beverly’s “groundless” views and theories 

had been “echoed” not only by Dr. Wise but also by others like Sir W. W. Hunter, “who otherwise 

was very careful and never accepted any theory of like nature without thoroughly examining its 

worth”.125 (n.d., 1). He critiqued all those writers who had lend “the weight of their authority in 

disseminating [Beverly’s] views which are as mischievous as erroneous, as groundless as hurtful to that 

great section of His Majesty’s loyal subjects – The Mahomedans of Bengal” (Ibid., 1).   

Rubbee’s primary aim was to ascertain the origin of Indian Muslims – that is, to determine 

“whether their ancestors were native Hindus of this country who embraced Islam, or whether they 

are the descendants of the Musalmans of other countries who came and domiciled here” (1895, 4). 

While Rubbee’s primary target was the thesis advocated in Beverly’s census report, he did not 

challenge the enumeration itself of Hindus and Muslims. It was the interpretations derived from the 

numbers that were the point of contention; nothing was said of either Beverly’s admission of potential 

 
123 Not much definite biographical information can be found of Abu A. Ghuznavi. Like the famous Ghuznavi 
brothers in 20th century Indian politics, he too hailed from Delduar which was part of Mymensingh until 1969. It’s 
probably that the author of this report was the same as one Abu Ahmad Ghuznavi who was Delduar’s zamindar and 
helped repair the famous Atia Mosque in 1909. The latter information is mentioned in Islam and Miah (2012, 321).  
124 Eaton incorrectly identifies 1872 as the date of Ghuznavi’s report. In the 1901 census report, census 
superintendent of Bengal, Edward Gait mentions that Ghuznavi’s was one of the reports in the series which Gait had 
requested from all the districts in the Bengal province (1902, 167). In response to Gait’s circular requesting such 
reports from locals, Ghuznavi was asked to compose his version by the Collector of Maimensingh, N. Bonham-
Carter. Given that Gait’s 1902 publication mentions Ghuznavi’s report, and the latter refers to ‘His Majesty’ in his 
writing, Ghuznavi’s report was most probably composed in 1901 (when King Edward VII succeeded Queen 
Victoria). The date of Ghuznavi’s report is important because, as I argue, he composed it after Risley’s work on 
anthropometry in Bengal had been published (Risley, 1891). See Ghuznavi (n.d.). 
125 Notes on the origin, social and religious divisions, and other matters touching the Mahomedans of Bengal and 
having special reference to the district of Maimensingh by Abu A. Ghuznavi, [n.d.], Mss Eur E295/17, Papers of Sir 
Herbert Risley, India Office Records and Private Papers, British Library, London. 
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inaccuracies and incompleteness of the data or of the problem with counting Hindu and Muslim as 

mutually exclusive identities.126  

To establish the truth and origin of Indian Muslims, Rubbee, like in the colonial discourse, 

relied on “the evidence furnished by history” and “the ethnological features and characteristics of 

these Musalmans” (1895, 5). The surprise at the large numbers indicated that Islam and Muslims were 

not considered an internal part of the subcontinent’s history. Consequently, Rubbee and Ghuznavi 

focused on challenging not only the theory of mass conversion by claiming non-Indian origin for 

Indian Muslims, but equally on demonstrating the irrationality of the surprise itself. By tracing the 

lineage of Muslim rule in India, they sought to demonstrate that Muslims and Islam were legitimately 

integral to the subcontinent’s history. In their narrative, the increase of Muslim population in India 

was a natural and socially logical phenomenon, in contrast to phenomena like forced conversion or 

conversion to escape casteism. In other words, they offered evidence which demonstrated that large-

scale conversion had not taken place and instead Muslims had migrated to and live in the subcontinent, 

for centuries. In doing this, they aimed to maintain the balance between tracing on the one hand the 

foreign lineage of Indian Muslims, and on the other, Islam’s entry into India as non-invasive, non-

hostile, and resulting in peaceful settlement and natural proliferation. 

 

2.3 Historical Documents as Evidence of Origin 

Colonial administrators and Indians alike mobilized textual, historical sources in order to determine 

the origin of the unexpected number of Indian Muslims. In effect, they contributed to the 

preoccupation of modern historiography with origins as explanations of the present. The nature of 

this search, along with the methods and evidence used, made the participants of these discussions into 

 
126 On the point of how the census did not simply count existing Hindus and Muslims, but through the process of 
counting and prompting self-identification of Muslim or Hindu as henceforth mutually exclusive identity categories, 
see (Kaviraj 1992). 



 
 

113 

contributors to the emerging practice of modern, positivist historiography.127 The search for racialized 

origin was facilitated by the simultaneous efforts of other domains of knowledge-production besides 

history – i.e., physical anthropology, sero-anthropology and statistics. These disciplinary knowledges 

contributed not only to the determination of racial origin but also to what counted as evidence in its 

determination.  

Beverly, despite acknowledging that the “immense preponderance of the Musalman religious 

element” in and around regions like Gour and Chittagong might be because the former was once the 

capital of the “Muhammadan Kings of Bengal” and the latter was an essential region for maritime 

commerce, ultimately rejected these reasons in favor of the probability that the “real explanation…is 

to be found in the conversion to Islam of the numerous low castes which occupied it” (1872, 132). 

The only rationale for this claim was offered in the form of the popular narrative – that Muslims 

converted people at the point of the sword and “[u]nder Sultan Jelaluddeen, for instance, it is said that 

the Hindus were persecuted almost to extermination” (Ibid., 132). Wise also relied on snippets from 

commonly circulating popular narratives about the past. Restating one such narrative as part of 

established historical narrative such that it did not require evidentiary qualification, Wise mentioned 

how the “enthusiastic soldiers, who in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, spread the faith of 

Islam among the timid races of Bengal, made forcible conversions by the sword, and, penetrating the 

dense forests of the Eastern frontier, planted the crescent in the villages of Silhet” (1894, 28).  

As Eaton notes, all of Wise’s claims amounted to “conjecture” (1993, 76.) Turning to another 

piece of popular narrative, Wise, like Beverly, claimed as historically true that there was “one wholesale 

persecution of the subject Hindus, and that was waged by Jalaluddin, from A.D. 1414 to 1430” (1894, 

29). Yet, Wise deviated from the remaining popular narrative which described how the “Hindus fled 

 
127 For a detailed argument about the differences between the precolonial historiography and colonial-nationalist 
historiography, see Chatterjee (1993, Ch 4). 
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to Kamrup, and the jungles of Assam and Kachhar” when faced with Jalaluddin’s conditions – 

“Koran, or death” (Ibid., 29). Without offering further evidence, Wise nonetheless found it more 

probable that instead of Hindus fleeing, “more Muhammadans were added [i.e., converted] to Islam 

during these seventeen years than in the next three hundred” (Ibid., 29).128  

Unlike the cities of Gour and Chittagong, several other cities and regions which were earlier 

Muslim capitals or in their vicinity – such as, Dacca, Maldah, Murshidabad and Patna – did not have 

a significant number of Muslims.129 Instead, regions which were not close to the Muslim centres of 

power – such as, Backergunge, Dinajpur, Nadia, Jessore and Furreedpur – returned a higher number 

of Muslims. Meanwhile, these same places returned a “large numbers of Chandals, the lowest among 

Hindu castes” (Beverly 1872, 132). The “curious” discovery about the high numbers of Muslims in 

the places with high numbers of Chandals “who were said to be the most amenable to proselytising 

influences in the present day” (132-33), constituted the argument that “it was the lowest castes or 

tribes who thus embraced Islam” (Ibid.). It was not clarified further why large numbers of lower castes 

would still be found if they were easy to convert and if there had indeed been mass conversions in 

these regions.  

Besides, the lack of an overwhelming Muslim population in regions that had been centres of 

Muslim power in the past, was treated as indication that the surprising presence of Muslims in Bengal 

“is not due so much to the introduction of Mughul blood into the country as to the conversion of the 

former inhabitants for whom a rigid system of caste discipline rendered Hinduism intolerable” (Ibid., 

132). As Ghuznavi argued, for such a claim to hold one needed to “positively prove by facts and 

figures that the number of Chandals and Kaibarts and other low castes has fallen amongst the Hindus 

 
128 As Eaton points out, the possibility that the submission to the ‘sword of Islam’– if true – might refer to the Indo-
Muslim state and not to the Islamic faith, did not occur to the colonial officials discussing the question of 
Islamization (1993, 71).  
129 Muslims were slightly higher in number than Hindus in Dacca; at the district level, there was 46% Muslims in 
Maldah, 45% in Murshidabad, and 12% in Patna. (Beverly 1872, 132).  
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to the same extent as it has swelled the ranks of the Musalman population” (n.d., 14). Instead, such 

claims about mass conversion were based on “unwarrantable presumption” (n.d., 14) and, as 

Ghuznavi reminded his readers, Beverly had himself admitted that his “hypothesis is quite 

unsupported by any historical evidence” (n.d., 2).   

Keeping with the Orientalist framework, the lack of historical evidence in colonial claims was 

turned into an argument about the lack of historical consciousness among the colonized.130 Instead of 

history, which was a sign of modernity, Indians had caste – the ahistorical and essentialised principle 

through which all knowledges and practices of Indians were thereafter distilled and comprehended in 

the colonial regime (Dirks 2001). Therefore, caste became the explanation where history failed to 

provide evidence. Wise remarked that, “When the Muhammadan armies poured into Bengal, it is hard 

to believe that they were not welcomed by the hewers of wood and drawers of water, and that many 

a despairing Chandal and Kaibartta joyfully embraced a religion that proclaimed the equality of all 

men, and which was the religion of the race, keeping in subjection their former oppressors. Hinduism 

had prohibited the outcast from residing in the same village as the twice-born Brahman, had forced 

him to perform the most menial and repulsive occupations, and had virtually treated him as an animal 

undeserving of any pity; but Islam announced that the poor, as well as the rich, the slave and his 

master, the peasant and the prince were of equal value in the eyes of God” (Wise 1894, 32). This 

imaginary scene, highlighting a singular and simplistic reality, was constructed through, and in turn 

reinstated, the lens of ‘caste’ which under colonialism was “made out to be far more – far more 

pervasive, far more totalizing, and far more uniform – than it had ever been before” (Dirks 2001, 13).  

 
130 On the specific nature of this ‘historical consciousness’ and its distinction from premodern forms of 
historiography, see Sarkar (1998). On how the lack of history of how the lack of historical records transformed from 
serving as evidence of “the ‘commotion and changes’ that had been so ‘unfavourable to the preservation of political 
records’” to the lack of historical consciousness in the late 19th century, see Dirks (2001, 96). 
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This is not to say that caste oppression was not significantly present in precolonial society; as 

Viswanathan argues, the issue “is less one of inventing caste…than in making caste visible in 

narratalogical terms” (1998, 167). Wise’s description of a possible past was not a critique of Hinduism’s 

casteism. Rather, it served to dismiss both Hinduism and Islam – the clear distinction and mutual 

exclusivity being a product of colonialism.131 For the colonizer, the presence of caste allowed the 

argument “that India can never have true nationalism because it is divided by caste” and consequently 

was unfit for self-governance (Viswanathan 1998, 168). Meanwhile, Islam was a foreign force that 

failed to separate religion from politics, highlighting its incompatibility with modernity. Indian 

Muslims had not retained blood or rites in their pure state; such that, it would “be impossible for the 

Arab to connect the corrupt Hinduised rites he witnesses in Bengal with those celebrated at Mecca, 

or to discern in the veneration of Pirs any relation to the orthodox faith” (Wise 1894, 33).  

To an extent, colonial administrators like Beverly attempted to address the lack of adequate 

historical record by a reliance on prior colonial ethnographic reports and surveys even while 

confessing to their unreliability.132 Beverly’s claims about changes in the Hindu and Muslim population 

among other conclusions in the 1872 report relied extensively on the 1807 survey results of Francis 

Buchanan Hamilton.133 Some colonial reports had to be entirely rejected since their authors had 

depended too much on “unchecked native authorities” (Beverly 1872, 81). Beverly used Buchanan’s 

report since it was “still one of the most valuable authorities we possess regarding the condition of 

 
131 See Kaviraj (1992), Ahmed (1981). 
132 Here I draw from Dirks’ understanding of the ‘ethnographic state’ especially with regard to how in the late 19th 
century there was a “veritable explosion in the production and circulation of gazetteers and manuals that now 
included as a matter of course extensive reports on the manners and customs of the castes, tribes and religions” 
(2001, 150). But, in the context of ascertaining the racial origins of Muslims (and we will see in the next section) 
and other communities, anthropology does not exactly supplant history as Dirks stated but the emergence of the 
former as the hegemonic “modality of knowledge and rule” (Ibid., 43) turned history into the basis for interpreting 
and making meaning out of the ethnographic findings.  
133 Francis Buchanan (Hamilton) (1762 – 1829) was a Scottish physician who worked for the East India Company 
from 1794 to 1815. His chief contributions are two surveys conducted in 1800 in Madras and 1807-14 in Bengal. He 
took his mother’s family name, Hamilton, when he inherited her estate. For a critical analysis of the findings of 
these surveys and how the data continues to be problematically used by contemporary scholars, see Vicziany (1986). 
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those parts of the country which Dr. Buchanan visited. His investigations…the basis of all that is 

known on these subjects at the present day. Fresh researches may add to our knowledge, but no one 

can enter upon a study of the people of Bengal without confessing the extent to which he is indebted 

to Dr. Buchanan’s writings” (Ibid., 82). Despite also complaining that Buchanan’s method was “rough 

and uncertain in the light of modern science”, and that his data was not really accurate (Ibid., 82-3), 

these became the basis for Beverly’s comparative studies and definitive conclusions.  

Caste as the explanatory force for why the Hindus fell prey to Muslim invasions,134 also gave 

rise to the modern historiographical construction of the past as tripartite: glorious ancient age as 

Hindu, degenerate medieval age as Islamic, and modern enlightened age British.135 The degeneracy 

and corruption of the medieval Islamic rule, in turn, explained how the enlightened colonizer could 

conquer with ease. W.W. Hunter, the colonial official most famous for his statistical survey of Bengal, 

stated that when Bengal fell to the British in the 18th century, the Muslim ruling families left Bengal. 

The contemporary, late 19th century Muslims in Murshidabad had no connection in terms of lineage 

to the elite foreign bloodlines. Hunter denounced both, the influence of Murshidabad, as the capital 

district of Muslim rule, on the numbers of Muslims in the region as well as the “court of the Nawab 

[which] has been equally destitute of effect in determining the race and characteristics of the general 

Muhammadan population” (Hunter 1876, 60).  

Rubbee turned the justification for the colonial tripartite periodization on its head. If the last 

decades of Muslim rule had indeed led to a “state of disorganization” and the British had “restored 

tranquility to the country and gave protection to its people”, why would Muslim families “retire to 

 
134 As Chatterjee shows, the equation of the ancient inhabitants of the subcontinent with Hindus was itself produced 
through the principles of modern-colonial-nationalist historiography. The “subject of this entire story” became “us” 
such that for contemporary Hindus the “mighty heroes of ancient India were ‘our’ ancestors, and the feeble 
inhabitants of India today are ‘ourselves’” (1993, 97). 
135 This was directly borrowed from European historiography. “Ancient India became for the nationalist the classical 
age, while the period between the ancient and the contemporary was the dark age of medievalism…If the 
nineteenth-century Englishman could claim ancient Greece as his classical heritage, why should not the English-
educated Bengali feel proud of the achievements of the so-called Vedic civilization?” (Chatterjee 1993, 98).  
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Delhi or to Persia” amidst such peace and prosperity (Rubbee 1895, 52)? Moreover, neither Rubbee 

nor Ghuznavi agreed with the colonial administrators on the lack of historical sources regarding the 

subcontinent’s Islamic past. The British had claimed mass conversion without putting in the effort to 

sift through all possible sources. “History ought to have been ransacked”, Ghuznavi remarked, “for 

what light it could throw. All possible landmarks ought to have been searched. The archives of 

countless ancient noble families rich with Sanads of Jagirs, Altamghas and Aimas ought to have been 

examined” (n.d., 3). Rubbee too dismissed Beverly’s speculations by underlining the availability of 

documented pasts by historians – “there is no portion of the Musalman period of which the events 

are not fully and faithfully chronicled in their histories. When events far less important than those 

referred to by Mr. Beverly…are fully narrated in the histories, what then could prevent the historians 

from recording such a comparatively noteworthy circumstance as the conversion of the Hindus of 

Bengal under the compulsion of their Musalman conquerors?” (1895, 57).  

To drive home the naturalness of Muslim presence in the subcontinent, both Rubbee and 

Ghuznavi repeatedly underlined the long span of Muslim rule in India, 562 years to be precise. They 

detailed the various phases of Muslim rule, from 1203 A.D. onwards “when the Moslem rule was first 

established in Bengal and the country began to be peopled with Musalman inhabitants, down to the 

year 1765 A.D.” (Rubbee 1895, 9). Meanwhile, Ghuznavi rationalized that that “the descendants of 

these original settlers should in the course of long seven hundred years increase and multiply in a 

tremendous ratio and form this so-called large number of modern Mussulmans ought surely to be a 

small wonder, especially when we consider their much greater productiveness than the Hindus and 

various other causes of greater increase in population” (n.d., 10).136 These “other causes”, which 

 
136 Beverly (1872), Wise (1894) and other advocates of mass conversion of low-caste Hindus did not invoke Muslim 
reproductive rate to explain the increase of Muslims in the past when they were migrating and settling in India; this 
is noteworthy, especially, given how the high birth rate among Muslims became the crucial issue in the early 20th 
century dying-Hindu discourse.  
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Hindus lacked and Muslims benefitted from, included polygamy, widow remarriage, absence of caste 

system, lower child mortality, and conversion activities of missionary. 

Rubbee not only argued against the fact of mass conversion, but also against the low-caste 

origin of Indian Muslims. The Muslims, whose migration and settlement in India he traced, 

overwhelmingly had “noble” and “royal” ancestry. The predominance of such ancestry was ensured 

by the “consideration shown towards the Muslim gentry and nobility, learned men and holy persons” 

by most Muslim rulers (1895, 23). This consideration was often translated into incentives – such as 

royal appointments – for “persons belonging to good and ancient families” to migrate to Bengal from 

“original” Muslim regions: namely, Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Khorasan and Egypt. Rent-free lands were 

allotted to further incentivize their settlement in the region. This practice continued even during the 

Mughal regime (Ibid., 49). However, anticipating the subsumption of his argument into the colonial-

nationalist history of ‘Muslim foreign’ invasion of India, he carefully delineated India’s ‘foreign 

invaders’ from its “Musalman inhabitants” (Ibid., 9). For instance, he highlighted how “the natural 

defences by which the country [Bengal] is protected” offered “immunity from foreign invasions” and 

consequently served as “a great asylum for the Musalmans” (Ibid., 22). India’s Muslim population thus 

had origins in foreign lands but were not invaders. 

As a Bengali Muslim claiming “noble” lineage, a further agenda for Rubbee was to 

demonstrate the non-Hindu, foreign lineage of Indian Muslims without relinquishing the specificity 

of being a Muslim in Bengal, in contrast to being under Muslim rule anywhere else. The resolution lay 

in highlighting the geographical, social and political features of Muslim rule in Bengal which made 

provided a constant “impetus to the influx of immigrants” to the region (Ibid., 37). Muslims came not 

only from Arabia and other foreign lands, but even from Hindustan (i.e., northern regions of the 

subcontinent) since “[d]uring the very long period that Bengal remained under the Musalman sway, it 

enjoyed a greater degree of peace and security than any other part of Hindustan or indeed than any 
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Musalman country throughout the world” (Ibid., 22). For instance, during Mahomed Tughlak’s rule 

in Delhi, severe famines and his cruelty towards “ecclesiastics and Syyads and of the men of the civil 

and military professions” drove “numerous families…to seek shelter in Bengal” (Ibid., 27). The 

invasion by Chengiz Khan and his descendants in central and western Asia was another instance of 

Muslim refugees fleeing to India to live protected under a powerful Muslim government (Ibid., 42). 

The numbers of these “received daily accessions from births; and from the congregations of their 

families, towns, villages and hamlets rose into existence” (Ibid., 46-7).  

Given the historical records of migration of several Muslims to India, is it “possible that the 

lines of descent of all those countless families could have become extinct? and if not, where are their 

descendants, if not in Bengal; and who are they, if not the present generation of the Musalmans of 

this country?” (Ibid., 75). Ghuznavi echoed this claim about the enduring peaceful and prosperous 

Muslim rule in Bengal even while “different parts of Hindustan”, Afghanistan, Iran, Turkistan, and 

Arabia convulsed from succession of rulers and other conditions. The peaceful reign in Bengal 

constantly attracted Muslims from elsewhere; “their number was being continually swelled – and 

gradually the province came to be inhabited by much larger number of Mahomedans than any other 

part of Hindustan. This, then, must be taken to be the latent cause of Mussalman preponderance in 

Bengal” (Ghuznavi, n.d., 6). By invoking the long span of 562 years, Rubbee was thereby able to 

maintain the “foreign” and “noble” origin of Muslims in India and simultaneously argue for the 

Indian-ness or Bengali-ness of Muslims by virtue of several generations of living and birthing in India: 

““the ancestors of the present Musalmans of this country were certainly those Musalmans who came 

here from foreign parts during the rule of the former sovereigns, and that the present generation of 

Musalmans are the offspring of that dominant race who remained masters of the land for 562 years” 

(1895, 53). 
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In order to establish impartiality in their claims, all these writers foregrounded their adoption 

of those historical sources that were opposed to their own ideological positions. To establish the lack 

of bias in his claims about mass conversion, Wise underlined how even “Muhammadan histories” 

(1894, 29) or “[s]tories…narrated by the Muhammadans themselves” (Ibid., 30) did not mention any 

large-scale migrations of non-Indian Muslims. Ghuznavi used the same rationale and cited English 

historians to refer to “the religious toleration of the Afghan and Moghul Rulers and Chiefs of 

Hindustan”, and to reject the claim of forced conversion of Hindus.137 Without this history of 

tolerance, “to-day we should have found the major portion if not the whole of India Mahomedanised” 

(n.d., 2). Rubbee cited Western scholars, thus highlighting the “impartial opinions of Christian 

judges”,138 to show that Beverly’s claim about the “wholesale proselytizing principles to the Musalman 

conquerors of Bengal” (1895, 58) was inaccurate and unfair. Instead, the common practice among 

Muslim conquerors was to not interfere in the traditions of the people they subjugated.  

Hindu reformer, Shraddhananda resorted to scholars, who were known for their “partiality to 

the Muhammadan faith” (1926, 31), to demonstrate how Muslim conversion of Hindus had always 

been forced, even when it was recorded as voluntary. If he could find evidence of forced conversion 

from historians who were known to be biased towards Islam, he argued, he could irrefutably establish 

that all conversions of Hindus to Islam had been forced. Thus, he borrowed from Thomas Walker 

Arnold (1864-1930), a British Orientalist who taught Islamic art in India and “who beats even Muslim 

original historian in his partiality towards the Muhammadans of India” (1926, 37).139 Shraddhananda 

argued that despite claiming that force had played no part among the vast number of Indian Muslims, 

 
137 He cited Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of Roman Empire, Walter Hamilton’s Hindustan and Willhausen’s 
from the British Encyclopedia.  
138 For instance, Rubbe cited Godfrey Higgins (“a great authority on the subject”, 1895, 58), John Davenport’s 
Apology for Mahomed and the Koran, C. Stewart’s History of Bengal and an article from the journal East and West 
titled ‘Islam as a Political System’ (Ibid., 59), and Walter Hamilton’s Hindustan. He also cited several Persian works 
of history: e.g., Tabaqat-i Nasiri by Minhaj-i-Siraj Juzjani (composed in 1206), and Akbarnamah by Abul Fazl. 
139 He was a friend of Sir Syed Ahmed Khan and wrote the book The Preaching of Islam, which Shraddhananda 
used, apparently at the insistence of Sir Syed.  
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Arnold was “forced to admit, though reluctantly” that for invaders like Mahmud of Ghazni and Timur 

their attack on Indians was a holy “war against infidels”140 and that they had stained their swords “with 

the blood of the enemies of the faith” (Ibid., 32). Where Shraddhananda encountered instances cited 

by Arnold of voluntary conversion to Islam, he dismissed these as ‘absurd legends’ (Ibid., 37) with 

“no evidence of its historicity” (Ibid., 52). He argued that such cases only seemed voluntary since 

“compulsion does not always consist of open threat of death” (Ibid., 56).  

Besides the disagreements regarding the racial origin of the Indian Muslim, there was also no 

consensus as to what constituted the temporal threshold of origin. Muslims could be considered 

foreigners since Islam had not originated in the subcontinent, but Brahminical Hinduism had also 

been introduced to the subcontinent through Aryan migration. Similarly, Adivasis in India had a longer 

presence in the region than and yet were certainly not hegemonic like upper caste Hindus. Beverly’s 

attempt to resolve these contradictions highlighted the contingency of the temporal in determining 

origin in terms of foreign or indigenous: “In the first place the introduction of the Muhammadan faith 

into Bengal is an event which has occurred within historical times; whereas no one has yet succeeded 

in determining the date of the Aryan immigration” (1872, 134). It was the hegemony of Brahminical 

Hinduism as the essence of the subcontinent’s history that generated a specific historical timeline of 

origins.  

Within that temporal frame, Islam was naturalized as a foreign culture since it originated 

outside the territory, upper castes were naturalized as hegemonic although Brahmins were descendants 

of Aryans who had migrated from Central Asia, and Adivasis who were conceded to be autochthonous 

to the territory unlike the upper castes were not civilized enough until the influence of caste Hindus. 

Beverly noted that the “Aryan element, so far from displacing the indigenous children of the soil, was 

 
140 This is a quote from Ghazni’s autobiography as quoted in Thomas Arnold, in turn quoted in Shraddhananda 
(1926, 31).  
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only able to hold its own by frequent importations of fresh blood from Upper India. The Hindu 

religion itself was of a baser and more degraded type, being driven to assimilate and adopt the 

barbarous practices and superstitions of the aborigines which it sought to embrace within its folds” 

(Ibid., 133). The Aryan-Brahmin-Hindu history as more natural and unquestioned in the subcontinent 

was challenged in Rubbee’s rhetorical question: “Considering that the descendants of only five 

Brahmins and five Sudras who (as is said) originally came to Bengal from Kanauj could have multiplied 

to such an enormous extent, that they are to be found everywhere in the country, what impossibility 

is there in supposing that the descendants of the innumerable and countless Musalmans who came to 

this country, during long ages, have become more numerous than they?” (1895, 53-4).  

All the writers, across their agreements and disagreements, shared conviction in the need for 

documented historical evidence to ascertain a people’s past, irrespective of the conflict of whether a 

specific set of evidence was correct. Rubbee acknowledged this by noting how “history is the only 

authentic record whereby we may become acquainted with the past events and occurrences of the 

world, and both greater and lesser events and significant and insignificant incidents are particularized 

therein” (1895, 56). Yet, historical sources were often found to be lacking or inadequate to make 

definitive claims. This often led to adoption of and reliance on physical anthropology of contemporary 

people to ascertain their historical and racial past. However, through the disputes and disagreements 

over the presence and absence of historical records, the historicity or reliability of specific narratives, 

and the possible conclusions of specific evidence, it was established that the enterprise of tracing the 

lineage of Indian Muslims and the determination of their racial origin was possible and necessary. At 

the same time, the meaning of being a Muslim descendent of migrants was constituted as racially and 

radically different from the meaning of being a Muslim descendent of a former Hindu; the latter 

identity had further connotations depending on the caste of the original Hindu. The multiplicity of 
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meaning of being Muslim in India thus revealed the ways in which race, religion and caste remained 

entangled.  

 

2.4 Physical Features as Evidence of Origin 

The colonial discourse of origin relied on historical sources but also emphasized its inadequacy in the 

subcontinent. The inadequacy of historical sources to definitively determine the past – conversion or 

migration – was addressed through a reliance on observations of physical anthropology of 

communities. Despite not agreeing with the claim about inadequate historical sources, the Indians 

who responded to the question of Muslim origin also relied on physical anthropology, and 

subsequently on anthropometry which converted observations of physical features into 

measurements. Thus, colonial administrators and Indian intellectuals either used physical 

anthropological evidence to complement historical sources or to demonstrate the accuracy of 

subjective impressions and non-expert observations.  

Beverly’s intervention preceded the prevalence of anthropometry in the subcontinent. Instead 

of using measurements of physical features, he used anthropological observations of physical features 

in conjunction with observed social manners and sartorial customs, to make his case about the shared 

racial origin of low-caste Hindus and Muslims. The “identically same physique” and the “similarity of 

manners and customs” of Muslims and low-caste Hindus made it “sufficiently clear” that both were 

“originally of the same race” (1872, 133-4). He anticipated a counterargument: rather than a common 

racial origin, such similarity might have been the result of living in close proximity over a long period 

of time. To challenge this, Beverly turned to the distinction between the physical anthropology of low-

caste Hindus and of aboriginals.141 It was accepted, Beverly remined his readers, that “the aboriginal 

 
141 I use ‘aboriginal’ following the colonial sources. For a discussion on the differences and limitations of often-
interchangeably used terms – aboriginal, Adivasi, tribal – see Hardiman (1987, 11–17).  
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tribes became so Hinduised, that in the present day it is difficult to know where to draw the line 

between them and Hindus” (Ibid., 134). Yet, after so many centuries, “the aboriginal element” could 

still be discerned by the “most superficial observer” in the low-caste Bengali thus revealing his racial 

origin in the non-Aryan aboriginal. If several centuries had not been enough to “efface” physical 

resemblance, it could not be argued that a few centuries of proximate living between Hindus and 

Muslims had subsumed all physical differences. That one would not be able to distinguish between “a 

Chandal or a Rajbunsee and a Bengali Musalman” when placed together, Beverly reasoned, pointed 

to their shared racial identity (Ibid., 134).  

Writing in 1893, James Wise also used and endorsed the validity of physical features, along 

with historiographical sources, in determining racial origin. Faced with a crowd of Bengali villagers 

which would include Hindus and Muslims, Wise was certain that even “the most practised observer” 

would be able to see “one, and only one, type of features, of complexion and of physique” (1894, 33). 

Wise did not rely on anthropometry as such in making his case. He only included a table with the 

average age, height, weight and girth of chest of 50 Hindu and 50 Muslim inmates selected randomly 

at the Dacca jail. Since the averages for all four categories for the two groups did not differ by more 

than one unit, the table probably was Wise’s attempt to further substantiate his claim about observed 

physical resemblance. 

Anthropometry was not framed as a radical departure from the existing, commonsensical 

notion about physical features of communities – by those who generated data or those who used it as 

evidence for specific claims.142 Anthropometry was in fact useful because it matched with subjective 

impressions of difference and similarities of physical attributes between communities.143 Colonial 

 
142 Both in Europe and in the subcontinent, anthropometry was preceded by phrenology (Kapila 2007). Phrenology 
was not developed into a nationalist science like anthropology and statistics, although the scientific analysis of skull 
measurements was incorporated in some nationalist anthropology studies in the 20th century.   
143 This was anthropometry’s justification from the very beginning. Even in the 1930-40s, when the nationalist 
intellectuals turned to this form of knowledge, the same argument was made in support of anthropometry’s 
legitimacy as a true form of knowledge. 
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administrator Herbert Risley (1851-1911),144 who introduced anthropometry to the subcontinent, was 

intent on proving that anthropometry was not only useful for administrative purposes in the colony 

but equally, if not more, important as a scientific pursuit. The claim of “scientific methods” was 

located in anthropometry’s attempt “to fix vague personal impressions by reducing them to statistical 

formulas” (Risley 1892, xxx). For the users and practitioners of anthropometry, the first impressions 

of physical anthropological resemblance and difference were important and correct.145 As Risley 

remarked, “No one could mistake a Brahman for a Kol” (1892, xxx). However, even when minutely 

detailed, the verbal description of these impressions and observations fell far short of the numerical 

precision achieved by measuring specific features, calculating their proportions through the system of 

indices, and extending this system to a larger sample of the group.146 Doing this, one found that “the 

averages calculated from this mass of figures bring out a uniform tribal type to which all individuals 

tend to conform” (1892, xxx). 

Since Risley could undertake his anthropometric survey only in the capacity of a colonial 

official, supported by government funds,147 he had to justify the study and the general value of 

anthropometry both as scientific method and as indispensable for better governance of the colony. 

The best way to serve both purposes seemed to be to collect “fresh data” so as to shed “light on the 

ethnological problems which scientific men, such as Sir John Lubbock, Sir Henry Maine, Mr. E. B. 

Tylor, Herr Bachofen, M. Fustel de Coulanges, and Herr Adolf Bastian, have discussed in Europe” 

 
144 Two other prominent colonial administrators who also contributed to anthropometry, their internal conflicts about 
the race theory of caste notwithstanding, were Thurston (1909) and Crooke (1896). 
145 This was part of the legitimation of the discipline. Shapin makes a similar case for phrenology. Anthropometry, 
like phrenology, was based on observation, a capacity “common to all competent members of society”, the 
knowledge was validated as not only scientific but a science that “redefined the boundaries of which had separated 
disaffected social groups from a source of crucial legitimation” (1979, 148). 
146 In listing the various specific features to be measured and the systems to be used for calculating the indices for 
the overall group Risley refereed to Swedish anatomist Anders Retzius (1796-1860) and French naturalist Georges 
Cuvier (1769-1832). Retzius designed the cephalic index as a ratio of width to length of one’s head. Cuvier 
contributed to the method for measuring the facial angle.  
147 Correspondence from Sir Herbert Hope Risley to The Secretary to the Government of Bengal, Financial 
Department, 24 April 1886, Proceedings of the Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal, Miscellaneous/Census, Calcutta, 
West Bengal State Archives.  
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(1892, vi). In this way, Risley positioned his work as derivative of the legacy of European scientists 

and their theories. In fact, he corresponded with several luminaries of race science before beginning 

the ethnographic survey. Francis Galton, Max Muller, Henry Maine, John Lubbock and Paul Topinard 

all encouraged his initiative and approved his techniques (Bandyopadhyay 1985).  

Risley also had a brief but mutually beneficial correspondence with Galton’s protégé, Karl 

Pearson. Before beginning his second anthropometric survey in India, Risley wrote to Pearson. In an 

attempt to acquaint himself “with the most modern methods of relating with statistics, so far as that 

is possible for a person with no mathematical knowledge”, Risley requested bibliographic suggestions 

on statistics – “What books in English, French, German or Italian are the best authorities on the 

subject of statistical methods including graphic presentation of facts?”148 Risley asked Pearson’s 

opinion on using the census as an opportunity to collect further data on cephalic index - the ratio 

between the length and breadth of the skull. Risley’s doubts had to do with the contemporary 

argument, that was emerging in the field, that cephalic indices were less telling than nasal indices; the 

latter was increasingly considered to “show a closer correspondence with racial characters”.149  

However, Risley suggested that an opportunity like the census had arisen to collect large 

amounts of data on the cephalic index, and “it would be a pity not to compile them”; especially because 

Risley was “anxious to make the most use possible of the great map of statistical material which now 

exists in India”.150 Risley also had a more specific request for Pearson, given that the already collected 

data for cephalic index, which would be used to compare against the new data, had a defect: the index 

had been measured “not from the glabella as Topinard and Collignon and all other modern authorities 

recommend, but from the root of the nose”. Recognizing Pearson’s contribution to the theory of 

 
148 Correspondence from Sir Herbert Hope Risley to Karl Pearson, 11 July 1899, PEARSON/11/1/17/44, Pearson 
Papers, Special Collections, University College London (UCL), London. 
149 Ibid. 11 July. 
150 Ibid. 11 July. 
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correlation, Risley hoped that the former would be able to come up with a “constant” adding which 

the data could be converted “into terms of statistics taken from the glabella”. Within a week, Pearson 

wrote back a “long and interesting letter”151 that gave Risley encouragement to consult Pearson 

“hereafter on statistical questions which may arise in the course of the census”.152 Risley confirmed 

that he would be able to acquire a few more measurements of the cephalic index – which Pearson had 

asked for – to enable them “to convert the nasal measurements into glabella measurements”.  

In 1891, Risley published his ethnographic survey results and prefaced it as the “first attempt 

to apply to Indian ethnography the methods of systematic research sanctioned by the authority of 

European anthropologists”.153 Two of his four anthropometric volumes were dedicated to renowned 

French anthropologist, Paul Topinard from whom Risley had learnt anthropometry, especially the 

importance of measuring nasal index to arrive at the racial character of any group. He acknowledged 

that barring one technique of measurement, the instruments and methods he had used in his surveys 

were on Topinard’s suggestions.154 A few of Risley’s colleagues – such as John Nesfield and William 

Crooke – opposed his theory of racial diversity and/or the usefulness of anthropometry in the 

subcontinent (Crooke 1896, Nesfield 1885). Nesfield, for instance, argued that all Indians were of the 

same race; and that “the great majority of Brahmans are not of lighter complexion or of finer and 

better bred features than any other caste”.155 Risley argued that their claims differed “from the current 

beliefs of the people, and from the opinions of most independent observers” (1908, 20). This 

 
151 Since there are no archival collections of Risley’s correspondences, Pearson’s letters to Risley are lost. Risley’s 
letters are found in the Pearson Papers, archived at UCL. Aspects of Pearson’s replies can be speculated from 
Risley’s second letter to Pearson. Correspondence from Sir Herbert Hope Risley to Karl Pearson, 8 August 1899.  
152 Ibid., 8 August 1899.  
153 See Preface in Risley (1892). 
154 Risley was introduced to Topinard’s work by William Flower (1831-1899), a British anatomist and surgeon. 
Flower was in correspondence with Risley and suggested the latter read Topinard for lessons in anthropometry and 
race. In 1889, Risley delivered a talk on the anthropological and physical characteristics of the natives of India at the 
British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) meeting and there he met Flower and Francis Galton.  
Galton (1822-1911), who was Charles Darwin’s cousin, was a British statistician and anthropologist. See 
Bandyopadhyay (1985), Fuller (2017), Bates (in Robb 1995).  
155 Nesfield’s quote in Risley (1908, 20).  



 
 

129 

discrepancy then called for the precision of anthropometry. Once anthropometry had been put on 

“trial”, “it had been justified by its results” (Ibid.).  

Ghuznavi championed Risley’s anthropometric work and complimented the latter’s acumen 

and capability in dealing with the then forthcoming ethnographic survey.156 Based on Risley’s 

anthropometric data, Ghuznavi concluded that “a very large number, perhaps the majority of the 

Mohamedans of the present day have an admixture of foreign blood in their veins though that might 

have undergone a great many dilutions… [so that] 20% of the present Mohamedans are lineal 

descendants of the foreign settlers, that 50% of them have an admixture of foreign blood and the 

remaining 30% are probably descended from Hindu and other converts” (n.d., 18). Chintaman 

Vinayak Vaidya,157 a Marathi historian, writing in 1921, also endorsed used Risley’s data. Arguing in 

favor of the Aryan origin of low castes of Jats, Gujars and Marathas, he found it remarkable that 

despite Risley’s work, the racial origin of these Hindu groups in the subcontinent could still be debated. 

Risley’s anthropometric measurements had shown that “that the noses of Jats and Gujars are distinctly 

fine and that their heads are long” (1921, 76). He conceded that Risley’s opponents158 often argued 

that long heads and noses were not sufficient evidence of race as an essential and innate characteristic, 

since “noses might be made fine and heads may be lengthened” (Ibid., 76). But Vaidya did not find 

this acceptable – anthropometry as science was indisputable and the critics’ argument “cuts off the 

very ground from under the feet of the science of Anthropometry” (Ibid.). For, if noses and heads 

could be manipulated, no one in India would have flat noses. Even the Dravidians, Vaidya claimed, 

 
156 This work was ultimately be published as Peoples of India in 1908. 
157 He was also the Chief Justice of the Gwalior State. Vaidya joined the nationalist Congress Democratic Party and 
worked under Bal Gangadhar Tilak. He went on to become a strong advocate of Hindu activist nationalism and 
wrote profusely on ancient Hindu civilization, its downfall, history of Sanskrit literature, and the epics.   
158 The disagreement was regarding Risley’s theory of the race basis of caste division; whereas, for instance, 
Ibbetson and Nesfield argued that caste was founded on the basis of occupation or a division of labour. See Bates (in 
Robb 1995). 
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prized fine noses. On the contrary, it was because such anthropometric features persisted in different 

races that anthropometry has any value as a science” (Ibid.).  

But Rubbee and Ghuznavi did not accept Beverly’s and Risley’s arguments in their entirety. 

Their critiques were aimed at the conclusions that Beverly, Risley and others put forth, not at the 

latter’s methods or the legitimacy of anthropometry. In fact, they called for more accurate data and 

measurements within anthropometric practice to serve the purpose of racial determination. Along 

with history, Ghuznavi suggested the adoption of archaeology and ethnology to address the question 

of Muslim racial origin. If the colonial officials had used all such sources, they would not have 

proposed “vague inferences and superficial probabilities” (n.d., 3). Referring to Beverly and Risley’s 

claims that it was impossible to distinguish between a low caste and a Muslim, Rubbee argued that the 

difficulty to discern difference did not prove that there were none. Given the long period of time that 

had lapsed, along with the effects of climate, soil, poverty, profession, and intermixture with other 

races, “the facial and other characteristics of the original Musalman settlers” might have been effaced 

in their descendants in this country” (1895, 88). However, there still remained “a material difference 

between the physical constitution and appearances of those Musalmans of Bengal who are descended 

from Arabs and Ajams and the Hindus of this country” (Ibid., 89). Instead of a linear and singular 

correspondence between physical features and racial origin, Rubbee instead implied that physical 

features served as evidence of a more complex past. This demanded a method of reading these 

evidence that could reveal the complexities of their meaning.159  

Rubbee asserted that despite the modifying influence of climate, soil, interracial marriage and 

profession on the Muslims, “a close examination of their forms and features, habits, and customs, 

would show that most of these Musalmans are descended from foreign ancestors” (Ibid., 91), thus 

 
159 It is less significant for me that claims such as Rubbee’s and Ghuznavi’s were disregarded by British officials as 
Viswanathan notes (1998, 159); what I emphasize here instead is the continuity and development of the notion of 
physical features as evidence of race.  
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affirming the validity of treating physical features as evidence of race. Rubbee conceded that physical 

features were evidence of racial lineage, as Risley’s framework suggested, but the former were also 

affected by changes of food habits, racial intermarriage, and physical labour over generations. 

Therefore, the method of deciphering the data of physical features had to take into account these 

changes due to climate, food and profession. Consequently, one needed to compare, not just any 

Hindu and any Muslim, but only “persons of equal positions in the two communities, and who were 

also pursuing the same calling” (Ibid., 89). This was where Risley had faulted and “while taking 

scientific measurements of the different races of Bengal, has committed a grave and grievous mistake, 

by which the Musalmans are placed in a disadvantageous light” (Ibid., 90). 

Rubbee offered two possible methods to better apply anthropometric methods and acquire 

data, more accurate than Risley had managed. Practitioners should either compare the Hindu and the 

Muslim data from the same class-caste; or they should compare the average of the same number of 

Hindu and Muslim data from the same profession. Rubbee illustrated this suggestion with an example. 

Risley had provided the average nasal height and average nasal width of Brahmins, Muslims and 12 

other Hindu castes. Given the dictum of the discipline of anthropometry which Rubbee agreed with, 

“nasal index…is deemed the most valuable race characteristic” (Ibid., 96-7). Risley’s data suggested 

that brahmins were racially superior than Muslims because of the former’s higher nasal height.160 This 

did not correspond with observed reality, since “the noses of the highborn Musalmans are generally 

finer than those of the Hindus of the same position; and likewise the noses of the lower orders of the 

former are better than those of the same classes of the latter” (Ibid., 97). Instead, these were 

calculations based on incommensurate data. What should have been compared was the nasal index 

average of all Hindu castes with the corresponding average from an equal number of Muslim data.161 

 
160 The average nasal height exceeded the width in the case of Brahmins by 14.7, and by 11.1 for the Muslims.   
161 In that case, the nasal height of Hindus would have exceeded the width by 11.1 and by 11.4 among Muslims. 
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This would have demonstrated a higher average nasal index among Muslims than Hindus, establishing 

the former’s racial superiority. Only then the “examination of the noses of these two people alone 

would show that the generality of the Musalmans of this country are not descended from the original 

native races and tribes of Bengal” (Ibid., 97). In other words, what Rubbee called for was not a 

rejection of anthropometry, but methods to make it more reliable and precise.    

Discussions about physical features as evidence of race, also naturalized the relation of race 

and caste. In advocating the usefulness of applying anthropometry to India, Risley argued that India 

had more favourable conditions than most other places to demonstrate anthropometry’s legitimacy as 

science. Whereas caste restrictions in India had maintained racial specificities of groups, in Europe the 

constant intermixture of races made it difficult to sift out the correct data from anthropometric 

measurements (1892, xxvii).  The “remarkable correspondence that may be observed at the present 

day in all parts of India…between variations of physical type and differences of grouping and social 

position” was engendered by the caste system, unique to India (1908, 24). This restriction of 

intermarriage and the resultant endogamy had produced or preserved the “divergent types” in their 

physical features such that “Nowhere else in the world do we find the population of a large continent 

broken up into an infinite number of mutually exclusive aggregates, the members of which are 

forbidden by an inexorable social law to marry outside of the group to which they themselves belong” 

(Risley 1892, xxvi-xxvii).  

The similarity of these aspects among Muslims and low caste Hindus, pointed to their shared 

racial origin (Beverly 1872, 134). Rubbee argued that while Risley had been meticulous about the data 

of the Hindu community, differentiating them in terms of caste and profession, he had treated the 

Muslims en masse, without regard for the variations of race and professions among them. For 

instance, compared to Hindu subjects who were measured and who were equally distributed in the 

eastern, western and central districts of Bengal, all the Muslim subjects were from eastern Bengal 
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alone. Additionally, as opposed to measurements of various caste-class of Hindus – viz., brahmins, 

kayasthas, baori, pod, chandal etc. – for the Muslim, only lower castes were examined, leaving out 

even those in this class “who possessed symmetrical features” (Ibid., 96).162 Knowledge about racial 

origin could not ignore the distinctions of caste. Caste was considered the structuring principle of 

customs, manners, marriages and physical features. The recurrence of the claim that comparing low 

castes and Muslims provided definitive anthropometric evidence, naturalized the understanding that 

anthropometry of caste (including Muslims) revealed the truth about racial origins.163  

In turn, race came to be produced as the justification for caste. In the way anthropometry was 

legitimized because the measurements and calculations corresponded to the social reality of observed 

differences and similarities and to caste hierarchy, the social construction of caste came to be 

increasingly justified by racial difference at the origin. This notion of the racial justification of caste 

was not restricted to the colonial administrators but, as we see in the following sections, continued 

even in the disciplinary discourse of nationalist anthropologists and statisticians. They too argued that 

the method of determining racial history through anthropometric analysis was valid because the results 

corresponded to existing social structures and caste hierarchies.  

 

2.5 Institutionalization of the Origin Question 

The question of racial origin of Muslims and other non-upper caste Hindus was not restricted to the 

colonial official and anticolonial public domains. This question informed the organization of domains 

 
162 Rubbee mentions that on realizing that the names of all the Muslim individuals in Risley’s book were of the 
“lowest orders”, he interrogated Risley’s assistant Babu Komod Behari Samanta. Samanta informed him of Risley’s 
instruction to “not take the measurements of any Musalman of birth, position and respectability, but of only their 
lowest classes…[and] not even to examine nor include in the records of his examinations the physical measurements 
of such as possessed regular features” (1895, 95-6).  
163 Scholars have demonstrated how colonial discourse, barring exceptions like William Crooke and John Nesfield, 
made caste a function of racial difference. For example, see Bayly (in Robb 1995) and Bandopadhyay (1985). I draw 
from on this scholarship but also show how caste and race were entangled in other ways, both in the colonial 
discourse and the nationalist scientific domain.  
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of scientific knowledge by Indian intellectuals. The drive of these disciplines was to produce new 

knowledge that would be scientific and universally valid, and which at the same time, would be 

specifically grounded in the Indian context. The diversity of the nation was considered the unique 

feature that would make knowledge produced in that context specific as well as generalizable. The 

practitioners of scientific disciplines sought to determine whether the subcontinent’s diversity 

stemmed from a variety of racial difference, climatic difference, migration, social practices or caste 

structures.164 But the diversity served a double purpose. On the one hand, it was treated as scientific 

data on which scientific methods could be honed and new arguments produced in the subcontinent. 

On the other, this diversity was also a constituent of the imagined nation. The treatment of the 

anthropological diversity thus also became at the same time an engagement with the question of the 

national composition, the past and the future of the nation.  

In this section, I demonstrate how the search for a racial anthropological origin was tied up 

with the drive to institutionalize this knowledge form. In the next section, I show how the disciplinary 

studies in those institutions engendered a reconstitution of categories of race and religion, imbricated 

with notions of jati endogamy. The institutionalization of anthropology, specifically physical 

anthropology, in the subcontinent began in the early 20th century and predominantly involved Indian 

intellectuals, more than colonial officials. The preceding decades had seen the rise of ethnography and 

anthropological knowledge-production primarily by colonial officials,165 Risley being one of them. 

Despite Risley’s attempts, the late 19th century anthropology in the subcontinent remained restricted 

to administration and governance. The drive towards institutionalization by Indian intellectuals was 

an attempt to break away from knowledge produced by colonial officials with bureaucratic intentions. 

 
164 These causes often overlapped in leading to anthropological diversity.   
165 See Cohn (1996) and Dirks (2001).  
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But the institutionalization also continued certain legacies of colonial anthropology – not least through 

a constant return to and engagement with Risley’s works.166  

Additionally, reconfiguring the search for racial histories into a systematic domain of 

knowledge was at the same time an attempt to know the nation. Who composed the nation? Where 

did each group come from, and what racial lineages did they preserve or mix with? To imagine the 

future nation, the past of the nation’s constituent communities had to be scientifically determined. 

