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I

Current attempts to map the Center-Periphery models in anthropology must be sensitive to the problems of intellectual production.  Center and periphery are no longer frozen geographies but have been rendered fluid by the protean nature of diasporic flows.  Yet a scholar working in the periphery might be caught in a time warp.  When world revolutions are announced at the center, he feels like Rip Van Winkle, a belated entrant into an already established issue. If you mention world anthropology in India in recent times you are referred to Veena Das’ monumental Oxford Companion to Sociology and Social Anthropology (Das 2003).  It is a fascinating effort to compile a set of texts to create a textbook, to evolve a consensus both Indian and diasporic about Social Anthropology. It captures the normal science of anthropology at its best. But the trouble with monuments is that they quickly become statues. In criticizing them, you feel like an unofficial sparrow especially when what you conceive as ballet-like movements are caught in frozen positions.

When you move from discourse to institutions, you have Partha Chatterjee’s slim but equally magisterial survey of social sciences in India sponsored by the Social Science Research Council, New York (Chatterjee 2002). Chatterjee’s orchestrated effort to understand the institutional structure of social science is a superbly cosmopolitan work and is bound to affect policy and syllabi in the years to come. 


Yet the problem of center and periphery is caught in the nature of the above two books.  The first editor teaches at Johns Hopkins, the other serves every year at Columbia University.  Both are sensitive people and yet neither meditates on their location, on their particular modes of intellectual production. Chatterjee’s monograph could easily be entitled ‘Key Clubs in the social sciences’ as it is so incestuous in collecting information. 


The irony of the center – periphery reflection is that this very problematic might be inherited and even marginal reflections could actually represent the virtual marginality of floating professionals in a globalized world. What do you do when your problem and your problematic is itself a creation of the center?  What do you add when there are already major reflections; one insisting it is a handbook and the other already occupying space as a policy statement? 


One can’t bowdlerize these efforts. These are outstanding intellectual maps but when you talk of the territories of the mind you can invent a different geography, a wishful space closer to one’s own autobiography. 


Anthropology is in many ways a dissenting and eccentric imagination, a subject perpetually quarreling with itself. What one hopes to do is to look at ‘world anthropology’ and ‘the politics of center and periphery’ through these dissenting lenses and their relation to the official. Within such a view, center and periphery become not a reified anthropology of pre- emptive futures, but a continuously shuffling intellectual pack, a circus of epistemologies. What one senses then is not the hegemony of imperial thought, but the restlessness of the anthropological mind.What one will try to do is to link the marginal to the radical, dissenting and eccentric imaginations to redraw this cognitive geography.


Anthropology in India can be read as a series of shifting scenarios. The debate moves over a variety of axes, including the colonial, civilizational, nation- state, civil society and global. Anthropology, within this context, becomes not only an official discourse summoning and inventing certain forms of ‘foucaultian practice’ --from the census and the survey, to that great colonial creation the gazetteer-- but also a compendium of alternative dreams. Anthropology becomes not only a way of panopticonizing the other but of inventing a variety of playful others. Juxtaposing colonialisms as frames for anthropology, we have the other colonialisms. 


Anthropology in India is confident enough to go beyond the ressentiment of Orientalism to pluralize the colonizing perspective.  One has to include within the standard narratives of colonialism the insights of what could be dubbed the other colonialisms.  The latter were not conventional imperialists reading the colony as a mere, a plantation or even a culture to be museumized.  The other colonialists were comparative sociologists at heart.  They discerned trends the colonizer had made recessive within himself and treated the colony as a site for the reinvention and recovery of intellectual possibilities in education, town planning, science and politics.  Not all British officials saw in India a site to be surveyed and ruled. For many it was a theater for alternative knowledges, experiments that had failed in the West.  One thinks of Patrick Geddes, the first professor of sociology in Bombay university who saw in India the possibilities of a post-Germanic University; or the work of Albert Howard who saw in his anthropology of agriculture, a theory of a society based on a different attitude to soils.  One can even invoke theosophist anthropology with its dreams of childhood working to a new reading of the Boy Scout or the occult child driving new notions of pedagogy for disabled children.


For many it was a theater for alternative knowledges, experiments that had failed or turned recessive in the West. One must emphasize two separate arguments here. First, the discourse of the other colonialisms modified and created worlds parallel to the official space of colonial anthropology. If official anthropology mimicked the Orientalist enterprise, the other colonialism dialogues and engages with the sociological ideas of the Indian national movement. For every Risley and Hutton, there was a Patrick Geddes or Annie Besant. 


There is a second point to be made here. The affable Orientalism of Blavatsky, Besant and Allan Octavian Hume was met by the hospitality of Indian nationalism. The anthropological confidence of the nationalist movement must be emphasized especially when the nation-state functions like an intellectual corset today.  Indian nationalism even while attempting to overthrow the British was always open to eccentric and dissenting imaginations. In fact, Indian nationalism was a fascinating anthropology of the other, an imagination that extended right up to the debates of the constituent assembly functioning under the shadow of the partition. The image of India is that of a compost heap, perpetually chewing ideas and where nothing is lost or eternally defeated. Indian nationalism can be seen as a dialogic framework for world anthropology where Gandhian anthropology of the village contended with the traditionalist aesthetic imaginations of Ananda Coomaraswamy and E.B. Havell or quarreled with the occult anthropology of the theosophists and the Leninist vision of scientists dreaming of a society based on the scientific method (Visvanathan 2001; Nandy and Visvanathan: 1997). 


