Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-107-01037-6 — The Government of Social Life in Colonial India
Rachel Sturman

Frontmatter

More Information

The Government of Social Life in Colonial India

From the early days of colonial rule in India, the British established a
two-tier system of legal administration. Matters deemed secular were
subject to British legal norms, while suits relating to the family were
adjudicated according to British understandings of Hindu or Muslim
law, known as personal law. This important new study analyzes the
system of personal law in colonial India through a reexamination of
its emphasis on women’s rights. Focusing on Hindu law in western
India, it challenges existing scholarship, showing how — far from being
a system based on traditional values, or a system that operated in iso-
lation from secular law — Hindu law was developed around ideas of
liberalism, and this framework encouraged questions about equality,
women’s rights, the significance of bodily difference, and more broadly
the relationship between state and society. Rich in archival sources,
wide-ranging, and theoretically informed, the book illuminates how
social life, emblematized by the system of personal law, came to func-
tion as an organizing principle of colonial governance and of nationalist
political imaginations.

Rachel Sturman is Associate Professor of History and Asian Studies at
Bowdoin College. Her writing has appeared in many journals, includ-
ing Comparative Studies in Society and History, The Journal of Asian
Studies, Economic & Political Weekly, and Gender & History.
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Cambridge Studies in Indian History and Society publishes monographs
on the history and anthropology of modern India. In addition to its
primary scholarly focus, the series includes work of an interdisciplinary
nature which contributes to contemporary social and cultural debates
about Indian history and society. In this way, the series furthers the
general development of historical and anthropological knowledge to

attract a wider readership than that concerned with India alone.

A list of titles which have been published in the series is featured at the

end of the book.
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To my parents,
Audrie and Larry Sturman,
Who opened my eyes to a broader world,
lived the values of social justice, and

taught me the power of ideas.
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In writing a book that concerns itself with the metaphorics of value and
the impossibility of absolute recompense, my own intellectual, personal,
and professional debts have remained powerfully before me, as has the
inevitably partial nature of any accounting. This book is the product of
many acts of kindness as well as kismet over many long years.

This book began as a dissertation under the direction of Barbara
Metcalf at the University of California, Davis. The initial research and writ-
ing were made possible through an American Institute of Indian Studies
Junior Research Fellowship, the Mellon Fellowship in the Humanities,
the University of California President’s Fellowship, the Mabel McLeod
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the University of Michigan Society of Fellows, the University of Michigan
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I am grateful for the research assistance provided by the archive and
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and beyond.

In India, the friendship, warmth, and generosity of many helped make
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witty sarcasm coupled with love and care. Pratibha Mehra was a gener-
ous and urbane companion. Rusheed Wadia gave of his time and exper-
tise, showing me many Mumbais, sharing his knowledge of the archives,
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others, and especially Geeta Kumana — made me feel welcome. Felicia
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launched me on this path and who saw this project to completion. My
study of colonialism, of gender, and of South Asia began at the University
of Chicago through formative experiences working with Leora Auslander,
Barney Cohn, Ron Inden, John Kelly, and Gyan Pandey, among others.

At UC-Davis, Barbara Metcalf’s wisdom, intellectual acuity, and deep
historical sensibility guided this work in its early stages and beyond,
continually pushing me to clarify and strengthen my arguments. To this
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unwavering ethical commitments, her intellectual curiosity, and her abun-
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value of completion. I have long benefited from his knowledge and skep-
ticism, and enjoyed his proclivities for pushing the envelope. The intellec-
tual community that Barbara and Tom fostered through the Colonialism
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a delight in people and in the world, and a tremendous ability to laugh
that long served as touchstones for my own development as a scholar,
teacher, and colleague.