There is extensive scholarship on how modern science, especially disciplines such as chemistry or 

medicine, informed the reordering of indigenous knowledge and how the latter became a source of 

nationalism.167 Another set of scholarship focuses on “Nehruvian” or big science, and the co-

constitution of infrastructure and the postcolonial state (Phalkey 2013; Arnold 2013). Historians of 

science, especially of engineering and infrastructure developments, have also noted how national 

identities were formed as much through the “promise of a brighter future” as through the invention 

of a glorious past (Chatzis 2007, 194).168  

My aim here is to explore the constitution of disciplines such as physical anthropology which 

did not, on the one hand, revived or invented ancient traditions to construct its legitimacy as an Indian 

science; and where, on the other hand, through the scientific practice of these disciplines, the future 

nation came to be imagined as such.169 This futurity referred not to technological advancement but 

 
166 “Academic disciplines do not create their fields of significance, they only legitimize particular organizations of 
meaning. They filter and rank-and in that sense, they truly discipline-contested arguments and themes that often 
precede them” (Trouillot, 2003, 8).  
167 Besides the question of modern science, its purported origins in Europe and the nature of diffusion in the colonies 
(for example, see Raj 2007), there is a vast literature in South Asia on the question of how, faced with modern 
colonial science, nationalists reconfigured ancient Hindu sciences as modern. See Prakash (1999) who shows how 
“Nationalism arose by laying its claim on revived traditions” and examines how science functioned as “a sign of 
Indian modernity”; see Sivaramakrishnan (2006) and Mukharji (2016) for the history of medicine; see 
Bandyopadhyay (2007) and Chakrabarti (2000) for a discussion of chemistry in P.C. Ray’s works; also see Singh 
(2021) who discusses the contestation in the public print sphere between shastric authority and the experimental 
temper of European science. 
168 In 1882, Renan (1996) first makes this argument about the construction of a shared future program as the basis of 
a national identity; also see, Harrison and Johnson (2009).  
169 I make a similar case for nationalist statistics in Chapter 3. Phalkey argues that attending to scientific practice 
shows us how the emerging nation-state was planned and more than imagined (2013, 5). I argue that a focus on 
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the (racial, blood) lineages that would make up the national community. Here then nationalism was 

configured not through an epistemological past but a racial past of the emergent nation.   

Institutions are not, as Timothy Lenoir phrases it, “bounded, sharply delimited organizations” 

(1997, 20). Academics do not simply “create disciplines” but are “participants in a situated knowledge 

economy” (Ibid.). It is therefore important to focus on the interrelation of academics and their 

institutional spaces, because academics and institutions derive credibility and legitimacy from each 

other. The 1920s was a busy decade for institutionalizing the discipline of anthropology, led by Indian 

scholars working on the various Indian communities.170 Several university departments, governmental 

academic institutes, and journals were founded to continue but also reconfigure the anthropological 

work of colonial officials in the preceding decades.171 In 1920, Sarat Chandra Roy (1871-1942) 

delivered the first University Readership lectures in Anthropology at Patna University, ‘The Principles 

and Methods of Physical Anthropology’.172 Roy was not formally trained in anthropology but 

published several ethnographic works based on his studies of tribal people in the Chota Nagpur 

 
anthropology and statistics problematizes the neat distinction between, on the one hand scientific practice, 
infrastructure and planning, and on the other, scientific ideology and imagination of the nation.  
170 See Mazumdar (2017) on institutions of science in Bengal in this period. 
171 It should be noted that some of the intellectuals here have often been classified as sociologists by later historians 
despite theory contributions to anthropology and the study of race in India. Not least because there remains a 
“confusion” in the historiography of disciplines in India, between anthropology and sociology: “For if applied 
consistently, what anthropology is to an American will be sociology to an Indian, and what sociology is to an 
American will be anthropology to an Indian” (Beteille 1974, 11). Despite the fact that “there is nothing particularly 
‘colonial’ about anthropology as a discipline that should single it out for special attention” (Uberoi et. al., 2007, 18), 
there is a specificity in studying the figures that I do as anthropologists more than sociologists or anything else. Even 
if these individuals use sociology and anthropology interchangeably, there is a notion – even method and premise – 
of othering that drives the discipline of anthropology. In the case of Indian anthropologists studying Indian tribes or 
non-Hindu communities, unlike Western scholars studying the non-West, they almost always “saw themselves as 
engaged in the study of their own society, within the framework of the nation-state” (Ibid., 21-22). Yet, the notion of 
othering overrides the “empathy” most of these anthropologists felt towards the Other (mostly the tribal 
communities rather than any other Others) (Dasgupta in Uberoi et. al., 2007). This othering manifests most 
explicitly in the attempts to measure racial difference. In this way, the legacy of physical anthropology as race 
science – at least race as a scientific category – continues to structure the sciences as well as through them the 
political questions of community identity (Uberoi et. al., 2007). 
172 As a lawyer, Roy had worked closely with the Munda tribe in Ranchi. In 1912, he published a monograph on this 
tribe (The Mundas and Their Country), which became the first study of an “Indian tribe by an Indian writer” 
(Upadhyay and Pandey 1993, 396). This monograph prompted Edward Gait (the 1901 Bengal census 
superintendent) to support Roy’s next project on the Oraon tribe, The Oraons of Chota Nagpur (1915). Both these 
works included anthropometric data of the tribes, in part borrowed from Risley’s data for the mentioned tribes.  
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Division. The aim of his University Readership lectures was to share with students “a broad outline 

of the subject and a brief summary of the main results so far attained by anthropological investigation 

and the methods employed in such investigations” (1920, v). In these lectures, he acknowledged his 

gratitude to Brajendra Nath Seal173 and Edward Gait who had influenced his work on the subject.  

Seal’s influence was instrumental in the conjoint emergence and institutionalization of both 

physical anthropology and statistics, given his influence on the careers of, at least, S.C. Roy and P.C. 

Mahalanobis.174 As the Indian representative at the first Universal Race Congress (URC), held in 

London in 1911 he presented on the ‘Meaning of Race, Tribe, Nation’.175 The main aim of the URC 

was to examine the status of race as a scientific question. The consensus reached by the 

anthropologists at the URC was “that ideas of ‘pure racial types’ and fixed ‘racial hierarchies’ were 

outmoded concepts, no longer useful in discussions of race” (Tilley 2014, 775). Yet, the participants 

from across the ‘East’ and the ‘West’, were “unwilling to relinquish the project of sorting people by 

groups” (Ibid., 775).176 Therefore, the URC participants put their efforts “to deconstruct race, on the 

one hand, and to plant the seeds for its reconstitution—through future research—on the other” 

(Ibid.).177  

The reconfiguration of race moved it away from notions of purity and fixity towards the 

“possibility of indefinite development for every important ethnic division of mankind” (Seal 1911b, 

24). This led to a call for a “new anthropology, a new sociology, a new history of racial cultures and 

 
173 Seal (1864-1938) was an Indian philosopher and Brahmo Samaj member. He completed his PhD from Calcutta 
University, titled ‘Mechanical, Physical and Chemical Theories of Ancient Hindus’ (1910). He served as the 
principal and chancellor of several institutions in Calcutta. Although he contributed to the branch of pure 
mathematics – viz., to the “pure” theory of numbers, Seal also introduced the use of mathematical formulas in 
comparative literature, theological analysis and philosophy (1891).  
174 Mahalanobis acknowledged Seal’s influence in initiating him into statistics in his paper on race mixture (1927). 
175 Seal’s presentation at the Congress was discussed as one of the most important contributions to race theory and 
anthropology and recorded as a significant achievement for Indians in the public sphere. See, for instance, ‘Notes: 
The First Universal Races Congress’ (1911). 
176 This is one of the reasons why Tilley disagrees about the “retreat” foregrounded by Barkan (1992). 
177 Tilley remarks on how “few of the participants and organizers foresaw the ascendancy of genetics and eugenics 
as new disciplinary arbiters of racial questions” – evidenced also by the non-inclusion of physicians and biologists. 
She points out how only Seal referred to genetics in his remarks (2014). 
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national civilisations on this dynamical basis” (Ibid.). In sync with the other participants, Seal too 

stated that a theory of race could still be useful only if it was considered as not static but as dynamically 

“growing, developing, progressive entities” (Seal 1911a, 8). The only way this could be achieved and 

the problem of civilization qua inter-racial problems could be “solved” was by the “methods of 

science” (Ibid., 1). Scientific method in this case entailed proper classification. Seal rejected the 

classification of races based on singular characters – “the pigmentation of skin, hair, and iris, the 

texture of hair with shape of transverse section, the nasal index, the cephalic index, or the geometrical 

varieties of the cranial or the facial form” (Ibid., 3). Nor was it useful to study these characteristics 

“successively in continued sub-division, e.g., first dividing by hair, sub-dividing by pigmentation, sub-

dividing by cranial and facial form” (Ibid.). Both these methods were unable to access “natural 

affinities” (Ibid.). Thus, instead of studying average or ideal types as was the predominant focus in 

colonial anthropometry, Seal urged anthropologists to study the range of variations which were central 

to “determining the pure stocks in a heterogeneous mixture as well as racial affinities and distinctions” 

(Ibid.).  

In his University Readership lectures, S.C. Roy continued the attempt to demonstrate the need 

and validity of physical anthropology as a science: “So far as Physical Anthropology is concerned, 

there can be no question that the study of man as an animal is a science. As the science of human life, 

it is undoubtedly…a branch of Biology or the Science of Life in general. As Man forms the topmost 

branch of the higher of the two main stems of the tree of life, – Plant Life and Animal Life, – Physical 

Anthropology may legitimately claim to be the highest of the biological sciences” (1920, 11). Scottish 

anthropologist and anatomist Arthur Keith178, who was a major proponent of scientific racism, 

applauded Roy’s lectures. Keith too was convinced that anthropology in the subcontinent needed to 

 
178 Keith was a Fellow at the Royal Society and the Royal College of Surgeons of England. He served as the 
President of the Royal Anthropological Institute, London during 1913-16.  
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be developed rigorously as a science as well as needed to recruit more Indian intellectuals. For Keith, 

the lectures showed that anthropology, “hitherto a plant of exotic growth in India, has at length taken 

root in the native mind”; Keith recognized that “the problems of anthropology have been viewed 

solely through European eyes” and therefore “it is well that they should be seen also from the point 

of view of those who live on the banks of the Ganges” (1922, 408). 

In 1920, Ashutosh Mookherji, Vice-Chancellor of Calcutta University, founded the first 

department of anthropology in the University. The next year, S.C. Roy started the first anthropology 

journal founded and edited by an Indian, Man in India. In the introductory volume, Roy underlined 

the need for more Indian scholars to contribute to anthropological work. “In reviewing the past 

history of anthropological research in India, the first thing that strikes the Indian student and makes 

him hang down his head in shame is that up till the present, almost all that has been accomplished has 

been the work of European investigators whereas we Indians have culpably neglected to take our 

proper share in the work” (1921, 11-12). That same year, Roy also presided over the Anthropology 

Section at the Indian Science Congress (ISC). It was the first year when the ISC had made 

anthropology an independent section.179 In his Presidential Address, Roy made a similar point about 

the lack of Indians undertaking anthropological work.180  

One of the primary institutes of colonial anthropology was the Zoological Survey of India 

(ZSI) which was founded by Scottish zoologist Nelson Annandale in 1916 and housed the 

anthropology section.181 As director of ZSI, Annandale asked Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis (1893-

 
179 In the prior years, it was mostly clubbed with Zoology. Additionally, Ashutosh Mookherji started the 
Anthropological Club in 1921. 
180 In 1928, Roy was elected as a member in the Simon commission and to the Indian franchise committee headed 
by Lord Lothian in 1932 (Upadhyay and Pandey 1993, 396). He advocated for reservation of seats for tribal people 
but voted against “separate electorates for minorities for the sake of national integrity” (Sengupta and Basu, 2010, 
702). 
181 In 1945, the Anthropological section became independent from the ZSI and was reorganized as the 
Anthropological Survey of India (AnSI) under director Biraja Shankar Guha (1894-1961) and deputy director 
Verrier Elwin (1902-64). 
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1972) to help analyze the anthropometric data of Anglo-Indians to ascertain their racial history. in 

1923, Mahalanobis published the first paper based on this study, Anthropological Observations on the Anglo-

Indians of Calcutta (1922). Trained in Physics in King’s College, Cambridge, Mahalanobis was 

introduced to anthropometry via Biometrika, the journal run by English biometrician and 

mathematician Karl Pearson. Biographical and scholarly work on Mahalanobis underplay the 

significance anthropometric work in his career, highlighting instead his contribution to the discipline 

of statistics182 and his involvement with Nehru’s Five-Year Plans in independent India. Besides his 

work on Anglo-Indians, he contributed to statistical analysis of race mixture in Bengal, based on data 

collected by Risley (1927). In the late 1930s, Mahalanobis also provided statistical analysis for Roy’s 

anthropometric data in the latter’s works on two tribes, The Hill Bhuiyas of Orissa (1935) and The Kharias 

(1937). 

Despite the increase in the number of anthropological projects undertaken, Indian scholars 

identified a major lack in the field in mid-1930s. Besides the departments of anthropology introduced 

in the universities in Calcutta, Madras and Bombay, there was no institution devoted exclusively to 

the discipline of anthropology.183 Foregrounding the need for a “Society exclusively devoted to that 

science, where workers from different parts of India could meet and interchange their views…[which] 

would not only create enthusiasm and give encouragement for research, but would at the same time 

serve to bring out problems which required investigation”, anthropologist Biraja Shankar Guha 

founded the Indian Anthropological Institute in 1936 (1938). Within the next two years, the Institute 

 
182 For instance, he introduced the term ‘Mahalanobis distance’ which is a measurement of the distance between a 
point of observation and all its possible outcomes. Interestingly, this concept “which was certainly one of the most 
important statistical innovations, was born out of his concern with problems of discrimination in physical 
anthropology”. See Rudra (1996, 133). For instance, Rudra lists Mahalanobis’ anthropometrical works along with 
works on meteorology and medical statistics as “stray examples of interest in various problems that came his way” 
(134). Also see: Zachariah (1997), Ghosh et.al. (1999) and Rao et. al. (2011). The first to highlight Mahalanobis’ 
connection with anthropometry, is Mukharji (2015).   
183 As noted above, the Zoological Survey of India housed the anthropology section, and the latter was not an 
independent body till 1945.  
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started its own journal publication.184 In 1924, Guha had earned a doctorate in anthropology from 

Harvard University185 and upon his return joined the anthropology department at Calcutta University 

in 1926.186  

Even in the mid-1940s, the lack of adequate Indian anthropological work still worried Indian 

scholars. As anthropologist Dhirendra Nath Majumdar (1903-1960) wondered, “Anthropological 

studies have in recent years in the West been largely devoted to problems of administration of 

primitive and backward communities under the political control of European peoples and also to 

various problems of acculturation and decay arising from the clash of cultures and contact of races. 

In India such vital issues concerning about 30 million persons have not as yet attracted the scientific 

attention they deserve. What is happening among the primitive and backward communities of India 

today? (1961, v).”187 He noted some studies that he and his colleagues had begun undertaking to 

address such questions. Social anthropological works had been accompanied by “systematic 

raciological data derived from serological and somatological investigations” (Ibid., v-vi). The attempt 

had been to “define precisely the racial backgrounds of cultural life and assess the respective roles of 

race and environment” (Ibid., vi). Such works included large-scale anthropometric and serological 

surveys he had conducted along with P.C. Mahalanobis and D.N. Rao, of the populations in the United 

Provinces (UP) in 1941 and in Bengal in 1945. One of the questions these studies investigated was 

that of the origin of the Indian Muslim.  

 
184 Guha was the journal’s editor and the Institute’s Secretary.  
185 Guha received his doctorate from Harvard for the thesis The Racial Basis of the Caste System in India. 
186 In 1927, he joined the anthropological section of the Zoological Survey of India. In 1934, Guha became a Fellow 
of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland. In 1938, he presided over a joint session of the 
Indian Science Congress and the British Association for the Advancement of Science. He also served as the Vice-
President of the Section of Physical Anthropology and Racial Biology in the International Congress of 
Anthropology. See Sinha and Coon (1963). 
187 He received his M.A. in Anthropology from Calcutta University in 1924 and became one of the first university-
trained anthropologists in India. After studying physical anthropology with G.M. Morant (and social anthropology 
with T.C. Hadson), he received his doctorate from Cambridge and was elected as member to the Royal 
Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland in 1936. In 1945, he founded the Ethnographic and Folk 
Culture Society in 1945 that carried on anthropometric work and started the journal Eastern Anthropologist in 1947. 
See Vidyarthi (1978). 



 
 

142 

The scientific practice of anthropometry and statistics both had individual careers that 

overlapped at certain points, and both conjointly intersected with the discourse of racial origin and 

lineage. Historians and philosophers of science, foreground either the influence of the social and the 

political on scientific knowledge production,188 or the independent trajectory of science despite being 

informed by the social.189 It is easy to dismiss race science and anthropometry as pseudoscience, given 

their co-constitution with histories of racism, slavery, genocide and colonialism. However, instead of 

discarding the careers of physical anthropology and race science as disciplines, it is essential to 

understand why these were considered science by contemporary intellectuals practicing it, despite the 

racist principles and applications.190 What were the justifications of contemporary intellectuals, 

especially in the subcontinent, to practice and develop these disciplines? What do their interactions 

with European eugenicists tell us of the simultaneous rise of these sciences and of nationalism? How 

did they negotiate the racism of colonial race science in order to stake a claim in these disciplines and 

their global scientific community?  

Indian scholars, who contributed most significantly to this field in the first half of the 20th 

century, were hailed as pioneers of cultural anthropology, sociology and/or statistics, then and in 

postcolonial India. In these biographical narratives, their contributions to anthropometry and to the 

study of race have mostly been underplayed or ignored. This is primarily because whereas caste and 

 
188 For instance, see Latour (1997) and Lenoir (1997). 
189 For instance, see Rose (2007).  
190 As Nancy Stepan frames it, race in early 19th century Europe “emerged within ‘the modern, biological and 
human sciences’ (1982, x). Although there is no consensus about “scholarly accounts of its [race science’s] 
emergence, its datings and its unique and recurrent attributes” (Stoler 1997, 183), the predominant view, regarding 
the European trajectory of race science, is that the authority of race science started declining from the 1920s and was 
completely delegitimized with World War II and Nazi eugenics (Stepan 1982, Barkan 2003, Sussman 2014). Certain 
scholars critique this historiography by tracing the continuity of the biologism of race science, beyond Nazism, in 
some form of scientific discourse (Stoler 1997, Abu El-Haj 2007). Even if short-lived and soon delegitimized by the 
scientists, the consensus across these contrary views is that in the 19th century race science did flourish as science – 
i.e., practiced by established scientists (e.g., Francis Galton and Karl Pearson) and in congruity with the larger 
changes in the domain of science (Hacking 1990). For the European context, see Poskett (2019). Additionally, as 
Hart argues, race science is so often reduced to “Nazism and the Holocaust that the important historical differences 
between racial thought, as it developed over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the racial 
eugenics and genocidal policy implemented by the Nazi regime are often-times collapsed” (2000, 25).  
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religion are treated as the “sociological keys to the understanding of Indian people” (Cohn 1987, 242), 

race has been considered only the basis for the “rule of colonial difference” (Chatterjee 1993). The 

colonial regime certainly used racial stereotypes to engender a discourse about Indian moral and 

cultural inferiority,191 as well as evoked the racial difference between the colonizer and colonized to 

‘resolve’ the paradox of liberal Europe’s denial of self-government to the colonized.192 Race has 

remained, in South Asian historiography, restricted to its role as “one of the normalizing strategies” 

in imperial governance.193  

However, a focus on the institutional career of anthropometry in India reveals how race and 

allied notions – racial origin, blood lineages, racial mixture, affinity and difference – operated even 

among the colonized, producing and reinstating hierarchies and hegemony.194 The contributions of 

Indian scholars to anthropometry further show that, notwithstanding its later denouncement as bad 

or pseudo-science, when it was practiced it was considered scientific in its methods and arguments. 

Dismissing “pseudo-scientific dogmas about heredity and environment, race and racial welfare” which 

have resulted in the absence of scientific knowledge, anthropologist D.N. Majumdar nonetheless 

noted the importance of the knowledge of race and the laws of heredity. The truth, he argued, “cannot 

be advanced by denying the existence of large groups of mankind ‘characterised more or less by 

distinctive physical traits’” (1947, 1). Sifting through unscientific claims and ill-founded theories about 

race types and racial difference, he established the validity and need for the study of race as such. 

 
191 See Hutchins (1967), Mason (1962) and Ballhatchet (1980). 
192 See Chatterjee (1993, 20); also Bolt (1971) on how race was a tool of justifying colonial rule. 
193 See Pande (2010, 10); also see Arnold (1993), Harrison (1999), Stoler (1995), and Sinha (1997). 
194 Precisely because postcolonial historians have missed how race was relevant, not to say a scientific category, for 
Indian scholars and as applicable beyond colonial difference, on the various Indian communities, that the history of 
anthropometry in the subcontinent as a race science has remained restricted within the workings of the colonial 
apparatus. Consequently, the discussion of anthropometry in South Asian scholarship is limited to the instances 
where the colonial apparatus used it for knowing and governing its subject population: namely, in racializing caste 
hierarchies (Metcalf 1994, Bayly in Robb 1995, Fuller 2017, Dirks 2001 and Bandyopadhyay 1985 and 2007) and 
criminalizing specific castes and tribes (Dirks 2001, Philip 2003, Anderson 2004). In both these contexts, it is the 
colonial governance apparatus that is held solely responsible for the use of anthropometry. For a detailed review of 
this historiography and an elaboration of this point, see Ghoshal (2021). 
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In fact, the drive towards institutionalization of anthropology and the study of India’s racial 

diversity, was structured by the agenda of making the process of such knowledge-production more 

accurate, precise, uniform and thus more scientific. Anthropologist D.N. Majumdar noted how “a 

study of race and race elements in Indian population will equip the social scientist and the politician, 

the social reformer and the average citizen alike with the necessary knowledge of some of the 

fundamentals of social life” (1961, ix). One of the primary ways of doing this was to break away from 

the preceding decades where anthropology had been tied up with governmental agendas rather than 

epistemological priorities. In the introductory volume of the first Indian anthropology journal, Roy’s 

Man in India, colonial administrator and ethnographer, William Crooke discussed how most 

anthropological work done on the “races of India” were not academically satisfactory since these 

“works have been compiled under the orders of the Local Governments, not so much in the interests 

of anthropological research, but as indispensable aids to the work of civil administration. And the 

wants of the Magistrate-Collector and those of the anthropologist are very different” (1921, 2).  

Agreeing with Crooke’s assessment, Roy also claimed in the same volume that “the essentially 

scientific work of tracing the racial and cultural affinities of the different existing castes and tribes of 

India and reconstructing their ethnic and cultural history can hardly be said to have yet begun” (1921, 

46). A similar view was reiterated by Haran Chandra Chakladar in his Presidential Address to the 

Anthropology Section of the Indian Science Congress in 1936. Highlighting the various 

methodological flaws in the data collection process of anthropometry by colonial officials that took 

away from the scientific value of such measurements, Chakladar outlined the tasks that Indian 

anthropologists had to take up in order to contribute to a scientific study of the Indian people (1936). 

While on the one hand, anthropologists had to maintain that despite being dissimilar to 

colonial race science, the Indian discipline qualified as a modern science, on the other, they had to 

foreground the specific value of Indian anthropologists although they had been trained within the 
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European discipline.195 Thus, Roy argued that “no evidence is forthcoming to show that 

Anthropology, or at any rate Physical Anthropology, as a distinct science, was systematically cultivated 

in ancient India” and yet if someone attempts to collect “vague” references to racial characteristics in 

the Vedic literature, “one can never be too cautious against rushing into hasty conclusions and 

indulging in conjectural generalization such as emanate from a certain class of pseudo-ethnologists in 

our country (1920, 15). In this respect the approved methods of modern European anthropologists 

should form our guide” (Ibid., 15). However, Indian anthropologists, once thoroughly trained in the 

proper methods, should be able to analyze the “evolution of the races and tribes of India” with “better 

insight and, consequently, with greater scientific accuracy that European scholars” because “most of 

the latter are either hard-worked administrators engaged for all too short a period as field-workers in 

Indian Ethnology, or arm-chair anthropologists sitting at home in Europe and drawing their 

conclusions and making their generalizations from unverified data which up till the present are not 

always accurate” (Ibid., 16).196 

The other departure that these scholars underlined in their work was from the colonial theory 

of racial purity – the claim that pure races existed in contemporary societies and could be hierarchized 

according to purported civilizational value. European race science was not a unified discourse, 

homogenously entrenching the existence and value of racial purity.197 But Indian scholars highlighted 

this strand of European race theories not only to put their work in sharper relief but because theories 

 
195 This is a dilemma that Prakash has explored, and he argued that this was resolved by turning to ancient Hindu 
science or what he calls the “indigenization of science” (1999). However, in this specific science, the Indian 
scientists did not claim an ancient or vernacular tradition preceding European race science. The anticolonial, 
nationalist appropriation of the discipline happened within the parameters of the modern discipline itself – i.e., 
without evoking a different tradition or science. They achieved this by dismissing the association of mental qualities 
with physical features, and the presumed existence of pure races.  
196 He quickly redeems some of the European administrator-anthropologists who had worked in India though: “The 
wonder, however, is, not that so much has been left undone, but that hard-worked officials like James Wise, Dalton, 
Ibbetson, Thurston, Crooke, Risley, Russell, and last but not least His Honour Sir Edward Gait, and a temporary 
visitor, albeit an expert investigator, Dr. Rivers, could accomplish so much as they have done” (Roy 1920, 16). 
197 See Stepan (1982).  
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of racial purity and hierarchy constituted the bulk of the colonial race discourse.198 In that sense, 

instead of reading physical features as evidence of civilizational worth or inherent racial status,199 

Indian intellectuals foregrounded their treatment of physical features as evidence of racial origin and 

subsequent mixture of lineages; where, mixture and change in physical features were understood to 

be caused by both “heredity and environment operating through immense periods of time” (Roy 1920, 

vi).  

In other words, the nationalist scientific discourse on race was not premised on civilizational 

difference as the motor of racial difference; rather, racial data as evidence for civilizational history. 

That data became the basis for arriving at the non-Hindu’s racial, which was at the same time historical, 

origin. Therefore, the categories and measurements of cephalic index and nasal index continued to be 

treated as meaningful evidence. Roy rationalized the continued use of such units of measurements 

thus: “Not that a broad-head denotes deficiency in intellect or civilization, for the Caucasic race who 

now stand in the vanguard of civilization share the same dolichocephalic head-form with the most 

backward races on the earth such as some of the Negro and Negrito tribes of Africa and Oceania and 

such miserable black tribes as the Australians, the Sakais and the Veddas. But it is said that the head-

form is more stable and persistent than any other anthropometric characteristic, and, as such, is a 

reliable criterion to distinguish races” (Ibid., 122).  

Therefore, instead of constituting evidence of inherent, civilizational value, these came to be 

read as evidence of racial origin and subsequent mixture. Anthropologist D.N. Majumdar argued that 

“Constitutional differences no doubt are found to exist” but the racial hierarchical classification 

stemmed from “prejudices which politicians have sought from time to time the sanction of genetics 

and of physical anthropology” (1961, viii-ix). But the study of race was crucial because “Race, although 

 
198 Most prominent among these was Risley’s 1892 work. 
199 For instance, of Francis Galton, Hacking says how “he shared and popularized the idea that physical and mental 
measurements were the key to human nature” (emphasis added, 1990, 180). 
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it may not be the determinant of cultural progress, certainly does enter into culture, for it is a 

constitutional equipment which no doubt largely accounts for the higher energies and adaptations of 

man” (Ibid., ix).  

The imperative to mark a break, through the institutionalization of anthropological work, did 

not mean there were no significant legacies of colonial anthropology.200 Indian institutional 

anthropology was formulated as a move away from colonial mode of knowledge making and did not 

entail the exclusion of collaborations with European intellectuals both in the colony and overseas.201 

Besides such collaborations, a major influence on this emerging disciplinary form was Risley’s work. 

Despite scholarly consensus on his short-lived legacy,202 he continued to be the main reference in all 

anthropometric work conducted by Indian anthropologists. Writing in 1944, D.N. Majumdar, for 

instance, remarked on how Risley anthropometric work had been “an outstanding contribution to the 

study of races and cultures of India” (1961).  

They did not always agree with his conclusions or data, but his method and data were often 

used as the basis for comparative studies and further physical anthropological knowledge about Indian 

communities. However, the dismissal of certain data sets or specific conclusions of Risley’s works, did 

not amount to a rejection of his method. For instance, in providing the rationale for the Indian 

Anthropological Institute, Guha blamed the dearth of “systematic work on the physical and cultural 

traits of the Indian people” on the colonial government’s discontinuity of the work “so well begun 

 
200 Developments in race science theory under the Nazi regime in Germany also had influences on the career of 
Indian anthropology. For a survey of the German influence on Indian physical anthropology, see Schwidetzky and 
H. W. (1983). 
201 I am not arguing that in its difference, Indian anthropometry was what Prakash calls the “indigenization of 
science” which was achieved by introducing the narrative of “an already-present indigenous rationality” (1999, 49). 
Instead, in this particular discipline, the nationalists used the European vocabulary – race, mixture, purity, blood 
lineage as measurable – to stake out a different framework for rejecting the colonial race discourse which entailed 
the theory of racial purity, hierarchy and biological racism. 
202 Scholars have either dismissed the significance of Risley’s influence on Indian scholars or examined only his 
arguments about the racial basis of the caste system. See Dirks (2001), Fuller (2016, 2017), Bates (in Robb 1995), 
Philip (2004) and Bandyopadhyay (1985). For instance, Dirks (2001) argues that renowned nationalist sociologists 
like S.V. Ketkar and G.S. Ghurye dismissed Risley and his theory of the racial basis of the caste system. 
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under Sir Herbert Risley” (1938, i). He had also acknowledged Risley’s contribution in his work with 

the 1931 Census Report (Guha 1935). Risley’s comprehensive work was “the first scientific study of 

the racial characteristics of the entire population of India” (Ibid., i).  

Roy lamented that the influence of “higher civilizations” of Hindus and Christians were “fast 

transforming their [the hill tribes’] primitive ideas, habits and beliefs which would supply the most 

valuable material for the generalizations of Anthropology” (1920, 5). The implication was that 

civilizational advancement could be achieved by any community and was not a status fixed through 

other racial origin. Most Indian anthropological studies concluded that racial admixture was the 

predominant reality of race science.203 The theory of admixture however was not the same as the 

eugenic notion of racial impurity that allegedly led to degeneration.204 Accordingly, B.K. Sarkar (1887-

1949)205 remarked that, “Historically speaking, the Brahmanocracy, i.e. the class responsible for the 

creation of Hindu culture, has virtually always been the result of somatic intermixture with non-

 
203 The notion of racial admixture that features here is not unique to the Indian context; for instance, it recurred as a 
problem in the project of 20th century geneticists who aimed to demonstrate the racial unity of Jews. However, 
whereas the scientific study on Jewish genealogy traces a common genetic origin for all Jews despite the biological 
evidence of genetic diversity or admixture (Abu El-Haj 2012), in the Indian context, admixture was a conduit for 
celebrating measurable diversity than approached as a problem to be resolved through marital regulations. 
204 On the history of the association of blood impurity with degeneration, see Martinez (2008).  
205 Sarkar is remembered mostly for his contributions to economics and sociology. However, he too was invested in 
the question of race admixture and the veracity of eugenic methods. As an ardent anti-colonial nationalist in British 
India, he derived inspiration from German nationalism as a model that could be emulated by Indians. In 1932, he 
joined the Deutsche Akademie in Munich as a visiting professor, which was “the main institute of Nazi academic 
internationalism” (Manjapra 2014, 153). In 1930, Sarkar proposed that Germany should “send ten of their 
representatives to start enterprises in Calcutta…Such international cross-pollination would provide Bengal with 
technologies and skills that imperialism refused to give” (Ibid., 154). Franz Thierfelder (1896-1963), who was also 
the founder of the above-mentioned Deutsche Akademie in Munich (1929), collaborated with Sarkar “to establish a 
scholarship program for Indian students through the Deutsche Akademie in 1929, and the program ran throughout 
the Nazi period, up until 1941” (Ibid., 205-6). Manjapra insists that Sarkar’s “pro-Nazi sentiment was of a different 
kind, filtered through the language of scholarly internationalism” (Ibid., 209). Given Manjapra’s broader intent in 
the book to study the transnational entanglements between Germany and India in 1880-1945, he focuses on Nazism 
and its influence on Indian intellectuals (Savarkar, Golwalkar and Hedgewar) and misses entirely the discipline of 
anthropology (and specifically race science within it) that emerged in India in this period. The knowledges produced 
in this discipline borrowed much from race science and eugenics that flourished in Europe, especially Germany at 
this time. Moreover, Manjapra’s focus on the international dialogic nature of exchange between Indian and 
European intellectuals results in an overemphasis on the anticolonial nature of such exchanges and knowledge-
productions to the exclusion of how the latter, besides serving the purpose of anticolonialism, were equally a part of 
producing the Hindu and non-Hindu difference in the case of Indian intellectuals. 
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Brahmans, non-‘Hindus’, non-Indians or extra-Indians and other alleged lower castes and tribes or 

races. The ascendancy in modern and contemporary times of certain castes and races which are 

conventionally known to belong to the lower orders is but continuing the millennium-long tradition 

of Indian culture-history, namely, miscegenation, blood-fusion, race-mixture” and any association 

between “inferior” blood-strains and “cultural disvaluation” is unscientific (1936, 73).  

The increasingly standardized measurements helped scholars arrive at conclusions regarding 

degrees of the mixture of various racial characteristics; no scholar argued for a notion of racial purity 

in the Indian subcontinent. Roy asserted that “there is hardly a single living people at this day who can 

claim to be anthropologically a pure race” and that in “designating the main existing racial types as 

primary, it is not implied that they ‘go back in purity to the first differentiation of the human species” 

(1920, 130). This consensus around the rejection of racial purity, without giving up on the value of 

racial origin and history as scientific objects of study indicated an anticolonial, nationalist 

consciousness. In a sense, racial purity was a game the colonizer had already won – reinstating that 

would only serve the purpose of colonial difference and reaffirm the colonial claim of racial inferiority 

of the colonized.  

Since colonial race science placed Indians on a lower rung in the racial-civilizational schema, 

Indian anthropologists who undertook anthropometric studies dismissed, from the very beginning, 

any theories of purity and hierarchy based on that. As D.N. Majumdar argued, races were “susceptible 

to cultivation and therefore the superiority of one race to another is at best a myth” (1947, 15). These 

scientists, given their training and collaborations with the European network of scientists, were 

sincerely invested in the scientific investigation into racial origin and lineage mixture without 

conceding to the claims about physical features as the determinant of a people’s mental worth or 

civilizational status. Hierarchies of course existed – primitive tribes were considered less civilized – 

but not because of innate and unchangeable racial features. Brahmins, for instance, were considered 
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superior on all counts but the examination of racial types revealed they were a mixed race like other 

castes; who they had mixed with and to what extent were more central to these studies. Yet, by 

emphasizing the racial mixture as a history that could be scientifically, statistically measured to a precise 

degree was different from saying racial mixture was so prevalent that it was no longer possible or 

necessary to measure the degree of mixing. In contributing to scientific knowledge-production of 

measuring racial mixture, Indian scientists perpetuated the legitimacy of the question of racial origin 

as well as reconstituted the configurations and interrelations race, religion and caste identities.  

 

2.6 The Nation and its Racial Diversity 

The specific task Indian anthropologists set themselves was to discern the racial histories of lineages 

and degrees of mixture. They championed India’s extensive anthropological diversity and 

foregrounded how much of it had yet to come under scientific attention. A call for such investigations 

was founded on the benefits to be accrued to both the discipline and the nation at large. In his 

Presidential Address, H.C. Chakladar noted India’s woeful condition of being a rich field for 

anthropological investigation and yet one that was languishing due to the lack of adequate scientific 

study. The country’s vastness was itself an issue; the “number of independent groups with varying 

racial constitutions is so large that only a band of investigators working in each province for a number 

of years can hope to get together sufficient material for determining the racial history of the people” 

(1936, 377). B.S. Guha was in agreement with this anthropological claim regarding India: “A country 

like India, inhabited by so many aboriginal tribes, and races of diverse cultures and languages is bound 

to be of great anthropological interest for comparative studies as well as for understanding the origin 

and development of the Indian civilization itself” (1938, i). The mandate therefore was to know “more 

of the constituent elements of the Indian people” and then pursue “racial analysis or seek for their 

origin” (Chakladar 1936, 377).  
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The problem in tackling the rich field of racial anthropological diversity was not just the large 

number of social communities in the subcontinent. The first step, and problem, was to understand 

that these communities were not racially homogenous. As D.N. Majumdar argued, “The reality of the 

race situation today, as it was even in the paleolithic age, is admixture, blends and combination, and 

no nation or so-called race, today can be taken to represent any ethnic type in the sense physical 

anthropology understands it” (1947, 1). Sociologist Benoy Kumar Sarkar expressed a similar view 

when he noted that the “purity of blood or race-type claimed by the Hindus is, in fact, a myth” (1917, 

211). This was followed by the detailed charting of precisely how (and how much) various race-types 

had interacted and intermingled. Sarkar’s primary endeavor in this article was to map the various “race-

elements” or processes of racialization that “must have contributed to the web of Hindu physico-

social life” (Ibid., 211), including Aryanisation, Persiansisation, Hellenization, Tartarisation and 

Saracenisation.  

Sarkar was careful in distinguishing between fusions in terms of culture and those which 

resulted in the fusion of blood. An example of the former would be Aryanization; although it “has 

promoted in India a ‘fundamental unity’ of cultural ideals, but must not be assumed to have effected 

any thoroughgoing transformation of race” (Ibid.). He dismissed ‘Aryan’ as a scientific term of race-

type. An example of race-fusion would in fact be Tartarisation, about which he says, “[it] seems to 

have been as deep and wide in blood as Aryanization was in culture” (Ibid., 212). These two processes 

were followed by Saracenisation in 1550-1700 which took place during Mughal rule: “This was the 

period of Mahometans Hinduising and Hindus Islamising in every department of life…The scars and 

wounds of the invasion-period had long been healed when the Imperial Head at Delhi was found to 

inherit the blood both of the Rajput and of the Mongol” (Ibid., 213).  

However, Sarkar also maintained the categorization of contemporary Hindus as racially 

distinct from the non-Hindus. Further, within the Hindus, caste also had a history of being racially 
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divided since, he estimated, from the 13th c. “there may have been formed eugenic groups like those 

we see today – but not necessarily four – in fact, innumerable” (Ibid., 214). This justified the need for 

the scientific study of race; a “scientific treatment of the Caste-system, therefore, is tantamount to the 

history of marriages or blood-relationships among the Hindus, and of the changes in their eugenic 

ideas. It thus becomes a part of the larger subject of Race-Intermixture, ie., Ethnology, or Physical 

Anthropology” (Ibid., 214). Sarkar foregrounded the significance of race difference, eugenics and 

physical anthropology among Hindus, despite the claim about the “naturalization of Saracenic culture” 

or the “race-fusion” of Hindus and Muslims, which was anyway limited to the Mughal ruling elite. 

Sarkar underlined the importance of studying these processes scientifically – “a historical study for the 

state of things obtaining in the past, and a statistical-comparative study for that in the present” (Ibid., 

215) – in order to ascertain the exact racial origin of Indian communities and to establish the 

predominance of “race-fusion”.  

Comparative analysis of Muslims of Bengal or Gujarat and Muslims of Uttar Pradesh also 

revealed such admixture. Whereas the former were brachycephalic, the latter were sub-

dolichocephalic.206 For Majumdar this showed that race relations in India primarily entailed “race 

mixture and hybridization” (1947, 7). In one issue of the Indian Anthropological Institute’s journal, 

P. C. Biswas published the results of his “study on one hundred palm-prints of fifty male Bengalis” 

(1939-40, 31). He compared this data with published data for other “races” – Japanese, Chinese, 

Korean, Ainu, European American and Oriya. In various cases, the Oriya and Bengali were placed 

closer to the European American racial group, the Mongolian was the most distant and Ainu was 

placed as somewhere in between. On a few other counts, “the Bengalis show a similarity with the 

Eskimos, the Koreans and the Chinese” (Ibid., 46). This and several other such works are evidence of 

the entrenchment of both – measurement as a reliable method for human science and the notion of 

 
206 Brachycephalic and dolichocephalic are types of skull length to width ratio. 
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admixture as measurable. Another anthropologist da Silva Correia measured anthropometric features 

and calculated facial index, cranial index, crural index, nasal index and blood group types from 100 

Goanese Muslims (1936, 23-4). He concluded that pure descents of Arabs and Afghans are almost 

impossible to find and instead Goanese Muslims were a mixed race, crossed between the Arabs and 

the Hindus of Malabar, Deccan and Konkan. 

If racial admixture was indeed the reality, how did anthropologists call for the urgent analysis 

of the racial composition of the subcontinent? Racial admixture was considered measurable through 

anthropometric and serological markers.207 The next question for Indian racial anthropology was, 

given the absence of racially homogenous groups, where would such studies begin, what would be the 

unit of beginning analysis to measure the constituents of admixture? These studies of India’s racial 

composition began with caste as the unit of analysis; and, ended up corroborating the social structures 

and hierarchies of caste organization. Despite the history of race admixture and existing racial 

difference, caste was also considered as a systematic check to an immeasurable and “continuous race-

miscegenation” (Chaudhuri 1936, 17-18). Majumdar too noted that despite the ubiquity of racial 

mixture, “there are social and legal barriers to admixture recognised in most countries of the world 

inhabited by diverse ethnic groups” (1947, 14). Although race amalgamation on the whole did not 

have deleterious effects, the lack of legal barrier meant that the “inferior elements” of two races could 

came together and reproduce, causing heredity to reproduce the inferior qualities. This, which 

Majumdar termed “miscegenation” was what endogamy among “social isolates” prevented (1947, 15).   

 Unlike the public intellectuals of the dying race discourse whose analysis of the racial 

condition of Hindus relied on the maintenance of endogamy and therefore purity of jatis, 

anthropologists and statisticians relied on caste in their studies of race but did not frame caste or jatis 

 
207 As several anthropological works published in a range of journals and papers in Congress Proceedings 
demonstrate in the decades of 1930-50.  
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as anthropometrically or serologically homogenous. In other words, for anthropologists and 

statisticians, endogamy, purity or hierarchy were not moral arguments, but categories open to scientific 

investigation. For them, caste became the endogamous unit for accessing and measuring the precise 

degree of racial mixture. As sociologist Govind Sadashiv Ghurye (1893-1983) posed the problem, the 

choice of the basic unit of analysis was “fundamental to anthropometric work” (1932, 102).208 

Beginning with caste as the basic unit, Ghurye noted that this was not an acceptance of Risley’s theory 

of the racial basis of caste. Rather, the aim was to measure the physical features of one caste and 

compare it with another without presuming that each caste corresponded to a racial or physical type, 

which Risley had done. Measurements of Brahmins compared with Chamars would show that neither 

has a “uniform physical type”, which led instead to the more important investigation – “the origins of 

the different physical types” (Ibid., 102).  

The method of detecting racial affinities through comparing group data was to calculate the 

standard deviation from the averages of the indices measured – such as cephalic index and nasal index 

of the various caste groups.209 Based on these calculations, Ghurye proposed that the population in 

India could be divided into six main physical types – Indo-Aryan, Mongoloid, pre-Dravidian, Dravida, 

Western, and Munda. Instead of existing in pure states, as Risley had suggested, Ghurye argued that it 

was “more reasonable to seek the origin” of each type “in a mixed stock” (Ibid., 122-3), demonstrating 

how racial mixture could be measured. Similarly, Mahalanobis’s analysis of Anglo-Indian racial origin, 

used caste as the initial unit. Measuring the precise degree of anthropometric difference between each 

caste group, he provided a statistical expression for the racial distance of each group (1927). In Guha’s 

 
208 Ghurye’s work was informed by British anthropologists, W. H. R. Rivers and A. C. Haddon, who were his PhD 
supervisors at Cambridge. In 1924, he became the head of the Department of Sociology at the University of 
Bombay. Ghurye also founded the Indian Sociological Society and its newsletter, Sociological Bulletin and was 
head of the Bombay Anthropological Society. 
209 Although Dirks argues that Ghurye was critical of everything that Risley proposed since “general miscegenation 
had eroded any racial distinctness to caste” (2001, 247), the detailed measurements of the anthropometric data of 
various caste groups show that Ghurye did not reject anthropometry as scientific. 
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contribution to the 1931 Census Report, the primary agenda was to chart the racial composition of 

the people of India especially mapping sites and intermixture of groups through which “racial drifts 

could conceivably have entered” (1935, iii). In doing this, the investigation focused on groups among 

whom “chances of miscegenation would appear to be the smallest, and those with whom, if at all, 

such mixing of blood could have taken place” (Ibid., iii-iv). This led him to compare somatic characters 

of Brahmins with “the castes next in order of precedence”. The argument was that comparative studies 

of these groups would reveal the racial types present in upper and lower castes, the extent of admixture 

between Brahmins and other upper castes, admixture between upper castes and aboriginal tribes and 

whether Brahmins still carried the blood of Vedic Aryans in their veins.  

In these studies, Muslims were often a unit of analysis which, through anthropometric and 

serological calculations, was placed vis a vis other caste groups in terms of both racial distance and 

racial overlap. D.N. Majumdar, P.C. Mahalanobis and C.R. Rao organized two large-scale 

anthropometric and serological surveys: in the United Provinces (UP) in 1941. The survey of 

anthropometric features of various groups in the Majumdar studied the Muslims of Uttar Pradesh and 

argued that the Muslim could be divided into two strata – the one anthropometrically closer to the 

Pathan lineage and the other closer to low-castes such as Julahas. Moreover, with respect to other 

upper castes, they were closer to Khattriyas but lower in racial status to Brahmins: The “stature of the 

Muslim is usually medium, occasionally tall, the head long, nose well shaped” but “not higher or 

narrower” compared to the Brahmin (1961, 69).  

Mahalanobis’s formula, known as Mahalanobis distance or generalized distance, was a measure 

for the extent of proximity or distance between two population-groups. After measuring the 

anthropometric features of each group, the formula for generalized distance indicated the racial 

distance between the two groups. A small distance implied racial sameness or interbreeding and a high 

distance indicated racial difference and lack of mixture. Produced as a measure of distance, these 
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numbers and the respective population groups could be plotted on a two-dimensional graph. The UP 

survey found the various distances between the endogamous units that had been measured. Based on 

the results of the generalized distance, the authors categorized all the units into three main clusters – 

tribal groups were close to each other and formed the lowest in terms of anthropometric results, 

Brahmins and other higher castes formed the highest cluster, and artisanal castes formed the middle 

raking cluster. Given these clusters and their caste constituents could be placed in relation to each 

other in terms of the measurement of distance, the study also produced graphs and a map that 

captured the whole picture in a frame. This illustration of UP’s caste groups could arguably function 

as a synecdoche of the map of the nation itself (Mahalanobis et. al. 1949, 200). The map represented 

the constituents of the nation and their racial closeness and distance from each other. The distances, 

not random but precisely calculated, came to hold the answer or at least the possibilities of the racial 

history of these groups and therefore of the nation.  

The statistical analysis of anthropometric features in the UP survey led to the classification of 

Muslims, who were studied as one unit besides various castes and tribes, with middle ranking castes. 

These castes, primarily artisanal, were separate from but closer to Brahmins and other upper castes, 

and very different from tribes which formed a third cluster. The analysis revealed that Muslims were 

very similar in physical appearance to the Chettri caste and together they constituted a subcluster 

placed between Brahmins and the Artisan Castes. The investigators found this to be an interesting 

result given that Muslims “are completely outside the pale of Hindu society, and yet closely resemble 

the Chattris in physical appearance, and do not differ more than the Chattris from the Brahmins or 

the Artisans” (Ibid., 188-9). The statistical result thus prompted these social, racial, historical 

questions: “Has there been any intermixture among the two (surreptitious or half recognized) in 

historic times? Or does it mean that the upper class U.P. Muslims represent, in a large measure, 

converts from Hindus of the same or similar social status as the Chattris and Brahmins?” (Ibid., 189).  
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In 1945, the question was posed again: “Whether Muslim and Non-Muslim groups can be said 

to belong to two different populations” and if not, “what is the relative place of Muslim groups, vis-

a-vis the Hindu castes and tribes?” (Majumdar et. al. 1958, 302-3). This came out of the large-scale 

anthropometry survey undertaken in Bengal to address, in Mahalanobis’ words, “the various 

controversial issues relating to the ethnic composition of the inhabitants of this province”, including 

Muslims (Ibid., 203). Measurements such as stature, sitting height, head length, head breadth, frontal 

breadth, and facial length were recorded among groups as diverse as Brahmins of various regions, 

Muslims, Garo, and Namasudras.  

