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   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 signifi cance 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 21

Editorial board 

     C. A.   Bayly 
   Vere Harmsworth Professor of Imperial and Naval History, 
University of Cambridge, and Fellow of St Catharine’s College   

     Gordon   Johnson 
   President Emeritus, Wolfson College, University of Cambridge   

    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 
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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-
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