 Intellectual historians have often presented these debates as separate intellectual grids when they were the warp and woof of a complex intellectual debate. It was a debate, which systematically quarreled over issues like what is the role of modern Western science in Indian civilization? Can a dialogue of medical systems provide a different frame for policy? Can India construct a post-Germanic university that embodies a different idea of knowledge, but that reflects not just an Indian style but a contribution to world knowledge? The writings of Bernard Cohn and others have emphasized the invention of colonial knowledge from Hinduism to colonial law. They have ignored the parallel circuses of debate that created alternative possibilities for science, urbanism, tradition, technology, architecture and agriculture. To use later terms, if colonialism pretended to be a world system, Indian nationalism projected the possibilities of a world anthropology with its ideas of pluralism, diversity and dissent. One need not go as far as Raimundo Pannikar’s request that we allow pockets of Goa and Pondicherry to remain colonial so we could continuously study the West in us, to sense the power and confidence of this dream. To understand what anthropology is one must follow not the official ‘dictionary’ level of discourse, but use the anthropological act as a shifter-- changing meanings as it moves from context to context.


With the coming of independence, anthropology as an epistemic circus became more domesticated into a garden, more disciplinary, yet it was still full of memories of another world of debates.

II

The debates that began with independence centered around a simple question. Is sociology a discourse of, and oriented at, the national state or can it mediate between civilization and nation? Is sociology possible in a civilization sense? Can one create a universalist sociology or is sociology a particularistic exercise tied to certain unique institutions? Are sociological categories unique, universal and translatable?


There are three sets of responses, each a fascinating way of redefining the problem. Each answer hyphenates sociology to a different subject suggesting that in the hyphen or the hybrid may lie the answer to the question. The first and the most publicized answer is that of the French indologist Louis Dumont who still stands larger than life on the Indian scene. Dumont argued that the possibility of a sociology of India lay in a closer cooperation between Indology and social anthropology. The Dumontian problematic dominated Indian sociology and triggered one of the most cosmopolitan debates on “For a Sociology of India’. In fact, the journal that Dumont and Pocock established, Contributions to Indian Sociology became the dominant journal displacing both the more quotidian  Sociological Bulletin and the more regional The Eastern Anthropologist. The debates on “For a sociology of India” constitute one of the most fascinating archives on the possibility of a world anthropology, but the terms of the debate and its ‘official‘ memory marginalizes two other fascinating answers to the debate. Both these answers came from the most intellectualist school of the time and both have been marginalized or forgotten. The style and debates of the Lucknow school must be recovered and we shall do it in two stages. In the first part we will outline the works of D.P. Mukherjee and Radhakamal Mukherjee and then elaborate the arguments of A.K. Saran. If the first two sociologists attempt to exorcize and translate the vision of Marx and economics as a sociological enterprise, the third carried a guerilla war with modernity and the dreams of a universalistic western sociology (Madan 1994; Joshi 1986; Gupta 1974).

The Lucknow school of economics and sociology had a holistic view of sociology. In fact the very boundary management between economics, sociology and political science of today has confined them to oblivion for they were to use Albert Hirschman‘s terms virtually ‘essays in trespassing’. The Lucknow school is remembered today for its three musketeers Radhakamal Mukherjee, D.P. Mukherjee and D.N. Majumdar. Saran, younger in years, could be seen as the spiritual Dartangan.


 The roots of the Lucknow school lie deep in the anti- colonial national awakening exploding out of the Bengal renaissance as a literary and political outpouring. The Lucknow vision saw social science as a theater and a site of an imagination for a society struggling for national emancipation and against backwardness and poverty. Tacitly it was concerned with how Indian civilization and community responded to the nationalist project of planned development. Its founder Radhakamal Mukherjee noted:

 History was prized by me at the beginning of my educational career as a systematic study for the necessity of the glory of India but face to face contact with the misery, squalor and degradation of the slums of Calcutta decided my future interest in Economics and Sociology…. Ricardo, Mill, Marshall, Walker, Carver were not concerned with the problems of poverty at all but did not these current textbooks of economics formulate certain problems that required understanding and interpretation in order to analyze and alleviate Indian poverty? (qtd in Joshi 1986: 8)
What Mukherjee tried to create at Lucknow was a sociology as an institutional economics appropriate to Indian society. As a sociologist of Indian culture, Mukherjee argued that “the postulates of Western economics were entirely different from those that could be deduced from a realistic study of Indian economic life”(ibid:11). In fact Mahatma Gandhi approved of Mukherjee’s ideas as early as 1917. Citing Mukherjee with approval Gandhi observed “ that the principles of Western economics could not be applied to Indian conditions in the same way as the rules of grammar and syntax of one language could not be applicable to another language” (ibid:11).