Based on these measurements, racial origin, difference and overlaps of Muslims are 

determined and place on a racial map vis-à-vis non-Muslim groups. Choosing nasal and cephalic 

indices as most conclusive evidence for racial types, the higher castes (Brahmins, Kshatriya, Baisya) 

were separated from the lower castes (Namasudra, Goala, Rishi). Yet another separate racial type was 

found among the “tribal”, such as Santal, Mahato, Majhi. Based on the anthropometric data and the 

calculation of generalized distance, the study found that unlike the UP Muslims, Bengali Muslims were 

racially closer to the lower castes. Thus, one had to look “among the tribal and scheduled caste Non-

Muslim groups of Bengal for a possible origin of Muslim population in Bengal and not in the high 

caste groups” (Ibid., 304). The instances, where they found characteristics among Muslims that did 

not correspond to lower castes, were explained away as the result of mixture with other races; “Certain 

foreign elements…are indicative of alien strains in the population of Bengal. The Portuguese 

infiltration in Bengal particularly in deltaic areas, may largely account for the tall stature, fair 

complexion and norrow [sic.] nose of the Muslim of that area” (Ibid., 309).  
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Even in 1950, the question of Muslim origin was far from resolved definitively. Anthropologist 

A. K. Mitra investigated 103 Muslim peasants in Hooghly (1952).210 He provided a succinct 

representation of the predominant assumption of the genealogy of the Indian Muslim. Based on 

historiographical sources, Mitra discussed how under the Lodi regime, “people born as Brahmanas in 

Hindu society would come forward and voluntarily become Yavanas, i.e., converts to Islam” (1952, 

80). Mitra argued that while “historical tradition would lead us to assume that the Muslim population 

of Bengal results from mixtures of difference stocks of immigrants from the Islamic countries with 

the autochthonous elements”, there was no historical “evidence of the large scale migration of Muslim 

peasants from Arabia, Abyssinia, Afghanistan or Turkestan into the rice-cultivating tracts of Bengal” 

(Ibid., 98).  

Therefore, in order to determine “the true affinities of the peasant Muslims”, Mitra compared 

them with “a few Hindu and non-Indian Muslim groups” (Ibid.). On the basis of comparative data 

between the Hooghly  Muslim, and Arabs and Rwala Bedouins (non-Indian Muslims) vis-à-vis 

similarity in morphological facial height, bizygomatic breadth, morphological facial index and trans-

cephalo facial index, and divergence on comparative nasal height, and nasal index, Mitra concluded 

that the “most that can be said” was that the Indian Muslims had “a mixture of different racial 

elements” (Ibid., 101) which included “some strains of E. Mediterrenean and the planocciptal 

brachycephaly [flat headed] races” (Ibid., 103). A comparison with Hindu castes, revealed “the absence 

of lighter skin colour and prevalence of the darker brown shades, along with a low percentage (2.9) of 

retreating foreheads and 8.7% concave noses”, which pointed to “the existence of a primitive strain”, 

also found among the Hindu low caste (Ibid., 102). 

 
210 Mitra was a council member of the aforementioned Indian Anthropological Institute. He had trained under Otmar 
Freiherr von Verschuer, a German biologist and geneticist, at the University of Münster. Mitra contributed to the 
journal of the Institute especially on race and anthropometry. In 1956, Mitra joined the Anthropology department, 
University of Delhi. 
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Across these different studies and results, racial proximity constituted the scientific evidence. 

The need to explain it stemmed from the given social and religious difference between Muslims and 

the various Hindu castes to whom they were found to be racially similar. Both these together, formed 

the question – given the religious difference, how could racial proximity be explained? The suggestion 

in these studies was that either conversion had instituted the religious difference over racial sameness, 

or that racial difference had been mitigated through marriage and interbreeding and had led to a large 

cluster of shared racial features. In either case, what came to be entrenched was the conviction that 

endogamy or breeding between racially fixed boundaries led to inheritable biological features. These 

features were in turn produced as accessible through scientific studies and as constitutive of 

meaningful access to the truth of identities.  

Through these studies, analysis and formulation of questions and answers, race and religion 

emerged as deeply imbricated with each other but also distinctly separate answers to the question of 

identity.211 The two possibilities, that some Chettris converted to Islam at some point in the past or 

that Muslims and Chettris had intermixed such that they had similar anthropometric and serological 

features inherited biologically, also engendered the co-constitution and separation of the racial history 

of communities from their religious history, the latter constituted by conversion. That is, the 

separation of race and religion as identities entailed the production of a disjuncture between the 

trajectory of the religious history of a community and its racial history where the two, despite being 

connected socially and historically, were no longer seen to have happened in sync.  

By instituting and continuing to entrench the difference between the self-identification of 

Hindu caste or Muslim and the racial identity which might or might not match the religious difference, 

the intellectuals marked out the latter as the truer identity of communities. That is, even if individuals 

and communities identified themselves as Muslims, it was not considered the whole history of the 

 
211 See Anidjar (2008) on the co-constitution of race and religion.    
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identity.212 Rather, a racial, biological history was engendered as the truer history of the identity in so 

far as the latter was considered an explanation. This identity – composed of racial origin and mixing 

of blood lineages – was moreover a domain of knowledge that could not be accessed by those who 

identities these were. It was produced as the domain of expertise. Only scientific investigations and 

intellectuals as experts capable of following certain methods, were able to discern the truth of the 

racial part of community identity.  

However, besides posing the two possibilities – racial admixture and conversion – in order to 

explain racial proximity, the studies were never able to determine which of the two had historically 

happened, based on the anthropometric data alone. To make sense of the data in social terms, the 

intellectuals had to rely on “social precedence” or existing hierarchy. In the 1945 survey, Majumdar, 

along with Mahalanobis and statistician C.R. Rao, argued that Muslims in Bengal were 

anthropometrically, statistically and therefore racially closer to the tribal and scheduled caste groups 

than the higher castes. Majumdar argued that this result proved that anthropometry was a valid science, 

since it produced results that were in accordance with “the scheme of social precedence” (Majumdar 

et. al. 1958, 309).  

In fact, for Majumdar, the composition and hierarchy of these social groups was valid since 

anthropometric analysis found that “the correspondence between physical pattern and social 

stratification is not merely fortuitous” (Ibid.) but were based on racial histories. For instance, in his 

study of castes and tribes in Uttar Pradesh, Majumdar found that the that the various social types in 

the [United] Province could be arranged in a scale of racial precedence so that as we proceed down 

the scale, the racial status of the groups diminishes till we come to the tribal elements, whose distance 

 
212 To be clear, this is not an argument about agency. As scholars have shown, one of the consequences of the census 
and the benefits granted by the colonial state to certain caste or religious identities, was leaders and spokespersons of 
communities training individuals to identify as certain castes or religion (Cohn 1987). This is rather an argument for 
the how a certain truth of identity was produced as restricted to the domain of scientific expertise.  
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from the high caste groups is definite and pronounced…On one side we found all the higher castes, 

on the other the various tribal groups” (1947, 5). 

It becomes crucial to ask what role ‘social precedence’ performed as reasoning in this context 

– did it facilitate the justification of caste hierarchy as a consequence of racial difference or was caste 

hierarchy seen as introducing endogamous units and subsequent inherited racial-biological 

distinctions? That is, did the racial-biological differences, between endogamous units that these studies 

found, had led to the existing caste hierarchy or had caste hierarchy lead to endogamy and the 

production of biologically inherited difference? In order to address the limitations of the 

anthropometric and serological evidence, the intellectuals ended up resorting to the popular 

ethnological history. According to these histories, different races came to the subcontinent at different 

times and then the socially instituted caste system,213 carried forward the history of these races despite 

extensive mixtures.  

Given the presence of these histories in the anthropometric and statistical works of Indian 

scientists in order to reach the conclusions they do, it becomes possible to argue that social precedence 

or caste differentiation was construed as justified because racial-biological differences were already 

part of the subcontinent’s peoples. Further, the social precedence of caste endogamy was considered 

valuable in so far as it helped prevent conflict stemming from racial difference. The “social hierarchy 

in India” which was “partly based on race, and partly on culture” had managed to assimilate “diverse 

racial groups into a social pattern in which work and worship have promoted a healthy rivalry between 

competing groups of ‘Varnas’” (Majumdar 1947, 20). Through the “continuity of culture from the 

 
213 The assumptions that formed notions of social precedence in turn had specific histories of emergence, 
dissemination and naturalization; among others, see Thapar (1989) on the hegemonic consolidation of Brahminism 
as Hinduism in modernity, Mani (1987) on Hinduism as fundamentally scriptural, and Dirks (2001) on Indian 
society as essentially structured by caste hierarchies. In the African context, Mamdani (2001) shows how colonial 
law naturalized political difference within the colonized.  
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primitive and aboriginal tribes right up to the highest caste viz., the Brahmins”,214 the equality of terms 

between aboriginal population in ancient India and the ruling elements, the equal representation of all 

in the “Indo-Aryan polity”, and the tolerance between Hindus and Muslims have secured the absence 

of racial conflict in the subcontinent (Ibid., 20-21).  

The claim of diversity which animated the field of anthropology and statistics thus served two 

purposes. On the one hand, the studies and analyses of the diversity of the subcontinent in 

anthropometric and racial terms led to the construction of the communities as constituents of the 

subcontinent as a whole. On the other hand, the drive towards mapping, measuring and analyzing the 

diversity of racial origin, mixture and histories helped configure anthropology as both, a nationalist 

discipline and one at par with its European counterpart. By departing from theories of race purity and 

hierarchy, Indian anthropologists marked their difference from the preceding practice of colonial 

anthropology. At the same time, by adopting techniques of anthropometry, statistical coefficients and 

serology, they also remade the nationalist discipline as a part of the global configuration of 

anthropology. Moreover, through the argument about racial admixture which could be precisely 

measured, the discipline of anthropometry was rendered useful and scientific. Even if physical 

differences could be seen by the non-expert, the disciplinary claim was that the precise degree of racial 

mixture could not be ascertained without the scientific methods of physical anthropology.  

 

2.7 Blood as evidence 

If physical anthropology could indeed, as it claimed, measure the degree of anthropometric difference 

and overlap, why was the question of Muslim origin posed repeatedly in scientific studies? 

Anthropometric evidence was often found to be limited or inadequate to make definite conclusions, 

 
214 As evidence of such cultural continuity, Majumdar refers to the Ramayana and the Mahabharata which were 
“sung from fields to forests and the myths and legends” (1947, 20).   
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especially when large samples were involved. In such cases, anthropometric or physical features as 

evidence were supplemented by measurements of blood groups as evidence of the same phenomenon 

– racial mixture. This was not framed as a comment on the scientific quotient of physical anthropology 

but the limits of the discipline to reveal the whole truth about the past. D.N. Majumdar was clear 

about the need for both anthropometry and serology in order to determine the racial status of castes 

and tribes of India. Any one anthropological character – such as, blood or cranial index – couldn’t be 

a reliable “clue” on its own to “identity or dissociation of supposedly racial groups” and therefore 

“should not be made to tell more than what it can” (1947, 6).  

It was this need for more evidence in order to reach certainty that drove the transitions 

between disciplinary configurations – phrenology to anthropometry to serology and more recently to 

genetic anthropology. For instance, Anil Chaudhuri who concluded his study of the racial composition 

of Indian by stating that this problem “is very difficult and intricate” (1936, 24) left it as “absolutely 

an open question at present” (Ibid., 25). He suggested that it was time for a systematic blood-group 

survey in India (Ibid., 24-25).215 In turn, even as serology was emerging, the deficiency of the 

contemporary methods had started to show. D.N. Majumdar noted how the racial types could not be 

absolutely determined and therefore the “switch-on to genetic study of the social groups is necessary 

both in the interest of anthropometry and of the qualitative improvement of racial types” (1961, 71). 

Serological analysis in the study of racial lineage involved the analysis of blood groups. 

Austrian biologist Karl Landsteiner had discovered ABO blood groups in 1901. During World War I, 

Polish bacteriologist Ludwik Hirszfeld and physician Hanna Hirszfeld further discovered that blood 

groups were inheritable and that these corresponded to races. “They found that while all four major 

blood groups were present in all nations, their proportions were significantly different. Amongst 

 
215 For even genetic anthropology in the late 20th century, Abu El-Haj (2012) shows how the mitochondrial evidence 
remains inadequate and geneticists have to turn to history for definitive conclusions. For current genetics research in 
India and its relation to caste, see Pagani et al. (2015) and Joseph (2018). 
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Europeans there was a preponderance of the blood group A, whilst amongst Asians and Africans 

there were more people with the blood group B” (Mukharji 2014, 151). In the 1940-50s, studies of 

racial history in India came to be dominated, besides anthropometry, by serological analysis. What set 

serology apart from the prior discourse on blood was not that serology produced blood as evidence 

of racial history.216 Rather, it reconfigured blood as a substance that could be measured and made 

comparative.  

Anidjar demonstrates how Christianity invented the notion that “lineage is blood, that 

different bloodlines had greater worth than others based on their purity and their antiquity” (2014, 

201). Christianity naturalized the notion that there are different bloods with hierarchized values and 

that it is a substance which passed on generationally produces a community through inheritance 

(Martinez 2008). The category of modern race was part of the larger discourse about blood as the 

basis of community and as the site of difference.217 In other words, race had always been “insistently 

tied to blood” (Anidjar 2014, 202). Even before or outside the scope of serology, the nationalist 

discourse around Hindu-Muslim similarity or difference entailed notions about community identities 

being founded on shared blood, where all bloodlines had “different degrees of worth” (Ibid.). 

In his anthropometric work, Risley had noted the significance accorded to blood: “In a society 

thus organized, a society putting an extravagant value on pride of blood and the idea of ceremonial 

purity, differences of physical type, however produced in the first instance, may be expected to 

manifest a high degree of persistence, while methods which seek to trace and express such differences 

find a peculiarly favourable field for their operations” (1908, 24-5). Social reformer Digindra Narayan 

Bhattacharya (b. 1884) published a Bangla monograph titled, India’s Muslims: Child of Hindu-mother 

 
216 For instance, Mukharji suggests that once “blood groups emerged as the pre-eminent basis for conceptualizing 
race”, it “became suddenly possible to imagine bodily difference that was inheritable, but yet invisible to the naked 
eye” (2014, 145). 
217 What the history of blood was in the subcontinent before the advent of colonial modernity or the discourse of 
blood within Indian Christian tradition warrant careful exploration which is beyond the scope of the discussion here. 
Here, I focus on the notion of blood in the nationalist discourse in colonial India.  
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(Bharater Mussalman: Hindu-ma-er Shontan) around 1939-40. He argued that Indian Muslims had the 

same blood in their veins as Hindus. He did not elaborate his reference to “Hindu blood”, but 

indicated an inheritance, beyond shared culture between Hindus and Muslims. The inclusion within 

the Hindu nation was not unconditional; but contingent on the belief and conviction that Indian 

Muslims did not originate in Arabia or Persia but that their ancestors were Hindus.  

This premise led to the need to demonstrate that contemporary Muslims had Hindu blood. 

As discussed above, Punjab Arya Samaj founder Swami Shraddhananda argued that Indian Muslims 

were actually low caste Hindus and therefore racially the same as the latter. Referring to the absence 

of caste system in the Vedic Ages, he argued that these low castes too had “come from the same stock 

from which sprang the Brahman, the Kshatriya and the Vaishya” (1926, 85). This did not indicate a 

claim of equal bloodlines; rather, it suggested that at some point in history there had been a mixture 

of different blood lineages. Vaidya, whose work Shraddhananda referred to extensively, endorsed that 

view since “in the Punjab and Rajputana a mixture of the Aryan race even among these [depressed 

classes] was prominently discovered at the census of 1901 when anthropometric measurements were 

taken by Sir H. Risley” (1921, 75). Vaidya explained this phenomenon by evoking the possibility of 

marriages between Brahmin women and Sudra men. Although rare, such marriages meant that the 

women joined the ranks of the low-caste and “thus infused Aryan blood in their veins” (Ibid., 75). 

Such discussions demonstrated the entrenched assumption that there were different bloods and that 

bloodlines were of differing values and significance.  

As a statistician, J.M. Datta also advocated the measurability of the proportion of foreign blood 

in Muslims. Convinced that the Muslims’ claim of foreign lineage would bolster the latter’s claim to 

“political importance”, his aim was to show that dilution of the foreign lineage was high. Since “the 

proportion of foreign blood among the Muhammadans of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa” was 16% (1931b, 

304), he asserted that Bengali Muslims were not only of “local origin”, but their conversion was only 
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“skin-deep” (Ibid., 309). Datta argued for a hierarchy of bloods so that “those having Mughal blood 

in their veins can claim more importance than those who have Pathan blood, those having Pathan 

blood more importance than the Turki blood, and so on. Then again in estimating the relative political 

importance of a community, or a section of the community, the percentage of foreign blood in its 

veins should be estimated and calculated. And therefore, a scale should be prepared to have the relative 

importance of the Mughals, the Pathans and other foreign conquerors determined” (Ibid., 309). 

But how did blood, understood in such terms, become measurable and a comparative object 

of scientific analysis, as it did with serology? As part of the 1945 survey in Bengal, anthropologist D.N. 

Majumdar had collected and analyzed blood samples of Muslims from various regions of Bengal. On 

comparing the proportion of blood groups, A and B+AB, among Turks, Syrian Arabs, Syrian Muslims, 

Tunis Muslims, Calcutta Muslims, Budge Budge (region in Bengal) Muslims, and Sunnis and Shias of 

Uttar Pradesh218, he concluded that Indian Muslims “differ significantly from their co-religionists 

outside” and this “indicates the local origin of the Muslims” (Majumdar et. al. 1958, 322).  

In another part of that survey, Majumdar compared the Makranis, a Muslim community, from 

Gujarat with Makranis from Baluchistan. He found that the two communities have similar A and B 

blood group distribution whereas AB is 9 percent more in the Gujarat group. This, Majumdar 

suggested, constituted a significant difference in blood groups between the two. Given that most 

Gujarati Makranis had Baluch fathers and Bhil mothers, this finding was evidence of how far race 

admixture was taking place in the subcontinent. American anthropologist Eileen Macfarlane, with 

anthropologist Shashanka Sakhar Sarkar, also studied blood group distribution of Indian tribes and 

castes in the 1940s. In Bengal, Macfarlane studied 500 Bengalis from the 24 Parganas district. Of this 

sample, 120 were Muslims and were “all native Bengalis who resembled physically their Hindu 

 
218 Although United Provinces was renamed Uttar Pradesh only in 1950, the study refers to the latter since it was 
carried out in 1945 but published in 1958.  
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neighbors” (Macfarlane 1938, 228). The blood group data showed “clearly that these people are 

descended from lower caste Hindu converts” (Ibid., 232). Statistician and biometrician J.B.S. Haldane 

agreed with the results and conclusions of this study since the data was corroborated after applying 

the chi-square test. Non-caste Hindus, Muslims and Santals could be grouped together since they 

showed no “racial heterogeneity” and differed widely from the Brahmins, Kayasthas and Male”.219  

The discovery of blood groups, mapping and comparing these for various communities did 

not reveal inherent differences within blood composition of communities. Rather, the existence of 

difference in blood composition as well as the notion that these differences said something meaningful 

about the history of racial mixture were foundational premises of serological analyses. Based on the 

similarity and difference of frequency of ABO blood group occurrences among various social groups, 

Majumdar concluded that Muslims in India differed significantly from Muslims outside the 

subcontinent. This was considered evidence for the local racial origins of Indian Muslims.  

But this relation between the evidence and the conclusion was constituted by the initial 

premise that there are different bloods and different racial origins; what else would justify a seamless 

translation of statistical similarity to racial similarity? How do we know with any certainty that when 

two different populations have the same frequency of a particular blood type, it is necessarily because 

they have the same racial origin? Moreover, it is unclear within the parameters of the science, how the 

decision about absolute value was taken, given the relative nature of statistical data. For instance, Turks 

have 25.2% B+AB, Calcutta Muslims show 45.7% and Budge Budge Muslims 48.3% (Majumdar et. 

al., 1958). The data for Calcutta Muslims is closer to Budge Budge Muslims only in relation to the data 

for Turks. How is it decided that a difference of 2.6% in blood type indicated racial sameness whereas 

a difference of 18.9% was an adequate measure of racial difference? 

 
219 This was Haldane’s private correspondence with E. Macfarlane and reproduced in Macfarlane and Sarkar (1941, 
403). 
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The statistical data found through investigation of physical features or blood groups therefore 

reached an impasse in terms of providing historical explanations. Another statistician who took part 

in the 1945 survey, C.R. Rao found, like others, a similarity of statistical data between Namasudras 

(low caste) and Muslims in Bengal which he, in keeping with the principle of anthropometry, translated 

to mean shared racial origin (Majumdar et. al., 1958). A shared similarity was also found between, on 

the one hand, the Muslims of Northern Bengal and Bihar, and on the other, between the 

Mediterranean races and Muslims in deltaic region of Bengal. However, beyond this translation it 

became impossible to explain what the results effectively meant, without turning to the already 

“known” history which was then incorporated as fact (Abu El-Haj 2012, 106).  

Thus, Rao explained the racial affinity between Bengali Muslims and Mediterranean races by 

turning to the history of the medieval period “when the chaotic political condition of Bengal 

encouraged foreign elements like the Portuguese to settle and penetrate into the interior districts” 

(Majumdar et. al. 1958, 310). In a similar vein, “Muslims and Namasudras have been found closely 

related” since several Namasudras had been recruited as Muslims to escape the stigma of caste. S.C. 

Roy too advocated turning to the “ample corroborative evidence” among Sanskrit literature when 

anthropological data fell short in establishing that there is “hardly a class or caste in India which has 

not a foreign strain in it, and that there is an admixture of alien blood not only amongst the Rajputs 

and Marathas but even amongst the Brahman” (1920, 130). 

Whereas physical features and their measurements served as evidence for the historical mixture 

of blood lineages, the analysis of blood via blood groups, constituted blood itself as evidence.220 As an 

object of analysis, blood functioned as evidence in the argument about the historical admixture of 

 
220 For instance, in discussing medieval Hindu India, Vaidya wanted to determine if Jats and Gujars had pure Aryan 
blood or had any Mongolian and Scythian blood as well (1921, 78). For this, he turned to their facial and nasal index 
as recorded in Risley’s survey. Vaidya concluded that the indices placed the groups definitively in the Indo-Aryan 
blood type. In this discussion thus, the notion of different bloods formed the premise of the analysis but blood itself 
was not measured. Anthropometric measurements served as methods to determine lineages.  
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races, and of Indian Muslims with particular salience and repetition. Although anthropologists and 

statisticians pursuing racial origins and blood-based lineages of non-Hindu communities did not 

advocate hierarchy or exclusion, their studies naturalized the need to definitively ascertain the racial 

pasts of all non-Hindu communities that would be part of the future nation. At the same time, all the 

studies of anthropometry and serology always concluded by underlining the need for more evidence, 

more investigation and more measurements. The call for more evidence, different kinds of evidence, 

made the conclusions in these studies contingent and left the question of origin and history open to 

be taken up repeatedly. This provisional nature of the conclusions and the establishment of the 

necessity of the question of origin always requiring further study did not suggest a failure of the 

scientific discipline. On the contrary, establishing scientific methods, measurements and calculations 

while refraining from offering definitive answers to the question of Muslim origin, the disciplines only 

continued to grow. That is, by offering scientifically measured suggestions but not the final answer, 

the practitioners were actually able to extend the relevance and justification of their disciplines.  

 

2.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have traced the trajectory of the question of Indian Muslim origin from its 

formulation as a colonial concern to a nationalist subject. The broad contours of the origin question 

– descendants of locals or of foreigners – determined the origin question as it was taken up by the 

various discourses. In its turn, the origin question informed the emerging disciplinary configurations 

of physical anthropology and statistics in two ways. The origin question, extended from the Indian 

Muslim to castes, tribes and other communities, provided these disciplines with anthropological 

diversity. This unique diversity became the grounds for Indian intellectuals to claim that their 

epistemological project was urgent and nationalist. At the same time, the extensive data made it 

possible for the intellectuals to make generalizable claims that could be used by anthropologists and 
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statisticians across the world. Thus, I argue that the production of modern, nationalist science in India, 

as seen in the case of certain disciplines, was rooted in notions of contemporary caste hierarchies and 

racial difference, and not only through the revival of ancient indigenous knowledges.  

The ‘Indian Muslim’ was produced as a subject in physical anthropology through the 

production of “scientific objects” such as – cephalic index, nasal index, height, weight and blood 

group.221 While the question of Muslim origin continued to be approached through the epistemic 

parameters produced by the discipline, at the same time, the discipline itself made the question salient 

by repeatedly subjecting it to scientific investigation. Dismissing the colonial discourse around racial 

purity and European hierarchy, Indian intellectuals instead established the prevalence of racial 

admixture. Most of the studies concluded that Indian Muslims had local blood and that there had been 

considerable mixture of lineages. These studies also suggested that such conclusions were always 

contingent, always open to further verification and certainty with more evidence.  

At the same time, by establishing such admixture as measurable, the question of the Indian 

Muslim’s racial origin and admixture history was left open to further investigation. That is, the question 

was never indisputably settled but was reproduced in all studies as open to further analysis and as 

inviting more evidence. What remained intact and further entrenched was the conviction that 

bloodlines and racial origin “make us who we are” (Abu El-Haj 2012, 29) and tell us something 

fundamental about ourselves. Moreover, the theory of admixture as measurable, made for a very 

different politics than that which claimed admixture as the basis for denying the very need for a search 

for origins (and even the validity of such a question).222 That the discipline of anthropometry was 

 
221 See Daston (2000) on ‘scientific object’ as a concept.  
222 To clarify further how a theory of admixture can either justify the quest for origin or invalidate the question 
altogether is exemplified by the rare argument of Homersham Cox (1857-1918). An English mathematician who 
lived in Allahabad, Cox advocated Mendel’s theories and discredited popular views: “as far a single pair of opposite 
characters is concerned there cannot be more than three types, two pure and one hybrid. The common belief is that 
there is an indefinite number of intermediate types, as if the phrase “mixture of blood” were to be taken literally and 
blood could be mixed in the proportions of one to one, or three to one, or seven to one” (1911, 443-4). Citing the 
scientific works of M. Broca, Mendel, M. Jacquinot and Dr. Nott and Bateson, he expressed doubts “whether a 
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invested in producing not just Indian Muslims and their physical features as scientific objects but used 

similar processes to produce Brahmins, Rajput, Anglo-Indians into similar anthropometric units, 

paradoxically, legitimized the discipline’s claim as science. Unlike Hindu ideologues,223 Indian 

anthropologists and statisticians did not make explicit claims of exclusion or discrimination of non-

Hindus. However, I argue, despite such an absence, the formulation of questions and subjects for 

analysis in these disciplines legitimized the need to repeatedly investigate the racial origin and history 

of the non-Hindu. As the intellectuals sought to make the disciplines increasingly more scientific, the 

questions of racial origin and history of the Indian Muslim became the basis on which its legitimation 

as science was developed. At the same time, the racial composition and the history of admixture of 

non-Hindu communities became urgent conduits through which to write the past of the emergent 

nation. The question, of who the Indian Muslim really is, became an avenue for organizing disciplines 

and imagining the modern nation.  

  

 
mixed race can maintain itself” (Ibid., 445). Based on this theory and since Risley “makes no mention of segregation 
or of sterility in the unions of hybrids”, Cox dismissed Risley’s claim that the inhabitants of the United Provinces 
had descended from Aryan fathers and Dravidian mothers and thus had Arya-Dravidian blood. Cox believed that it 
has been sufficiently established within anthropological scholarship that “the countries of Europe and Asia are 
inhabited for the most part by the same races as four or five thousand years ago. All the many invasions have not 
substantially altered the character of the populations. The conquerors pass away, the conquered survive…Species 
may be transplanted to a country with a similar climate…Often the invaders are destroyed by diseases from which 
the conquered population is comparatively immune. Even if they escape disease they lose their fecundity…the 
foreign race gradually becomes extinct” (Ibid., 451). However, what strikes one as curious is that, despite discussing 
conquerors and invading races and arguing for the improbability of mixed races (in the, according to Cox, absurd 
sense that “two, or perhaps three, races can be mixed in different proportions as an American bar-keeper mixes 
drinks”, Ibid., 453), Cox did not directly address the question of the Mughal rule and contemporary Muslim 
population with regard to the then popular question of conversion and descent. Another example is Bijay Chandra 
Mazumdar who argued that races had mixed in a way that one can no longer trace exact lineages back to the origin: 
“the results in the character of the head, the orbit and the hair from such mixture cannot be asserted…it cannot be 
said in what proportion the father and the mother appear in their children” (1908, 68). 
223 See Jaffrelot (in Robb 1995).  
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Chapter 3: Calculating Communities 

 

The scientific pursuit of studying communities – in terms of, origin, anthropometry, racial history, 

sociological features – engendered the emergence of calculative reasoning as a disciplinary and public 

“style of reasoning” (Hacking 1985). The emergence and naturalization of calculative reasoning 

included the rise of statistics as an academic discipline and its corresponding influence on the public 

domain.224 The need and demand for a standardized, systematic, scientific method to produce 

knowledge, about communities that would constitute the future nation, led to the institutionalization 

and legitimacy of statistics. As a discipline, academic statistics was differentiated from official colonial 

statistics which entailed data collection and not analytical techniques. The institutionalization of 

statistics also led to an increase in public interest in the discipline. The achievements of academic 

statisticians were discussed and celebrated as nationalist success.  

There was also a rise in the efforts of intellectuals to produce a “statistically minded” public 

(Sinha 1953, 371). Writings that promoted statistical thinking, or at least calculative reasoning, 

proliferated in the public domain along with the increase in focus on academic statistics. In discussing 

the history of its public life, it is important to make a distinction between statistical and calculative 

reasoning. Statistical reasoning, a subset of calculative reasoning, entailed analytical techniques which 

were mostly restricted to research and pedagogy in the academic space of the discipline. Calculative 

reasoning as the non-academic form of reasoning used simpler forms of mathematical calculations 

such as percentages and proportions, instead of the higher-level mathematical function of analytical 

 
224 Enumeration refers to counting people and objects which was the main agenda of the colonial censuses. This was 
also referred to as statistical data. But this was categorized as descriptive statistics to differentiate it from analytical 
statistics (both in Europe and in the subcontinent) with the rise of the latter and its institutionalization as academic 
statistics (Desrosieres 1998). I use calculative reasoning following Asad (2018) who focuses on how the language of 
mathematics and calculation have been important to engendering modern governmentality and secular society. 
Building on Georg Simmel’s “character of calculability”, Mitchell (2002) analyses calculability in relation to the 
economy. My aim here is to examine the role of calculative reasoning in the transition, within modern 
governmentality, from the colonial to the postcolonial state. 
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statistics. Yet, the rise of academic statistics led to the change in the public domain where intellectuals 

came to increasingly rely on the logic of numbers, percentages and proportions to make social and 

political arguments. 

In breaking away from colonial statistics, academic or analytic statistics, which was realized in 

the kind of research and pedagogical training the Indian Statistical Institute carried out,225 also became 

the site for practicing nationalist science. The vocabulary for rendering statistics – and its ally physical 

anthropology – into a nationalist science was significantly different from the way other disciplinary 

knowledge forms made nationalist claims. Instead of foregrounding traditional forms of knowledge 

that preceded the advent of European form of the discipline, Indian statistics claimed to be nationalist 

through its contributions to the global scientific community. Based on the specificity of the 

subcontinent's rich anthropological diversity, Indian intellectuals produced statistical knowledge that 

was generalizable and applicable in other contexts. This dichotomy of the specific and the general, as 

data and epistemology respectively, constituted the terms of statistics as a nationalist science. The 

differentiation of analytical statistics from colonial statistical data did not expunge enumeration and 

data collection from the purview of academic statistics. Enumeration was important but considered 

useless unless methods of data collection were standardized, and proper techniques of interpretation 

applied to the data. In other words, enumeration could not be meaningful unless such data was 

collected for a specific and explicit reason, and analyzed to extrapolate the statistical correlation with 

other data and its social implications.  

The break in the career of statistics in the subcontinent between the colonial and the nationalist 

remains underexamined. Whereas late 19th and early 20th century studies focus on colonial census and 

enumeration surveys, the historiography on institutional statistics has focused on nationalist planning 

 
225 The Indian Statistical Institute (ISI) was the first institution in the subcontinent not only to be exclusively devoted 
to the work of statistics but founded by an Indian, Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis (in 1931).  
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and postcolonial development post-1947.226 However, the history of academic statistics in the colonial 

context of 1930s, conjointly with the rise in nationalist questions about the physical and racial 

anthropology of communities reveals how nationalist, disciplinary statistics created the conditions for 

the emergence of the postcolonial state in at least two ways. Indian statisticians increasingly shifted 

the attention from colonial state agendas to the need for national welfare, development and growth. 

Through their analysis and discussion of the discipline’s purpose, they developed methods to measure 

and analyze population growth as an object of nationalist, welfare state. This engendered the 

production of the nation as population.  

This notion of the population was, however, not a substitution for the imagination of 

communities. Rather, statistical reasoning produced, simultaneously, the nation as population and the 

nation as a configuration of unequal communities. These communities were constituted through the 

same statistical methods of measurement and analysis, and in the same discursive space, that 

engendered the notion of the population as a whole. This history of statistical and calculative reasoning 

of measuring communities as anthropologically, racially, sociologically unequal was the condition in 

which certain communities would emerge as part of the nation and yet as unequal, including the 

category of minority.227 The configuration of the nation as postcolonial, as population, as a whole with 

unequal parts was, at the same time, the history of the emergence of minority as an unequal community 

of the nation. 

 

 
226 In other contexts too, the study of the relation between statistics and state mostly limits the understanding of the 
former to descriptive statistics or enumerative data collection rather than the role of disciplinary, analytical statistics 
in the history of state formation; for instance, Patriarca (1996) shows the role of statistical data in the formation of 
Italy as a unified nation-state. 
227 My argument thus departs from the historiographical narrative about nationalist consolidation being subsequently 
disrupted by colonial policies of communal representation (Kaviraj 1997, Bose and Jalal 2004). For instance, as 
Kaviraj argues, “Unexceptionable solicitude about the future welfare of minorities had the political consequence of 
dividing the nationalist opposition to colonial rule, and of indirect incitement to religious separatism” (1997, 232). I 
offer a narrative where the history of making the postcolonial nation and state encompasses the emergence of the 
minority.  
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3.1 Diversity as Data  

To the practitioners of the emerging disciplines of physical anthropology and statistics, the 

subcontinent was a rich site of racial diversity. The history of migration and subsequent racial mixture 

was available, for mapping, in the physical features and blood group distribution across the various 

caste and religious groups. The subcontinent’s diversity served as a novel opportunity for Indian 

scientists to produce knowledge that would contribute to nationalist history and science, and, at the 

same time, be the basis for systematic and objective knowledge that could advance the universal cause 

of science. Indian anthropologists and statisticians considered the subcontinent as a unique field for 

“anthropological investigation”, which compared to most other countries had the “promise of a richer 

harvest” (Roy, 1921, 12). In his Presidential Address to the Indian Science Congress, anthropologist 

H.C. Chakladar noted how in India a “vast field for work lies before the anthropologist for 

investigation” (1936, 376).  

If the vast field of data that the subcontinent had to offer was to be harnessed for 

understanding the nation, then more Indian anthropologists and statisticians needed to get involved. 

The mapping of this racial diversity was fundamental, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, in 

order to imagine the nation through its potential constituents. At the same time, this racial diversity 

also counted as data for scientific studies. The role of racial diversity as data was not unconnected to 

the project of imagining the nation and nationalism. The data, being uniquely available to practitioners 

in the subcontinent, was considered useful in producing knowledge and developing physical 

anthropology and statistics as Indian contributions to the global careers of the disciplines.  

The pervasive view among the Indian practitioners was that late 19th century anthropology had 

been administratively motivated and served the purpose of colonial rule. Although some of that work 

could and was used to further investigation in the subsequent decades by Indian intellectuals, the 

method of such studies was critiqued as unreliable. In reviewing the contribution of Indian scholars 
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to anthropological research on India, in the introductory issue of Man in India, S.C. Roy underlined 

the glaring absence in this regard. In the hundred years since the establishment of the Asiatic Society 

of Bengal228, only three short papers had been written by Indian scholars out of more than hundred 

papers published by the Society’s journals and proceedings collection. Out of 53 articles published in 

the Calcutta Review on this subject in a span of 40 years, only 10 were by Indians. Roy offered several 

such examples and noted that towards the late 19th century anthropological research in general received 

a boost. This was due to the Government of India circulating to the regional governments, on behalf 

of colonial administrator and ethnographer Herbert Risley, a scheme “for promoting the systematic 

study of ethnography in India, and it was suggested that societies formed for scientific enquiries might 

undertake to collate and publish information sent to them” (1921, 16). Indian writers working on 

anthropological subjects remained nonetheless “in a hopeless minority” (Ibid., 15). Even the colonial 

gazettes, surveys and ethnographic glossaries in the late 19th century were not adequate, in Roy’s view, 

since they often included information without adequate verification. These could serve as bases for 

further intensive investigations but were not per se useful “for the purpose of scientific anthropology” 

(Ibid., 43). Instead, Roy argued that, “An exhaustive collection of more complete and better sifted 

facts than we now possess, capable of being scientifically treated – of being properly classified and 

viewed in their mutual relations for purposes of the generalizations of Science – is still a crying 

desideratum in Indian Ethnography” (Ibid.).  

Anthropologist B.S. Guha echoed similar concerns in his correspondence with English 

physiologist Archibald Hill, who was known for his work in biophysics and biochemistry. Guha 

underlined the “importance of scientific research in India…for post-war [World War II] 

 
228 According to S.C. Roy, Indian anthropology owed “the beginnings of anthropological investigation in this 
country” to the Asiatic Society of Bengal (1921, 12).  
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reconstruction of science”.229 Guha regretted the fact that although “India was one of the first 

countries” where a national ethnographic survey had been accomplished under Risley, it was not 

continued in earnest. For Guha, India embodied such anthropological value – given that it contained 

“the major races of the world, speaking 200 languages and possessing 20 million aboriginal 

population” – that not instituting the discipline in various universities resulted in a loss of opportunity 

to develop science itself.  

More importantly, Guha reminded Hill that while “it is right and proper that major 

considerations should be given to industry and utilitarian sciences”, since this science studied living 

people, the need for the “reorganization of the science” was urgent – “if it is not taken up immediately 

a great part of the materials of the life and habits of the aboriginal population will have disappeared 

for a rapid disintegration of their institutions is taking place at the moment” (1945). The Indian 

anthropologists repeatedly argued that, despite the volume of existing anthropological research, 

anthropology had to be completely reoriented to configure it as a science since the preceding work by 

colonial officials had hardly been scientific (Roy 1921, 46; Guha 1945). The anthropologist-as-scientist 

needed to acquire an “exhaustive collection of facts” about the “diverse race-elements and culture-

elements associated together in any particular ethnic or cultural group” before they could undertake 

the second-order tasks of interpretation and ascribing implications of these “facts’ and thereby “trace 

the groups’ racial affinities and reconstruct its cultural history”.230  

 The aspiration to make statistics into an academic discipline was embroiled with both 

nationalist and academic agendas. To turn the diversity in the subcontinent into scientific data, the 

methods of knowledge-production needed to be reconfigured. Most prominently, this referred to the 

principle of standardization of data collection and measurement. Standardized method would in turn 

 
229 Correspondence from B.S. Guha to A.V. Hill, 8 February 1945, A 26/3/1, Royal Anthropological Institute, 
London.  
230 See Roy (1921, 47); for similar arguments about colonial anthropology, also see Chakladar (1936). 
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generate verifiable data. Only when data collected by an individual practitioner was verifiable by others 

could that data be treated as generalizable, “comparable with those recorded by another” (Majumdar 

1939, 593) and could be relied on for calculations in the future without having to collect similar data 

again. Such standardization could be achieved through the adoption of statistical methods.231 At the 

same time, statistics too had the potential to be developed further. In the preface to his paper on 

Anglo-Indians, P.C. Mahalanobis apologized to “the trained statistician” to whom much of the 

explanations might seem “superfluous” since Mahalanobis’s objective had been “to persuade the 

Anthropologists to adopt statistical methods” (1922, 8). However, Mahalanobis did not apply 

established and standard statistical models; instead, he developed a new statistical formula, the 

Mahalanobis distance, for calculating racial distance between population groups, based on the 

anthropometric data. 

In order to achieve standardization, an active interaction and a collaboration between the 

practitioners of anthropology and statistics was prioritized. Throughout his career, Mahalanobis 

attempted to perfect such a collaboration. In 1920, Mahalanobis met Nelson Annandale, director of 

the Zoological Survey of India, at the Indian Science Congress meeting in Nagpur. Annandale had 

collected anthropometric data of 200 Anglo-Indians, which he invited Mahalanobis to analyze 

statistically.232 Between 1920 and 1925, Mahalanobis’s “contributions to anthropology had received so 

much recognition that he was elected President of the Anthropological Section of the Indian Science 

Congress and his Presidential Address on the race mixture in Bengal was regarded as a very important 

paper on the subject” (Rudra 1996, 135). Mahalanobis’s primary objective in his subsequent paper on 

 
231 Although Indian intellectuals referred specifically to analytical statistics, descriptive statistical and enumerative 
data are all treated as inherently objective. For a history on the development of trust in numbers, see Porter (1995). 
For the history of how early 20th century Jewish statistical work came to be treated as objective knowledge, see Hart 
who suggests that numbers seem to “enjoy an immunity from critical scrutiny not vouchsafed to other types of 
historical evidence” (2000, 237). 
232 As Annandale clarified in his introduction to Mahalanobis’s monograph, Anglo-Indians were not ‘Eurasians’ 
who were of British in origin but had “spent a considerable part of their lives in India”; rather, they were “persons of 
mixed Indian and European blood” (Mahalanobis 1922, 1).  
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the statistical analysis was to “invite the attention of Physical Anthropologists of India to the 

importance of the application of accurate statistical methods to their ‘crude’ measurements” (1922, 7). 

He believed that it would not be possible to develop comparative Anthropology without proper 

arrangements “for securing adequate uniformity of standards among different observers” (1928, 29). 

Given the conspicuous absence of such statistics among Indian practitioners of anthropology, 

Mahalanobis underlined the “urgent necessity” of a collaboration between anthropology and statistics. 

His paper was a move towards such an attempt; all the more significant, since no anthropologist in 

India had “ever made any use of the modern statistical calculus associated especially with the name of 

Karl Pearson and the Biometric School” (1922, 9).  

In 1939, the Indian Statistical Conference held a joint session with the Anthropology Section 

of the Indian Science Congress for the first time. For D.N. Majumdar, who was the President of the 

Anthropology Section of the Indian Science Congress, the joint session was proof that statisticians 

were taking an interest in anthropology and he hoped that “with the help and cooperation of the 

statisticians, it would be possible for anthropologists to put Anthropometry on a more scientific basis” 

(1939, 591). This collaboration was welcome because, as highlighted by Mahalanobis and other 

speakers at the meeting,233 there was a significant lack of uniformity in the methods deployed by Indian 

anthropologists in studying the racial composition of communities.  

In his Presidential Address to the Indian Science Congress, H.C. Chakladar had also noted 

that all “anthropometric measurements require to be tested and treated by statistical methods in order 

to make our results scientifically exact and accurate” (1936, 378). As a field anthropologist, DN. 

Majumdar was convinced that investigation of racial-somatic traits of groups was indispensable for 

understanding such groups. However, the difficulty encountered was in the lack of agreement within 

 
233 The other speakers were statistician D.N. Majumdar and anthropologist K.P. Chattopadhyay. Chattopadhyay 
(1897-1963) was first trained in physics under P.C. Ray and Meghnad Shah and later in anthropology in Cambridge 
under W.H.R. Rivers. He taught at the Department of Anthropology at Calcutta University. 
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anthropometry regarding the technique to be followed in collecting data. This disparity made it 

“impossible to compare the data collected by two anthropologists on the same population or even on 

the same samples” (Majumdar 1939, 591). The speakers at the Indian Statistical Conference railed 

against the lack of standardization within the discipline of anthropometry; not only was there “a 

diversity of methods employed by them but the number of subjects on which such methods have 

been employed varies from 5 to 20 or more…there are many who mix the various techniques and 

adopt only those which are convenient to them” (Ibid., 593). They therefore underlined the need for 

standardization of data collection and interpretation so that the “data collected by various workers 

may be conveniently compared and conclusions drawn from them” (Ibid.).  

Besides the need for standardization in the technique of collecting data, there was also a lack 

and subsequent need for agreement regarding the amount of data to be collected. This referred to 

both the number of categories measured (such as height, weight, nasal index) and the sample size or 

number of individuals measured for each anthropometric feature. As anthropologist H.C. Chakladar 

pointed out, earlier investigators, including the colonial administrators and Indian anthropologists, 

had taken too few measurements for their studies (1936, 377). Whereas Edgar Thurston had measured 

only 5 features and Risley had measured 11, B.S. Guha’s and Chakladar’s measurements covered more 

features, 18 and 60 respectively. However, Chakladar found fault with Guha’s measurements as the 

latter had shared only the averages and not the individual measurements which would have made the 

measurements verifiable and more reliable. Sample size too had to be adequate for results study-

specific results to be turned into generalized anthropological knowledge.   

Verification of other scientists’ method and data was considered another important aspect 

towards making anthropological knowledge-production in the subcontinent uniform and 

generalizable. Mahalanobis, for instance, published articles verifying and commenting on Herbert 

Risley’s anthropometric data (1933b, 1934). On the one hand, verification of previously collected data 
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made the data more accurate, more reliable for future use; on the other hand, the practice of 

verification made the discipline as well as the practitioners more scientific. As criminologist Charles 

Goring explained, and who Mahalanobis quoted approvingly at length in the latter’s 1922 paper, “The 

discoveries of the explorer cannot be recognized until he produces a verifiable map of his journey; if 

the goal, professed to have been reached by the sociological pioneer, is to be accepted, he must show 

that the path he has pursued is one which others may follow” (1913, 370).234 Besides attempting to 

check Risley’s data, Mahalanobis made sure his own statistical work was open to verification. When 

Mahalanobis published his first statistical analysis of anthropometric data, he included “full details of 

the statistical work in the hope that competent Biometricians will kindly help me by pointing out 

errors” (1922, 8). He “retained six places of decimal in the arithmetic, not in the vain hope of reaching 

an impossible degree of accuracy, but for convenience of checking. It is difficult to attain agreement 

to the second place in the final results unless about six figures are retained in the intermediate 

calculations in this type of work” (1922, 8).  

In 1933, Mahalanobis took up the anthropometric work by Risley on the tribes and castes of 

Bengal and the major criticisms against it (1933b). The premise of this piece was that although Risley’s 

work needed revisions, it should not be rejected in totality, as most of his critics had tended to do.235 

It was however necessary to “scrutinize the data very carefully before they can be used for any 

scientific purpose” (1933b, 78). Mahalanobis’ revisions were based on the question of how precise 

and therefore reliable the data was. He applauded Risley on the range of his data collection – both in 

 
234 Goring (1870-1919) was appointed Fellow at University College London 1897. Based on his experience as 
medical officer in several prisons in England, Goring was the author of The English Convict: a statistical study 
(1913), where he set out to check Cesare Lombroso’s theories about criminology – the possibility of physical and 
mental characteristics being correlated to criminality in individuals. The statistical analysis of Goring’s data was 
carried out at Pearson’s Biometric Laboratory at University College London.  
235 As Mukharji (2017b) argues, Risley’s influence has been underestimated. In contrast, as demonstrated here, 
Risley’s work continued to inform later anthropology and statistical works in myriad ways – modifications, 
acceptance, verification and rejection. Instead of these works being of rejection of Risley, referred to a critical 
engagement with the preceding trend of the fields.   
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terms of the number of individuals that Risley had measured as well as the number of physical 

characters recorded for each individual. Mahalanobis found the range of this study the first of its kind; 

“It represents the longest available series of comparable material covering a fairly wide range of 

characters for Indian castes and tribes” (Ibid.). He also found it reassuring that all the measurements 

had been taken under one person’s (Risley’s) supervision, which implied that the data collected was of 

the same standard and could be compared safely. This was supplemented further by the fact that Risley 

had followed a single system for collecting the measurements (Topinard’s). All this, according to 

Mahalanobis, lent “scientific value” to Risley’s anthropometric work which, Mahalanobis, was also 

aware was being discredited as “biased” and as tailored to support certain preformed theories. He 

defended Risley since “reading through Risley's discussion of his material does not create the 

impression as if he was arguing from pre-conceived notion” (Ibid.).  

The only objection that Mahalanobis picked up and examined in his essay was the one made 

by Pearson regarding certain discrepancies within the set of data itself.236 He scrutinized the various 

indices – for instance, nasal and the cephalic – which were mathematically calculated based on the 

recorded measurements of the length and breadth of the nose and head respectively. Thus, these 

indices were second-order data, that is, derived mathematically from measurements and observations. 

Mahalanobis’s aim in this paper was to check for alleged discrepancies in these calculations and in the 

average values as calculated by Risley from all individual measurements of each physical characteristic. 

Having recalculated the indices and the average values, Mahalanobis found printing mistakes, 

arithmetical mistakes and mistakes in copying data from the correct columns. However, most of these 

mistakes could be corrected with certainty. Therefore, he concluded that “the real defect in Risley's 

data creeped in during the calculation of the average values, and that his primary data of individual 

 
236 See Jacob et. al. (1903). 
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measurements can be used with safety, especially after applying the corrections discussed in the 

present paper” (Ibid., 104).237  

D.N. Majumdar noted these efforts of Mahalanobis to verify data as significant contribution 

to anthropometry since he “found out a number of discrepancies, particularly in the calculation of 

average values and individual measurements” (1939, 591). C.R. Rao applauded Mahalanobis’s efforts 

at cross-checking, identifying Risley’s discrepant values and “rectifying them using only internal 

evidence as far as possible” (Majumdar et. al. 1958, 218). Due to these efforts, “Risley's primary data, 

which was considered to be full of inconsistencies and discrepancies by anthropologists and 

statisticians from time to time has been, after revision, shown to be singularly free from mistakes” 

(Ibid.). Rao considered this important especially because Mahalanobis’s work made it possible to 

“salvage” the large amount of anthropometric data Risley had collected that might otherwise have 

been lost (Ibid.). 