At the University of Michigan, I benefited from the remarkable intellec-
tual community forged by a dynamic group of faculty and graduate stu-
dents. I am grateful to Jim Boyd White for his stewardship of the Society
of Fellows, and for his sensitivity to bringing the interpretive methods
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of the humanities to the study of law. Thanks are also due to my fellow
Fellows at Michigan for their readings of early chapters and for their
companionship. Faculty in the Department of History and in the Anthro-
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process of writing this book, combining brilliance, warmth, and intellec-
tual generosity in equal measure. I am especially grateful for the support
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as other members of the Comparative Study of Social Transformations
working group and the Marxist Study Group. Also critical to these years
were the friendship and intellectual ferocity of Lee Schlesinger. Lee’s intel-
lectual rigor, his commitment to Maharashtra and Marathi studies, and
the vibrant social sphere he and Lisa created in their home, especially
through Kitab Mandal, remain dear to me. Sharad Chari and Christi
Merrill were trusted colleagues and friends, who dazzled (and continue
to dazzle) me with their creativity, analytical verve, and fabulousness, and
who provided effortless camaraderie.

This work — and the span of my life spent working on it — have been
vastly enriched through numerous conversations and patient read-
ings by brilliant interlocutors, and through critical support provided at
key moments. I am grateful to Dipesh Chakrabarty, Uma Chakravarti,
Sharad Chari, Sandra Comstock, Rochona Majumdar, Uday Mehta,
Christi Merrill, Radhika Mongia, Gyanendra Pandey, Anupama Rao,
Mitra Sharafi, Radhika Singha, Gopika Solanki, Andrea Zemgulys, and
the late Sujata Patel. Several people stand out for their exceptional role:
David Gilmartin did yeoman’s service in reading multiple chapter drafts
and providing ever-incisive comments that truly “got” what the book was
about even when I wasn’t sure. Minnie Sinha read several early incarna-
tions of portions of this work and engaged with it with seriousness, and
with sparkling and provocative critique. Her support has made a crucial
difference. Raji Sunder Rajan has been remarkable both in her reading
and engagement with this work, and in her broader presence and sup-
port. For seeing the possible, and also for overlooking the limitations of
the actual, I am ever grateful.

A group of extraordinary friends and fellow travelers have sustained
me through many years and many vicissitudes. For everything their friend-
ship has meant to me, I am grateful to Cherie Barkey, Durba Ghosh,
Marlé Hammond, Larissa Heinrich, Anne Keary, Michelle Mancini,
Karin Martin, and Elaine Meckenstock. Anupama Rao has long been an
important friend and exceptional interlocutor, demanding of my work

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107010376
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-107-01037-6 — The Government of Social Life in Colonial India
Rachel Sturman

Frontmatter

More Information

xiv Acknowledgments

its highest potential and seeing what it was about long before I did. I
am grateful for her rigor, commitment, generosity, and loyalty. Andrea
Zemgulys remains in a category all her own: for years of dear friend-
ship, for her singular humor, and for abiding in the same universe, as she
knows.

I have been fortunate to find at Bowdoin College a supportive and
generous community that sustained me through the long process of writ-
ing this book. Among many wonderful colleagues, several deserve spe-
cial mention: Connie Chiang, David Gordon, and David Hecht created a
helpful early writing group. Allen Wells has been both informal mentor
and consummate mensch from the beginning. In Sara Dickey I found both
kindred spirit and welcome mentor and interlocutor, whose unpreten-
tious and generous sociability has made all the difference. Belinda Kong,
Jayanthi Selinger, Jeff Selinger, and Hilary Thompson provided intellec-
tual and personal camaraderie, brilliant conversation, trusted friendship,
and invaluable assistance with the final stages of writing.

Portions of this work were presented to numerous audiences at confer-
ences, workshops, and invited lectures over the years, and I am grateful
for the many helpful comments I received in these venues. They have cer-
tainly helped me make this a better book. Special thanks are due to Frank
Conlon for an early intervention, and to the conveners and participants
in “The Concept of the Political” workshop at Columbia University, in
the University of Chicago Department of Anthropology Monday Lecture
Series, and in the University of Michigan Department of History Faculty
Seminar Series.

I wish to thank Marigold Acland, my editor at Cambridge University
Press, for her support for this project from the beginning; Joy Mizan
for her assistance throughout the process; Alison Auch of PETT Fox,
Inc., for her excellent copyediting; Bindu Vinod for expert management;
and the production team at Newgen Knowledge Works that worked on
this book. I am also grateful to the anonymous reviewers for Cambridge
University Press for their careful and generous reading of my lengthy
manuscript and for their helpful suggestions for revision.

An early version of portions of Chapter 3 was previously published
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