Anthropologists alone were not held responsible for the lack of standardization; statisticians 

had “a rightful share in it; and in order that the science may be placed on a sounder footing, the 

statistician and the anthropologist should recognize each other’s limitations and work out a practical 

scheme which will raise the prestige of the science and increase its usefulness” (Majumdar 1939, 594). 

In the 1939 Indian Science Congress meeting, Mahalanobis proposed experiments to standardize the 

methods of practicing statistics. For example, he suggested, if two different observers on different 

occasions recorded measurements of a certain number of features of the same group of individuals, it 

would be then possible to analyze “on an objective basis” to what extent the definition of the features 

and the techniques of measurements were standardized and uniform. The more standardized the 

 
237 This was followed up by another piece where he adopts a similar method of scrutinizing the second-order, 
calculated data of Risley’s work on certain tribes and cross checking the primary measurements against that. 
Mahalanobis concludes that, “just as in the case of Bengal tribes and castes, Risley's primary data for the hill tribes 
of Chittagong are singularly free from mistakes, and may be used with safety after using the corrections given in the 
present paper.” See Mahalanobis (1934) and Mahalanobis and Bose (1941).  
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definition and techniques, the closer to each other would be the set of measurements by the two 

observers. Further, from the specific point of view of “computational labour” and complexity of 

statistical analysis, Mahalanobis argued that the anthropometric features to be measured should be 

“such as are capable of being measured with objective reliability by different observers”, the characters 

should preferably not have statistical correlation as far as possible, should have “high discrimination 

power for distinguishing between different racial groups”, and should not be more than seven or eight. 

Anthropometric analysis should only use features that could be statistically measured and be verified 

by others.  

Simultaneously, the measurement of anthropometric features, which were statistically 

correlated, could not be taken at face value and had to be weighted accordingly (Majumdar 1939). It 

was best to exclude such features from anthropometric and statistical analysis. Several statisticians 

were working on this question of increasing standardization at this time – including Mahalanobis 

himself and Samarendra Nath Roy at ISI, British eugenicist and statistician Ronald A. Fisher in 

London and mathematician Harold Hotelling in the United States. Such ongoing developments 

however, Mahalanobis assured, should not mean that scientists be discouraged from making progress 

in the physical and biological sciences, especially as long as they “proceed with the work on the basis 

of careful experimental observations in accordance with approved statistical principles” (1939, 597). 

 

3.2 Institutionalizing Statistics 

The nationalist intellectuals’ drive towards standardizing methods, increasing rigor of data collection 

and verifiability as indispensable led to the institutionalization of statistics in the subcontinent. In 19th 

century colonial India, statistics referred to the “descriptive method” of collecting data for colonial 
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administrative purposes.238 It comprised counting and classifying people in surveys and censuses by 

region, religion, sex and caste. It was only in the 1920s that statistics began emerging as an academic 

discipline in the subcontinent, as a “method of discerning laws”, outside the purview of colonial 

administration.239 It was reconfigured as a branch of applied mathematics and included calculations of 

coefficients and degrees of variation. The drive towards institutionalization was mostly spearheaded 

by Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis who was inspired to do so by Brajendranath Seal.240 As the head of 

the Imperial Council for Agricultural Research, N.C. Mehta suggested, often the “vast masses of 

statistical data collected” by the colonial administration represented “wasted labour”, given the 

absence of statisticians who could use advanced statistical methods to interpret and make the data 

meaningful (1945, 168). The practice of statistics 1920s onwards, thus entailed a departure in terms of 

both purpose and content. In reconstituting the practice, Indian intellectuals steered it away from a 

strictly administrative subject to a more robust intellectual endeavor useful for academic knowledge-

production.  

Counting in the colonial surveys and censuses certainly generated new identity-categories and 

interrelations between identities. Scholars have shown how censuses, in the colony as well as in the 

metropole, did not simply record existing categories of identities. Instead, the practice of preparing 

the census questionnaire, asking questions, responding to these, and recording responses into mutually 

exclusive categories recast existing identities and entrenched them as unchangeable.241 But in trying to 

standardize anthropological knowledge-production, nationalist intellectuals introduced statistical 

methods more elaborate than census enumeration. The history of academic statistics was a crucial 

 
238 The phrase has been used to make the same distinction in European historiography of statistics, Desrosieres 
(1998, 187). In Indian scholarship, there has been less focus on this bifurcation; Vicziany (1986) refers to this 
distinction when discussing the meaning of statistics as used by colonial officials such as Francis Buchanan in his 
survey of Bengal and as conceived of by later scientists. 
239 See Desrosieres (1998).  
240 Seal, the Indian representative at the first Universal Race Congress (URC), was a major influence in the 
institutionalization of statistics as a national endeavor. 
241 See Cohn (1987), Appadurai (1993), Kaviraj (1992), Patriarca (1996) and Petersen (1987).  
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coordinate, besides the census,242 in imagining the nation, constructing the agenda of nationalist 

science, and making mathematical calculation a public form of reasoning. Moreover, unlike the census, 

statistics lent a different order of legitimacy – of being scientific – to knowledge-production that used 

such techniques and methods. The statistical analysis of the Anglo-Indian data was, in Mahalanobis’s 

words, “the first time that a true biologically mixed population is being studied by statistical methods” 

(1922, 6). Although anthropometric studies had been conducted by colonial officials, the statistical 

methods of colonial anthropometry were not disciplinarily evolved enough to merit being considered 

a statistical analysis; those were closer to being anthropometric descriptions that did not use 

“sophisticated” statistical tools (Majumdar 1939, 591). 

Seal inspired Mahalanobis to develop statistics as more than a tool of data collection. After 

Mahalanobis’s introduction to the latest developments of statistics in biometry through Karl Pearson’s 

journal Biometrika, Seal encouraged him to apply this new knowledge to an analysis of examination 

results of Calcutta University, where Seal was the Chairman of the Committee of Examination reform 

(Ghosh et al. 1999).243 According to Mahalanobis, this work had used “frequency distributions of 

marks in the different University examinations in different years, correlations between marks, 

percentage of passes in different years, rate of continuation of higher studies, rate of wastage etc., with 

separate study for women and…students of certain selected communities” (Rudra 1996, 128). Seal 

had advised Mahalanobis on what methods would be most effective and had suggested that the latter 

follow Pearson’s theory of correlation. Seal’s URC lecture on race origin, in which he emphasized “the 

need of using n-dimensional hyper-space for the representation of racial types” influenced 

Mahalanobis’s career of statistics, especially and directly informing his most influential contribution – 

D2 or the formula for generalized distance between two populations (Ibid.).  

 
242 Yet, whereas the census and colonial surveys have been the subject of many insightful works, the history of 
disciplinary statistics and its role in similar arenas have been underexamined.   
243 This work, however, was ultimately not published and probably even lost. See Rudra (1996, 128). 
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In 1930, Mahalanobis founded the first institute in the subcontinent dedicated to research and 

teaching statistics, the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI), in Calcutta. The first Indian journal of statistics 

was started in 1933 and became the “official organ” of ISI. A diploma course began to be offered 

from 1938 and other branches of ISI were opened in Pune, Madras, and Lahore in the following years. 

The first Indian Statistical Conference was held in 1938, in Calcutta. In 1941, University of Calcutta 

became the first public university to establish a statistics department and Mahalanobis was appointed 

as the Head (Rao 1993). In 1945, statistics in the Indian Science Congress was made an independent 

section.244 Reflecting on the achievements of ISI, British statistician and eugenicist Ronald Fisher 

remarked how within “a few years of its establishment, the achievements of the Indian Statistical 

Institute in research, teaching, consultation, and conducting large scale sample surveys for the 

government brought India not far from the centre of statistical map of the world. Several of the young 

mathematicians brought into intellectual contact by the Institutes’ activity, found in the subject of 

statistics a type of problem ideally suited to their gifts, which explains why the Indian statisticians are 

as numerous as all others together in the field of statistics” (Rao 1993, 335).  

Academic statistical analysis entailed “the discovery of relationships revealed by the systematic 

study” of facts that were collected through observation (Mahalanobis 1922, 9).245 Mahalanobis argued 

that no amount of “biological or social observations” becomes “knowledge in itself” (Ibid.). Rather, 

statistical methods had to be employed in order to reveal the “potential” knowledge within facts and 

have to be weighed in terms of “their association with each other”. Despite this role of statistics 

 
244 In the prior years, it was clubbed with Mathematics.  
245 Most of these arguments in Mahalanobis was derived from his reading of Charles Goring’s book The English 
Convict (1913). Goring challenged the established contemporary assumption, among anthropologists, that there are 
classes in society that are inherently criminal and that these inherently criminal people can be detected by their 
anthropometric type. Although he demonstrated that “this anthropological monster has no existence in fact” (1913, 
370), based on his statistical evidence he concluded that “on the average, the criminal of English prisons is markedly 
differentiated by defective physique—as measured by stature and body weight; by defective mental capacity—as 
measured by general intelligence” (1913, 370). In other words, criminality was not inherent, but proclivity to crime 
was subject to intelligence which could be measured through anthropometry.  
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however, it did not add or falsely produce any knowledge that was not already latent in observed facts. 

Echoing Charles Goring, Mahalanobis argued that statistical methods were “merely a regulated 

mechanism by which the relation between certain order of facts can be precisely determined” (Goring 

1913, 19). In fact, unlike the common misconception, statistical conclusions do not lead to “any special 

theory or hypothesis” (1913). Statistics only provided the legitimate grounds for “the associating or 

dissociating [of] one set of facts with and from another” and provided evidence of connections that 

are “natural” as opposed to contingent or coincidental (Mahalanobis 1922, 9).  

Institutionalization of statistics involved training as much as research. The pedagogical agenda 

was to train students to derive statistical inferences from a collection of numerical data. This was based 

on the premise that “mountains of figures…found in almost all administrative offices” did not have 

any meaning or significance in themselves since the initial design for the collection of such data was 

not scientific or statistically sound (Mehta 1945, 167-8). Only statistically trained professionals could 

decipher the generalizable law from such data.246 Statisticians had to be therefore trained to become 

more than “mere scientists arranging and analyzing masses of figures according to the latest methods 

of their science”; they had to become “social investigators” and “equip themselves with a vision which 

would penetrate and see beyond the arrays of their own symbols and read their trends in terms of 

human values” (Ibid., 171).  

Disciplinary training in statistics would also provide experts who could then bring about 

progress for the future nation.247 As Mahalanobis noted, “An important aim of science education must 

be to supply an increasing number of qualified students for admission to technical, technological and 

 
246 This relation between data and generalizable law emerged with the development of probability and statistics in 
Europe (Hacking 1990, Daston 1987, Desrosieres 1998). 
247 Nationalist statisticians thus served as “experts” who presented themselves as identifying and fixing problems 
whereas actually creating the conditions in which national population, national welfare, economy and the 
postcolonial state were produced (Mitchell 2002). Further, framing Indian elites as experts in this sense enables us to 
see that the nationalists did not only ‘subtly subvert’ colonial governmentality to pursue its “own program of the 
welfare of the population” (Prakash 1999, 157) but actively formulated a program to lay the grounds for the 
nationalist state away from the colonial agenda. 
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scientific institutions at all levels and for centres of both scientific and technological research” (1964, 

46).248 The call for more Indian scientists to undertake projects of statistical analysis demonstrated a 

faith in “trained judgment” (Daston and Galison 2007). The discourse around pedagogy in this context 

was connected to the broader transformations in the twentieth-century discourse around science and 

objectivity. The turn towards trained judgment was a reaction against the principle of mechanical 

objectivity in 19th century science where the scientist was expected to depict what was seen on the 

surface, and to refrain from introducing their judgment or interpretation (Ibid., 138). The 20th century 

discourse considered objectivity as a product of interpretation. Such deciphering of the truth was not 

about inviting subjective opinion of novices or laymen but the grasping of general laws from specific 

observations by trained experts (as opposed to the 18th experts who were autodidacts). The focus of 

20th century statistics was also on inculcating the ability to decipher laws and patterns from a mass of 

numerical data. 

Institutionalization of statistics not only presented a differentiation from colonial, official, 

descriptive statistics, but it also became a space for a critical intervention in official data collection. 

Lawyer and statistician Jatindra Mohan Datta (1894-1975) contributed to statistics, sociology and 

economics in his published works.249 He was an internationally recognized statistician who wrote in 

English and Bangla, in multiple academic and popular journals.250 In the 1930-40s, he published a few 

articles in the official journal of the Indian Statistical Institue, Sankhya, analyzing the various 

inaccuracies and deficiencies in the data collected by the census and several other official bodies. Such 

 
248 Calls for Indian students to take up statistical training can be found across addresses and published essays; for 
instance, also see Mookerjee (1938). 
249 I discuss his sociologically oriented essays in a later section. For his work in economics, see his essay on 
analyzing the rationale of the Zakat system among Muslims by using the Pareto’s Law (1939). 
250 Unlike Mahalanobis, Datta has not received much scholarly attention. Chatterji (2002) discusses his articles in 
Modern Review in the context of her larger argument on the construction of the ‘bhadralok communal identity’ 
among Hindus. In 1937, he joined the Hindu Mahasabha in Calcutta and his popular articles have been considered 
for their communal charge only. Such a framing results in perpetuating the neat divide between the secular and the 
communal in the face of contrary evidence. Particularly with regard to figures like Datta (and Mahalanobis) it 
becomes imperative to revisit the question of the secular versus the communal.  
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errors ranged from printing mistakes which often circulated widely leading to misinformation, to 

“curves and diagrams” that were not accurate representations of the corresponding figures (1937, 

163). Mistakes in calculations of averages, percentages and proportions were elaborated and the 

accurate results demonstrated.  

Datta was also critical of the various categories of data missing from official collection, such 

as, the number of women voters in Bengal were not recorded in a 1927 government publication 

despite women having become enfranchised in 1925; or the missing data for suicides, especially the 

age bracket used to record official data for children. These critiques regarding incompleteness, errors 

and deficiencies of existing methods and systems of colonial data collection, justified the proposal to 

form a separate committee of experts who “may recommend to Government as to what statistics are 

to be collected; what figures are to be published annually; what published at intervals of say 10 years; 

and what facilities of access may be offered to non-official enquirers to use the unpublished official 

statistics” (1934b, 439). Unlike in England where the statistics of suicide were “available by age-

periods, by months, occupations and by the various different modes adopted to commit it”, in India 

such data was collected but “not made available to the public”. Instead, they lay “idle” in government 

offices (Ibid.).  

The increasing focus on the pedagogical agenda of statistical method was reflected in Datta’s 

request to government bodies to publish its various data collection and to increase the availability of 

officially collected statistical data to the public (Ibid.). Fisher endorsed Datta’s proposal for a 

committee of experts to advise the government on the question of statistical data since “there should 

not be any room for doubt in them [official statistics] and they should be presented in a scientific 

manner” (1938, 235). This was also reported in the non-academic, public journal Modern Review, where 

it was noted that the Indian Statistical Institute had taken a keen interest in official statistical data from 

the beginning. It reported that Datta’s essays had resulted in a committee which had effected 



 
 

191 

“considerable improvement in some of the official statistical publications” (Ibid., 205). As 

demonstrated in Datta’s own essays on political and sociological issues – voting patterns, suicide, 

religiosity of communities which I discuss below – making official data accessible to the public had an 

epistemological value. While calculative reasoning itself became an object of pedagogy in such 

publications, the data was also used to add to sociological knowledge about communities.   

In the European historiography of the development of statistics, Alain Desrosieres 

demonstrates how at the beginning of the twentieth century “techniques of regression and correlation 

were routinized and diffused”, marking a significant break in the nature of statistical knowledge-

production (1998, 12). In this history, the departure in techniques began “with Karl Pearson’s center 

of biometrics (estimates, tests, variance analysis) developed in Ronald Fisher’s experimental 

agricultural laboratory” (Ibid.).251 As mentioned above, a similar break and departure in the method 

and site of the practice of statistics took place in the subcontinent. Led by Mahalanobis, the practice 

of statistics was reconstituted not only away from administrative data collection but was also 

distinguished from the preceding predominant form of deductive mathematics.252 As Mahalanobis 

remarked, deductive logic which provided certainty in their inferences were much older; probability 

and the inductive logic of statistics were developed more recently. Statistical inferences were, by 

definition, uncertain because generalized conclusions were made from a set of specific observations. 

However, the “merit of the calculus of probability [was] that although statistical inference is uncertain, 

it is possible to estimate a valid measure of the degree of uncertainty” (1950, 202).   

 
251 Unlike in Desrosieres’ framing, Ian Hacking’s demonstrates continuity between the proliferation of numerical 
data collection and publication for bureaucratic purpose, and the development of statistical law and probability. For 
Hacking therefore, figures like Francis Galton and Karl Pearson mark “an important passage in the taming of 
chance” (1990, 181) in so far as they rendered statistical laws autonomous by highlighting the importance of 
correlation in place of causality. Whereas for Desrosieres, Pearson and others such as Ronald Fisher were not just 
important in the history of institutional statistics but embodied the break from bureaucratic data collection and 
represented the beginning of statistics “as a branch of applied mathematics” (1998, 12).  
252 Hacking (1990) elaborates this development in his work on the emergence of probability.  
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More significantly, the figures who represented the departure in European history, especially 

Pearson and English statistician and eugenicist, Ronald Fisher, were also part of the subcontinent’s 

history. Mahalanobis worked closely with both in London and in Kolkata over the years. Pearson’s 

journal Biometrika, which focused on the statistical method in the biological sciences, introduced 

Mahalanobis to the applicability of statistics to anthropometric analysis.253 Later, when Mahalanobis 

founded his own statistical institute ISI, he also spent a few months working in Pearson’s eugenics lab 

in London. There, he developed a correlation to measure racial distance between groups that was 

statistically more developed than Pearson’s correlation of a similar nature. In 1934, Mahalanobis made 

Pearson the first honorary fellow at ISI. In his first editorial in the founding issue of the institute’s 

journal Sankhya, Mahalanobis credited Pearson for beginning the “history of modern statistics”, with 

his work on the chi-square test which “supplied for the first time a tool by which the significance of 

the agreement or discrepancy between theoretical expectations and actual observations could be 

judged with precision” (1933a, 2);254 and, identified Fisher’s role in further advancing the cause of 

statistics. He credited both Pearson and Fisher for realizing in practice after nearly one hundred years, 

Quetelet’s “idea of statistics as a general method of research” (Ibid., 3).255  

Pearson also based one of his papers on data collected from the subcontinent. As discussed 

in the previous chapter, Pearson had a brief correspondence with Risley. Besides advising Risley on 

 
253 European historiography also notes the conjoined emergence of anthropometry and statistics. See Desrosieres 
(1998), Hacking (1990) and Porter (1986).   
254 For a discussion of Pearson’s work by Mahalanobis, see Mahalanobis (1936a) as well as Pearson’s obituary 
(1936b).  
255 Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874) was a key figure in the European history of statistics. He propounded the theory 
of the ‘average man’ through his anthropometric and statistical works. Fisher was best known for his role in the 
controversy between ‘Darwinians’ and ‘Mendelians’. This intellectual conflict was effectively between, on the one 
hand, the biometricians like Raphael Weldon and Karl Pearson who advocated the use of statistical analysis in the 
question of biological inheritance and for whom Darwin’s evolutionary theory was primarily about continuous and 
incremental variation that could be measured statistically, and on the other, the geneticists who following Bateson’s 
rediscovery of Mendel’s late 19th c. work on biological laws of inheritance, advocated discontinuous variation or 
evolution through major mutations (saltation as opposed to incremental variations). This controversy is now 
considered resolved with the consensus among scientists that Mendel’s theories were not necessarily and always 
anti-Darwinian. See Fairbanks (2020). 
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matters of anthropometric method and definition, he also requested Risley for anthropometric and 

statistical data from India. Pearson requested Risley to collect age-related data to determine “racial 

fertility”. Risley noted that this would be almost impossible to acquire since “natives” did not know 

their “own age within 10 or 20 years and the age statistics which we collect are in my opinion perfectly 

worthless”. Instead, Risley offered to share with him the infanticide records which included the 

proportion of girls and could serve as data for racial fertility.256 A couple of years later, Pearson used 

these data as well as some of Risley’s published data to demonstrate how one could statistically 

differentiate between heterogeneity within a particular racial group and heterogeneity between several 

racial groups (Jacob et. al. 1903). Based on Risley’s Indian data, Pearson asserted that there “can be 

no doubt that we have in Bengal a very great mixture of races” (Ibid., 349). In fact, he was interested 

in general in the question of caste “from an eugenic point of view” and asked Mahalanobis on several 

occasions “whether there was any possibility of re-organizing the caste system on scientific lines for 

serving eugenic purposes” (Mahalanobis 1936b, 378).257  

As an advocate of eugenics, Fisher wrote about the high and low genetic values of various 

classes of England. Since natural selection weeds out the weakest among the species and advancement 

in human welfare systems prevents that, human intervention should be encouraged to enable socially 

and racially superior classes to breed more than those considered socially and racially degenerate and 

inferior.258 He was one of the founders of population genetics, especially given his contribution in 

combining theories of Mendelian inheritance with the biometricians’ argument about the continuous 

variation of phenotypic traits. These two aspects of his work were not disconnected; rather, “we can 

 
256 At this point, Risley qualifies his proposal by adding that it might not be fruitful since he suspects that “the 
Rajputs have of late got to be smart enough to kill a few boys in order to adjust the balance of the sexes!” 
Correspondence from Sir Herbert Hope Risley to Karl Pearson, 8 Aug 1899, PEARSON/11/1/17/44, Pearson 
Papers, Special Collections, University College London (UCL), London. 
257 Mahalanobis does not mention his own responses to Pearson on this question.  
258 For instance, his critique of the UNESCO statement on race (1950) demonstrates as much. He disagreed 
especially with the claim that intellectual and emotional capacity were not innate or exclusively hereditary features.  
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reasonably see Fisher’s important work on the genetics of continuous variation as directly inspired by 

Fisher’s involvement in the eugenics movement”.259 Mahalanobis underlined the importance of this 

work by pointing out that Fisher’s statistical theory of evolution supplied “a quantitative and 

mathematical basis for biology in general, and eugenics, the science of man, in particular” (1938a). 

Fisher was a major figure in the history of ISI and published in Sankhya as well, despite his 

antagonistic relation with Pearson and Mahalanobis’s collegial relation with Pearson (Rudra 1996). He 

often visited the ISI; the first time being in 1937-38, during his tenure as the Galton Professor in the 

Department of Eugenics at UCL following Pearson’s retirement, when he presided over the first 

Indian Statistical Conference, held in Calcutta in 1938 (Mahalanobis 1938b). Fisher collaborated with 

others at ISI on a large scale random sampling for estimating yield and acreage of crops.260 In 1937, 

Mahalanobis made him an honorary fellow at ISI; Fisher, in turn, proposed the election of 

Mahalanobis for the Fellowship of the Royal Society, London in 1945 as well as for the award of the 

Weldon Medal in 1944.261  

D.N. Majumdar noted how Fisher “warned” anthropologists and statisticians against using 

Pearson’s coefficient of racial likeness. Pearson’s coefficient claimed to “tell more than it was ever 

meant to” (Majumdar 1939, 593). Since Pearson’s coefficient C did not consider how different 

anthropometric features of a racial group are statistically correlated but rather treated these 

measurements as statistically independent, Fisher argued that C was not a reliable test of significance. 

Pearson’s coefficient falsely led to “very high or very low values of the coefficient to occur more 

 
259 See Norton (1978). For Fisher’s work on eugenics, also see Weiss (2010, 745) and Moore (2007) who show that 
Fisher’s contribution to genetics and eugenics was fundamental to his career and not a side affair to his statistical 
work. 
260 In 1954-55, he delivered a series of lectures on the ‘Logic of Statistical Inference’ at ISI and delivered the First 
Convocation Speech of the Institute in 1962. The Institute has a building named after him – R. A. Fisher Bhavan. 
The inaugural ceremony was performed by Fisher in 1951. 
261 The Weldon Memorial Prize was presented in honor of Walter Frank Raphael Weldon, established by Francis 
Galton and Karl Pearson. Weldon (1860-1906) was an evolutionary biologist and biometrician who co-founded 
Biometrika with Galton and Pearson.  
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frequently by chance than they should”. Further, this effect increased rapidly “both for statistical and 

anatomical reasons as the number of different measurements used is increased and may perhaps 

account for some of the great contrasts in the values of the coefficients which have been found” (Ibid., 

593). Instead, Fisher endorsed and popularized Mahalanobis’s D2 formula as ‘Mahalanobis’s 

generalized distance’ which was measured racial distance more accurately (Mahalanobis 1939).  

As President of the Indian Statistical Conference, in 1938, Fisher met Jatindra Mohan Datta 

who presented a paper on the question of official statistics. In March 1941, Fisher, seconded by 

statistician and statistician Frank Yates, proposed Datta’s name for membership to the Royal Statistical 

Society (RSS), London. The RSS was established in 1834; some of the key figures instrumental in its 

founding were Adolphe Quetelet and Thomas Malthus while Francis Galton and Ronald Fisher had 

been Fellows as well (since 1860 and 1921 respectively). In his nomination form, Fisher stated that he 

had met Datta in India and was proposing him as Fellow on the basis of his personal knowledge of 

the candidate.262 In the next meeting of the Society, held in April 1941, Datta was unanimously elected 

to be a fellow.263 Such collaborations and exchanges of ideas not only made the European and Indian 

historiography of disciplinary statistics analogous and simultaneous, but a connected part of the same 

network. 

However, the disciplinary differentiation in the 1920s had an additional dimension in the 

subcontinent. It entailed a transition from a colonial to an anticolonial, nationalist focus within the 

practice of statistics. Whereas the mid and late 19th c. censuses, and statistical and ethnographic surveys 

were conducted by British administrators for the purpose of colonial governance, the early 20th c. 

development of statistics as a scientific discipline was at the same time imbued with nationalist 

 
262 Nomination Papers, Royal Statistical Society, London.  
263 Curiously, Datta’s name stops appearing at least since 1946 [prior years’ files missing] – the Royal Statistical 
Society’s archivist, Janet Foster, suggested that he probably stopped paying the mandatory subscription fees. 
However, in Datta’s post-1946 publications, his status as Fellow of the Society continues to be mentioned. 
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principles that shaped the aspiration for more Indian scientists to produce anti-colonial, nationalist 

knowledge about the various Indian communities. In the 1920s, when Mahalanobis along with a few 

other colleagues at his Physics Department in Presidency College discussed the need to start a 

statistical society, they were initially eager to focus on analytic statistics and maintain a restricted 

membership to the society. However, they soon realized that a statistical society would benefit from 

having a much wider membership including economists and men of commerce, and a focus on 

statistics as applied science. Thus, it was organized in a way that “everyone interested in statistics could 

participate fully in its work” (Mahalanobis 1936c, 240). The face of this approach – encouraging wider 

participation – was Rajendra Nath Mookerjee who was nominated as the first President of ISI. As a 

businessman who contributed to the development of technical education in the country, Mookerjee 

agreed because he “realized its [statistics’] importance for the future progress of India” (Ibid., 240).  

The attention to the history of disciplinary statistics reveals that nationalist science was 

configured in more than one way. Scholars have shown how ancient knowledge systems and traditions 

were reconfigured in order to challenge the notion that only Europeans were capable of science.264 

Besides the turn to ancient knowledge systems, such as in chemistry or astronomy or medicine,265 

Indian intellectuals also developed a relation between nationalism and science by foregrounding the 

significance of method around anthropology and statistics. As anthropologist S.C. Roy pointed out, 

anthropology had no presence in ancient subcontinent culture (1920, 15). Yet, by moving away from 

the colonial mode, statistics could be developed as Indian and universally applicable science by focusing 

on the method of producing and generalizing the data. Developed by Indian nationalists, academic 

 
264 This was a radical intervention by historians of non-Western science who challenged the consensus in historical 
scholarship of science that science was European and science in the colonies was derivative. For a historical 
overview of this intervention, see Kumar et. al. (2018), and Harrison and Johnson (2009).  
265 See footnote 166.  
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statistics aimed to produce generalizable knowledge based on the specifics of the subcontinent. This 

method of producing knowledge was how they conceived of their practice as nationalist science.  

 

3.3 Specific and General: Production of Statistical Knowledge 

Standardized method of data collection was related to the aspiration of becoming a nation in several 

ways. The anthropologists and statisticians argued that the previous colonial modes of knowledge-

production, especially anthropological and statistical, had not involved professionals and were not 

adequately rigorous or reliable. The Indian intellectual’s aim, therefore, was to produce standardized 

and verifiable knowledge about communities in the subcontinent, using scientific methods. 

Standardization of knowledge-production would enable Indian intellectuals to produce scientifically 

legible knowledge about the nation – primarily through its potential constituent communities. But 

besides that, the very adoption and use of standardized techniques of data collection, verification and 

calculation put Indian practitioners at par with their European and American counterparts.  

As mentioned in Mahalanobis’s Biometrika paper, one of the major sources of the lack of 

standardization was the International Agreement of 1906 (1928). Initiated by French anthropologist 

Rene Collignon, the International Congress for Prehistoric Anthropology and Archaeology issued the 

International Agreement of 1906 in Monaco and of 1912 in Geneva. These agreements standardized 

the craniometric/cephalometric and anthropometric measurements respectively. Mahalanobis 

highlighted the “vague and uncertain” specifications and the lack of “detailed description…about the 

actual procedure to be followed in taking measurements” in these international agreements (1928, 29). 

The attempt to rectify the lack of uniformity in method was certainly part of the attempt to make 

science in the subcontinent more rigorous. At the same time, in entering the debates about the lack of 

standardization and uniformity as a problem pervasive to contemporary human sciences in general, 

Indian scientists were able to be a part, even if unequally, of the global scientific community.  
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At the same time, as intellectuals representing the nation, the turn to standardized techniques 

and statistical methods meant that the specific data from the subcontinent could be generalized and 

used in other social, national, geopolitical contexts. This agenda also informed the principle of 

organizing Sankhya: “The spirit and outlook of Sankhyã will be universal, but its form and content 

must necessarily be, to some extent, regional. We shall keep the special needs of India in view without, 

however, restricting the scope of the journal in any way. We shall naturally devote closer attention to 

the collection and analysis of data relating to India, but we shall try to study all Indian questions in 

relation to world problems” (Mahalanobis 1933a, 4). The history of formulating the coefficient D 

(Mahalanobis’s distance) illustrates this relation between the specific and the general in making 

nationalist science.  

In his 1925 Presidential Address to the Anthropological Section of the Indian Science 

Congress (Mahalanobis 1927), Mahalanobis posed the question of how the Anglo-Indians of Calcutta 

related anthropometrically and hence racially to the different caste groups of Bengal, including 

Muslims. He examined whether they were “more closely allied with the Hindus? or with the 

Mahomedans? Do they show a greater affinity with the higher castes of Bengal or with the lower 

castes? Is there any appreciable admixture with the aboriginal tribes in and on the borderland of 

Bengal?” (1927, 301). He compared his statistical calculations on Nelson Annandale’s anthropometric 

data of 200 Anglo-Indians of Calcutta, with those of Risley’s data for “30 typical castes of North 

India” (Ibid., 302).266 Anthropometric measurements and historical sources had also been used to 

produce racial histories, but statistics contributed a mathematical exactitude. Statisticians were able to 

produce a map that showed, not just which communities had pasts of intermixing, but the magnitude 

of racial proximity and distance as a result of mixing.  

 
266 Here, Mahalanobis referred to Risley (1892).  
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One of the techniques through which Mahalanobis achieved this was the formula for 

positional index, which was based on another formula – coefficient D which expressed caste distance. 

This coefficient measured the degree of anthropometric resemblance and distance between two 

populations. Therefore, two caste groups with very different physical appearances would have a large 

“caste distance” and two caste groups which resemble each other closely would have “a very small 

caste distance” (Mahalanobis 1927, 304). Eventually, this coefficient was further generalized to 

measure the distance between any point and a group or distribution. In the paper based on his 

Presidential address, Mahalanobis first compiled the measurements of one anthropometric feature 

(say nasal index) for all the individuals in one caste group (say Bagdis). Next, he calculated the average 

of all the individual nasal indices and thus came up with the average nasal index of Bagdis. He repeated 

these two steps for another caste group (say Brahmins). Given the two average indices of Bagdis and 

Brahmins, he calculated their difference. These steps had to be then carried out for all anthropometric 

features of the two groups.267  

The next and final step in the calculation was to take into account the differential value of each 

anthropometric feature.268 For example, a difference of, say, 1 cm in the average nasal index between 

two castes and 1 cm difference in the average height of two castes are numerically the same but have 

different weightages in terms of anthropometric value. A difference of 1 cm in body height is of less 

import than a difference of 1 cm in the height of the nose. Whereas the first case might indicate that 

the two groups have the same racial configuration, the second might indicate a greater degree of racial 

difference.  

 
267 Mahalanobis used 15 anthropometric categories from Risley’s study, “for which [he] possessed fairly reliable 
values of variability” (1927, 327): nasal index, naso-malar index, cephalic index, fronto-zygomatic index, vertico-
cephalic index, stature, nasal height, nasal breadth, bimalar breadth, nasomalar breadth, cephalic length and breadth, 
frontal breadth, bi-zygomatic breadth and vertex-chin height.  
268 Mathematically, this entailed dividing the difference between the averages of each index by the standard 
deviation for that index, and then adding up the square of the results.  



 
 

200 

Following these steps, Mahalanobis was able to calculate the anthropometric distance between 

any two caste groups. His aim was to map the position of each caste group vis a vis not only another 

specific group but various clusters of caste groups. Caste distance of a group or D, however, was 

limited to expressing the magnitude of distance from each individual caste group. Positional index of 

any caste group expressed the degree of resemblance or difference of that specific group with another 

cluster of groups.269 As a relative position of one group with respect to clusters of caste-groups, it was 

expressed as a number within the range of -100 to +100; where 0 indicated average anthropometric 

resemblance, +100 maximum resemblance, negative values indicated less than average resemblance 

and -100 indicated minimum resemblance.  

What social meaning was produced through this detailed statistical exercise? Positional index 

indicated anthropometric resemblance which in turn was considered an expression of racial 

intermixture. For instance, the positional index for Bengali Brahmins with respect to Bengali castes 

was +78.3,270 and with respect to all lower castes was 0.271 The Muslims’ positional index with regard 

to all castes in Bengal was +48.2 and with respect to all castes in Bihar was +82. This, according to 

Mahalanobis, indicated that although Muslims in Bengal had intermixed with Bengali castes, they were 

not “purely indigenous” to Bengal and had probably “originally derived from Bihar” (Mahalanobis 

1927, 318). Brahmins had a positional index of -74 with aboriginal tribes of Chota Nagpur and -48 

with the tribes of the Eastern districts. This meant that the Brahmins had not intermixed significantly 

with the eastern tribes and “are practically free from racial contact with the aboriginal tribes of Chota 

Nagpur” (Ibid., 311).  

 
269 P = (n+1-2a)/(n-m), where n was the total number of castes, m was the number of castes in the geographical or 
culture cluster, and ‘a’ was the average of the position of the castes in the cluster when arranged serially based on 
caste distance (D2).  
270 In Mahalanobis’s account Bengali castes included 8 castes: Brahmin, Kayastha, Bagdi, Pod, Sadgop, Kaibarta, 
Rajbansi and Mahomedans. 
271 Lower castes included 7 groups: Bagdi and Mahomedans from Bengal, Dosadh and Dom from Bihar, Chamar 
and Dom from NWP, and Chuhra from Punjab. 



 
 

201 

Physical resemblance could have resulted from other than interbreeding, for instance, climatic 

similarity.272 But by connecting physical resemblance to racial intermixture unambiguously, the 

statistical exercise made racial intermixture more significant in measuring anthropometric distance, 

than any other possible explanation. Mahalanobis was careful to distinguish between statistical 

conclusions that he was eligible, by the logic of expertise, to derive and anthropological deductions 

that anthropologists could derive from that statistics. But he ventured, anthropologists would agree 

that “a comparison of caste-distances is likely to give us valuable information about caste affinities 

and connexions, and hence about caste-origins” (Ibid., 324). Such analyses, despite not venturing too 

far with anthropological claims, legitimized the necessity and meaningfulness of mapping the racial 

history of the nation.  

However, social meaning was not only produced through the calculations of positional indices 

and caste distances but to an extent was embedded in the initial premise of formulating these statistical 

calculations. The argument about, say, Muslim’s positional index with regard to the cluster of low-

castes or Bengali castes was dependent on what was included in the clusters. Therefore, for every 

specific group, the positional index with respect to other caste-group clusters was relative; that is, the 

positional index of a group would alter if the composition of the cluster changed. The positional index 

of a group, expressing its degree of racial mixture with another cluster of caste-groups would depend 

on how the other clusters were conceived and defined. That is, the calculation that Bengali Brahmins 

have 0 positional index with respect to the cluster of lower castes meant, according to Mahalanobis, 

that the group had not racially mixed with the lower castes at all. But the positional index of 0 and the 

conclusion about racial mixture was not independent of what castes were included within the cluster 

‘low castes’ to begin with.  

 
272 Mahalanobis concedes this in a footnote but does not adopt this as a significant factor in his analysis (1927, 322). 
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In certain cases, the criteria for inclusion in one or the other cluster was not elaborated; 

Mahalanobis mentioned how “in certain portions of the work Bengal Mahomedans have been 

included under ‘lower castes’” (Ibid., 303). For most instances, he relied on orthodox textual 

prescriptions. Identifying social status of castes being less fixed than the claim of “orthodox socio-

religious theories, Mahalanobis adopted the classification of castes from “orthodox theories as 

expounded in books like Nagendranath Bose’s ‘Banger Jatiya Itihas’ or Lalmohan Vidyanidhi’s 

‘Sambandha-Nirnaya’ as well as to the actual facts of present day society” (Ibid., 303).273 Besides the 

specific textual sources, there is no further clarification of what the “actual facts” of society were or 

how Mahalanobis verified them as such. The classification of castes as lower or higher was thus 

codified into the method for determining their positional index, which in turn expressed their racial 

past and degrees of indigeneity. 

Once the positional indices had been calculated for all groups and the history of racial 

intermixture in the subcontinent mapped, existing social hierarchies served yet another purpose. In 

most cases, the statistical finding corresponded to the social hierarchy in place. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, statisticians and anthropologists derived validation for their data and methods when 

these corresponded to existing narratives in literary sources or social structures. In this study too, 

Mahalanobis was reassured about his findings since “the actual degree of resemblance with either the 

‘upper castes’ or with the ‘lower castes’ furnishes a reliable index of social status” (Ibid., 308). Based 

on all the positional indices, Mahalanobis concluded that “intermixture within Bengal, i.e., intra-

provincial intermixture has varied with the degree of cultural proximity, so that for Brahmans the 

amount of intermixture with other castes has been in proportion to the social standing of the caste 

concerned…the Bengal groups appear to show a definite repugnance…against intermixing with the 

 
273 This is similar to what Dirks (2001) has described in the case of the calcification of caste hierarchies through 
colonial knowledge production. Colonial administrators derived assumptions about the caste system from works by 
Brahmins, which naturally skewed the complex reality and foregrounded the Brahminical point of view as the norm.  
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eastern aboriginal tribes…Brahmans, Kayasthas, Sadgops and Kaibartas come out as true Bengal 

Hindu castes. The brahman alone can justifiably claim definite connexions with upper India, 

particularly with the Punjab” (Ibid., 319-20).  

Mahalanobis was unsurprised by the results since these were “just what one would expect 

from the known social history of the castes concerned. The results of our analysis are thus in general 

agreement with the actual facts of the ethnic situation. This is reassuring and gives us confidence in 

using the present method” (Ibid., 320). Similarly, the results for Muslims “who came originally as 

immigrants” showed that they “have contributed their share and have received back their own 

contribution from the other castes” (Ibid., 323). Thus, these conclusions, besides being interpretations 

of statistical findings, gained additional validity due to their correspondence with social precedence of 

caste hierarchy and their intermixture. 

Having calculated the specific histories of the subcontinent’s communities, the next step was 

to use these specific methods to produce generalizable methods that could make statistical methods 

devised by Indian intellectuals applicable in contexts outside the specificity of the subcontinent. The 

most widely used of such general formulae was caste distance or D. Once validated as accurate, this 

method was then applied to other social and geopolitical contexts thus furthering establishing the 

method’s usefulness as a generalized technique. Mahalanobis used his D coefficient to analyze data of 

racial characters in Sweden which had been recorded by Swedish anthropologists H. Lundborg and 

F.J. Linders (1926).  

Further work towards generalizing the applicability of D was pursued by others in the 1930s, 

such as Rajchandra Bose, Samarendra Nath Roy, H. Hotelling and C.R. Rao. Ronald Fisher also 

worked on extending the applicability of D to more than two populations in 1939 (Mahalanobis et. al. 

1949). This coefficient marked not only a step towards generalizing statistical knowledge produced by 

Indian intellectuals using data from the subcontinent but was also a significant topic of contestation-
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collaboration between Indian and European intellectuals. The coefficient D was comparable but a 

significant departure from a similar coefficient that had been devised by Karl Pearson some years 

before. Pearson’s coefficient of racial likeness (C) was also a product of anthropometric studies. It was 

first used for a study on Burmese skulls, by anthropologist Miriam Tildesley who worked with Pearson 

at the Biometric Laboratory at the University College London (UCL) (1921). Mahalanobis had found 

Pearson’s method and corresponding calculation of the racial distance between two populations 

limited in its applicability. Pearson’s calculation could determine whether two populations were racially 

different or the same; in effect, it was a “test” of such difference (Mahalanobis et. al. 1949, 237). 

Mahalanobis’s coefficient, however, could determine the exact magnitude of such difference. Besides, 

Pearson’s coefficient C was flawed since it changed when the sample size of the two populations 

altered. The measure of the racial distance between two groups should not alter when the size of the 

populations changed. Mahalanobis stated that a change in size of the samples of the two populations 

would not affect his coefficient D and was therefore more reliable.  

Pearson disagreed with Mahalanobis’s argument about the coefficient C. In 1927, when 

Mahalanobis spent some months at Pearson’s Biometric laboratory in London, they debated the merits 

of each coefficient.274 Pearson rejected the usefulness of D claiming that it offered only an approximate 

value whereas C had already proved “an extremely useful tool in craniometric researches” (Ibid.). 

Undeterred, Mahalanobis reviewed the data for C that Pearson had used and found that in all the cases 

the size of the sample was too small to record the limitations of C. Mahalanobis submitted his critique 

of Pearson’s coefficient and his own formula for measuring racial distance between groups, for 

publication to Biometrika. Pearson rejected it (Ibid.), which led Mahalanobis to publish part of his work 

 
274 Pearson was unable to accept Mahalanobis’s critique that the former’s coefficient was unreliable since it 
fluctuated with changes in the size of the samples. Pearson instead pointed out that Mahalanobis “had obtained only 
an approximate expression for the standard error of D2 as [he] had not retained deviations of an order higher than the 
second. A second line of argument used by [Pearson] was that the C.R.L. had actually proved to be of great value in 
the classification of races” (Mahalanobis et. al. 1949, 237). 



 
 

205 

in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. This rejection was a major impetus for Mahalanobis to launch 

the first Indian journal of statistics, Sankhya275 (Rudra 1996, 138). When applied to larger samples, C 

and D gave significantly different results. Given the different results from C and D, how did 

Mahalanobis claim that the latter was accurate and thus superior? The results for racial distance 

between caste groups given by D “were more in accordance with known anthropological facts”, thus 

establishing the “superiority of D for purposes of classifications” (Mahalanobis et. al. 1949, 238). Even 

as such statistical methods were generalized for extending their applicability, knowledge about existing 

hierarchy and structures of the interrelation between communities continued to provide additional 

validity regarding the accuracy of the method.  

 

3.4 State Reasoning 

The institutionalization of statistics entailed not only advancing research but also training students in 

statistical methods, especially for its value in developing a postcolonial state. Besides producing the 

nation by mapping, calculating, and measuring constituent communities, institutionalized nationalist 

statistics also served a role in the formation of the future postcolonial, developmental state. Scholars 

have shown how statistics has, not only etymologically but also analytically, been a state science in 

Europe.276 In 1920-30s in the subcontinent, the nature of the relation between institutional statistics 

and the state was additionally layered. Given the existence of the colonial state along with nationalist 

aspiration, institutionalization of statistics facilitated the move away from colonial governance towards 

laying the groundwork for the postcolonial state. Colonial state apparatuses, especially the census and 

 
275 On the naming of the journal, Mahalanobis reasoned thus: “In Sanskrit the usual meaning is 'number', but the 
original root meaning was ‘determinate knowledge’. In the Atharva-Veda a derivative form sankhyätä occurs both in 
the sense of ‘well-known’ as well as ‘numbered’. The Lexicons give both meanings. Amara-kosa gives sankhyã = 
vicãranã (deliberation, analysis) as well as ‘number’; also, sankhyãvãn = panditah (wise, learned)” (1933a, 3).  
276 Desrosieres (1998) has shown how the relation of state and statistics varied in each nation-state context in 
Europe. For Britain and France, he shows how the states produced and naturalized statistics. But in the case of the 
US and Germany the production of statistics actually lent legitimacy and stability to the state.   
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the introduction of anthropometry, constituted the context in which nationalist, institutional statistics 

could emerge; but the emergence of the discipline also made it possible to imagine a postcolonial, 

welfare-oriented developmentalist state and to work towards its realization, from the 1930s itself. 

The colonial state – first as a Company state and later as an imperial state – was characterized 

by its principles of tax extraction, protectionism, social reform (Bhattacharya 2004; Kaviraj 1997). The 

early postcolonial state inherited some of the colonial apparatuses of internal command and control 

(Chatterjee 1993; Kaviraj 1997). The difference that marked the postcolonial state was its prioritizing 

capitalist development and economic welfare (Chatterjee 1993). However, this imagination and the 

drive towards prioritizing public welfare through economic development was already in the works 

from the 1920-30s through the increasing institutionalization of statistics.277 In other words, the 

justification for training Indians in statistics and professionalizing research stemmed from the 

centrality of statistical methods to economic development and nationalist governance.278 The relation 

between statistics and the postcolonial state was, at the same time, connected to the simultaneous 

production of constituent communities through statistical methods.  

The purpose of pedagogy or trained judgment in statistics was to serve the nation-state, and 

not to promote a purely intellectual agenda, ‘a knowledge for knowledge’s sake’. Rather, as Indian 

statisticians repeatedly insisted – “statistics must have a purpose” (Mahalanobis 1956, Rao 1993, Mehta 

1945). This “purpose” could be “practical or theoretical, and for immediate or future use” but all 

statistical endeavors had to have a stated specific purpose before its execution (Mahalanobis 1956, 3). 

Nationalist statisticians critiqued large-scale surveys and data collection that lacked justification for 

collecting such data. Before undertaking any data collection and statistical analysis, the statistician must 

 
277 Scholars have shown how much of the colonial bureaucratic apparatus was carried over into the postcolonial state 
after India achieved political independence in 1947 (Kaviraj 1990, Chatterjee 2012). Complementing that history, 
my argument here is that the conditions of production for the postcolonial state were already emerging within 
nationalist statistics in colonial India.  
278 Several writers including statisticians discussed the importance of statistics to economic development as a 
nationalist, underdeveloped country. For example, see Sarker (1938), Sinha (1940), Mahalanobis (1964). 
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ask for “the purposes for which the information would be used” (Ibid.). The intellectuals’ insistence 

on practicing statistics only when there was a definite need or purpose was also connected to the 

specificity of statistics in the subcontinent. Unlike in western countries, a country like India (or 

Pakistan after 1947) could not afford to indulge in theoretical statistical analysis with no direct 

applicability. Mahalanobis, for instance, underlined the “danger of wasting money in statistical 

processing and publications of a lavish but meaningless type in imitation of more advanced countries” 

(Ibid.).  

The agenda of development was therefore constructed as a domain where collaboration 

between science, technology and politics was indispensable.279 This collaboration was achieved in the 

rational instrument of planning, in the form of the National Planning Committee (NPC). Organized 

by the Congress Working Committee and chaired by Jawaharlal Nehru in 1938, the NPC did not have 

a long career and was shut down soon after the beginning of the Second World War. However, it 

foregrounded the principles that would set the postcolonial state apart from the colonial state. In 

distinguishing itself from the colonial state, the NPC foregrounded scientific, industrial, and 

technological development of the nation. Planning, as a “modality of political power constituted 

outside the immediate political process itself”, thus brought together politicians, industrialists and 

scientific experts.280  

Besides the membership of scientists such Jnan Chandra Ghosh (Indian Institute of Science, 

Bangalore) and Meghnad Saha (Allahabad University), Mahalanobis was consulted after the 

preparation of the reports of the twenty-nine subcommittees. Nehru noted that he had accepted 

Mahalanobis’s offer to examine these reports from “a purely statistical point of view” (1988, 125). 

Following formal independence in 1947, as India’s first Prime Minister, Nehru launched the Five-Year 

 
279 See Zachariah (2005). 
280 See Chatterjee (1993, 202).  
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Plans in 1951. In 1956, the Second Five-Year Plan was headed by Mahalanobis. The Plan followed 

the Mahalanobis model of economic development developed by him in 1953. Thus, statistics played 

a fundamental role in the basic framework and reasoning of the postcolonial state.  

The preference for economy of statistical knowledge over its theoretic abundance established 

nationalist statistics as primarily an applied science. Mahalanobis argued that as an applied science, 

statistics’ “justification lies in the help it can give in solving a problem. Its aim is to reach a decision, 

on a probabilistic basis, on available evidence. If the problem is one of a theoretical nature, statistics 

supplies a valid method for drawing general conclusions from particular experience. If the problem is 

a practical one, statistics supplies the basis for choosing a particular course of action (in preference to 

other possible courses) by balancing the risks of gain and loss” (1950, 210). The legitimacy of academic 

statistics therefore was constructed in terms of problems, application and solutions.281 This principle 

also informed the emphasis on pedagogy. At ISI, the stated objective was “not to teach statistics as a 

separate discipline with a well-defined area of study like physics, chemistry or biology, but introduce 

it as a body of techniques for application in research problems of various disciplines” (Rao 1969, 321). 

The various accounts of how statistics had entered different disciplines and made significant 

contributions to knowledge, practice and policy over the decades – in mathematics, anthropometry, 

agriculture, biometry, medical and public health, commerce, industry, food supply and administration 

– established the ubiquity of statistics as an applied science.282  

The conception of statistics as both applied science and trans-disciplinary method was not 

unique to the subcontinent. Scholars of European history have demonstrated how statistics 

established the consensus that “there is a special type of knowledge, and a new kind of skill, the ability 

 
281 Distinguishing statistics from pure mathematics, Mahalanobis emphasizes that statistics always must have “some 
contingent problem requiring to be solved” (1956, 7).  
282 Among several such articles and accounts, see for example, Mookerjee (1938), Mehta (1945), Mahalanobis 
(1938b), Mahalanobis (1950), Sinha (1953). 
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to collect, organize and digest numerical information about any subject whatsoever” which was 

“neutral between parties, as independent of values, as objective” (Hacking 1990, 29).283 The argument 

was that, unlike natural languages, the language of numbers “is independent of the way of life in which 

it is used because it is abstract, and that this is precisely the reason for its great success in the realm of 

scientific knowledge” (Asad 2018, 97).284 What was different in the subcontinent was how the extent 

of applicability of statistical method contributed to the reorientation of the state – from the colonial 

to the postcolonial. The extent of applicability of statistics converted it into a generalized method that 

enabled the prioritization of increasingly nationalist, postcolonial state agendas.285 In being applicable 

as a fundamental method to “any science of observation” (Mahalanobis 1933a, 3), statistics brought 

together the grounds and problems in which the state would need to intervene for national welfare as 

much as for constructing its own legitimacy as a nationalist, postcolonial entity. Bringing together 

knowledge, problems and solutions in the fields of biology, anthropology, agriculture, industry, 

 
283 In fact, both the historical figures and historians have tended to use the same language of applicability; for 
instance, Porter shows how Galton assumed that heredity and the action of the “gemmules” could be “likened to 
drawings from an urn or conscription from the young men of a nation” and thus the law of errors could be applied to 
heredity just as it could be applied to the other processes (1986, 285). But Porter himself reproduces the language of 
applicability that statisticians used. For instance, Porter mentions Pearson’s contributions approvingly thus: 
“[Pearson] endeavored to show how the mathematical methods of statistics could be usefully applied to problems, in 
various scientific disciplines, that were of genuine interest to contemporary practitioners. This was no inadvertent 
byproduct of disinterested mathematical research, but the reward for vast efforts – aided, of course, by the 
circumstance that scientists in many of these fields were already using crude statistical tools, and were eager to 
upgrade them…He saw the methods of statistics as unitary, even if the phenomena were diverse, and argued that 
skill in their use was essential for the competent pursuit of almost every science” (Ibid., 312). Porter lists fourteen 
very dissimilar aspects where Pearson “applied” his “general formula for distributions of variables”: barometric 
data, Weldon's crab measurements, height of U.S. Army recruits, height of St. Louis school girls, length to breadth 
index of Bavarian skulls, frequency of enteric fever by age, estimations of color, frequency of divorce in the U.S. by 
duration of marriage, property valuations in England and Wales, number of petals of buttercups, projecting blossoms 
in clover, percentages of paupers by region in England and Wales, and, finally, the decomposition of English 
mortality curves” (Ibid., 312). 
284 The assumption that “scientific knowledge of the world is one thing (morally neutral) and its application in the 
world quite another (morally good or bad)” was convenient for the discipline’s self-narrative but incorrect (Asad 
2018, 150). In fact, as Asad argues, “Without instrumental devices and methods, the process of practical 
demonstration required by the accumulation of scientific knowledge cannot be undertaken, and, conversely, progress 
in scientific knowledge is essential for the development of sophisticated techniques” (Ibid., 151). 
285 Chatterjee (1993) shows how the nationalist elite used the discourse of development to legitimize the move away 
from colonial rule towards postcolonial sovereignty. I am arguing that the content of this discourse was produced 
within the institutional space of statistics.   
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commerce, health, statistics became the state reason.286 Nationalist intellectuals thus worked to 

establish statistics’ legitimacy both in terms of its applicability in analysis of numerically measurable 

data and in terms of its trans-disciplinary claim as a method, beyond all disciplinary specificities. As 

Mahalanobis remarked, “On one side, statistics must necessarily be tied closely to practical ends. On 

the other, it must try at the same time to make its technical apparatus more and more general, and 

hence more and more abstracted from particular applications” (Mahalanobis 1950, 210). While as an 

applied science, statistics provided the empirical future for the postcolonial state, as method, statistics 

became the postcolonial state’s tool for intervening in knowledge-production and governance. 

Through this manifold applicability, statistics was also able to, at the same time, function as the state’s 

reason and method for intervention and governance. 

The move towards reorienting the state effort towards national welfare and development 

entailed the imagination of the category of nation as population.287 In 1937, an entire issue in Sankhya 

was devoted to the question of population growth and its measures in India’s future and continued to 

feature in subsequent conferences and publications. Intellectuals identified gaps in empirical 

knowledge and ways in which statistical methods needed to be deployed. National welfare was framed 

as an aggregate of problems which was the responsibility of the state but for which solutions had to 

be found through the application of statistical methods (Mookerjee 1938, 7). Mahalanobis argued that 

“the question of growth of population in the immediate future is of supreme importance to national 

welfare” (1937a, 58). To avoid inadequate food production in the future, the current trend of 

population growth needed to be calculated and made the basis of predictions for future growth 

 
286 Foucault (2007) shows how statistics (in the sense of statistical data and not the academic discipline) became in 
modern Europe the state reason – the way states governed, produced knowledge and is itself produced through 
statistical knowledge.   
287 I use ‘population’ as Foucault defines it: a category constituted out of the phenomena of birth, death and growth 
which are “aleatory and unpredictable when taken in themselves or individually, but which, at the collective level, 
display constants that are easy, or at least possible to establish”; at the same time, in producing the population as an 
object of knowledge, the state also renders it into an object of governance, surveillance and welfare management 
(2003, 246).  
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(Adarkar 1937).288 This called for a collaboration between statisticians, their institutes and the state 

apparatus: “Let unity, search for truth and devotion to duty mark its deliberations, providing a 

common ground for mathematicians, statisticians, economists, administrators and businessmen, all 

inspired with a fervent desire to contribute their share, large or small, towards the formulation and 

fulfilment of policies which will advance the happiness and progress of the people of India” 

(Mookerjee 1938, 8).  

However, the necessary statistical data were lacking. This was because the colonial mode of 

census survey had neither collected such data nor was its design practicable for the collection of such 

data in a vast country like India (Mahalanobis 1937a). Only advanced statistical methods could 

calculate the future growth rates that would be essential for national welfare in terms of adequate food 

production and economic development (See Adarkar 1937, 42). A welfare state “naturally called for 

more and better Statistics for the purpose of formulation and execution of economic policies and 

programmes” (Sinha 1953, 370). In order to deal with the problem of populations, especially in their 

connection to epidemics, appropriate statistical techniques to keep track of and measure “such 

continually changing populations” needed to be worked out (Sinha 1953, 368).  

The early 20th century discourse around birth rate, death rate and growth rate had consolidated 

Hindu population vis a vis the Muslim population. However, unlike this notion of population, the 

nation-as-population that developed through the discipline of statistics produced population as an 

object of state governance and welfare. The latter sense, with regard to the category of population, 

could only emerge with the emergence of the postcolonial state since the colonial state was not, by 

definition, a welfare state. Through the institutionalization of statistics, population emerged as an 

 
288 Similar arguments and discussions of the relation between population and agricultural/food production was made 
by Mukherjee (1928) and Krishnaswami (1941). For a comprehensive list of articles published in the 1930s decade 
across Indian English journals (Indian Journal of Economics, Bombay University Journal, Indian Economic 
Journal), that discussed the problems of population growth, fertility, and overpopulation, see Sinha (1940, 54). 
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object of national state governance. According to Mahalanobis, it was “imperative that Government 

should take immediate action to enable a scientific study of population problems…The recording of 

the age of the mother at registration of birth, and the improvement of the primary vital statistics in 

other ways are questions of routine administration which should be taken up without delay” (1937a, 

58). Comparative or differential rates continued to be important statistical and governance questions. 

It was imperative to design proper methods of data collection, Mahalanobis argued, in order to “know 

whether there is any differential fertility between different communities, or different occupational 

groups, or different economic strata” (Ibid.).  

However, instead of “the mere juxta-positions of rate of birth, death and natural increase”, 

new statistical techniques were avenues to “understand the dynamics of the rates themselves” (Adarkar 

1937, 42). The nationalist response to the problem of population in terms of method was the critique 

of the census and the promotion of the method of random sample survey. This technique, developed 

by Mahalanobis, was framed as a nationalist method because it was a contribution to the world by 

Indian statistics.289 The census was identified as impracticable for a country with a population like 

India’s. Random sample survey was not only cost and time effective but “owing to recent 

developments in the statistical theory of representative and stratified random sampling” the efficiency 

of the method had also increased (Mahalanobis 1937a, 58). He argued that this method, in turn, 

offered “the most economical, the speediest, the most practical, and the most scientific way of advance 

in statistics” (1956, 6).  

A notion of population as an object of state governance was produced without replacing the 

question of racial origin and anthropometric difference between communities, which continued to be 

pursued through the same methods and in the same disciplinary space.290 How these constituent 

 
289 See, for example, Rao (1999).  
290 This constitutive relation between the nation and communities is not a relation of modern and premodern forms 
of entities alone. Kaviraj (1992) argues that colonial modernity turns the fuzzy communities into mutually exclusive, 
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communities would be related to each other and to the category of national population was not a given 

but rather an evolving question. This simultaneous emergence of nation-as-population and as discrete 

communities did not replace other relations between nation and communities. Asad shows how the 

nation is produced by turning a “web of communal life” into a unity called the nation which is the 

imposition of the particular character of the hegemonic community (2018, 138-9). Chatterjee (1993) 

also shows how the nation as a cultural construct foregrounded Hindu, upper caste tradition as 

national life.  

Besides this relation between nation and communities in the political and the cultural spheres, 

I suggest that even in the domain of disciplinary knowledge-production and epistemological 

nationalism, nation had such a relation with communities. As an object of knowledge, the sciences 

produced nation as both, a homogenous population and at the same time as a configuration of unequal 

communities. In the same issue of Sankhya which was primarily devoted to discussions of population 

growth and the method of measuring it, Mahalanobis published an account of his new self-designed 

instrument, the profiloscope which used the photographic method of recording profiles of individuals 

(1937b). At the Galton Laboratory, Pearson had come up with a method of drawing profiles by hand 

after his mentor Francis Galton had suggested the usefulness of silhouettes for anthropometric 

research. Inspired by that method, Mahalanobis experimented and developed the profiloscope, an 

instrument which would remove the necessity of manual drawing and enable the measurements to be 

made “with considerable degree of objective reliability” (1937b, 65).  

 
enumerated communities. Building on this, I show that this was furthered by changes in the nationalist 
epistemological agenda where claims about origin, sociological conditions and racial histories were made. These in 
turn reoriented the notion of the community such that Hindus and Muslims were no longer simply residues of feudal 
stages of the subcontinent's history, in contrast to what Mukharji suggests. In effect, I argue that the communities, 
which formed the nation, were not residues of a premodern past but integral components, through which the nation 
as a whole but as made of unequal parts, was imagined.   
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The hope was that, like Pearson’s method, the profiloscope’s measurement would contribute 

towards more accuracy in determining racial distance between populations.291 To demonstrate the 

greater precision and objectivity in the anthropometric measurements that the profiloscope could 

achieve, Mahalanobis presented the data recorded for three representative individuals,292 as well as of 

the three observers.293 He then compared the variation in the three observers’ recorded data for each 

of the individual in order to calculate the degree of precision of the data. The degree of precision of 

the profiloscope data was over one percent, whereas manually recorded anthropometric 

measurements had a degree of precision less than a fourth or third of one percent. Mahalanobis argued 

that “measurements on photographs taken with the profiloscope will have a sufficiently high degree 

of objective reliability to enable them being used in anthropometric investigations with confidence” 

(1937b, 69). In 1938, a Modern Review article reproduced a photograph from the profiloscope at a 

reduced scale, observing how “from measurements on it it can be safely asserted to which province 

or caste he belongs” (Modern Review 1938, 205).  

The following year, another issue of Sankhya published Jatindra Mohan Datta’s analysis of the 

statistical data for suicide in Bengal (1938c). Datta highlighted the lack of adequate data, the need for 

standardizing the method of collection and for making such data available to the public. The data 

would be crucial in understanding how different coordinates – age, social customs (such as purdah 

among women), literacy, location (urban or rural) – affected a social phenomenon like suicide. 

Understanding such correspondence would lead to a better understanding and governance of 

 
291 For an elaboration of Pearson’s method see McLearn et. al. (1928). 
292 By representative individual, I mean that although these are measurements of individuals Mahalanobis wasn’t 
interested in the individuals except as representing different anthropometric groups. Projit Mukharji argues that 
unlike Pearson’s method, Mahalanobis’s instrument was “eminently individuated” (2015, 385). The three subjects 
were not named, but were mentioned by age, region and caste. All the three male subjects were in the range of 30-40 
years and were from listed as “Bengali Hindu, Vaidya caste”, “Hindusthani, Rangwa caste” and “Andhra, Brahmin” 
(1937b, 67). 
293 In the case of the observers, their age range – 30-31 years – and their qualifications – two M.Sc. in Physics and 
one M.Sc. in Chemistry – were mentioned.  
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communities. Although the “study of suicide regarded as a social phenomenon is not only of interest 

but of profound importance to society”, Datta noted, like some of his previously discussed essays on 

official data, how there was a lack of adequate record of relevant data (1934b, 1937). He reproduced 

the data for total population in Bengal (for the 1920s decade) and the number of suicides divided by 

gender, age, region for each of those years and the average for the decade. He also demonstrated the 

steps to calculate the actual increase or decrease in the suicide rate after factoring in the changes from 

the increase and decrease of the total population. These “compared favourably” with some European 

countries. Female suicide rates tended to be higher than among men but Datta noted that overall 

suicide rates had decreased over the years. “Religion appears to have a profound influence on the 

suicide-rate in Bengal”: among both Hindus and Muslims the popular notion was that suicide was a 

sin (1938c, 428).  

Yet, Datta found that this rate was higher among Hindus than Muslims. The number of 

suicides was recorded and annually published in the report of the Commissioner of Police, Calcutta 

among several other crime statistics.294 Datta not only reproduced the official statistical records for 

the differentiated data for suicide among Hindus and Muslims, but also calculated the proportion of 

suicide in each community compared to their percentage in the total demographics, thus 

foregrounding the comparative data as a cause for concern. During 1921-31, for instance, whereas the 

suicide rate among Hindus was at a high 86%, it gained an added weightage when placed against its 

proportion in the total population – which was 70%. In contrast, Muslims constituted 25% of the 

total population “but their share of suicides is only 7 per cent” (Ibid.). From another statistical 

perspective, in terms of suicide-rate per million of the total population of each community, Datta 

concluded that “the rate of suicide among Hindus is five times greater than that among Muhammadans 

and suicide is evidently a Hindu disease” (Ibid., 429). Why the suicide rate was higher among Hindus 

 
294 See Annual Report (1925-35).  
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than Muslims or among those with higher literacy were questions that needed to be further 

investigated.  

In April 1946, Mahalanobis published several maps and tables that showed the distribution of 

Muslims in the various regions of India. The whole range of population percentage (100%) was 

classified into eight groups and each group was color coded in the map. Light blue and dark blue 

represented regions with more than 75% and 87% Muslims respectively. The map showed the north-

western region and some districts of Bengal in this color, thus producing a visual impression of the 

concentration of Muslims in certain areas of the subcontinent while the major areas as having non-

Muslim populations primarily. A brief note noted that the map made evident that in the eastern part, 

Assam “as a whole, is not a Muslim-majority province” and that the “only Muslim-majority region in 

it is the district of Sylhet” (1946, 429).  

Such essays – ranging from the profiloscope, suicide statistics to the distribution of Muslims 

in the subcontinent – were interconnected not only in their agenda of highlighting the importance of 

statistical methods but also in underlining the importance of producing a certain kind of knowledge 

about communities constituting the nation. Along with the emergence of national population as an 

object of governance, anthropological, racial, serological and sociological knowledge of the constituent 

communities of the nation continued to be objects of measurement and analysis. In other words, the 

preoccupation with communities was not replaced by a statist concern with national population. The 

production of communities as different and unequal, as well as their inequality as measurable and 

comparable, were not only simultaneous with the production of the nation as population but the two 

processes were part of the same discourse of nationalist science and statistical reasoning.  

In other words, the notion of unequal communities was nether restricted to colonial policy 

only nor a remnant of the feudal stages of Indian society. Rather, the same institutions, practitioners 

and concerns with the mechanisms for and necessity of ascertaining sociological, anthropological, 
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racial constituents of the subcontinent’s communities, also engendered the national population as a 

category. Statistical reasoning created the conditions for the production of the national population as 

well as continued to configure communities as unequal constituents of this population. The history of 

population as an object of governance thus included from its inception the history of producing 

communities as both, part of the national whole and as unequal constituents. Population as a specific 

object of biopolitical governmentality is (Foucault 2007), at the same time, a configuration of 

competing interest groups (Chatterjee 2020). The question of how these groups differentiations came 

to organized and naturalized did not have a pregiven criteria. Statistics contributed to the simultaneous 

production of the population and its constituent communities that would come to be objects of 

differential governmentality with varied group interests in a welfare economy. Like the production of 

the population, the configuration of constituent communities was new and evolving. These 

configurations were not seamless continuations of premodern, precolonial community identities; as 

targets of differential governmentality in the postcolonial state, these also evolved through the 

decades.295  

Focusing on population and on constituent communities through the history of statistics 

challenges the easy separation of the secular and the communal discourse. The argument that secular 

elites engendered the national population while Hindu nationalists perpetuated the discourse of 

communities and communal difference elides these overlaps and simultaneity.296 The 

institutionalization of statistics brought about two changes in this regard: communities were 

reconfigured such that origin, anthropometry and sociological features became calculable and central 

 
295 As discussed in Chapter 4, the minority came to be established in the Constitution as communities which had the 
right to conserve their distinct religious and cultural identities; by the early 21st century however, as discussed in the 
Introduction, the Muslim minority was increasingly being reconfigured as a socially and economically backward 
class, in need of special economic and social welfare packages.   
296 For example, see Jaffrelot (in Robb 1995). 
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to determining their status in the nation; and, the nation as population and nation as a configuration 

of unequal communities came to be produced simultaneously as objects of postcolonial governance.  

 

3.5 Public Reasoning 

Besides changes in the institutional history of statistics, which included enumerative, calculative and 

analytical statistics, by the 1930s the use of calculative reasoning also proliferated in the non-academic, 

public domain.297 Although these were two separate spaces and discourses, institutional statistics had 

some influence on the changes in the popular domain. At the same time, the political agenda of 

community representation had made questions of population strength and claims to legislative seats 

subjects of numerical analysis. These two developments led to an increase in the use of enumerations 

and calculations to analyze sociological statuses of communities and their political claims among the 

reading public. Thus, the method of calculative reasoning and the motivation of political leverage 

together constituted the public life of calculative reasoning. At the same time, the proliferation of 

calculative reasoning in the public domain, helped consolidate the public itself as a nationalist reading 

public.  

Following the establishment of academic statistics in the 1920-30s, non-academic journals 

began reporting about statistical events and conferences, discussing errors of colonial data collection, 

and celebrating the success of institutional statistics as both nationalist and global, given the 

collaborations and exchanges with established European intellectuals. Following the first Indian 

Statistical Conference in 1938, Modern Review published a long piece highlighting the various 

achievements of the recent developments in statistics, illustrating with examples how “the modern 

statistical method [was] indispensable for the analysis of data in the mass” and is of “immense 

 
297 In the sense of “intellectual commons”, see Harrison and Johnson (2009). 
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importance in agricultural, biological, educational, industrial, medical and meteorological 

investigations of all kinds” (Modern Review 1938, 204). Additionally, the institutional career of statistics 

led to changes in calculative reasoning in the public domain. Not only did the use of calculative 

reasoning proliferate among the reading public, but the way calculability was used to make social 

meaning also altered significantly.  

In the previous decades, public intellectuals used official data to discursively produce the 

categories of Hindu and Muslim population, as configurations of birth rate, death rate and growth 

rate. With the establishment of academic statistics, the nature, the scope and the rationale of calculative 

reasoning within the public domain changed. The public had been a source of concern for academics 

in terms of developing respectability and trust for the discipline. Statisticians were conscious that 

unless statistics could be established as having an applicability in solving concrete problems, “public 

esteem” for the new science would be difficult to achieve (Mahalanobis 1950, 209). The “utilitarian 

aspect” of statistics and its “ability to offer assistance in the solution of the diverse problems of 

national life” would make the discipline appealing for the nation’s people (Mookerjee 1938, 6-7).  

Additionally, statistics had to contend not only against the entrenched “scepticism with which 

any new science is greeted by the public” but also against the populist “slogan ‘lies, damned lies and 

statistics’” (Radhakrishnan 1942, 2). As President of the Indian Statistical Conference in 1941, 

Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan called on statisticians to “do something to remove this popular 

misconception” (Ibid.). The agenda was not to disseminate or train the public in analytical statistics, 

which was prioritized in academics; but methods such as percentages, ratios and proportions could 

still be made a part of non-academic writing to develop calculative reasoning among the public. Not 

only was statistical data about a nation in itself a “useful source of enlightenment” for the public 

(Sarker 1938, 181), but the demonstration of calculations and the method of making arguments based 
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on statistical evidence served a pedagogical purpose.298 The public life of calculative reasoning 

therefore entailed celebration of the success of nationalist academic statisticians as well as the endeavor 

to make calculability a form of social and public reasoning.  

The Morley-Minto Reforms had begun the process of granting separate electorates and seats 

in the legislative assembly for Muslims in 1909. The Government of India Act of 1919 and 1935 

further strengthened community-based representation in governing bodies. British Prime Minister 

Ramsay Macdonald’s Communal Award of 1932 offered proportionate representation to marginalized 

communities and further extended the provisions of separate electorates to communities, besides 

Muslims. This was replaced by the Poona Pact the same year (agreed to by B. R. Ambedkar and M. 

K. Gandhi) which removed the provision of separate electorates and retained reservation of seats for 

oppressed castes in the electoral system. The demand and the acceptance of provisions for community 

representation and participation in legislative bodies by non-Hindu communities led Hindu 

intellectuals to discuss and analyze the expansion of the franchise.  

In 1936, following the colonial government’s introduction of the Montague-Chelmsford 

Reforms through which the number of Indian representatives in the legislative council was increased, 

statistician Jatindra Mohan Datta published his statistical analysis of the voting pattern among the 

electorate. The following year, Mahalanobis published a review of Datta’s book which had “discussed 

the relative importance of the causes which hinder the electorate from exercising freely the right of 

voting” (1937c). Mahalanobis applauded Datta’s use of “a mass of relevant statistics” to develop “his 

arguments in a most effective manner” and produce “this valuable and constructive study” (Ibid.). 

Other studies argued against the legitimacy of community-based provisions in the public domain. The 

 
298 Such data presented to the public was, to borrow Patriarca’s phrase, “intrinsically pedagogical”. Such data, 
“accompanied by the powerful rhetoric of the ‘natural’…visualized for the reader the necessary relations linking 
different parts of reality to each other and this made immediately apparent a hierarchy of things and a scheme of 
causality” (1996, 64).   
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premise of such arguments was that the demand for political presence had to correspond to several 

other political and sociological indices. For instance, Datta argued that it was important to calculate 

the readiness of Muslims to shoulder defence responsibilities, since Muslim politicians had demanded 

for more representation in legislatures by claiming that they formed the greatest proportion in the 

Indian Army (1938b, 184). The correspondence between the calculation and the sociological feature 

was presented as measurable and rendered calculable. By detailing the numerous sources of their data, 

taking the reader through the steps of all the calculations and demonstrating the principles of 

percentages and proportions, the exercise also acquired pedagogical value.  

In his other non-academic, public articles, Datta demonstrated the use of calculative reasoning 

to formulate calculable sociological categories such as heroism, loyalty, religious-mindedness and 

public sprit. Based on these categories, he argued that Hindu women were more religious than Hindu 

men, Muslims were more religious than Hindus, Hindus were more heroic and undertook public 

welfare more than Muslims. In one of his initial articles, Datta argued that Muslims had lower “public 

spirit and enterprise” than other communities (1934a). What set this argument apart from popular 

belief or stereotype was his use of enumerative data and mathematical calculations. As a “manifestation 

of character in the individual, and of tradition of service in the community” (1934a, 685), public spirit 

was calculated by using the data of a community’s demographic presence in several welfare 

organizations.  

For example, the Central Co-operative Anti-Malarial Society was established in 1919 to address 

the problem of malaria in Bengal. This Society set up 1640 village societies over the years. Of all the 

secretaries in these village societies, Datta found that only 341 were Muslim. This constituted 21% of 

Muslims in terms of their presence in the welfare organization whereas the proportion of Muslims in 

Bengal as a whole was 55%. In fact, Datta claimed that even “this 21 per cent is not a true index of 

their public spirit; for in many cases a Muhammadan had to be elected as secretary to obtain facilities 
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and grants from the communally-minded Muhammadan Chairman of certain District Boards and 

Local Boards” (Ibid.). This conclusion was further supplemented by a long list of regional public 

welfare organizations and a low Muslim percentage of their members and donors, especially compared 

to the equal percentage of Hindus and Muslims that benefitted from the works of these organizations. 

Datta also argued that the percentage of papers presented by Muslims to the Indian Science Congress 

could be used to calculate their “intellectual achievements” (Ibid., 687). It was found that 4% of the 

papers submitted to the Congress were by Muslims.299 Supplemented with similar data from several 

other public, commercial and literary institutions, Datta argued that Muslims were far behind in public 

spirit and in being enterprising compared to their demographic presence in the subcontinent.  

Although Datta’s contributions in the non-academic Modern Review journal were different from 

his work in Sankhya, his credibility as an academic statistician who was part of the international 

network, influenced the space afforded to his arguments in the public domain. Despite his arguments 

demonstrating the Muslim as less worthy than the Hindus, his calculative reasoning and its pedagogical 

value seemed to set his writing apart from populist Hindu supremacist claims. As Harrison and 

Johnson note, “Science participates in forming national identity not because scientists talk to the 

public but because they speak within the public, as participants in a rational-critical discussion of the 

affairs of state” (2009, 10). Moreover, the political urgency of Datta’s writings was a further 

justification for the reception of his arguments among the reading public.  

For instance, Ramananda Chatterjee, the journal editor added a note at the end of Datta’s 

article on public spirit (Datta 1934a). Chatterjee qualified Datta’s analysis such that readers would not 

go away with the idea that Hindus had a better public spirit or were more enterprising. He was certain 

 
299 “Of the papers read (in 1932) l out of 57 in Agriculture, 7 out of 118 in Mathematics and Physics, 3 out of 221 in 
Chemistry, 2 out of 41 in Zoology, 11 out of 123 in Botany, none out of 36 in Geology, 1 jointly with Hindu out of 
42 in Medicine and Veterinary Research, 1 out of 22 in Anthropology and none out of 28 in Psychology are by 
Muhammadans. They contributed 26 out of 693 papers” (Datta 1934a, 687).  
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that Hindu Bengalis were also “backward”. It was only because Muslims were worse, as Datta had 

argued, that the Hindu “shone by contrast”. Given this, what still made Datta’s argument relevant? 

“As Mussalman Bengalis are going to be invested with a greater share of real or nominal political 

power than Hindu Bengalis, both ought to be at least equally public-spirited and enterprising” (Ibid., 

689).  

A similar endeavor to make public spirit calculable was made by Ramesh Chandra Banerjee. 

He argued that, since Muslims were demanding a larger share in Bengal’s administrative structure, it 

was only justified that one compared the contribution of Hindus versus Muslims in various branches 

of public work. Banerjee thus compared endowments given to Calcutta University for disbursal to 

students in the form of scholarships, stipends and prizes. He noted that there were 266 endowments 

by Hindus and that “some…are of very substantial value” (1934, 312), omitting to mention the exact 

amount. The Muslim endowments were five in number; he observed that four of them total to a 

meagre Rs. 6000; and merely footnotes that the other one, alone amounted to Rs. 5000. Next, he 

turned to the proportion of students who benefited from these endowments. Of the five Muslim 

endowments, three were “such that Muslim students have the best chance of securing their 

advantages”. For the Hindus, out of the 266 endowments, 259 were open to all students, irrespective 

of caste and creed. Additionally, non-Governmental schools opened by Christians was 30, by Muslims 

was 37 and 1006 by Hindus. Since ‘a community’s claim to superior Govermental [sic] powers can 

only be justified by its superiority in the field of public service’, Banerjee concluded that the Hindus 

had a greater percentage of ‘public spirit’ than Muslims, thus rejecting the Muslim demand for a greater 

role in the administration (Ibid.).  

Ganga Sagar Mela is an annual fair held at a pilgrimage site for Hindus. Accidents while 

crossing the river on overcrowded ferries were common and recorded; for instance, in one particular 



 
 

224 

year 67 men and 117 women died at the Mela.300 Since the dead had come to the Mela from various 

regions of India and were “truly chosen at random by the fact of mere accidental deaths”, Datta 

concluded that the dead “may safely be regarded as a fair sample of Hindu India” (1946a). Similarly, 

the proportion of male and female victims was considered proportionate to the total number of men 

and women pilgrims that year, representing “religious-mindedness” among Hindus. Coupled with the 

population data from that year’s all-India census, which was 940 females per 1000 males, Datta 

calculated the proportion of “religious-minded” people: 67 men per thousand men and 117 women 

per 940 women. The conclusion, that Hindu women were twice as religious-minded as Hindu men, 

matched “with our social experience and is as to be expected” (Ibid.).  

Datta used this method of calculating demographic proportion of Muslims in a specific 

context compared to their proportion in the national population to render calculable sociological 

aspects of Hindus, Muslims and Christians, such as ‘loyalty’, ‘readiness to defend the nation’ and 

‘heroism’. Datta reasoned that the readiness to “shoulder the responsibilities of defence” could be 

calculated from the data for applications from each community in Indian Military Academy in any 

given year. Based on the logic of proportion, he suggested that the percentage of application from 

each community should be the same as their percentage in the national population. The Academy data 

for 1938 showed 36 applications from Muslims out of a total of 199 applications. Compared to the 

Muslim demographic of 24% in the national population,301 the application stood lower at 18% thus 

failing to meet “their proper share” (1938b, 184).  

 
300 These data were published in the English daily Hindusthan Standard, Calcutta (Datta 1946a).  
301 Even the 24%, he goes on to argue, is an erroneously incorrect figure. He reproduced two sets of data: the 
Academy candidacy data divided according to provinces, such as 88 candidates from Punjab, 5 from Bengal and 1 
from Baluchistan, and the percentages of Muslims in these respective regions, such that 57% people in Punjab, 55% 
in Bengal and 88% in Baluchistan were Muslims. Proportional calculations of these two sets of data led to the 
“proper share” of Muslim candidates that each region should have contributed to the academy. The total Muslim 
candidates therefore which was at 36 should have been 75 in this calculation.  
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Using a similar line of reasoning, Datta calculated heroism as a comparable sociological 

category among Hindu, Sikhs and Muslims (1946b, 463-4). The British government began awarding 

the Victoria Cross from 1911, for display of bravery. After the first World War, Indian soldiers won 

11 Victoria Cross awards; out of which 3, that is 27%, went to Muslims. Following the second World 

War, 28 Indians won the award, including 4 Muslims and the rest were Hindus and Sikhs.302 Thus, 

14% of the awardees were Muslim. Datta underlined the low percentage of Muslims who had been 

awarded and thus recognized for their bravery as compared to Hindus. Further, he compared the 

percentage of Muslim awardees to the number of Muslim soldiers recruited in the army – which was 

quite high at about 40% in the first World War.303 The higher presence of Muslims in the Army further 

devalued the weightage of the 27% award to Muslims for bravery. He also showed percentages of 

Hindus, Sikhs and Gurkhas (as one bloc) and Muslims in the Indian Infantry and compared those 

with the percentage of awards to each community. His conclusion was that “Hindus are twice more 

ready to defend India; they are twice more courageous and brave than the Muhammadans…the higher 

the level of heroism the lesser becomes the number of Muhammadans” (Ibid., 464).  

Examining religious favouritism in Bengal administration, Datta found that in the “Bengal 

Legislative Council, out of a total of 140 seats, thirty-nine are occupied by members returned by the 

Muhammadans on a communal basis” (1931a). To refute the legitimacy of the Muslim demand for 

reservation of legislative seats, Datta decided to bring to light the already existing Muslim-bias, not 

just in the main administrative bodies but in the “by-ways of administration”. He turned to the estates 

in Bengal that were managed by the Court of Wards. In the case of the five Dacca Nawab family 

estates (which are understood to be Muslim-owned), the government charged 1¼ percent of the gross 

 
302 He clubbed the numbers for Hindus and Sikhs and posited that against Muslims.  
303 This high percentage of Indian Muslims in the Army is dismissed by Datta, following the consensus among 
contemporary Hindus, as a result of the British policy of not recruiting from non-martial races which disqualified 
several groups of Hindus; the implication being that the higher presence of Muslims in the army is not a reflection of 
any inherent virtues of Indian Muslims. 
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income for its supervision. For the Bhawal estate, which was Hindu, the rate charged is 1 ¾ percent 

of the gross income (Ibid.). 

The demonstration of calculative reasoning to discuss social issues had pedagogical value 

towards making this a public form of reasoning not restricted to trained statisticians or colonial 

bureaucrats. These public demonstrations of calculative reasoning contributed towards naturalizing 

the derivation of social meaning out of numerical data. Through these methods, in turn, sociological 

categories – public spirit, heroism, loyalty, civic sense, communal favoritism – were reconfigured as 

measurable and thereby comparable in determining the status of communities. Calculative reasoning 

developed and naturalized the correspondence between numerical data for participation, donations, 

intellectual output, and social features related to belonging, fair share, representation. The sociological 

categories, rendered calculable and comparable, were constituted as features that were fundamental 

for a community to be part of a self-governing nation.  

Moreover, calculative reasoning presented the communities as unequal. As Datta remarked, 

“by comparing the relative public spirit and enterprise of the two communities [Hindus-Sikhs and 

Muslims] we get a measure of their respective fitness for self-control or self-government or their ability 

to carry on the work of civilized government” (1934a, 687). These categories were therefore conceived 

as determinants of a community’s status, belonging and political participation within the nation. 

Through these calculations of loyalty and heroism of Muslims and Hindus, the ideals of who could 

belong or claim rights to the future nation were also rendered measurable.  

The two discursive spaces, of institutional statistics and of public calculative reasoning, 

differed in terms of the epistemological agenda that was pursued. Whereas the priority in the public 

domain was to derive social meaning by using calculative reasoning, the institutional agenda was to 

develop statistical and calculative reasoning to make these methods more reliable and applicable. 

Therefore, while Mahalanobis focused on making the analytical statistical method more scientific by 
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relying on existing social hierarchies to confirm the validity of the method, Datta focused on producing 

more sociological categories to measure claims and status of belonging of the nation’s potential 

constituents, by using existing calculative methods and drawing on his credibility from the discipline 

of statistics. Despite these differences, the institutional and public discourses together made it possible 

to produce and render the Other as entirely knowable through calculable categories. Together, the 

two discourses made calculative reasoning fundamental to the production of communities as unequal 

parts of the national whole.  

The drive to produce scientific knowledge about the communities constituting the nation led 

to the institutionalization of statistics which in turn created the conditions of legitimacy for the future 

postcolonial state. This chapter traced the emergence of statistical reasoning in 20th century India, with 

Indian intellectuals at the forefront of the development and without reducing the conception of 

statistics to that of counting, as in censuses and surveys. The rise of statistical reasoning in India was 

connected to its European counterpart through similar developments – such as the coeval emergence 

of anthropometry, biometry and post-Queteletian statistics – as well as through a network of 

intellectuals and exchange of knowledge – such as that between Pearson and Mahalanobis, and Fisher 

and Datta.  

Moving away from enumeration of demographics only, the rise in nationalist statistics and 

public form of calculative reasoning made anthropological, racial and sociological configurations of 

communities the objects of mathematical calculations, measurements and analyses. These in turn 

engendered national population as homogenous as well as a configuration of unequal communities. 

This production of inequality of communities, that were nonetheless constituents of the national 

whole, was the condition for emergence of minority as the category that would hold this ambivalent 

position.  
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Chapter 4: Naturalizing Contingency 

 

Moving from the scientific discourse of reconstituting communities, this chapter traces the making of 

minority as a category in the domain of politics. Scholars focusing on Muslim politics have argued that 

the demand for separate representation for Muslims in legislatures that began with the 1906 deputation 

seeking adequate political representation from the colonial government was the origin of minority 

claims in the subcontinent. But what were the fields of signification and meaning that minority entailed 

as a category in politics? How did its meaning shift with changes in connected political discourses – 

about electoral representation, citizenship and universal adult franchise? How did the constitution of 

the category of minority, in turn, affect these notions about electorates, citizenship, nation and state 

sovereignty? Despite the prevalence of the term ‘minority’ in politics since the early 20th century, with 

regard to the discussions about special community-based provisions, separate electorates, and 

communal representation, the meanings, implications and reasoning constitutive of minority as a 

concept underwent transformations. Here, I trace these transformations.  

What does recognition as minority entail when granted to a non-dominant group by a 

majoritarian state? How does the structural politics of recognition affect both, the claims of groups 

seeking minority rights and of state representatives adjudicating on these claims? And consequently, 

what does misrecognition look like when a group is recognized as a minority but on terms different 

from the terms of the claimants? Moving away from an exclusive focus on minority rights in the 

Constitution, I argue that the terms, assumptions and justifications in the process of granting or 

denying recognition as minority, shows how minority congealed as a concept even while the term was 
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being used in varied ways. As scholars have argued, mechanisms for granting recognition often end 

up perpetuating those structures and relations against which recognition was expected to protect.304  

Both state actors, majority-community leaders and communities seeking minority rights 

perceived recognition as protection against discrimination and marginalization. But it entrenched the 

recognition that minorities were not equivalent to the nation, but a contingent, conditional part of it. 

Although the Constitutional Assembly debates (1946-49)305 ended up attenuating minority provisions 

that had been granted by the colonial state, in granting certain limited provisions the postcolonial state 

recognized minority as a legitimate category and part of the nation.306 Recognition conferred legitimacy 

but simultaneously bound the subject in a subordinate position.307 The justificatory discourse of 

recognition – over and above the content of rights – was constructed through notions of weakness 

and backwardness, freezing the minority as included within the nation-state but as less than the 

hegemonic citizen.   

The European discourse on national minorities and rights was consolidated in the League of 

Nations after World War I. This history influenced the emerging discourse in early 20th c. colonial 

India, especially around the question of separate electoral representation for non-Hindu communities 

such as oppressed castes, Muslims, Anglo-Indians and Sikhs. Separate representation of communities 

was also part of the colonial policy of divide and rule. European influence and colonial policy, 

however, do not explain how the category of minority emerged in India and simultaneously came to 

be ascribed to Indian Muslims, in distinction to both the Hindu majority and the national citizen. If 

 
304 See Coulthard (2014, 54); also, Markell (2003). 
305 The debates ran from 1946 to 1949, with the official adoption of the Constitution in 1950. The Assembly went on 
almost parallel with the Partition and its aftermaths: “[w]hile Hindu-Muslim violence raged as the country first 
lurched towards Partition and then reeled from its aftermath, the Assembly would remain for the next three years ‘an 
island of calm deliberation amidst the historical currents that swirled through the country’” (Bajpai 2011, 47).  
306 Scholars tend to agree about the attenuation of minority rights. They disagree with regard to the nature of such 
reductions. For instance, Chiriyankandath shows how leaders like Sardar Patel and Jawaharlal Nehru were opposed 
to the existing colonial political provisions for minorities but “sensitive to minority fears” granted them cultural and 
religious rights (2000). Bajpai argues that both political and cultural rights were restricted (2011).  
307 See Markell (2003); Benhabib (2002); Povinelli (2002). 
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minority was a given, numerically determined category, how do we understand the intensive debates 

around the designation of minority and minority rights among Indian political leaders during the 

transition from colonial to postcolonial rule? Moreover, as I show in this chapter, the arguments by 

different political leaders and public figures reveal different elements that were being used to legitimize 

their claims to minority rights. On the basis of these, I argue that the recognition as minority did not 

entail singular, homogenous but overlapping and widely different aspects of a community’s social, 

political and historical narrative. Such an exploration of the politics of recognition is significant since 

it reveals how minority, produced as embodied difference from the national majority, was able to 

function as both a contingent category of liberal politics and an entrenched naturalized category of specific 

history and historiography.  

At the same time, this closer look at recognition also reveals how the minority question was 

one of the avenues through which the sovereignty of the state was manufactured and naturalized. 

While being constituted as a meaningful category through these discourses, minority also engendered 

the consolidation and naturalization of other categories in politics, especially nation, state sovereignty 

and citizenship. Following the formal political independence from colonial rule along with the 

Partition of the subcontinent, minority, migrant and refugee emerged as categories that overlapped 

and threatened through such ambiguity the sovereignty of the nascent states. The Nehru-Liaquat Pact 

between India and Pakistan (Nehru and Liaquat 1950) targeted precisely this uncertainty between the 

categories – both in their actual referents and in meaning – in an effort to stake claims to their 

sovereign status as nation-states.308  

 In this chapter, I trace how minority came to be configured within the domain of politics; and, 

how it came to embody both, a sense of impermanence and a sense of inevitability as a category in 

modern nation-states. During the 1910-30s, certain community representatives claimed separate 

 
308 See Samaddar (1997) on the invalidity of migrant and refugee definition of the UN for the subcontinent's context.  
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provisions and rights on the basis of the argument of being a minority community. They used moral-

political reasoning through notions of political importance, military participation and educational 

status, in constructing claims to being a minority. Such reasoning was transformed, on the one hand, 

by the rise of calculative reasoning in the public political domain, where moral claims come to be 

measured against moral-social contributions. On the other hand, in the late 1940s, during the 

Constituent Assembly Debates, the terms of recognition as minority came to be structured by the 

discourse of weakness, backwardness and charity rather than fairness or justice. In arguing for or 

against minority rights, the ideal of assimilation was shared by advocates and detractors alike. Whereas 

advocates of minority rights argued that such provisions would help the minority catch-up with the 

rest of the nation leading to national unity, critiques considered such provisions as a direct threat to 

achieving national uniformity. Both, the denial of separate provisions and the granting of it, aimed to 

achieve national homogeneity.  

This ideal of assimilation played a vital role in eventually distinguishing between the Dalit as 

“backward class” from Muslims, Christians and Sikhs as religious minorities. Whereas the former was 

granted political rights to rectify their backwardness, the latter were not granted political rights; rather, 

their rights were in the cultural and religious domain to help them conserve their distinctness. I show 

how this helped consolidate minority as a category that would never entirely belong on the same terms 

as the majoritarian nation-state. In addition, one of the major reasoning in the minority discourse in 

the Assembly Debates was to grant minority recognition for the sake of national peace. This 

engendered the association of minority with the sense of threat to national peace which helped 

legitimize anti-minority violence in the ensuing decades. However, the majority and the nation-state 

were themselves categories that emerged through the very process of denying and granting recognition 

as minority. Engendered as a discursive, political oppositional category to the minority, the majority 

came to be conflated, at the same time, with the nation-state.  
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4.1 Moral-Political Reasoning 

In 1906, the new Liberal Secretary of State for British India, John Morley announced the colonial 

state’s agenda to radically reform Indian representation in legislative councils by introducing effective 

representative government.309 Indian members would thus be elected to Municipalities, District 

Boards and Legislative Assemblies. Anticipating having to place their “national interests at the hands 

of an unsympathetic majority”, some Muslim leaders petitioned for a “fair share” in such 

representation, which would amount to separate election of Muslim members.310 Sultan Mohamed 

Shah, the Aga Khan III, led a deputation of Muslims311 to address Lord Minto, Viceroy of India (1905-

10) in Simla.312  

The policy of direct representation in legislative bodies implied that elected representatives 

would be proportional to the numerical strength of a community. The Simla petition demonstrated 

the numerical strength of the Muslim community in the subcontinent but argued that the political past 

of the Muslim in the subcontinent needed to be taken into account, if fair representation was the goal. 

The category of minority that emerged, through the arguments about political importance and 

 
309 The first colonial policy to allow Indian members into legislative councils was enacted in 1862 but they were 
non-official members and were present in a consultative capacity only. The Indian Councils Act of 1892 increased 
the number of Indian members, but they still did not have the power to vote on issues. The next Act to make 
significant changes to the composition was the 1909 Act, following the 1906 deputation.   
310 See ‘Address presented to H.E. Lord Minto, Viceroy and Governor-General of India by a Deputation of the 
Muslim Community if India on 1st October 1906 at Simla’. See Ambedkar (1990, 433). 
311 These were mainly Aligarh Muslims. Most historians argue that this petition was the catalyst in the formation of 
Muslim League which was launched the same year (Jaina 1965; Lelyveld 1978; Bandyopadhyay 2004). In contrast, 
Maitra argues that the Muslim League developed as a consequence of the politics of Bengali Muslims (1984). 
312 Due to this petition, the Morley-Minto Reform or the Indian Councils Act of 1909 introduced separate electorates 
for Muslim representation in Legislative Councils. Of the 60 seats in the Imperial Legislative Council, 27 were 
elected for the first time. Of the 27, 8 were reserved for Muslim representatives (Bandyopadhyay 2004, 282). 
Scholars have debated whether the colonial agenda in granting separate representation to communities within the 
Indian members in the legislative bodies was actually about dividing nationalist consolidation to maintain colonial 
hegemony (Bose and Jalal 2004; Banerjee-Dube 2015; Bajpai 2011; Sarkar 2014); or as an attempt to avoid conflict 
and maintain peace (Barrier 1968). However, even as a colonial strategy, the history of separate representation does 
not exclude the possibility of other intertwined narratives. Here, I focus on the framing of the condition of the 
Muslims and the vocabulary used to substantiate their claims.  
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historical contribution of non-dominant communities, did not remain fixed through the decades. In 

the transition from the colonial to the postcolonial regime, minority was reconfigured away from a 

moral-political relation to the simultaneously emerging idea of the nation, towards notions of 

conditional safeguards for communities irreconcilably different from the otherwise-homogenous 

nation. In this section, I discuss the various justifications cited by leaders and spokespersons on behalf 

of their communities in their claims to separate provisions and minority rights from the colonial state.  

Derived from census data, the petition noted that Indian Muslims constituted “over sixty-two 

millions or between one-fifth and one-fourth of the total population of His Majesty’s Indian 

dominions”. However, the Muslim petitioners argued that the numerical strength of Muslims were 

more than that effectively. They reasoned that, “if a reduction be made for the uncivilized portions of 

the community enumerated under the heads of animist and other minor religions, as well as for those 

classes who are ordinarily classified as Hindus but properly speaking are not Hindus at all, the 

proportion of Mahomedans to the Hindu majority becomes much larger.”313  

This argument helped increase the relative proportion of Muslims to Hindus by suggesting 

that the number of Hindus in the census was inflated. The premise of this argument was the 

contemporary concern, among census officials and upper caste Hindu nationalists, around the 

question of whether designations such as ‘untouchables’, ‘tribal’ and ‘animists’ were to be counted as 

Hindus or as separate communities.314 Although ‘Muslim’ itself was also not a given or self-evident 

category, the Simla petition can be read as a part of that history of constituting the Muslim as an 

identity that could cut across linguistic, regional and caste hierarchies.315 The enumerative logic of 

 
313 See Ambedkar (1990, 433).  
314 As Chapter 1 in this dissertation shows, this question of numbers and who could be counted as Hindu, besides the 
upper castes who were considered unquestionably Hindu, was a significant concern in the ‘dying race’ debates as 
well.  
315 On the history of Muslim becoming a pan-Indian category from the late 19th century, see Lelyveld (1978) and 
Ahmed (1981). Islam (1974) offers a different analysis where he suggests that the aspects Muslims believe they 
share as a community, also determine the kind of community formed. He distinguishes between ideals, external 
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suggesting that Hindu numbers were far less than recorded in the census in order to increase the 

relative strength of Muslims made it possible to argue for representation that was comparable to other 

contexts, primarily Europe. Thus, being a community, which was “more numerous than the entire 

population of any first class European power except Russia”, Indian Muslims were justified in claiming 

“adequate recognition” enabled by elections through separate electorates.  

However, having established the numerical significance of Muslims, the petitioners argued that 

representation based on demographic proportion alone was not an adequate or fair basis for 

determining representation. Representation corresponding to demographic proportion would imply a 

smaller number of Muslim representatives than non-Muslim Indian representatives. Muslims not only 

constituted a significant portion of the country’s demographics but had also been politically important 

in the subcontinent’s history. Despite the numerical significance of Muslims in India, proportionate 

representation would therefore unjustly render Muslims into an “ineffectual minority”, by overlooking 

their past roles and contributions as a community.316 Political representation of a community should 

be further commensurate with “the value of the contribution which they make to the defense of the 

empire” and “the position which they occupied in India a little more than hundred years ago and of 

which the traditions have naturally not faded from their minds”.317 These aspects constituted the 

political importance of Muslims, over and above their numerical significance.  

The claim of political importance of Muslims as such, had been a part of Muslim political 

discourse prior to this petition. Till 1857, this notion of political superiority was derived directly from 

the Mughal past and their presence in the subcontinent as rulers; so long as India could be considered 

Mughal, “being Muslim entailed a special relationship to the ruling power” (Lelyveld 1978, 33). After 

 
symbols of faith and loyalty to the in-group. These different commonalities when foregrounded, engender different 
kinds of community-formation.   
316 See Appendices in Ambedkar (1990).  
317 Ibid. 
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the 1857 revolt and the subsequent transfer of power from the East India Company to the British 

monarch, the notion of political importance continued to inform the organization of different strands 

of Muslim politics. However, political importance came to be constituted differently through the late 

19th century, most prominently by the founder of the Aligarh Muslim College Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 

and in the deputation of 1906 as well as subsequent discussions of minority rights for Muslims. For 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan, political importance of Muslims did not apply to all Muslims in India; it was 

restricted to the aristocracy determined “by virtue of their ancestry” (Ibid., 309). This framing of 

political importance led to Khan’s advocacy of representation by appointment rather than 

representation through election of Muslims across class, region and linguistic divide.   

The 1906 petition did not deny that Hindus and Muslims shared some values and interests. It 

acknowledged that such common interests had been adequately protected by the representatives who 

had till then been elected to the expanded legislatures. Yet, the petition noted, it was equally true that 

Muslims were a separate community with interests distinct from those of other communities. These 

separate interests had suffered from the lack of separate representation of Muslims. Even in provinces 

where they were in majority, namely Punjab, Sind and Eastern Bengal,318 they were treated as though 

“they were inappreciably small political factors that might without unfairness be neglected”.  

For instance, the petition mentioned how in several municipal and district boards which 

specifically dealt with local interest affecting the ‘community’s health, comfort, educational and 

religious needs’, Muslims had no representation. The proportion of representation in local councils 

should therefore be “determined in accordance with the numerical strength, social status, local 

influence and special requirements of either community”. In the absence of adequate representation, 

Muslims were losing the “prestige and influence” which were their just due. Political importance 

therefore not only justified a political voice in the legislature, but representation would help reinforce 

 
318 Eastern Bengal was initially part of this petition, see Sekhar (2004). 
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and maintain, in turn, such political and historical importance. In exchange for granting the request of 

rethinking representation along the suggested lines, the petition promised the empire “unswerving 

loyalty” of Muslims.319  

Following the Simla petition, the colonial government passed the 1909 Indian Councils Act 

that introduced, for the first time, the provisions of separate electorate as well as weightage in 

representation in the Imperial and provincial legislative councils.320 Separate electorate entailed a 

bifurcation of the electorate – that is, those who were eligible to vote – whereby one community could 

vote only for seats that were to be filled by representatives who belonged to their community. 

Therefore, certain seats would be reserved for Muslim candidates, to be elected by Muslim voters. In 

other words, not only was representation determined along certain identities, which also happened with 

reservation of seats, but in this case the electorate was also configured along the lines of these specific 

identities.  

This neither meant that Muslim politics was singular nor that the policy of separate electorates 

benefitted all Muslims; rather, the policy was “effectively a class concession” which did not make 

much difference to “the majority of disenfranchised Muslims” (Jalal 2000, 160). Weightage in electoral 

representation referred to representation that was quantitatively more than the proportional 

demographic share. This feature was a direct consequence of the colonial state’s acceptance of the 

political, historical importance of the Indian Muslim.321 The conditions for elected representation, 

including high property qualifications and the Government’s authority to prevent anyone from 

contesting the election if considered politically dangerous, did limit its potential to accrue long-term 

benefits for self-government by Indians. However, the discourse around the Simla petition and the 

 
319 This petition was attacked as Muslims “fawning before the British”, especially by Hindu newspapers (Jalal 2000, 
159). That, however, does not take away from the significance of the moral reasoning used to argue it.     
320 As Barrier (1968) shows, separate electorates were part of the provincial bodies in Punjab since the 1880s.  
321 See Rao (2009, 21). 
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subsequent policy of separate electorate, in contrast to 19th century discourse around elite 

representation and political importance of Muslims, introduced several political notions that helped 

configure the category of minority in the subcontinent. Notions such as elected representation, 

demographics as a basis for proportional representation, and electoral majority and minority, were the 

enabling conditions for minority to emerge as a contingent category in politics but also become 

entrenched as a natural identity.322 At the same time, in this discourse, minority emerged through a 

moral-political reasoning premised on historical importance and past, political contributions.  

The configuration of minority on the basis of a moral-political reasoning continued to inform 

claims for specific provisions, by communities who could establish their political non-dominant status 

in a given territory. In the case of Muslim political importance, this continuity was evident in the 

arguments of scholar and politician, Shafaat Ahmad Khan. In 1928, he published a monograph 

exploring the question and advocating for the “rights of the Muslim minority in India”.323 Following 

the First World War (1914-18), during which Indians had grown increasingly dissatisfied with the 

constitutional provisions, the Secretary of State Edwin Montagu formally conveyed in 1917 the 

adoption of the principle of “responsible government” by the colonial state.324 This referred to 

 
322 When tracing changes, scholars have focused on the expansion and contraction of minority rights from the 
colonial to the postcolonial context, but not the discursive changes in the reasoning, implications and meaning of 
minority as category.  
323 Khan was the Chair of Modern History in the University of Allahabad. He started the Journal of Indian History 
in 1921-22. He founded and presided over the first meeting of the Indian History Congress in 1935. Unlike the trend 
of the time, academia was his route to politics and not law or journalism. In the 1920s, he was a member of the UP 
Legislative Council and member of the Minorities Subcommittee in the Round Table Conference in 1930-32. See 
Khan (2020). 
324 Elements of self-government had been in place since the Indian Councils Act 1861. It introduced limited self-
government in Bengal, Madras and Bombay. The policy was extended to other regions gradually – to the North-
Western Provinces in 1886 and to Punjab in 1897. The then Viceroy, Lord Ripon, passed the Local Self-
Government Resolution in 1882 which made space in municipalities for Indian representatives. The Indian Councils 
Act 1892 further increased the number of nominated Indian members in the provincial legislative councils. 
However, scholars disagree on the question of the colonial state’s motivation for introducing and moving towards 
self-government in the subcontinent. Whereas the Cambridge School historians suggest that self-government was a 
collaborative strategy to prop up a weak imperial state, their critics have foregrounded the growing influence of 
Indian political movements (Bandyopadhyay 2004).  
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foregrounding and increasing the relevance and representation of Indians, to move towards self-

government.325  

Lord Chelmsford, the then Viceroy of India drafted the constitutional reforms which became 

the basis of the Government of India Act 1919. The reforms expanded the electorates significantly.326 

Provincial councils comprising Indian members were enlarged and made responsible for certain 

portfolios such as agriculture, health and education which were transferred from the domain of the 

British Governor of the province. Besides the introduction of this feature known as the ‘dyarchy’, the 

other significant change was the extension of separate electorates to Sikhs, Europeans and Anglo-

Indians. Additionally, seats through election were reserved for non-Brahmans in Madras and 

depressed classes (colonial designation for lower castes) were offered nominated seats.  

These reforms and electoral provisions of weightage in representation and separate electorates 

for certain communities did not mean that the idea of minority, or what constituted legitimate and fair 

share of rights based on the claim of being a minority, were in any sense fixed. Political and historical 

importance continued to be foregrounded and helped congeal the meanings, implications, and the 

discursive justification around the claim of minority as identity. By the time of Khan’s interventions 

in the discourse around minority identity and separate provisions, the latter was no longer restricted 

to adequate electoral representation, which had been the primary demand in the 1906 petition, and 

which was extended in scope by the subsequent reform in 1919. The end of the First World War also 

led to the formation of the League of Nations in 1920 which sought to secure rights and protection 

to national minorities in European countries.  

 
325 The goal of full self-government however did not have a “definite timeline for devolution”, only “enough 
safeguards to protect Indians against the tyranny of their own rule” (Bandyopadhyay 2004, 282). 
326 The electorates in the provinces were increased to 5.5 million and to 1.5 million for the imperial legislature. See 
Bandyopadhyay (2004, 283). On a detailed analysis of these reforms also see Robb (1976). For a critique of how 
these reforms did not engender self-government at the centre and kept power restricted to the colonial state, see Jalal 
(2000).  
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Given the recognition and rights of national minorities at the League of Nations, the 

imagination of minority rights in the subcontinent expanded beyond “the right to exercise one’s 

religion and the right to one’s property” (Khan 1928, 2). Khan argued that religion and property were 

basic rights that any constitution would guarantee, without requiring justifications. The more robust 

notion of the minority rights would include not only elected representation in the legislatures but in 

government services,327 in educational institutions, and the right to use one’s own language in 

administration, and to equitable share in funding of educational institutions. One of Khan’s primary 

motivations in this context was to establish how these rights and provisions were “primary, essential 

and inalienable” as opposed to being special privileges (Ibid., 3).  

Khan was of the view that greater representation within a dominion status was the ultimate 

political goal, thus rejecting the Indian National Congress’s contemporary demand for complete 

autonomy. He observed that for all Indian Muslims, the ideal was “full responsible government within 

the British Empire” (Ibid., 1). Severing all British connection was not only impossible but not 

desirable. His discussion of minority rights was therefore unequivocally framed within colonial rule as 

given and desirable; that is, it was significantly different from the subsequent framing of minority in 

the context of an existing or projected goal of universal adult franchise. To establish the legitimacy of 

the claim of Muslims it was essential to understand, Khan argued, “the part played by Muslims in the 

creation of modern India” (Ibid., 64).328 Without a narrative of the past, “it would be impossible for 

non-Muslims to understand the political programme of the Indian Muslims” (Ibid., 65).  

 
327 Khan (1928) argued that despite the separate electorate in the legislature, Muslims remained a minority in these 
bodies and therefore were ineffective in bringing about changes in the administration. That is why, they needed 
adequate representation in administrative bodies as well.  
328 Scottish historian H.A.R. Gibb noted that Khan’s monograph was “an important document” that thoroughly 
established “a strong case for the principle of communal representation in political, administrative and educational 
bodies” and “examines the situation of minorities in Europe and Canada, and the applicability of the minority 
clauses of various treaties to conditions in India”. See Gibb (1928, 292).  
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His narrative began with the coming of the “original Muslims” and the subsequent extensive 

conquest by Muslims for the next three centuries (Ibid., 64). They developed modern systems of 

revenue and executive administration, and police and the judicial systems. This past was significant in 

informing the Muslims’ contemporary “lives and beliefs” (Ibid., 65). Muslims did share certain features 

with Hindus, such as, patriotism for India and the relation to India as one’s motherland. But Indian 

Muslims also had other pasts, beliefs and ideals as well, which exceeded these shared features. This 

included ideals of Islam such as “the conception of a society at once cosmopolitan and [of] exclusive 

traditions” (Ibid., 64). In developing a “distinctive culture of their own”, Indian Muslims had 

contributed to Indian culture through the Urdu language. Despite Urdu being the “language of every 

Muslim and most of the Hindus of these provinces” (Ibid., 107), it had been undermined in 

administration. Muslims had also developed “social solidarity” and egalitarianism which set them apart 

from the Hindus. The configuration of Muslim as minority was engendered through the argument 

that Muslims were united by the “common ties of religion, the social tie of equality, the cultural tie of 

language, and the historical tie of a glorious past, and is homogenous and compact” (Ibid., 66). 

A certain narrative of the Indian Muslim past was thus a significant feature in determining the 

Muslims’ contemporary status as well as their claim to difference from the Hindus. The discursive 

construction of this difference did not translate into sectarianism but was a necessary building block 

for producing the Muslim as a rightful minority. Indian Muslims were united through the “historical 

tie of a glorious past” (Ibid., 66) and their “imagination [reached] back to a past which holds not only 

Indian history, but much besides” (Ibid., 64). Such a narrativization of the past was certainly part of 

the broader discursive production of the Muslim as a pan-Indian identity, but it would be misleading 

to consider the drive to homogenize the Muslim identity as necessarily a move away from the Indian 

nation as such.  
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Khan conceded that political importance of Muslims was well-recognized by the colonial 

state.329 But it was crucial that the public, other Indian communities, did not misunderstand their claim. 

Political importance was not in itself the basis for “special privilege” (Ibid., 118). Rather, it was a basis 

for arguing that “numbers are not, and can never be, the only criterion in any discussion of the 

constitutional problems of India” (Ibid.). Following the government’s articulation on this point, Khan 

agreed that “the census strength of the Indian Muhammadans by no means corresponds to their 

political strength” (Ibid., 120). This also helped Khan contrast the justification for minority provisions 

for Muslims with the discourse around similar provisions for the depressed classes. Whereas the 

depressed classes were “imposing in numbers”, their numerical strength did not match up to the 

Indian Muslim’s intellectual and political strength (Ibid., 119). Quality held more weightage than 

quantity.  

The claim of political value of community, however, was not restricted to Muslims. Written 

on behalf of Indian Christians, an opinion piece in the periodical Modern Review challenged the Indian 

Muslims’ claim to political importance as “a thing belonging only and especially to them” (1911b). 

Certainly, the article argued, Muslims could not claim that the British administration would fail to 

survive without them. Even on the question of loyalty, Muslims would not be able to stake sole claim; 

in fact, the writer commented sarcastically, “what a tale would those Anglo-Indians tell who had the 

misfortune to fight battles to quell the fire of the Indian mutiny” (Ibid.). The writer traced the origin 

of the claim of the Muslims’ “special ‘political importance’” to Lord Dufferin’s tenure as Viceroy 

(1884-88). Dufferin was responsible for generating such a notion with regard to Indian Muslims. In a 

ploy to disrupt the nascent Indian National Congress party, Dufferin created divisive relations between 

Hindus and Muslims, with support from Aligarh Muslims and Anglo-Indians. From this association 

 
329 Khan (1928) referred to the Fifth Despatch from the Government of India to the Secretary of State, leading up to 
the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919.  
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rose the notion of the Muslims’ political importance. In this way, the article challenged the Muslims’ 

self-narrative of political importance and displaced it from a precolonial past and situated it within the 

colonial diplomatic present.  

Nevertheless, the author of the article conceded political importance as a just determinant of 

a community’s claims to political status and representation. The author argued that it was the Anglo-

Indians and Indian Christians who were the rightful claimants of such significance. If the British 

wanted to succeed in maintaining their hegemony, the influence of Western enlightened reason had 

to be complemented by proselytization efforts to Christianity.330 If Indian Muslims laid claim to 

political importance based on their past as rulers, Indian Christians as co-religionists of contemporary 

rulers, could make the same claim more legitimately.  

Anticipating a critique of such claim based on the difference between the British and Indian 

Christians, the author pointed to the “well-known fact” that “most of the present day Indian 

Musalmans are descended from Hindu converts to Islam” and the “ancestors of the majority of the 

Indian Musalmans did not conquer or rule parts of India, but their co-religionists of Pathan, Persian 

and Mughal extraction did”. Despite that, if Indian Muslims could claim political importance because 

“some co-religionists of theirs rules parts of India in the past”, Indian Christians “can claim special 

privileges with greater justification, for their co-religionists do at present practically govern the whole 

of India” (Ibid.). This served to contribute to the emerging separation between faith and racial lineage, 

naturalizing in the same process the value of the latter as a truer identity and indicator of the past. 

As in the case of Muslims’ political importance, political and historical importance continued 

to operate as foundational justification for other communities who claimed similar non-dominant 

status in the field of politics or administration. This can be seen in the Second Round Table 

 
330 For instance, the author referred to a monograph (Reminiscences of a Bengal Civilian, 1866) of William 
Edwards, judge of Agra High Court who was involved in suppressing the 1857 revolt.  
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Conference discussion around questions of separate provisions for certain communities. In 1931, 

Viceroy Lord Irwin wanted to introduce a constitutional scheme with dominion status for India and 

proposed a Round Table Conference. The first session, held in London, failed primarily because the 

Congress boycotted the talks. Whereas the Indian representatives pushed for discussing provisions 

for sharing power at the centre, the talks remained restricted to questions of dyarchy at the provincial 

level. The Second Round Table Conference was held in September-December 1931 and also failed in 

effecting concrete changes, especially because the community representatives who demanded separate 

representation as minority rights failed to reach consensus. Moreover, the discussions at the Second 

Round Table Conference on the question of minority rights contributed further to configuring 

minority as a moral-political category.  

In the second Round Table conference, Rao Bahadur A. T. Pannir Selvam submitted a 

memorandum outlining the demands of the Indian Christians.331 Mahatma Gandhi was suspicious of 

the authenticity and motivation behind the mass conversion among Indian Dalits (officially called 

Depressed Classes) to Christianity.332 Referring to Gandhi’s criticism of Indian Christian demands, 

Selvan challenged Gandhi’s argument about the history of Christians in India. Challenging Gandhi’s 

purported equation of Indian Christian origin with the advent of British proselytization, Selvam noted 

that “Mr. Gandhi’s ‘historical grounds’ are hardly historical! Students of real history know that 

Christianity in India is at least centuries older than the Mussulman invasion of the country; and was 

flourishing in the land before the origins of Sikhism. Christians have played a very prominent part in 

the building up of the public weal, and are therefore entitled to the same consideration as the sister 

communities” (IRTCP, 87).  

 
331 Of the three, the second session was most significant in terms of the minority question. At the end of these 
discussions, the British Prime Minister and Chairman of the Subcommittee on Minority Representation, Ramsay 
Macdonald awarded the controversial Communal Award that extended separate electorates for non-dominant 
communities in the provincial legislative councils.  
332 On Gandhi’s critique of Dalits’ conversion to Christianity, see Pachuau (2014). 
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Given this history of the community, there was no basis for denying rights to Indian Christians 

when such rights had been granted to Sikhs and Muslims. Given that they formed the “third largest 

religious community in India”, their social and economic condition, and that they were “scattered 

about the country”, Indian Christians argued not only for the right to religious freedom but the right 

of representation through separate electorate in the legislature (Ibid., 88). These rights alone would be 

able to allay the “fears and anxieties of a minority community” such as the Indian Christian (Ibid., 87). 

The Sikhs too made a similar case for their demand for minority rights, in the form of reservation of 

seats, but not separate electorates, in the provincial and central legislatures, on the basis of their 

politically significant past in the history of the nation. Sikh representatives Sardar Ujjal Singh and 

Sardar Sampuran Singh foregrounded the political relevance and contribution of the Sikh community 

considering they had ruled Punjab until recently (1849). They demanded 30 percent seats to be 

reserved in the provincial legislature, 5 percent of the total number of seats reserved for British India 

in each of the Upper and Lower Houses and weightage in representation in other provinces similar to 

what was granted to other minorities. 

Imbricated with the discursive construction of political importance was the significance and 

implication of contribution to the nation – through participation and sacrifice in war efforts, economic 

progress and accruing high educational status. At the Round Table Conference, to substantiate 

legitimacy of their claims to separate provisions, Sikh representatives foregrounded the sacrifices Sikhs 

had made in defending India. Despite being a comparatively small community, as stated in the Simon 

Commission Report,333 the Sikhs had “contributed no less than eighty thousand men to serve in the 

 
333 The Simon Commission visited India in 1928 to review the effects of the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919. 
This Commission was an all-European Statutory Commission, formed by the Tory government in London under 
John Simon. Both Congress and the Muslim League protested the Commission since it did not include any Indians, 
which was considered a rejection of the agenda of self-determination in Indian governance.  
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Great War – a larger proportion than any other community in India”334. The representatives clarified 

that the actual number was in fact “89,000 combatant recruits, in addition to 30,000 already serving 

when war broke out”. Military service was considered one of the major indicators of loyalty, heroism 

and bravery. Participation in defense and war helped build credibility as loyal British subjects, as well 

as in legitimizing claims in the future of the nation-state, derived from the vocabulary of sacrifice. The 

claim of political importance was therefore further substantiated through evidence of military service 

and war efforts. This contribution and the Punjabi Sikh’s historical and political “unrivalled position” 

constituted the reasoning for Sikh interests to be “adequately and effectively protected in the future 

constitution” (IRTCP, 74). 

Shafat Khan also referred to the proud contribution and participation of Muslims in the Great 

War. The participation figures provided by the government showed that “the proportion of Muslims 

in the Army to their total population during the war was much higher than that of the other 

community” (1928, 62). He gave an example of his own division, the Rohilkhand division, who 

“fought with a valor and tenacity of which every native of Rohilkhand is proud” (Ibid., 62). Renowned 

for their bravery, the Punjabi Muslims had “send some of the finest soldiers during the war; they 

responded readily to the call of the empire and shed their blood on every front” (Ibid., 83). Following 

the Round Table Conferences (1930-32) and the discussions on questions of separate electorates, 

representation and protection of interests of minority communities, the Council of the Anglo-Indian 

and Domiciled European Association submitted a memorandum claiming “adequate share in the 

extension of the Franchise and to adequate representation in the various legislatures” on the basis of, 

among other things, their past contribution in military service. The Council stated that 25,000 men of 

the community had served in the military. On that basis, the Council argued for an extension of their 

 
334 Quoted in the memorandum, Indian Round Table Conference Proceeding (IRTCP) 1932, 73. The Simon 
Commission Report referred to the service by Sikhs as a “striking circumstance” given their population and 
representation in the war efforts.  
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proportion of representation in the legislature. Further, the memorandum argued for military service 

in both British and Indian Armies, including those in the second line of defense namely the Indian 

Auxiliary Force and the Indian Territorial Force, to be considered as a valid basis for entitlement to 

voting rights.  

Educational index and economic contribution were also used to justify a community’s claim 

to fair representation in various legislatures. The Anglo-Indian community cited the community’s high 

percentage of literacy as one of the main qualifying factors. Among all the communities in India, the 

percentage of literacy in the Anglo-Indian community was the highest. The average standard of 

education in the community was comparable to the contemporary standard in the United Kingdom. 

The Sikh representatives highlighted the “great part” they had played in the “economic and civic life 

of the country” (IRTCP, 73). Despite constituting only 13% of the total population in Punjab, Sikhs 

contribute 25% of land revenue and 45% of land and water revenue combined. This formed the main 

source for the Provincial Exchequer. They also funded and maintained several schools and colleges 

that welcomed students from across communities and classes. Describing these contributions, the 

representatives underlined the legitimacy of the Sikh claim for adequate and effective protection in 

the future Constitution. Similarly, the Council of the Anglo-Indian and Domiciled European 

Association argued for their adequate representation in the extended franchise on their “wage earning 

capacity”. Subsequently, compared to other communities, it ranked highest in their “value to the 

Indian Government as a taxable asset”.335  

The focus on the language, justification and reasoning highlights the moral-political aspect of 

the claims for separate provisions and the consequent configuration of the minority as identity. Those 

 
335 Memorandum by the Council of the Anglo-Indian and Domiciled European Association, Bengal Provincial 
Branch, 1932, 13E 136, IOR/Q/IFC/21, Bengal Evidence File [6(2)], India Office Records and Private Papers, 
British Library, London.  
 



 
 

247 

claiming minority rights in the colonial context configured their claims as just and fair response to 

services, contributions, sacrifices within the imperial regime as well as to perceived threat to traditions 

and community-specific interests. Through this framing, claims to avoid being an ineffectual minority 

generated a moral-political language within the political sphere. In the absence of a notion of 

citizenship based on liberal equality, the framework of this conception of minority was cast – for 

instance, as in “ineffectual minority” and being at the mercy of an unsympathetic majority – in terms 

reasoning different from the idea of minority in the postcolonial regime as claiming extra concession 

besides political equal citizenship. This moral-political conception of minority was different from the 

way minority would come to be entrenched in the post-independence regime, especially in the 

Constitution (1950) following the Constituent Assembly Debates (CAD, 1946-49). Postcolonial 

politics of minority recognition first subjected moral reasoning to calculative reasoning and finally did 

away with moral justification altogether with the introduction of universal adult franchise.  

During the decades of colonial electoral reforms, the discourse around minority fears and the 

need for protection was addressed to the colonial state, maintaining the self-narrative of the colonial 

state as a “neutral arbiter” (Freitag 1989, O’Hanlon 1993). The relation between the claimant of 

minority provisions, the dominant community of the nation, and the state altered radically when, as 

seen in the Constituent Assembly Debates, the minority was reconfigured in opposition to the nation 

where the latter became interchangeable with the majority. The discourse around minority based on 

moral-political reasoning did not produce minority as conceptually juxtaposed to the nation. Scholars 

of Indian Muslim politics argue that minority was entrenched as a category in the subcontinent’s 

politics by Muslim separatist politics, referring to the claim of elite Muslims that they form a different 

nation or two nation theory, often considered the precursor of Partition. 

As Shaikh (1986) suggests this scholarship can be categorized into two historiographical 

trends. Whereas some scholars analyze the separatist politics where ideology played an instrumental 
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role,336 others have shown how Islamic conceptions – of community, representation, and faith – have 

been not incidental but fundamental to Muslim politics.337 Both these sets of scholarships, however, 

equate the discourse around minority identity and provisions with separatism.338 Moving the focus 

away from the nature of electoral provisions demanded, towards the discursive construction of 

justification for making those demands suggest a history, which is not necessarily separatist. I argue that 

political past, historical contribution, and military sacrifice congealed a narrative where the non-

hegemonic community could claim a rightful place within the nation, in its past and present. Whereas 

a focus on the electoral provisions (separate electorates, weightage in representation) naturalizes our 

conception of Muslim politics as separatist politics, a focus on the justifications for such claims 

suggests an attempt to rewrite their place in the nation. In accounting for the latter, I argue that the 

emergence and consolidation of minority as a conflicted category has to move away from the separatist 

historiography where the minority question is considered resolved when the Muslim state of Pakistan 

is founded. As I show below, this framework stems from the conflation of the diplomatic, political 

strategy of moving away from the minority claim with the concept history of minority in the 

subcontinent.  

 

4.2 Backwardness and Justice 

The moral-political discourse of the claim to minority recognition and rights thus entailed the 

vocabulary of political and historical contribution, sacrifice and participation and sacrifice in military 

and defense efforts, and economic and educational contribution. Framed within a moral-political 

reasoning, another argument through which the minority congealed as a moral-political identity in 

 
336 For example, see Brass (1974), Gallagher et al. (1973), Seal and Jalal (1981) and Maitra (1984). 
337 For example, see Malik (1963), Qureishi (1965) and Islam (1974). 
338 Unlike the historiography on Muslim politics, scholars who work on Partition tend to disagree with the 
“inevitability” of Partition as an outcome of Muslim separatism or Hindu communalism. For such historiographical 
arguments, see for example, Khan (2017) and Chatterjee (1997). 
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politics was constructed around the question of significantly different argument about justice. 

Although both these arguments used moral-political reasoning to configure the minority, these were 

also significantly different. Whereas the former reasoning foregrounded the community’s political 

importance and past contributions, the latter argument around justice introduced the need to correct 

past discrimination and present backwardness. Moreover, in the latter argument around past 

discrimination, the question of minority was able to bring the politics or at least some of the concerns 

of Muslims and Dalits together for the first time. Given the obstacles to equal access to economic and 

educational advancement among Dalits and Muslims, provisions to help them in these sectors was 

framed as a question of justice. In educational and economic deprivation, Muslims and Dalits had a 

shared history of being discriminated against by elite Hindus. This engendered a contingent solidarity 

between Muslim and Dalit politics in the 1920-30s. Eventually, in the CAD as well as in the 

Constitution, while the state conceded the history of discrimination against Dalits and their unjustly 

caused backwardness, Indian Muslims were formally left without such past narratives.    

 The discourse of Muslim economic and educational backwardness had been initiated in the 

late 19th century. Educational and employment discrepancy, particularly between Hindus and Muslims 

had been a major concern for elite Muslims, such as Syed Ahmad Khan, and the colonial state.339 

Muslim educational backwardness was revealed through colonial surveys and publications, primarily 

W. W. Hunter’s The Indian Mussalmans (1871). In the colonial representation of Muslim condition, 

Hindus had easily adapted to the new regime, acquired English education, and availed of the altered 

employment opportunities. In contrast, Muslims had “lagged far behind” (Ahmed 1981, 133). In 

response, the colonial state granted separate provisions including scholarships for Muslim students at 

schools and training colleges, introduction of language training in Arabic and Persian, and 

appointment of Muslim teachers (Hardy 1972). The debates around granting such separate provisions 

 
339 See Jalal (2000). 
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were framed around the need to bring the Muslims as colonial subjects at par with others (Ahmed 1981). 

In some ways, this discourse continued into the 1920-30s, amidst the emergence of constitutional 

reforms, separate electorates and other electoral provisions for Muslims. Educational backwardness 

was central, Shafat Khan argued, to how the Muslims, who “had been conquerors before”, came to 

be gradually “dispossessed of their land, excluded from most of the offices which they had filled 

hitherto, and they not unnaturally regarded all attempts at the introduction of English education, and 

English language in the Colleges, the courts, the bar, and generally in all Government offices as aimed 

at the language in which their language, their culture and their glorious achievements were enshrined” 

(1928, 66).340  

Not only was it noteworthy that the economic condition of the Bengali Muslim was far from 

satisfactory, but it was even more significant given the extent of the decline from their past status. 

“They had conquered the province and ruled it for five centuries with eminent success” and yet now 

they formed “the cultivating class, and are hopelessly in debt” while most of the land was owned by 

the Hindus (1928, 82). As “all great Muslim families” declined and disappeared, Hindu landlords, 

including middlemen, came to constitute twice the number of their Muslim counterpart. Muslims also 

had insignificant presence in other professions – law, commerce, administrative services. All of these 

demonstrated how “Muslims have been systematically deprived of all share in the public life of their 

province” (Ibid.) and now Muslims constituted the majority population in Bengal, unevenly 

concentrated in the rural areas.  

Citing further causes – Anglicization and Hinduisation of public services, permanent 

settlement, Resumption Laws – Khan elaborated on how the Bengali Muslims had been “deliberately 

excluded from all spheres of activity”. This served to challenge the charge made by the Hindu that 

 
340 On these and other similar arguments, he quotes from approvingly from William Hunter’s Indian Mussulmans 
(1870). 
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“the Bengali Muslim, being descended from the depressed classes, is incapable of progress” (Ibid., 

83). The Punjabi Muslim too was “hopelessly in debt” (Ibid., 84) despite constituting, unlike the 

Bengali Muslim, the bulk of the rural population and owning a large amount of land. The debt of the 

Muslims was somewhere around 40 crores, that is, two-thirds of the total debt.341 Most of this amount 

was, further, owed to Hindus and Sikhs. This discrepancy was the result of the specificity of economic 

practice or prescription in Islam as opposed to the others. Since “Muslim religion prohibits usury, a 

Muslim cannot lend money on interest” (Ibid.). Therefore, despite forming “the backbone of the rural 

population in the Punjab”, the Muslims remained largely indebted.  

Grasping this reality was crucial in order to understand the condition of the Indian Muslim 

and to recognize their need for adequate representation. Economic backwardness, resulting from 

economic indebtedness, led to political domination and therefore injustice. As Khan demonstrated, in 

most places across rural India, the Muslim peasant was indebted to his non-Muslim landlord and 

creditor. In the absence of separate representation for Muslims, the Muslim peasant in India “will give 

his vote in accordance with their [creditors’ and landlords’] desire” (Ibid., 88). Communal 

representation was therefore not just a fair share of power but a necessary means of safeguard and 

justice for the Muslim, at a time when “the feelings of the two communities [Hindu and Muslim] are 

strained, when Muslims find it impossible to get any representation…when most of the rural voters 

among the Muslims are in the grip of the capitalists and usurers…when all the means of propaganda, 

such as newspapers, political organisations, etc., are monopolized by non-Muslims, when most of the 

Government services are filled by them, and when the local bodies in most of the provinces are 

dominated by them” (Ibid., 100). For Khan, the question and the lack of focus on adequate Muslim 

representation in local administrative bodies (besides the legislature) was therefore a matter of justice. 

Only local administrative representatives could safeguard Muslim customs and traditions, “a scared 

 
341 The total debt of the agricultural lists of the province was calculated to be 60,000,000 pounds at that time. 
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duty”, while bringing them at par with others in the domains of education and economic well-being 

(Ibid., 103).  

While continuing to foreground the educational disparity between Hindus and Muslims, the 

discourse around educational backwardness in the 1920-30s thus also reconfigured the Muslim away 

from a colonial subject requiring colonial “generosity” (Ahmed 1981). One of the crucial differences 

in the transformation of the question of educational backwardness was the question of 

responsibility.342 Who were the responsible actors if Muslims were demonstrably educationally far 

behind upper-caste Hindus? In the late 19th century, the reasons for backwardness were primarily 

attributed to Muslims, their greater resistance to Western education, their inability to adapt to 

economic changes following colonial policies such as Permanent Settlement of Land Revenue (1973) 

and Resumption proceedings, and the failure to adapt when Persian was replaced by English as the 

official language in 1837. In the later decades, it was not just the Muslim who was seen as having 

resisted changes, but Hindus had also deprived them equal access in the spheres of education and 

economy. But more importantly, by the 1920-30s, the history of national minorities evidenced in the 

works of the League of Nations reconfigured the question of backwardness much more radically. The 

reconfiguration of Muslim was as a potential citizen of a potential self-governing nation-state who at 

the same time needed certain provisions to correct past discriminations.  

In contrast to the lower literacy levels of Muslims in most places, in Madras, the Muslim 

percentage for literacy was higher than Hindus. However, according to Khan this data could not be 

taken at face value. Given the high prevalence of the upper caste practice of untouchability, Madras 

contained a large number of such oppressed castes, who were counted as Hindus in the colonial 

census. But their economic and social conditions were “pitiable in the extreme” (1928, 69) and did 

 
342 Scholars have tended to read the late 19th century and Sir Syed-centered discourse around educational 
backwardness as seamlessly continuing into the 1920-30s discourse around educational backwardness. I aim to 
underline some of the significant transitions. See for instance, Maitra (1984) and Jalal (2000).  
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not compare to those of other Hindus. Khan suggested these numbers be discounted for a truer 

picture of the status of Muslim literacy in Madras. Another region which had a slightly different socio-

historical trajectory was the United Provinces where Muslims were not lagging behind other 

communities but they had not progressed as rapidly as the rest. The difference of the United Provinces 

stemmed partly from its history as the “centre of Muslim power and Muslim culture”, partly from its 

urban concentration of Muslims and partly due to the role played by Syed Ahmed Khan in the 

“educational awakening” (Ibid., 70) of Muslims in India.  

Quoting from the Saddler Commission Report (1919), Khan argued that removing Muslim 

educational backwardness would help rectify the divisions and antagonisms between Hindus and 

Muslims. He seconded the recommendations of the Committee with regard to increasing Muslim 

representation in the Universities, among students as well as in the administration. In effect, he made 

a case for representation which entailed both – increasing the level of literacy and education, overall 

learning, among Muslims as well as greater participation in decision-making positions. Khan in fact 

critiqued the Congress’s demand for Home Rule and advocated political autonomy within the British 

Empire on the ground that mass education was crucial to the former and lacking in the nation in the 

present. As an educator himself, he believed that basic education was “closely related to political 

advance” (Ibid., 13).  

Provisions for those claiming minority identity were framed as a question of justice not only 

through the narrative of a prominent political past and an unjust deprivation in economic and 

educational access in the present but also by a reference to the precedent of such rights in other nation-

state contexts. As discussed above, community spokespersons argued that certain historical events 

had produced the non-dominant community as educationally lagging or they had been too dispersed 

across the country to have adequate representation. Yet, at the same time, the precedent of minority 

rights under the League of Nations engendered the notion that minorities were inevitable political 
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outcomes of the modern nation-state system. The recognition and rights of minorities in the European 

context was moreover granted by what was considered an impartial, neutral non-State entity, the 

League of Nations (Rosting 1923).343 These rights were not to be seen as part of extraordinary 

circumstances but inevitable and integral to the politically natural process of rearrangement of 

territories and redistribution of land, people and demographic distribution. Claimants and even those 

opposed to specific provisions of minority rights (such as separate electorates) shared this view of 

minority as a fallout of modern politics. The political inevitability was derived from the precedent of 

the European territorial rearrangement, nation-state border reconfigurations and the consequent 

minority rights treaties. For instance, on the one hand, Shafat Khan argued that had it not been for 

educational and economic backwardness, Muslims would not have demanded minority rights; on the 

other, drawing on the history of the League’s treaties, Khan argued that the minority rights the 

Muslims were demanding were neither historically unprecedented (and thus illegitimate) nor politically 

extraordinary. The modern nation-state system with its territorial realignments became an essential 

factor which generated both, the identity-category of minority and the need for its recognition as such 

in order to grant safeguards and protection. 

The history of the nation-state system had shown that the modern necessity, of 

correspondence between the nation and territorial boundaries, made territorial rearrangements 

unavoidable, which in turn, resulted in national minorities in each nation-state.344 Given the dissolution 

of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the weakening of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of new 

states of Poland and Czechoslovakia, it was “inevitable that in every case these States were assigned 

considerable population, alien in race, language, and religion” (Khan 1928, 34). This “inevitability” 

rendered the minority rights and provisions politically consequential of modern state formation – and 

 
343 The Indian representative at the League of Nations, J.C. Coyajee, even refers to the League as a superstate (See 
IRTCP, 1932). 
344 See Wippman (1997) and Preece (1997).  
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not amounting to special privileges and favors. Khan attempted to establish that guaranteeing minority 

rights was an integral process of territorial reorganization. “The principles upon which all these treaties 

are based is this, that in the act of assigning new territories to an already existing State the powers lay 

down conditions on which they transfer the territories to such States” (Ibid., 35). In several cases, 

mostly for nations defeated in the First World War, entry to the League and stable international 

relations were dependent on the countries’ agreeing to certain minority provisions and treaties.345  

Reading this history in the Indian context, where the colonial government was gradually 

introducing self-government provisions, claimants of separate provisions underlined protection of 

minority interests as a measure of justice. As Khan argued, minority rights were not to be considered 

special privileges. Instead, some “guarantee, some security, must be provided that they should not be 

subjected to injustice, that they should not be deprived of their political rights, nor exposed to 

persecution” (Ibid., 34). For Khan, the preservation of the use of Urdu was a central feature of 

minority rights. His grievance was not against the rise in usage and progress of Hindi - which was 

replacing Urdu in schools, textbooks – and instead welcomed it as “a sign of enlightenment” (Ibid., 

107). Muslims as minority were “not monopolists; nor do they wish to be interlopers” (Ibid., 108).  

It was equality in availability of languages that he stressed on. It was the “power to discontinue 

the teaching of Urdu” that he deemed as threatening the Muslim’s linguistic rights which for a minority 

was “sacred” (Ibid.). This claim was based on the “carefully analyzed, and vigorously defended” 

constitutions of the various nations under the League (Ibid.). He cited the example of the Italian 

language in the Swiss government. Italians constituted only 5% of the Swiss population and yet the 

government published all its documents in Italian besides other languages. It meant that the demand 

for linguistic right was a demand founded in “justice” and was not borne out of any ‘desire for special 

privileges’ (Ibid.). Therefore, numerical weakness could not preclude the possibility protecting 

 
345 See Wippman (1997), Preece (1997) and (1998), Fink (2000) and Pedersen (2015).  
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linguistic rights; it was the latter’s relation to justice that made linguistic rights crucial despite the 

numerical status of a non-majority community.  

He also relied on the example of the League’s work in the Eastern European contexts to 

establish the legitimacy of the Muslim demand to provisions for access to education. He turned to 

Czechoslovakia’s success story and highlighted the utility of having the promise of the League treaties. 

The treaty in this case had guaranteed “facilities for elementary education for the racial minorities” 

(Ibid., 58); not only had Czechoslovakia upheld that but had also secured advantages for the Magyar 

minority in “higher elementary and secondary education in its own language” (Ibid., 59). The same 

facilities were visible in the public services. Based on comparative data between the Slovak majority 

and Magyar minority, Khan remarked on how “the population of Magyars in the public services of 

Czechoslovakia is far greater than the actual strength of the Magyar minority would warrant” (Ibid., 

60). In highlighting and endorsing the motivation behind the treaties, Khan downplayed the 

significance of numerical weakness. Instead, it was “a definable racial character” that legitimized the 

right of that group to “achieve self-expression” and the right against “denationalization, which means 

the atrophy by enforced disuse of racial characteristics” (Ibid., 61).  

In November 1928, Seth Haji Abdullah Haroon, member of the Muslim League and founder 

of the Sind United Party, submitted a memorandum to the Nehru Committee and the All Parties 

Convention. It was a commentary and suggestions for revisions to the Nehru Report (1928) which 

was a proposal, spearheaded by Motilal Nehru, for dominion status from a committee made up of 

Indians only. It proposed, among other features, reservation of seats for certain communities in a joint 

electorate; that is, instead of separate electorates, voters would not be divided in terms of their 

community affiliations. Haroon argued for the recognition of certain additional communities as 
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minorities and separate electorates for the protection of their interests – especially, Dalits, Muslims 

and Sikhs.346  

Those who decried the Indian Muslims’ demand for minority provisions as “novel suggestion 

of the Communally-blind leaders of the Muslims” were “either ignorant of the World-conditions or 

that if they are aware of these they purposely do not wish the public to know lest their case for 

superiority over the Minorities may be weakened” (Haroon 1928, 26). The majority in India should 

instead adopt a “statesmanlike and liberal attitude” like the Europeans who were part of the League’s 

treaties, in order to resolve the problem in India. By ‘world conditions’, Haroon referred to the rights 

granted to minorities living in Eastern European territories: “The just and the equitable treatment 

which these States have accorded to the Minorities living in their respective territories is one of the 

bright chapters in their national history” (Ibid., 3). He invited Indians, especially the majority 

community, to “strive to have a similar record in the annals of our dear motherland” (Ibid.).  

For those advocating the League’s methods as useful for the Indian context, the nature of the 

colonial government promised more success with regard to granting and maintaining similar 

provisions than had been possible even under the League. Khan believed that the minority rights 

enshrined in the League of Nations’ treaties had often been ineffective in terms of proper execution 

and political consequence for nation-states which had failed to protect such rights. Whereas the 

League of Nations had “only moral force, and not material force” (Khan 1928, 29), the rights 

embodied in the Constitution of British India would be enacted by and a “sanction of the British 

Parliament” (Ibid., 30).  

Moreover, the success or failure of minority rights within the domain of the League of Nations 

depended on and varied in individual sovereign states of Europe. For instance, he noted how, the 

 
346 In contrast to Anglo-Indians and Parsis who he observed were “sufficiently well-organized and powerful to press 
their claims” (Haroon 1928, 25).  
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Transylvanian minority interests had not been safeguarded by Romania, but Czechoslovakia had kept 

its German minorities protected. Yet, it could be argued that the potential of the League’s enactment 

was not entirely without value. The case of Czechoslovakia proved to be, for Khan, more than a single 

instance of the success of minority rights. He read in it his own communities’ past and therefore 

potential future. Czechoslovakia “did not make the mistake of handing over millions of conquering 

Germans and Magyars to the tender mercies of Czechs, who had been ruled by them for centuries, 

without adequate safeguards for their educational, linguistic, and political rights” (Ibid., 29). Indicating 

the balance achieved through minority rights, he mentioned how the Czechs “respect these rights and 

the Germans cooperate with them” (Ibid.). For Khan, the League had managed to overcome the 

possibility of conflict that might occur from differences of race and language precisely by seeking to 

acknowledge and safeguard these in the treaties. India would benefit if it learnt this lesson from the 

League. Instead of recognizing and addressing similar differences that existed in the subcontinent, 

Indians tried to “remove them”, “to bridge the gulf” by “merely asserting that no differences exist” 

(Ibid., 57).  

As discussed above, the late 19th century Muslim discourse around educational backwardness 

and provisions for redressal did not include references to non-elite Muslims. As Devji puts it, 

“[o]bscured by the Manichaean narrative of religious enmity” between Hindus and Muslims, caste 

politics triangulated and “threatened to undo both majority and minority” (2013, 166). By the 1920-

30s, this had altered so that, on the question of backwardness, Dalit politics and Muslim politics 

reached a provisional consensus. The first time this solidarity was achieved in politics was the Round 

Table Conferences (1930-32) where the goal was to discuss and agree to a future constitution for the 

country. Failing to reach any consensus, the British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald declared the 

Communal Award (1932) which extended the provisions of separate electorates to Dalits, and 

subsequently passed the Government of India Act (1935). The Minorities Pact at the Round Table 
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Conference brought together Muslims, Dalits, Indian Christians, Anglo-Indians and Europeans, and 

for the first time reduced “caste Hindus to a mere plurality rather than a majority” (Devji 2013, 170). 

However, Gandhi, who was imprisoned at the time of the Second Round Table Conference, 

vehemently opposed the provisions granted to Dalits through the Communal Award, making them a 

separate constituency than Hindus. He forced Bhimrao Ambedkar, the representative of the 

oppressed castes, to sign the Poona Pact and give up the separate electorate provision in exchange for 

reserved seats in joint electorates with Hindus. 

Representative of Dalit politics, B. R. Ambedkar based his argument about Dalits being a 

minority on the rejection of political importance as a factor and instead on educational and economic 

oppression.347 He suggested that the logic of political importance, not communal representation, 

caused communal conflict.348 Unless all the citizens of the country were considered politically equal, 

the principle of equal opportunity would not hold ground. The gradation of communities on this basis 

was the true cause of “all the communal troubles” (Ambedkar 2005, 439). Instead of political 

importance or numerical status, what required to be recognized was that the “standing of a community 

is no less an important factor to be taken into account in determining its quota of representation” 

(Ibid., 437). What did such standing refer to? It referred to the community’s power to “protect itself 

in the social struggle” and this power depended upon its educational and economic status. Once this 

principle was recognized, it would logically follow that “the lower the standing of a community the 

greater is the electoral advantage it must get over the rest”. For the specific case of the Depressed 

 
347 See Ambedkar (2005). Specifically, this is in his statement submitted in 1928 to the Indian Statutory Commission 
on behalf of the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha (or the Depressed Classes Institute of Mumbai). 
348 For instance, when Ambedkar was presenting his oral evidence to the Commission, the latter repeatedly 
suggested that minority protections that communities were demanding including Ambedkar on behalf of the 
Depressed Classes were the cause of communal conflict and even riots. When asked if separate electorates as one of 
the demands for minority protection was not the cause of communal strife, Ambedkar’s response was “not evasive” 
(Chatterjee 2018, 85); he stated unequivocally that communal representation did not lead to communal riots, which 
were due to “something very different”. Getting rid of separate electorates was in no way an alternative to 
communal tension because with or without it, “society is divided into classes and communities” (Ambedkar 2005, 
472).  
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Classes, the electoral advantage must be greater “than in the case of any other community of equal 

[numerical] strength and standing” (Ibid., 438). There could be no doubt that this community was 

burdened with the gravest disabilities. Therefore, whereas the solidarity between Dalit and Muslim 

politics was achieved in their attempt to challenge the hegemony of a upper-caste dominated politics, 

the solidarity remained precarious because Muslim politicians effectively saw the Dalit condition as 

the fate they aimed to avoid (Devji 2013).  

In his oral testimony before the Indian Statutory Commission, Ambedkar argued that a 

representative government could not by itself secure the rights of minorities without corresponding 

constitutional provisions. In fact, the introduction of representative government without guarantees 

of rights “was looked upon as a most dangerous experiment” (2005, 443). The inclusion of guarantees 

in the peace treaties between the allied powers and other countries in Eastern Europe “bear eloquent 

testimony to the fact that the minorities cannot depend upon the representative form of Government 

but must seek protection in the form of guarantees of their rights” (Ibid.). In his oral testimony, 

Ambedkar further clarified that the rights could not be in any form but had to be – like those facilitated 

by the League – constitutionally bound (Ibid., 479). And even if such guarantees failed, the minorities 

could appeal to the League for intervention; this was evidence of the importance given to the 

protection of rights of minorities, beyond their access to political representation.  

Given that rights were required despite guarantees of representation in Eastern Europe where 

“secularization of politics has gone far further”, how could such rights be anything but indispensable 

in India “politics is nothing but theology in action” (Ibid., 443)? This was also a reflection of 

Ambedkar’s difference from the liberal discourse of minority protection that was premised on 

religious toleration by the majority or the nation so that the minority community could preserve their 

distinct identity. As opposed to the predominant association of minority rights with perception of 

difference, for the Dalits the difference itself – one of imposed inferiority and discrimination – was 
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what they demanded to be protected against. That is, Ambedkar sought protection “against the 

religious orthodoxy of the majority which sanctioned, indeed prescribed, discriminatory practices 

against the Untouchable minority” (Chatterjee 2018, 87). Therefore, whereas minorities in Europe, 

like every other minority, had fallen but were “free to rise”, Depressed Classes were in a unique 

unenvious position where they had remained fallen because “their rise is opposed to the religious 

notions of the majority of their countrymen” (Ambedkar 2005, 445). 

Ambedkar argued for and worked towards producing the Dalit as a political minority, and as 

distinct in the same instance from Muslims as minority, through the demands for separate electorates. 

But, despite the constitutional recognition of the Dalits as a suffering community who were 

discriminated against by upper caste Hindus, the question of Dalits was recognized in the constitution 

without conceding their claim of being a minority.349 Ambedkar’s attempt to establish Dalits as a 

minority failed, in terms of constitutional recognition or securing separate electorates, signaled by the 

Poona Pact following the Prime Minister Ramsay Macdonald’s Communal Award in 1932.350  

The inbuilt tension in the construction of Dalits as minority that led to its impossibility to 

achieve consensus in the domain of politics, was the formation of the identity of Dalit around “historic 

humiliation” which was both what produced the identity and what Dalits aimed to escape through the 

claim of minority.351 Moreover, Ambedkar’s figure of the stigmatized Dalit with a violent history of 

caste atrocity was paradoxically both, a reasoning for more political power and embodied evidence 

that revealed the limits of a merely political response to the caste problem. “It is precisely this tension 

between political adequation and its ultimate insufficiency”, as Rao argues, “that produced the Dalit 

as political potentiality and a very particular sort of historical subject” (2009, 125). Therefore, the 

 
349 Ambedkar’s conception of Dalits as political minority was also complicated by his critique of politics as an 
inadequate response to caste violence (Rao 2009, 125). 
350 Despite Ambedkar’s failure to secure separate electorates for Dalits as minority, his theoretical interventions 
were significant contributions to rethinking political categories, going beyond their limits in liberal constitutionalism 
(Chatterjee 2018). 
351 See Rao (2009, 16) and Chatterjee (2018, 96). 
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embodied discrimination that Dalit identity was constructed around made Dalit, not contingently, but 

essentially marginalized, unlike the construction of the Muslim claim to being a minority. 

 

4.3 Minority and Nation, Minority as Nation 

The political discourse around the meaning of minority entrenched contingency as integral to the 

concept. Contingency in the discourse around minority occurred in multiple forms: in the ideal of 

assimilation, in a minority community becoming a non-minority elsewhere, and in the minority 

community’s potential to become a separate nation itself. The discussion around assimilation, as 

articulated by advocates and detractors of minority provisions alike, engendered the notion that 

minority signaled a difference from the hegemonic community-as-nation, which could be overcome 

through affirmative measures. With such measures, over time, the difference or disparity could be 

rectified, and the recognition of minority made invalid.  

The possibility of a minority being or becoming a non-minority or majority or nation elsewhere 

also contributed to the naturalization of the identity as contingent. As was the case for several national 

minorities in the European nation-state system, a minority often became one in reference to its 

community’s status as a nation elsewhere. The cross-reference often served as a guarantee for adequate 

safeguards and rights for the community in the nation-state where it was a minority.352 The third 

possibility was the recognition that redrawing territorial boundaries could turn the non-dominant 

community into a nation. All these features were part of the discourse in politics around minority 

claims and identity.  

 
352 The possibility of a minority in one state being a nation in another was central to the history of minority rights in 
Europe. Often minority rights were conceived of as international rights because the protection of minority in one 
state was dependent on the same community’s treatment of its own minorities in its nation-state. See Fink (2000). 
Mahmood (2016) also discusses this aspect in relation to Copts in Egypt and their status abroad.  
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Assimilation, idealized by both advocates and the detractors of minority provisions, produced 

the nation as necessarily a unified whole. The rise in claims of minority rights was accompanied by the 

fear among detractors that in the name of protection, minority rights would perpetuate the differences 

between communities. This in turn would disable the achievement of national unity and progress. The 

denial of minority rights stemmed from this anticipatory anxiety of a fragmented nation. In offering 

minority provisions, the Congress memorandum circulated at the Round Table Conference stated its 

priority of adopting a solution that would be “communal in appearance, yet as nearly national as 

possible” (IRTCP, 64). However, for some, minority provisions such as separate electorates, were 

necessarily and definitionally at odds with the agenda of national unity. Opposition to minority rights 

was articulated primarily as a response to a threat to a united nation.  

Indian jurist and barrister, Chimanlal Setalvad, who was a representative at the Round Table 

Conference argued that “Keeping different communities in separate watertight compartments must 

inevitably prove a great obstacle in the evolution of national unity and national self-government” 

(Ibid., 96). Setalvad hoped for eventual assimilation when “the Muslims and the Sikhs, after some 

experience of the new constitution of self-government for India, will see the advantage to themselves 

and the country of coming into joint electorates” (Ibid.). As for the Dalits, Setalvad was sympathetic 

regarding how they had been treated in the past. However, he did not deem their insistence for 

separate electorate either justified by their exasperation, or a particularly patriotic act (Ibid.). The 

Hindu Mahasabha was also of the view that “communal representation is fundamentally opposed to 

nationalism” by gradually creating “an increasing desire for the assertion of communal difference in 

various departments of public administration” (Ibid., 78). The Mahasabha was “anxious that India 

should not be split up on the very threshold of a new constitution” (Ibid., 80). 

The discussion around assimilation, that generated the necessity of national homogeneity, 

often referred to the precedent of minority recognition and provisions granted by the League of 
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Nations. The League’s internationalism, its priorities of peace and stability, its membership of 

prominent statesmen, and its successes in resolving minority claims in some nation-states made the 

League a legitimate precedent, that justified similar resolutions and strategy adoptions in the 

subcontinent. The reasoning, both for and against minority provisions, that congealed around 

references to the League’s work also framed the minority question as both, generic and specific to the 

subcontinent’s context. The League represented an impartial resolution of the minority question – one 

that was worthy of emulation for claimants of minority rights in India as well as useful in defining and 

rejecting illegitimate claims for those who viewed the minority provisions as detrimental to the national 

cause. Whereas the League of Nations had provided “for full legitimate protection to the minorities 

in matters concerning their religion, culture and social customs”, it had “scrupulously refrained from 

discriminating the nationals of a State on the basis of their religions, cultures or languages”, and had 

upheld “principles of freedom and equality in the political, economic and legal spheres” (IRTCP, 80).  

On the basis of this argument, Hindu Mahasabha representative at the Round Table 

Conference B.S. Moonje, challenged the wisdom of treating the minority question from “a most 

unnatural point of view under the plausible excuse of protection for minorities” (Ibid., 84).353 The 

Muslim claim for reservation in the public administration of the country would lead precisely to such 

discrimination against others in the nation. In fact, several other minority communities – Parsis, 

Christians and Dalits – were “infinitely weaker than the Muslims in all material respects” and once 

such concessions were granted to Muslims it would become “difficult to resist the claims of these 

minorities” (Ibid., 80). Opponents of separate provisions construed minority rights as separatist and 

potentially proliferating;354 instead, they advocated assimilation of minorities with the nation.  

 
353 He quoted Edmund Burke in support of his claim about prioritizing national interest over minority provisions: 
“Parliament is a deliberative Assembly of one nation with one interest, that of the whole people; where not local 
purposes, not local prejudices ought to guide, but the general good resulting from the general reason of the whole” 
(IRTCP 1932, 84).  
354 With regard to denying separate electorates to Dalits, Gandhi had the same argument, see Devji (2013). 
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Quoting British stateman Austen Chamberlain and Greek representative Vassili Dendramis 

from the League’s debates, Moonje argued that minority rights should be aimed at creating equality 

between the minority and the majority. The aim should not be to ‘permanently estrange’355 the minority 

from national life. Dendramis had suggested that granting special privileges and rights to minority 

communities in a nation would enable the minority to oppress the majority. Moonje argued that, in 

order to prevent that, the government should not grant separate electorate for national minorities such 

as Muslims, especially in provinces where they formed a majority. Muslims demanded separate 

electorate based on their claim of being a minority in the nation, and maintained this claim even in 

regions like the Punjab and Bengal, where they were in a majority. The Hindu Mahasabha, as suggested 

by Moonje, found separate electorates to be a divisive provision and therefore sought to reject separate 

electorates everywhere, including in regions where Hindus were a minority.  

This discrepancy between the Muslim minority demand and Hindu minority demand further 

underlined the ideal of assimilation. At the level of the nation, Hindus had no fear of being 

overshadowed politically or socially; and therefore, could claim to have the “confidence of being able 

to hold their own in competition with their Muslim majorities without the adventitious aids of 

protection such as separate electorates” (Ibid., 67). The Hindu Mahasabha rejected separate electorates 

for Muslims because it was conceived as an impediment to national assimilation; meanwhile, the 

Mahasabha rejected separate electorates for Hindus since joint electorate with Muslims in a Muslim 

majority province would be a crucial political avenue to influence the composition of the legislature 

and continue the ideal of national assimilation.  

A reference to the League of Nations in discussing the minority provisions engendered not 

just the ideal of assimilation but also became a basis for establishing the political limits of the nation 

and its outside. Since India was an independent member-state of the League of Nations despite being 

 
355 Chamberlain’s phrase quoted by Moonje.  
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a colony, the delegates at the Conference discussed the option and implication of referring questions 

of minority rights directly to the League. Jehangir Coyajee (1875-1943), a Parsi economist who was 

the Indian delegate at the League of Nations in1930 and 1932), admired the way several minorities 

had “secured justice in many cases through the Council of the League and in other cases through the 

Secretariat” (1932, 81). In fact, for him the primary purpose of the League – achieving international 

peace without interfering in national sovereignty – made the “spirit of the League” akin to the “spirit 

of India” (Ibid., iii). The “ancient and high traditions of India” marked by pacifism and international 

intellectual cooperation have made “Indian mentality and culture” naturally welcoming of “an 

Institution like the League” (Ibid.).356 However, contrary to certain suggestions, India could not turn 

to the League to unequivocally resolve the former’s “minority problem”. Indians were certainly 

interested in the principles, decisions and methods of the League in securing protection for Minorities” 

(Ibid., 82) and could therefore “adopt hints from the League's settlement of minority problems in 

Europe” (Ibid., 40). But despite the role of “superstate” the League played in European politics, the 

question of securing protection of minorities in India was ultimately “a communal problem”, which 

was a “domestic matter” (Ibid., 82).  

In contrast, other delegates were eager to take the minority question to the League; if only 

because they were certain that the minority claims of Indian communities would not hold up to the 

League’s definitions. Mahasabha representative Moonje voiced the organization’s willingness to refer 

the “whole of the Hindu-Muslim problem” to the League of Nations, since the latter was made up of 

“impartial men, who have experience of such questions, and who will have the courage to solve them 

with impartiality” (IRTCP 1932, 80). Moonje argued that Indian Muslim claims for minority rights 

would not be granted as legitimate. Following the League’s definitions, Muslims did not even qualify 

as a minority. Moreover, the kind of claims Indian Muslims were demanding had not been granted by 

 
356 In a later section, it becomes clear that such an Indian past is a reference to “Aryan ideals” (Coyajee 1932, 41).  
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the League to any minorities formed after the war in Europe. Unlike minorities recognized by the 

League, “Muslims in India are a numerically strong, well organized, vigorous and potent body with 

great facilities for self-development” (Ibid., 80). In rejecting claims of communities by referencing the 

standards of the League, political representatives nonetheless contributed to the emerging and 

repeated recalibrations of the conceptual relation between the minority and the nation.  

Even those who advocated for separate provisions for minorities did not disagree that the 

final, political ideal was a homogenous nation. The claimants of minority rights also agreed with the 

necessity of national unity and argued that minority rights enabled precisely that by helping non-

dominant communities gradually assimilate with the nation. The opposing arguments around the 

recognition of communities as minority thus naturalized the political nation as a unified whole. When 

the provision of separate electorates for minorities was repealed in the Constituent Assembly Debates 

citing the sectarian violence around Partition, Mohammad Ismail Khan made a final effort to prevent 

the repeal and referred to the League of Nation’s minority provisions. He cited examples of member 

countries where separate electorates and similar minority provisions had been instituted. Unlike his 

fellow Assembly members, “[those Europeans] were not afraid that separate electorates will divide the 

country into smaller bits… They thought that it was a natural thing to do for the minorities”.357 If 

indeed separate electorate was dangerous for the stability and unity of a country, “would these great 

statesmen of the world have agreed, that too after the first World War, to such special arrangements? 

They thought that there was nothing wrong in those arrangements.”358  

Ambedkar who advocated unequivocally for minority rights for Dalits, conceded in his oral 

testimony before the Indian Statutory Commission,359 that minority rights had to be transitional in 

 
357 See CAD, Vol 8, May 25, 1949.  
358 Ibid. 
359 This was a team of British officials headed by John Simon who came to India in 1928 to evaluate the impact of 
the constitutional reforms that had been introduced in 1919 as the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms.  
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nature: “I do contemplate, and I do desire, the time when India shall be one; and I do believe that a 

time will come when, for instance, all these things will not be necessary” (2005, 479). Surendra Kumar 

Datta, the Indian Christian representative at the Second Round Table Conference, noted his 

disagreement with the Joint Memorandum submitted by Muslims, Indian Christians, Depressed 

Classes, Anglo-Indians and Europeans. For him, the most significant failure of the joint demands for 

minority provisions was not the provisions itself but the lack of any suggestion for the gradual 

evolution of the “communal idea” into a “conception of the community as a whole” (IRTCP, 115). 

He feared that such provisions would lead the Constitution to foreground the “conception of 

communities as against the idea of the people of India as a whole” (Ibid.). The discourse around 

minority and separate provisions thus simultaneously produced minority as antagonistic to the 

purpose of national unity and in effect helped consolidate the idea of the nation as a political whole. 

As Asad notes, the modern nation is not a given, rather what is “in effect a web of communal life” is 

produced into a nation, into “a unity in which a particular character is sought and maintained” (2018, 

139). Whereas politically the minority community came to be included within the nation-state, as a 

concept it was thus conceived and mobilized against the nation-state from its inception. 

The Constituent Assembly Debates (1946-49) continued to maintain the framing of minority 

as conceptually opposed to the nation as united and whole.360 The Advisory Committee on 

Fundamental Rights and Minority framed a draft which was debated in the Constituent Assembly in 

 
360 The Muslim League’s boycott of the Constituent Assembly Debates could not be easily overlooked, and the 
Assembly did confront allegations of not being adequately representative. Rajendra Prasad, President of the 
Assembly, had to acknowledge and respond to such allegations officially. “Mr. Churchill observed that the 
Assembly…represented ‘only one major community in India’. Viscount Simon was more specific and referred to the 
Assembly as ‘a body of Hindus’…to make statements which are wholly contrary to facts…lead to mischievous 
inferences…it is clear from the figures I have quoted that, with the exception of representatives of the Muslim 
League, every community in India [namely, Scheduled Castes, Sikhs, Indian Christians, Backward Tribes, Anglo-
Indians, Parsis and Muslims]…was represented in the Assembly; and, therefore, to describe the Assembly as 
representing ‘only one major community in India’ or as ‘a body of Hindus’ or as a ‘meeting of Caste Hindus’ is a 
complete travesty of facts” (CAD, Vol 2, Jan 20, 1947). On the question of representativeness of the CAD 
composition, see Corbridge and Harriss (2000) and Austin (1966).  
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August 1947. On the basis of these debates and suggestions, the Drafting Committee framed the Draft 

Constitution and later incorporated suggestions and comments on this Draft by Assembly members. 

The final Constitution was prepared and adopted in 1950. While the first draft of minority rights 

(1947) had already rejected provisions from the colonial rule, such as separate electorates and weighted 

representation, it had retained seat reservation in legislatures for a ten-year period with possibility for 

extension as well as cultural and educational rights.361 As scholars have noted, political rights for 

minorities and religious, cultural rights had distinct trajectories in the Constituent Assembly Debates 

(1946-49) and finally in their different positions in the Constitution.  

As opposed to the question of political rights for the minority, the proposal for cultural and 

educational rights was accepted with much less contestation. There was largely a consensus from the 

beginning of the Debates to get rid of separate electorates, which was considered a ‘poison in the body 

politic’ introduced to help the British divide and rule.362 Chaudhri Khaliquzzaman, Muslim League 

representative in the Constituent Assembly (until his departure for Pakistan in October 1947) was one 

of the few who continued to highlight the benefits of retaining this provision for the minority. 

However, in the Aug 27, 1947 session Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, the Chairman of the Advisory 

Committee on Minorities, at the Constituent Assembly Debates Patel noted that the advisory 

committee for minority rights had been able to reach unanimity with regard to the removal of separate 

electorates for all communities. Instead, the report granted the provision for reserved seats in 

legislatures within joint electorates for an initial ten-year period, with the possibility of renewal, for 

Scheduled Castes, Muslims and Christians.  

 
361 See Sardar Vallabhhai Patel, Report of the Advisory Committee on the Subject of Minority Rights, Aug 8, 1947, 
in Rao (1967: Vol 2).  
362 Report of the Advisory Committee on Minorities, May 11, 1949, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, Chairman of 
Advisory Committee on Minorities, Fundamental Rights, etc. in Rao (1967: Vol 4).  
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Chiriyankandath notes that although the Assembly initially accepted the provision for reserved 

seats “behind the scenes attempts continued to persuade minority representatives of the inadvisability 

of insisting on separate representation” (2000, 13). The final report on minority rights in 1949 which 

became part of the Constitution was deeply informed by the Partition (1947) and the violence and the 

large-scale migration that followed it. Separate representation through seat reservation was retained 

for the Scheduled Castes but not for Christians, Muslims or Sikhs, who were considered religious 

minorities. The latter retained rights to conserve their cultural distinction through right to educational 

institutions as well as religious freedom.363  

In the final iteration of the Constitution (1950), the term minority was neither qualified by a 

definition nor identified which communities were recognized under it (Wadhwa 1975). Only two 

articles (29 and 30) under the ‘Fundamental Rights’ section use the term ‘minority’. Moreover, as 

Wadhwa (1975) notes, the text of one of the Articles grants this right to all citizens and the term 

‘minority’ appears in its title only, Article 29: ‘Protection of Minorities’. It grants all “citizens” the right 

to conserve their “distinct language, script or culture” as well as the right to not be “denied admission 

into any educational institution” that received governmental funding. Article 30 grants the right to all 

“minorities” to establish and run educational institutions as well as to receive state-funds without 

discrimination for being a minority-run institution. The previous drafts of what became Article 29 did 

restrict the right to minorities but the in the final instance minority was substituted for citizen.364 This 

replacement resulted in an inbuilt ambiguity into the application and scope of the right of minorities 

to maintain educational institutes, especially by regulating the demography of students admitted.365 

 
363 There was a paradox in this regard: “it is precisely some of the advocates of a broad right to religious freedom 
who were also the most vociferous opponents of any political rights for religious minorities” (Jha 2002, 3175). As 
Jha elaborates, this was the consequence of the debates around the question of which kind of secularism the Indian 
state should adopt.   
364 For a detailed discussion of these changes through the various drafts and debates around them, see Ansari (1999) 
and Bajpai (2011). 
365 Ansari (1999) discusses some court cases around minority institutions to demonstrate how this ambiguity 
adversely impacted minority communities.  
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Besides, Articles 25 and 26 do refer to minorities but grant the right to profess, practice and propagate 

religion. Finally, Article 44 of the Constitution, under the ‘Directive Principles’ section proposes the 

preparation and application of a Uniform Civil Code for the country which would replace the different 

personal laws of religious communities. As a Directive Principle, this was different from a 

Fundamental Right in that it was not judicially enforceable.  

In conceding to the ideal of national homogeneity, the advocates of minority provisions 

emphasized the necessity of the transitory nature of minority identity. They argued that recognition as 

minority would help elevate the community to a status in the future where such protection would no 

longer be required. The hope of future assimilation of the minority within the homogeneity of the 

nation signified the necessity of contingent provisions. In this argument about assimilation, the 

underlying notion about the difference between the community seeking the provisions and the 

hegemonic national community was mostly economic or educational gap; that is, a difference that 

could be rectified in the future through temporary provisions in the contemporary. However, in the 

final form, the Constitution distinguished between assimilable difference and unassimilable differences 

that needed state protection. While economic and educational backwardness served as reasons for the 

provisions granted in the Constitution to Scheduled Castes and Tribes, they were not recognized as 

minority. The goal of assimilation thus helped generate and naturalize the ideal of national homogeneity, 

as well as helped distinguish in the final instance between differences that could be rectified and 

differences that constituted the minority within the nation. 

During the Assembly Debates, the Chairman of the Advisory Committee on Minorities, Sardar 

Vallabhbhai Patel commended those communities who gave up their rights to separate provisions 

treatment. They had taken a wise decision in wanting to “merge themselves in the nation”. The 

minority report presented on 27 August 1947 to the Constituent Assembly was, according to Patel, 

constituted by unanimously reached decisions (CAD, Vol 5). It had dismissed all demands for separate 
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electorates. This reflected, for Sardar Nagappa, another Constituent Assembly member, the 

praiseworthy point that minorities had finally understood that “the country's Welfare is more 

important than that of an individual or a particular community” (Ibid.). The Chairman of the 

Minorities Subcommittee, Harendra Coomar Mookerjee, conceded that it was only for the sake of 

peace that minority rights needed to be recognized and granted. That aside, however, “the greatness 

of a country is [never] increased by increasing the greatness or the economic or political importance 

of a particular group which is inside it”. The giving up of claims of special rights and provisions were 

applauded in moral terms – sacrifice for the nation, assimilating for the national good, and placing 

national interests selflessly over group interests (Ibid.).  

P.S. Deshmukh, a Constituent Assembly member, in whose opinion minority was the most 

“monstrous word in the history of Indian politics” opposed the demand for minority rights against a 

nationalist attitude of unity. Patel’s appreciation of those communities who voluntarily gave up some 

of their concessions and special privileges – such as Parsis and Anglo-Indians – underlined that 

minority guarantees and protections should be the last resort of a community. For instance, the Parsis 

had voluntarily abandoned their concessions. Patel endorsed this ‘wise decision’, saying that “any 

concessions that they may get would perhaps do more harm to them than any good, because they can 

make their way anywhere, and make their way in such a manner that they would get more than they 

would get by any reservation or by any separate process of elections” (Ibid.). In fact, throughout the 

discussion of the report on minorities and minority rights in general, much was made off the difference 

between minorities who had abandoned their concessions and those who continued to claim these.  

The Parsi representative at the Constituent Assembly, Rustom K. Sidhva, entreated the “other 

minorities” to “assimilate their view points now onwards with the majority view point”; he guaranteed 

that “in the period of ten years that has been given to them, they will have no grievance, they will have 

no complaint to make against the majority community. It is only the heart that is wanted on behalf of 
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the minority to adjust themselves”. Anglo-Indian representative in the Minority Sub-committee, Frank 

Anthony was certain that every “wise minority will look forward to the time, sooner or later, when it 

will take its place not under any communal label or designation, but as part and parcel of the whole 

Indian community” (Ibid.). Indian Christian representative H.C. Mookerjee, was similarly “proud” 

that his community had “decided to give up all special privileges”, including both separate electorates 

and reserved seats in joint electorates. The consequent, additional danger of guaranteeing provisions 

for certain communities was the potential of proliferation. Once granted to Muslims, the state would 

not be able to deny similar provisions to communities who used the same reasoning and grounds for 

making demands in the future. This was perceived as a threat to the fragmentation and disunity of a 

nation that was at the threshold of its constitution. 

Besides the possibility of assimilation, the notion of contingency structured the discourse 

around minority in two ways: the possibility that minority could become a nation in a different 

territorial configuration or that a minority in one context was already a nation elsewhere. As was the 

case in Europe, several national minorities were nations in other states. The discussions in the League 

of Nations also demonstrated that if a minority was not already a nation elsewhere, it could become 

one provided there was an optimal territorial distribution. The national minorities recognized and 

protected under the League of Nations, showed how minority was framed as politically contingent, 

which meant that minority in one context could become, theoretically at least, a nation in another. 

Whereas some communities could claim nationhood within the territorial given,366 others could not 

claim self-determination in India but were nonetheless capable of being a majority or nation elsewhere.  

For instance, Indian Christians were recognized as minority in the Constitution but did not 

claim nationhood within the subcontinent. This question of territorial distribution and the necessary 

potential to become a nation, informed the configuration of the Muslim as a minority and the Dalit 

 
366 This is what Ambedkar (1990) suggested with regard to Indian Muslims.  
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as eventually not a minority. The inherent incapacity to aspire to nationhood was central to why Dalits 

were ultimately not naturalized as a minority in postcolonial India. Whereas Dalits were a territorially 

dispersed community, Muslims were not only concentrated in certain regions but formed the majority 

in the Punjab, Northwest Frontier Provinces, Sind, Baluchistan and Bengal. The question of territorial 

distribution determined the kind of provision that would benefit the community in political 

representation. Self-government or distribution of powers between province and federal government 

were effective modes in securing representation when a non-dominant community had a clear 

demographic concentration in certain regions. In case the community was scattered throughout the 

nation-state however, only measures such as separate electorates or reserved seats for representative 

candidates would be able to secure effective political power.  

This difference in the demographic distribution and in modes of minority provisions between 

Dalits and Muslims constituted a major source of contention. As Ambedkar argued in his testimony 

to the Indian Statutory Commission, forming electoral constituencies for Dalits was essential since 

they were territorially dispersed; especially given, that Muslims had been granted that provision even 

in provinces where they formed a majority.367 Whereas Muslim politics foregrounded the discourse 

around recognition as minority and separate provisions till the 1930s, from around that time, a section 

of Muslims began arguing that Muslims were not just a different community within India but formed 

a different nation altogether.  

At the 27th annual Muslim League session in 1940, Muhammad Ali Jinnah at the Lahore 

Resolution committed the Muslim League to working towards the creation of Pakistan as a separate 

independent nation. This claim initially expressed in the demand for a weak federal structure of 

governance in a postcolonial setting, was ultimately settled through the partition of the subcontinent 

 
367 This is the statement submitted by on behalf of the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha to the Indian Statutory 
Commission, 29 May 1928 by Ambedkar; see Ambedkar (2005, 439–40). 
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and the creation of the independent Muslim-majority state of Pakistan. In 1946, Ambedkar proposed 

to create a territorial concentration, separate Dalit settlements which he referred to as ‘Dalitsthan’. 

Devji notes that the term’s similarity to Pakistan was not a mere coincidence but shows that the “Dalit 

adaptation of Muslim politics represented the latter’s alternative fulfillment” (2013, 197). Ambedkar 

also responded directly to the Muslim demand for Pakistan. A minority could become a nation if, 

Ambedkar suggested, they no longer desired to share “a common destiny”.368 In this formulation, a 

minority “with a consciousness that made it thoroughly unwilling to live within the same constitutional 

state with the majority community” had to be converted into a separate nation-state (Chatterjee 2018, 

90).  

Scholars have shown how the Muslim discourse around minority identity gave way to the two-

nation theory, Jinnah being the most prominent spokesperson from the late 1930s.369 This 

historiography states that the territorial concentration of Muslims in specific provinces and their claim 

to incompatible differences with the Hindu-dominated nation, made it possible for the Muslim League 

to transition from its initial claims of minority rights to the subsequent claim of nationhood. The latter 

claim was granted through the partition of the subcontinent into India and Pakistan in 1947. For 

instance, Devji suggests that turning minority claims into nationhood might be “one way in which 

minorities, however constituted, can attain political universality: by abandoning the natural unities and 

historical continuities that bind them to minority status for the universality of the idea” of the nation 

(Devji 2007, 92). I argue that, instead of the question of minority being replaced and resolved by 

 
368 When it came to the question of minorities that were also able to claim themselves a separate nation, specifically 
when discussing the question of whether the demand for Pakistan was justified, Ambedkar (1990) was in favor of 
freedom of a nation’s independence over unity. This indicates how national unity was constructed as natural and a 
moral ideal and was not necessarily a given.  
369 Most scholarship frame the two-nation theory as a successor of the minority claim instead of framing minority 
and nation as conceptually imbricated; for instance, see Jalal (1985) and Ansari (1999, 115). A similar argument is 
that minority emerges after the establishment of the democratic state and not as co-productions (Wadhwa 1975). 
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nationalism, the creation of a separate nation only bolstered the meanings and configurations of 

minority as a concept as well as informed the condition of those who remained in India as minorities.  

According to this historiography, the transition of claims in the political sphere and the 

subsequent formation of separate nation-state settled the question of minority, discursively and 

politically. The problem with this narrative is that the transition of diplomatic, political strategy is 

conflated with the conceptual history of minority. Such a narrative misses the continuity of the 

conceptual relevance of minority for Muslims who remained in India after Partition.  

I argue that, instead of minority becoming discursively irrelevant because Muslim League gave 

up its claim, the creation of Pakistan contributed to the process of configuration of minority in India. 

The realization of an independent Muslim state through partition facilitated the construction of the 

minority in India as potentially a constant threat to India’s national integrity. Moreover, the formation 

of Pakistan demonstrated and further entrenched the idea that minority was a contingent category 

because, under different territorial arrangements, it could become a nation. In other words, a 

minority’s becoming a nation contributed to consolidating the meaning of minority, instead of simply 

negating the community’s prior claim as minority. The potential to become a nation rendered the 

category of minority as internally conflicted since its marginalization could be perceived as contingent 

and its political claims therefore suspect.  

As shown above, a major strand in the discourse around minority provisions focused on the 

necessity for minority claimants to assimilate with the hegemonic community-as-nation. Yet, 

ultimately, the possibility of assimilation failed to be a part of the recognition as minority in the 

postcolonial state. The notion of differences that could, given time and “a little push”, dissolve the 

gap between communities was restricted to social and economic differences. The socio-economic lag 

of certain communities formed a significant target for the postcolonial state to redress but did not 



 
 

277 

account for recognition as minority.370 Despite Ambedkar’s career-long battle to achieve recognition of 

Dalits as minorities along with separate electorates, the Constitution did not grant this recognition. As 

Scheduled Castes and Tribes, Dalits secured provisions such as reservation of seats for ten years, 

subject to possibility of renewal. These were not signifiers of recognition of its minority claim but 

constituted recognition of the historical injustice and socio-economic discrimination that had been 

perpetrated by caste Hindus against them. In contrast, rights related to religious practice, cultural and 

educational institutions, were granted as minority rights. This engendered the recognition of minority 

as a category that needed safeguards for their differences where such differences, not being of the 

socio-economic type, would not dissipate with time. In the Constitution, minority ultimately congealed 

as a concept which signified the potential of a community to be a nation, in a different geopolitical 

context. This naturalization of minority as a contingent nation thus entrenched conflicting potentials 

within the concept.  

 

4.4 Nation as Electorates  

In the 1910-30s, the discussions around electorates which did not (yet) entail all the members of the 

nation, preceded the availability of universal adult franchise or the granting of political equality through 

citizenship to all members of the nation. What did it mean that the imagination of Muslim and non-

Muslim electorates preceded universal adult franchise? Did the latter completely replace the former or 

did the former have legacies in the way minority came to be constituted in the postcolonial nation? 

Scholarly discussions on the changes in minority rights have foregrounded how the provision of 

separate electorates prioritized by the colonial state for certain minorities, was removed in the 

postcolonial state. However, it has not been adequately examined how, despite community-based 

 
370 This agenda continued well into the 21st century, exemplified by the Social, Economic and Educational Status of 
the Muslim Community of India (Sachar Report, 2006). 
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electorate being discarded under postcolonial rule, the category of the electorate – eligible voters from 

the community – contributed to discourses that informed postcolonial consolidations of identity-

categories. In this section, I show how discussions about the electorate, voting practices, rationale for 

voting and abstaining, and comparative political literacy among communities contributed to the 

emerging configurations of group or communal citizenship371 and minority. Citizenship as a form of 

political equality, emerged through the discourse around minority claims, community-based 

representation, and separate electorates. The discussion around minority representation, especially in 

electoral politics, generated the possibility and the imagination for political equality, eventually 

enshrined in the Constitution as universal adult franchise and the category of citizens as political and 

legal equals. Moreover, through the discussion of electorates, the moral-political discourse of separate 

provisions for minorities came to be subjected to analysis of the nature, purpose and functionality of 

the electorate.  

Asad argues that modern states are constitutionally incapable of moral persuasion relying only 

on calculative reasoning to govern (2018). Chatterjee shows how there is in fact a steady decline of 

the moral reasoning of the state and the complete erasure with the emergence of the neoliberal mode 

of governance (2020). Building on these arguments around transformations in state reasoning, I show 

how moral reasoning, that was central to constructing the minority discourse in the early decades, was 

not central to the postcolonial state’s deliberations on recognition as minority and of minority rights. 

That is, by the time of the Constituent Assembly Debates and the Nehru-Liaquat Pact (1950) between 

India and Pakistan regarding population transfer following the Partition, the concept of minority that 

came to be consolidated was no longer structured by moral-political reasoning. Instead, it was the 

majority, produced as the nation-state, that was recast as the moral entity granting protection and 

recognition to those claiming separate provisions. The relation between moral and calculative 

 
371 That is, citizen as conceived not as individuals but as part of a community such as Hindu, Dalit or Muslim. 
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reasoning began to be formulated within the concerns of the minority discourse. The moral claims of 

the non-dominant community, as the discussions of the articles in Modern Review in the previous 

chapter showed, came to be measured against the claimants’ public participation using calculative 

measures. This contributed towards the notion that moral claims had to correspond to moral actions 

and that such correspondence could be ascertained through demonstrable calculations. 

 The demand for adequate representation sought as a form of minority rights took shape with 

the colonial move towards self-government.372 Representation of Indian communities initially took 

the form of nomination but subsequently came to be based on election. The Morley-Minto Reform 

of 1909 introduced separate electorates for the first time for determining Muslim representation in 

the legislature. The franchise, of Indians eligible to vote for representatives to the separate electorate, 

was limited on the basis of property, education and gender qualifications. The Government of India 

Act of 1935 extended the franchise – especially by including women – to about one-fifth of the adult 

population, from about seven million to about 30 million. In 1920, Congress instituted universal access 

of all Indian men and women to its membership, subject to a subscription of 4 annas. Prepared by 

Motilal Nehru, the Nehru Report (1928), proposed constitutional reforms in opposition to the Simon 

Commission, and included the demand for universal adult suffrage with no restrictions. It proposed 

dismissing separate electorates but granting reservation of seats for Muslims in regions they were a 

minority.  

However, the response to the report from both colonial administrators and Indian 

representatives in the provincial legislatures was that “‘assuming adult suffrage’ would be 

‘impracticable at present’, as well as ‘administratively unmanageable’” (Shani 2017, 4). In Ambedkar’s 

statement to the Indian Statutory Committee in 1928, he emphasized the necessity of elections over 

 
372 Jayal (2013) argues that the change towards the demand for self-government and therefore the connected 
discourse around universal citizenship did not emerge till as late as the demand for Pakistan began to be articulated.  
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nominations. Representatives could only be made accountable when elected by their constituencies. 

The constituency, made up of voters eligible based on high property qualification, in turn needed to 

be expanded to include the poorer mass of people. He insisted that property ownership had no 

correlation with political intelligence and political consciousness. Instead of making a case simply for 

universal adult suffrage, Ambedkar argued that adult suffrage was “particularly crucial for the electoral 

representation of poor and property-less groups like the Depressed Classes because that is the only 

way they can secure the numbers to elect their representatives” (Chatterjee 2018, 85).  

Although universal adult franchise was not instituted until after independence, Indians began 

conceiving and arguing for elections, expanding the electorate and equal political representation.373 

Yet, in India, unlike other liberal nation-states, group-differentiated citizenship was “the default 

sanctified by the colonial state, and universalist citizenship represent[ed] the political agenda of its 

transformation” (Jayal 2013, 227). Consequently, I ask: how did the notion of electorates inform the 

discourse around political equality? How did calculative reasoning become a part of the moral-political 

discourse of minority recognition through the discussion of the citizen-as-voter? In this section, I 

argue that the category of the electorate as a community-based identity engendered the oppositional 

discourse emphasizing the value of political equality as well as contributed to configuring the citizen 

as a member of the voting electorate.  

With the expanding electorate, which came to include more Indian representatives, the Act of 

1919 also introduced the policy of election, in distinction to nomination in the earlier decades. This 

did not entail universal adult franchise but even in the limited franchise, the voter became a significant 

category. Besides, the UP Municipalities’ Act in 1916 introduced the feature of weighted 

representation which ensured that groups with lower numbers would have more seats than 

 
373 In fact, as Jayal shows, notions about group-differentiated citizenship and universal citizenship have been 
“excessively dichotomized” when in fact there were several variations of the two notions of citizenship in the 
colonial period (2013, 226). 
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proportionate with their population. Therefore, where Muslims were 1 percent of the population, they 

received 10 percent seats, and where they were 5-10 percent, they had 15 percent seats.(Pandey 1978) 

Eligibility was limited to individuals who had a place of residence in the constituency and had paid tax 

in the year of voting and the previous year. The policy of separate electorates and weighted 

representation – or as those in opposition referred to as over-representation – contributed to the 

communalization of politics.374 At the same time, in response to the discourse around minority 

identity, its relation to political importance, and its expression in separate electorates and weighted 

representation for Muslims, the idea of political equality gained ground in the public discourse on 

politics. Whereas communities such as Indian Christians and Anglo-Indians reacted to the Muslim 

claim of political importance by making similar claims for their respective communities, another 

response was to suggest that the aspiration should be national solidarity and political equality instead. 

The argument was that religious, racial and caste distinctions of course existed but in the domain of 

politics and law-making each community should be conceived as equals.375  

In the Constituent Assembly Debates, the provision for separate electorate for Muslims was 

rejected but the reservation of seats in proportion to population in the Legislature was maintained as 

a provision for both the Muslim and the Scheduled Castes for a longer period during the Debates. 

After a prolonged debate on separate electorates for Muslims, the August 27 session of the Assembly 

in 1947 approved the provision of reserving seats for the Muslim (CAD, Vol 5). However, in the 

‘Comments and Suggestions to the Draft Constitution’ later, the unanimous suggestion was to remove 

the Muslim from the clause offering reservation of seat. The final Constitution of India dropped 

references to ‘Muslim’ from all affirmative political provisions. When the suggestion to repeal it was 

finally approved, it was justified through the reference to the changed circumstances, that of the 

 
374 See Jalal (2000), Robinson (1993), and Pandey (1978).  
375 See Modern Review 1911c and 1917.  
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creation of a Muslim state, Pakistan and the ensuing Partition. The Committee said that it was no 

longer appropriate in the context of free India and the formation of Pakistan to have reservation of 

seats for Muslims and other minorities. Separate electorate was rejected in favor of equal citizenship 

which was constructed as a solution to separatism and therefore more valuable. “Although the 

abolition of separate electorates had removed much of the poison from the body politic, the 

reservation of seats for religious communities, it was felt, did lead to a certain degree of separatism 

and was to that extent contrary to the conception of a secular democratic state”.376  

The choice that emerged from the history of communal representation was between separate 

electorates as minority safeguards and equal citizenship. As Constituent Assembly member Govind 

Ballabh Pant asked his colleagues, “Will this institution of separate electorates encourage the disruptive 

tendencies or will it bring about that cohesion without which neither state can exist? Do you want the 

citizens of one State to look to their co-religionists in the other State for their protection, or do you 

want them to be treated as equal citizens of their own free sovereign State? I want all minorities to 

have an honourable place in this Union of India. I want them to have full opportunities for self-

realisation and self-fulfillment” (CAD, Vol 5, 27 Aug 1947). 

The other development was the discussions on the question of the electorate as a constituent 

of the nation. These public discussions focused on the nature and purpose of electorates, the practice 

of voting, the process and obstacles to voting, and the politics of weighted or equal representation. 

These public discussions, I argue, contributed to the imagination of the political nation as constituted 

by electorates, preceding the construction of citizens as politically equal individuals. Of communal 

electorates, Gilmartin says that it was “a representation defined not by the process of voting in which 

the individual will of the voter came into play, but by the fixed cultural boundaries used to draw 

 
376 See Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, Report of the Advisory Committee on Minorities, May 11, 1949, in Rao (1967: 
Vol. 4). 
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constituencies” (2007, 70). Although true, such a historiographical framing misses the ways in which 

an engagement with the electorate as a community-based identity contributed to the political 

imagination of the individual voter. Statistician and Hindu Mahasabha member Jatindra Mohan Datta 

framed the electorate as a socio-political category. Writing in 1936, he explored how voters were using 

or not using “their newly-found rights” by focusing on the reasons of attendance and voter absence. 

“Did they exercise their rights freely and fully”, he asked, “or did they remain indifferent and apathetic, 

and as a consequence abstained from voting; or was their absence from the polling booths due to 

causes over which they had little or no control?” (1936, vii).377 Percentage of attendance at polling 

booths was available from government records.  

Datta reproduced a table showing percentage of votes cast at the four general Council elections 

in Bengal, in 1920, 1923, 1926 and 1929. The data was classified according to urban and rural voters, 

further categorized as Muslim and non-Muslim voters. The remaining percentage, of eligible voters 

who had not voted, was taken to indicate a lack of political interest or intelligence, or extraneous local 

circumstances over which voters had no control. However, these data did not reflect the actual 

“political interest taken by the voters” (Ibid., ix) which Datta was after. Only by estimating the 

percentage of non-attendance due to unavoidable circumstances and by eliminating this portion, could 

one arrive at a “fair view” of the percentage of voters who were politically intelligent and active.  

 Despite the lack of individual citizenship rights and universal adult franchise, perusal of the 

question of political awareness and intelligence of voters informed the discursive construction of the 

electorate as a fundamental constituent of the emerging categories of the nation and minority. In 

Datta’s capacity as a public intellectual and statistician, his works attempted to establish the specificities 

of how electoral politics was playing out given the opening up of the franchise and the move towards 

 
377 Mahalanobis reviewed Datta’s book in Sankhya and commented on the “valuable and constructive study” (1937c, 
175).  
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self-government. At the same time, this picture was understood to be differentiated along the line of 

the Muslim and non-Muslim divide.  

Through these calculations the electorate was produced as Muslim and non-Muslim 

constituencies, even while notions about political equality and universal adult franchise were being 

articulated in opposition to separate community-based electorates. In each chapter, Datta discussed 

one possible extraneous or unforeseen cause that prevented voters from casting their ballot. For 

instance, childbirth prevented women, both Hindu and Muslim, from venturing out after their seventh 

month till a month following the birth. Similar to calculations in the previous case, Datta calculated 

that about 5 percent of adult females failed to vote due to pregnancies and childbirth, compared to 

the corresponding to 1 percent in England. Other causes included malaria, errors in the electoral roll, 

migration, lack of roads and access to transport especially in rural constituencies, and inconvenient 

polling hours. Through these discussions, Datta aimed to establish that “non-attendance may be due 

to causes other than political indifference” (Ibid., 67).378  

One of the more ambiguous causes of non-attendance that Datta discussed was “disbelief in 

voting”.379 Disbelief in voting included disbelief in political action, in the election process, in women’s 

voting, and in the utility of cooperating with the government. He reproduced the data for percentage 

 
378 Another example that Datta discussed was the percentage of dead voters whose names still made it to the 
electoral roll of eligible voters. The electoral roll was prepared 9 to 10 months before the elections and often ended 
up including names of eligible voters who were dead by the time of the voting date. To demonstrate the significance 
of this incidence on the percentage of absentee voters, Datta provided a detailed discussion of the average death rate 
each year during the decade 1911-1921. Collating data from the Census Report and the Bengal Public Health 
Report, he calculated the average death rate for the decade. Using this average, he calculated that about 4.7 percent 
of the people entered on the electoral roll would have died by the next general election. To this, he added the 
percentage of deceased people whose names had been erroneously entered on the roll based on tax payment on their 
behalf by their family. The percentage of dead electors on the roll was therefore calculated to be 6-7 percent. This 
percentage stood out as a significant value, especially compared to the 0.7 percent of dead electors in the electoral 
roll in England, given that they revised their rolls every six months. He made similar calculations for the birth rate. 
379 Abstention from voting due to disbelief was certainly different from the other causes Datta discussed. Disbelief in 
voting was not unambiguously an extraneous cause disabling voters from reaching the polls. In fact, as Datta pointed 
out, such abstentions were “a measure of his active interest in politics, though chiefly negative in its results” (1936, 
65). Yet, Datta listed this as an unavoidable circumstance preventing the voter from voting because the voter’s 
philosophy made it impossible for him or her to vote. “It is something like a Quaker refusing to enlist in the Army, 
not because he lacks courage, but his objection is fundamentally philosophical” (Ibid.). 
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of votes cast in 1920 and 1923, classified according to rural Muslim, urban Muslim, rural non-Muslim, 

and urban non-Muslim voters. The figures showed that “more interest was taken in 1923 than in 

1920” (Ibid., 64) and this was considered – by Datta and according to a contemporary report – a result 

of the Non-Cooperation Movement which was launched by Gandhi for the attainment of self-rule 

during 1920-22. Besides the difference in votes polled in the two years, percentage of votes polled by 

Muslims were significantly lower than non-Muslims in both the years. This difference could not be 

ascribed entirely to the Non-Cooperation movement. Instead, this was considered by Datta and in a 

contemporary report as evidence of how “as a whole the Muhammadan Community is less educated 

and less politically active than the Non-Muhammadans” (Ibid., 65).  

In conclusion, Datta found that the average percentage of votes polled between 1920-29 was 

about 37. Based on the calculations of abstention due to unavoidable causes, which was 45 percent, 

the calculation found that 55 percent of voters were available to vote out of which about 37 percent 

actually cast their ballots. In mathematical terms, excluding the proportion of those who were unable 

to vote due to unavoidable circumstances, of those who could vote 68 percent had cast their ballots. 

This percentage was the true reflection of the measure of “political interest taken by the voters” (Ibid., 

70). Having calculated thus, the vote percentage also compared favorably with the standards in Europe 

and America where vote attendance was at 70-80 percent.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, in several essays, Datta as well as Ramesh Chandra 

Banerjee used calculation of percentage and proportions to measure loyalty, civic sense, bravery, and 

religious mindedness, effectively comparing and evaluating Hindus and Muslims. A similar article 

during this period aimed to examine the “real nature of the Muhammadan majority in Bengal” (1931c). 

As Datta remarked, the relative number of Muslims and non-Muslims was becoming increasingly 

important “in view of the insistent and almost impertinent demands” of the Bengali Muslims (Ibid., 

211). The demands referred to separate electorates for election to the legislative bodies that been 
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granted to Muslims, starting in 1909, including Muslims in regions like Bengal where they formed a 

majority. The 1919 Montague-Chelmsford Reforms had expanded the category of electorate with the 

introduction of direct election. The qualification for the franchise had been set at 21 years of age and 

had residence and income eligibility criteria. However, the documentation of age in the census was the 

sole source of such information and was highly unreliable.  

As Datta suggested, most Indians were ignorant of their correct age. This was more than a 

matter of accuracy. The data of age directly determined the strength of the Muslim and the non-

Muslim electorate, bearing upon the question of political representation. Census enumerators were 

not expected to question the accuracy of responses and therefore recorded answers exactly as provided 

by the respondents. The widely held belief, as recorded by the Census Superintendent W.H. Thomson 

and as endorsed by Datta, was that among the illiterate people, it was common to give “ludicrous” 

numbers, such as “bis chalis” which meant 20 or 40. That several individuals reported estimated 

rounded-off numbers was indicated by the cluster of entries for 25, 30, 35, 40 years and so on. Datta 

also observed a “preference for even numbers rather than odd numbers” (Ibid., 211).  

From this data, Datta aimed to calculate the accurate percentage of adult Muslims. The 

proportion of adult Hindus to adult Muslims was 100:102. For his purpose in measuring the validity 

of the Muslim claim to separate electorate based on their numerical strength, it was however not just 

Hindu numbers that needed to be compared to Muslim numbers; the Hindu numbers could in fact 

include the numbers entered under “Others” who were neither Hindu nor Muslim but “who for all 

political purposes are ‘non-Muhammadans’” (Ibid., 213). This enumeration reversed the proportions, 

making non-Muslims a higher ratio than Muslims. According to the census data, there were more 

minors among Muslims than among non-Muslims. These numbers were further noted as containing 

proportions of deliberate misstatement about age. Quoting a report by the Actuary to the Government 

of India, Datta underlined that the “rates of mis-statement are greater amongst Muhammadans than 
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amongst Hindus” (Ibid., 214). Hindus, being more educated, entered more accurate ages than 

Muslims; that is, “both the over-statement and under-statement of ages in the case of Muhammadans 

are greater” (Ibid., 212). These enumerations and subsequent calculations framed the Muslim as a 

community which had had a much larger proportion of minors, but for the “deliberate and systematic 

mis-statement of age” and the exaggerated “lies about the possession of a qualification such as literacy 

which it has not” (Ibid., 215).  

It was ironic for such a community to claim separate and increased representation, wanting to 

“dominate” the Hindus, instead of paying off “the debt of gratitude to his Bengali Hindu benefactors”. 

Datta argued that Muslims owed much to the Hindus “in the shape of public spirit, endowments, 

charities, schools and colleges, organization, flood relief, famine relief, free dispensaries and other 

public activities” (Ibid., 215). In light of the constitutional reforms and the formation of community-

based electorates, such discussions were essentially questions regarding the nature and qualifications 

for the electorate, justification for property qualifications, and whether franchise qualifications should 

be uniform for Hindus and Muslims. Moreover, through the demonstration of calculations of 

proportions and percentages, these discussions in popular periodicals were part of the proliferation of 

the public form of calculative reasoning. Calculative reasoning, introduced in the discussions of moral 

and social categories, cast moral, social categories as seamlessly translatable into simple, numerical 

expressions. These discussions around moral, political determinants contributed to the broader scope 

and place of calculative reasoning, going beyond the demographic count of a community, in the 

recognition and identity of minority.  

 In another essay, Datta discussed comparative percentages for Muslim and non-Muslim voters 

in the Legislative Council, Legislative Assembly, Local Board, Union Board and Municipalities 

(1931d). He calculated the percentage of Muslim and non-Muslim voter increase, following the 

expansion of the franchise and the lowering of eligibility cut-offs. The question of lowering the 
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franchise qualifications to increase the number of voters had met with the criticism that the masses 

were largely ignorant and incompetent. The argument in support was that in order to make the 

legislature more accountable to the electorate, the latter needed to be expanded. According to the 

Bengal Government’s projected calculations after lowering the franchise (by lowering the necessary 

tax amount for voter eligibility), it was estimated that the percentage of Muslim voters would increase 

from 49 to 58 percent and the non-Muslim would then be 42 instead of the earlier 51 percent.  

On recalculating, Datta found these percentages to be incorrect. Based on the incorrect 

calculations, the Simon Commission had concluded that “the effect of lowering the franchise would 

be to bring the economically backward and the Muhammadans in greater numbers within the electoral 

range” (Ibid., 638). The franchise rules for Union Board election were also disadvantageous to Hindus. 

One of the stipulations was that joint undivided families, “which is the normal condition of the 

Hindus”, had only one vote (Ibid.). If such rules were modified, Hindus would be able to extend their 

electorate significantly. The question of the electorate, which was “full of potentialities and capable 

extension and development”, deserved more and careful attention (Ibid.). In these discussions around 

community-based electorates enabled the enabled the conception of the citizenship through the 

exercise of voting. At the same time, these discussions about voting practices and rationale helped 

convert moral questions into factors in calculative reasoning, and reconfigured hierarchy of 

communities as hierarchy of electorates.  

 

4.5 Minority, Nation-State and Majority 

The discussions in the Constituent Assembly contributed towards recognizing the minority as a 

specific configuration of meanings and possibilities. That is, I argue, that granting recognition or 

denying recognition was not only related to rights and provisions, but also about the category minority 

itself, and naturalizing its particular configuration. Even though the term minority and notions about 
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separate provisions were present in the previous decades, as discussed above, the Constituent 

Assembly Debates did more than simply affirm or reject those provisions going into the postcolonial 

regime. The Debates, through their specific reasoning and justifications, reconfigured minority further 

that generated it as both contingent and inevitable. Therefore, even as the terms of recognition of 

minority rights were being discussed, through that very process the minority emerged, structured as 

much by the specificities of its political context in postcolonial India as by notions about its necessarily 

provisional nature. Although misrecognition has adverse consequences (Taylor 1992), the politics of 

recognition can also end up reifying group differences in place of promoting tolerance (Fraser 2000). 

Charles Taylor suggests that recognition should be granted to different cultures but proposes an 

examination of the cultures before granting equality. Granting recognition without judgment, he 

argues, might amount to condescension.  

Other scholars have instead favored the right to self-determination for non-hegemonic 

groups. Aside from both these trends in engaging with the value and misuse of recognition, Elizabeth 

Povinelli and Glen Coulthard focus, not on the aftereffects or subjects of recognition, but on the 

meaning and process of recognition itself. When nation-states grant recognition to non-hegemonic 

identities, what is being recognized (Povinelli 2002)? How does the politics of granting recognition 

perpetuate the hierarchy between communities?380 Unlike in Hegelian recognition where individuals 

are the focus, Frantz Fanon emphasizes the role of state institutions in the politics of recognition 

(Markell 2003). Whereas for Hegel, recognition leads to freedom and dignity, for Fanon, it is a “field of 

power through which colonial relations are produced and maintained” (Coulthard 2014, italics in original, 18). 

Turning away from the liberal view of the positive value of recognition, Coulthard (2014) thus argues 

that in a postcolonial or settler context, recognition perpetuates colonial hierarchies of power.  

 
380 See Coulthard (2014), Benhabib (2002) and Markell (2003). 



 
 

290 

Building on this scholarship which derives its understanding of recognition from Fanon, I ask, 

what does recognition as minority entail? Despite the connections between Dalit politics and minority 

politics, or Muslim politics and minority politics, the recognition as minority entails more than either 

Muslim or Dalit politics. As scholars have established, minority is on the one hand, a liberal category 

of modern nation-state systems, distinct from the longer history of the communities recognized as 

minorities. On the other hand, it is necessarily a state category, “inhabited in relation to the state” (Rao 

2009, 135). It emerges and becomes meaningful only in confrontation with state politics; be it 

recognition as minority or even an explicit denial of such identification. Throughout the initial decades 

of the 20th century, community representatives petitioned the state for being recognized as minority. 

Similarly, in the postcolonial context, minority politics was essentially centered around the 

constitutional discourse of rights and recognition. This has to do with the built-in history of the term, 

which was derived from the European context of modern, liberal nation-state system. At the same 

time, this derived history was only part of the configuration of minority in the subcontinent. It 

informed the limits of the possibilities of making minority a political category but did not determine 

in absolute terms its specific trajectory in the subcontinent. 

In the Indian context, scholarship has engaged with the question of the content and effects of 

minority rights.381 The question of recognition as minority seeks to explore what is “the state and nation 

recognizing and finding worthy” when a group is recognized as minority.382 Additionally, how does 

recognition as minority affect the constitution of concepts that it is recognized in relation to – such 

as, majority, nation-state and citizen? A focus on the terms and conditions for recognition as minority 

reveals certain constitutive differences. Whereas the Muslim demand for separate electorates was 

 
381 Important analysis had focused on the question of the effect of recognition of minority rights and its absence, and 
the comparison of Constitutional guarantees with contemporary conditions. See Tripathy and Padmanabhan (2014).  
382 Although Povinelli’s (2002) and Coulthard’s (2014) theoretical arguments are based on histories of settler 
colonial societies, the questions they ask and the lens they use to analyze the relation between the state and the 
community seeking recognition can also be usefully borrowed to analyze what recognition meant, what was 
recognized and what the outcome of recognition was in the discourse of minority in India.  
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founded on the principle of justice and fairness owing to colonial policies that enabled the progress 

of Hindus over Muslims, the granting of that right was framed as a temporary and special provision 

offered to the “weaker” communities that would help them “catch up” with the majority. The 

differences between the reasoning for communities’ claim of recognition, and their subsequent 

recognition in the postcolonial state helped reconfigure the reasoning and justifications for recognition 

as minority. In the Constituent Assembly Debates, recognition as minority was not construed as the 

moral response to historical injustice or prior political importance or economic injustice perpetrated 

towards the minority; instead, the majority laid claim to being just, generous, and moral for granting 

recognition to those who were considered not always worthy of such recognition.   

Scholars have discussed the attenuation of minority provisions, the various meanings of 

secularism as conceived in the Constituent Assembly Debates on religious freedom, the separation of 

rights for “backward class” and religious minorities, and the preference of religious, cultural rights for 

minorities over their claims for political rights such as separate electorates and reserved seats.383 

Building on these analyses of minority rights and recognition, I ask a connected but different question. 

Who were granting or denying these rights? The Debates consolidated not only the category of 

minority in the postcolonial state, but also constructed the majority against it; at the same time, the 

majority came to be conflated with the nation-state. The control over recognition, as Markell (2003) 

argues, constitutes the sovereignty of the state.384  

In the “give and take” of minority rights, around the vocabulary of help, national unity and 

peace, nation-state and the majority were interchangeably used in terms of who granted or denied the 

 
383 See Jha (2002 and 2003), Ansari (1999), Wadhwa (1975), Bajpai (2011), Chiriyankandath (2000) and Retzlaff 
(1963). 
384 Markell (2003) examines the dialectic between the state and the subject seeking recognition. Whereas the 
minority requires the state for its recognition, the state depends on the minority for recognition of its sovereignty. By 
appealing to the state for recognition, the subject legitimates the state's ultimate control, and by bestowing 
recognition, the state acknowledges its need for the recognizing gaze of its subjects. In this way, the subject and the 
state are caught in the conundrum of recognition and co-constituted.  
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provisions to minorities, as well as recognized them as such. The ‘we’ in the minority discussions 

referred varyingly to the majority, the representatives elected for drawing up the Constitution and the 

nation as a whole. With reference to the Constituent Assembly Debates, Bajpai argues that 

“Nationalists had to establish the precedence of the nation over minority safeguards, which were a 

long-standing and accepted feature of the political landscape, at a time when the very existence of an 

Indian nation was not yet beyond question” (2011, 89).  

Extending this further, I argue that this discourse about the nation and minority, was one of 

the primary ways in which the nation-state emerged. That is, not only did nationalists produce nation 

as preceding minority and prioritized it over the latter, but through the discourse of recognition of 

certain communities as minorities, established themselves as the nation-state. Mamdani (2020) argues 

that in the formation of the liberal, nation-state, the majority becomes the nation and the minority is 

constituted through a transaction. In exchange for toleration towards the minority, the nation acquires 

the loyalty of the minority. He also argues that the nation, given its interchangeability with the majority, 

is incompatible with the state which is founded on securing equality. However, by focusing on the 

CAD in India, I argue that there was at least an overlap between the nation and the state in the 

transition from the colonial to the postcolonial state. The analysis of CAD shows that in the very 

granting of what were called minority rights, the Debates contributed towards further congealing 

minority, majority, nation, and the postcolonial state as disparate but relational entities.   

Assembly member, P.S. Deshmukh assured minority communities, who had forfeited claims 

to separate provisions, that they would never have reason to “repent what they have conceded” (CAD, 

Vol 5, Aug 27, 1947). He justified his claim by reminding his audience that “we are, speaking the bare 

truth, a highly charitable and liberal-minded people”. It was the Muslims in collusion with the British 

that had “painted us as tyrants and majority-made oppressors”. Together, they had delayed India’s 

independence. Sardar Nagappa emphasized how “these minorities [had] stood in our way of being 
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free long long ago” (Ibid.). The quick arrival after independence at a consensus regarding their own 

claims showed the “hollowness of [the minority’s] sincerity” (Nagappa, Ibid.). Yet, unlike everywhere 

else, in the subcontinent, “the minorities tyrannized the majority” while continuing to access 

“privileges far in excess of what may be called just or fair” (Deshmukh, Ibid.). Such a view of the past 

only further highlighted the magnanimity and generosity of the majority in overcoming the 

“bitterness” of the past and granting recognition and rights to certain communities.385 Parsi 

representative Sidhva congratulated the majority on their generosity, especially given that the latter 

had granted provisions to “some of the minorities [who] did not deserve what they have got”. He 

appealed to these minorities to use the ten years of provisions well towards assimilating themselves 

with the majority. If they did, he assured them that “they will have no grievance, they will have no 

complaint to make against the majority community”. In the face of the majority’s generosity, Mahavir 

Tyagi found that the minority had only one option: “to be loyal to the majority and co-operate and 

gain [their] confidence” (Ibid.).386  

The generosity of the majority granting recognition and rights was informed by the conviction 

that the category of minority had to be only temporarily recognized and tolerated. The hope was that, 

with such provisions, the identity of minority and the need for recognition would be erased and the 

distinction of such communities would be dissolved into the homogeneity of the nation. Recognition 

of minority rights therefore was founded in the nation-state and/or majority’s aspiration of a future 

where it would no longer be necessary to recognize anyone as minority. Recognition in the present 

was based on the hope of erasure in the future. Like other Assembly members, Rohini Kumar 

Chaudhury believed that in the near future “there will be no minority communities. That is all as it 

 
385 References to bitter relations in the past between the communities and the desire to begin anew with a clean slate 
are interspersed throughout the CAD.  
386 In the transcripts of the debates and in later publication, this quote and the long speech of which it is a part is 
attributed to Pocker Sahib Bahadur erroneously.  
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should be, because we have adopted this policy and have divided our duty and our responsibility” 

(Ibid.). This, however, was not the only possibility referred to of removing the need for minority 

recognition. Historically, there had been other treatments of the minority problem which, Tyagi 

evoked but reminded the Assembly, was not “what we practice”; “We do not believe in discarding 

minorities or finishing them or killing them en-masse, because we are believers of conversion and we 

are confident of being able to convert them one and all to our side. We believe that minorities will in 

the long run be reduced to one entity and that entity would be one unadulterated unity of people a 

democracy” (Ibid.). In effect, the moral-political reasoning of minority provisions granted in the 

colonial period and used to legitimize claims to separate provisions were largely undermined in the 

postcolonial discourse. Instead, the nation was naturalized as the political expression of the inherent 

and moral right “to realize itself fully in an independent state” (Asad 2018, 141).  

Minority provisions were mainly framed through references to peace and to justice. Whereas 

minority recognition was granted as a factor in establishing peace, it was construed as opposed to the 

principle of justice. Detractors of minority rights saw such provisions as extra privileges for certain 

communities and therefore not in keeping with the principle of equality in a democracy. Advocates of 

those provisions saw minority recognition as not just the minority’s fair share or deserved protection 

but as the outcome of the majority’s magnanimity. In the Debates, minority communities were framed 

as “weaklings” who required “the goodwill of the majority communities”. In exchange for the 

majority’s magnanimity and generosity towards the minority which removed the latter’s fear of being 

vulnerable, the minority, in turn, committed their complete loyalty and service to the tasks of nation 

building (Frank Anthony, CAD, Vol 5, Aug 27, 1947). Deshmukh promised those communities who 

had given up their concession that they would never regret giving up their claims, provided the 

minority remained loyal and did not “do anything to spoil the good effect” (Ibid.).  
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Representative of the Depressed Classes, V.I. Munaswamy Pillai attributed the provision for 

minorities to contest unreserved seats, over and above their reserved quota of seats, to the “goodwill 

of the majority communities” towards the “weaklings” (Ibid.). Through this discourse the majority 

and the nation-state emerged as well as came to be conflated in the process of granting recognition to 

the minority. In fact, the conflation of the majority and the nation-state made it possible for the 

nascent postcolonial state to be “generous” to the minority. Nationalist ideologies become integral 

part of the nation-state especially when “they can transform the gross facts of religious majoritarianism 

into the benign cultural commonsense of everyday national life. That perhaps is the condition in which 

the nation-state can make its most magnanimous gestures towards religious minorities by offering 

them the promise of universal bourgeois citizenship” (Chatterjee 1997, 46). 

Thus, not as a discourse on justice but, minority recognition was established as a crucial factor 

in achieving national peace. The League of Nations had granted minority rights in order to achieve 

international peace and stability.387 This attitude towards minority recognition and rights was replicated 

in the Indian context (Bajpai 2011). Patel presented the report on minority rights to the Constituent 

Assembly as “the result of a general consensus of opinion between the minorities themselves and the 

majority” (CAD, Vol 5, Aug 27, 1947). The minority provisions were not framed as a matter of justice 

or fairness but to secure national peace, and “the future progress of our country” (H.C. Mookerjee, 

Ibid.).  

The ideal of national peace acquired specific urgency given the violence and riots that 

immediately followed the decision to Partition the country. This was a crucial method for arriving at 

 
387 See Preece (1997) and Fink (2000). Coyajee’s involvement and writings on the League’s work is an example of 
the influences of the latter on the Indian attempts to think through the question of minority provisions.  He noted the 
importance of securing minority rights “for the maintenance of peace” (1932, 53). It would be a valuable lesson for 
India to turn to the “principles, decisions and methods” of the League’s work in “organizing peace” (Ibid., 82). The 
principal strategy was that instead of “making isolated attacks on the spirit of war”, the League has been “erecting a 
whole systematic framework of pacific settlement” (Ibid.). Consequently, the nations which in the “old days…would 
have been divided into two opposed groups”, were now united with “no division of opinion at all” (Ibid.). 
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peace in the nation specially because the relation between the majority and the minorities was mostly 

rooted in distrust. As the Indian Christian minority representative, Mookerjee pleaded with all 

minorities to achieve some “measure of trust” but realized that “till this distrust is 

removed…something has to be done to meet their wishes” (Ibid.). To establish peace and instill trust, 

the vocabulary of the discourse in support of granting these provisions was predominantly of charity 

and aid for those weaker and backward communities.  

While the demand for separate electorates was rejected from the beginning of the Debates, 

reservation of seats based on proportion of population for minorities was still under discussion in the 

Aug 27 session, 1947. It was agreed that all communities would participate in joint electorates and 

reservation in proportion to the population of minorities would be granted provisionally. Whereas 

Patel commended those minorities who had given up all claims to separate provisions, those who 

continued to demand reservation of seats according to proportion of population were considered in 

need of a little push. In granting this provision what was recognized was neither the need for historical 

redressal nor the principle of justice for minorities; rather, the idea was that without separate 

provisions minorities would not be able to “stand on their own legs” and at the same time would 

threaten national stability. Muslim League representation at the Assembly, B. Pocker Sahib Bahadur 

suggested that even if certain minorities seemed to be asking for more than a fair share, it was better 

to err on the side of generosity than weigh out provisions on a strict arithmetical or mathematical scale 

(Ibid.).  

The emphasis on peace and justice in the arguments of both advocates and detractors of 

minority rights configured the category of minority in a specific way. Recognition as minority was 

entrenched as more crucial to peace, than a concern of justice. Configuring minority as a constituent 

of the discourse around peace, over justice, would continue to have repercussions, I argue, in the 

justifications of anti-minority discrimination in the later decades. Minority rights were granted based 



 
 

297 

on the argument that the lack of such recognition would threaten national peace. This generated the 

notion that the category of minority was a threat to national peace and certain provisions were 

necessary to maintain this peace. Therefore, despite casting minority as weak and in need of charity, 

hinging the discourse of minority on to the question of peace, also entrenched minority as an 

oppositional entity within the nation which had the potential to disrupt internal peace. Such a 

discourse around peace made it possible to thus establish that the very presence in the nation of the 

communities eventually recognized as minority was a disruption of national peace. This argument 

could further slip into a justification for preemptive violence against the minority to, ironically, 

maintain national peace. This argument contributed to the conflicted meaning of minority – where 

violence and discrimination against minority communities could be naturalized as efforts to maintain 

national peace.  

Most analyses of minority rights in India consider the Constitution where these rights or its 

absence, as in the case of political rights, were enshrined. However, the process of configuring 

minority did not end with the Assembly Debates. The Partition of the subcontinent in 1947 led to the 

largest transfer of people across the two borders, in Bengal and Punjab. Although migration between 

the Bengals predated partition (Samaddar 1997), with partition the question and history of migration 

was hooked on to the emerging discourse and recognition of minority. Minority recognition was 

considered the best diplomatic strategy to resolve – to stop more than anything else – the flow of 

migrants in either direction. The messiness of border-making and establishing state sovereignty 

following the partition, included the ambiguity and pliancy of the categories – migrants, refugees and 

minorities. After rounds of Inter-Dominion Conferences between India and Pakistan, the two Prime 

Ministers, Jawaharlal Nehru and Liaquat Ali Khan respectively, signed an agreement in Delhi in 1950, 

known as the Nehru-Liaquat Pact.388  

 
388 See Nehru and Khan (1950).  
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The agreement, regarding the security and rights of minorities in both states, promised equal 

rights for minorities “throughout its territory”, in each state. Rights in this agreement included 

“complete equality of citizenship, irrespective of religion, a full sense of security in respect of life, 

culture, property and personal honour, freedom of movement within each country and freedom of 

occupation, speech and worship, subject to law and morality”, participation in public life, holding 

political and other offices, and serving in the country’s defense system. These were rights that had 

already been granted to Indian citizens.  

Through these rights, the nation-states granted their respective minority communities the 

promise of citizenship equal to the hegemonic nation. At the same time, the separate political 

procedure contributed to the configuration of minority as fundamentally different from the national 

norm as well as having a different relation with the nation-state. The messiness of population 

movement across the nascent borders had already caused the nation-states much problem. This was 

acknowledged and a resolution attempted by stating that “it is to the Government of their own State 

that they [minorities] should look for the redress of their grievances”. In exchange of the promise of 

equal citizenship, the agreement underlined that the minorities’ allegiance should lie with their home 

state. Thus, the minority entered the national citizenry and yet remained marked by the specific and 

explicit transactional nature of the relation between the minority and the state.  

 The Pact discussed freedom of movement, property, right against harassment at customs, land 

ownership of minorities and migrants. In the case where the migrant had moved to the other state 

and decided not to return, he continued to have ownership rights over his immovable property. The 

Pact mentioned forming a committee of three minority representatives and a government 

representative to act as trustees of such absentee owners in their original country. Such arrangements 

would also be available to migrants who had already left India or Pakistan “prior to the recent 

[communal] disturbances but after the 15th August, 1947”. The governments entered into a mutual 
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agreement to set up committees to act as trustees of minorities’ properties, to recover abducted 

women, and to not recognize forced conversion.  

Besides these guarantees, certain actions, especially “propaganda in either country directed 

against the territorial integrity of the other” were stipulated as punishable. The aim was to “inspire 

confidence among the minority”, also “so that refugees may return to their homes”. The Pact not only 

brought the two nation-states into mutual agreement about guarantees of rights and protection in each 

sovereign state but made simultaneity and mutual accountability an integral detail of such policies. It 

was mentioned that both governments would have minority commissions, which would submit 

reports about cases of anti-minority violence and discrimination to both governments, and action 

would be taken after consultation between both governments, or both the Prime Ministers if the 

former failed. The hope was that simultaneity and reciprocity of actions would constitute mutual 

accountability. Moreover, the argument was that by guaranteeing rights and protection to the 

minorities the flow of migrants into the other state and thus the number of refugees in each nation 

state would be stemmed. 

The agreement demonstrated how the categories of migrant, refugee and minority emerged as 

interlocked categories and had to be actively produced as distinct through the language of recognition 

and distinction of their rights. Such ambiguity between these categories also highlights the process of 

constructing sovereignty of the state. It was by attending to these categories and in attempting to make 

sense of them, police them, and separate them that the two nation-states came together and at the 

same time sought to establish their autonomy and sovereignty vis a vis each other. As Raghavan argues 

regarding the Pact, “Such cooperation was certainly not based on either government’s sensitive 

feelings about its minority citizens, but rather on the necessity to assert, both to themselves and the 

world at large, that these were two, separated, sovereign, and viable international entities” (2016, 46). 

A focus on this ambiguity reveals a trajectory different from the one where Partition led to the 
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formation of sovereign states which in turn decided the fate of their minorities. Instead, Partition was 

a protracted process and needed to be constantly performed through such negotiations.389 The nation-

state never ceased to produce majorities and minorities “for they can survive only on the basis of a 

continuing and permanent agenda of building an ethnic core and thereby marginalising others” 

(Samaddar 1997, 93).  

Through the very process of granting or denying recognition as minority, the majority 

transformed into the nation-state. Through the discussion of separate electorates, and proportionate 

and weighted representation, minority and nation emerged simultaneously, and as overlapping 

categories as shown above. This imbrication entailed the necessary potential in the concept of minority 

to become a nation; however, at the same time, the concept of the nation as a homogenous whole 

emerged posited in exclusionary opposition to minority. Even while being reconfigured in conjunction 

to the categories of minority, refugee and migrant, the emergent nation “resumed its position of 

hegemony, claiming to have within itself a secure place for religious minorities, while allowing for a 

considerable range of communal discriminations, animosities and strategic conflicts to be played out 

in the public arena of-national life” (Chatterjee 1997, 44).  

Through his reading of Foucault (2003), Chatterjee demonstrates that “there is no inherent 

moral legitimacy to the legally constituted state” (2020, 35). One of the avenues of building such moral 

legitimacy then became the granting or denying of recognition as minority. Through the politics of 

recognition, the state thus not only manufactured sovereignty but also constructed itself as a moral 

entity.390 Constituted by the power to grant or deny recognition to and as minority, the majority came 

to be conflated with the nation-state. Besides acquiring sovereign control, the majority as nation-state 

 
389 Such policies and negotiations to control population movement and regulate borders more often than not failed 
and instead proliferated the number of refugees and populations who were left stranded as they were considered 
citizens of the other state by both nations (Zamindar 2007). Particularly on the treatment by the nation-states of 
women abducted during Partition, see Das (2006).  
390 See Markell (2003). 
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also repositioned the site of moral reasoning. Whereas in the colonial context, the minority discourse 

had constituted its identity and claim as minority on a moral-political vocabulary, in the Constituent 

Assembly Debates the site of morality came to rest with the majority who had been generous and 

charitable in granting, what was construed as, unjust demands of the minority.  

The recurrence of the reference to the majority and nation-state’s charitable and generous 

nature entrenched the history of both the minority community in the past as well as of minority 

provisions in the colonial period as inherently entwined with a bitter past, Muslim tyranny and 

separatism. Several members at the Assembly evoked the tyranny of the Muslim minority over the 

Hindu majority in the past. The granting of minority provisions, despite such pasts, underlined the 

majority’s generosity. Others evoked how Pakistan had already been granted to the Muslim and yet 

India being secular was granting minority rights, unlike its neighbor. The contrast between the two 

nation-states was that whereas Pakistan “would look after the interests of the majority and, in the area 

which is known as India we shall devote ourselves to the Protection of the minority. We have been 

doing so and we will go on merrily doing so” (Rohini Chaudhury, CAD, Vol. 5, 27 August 1947).391 

The discussion of the political contingency of the concept of minority therefore also helped 

reconstitute the category of majority as more than juxtaposed to minority. Majority came to be 

repositioned as the embodiment of state sovereignty. The process of granting, denying and discussing 

the legitimacy of minority claims thus became productive of the majority as the nation-state.  

The discussions around the recognition of minority and their rights helped naturalize the 

notion, contradictorily, that minority was politically contingent. The ubiquitous hope was that the 

minority as a category of politics would disappear through development and assimilation such that it 

 
391 Other references to Pakistan include Deshmukh’s comment about how Pakistan was demanded and obtained 
based on the false accusations of Hindus being the oppressors and M. Ananthasayanam Ayyangar’s stated 
disappointment at the Indian Muslim who he thought “would change their attitude” after having secured Pakistan 
(CAD, Vol 5, Aug 27, 1947).  
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would no longer be required as a term of recognition for any community. The response to the minority 

claim in the Assembly Debates, against the events of the Partition, was also illustrative of the political 

contingency of the category. The Muslim in India became politically comparable with the Hindu 

minority of Pakistan. This made it possible, as with the European minority system in the interwar 

years, to determine the treatment of the Muslim in India based on Pakistan’s treatment of its Hindus.392 

The League of Nations also depended on a similar system of comparability of minorities in each 

nation-state to ensure the fair treatment and access to rights for minorities recognized in Europe.  

In India, some members of the Constituent Assembly believed that the people might “feel the 

necessity of knowing as to what is happening to the minorities who reside in those units which have 

refused to join the Union and belong to Pakistan or any other parts of India which may organise 

themselves separately” (Mahavir Tyagi, CAD, Vol 3, May 1, 1947). In the May 1 session in 1947, 

months before Partition, Tyagi therefore suggested that the question of minorities be left open till “we 

definitely know as to whether the whole of India is going to be one Unit or is going to be partitioned 

into two. If there is to be a partition, we must know what is happening to the minorities on the other 

side, in the other units” before securing minority rights for Muslims in India (Ibid.). Although this was 

resisted by Ambedkar who argued that minority rights should be absolute rights and not relativized,393 

communal violence following Partition was used to argue for reducing the provisions of Indian 

Muslims (Retzlaff 1963) in the Constituent Assembly debates. The recognition of minority was thus 

considered temporary, on the one hand, in terms of temporal progression where the notion was that 

minority as an identity would dissipate with time and adequate help. On the other, minority was made 

contingent on the status, treatment and recognition of the minority in the other nation-state.   

 
392 This has been extensively discussed as the hostage theory in scholarship. For example, see Dhulipala (2015) and 
Moses in Dubnov and Robson (2019).  
393 See Ansari (1999, 115-116). 
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As discussed above, this notion of contingency in minority was central to its conception in the 

liberal, political discourse. Yet, minority did not remain contingent. The political contingency, derived 

from liberal theories of modernity, nation-state and democracy, was undercut by the specificities – 

including but exceeding the political – of the context in which a community was recognized as a 

minority. Within the domain of politics, the configuration of minority was thus not in terms of abstract 

liberal discourse only. Informed by its status as a universally available category of the modern, liberal 

nation-state system, it was also constituted by the specificities of the political history of its context, which 

in this case were informed by the relation between Hindus and Muslims, the perception of the past 

constructed through colonial and nationalist historiography, and the consequent narrative of the 

Hindu majority having been oppressed in the past by the Muslim minority. Through these 

particularities, a community recognized as minority, in the liberal abstract terms, was simultaneously 

entrenched and naturalized as a permanent minority.  
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Conclusion: Limits and Possibilities 

 

Marginalized groups pose a dilemma to nation-states: on the one hand, minorities require special 

protection; on the other, their presence is seen to threaten national homogeneity. How is this 

ambiguity produced and sustained? In this dissertation, I focused on the concept of minority in an 

attempt to understand its production and naturalization as an inherently ambivalent identity. The 

premise of tracing this history of discursive formation is that the formation and meaning of minority 

extend beyond relative numerical weakness.394 Whereas numerical status was one of the coordinates 

in conceptualizing minority, it does not explain how minority came to be both included within the 

nation-state through guarantees of separate cultural and educational rights, as well as came to be 

naturalized as contingent citizen, whose loyalty tethered to their racial, territorial origin could always 

be subject to scientific scrutiny.  

But why is tracing this history important? First, to understand the politics of and rhetoric 

around anti-minority violence and exclusionary practices, it is crucial to analyze the dichotomous 

construction of minority as a conceptual object in the subcontinent. I contend that anti-minority 

discriminatory politics is informed by more than the denial of minority rights.395 The absence or 

presence of rights undoubtedly has important consequences for the status and treatment of minorities 

within the nation-state. However, the language and reasoning used to justify anti-minority politics and 

narratives, exceeds the discourse of rights. In other words, although absence of rights emboldens anti-

minority politics, the rhetoric used to justify anti-minority politics in the nation signals a broader 

history of minority, beyond its career in electoral politics and the Constitutional rights discourse.  

 
394 As Manchanda notes, “Given the endemic low levels of cross-border tension in the India-dominated state system, 
the result has been to cast the constituent members of a minority group as ‘proxy citizens’ of the country where they 
are a majority, rather than full citizens of their own country” (2010, 1).  
395 For instance, Manchanda suggests that the source of conflict between states and minorities is the “denial of socio-
economic rights, cultural disrespect, marginalization and exclusion of political voice” (2010, 3). 
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Second, minority has been articulated as an inevitable outcome of the modern nation-state 

system.396 Postcolonial scholars have demonstrated how the nation in the colonial context was actively 

constructed as modern but as non-western, instead of simply being a derivative discourse.397 Similarly, 

it needs to be asked what the modern, non-western trajectories of minority as a discursive construction 

were in colonial contexts, along with and similar to the nation-state. Third, one of the features 

constantly underlined in constructivist narratives of the nation in colonial India was its diversity – 

including, anthropological diversity, caste hierarchy, varieties of religions, and linguistic systems. Given 

this narrative about the burgeoning nation, it is not self-evident which differences would come to be 

recognized as minority. While certain differences came to be naturalized into the conceptual 

construction of minority, certain other identities came to be constructed and naturalized as the norm: 

the norm from which these differences were measured and hierarchized. The history of tracing the 

conceptual consolidation of minority reveals how some differences came to be constituted as the 

norm/nation and how certain others came to be constituted as minority.  

This dissertation has been an attempt to analyze the formation of minority as an inherently 

ambivalent conceptual object. Focusing on this history shows how the roots of the concept’s 

ambivalence could be traced to late 19th and 20th century nationalist, scientific knowledge-production. 

Mapping the subcontinent’s diversity, ranking the differences as hierarchical, fixing the norm/nation 

and calculating the various other differences, were foundational to formalizing anthropometric, 

serological and statistics as nationalist sciences. The recurring questions across such studies were – 

who is the Indian Muslim? Is he a recent convert with Hindu blood or is he a descendent of foreign 

lineage, such as of Arabs and Turks? Throughout the decades during 1920-50, several anthropological 

and statistical projects sought to answer these questions, sometimes comparing between Muslims of 

 
396 See Fink (2000) and Preece (1997). 
397 See Chatterjee (1993) and Mitchell (2000). 
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different regions (e.g., Bengal, United Provinces and Gujarat), and sometimes to Muslims from Central 

and West Asia. However, all such studies ended up offering tentative conclusions about the Muslims’ 

racial origin, their racial history and admixture with other groups. The inconclusive scientific 

investigations helped keep the question of Muslim difference open and potentially subject to future 

scrutiny.  

Whereas the conversion of anthropological diversity into scientific data constituted the 

legitimacy and necessity of anthropology, serology, genetics and statistics in India, the calculations and 

the mappings fixed community-differences as comparatively measurable and statistically verifiable. 

The Muslim difference, produced as a scientific object of study and as ambivalent due to lack of 

adequate evidence, became the difference that shaped the conceptualization of minority in the 

subcontinent. That is, this difference with its claim to scientific, value-neutral objectivity and 

enumerative, statistical verifiability, along with its ambivalent nature in terms of origin and lineage, 

came to be codified as the concept of minority. The interventions of the sciences in producing and 

hierarchizing differences that came to be fundamental in establishing the national norm and minority, 

demonstrate that minority was not an abstract category derived from European nation-state system 

and applied to non-Hindu communities equally. Rather, the history of the sciences demonstrates the 

co-constitution of Muslim as a collective religious identity and of minority as the naturalized 

configuration of Muslims in India. Minority came to be conceived through the formulation of the 

Muslim difference, while at the same time, the calculation of this difference from the Hindu upper-

castes, enabled the production and naturalization of the latter as the norm/nation. 

This imbrication with the conceptualization of the nation contributed to the conceptual 

ambivalence of minority. Scientific studies mapped each community within the nation in terms of the 

degree of resemblance and difference from each other on the basis of anthropometric features, 

territorial and racial origin and mobility, and blood group composition. This generated a hierarchy of 
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communities, by entrenching notions of what constituted indigeneity and who had more racial 

overlaps with communities outside the subcontinent. As Indian anthropologists and statisticians 

constantly emphasized, these racial histories were vital to constructing the genealogy of the 

postcolonial nation. To configure the modern, postcolonial nation, the question of origin gained 

central importance. Thus, in the domain of the sciences, the nation as an object of knowledge came 

to be produced as a hierarchical but composite entity. However, the contradiction was that in the 

domain of governance politics, the nation was conceived as necessarily homogenous.  

In the late 1940s, advocates and detractors of minority rights conceded that the ideal was a 

homogenous nation. While opponents of minority rights argued that separate provisions were 

detrimental to the homogeneity of the nation, advocates of minority rights argued that only through 

such provisions could all citizens come to be at par to form a singular nation. Homogeneity of the 

nation, in both positions, was foregrounded as the ideal and in fact the only possible imagination of 

the nation. Articulated as an epistemological endeavour, the map of the nation’s racial pasts generated 

through anthropological, serological and statistical studies naturalized hierarchy between communities 

which were nonetheless produced as constituents of the nation.398 While only upper-caste Hindus 

came to be conceived as the norm/nation, and the other communities to be included in relation to 

the national norm, the nation also had to be imagined as homogenous. The norm/nation was thus 

generated through the comparative calculation of the difference from the other communities and at 

the same time was also conceived as homogenous. Since the nation was conceived through its 

difference from the minority, despite the ideal of homogeneity, the nation came to include minority, 

albeit in a hierarchical citizenry. This contradictory pull between recognition and denial of separate 

 
398 This was a significant difference from contemporary politics, such as of V.D. Savarkar, M.S. Golwalkar and K.B. 
Hedgewar, which foregrounded India as a Hindu nation precluding the equal inclusion of Muslims and others 
considered non-Hindus. 
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pasts and interests was codified through the Muslim difference into the conceptual structure of 

minority. 

The analysis of discourses through which minority came to embody these contradictory 

meanings foregrounded its conceptual formation, exceeding its role as an empirical identity referent 

of certain groups. As Adi Ophir notes, concepts emerge as such only through efforts at elaborating, 

defining, and explicating them. While minority has been used extensively in discourses around 

governance – including electoral politics, representation, rights and citizenship – reflections on what 

minority means, what discourses inform and structure it, what it enables and what it forecloses are 

questions, only whose perusal brings its conceptualization into view.399 Beyond its status as a 

descriptive noun, minority as a concept becomes legible only through the engagement with how it has 

been “elaborated, instituted, or institutionalized” (Anidjar 2018, 37).  

Minority has been treated as a subject of the state-sponsored rights discourse, not as a concept 

with a distinct history of formation in the colony. This dissertation has been to move away from 

minority’s “staid life as a common noun” towards tracing its “vibrant life as a political concept”.400 Far 

from being limited within the bounds of the discourse of governance and rights however, minority 

was formed through “changing force fields” (Stoler 2018, 46). Therefore, I bring into focus public 

and scientific discourses that shaped the conceptual structure of minority. I show how minority came 

to be constituted through discourses outside electoral politics; anthropological and statistical 

knowledge produced in academic institutions about communities of the nation, informed what 

minority came to imply in the subcontinent. Thus, I argue that minority is neither only an abstract 

liberal category, nor only a category of governance. Informed by its status as a universally available 

category of the modern nation-state system, it was also constituted by the specificities of the political 

 
399 As Ophir notes, there are “no concepts without conceptualization” (Ophir 2018, 62). 
400 See Stoler (2018, 52) who makes a case for treating ‘colony’ as more than a common noun and as a political 
concept.  
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history of its context, which in this case entailed colonial liberalism, anticolonial aspirations to 

sovereign nationalism, and the rise of electorate-based politics along with the imagination of universal 

citizenship. At the same time, minority was informed not only by claims for recognition and rights as 

minority, but equally shaped by religious, racial and anthropological knowledge about communities at 

a difference from the national norm. Therefore, what minority would come to mean for the nation and 

the state, was not foreclosed within the domain of postcolonial state politics. It remained an open 

question; open to repeated remeasuring by the sciences which were equally part of the anticolonial 

and postcolonial state apparatus.   

Consequently, the two questions remain inseparable: how Indian Muslims became the 

quintessential minority and how minority came to be a conceptual object in the subcontinent. 

Questions of racial and religious pasts of Muslims in India were prompts through which sciences of 

measurement, counting, calculating and mapping generated the conceptual object of minority. The 

nomenclature of minority emerged in the domain of representational and governance politics, but the 

structure of the object congealed within the domain of scientific knowledge-production. That is, while 

the term and framing of minority as the subject of rights was informed by contemporary discussions 

in the League of Nations, the meaning minority came to acquire in the subcontinent and its co-

constitution with the Muslim-identity as its site of naturalization connected it to the history of 

nationalism and colonialism, in science and governance.    

Besides the importance of the conceptual history of minority, this history is also significant 

for what it reveals about the history of the nation. It prompts the question of whether the history of 

constructing/imagining the nation can be accounted for without an equal focus on the co-constituted 

history of the minority, as the concept against which nation came to be conceived as both composite 

and homogenous. In what ways was this homogeneity aspired and where was it sought to be located? 

On the one hand, the nation was constructed through the narrative of an ancient glorious past, which 
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was produced as a singular and common past of all of the nation’s constituent communities. On the 

other hand, homogeneity was aspired through the narrative of shared interest, a common vision of 

the nation’s progress and future. The latter was at the centre of the debate between advocates and 

opponents of separate rights for minorities. In the domain of governance, opponents of separate rights 

and recognition construed minority as antithetical to the construction of homogenous national 

interests. In both senses of homogeneity, minority was the conceptual problem against which the 

homogeneity of the nation was foregrounded as indispensable and yet impossible. Minority thus came 

to be included within the construction of the national citizenry, but remained in conceptual opposition 

to the nation’s ideal homogeneity. This caused minority to be locked in a contradiction with the nation 

and made the imagination of the nation a necessarily incomplete project.  

The question or rather uncertainty about Muslim racial origin and religious conversion history 

needed to be constantly verified and settled if the nation were to be constructed as homogenous. 

Given the nature of these investigations, the methods employed and evidence mobilized, this became 

the exclusive domain of trained experts. This expertise, however, was not a given; rather, intellectuals 

formalized knowledge-production into scientific disciplines through the pursuit of such questions of 

origin. Through the process of formalizing anthropology, serology and statistics as distinct disciplines, 

the practitioners came to establish themselves as experts in these domains. This particular history of 

science thus offers a different perspective on the question of nationalist science in the colony. Most 

nationalist scientific pursuits in the early 20th century made claims on ancient, Hindu traditions as 

modern but non-western alternatives to European sciences, such as physics, chemistry and medicine. 

But the underexamined histories of physical anthropology and statistics reveal the construction of 

nationalist claims through even modern, western science. Nationalism in these cases did not rely on 

the narrative of ancient knowledge systems, but on the demonstration that Indian scientists could 
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practice modern science and contribute innovatively to the discipline’s knowledge pool, given their 

access to the subcontinent's unique diversity as data.  

In this dissertation, I have traced how origins, racial pasts and histories of racial mixture 

became central to anticolonial, scientific knowledge-production. I have examined how these questions 

were used to map the future nation’s constituent communities, to determine who constituted the core 

of the nation and who remained at the margins. These knowledges formed the basis for naturalizing 

the non-dominant communities as the minority in the postcolonial state. I argue that minority, thus 

produced through the intersection of racial and religious difference, was not a product of the nation-

state but rather came to be co-constituted with it. It congealed as a category less significantly in opposition 

to the majority and more crucially as co-constituted with the nation. Given the discourse of formal 

equality and universal citizenship, the nation-state granted minority protection in recognition of the 

need for minorities to conserve their difference. Given the politics of majoritarianism and nation as 

necessarily homogenous, the majoritarian nation promoted assimilation and maintained skepticism 

regarding the minority’s allegiance and belonging – in history, politics, faith and everyday practice. 

This ambiguity, of protection in recognition of marginalization and the perception of communities as 

a threat to national integrity, constituted the limits and possibilities of minority’s conceptual force.  

My dissertation has been an argument about methodology and analysis by highlighting the 

limits of the discourse of statist governance and rights. I have built on insights from scholarship that 

have focused on politics of and around Muslims and Hindus, nationalist and colonial politics, and 

liberal, democratic politics. Yet, I have moved away from the premise that prominent political figures, 

their discourses and motivations, state policies, and acts can entirely explain the emergence of a 

concept – here, minority – its reconfigurations, and its eventual naturalization. Such elements of 

governmental politics extensively informed but did not preclude other discourses from contributing 

to what minority came to mean, what it made possible, and what it foreclosed. 
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The formalization of statistics into an academic discipline in the 1920-30s, was an endeavor to 

establish both the credibility of Indians as statisticians and the legitimacy of the science as a useful 

method for the nation-state. Through debates of the discipline’s utility and purpose, academic statistics 

generated ‘population’ as the object of postcolonial governance. In constructing population through 

health, development and economic indicators, it was established that governance of the national 

population could only be effectively conducted by the postcolonial state, not by the inherently 

exploitative colonial state. By constructing the object of postcolonial governance and by establishing 

legitimacy of the postcolonial state, statistics became a fundamental tool in the postcolonial state 

apparatus.  

What were the legacies of the interlinked construction of minority, nation and population in 

postcolonial politics? How did the establishment of the postcolonial state inform the disciplinary 

questions and motivations in physical anthropology and statistics? How did the changes in disciplinary 

legitimacies, in turn, affect the conceptualization of minority and the approach to its governance? In 

the latter decades of the 20th century, the notion of race and the evidence of racial heredity in the 

human body continued to evolve, from physical features, blood to the DNA. Some scholars have 

understood this as a waning of race science across the global academic community. Some others have 

framed this as a reorientation of the practices of race science and the methods scientists deployed to 

measure racial histories. The trajectory of physical anthropology in postcolonial India remains to be 

examined further.  

One possible approach to this history would be to analyze how, in the absence of the colonial 

state, the nationalist agenda of these sciences came to be rearticulated. What were the motivations and 

data pool for these sciences after India formally became a postcolonial state in 1947? A preliminary 

survey of the publications in the Anthropological Survey of India, since the 1950s, shows that the 

question of Muslim racial origin became less prominent. Studies of Adivasi communities proliferated 
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instead. It is possible that with the establishment of the postcolonial state and the primary agenda of 

development, it was more urgent to study potential natural resources and the communities inhabiting 

these for extractive development, than to map the nation in terms of racial pasts. The question of 

racial past resurfaced in the neoliberalization decades of the 1990s, when India embarked on mapping 

its human diversity through genetics, motivated by the contemporary global advances in human 

genomics research. It remains to be examined how notions of racial origin, caste hierarchy and 

religious difference came to be reconceptualized as data and value-neutral objects of these new 

scientific pursuits.  

The question of development, which arguably reshaped the agenda of anthropology in the 

postcolonial decades, figured prominently in the postcolonial trajectory of statistics. The centralized 

Planning Commission of postcolonial India established the National Sample Survey (NSS) as 

postcolonial India’s first household sample survey in 1950-51 at the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI). 

The data from the NSS was relied on for governmental interventions and policies. For instance, three 

all-India commissions were founded over the decades to produce reports on the socio-economic 

condition of the nation’s communities: Kaka Kalelkar Commission (1955), Mandal Commission 

(1980) and Sachar Committee (2006). Based on NSS data, the Commissions measured and generated 

data under economic, health, and educational categories, mapping the developmental status and gap 

between various communities. However, through these statistical measures and calculations of 

numerical indices, the constituents of the national population came to be reconstructed. The blueprint 

of the nation was in that sense altered from one which conceptualized communities primarily through 

racial and religious pasts, to one which conceptualized communities through their statistically 

measured and ranked socio-economic present. The Muslim as minority continued to be a unit in the 

postcolonial map of the nation, but came to be recast through the socio-economic framework as an 

object of biopolitical development.  



 
 

314 

In 1980, the B.P. Mandal Commission published its report on backward classes and the need 

for reservation in governmental bodies as affirmative action. The Commission determined the socio-

economic indicators which were to be used to calculate backwardness. Most prominently, the report 

foregrounded the need for reservation for Other Backward Classes (OBC), which was a category 

besides the Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST). In 2006, the Sachar Committee, headed 

by Justice Rajinder Sachar, surveyed the country’s economic and social development since 

independence. The Committee set out to investigate whether socio-religious communities had been 

able to benefit from the national development and progress since India’s independence. The report 

found that Muslims as a socio-economic group had one of the lowest ranks in development categories. 

Overall, Muslims ranked slightly higher than Scheduled Castes and Tribes (SC/ST), and below Hindu 

Other Backward Castes (OBC), other minorities, and upper-caste Hindus. Other than a few 

advantages, such as lower infant mortality rates and sex-ratios, Muslims exhibited “deficits and 

deprivation in practically all dimensions of development” (2006, 237). The report noted that besides 

the gap in progress and development, “the perception among Muslims that they are discriminated 

against and excluded is widespread, which exacerbates the problem” (Ibid.). To rectify this perception 

of discrimination, the report suggested several measures of inclusion of Muslims into the mainstream, 

including governmental interventions into Muslim education, access to credit, infrastructural facilities 

and increasing political participation.  

The motivation for forming the Sachar committee and generating its report was a “lack of 

authentic information about the social, economic and educational status of the Muslim community of 

India which comes in the way of planning, formulating and implementing specific intervention, 

policies and programmed to address the issues relating to the socio-economic backwardness of this 

community”.401 The report identified three areas of concern: identity, security and equity. The first 

 
401 See PMO letter, March 9, 2005, in Sachar Report (2006).  
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two being “empirically intractable”, the Committee chose to concern itself only with the question of 

equity. Empirics become the prerequisite for development and justice, where that which remained 

immeasurable remained outside the purview of neoliberal governmentality.  

As evident in the Sachar Committee and Mandal Commission reports, the groundwork laid 

by calculative reasoning during 1920-50s continued to inform how the minority community was 

classified, regulated and advocated for. Overriding religious, cultural or political difference, the report 

was crucial in placing Muslims where they could be compared to all other marginalized communities 

according to the same standard criteria – of reproductive rate, birth rate, longevity and education – as 

a backward population. The production of statistically comparable and biopolitically governable 

groups – such as, Muslim Other Backward Classes (OBC), Hindu OBCs, SCs and STs, did not remain 

restricted to the developmental discourse. In 1975-77, India’s Prime Minister Indira Gandhi imposed 

Emergency rule on the nation. One of the most infamous events during this period was the forced 

mass sterilization drive, spearheaded by her son Sanjay Gandhi, which targeted the poor, and primarily 

the Muslim. Developmental policy, including discourses around overpopulation and the need to curb 

population growth, and notions about Muslim reproductive rate served as the justificatory ground in 

which mass sterilization of the poor, especially the Muslim, was undertaken and legitimized by the 

state.   

The codification of minority as a radical difference from the national norm came to be thus 

reconfigured under postcolonial biopolitical governance into a linear ranking of developmental 

indices, including health and demographic markers. The upper-caste Hindu continued to be the lead 

in most developmental rankings but the Muslim as minority came to be statistically equivalent to the 

other similarly backward castes and classes. In other words, the oppositional conceptual force of 
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minority in the construction of the nation as homogenous came to be “tamed”402 through statistical 

calculations and development parameters, which rendered minority equivalent but backward in terms 

of comparative economic, educational and health indices. 

In defamiliarizing the naturalized concept of minority, my attempt has not been to undermine 

the value of the content of minority rights but to foreground the limitations of arguing – for rights 

against violence, against discrimination – exclusively through the vocabulary of minority recognition 

and rights, where minority remains necessarily in contradistinction to the unmarked, national citizen. 

To avail of protection and rights as minority, the non-upper caste, non-Hindu must constantly 

demonstrate themselves as the good citizen and to prove that their difference does not interrupt the 

national narrative of homogeneity. Minority, despite being a measure for securing protection and 

rights, also became the only measure through which certain communities could henceforth articulate 

their claim of belonging to the nation. This avenue for belonging serves as a limit since minority also 

signifies a difference, that always retains the possibility of being a threat to national homogeneity and 

interest. Articulated within the vocabulary of modern epistemology and state politics, the concept of 

minority necessarily falls short of the liberatory possibilities of the rights discourse or the promise of 

equal citizenship. 

In December 2019, the Government of India passed the Citizenship Amendment Act offering 

citizenship to persecuted religious minorities in neighbouring countries. Recognized as eligible for 

citizenship under this Act were Hindus, Sikhs, Christians, Parsis, Buddhists and Jains; conspicuously 

omitted were Muslims. The exclusion of the Muslim from this narrative of minority persecution and 

rights foregrounded, once again, the conceptual oppositional force minority wielded, given its co-

constitution with the Indian Muslim. The ambivalence of minority vis a vis the nation and national 

 
402 I use “tame” in the sense of Hacking (1990) conceptualizes it when he demonstrates the rise of probabilistic 
statistics as the tool through which random chance came to be calculated, predicted and profited from – or tamed.  
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citizenship therefore remains a potential threat to the imagination of India as a homogenous/Hindu 

nation, even as that came to be offset through its position in a statistically structured, socio-

economically comparative ranking of development. The postcolonial discourses around minority 

further highlights the significance of analyzing minority’s conceptual formation, by demonstrating 

how the history of its constitution and naturalization remain potentially mobilizable, as much for 

developmental purposes as for exclusionary politics.  
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