But the Indian nation state was committed to planned development. Mukherjee articulated a sociology, which provided a civilizational ecological view, which was an antidote to the Euro- centric approach to Indian Economics. Present in the strategy of the Lucknow school were two approaches to sociology as a reinventing of economics. The first was what P.C. Joshi in his fond memoirs calls and ‘Asian Exceptionalism’ a conviction that ‘ we can no more alter the economic institution of a country than its language and thoughts’ (ibid: 16) The second was a vision of socialist transformation oriented to Asian conditions. The latter struggle was articulated in the life and ideas of D.P.Mukherjee, R.K. Mukherjee’s colleague. Joshi mentions the difference in styles between the two. If Radhakamal was austere and simple, D.P. Mukherjee was the pleasure loving cosmopolitan who loved food, cigarettes and ideas, a coffee house intellectual who loved addas and was an authority on music.


D.P.Mukherjee was a quintessential Indian intellectual who saw in independence a challenge to the intellectual. He observed “ the French dared in 1789, the English n 1683, the Germans in 1848 and the Russians in 1917. For the first time in several centuries, India has a chance to dare” (ibid: 20). For D.P. the issue was how does a civilization dare to change with its blends of tradition and modernity? Sociology to him was a collective biography of this exercise, a challenge made particularly acute because of its affinity to Marxism. Marxism was a dream of a world transformative anthropology. The question was could it blend with Indian civilization?


D.P. felt that Indian Marxists must induce a creative encounter with Indian civilization and in fact he quoted Marx as saying “ the deeper you go down to the roots, the more radical you become”. In his ‘Man and Plan in India’ D. P.Mukherjee wrote that: 

Marxism has to creatively mediate between the western values and Indian

tradition. Thus it is that two systems of data are to be worked out. One is the plan with its basic western values in experimentation, rationalism, social accounting and in further western values centering in or emerging out, of bureaucratization, industrialization, technology and increasing urbanization. The other is not so much the Indian traditions as India’s forces of conservation and powers of assimilation. At present they are not sharply posed. If anything the first datum is gradually becoming ascendant…. The second requisite is social action to push on with the plan and to push it consciously, deliberately, collectively into the next historical phase. The value of Indian traditions lies in the ability of their conserving forces to put a brake on hasty passage. Adjustment is the end product of the dialectical connection between the two.” (ibid: 22)
D.P. realized that Marxism was the most powerful critique of capitalism but felt that while it was powerful as the critique of exploitation, it was incomplete as a theory of value. What Marxism needed was a “spiritual restlessness”, a framework which Gandhi provided. Gandhi was opposed to modern technological civilization both as a theory of greed and need.  In the first place he was convinced that the increasing and large-scale use of machinery was an engine of exploitation. And in the second place, he was opposed to technology because it represented the negation of normal social order, which in Gandhi’s view was based on the principle of wantlessness and non-possessiveness. D.P. felt that it was this that Marxism lacked because it rejected spiritual norms based on wantlessness, or a code of conduct founded on self-control and prayer. 


There was a second and even more profound difficulty, a problem D.P. could not solve. It dealt with time, and as critics like Saran and Dumont have pointed out, it was something he struggled futilely against. D.P. pleaded poetically for “a concept of time that will not move along one direction, that will not be cyclical. It will be neither the Greenwich time nor the twinkle of Brahma’s eye. He hoped that with this change from transcendental to human time philosophy will become one with history.” But as the ruthless Saran noted,”the new concept of time proposed by him is a little too eclectic, not to say elastic”. It was difficult to imagine how DP visualized a non- universalistic time which was also non- cyclical. The imperious Dumont also noted it as the unresolved problem in DP’s sociology. He points out “one’s recognition of the absence of the individual in traditional India obliges one to admit with others that India has no history for history and the individual are inseparable; it follows that ‘ Indian civilization is unhistorical by definition” (qtd in Madan 1994:16).


D.P.’s life, like his anthropology, remained ‘a series of reluctances’. Saran notes that the three world notes that beckoned to him – vendanta, Western Liberalism and Marxism did not mix. T.N. Madan in his Pathways (ibid: 23) wondered what his autobiography would have been like. I wonder what his prospective sociology would have been like. 


The Lucknow school lost out to the dreams of planned development. It was the London School rather than the Lucknow school that dominated independent India.  D.P. and other sociologists like him were seen as dreamers, coffee house aficionados in the world of technocrats. We shall explore A K Saran’s ideas in section IV while discussing the sociology of modernity.      


One must add that space does not permit us to discuss the intellectual styles of N.K. Bose and G.S. Ghurye. What one needs to confront is the sociological manifesto that marginalized their sociologies. We now come to the vision of sociology that Louis Dumont invented.

III


If Max Mueller haunts indology the ghosts of Risley and Hutton still stalk colonial anthropology, then Louis Dumont is the specter that haunts Indian sociology. His Homo Hierarchicus is the greatest masterpiece of modern Indian sociology (1980). The magazine he inaugurated, Contribution, determined the professional quality and the style of Indian sociology. As critic, irritant, foil, opponent, benchmark, ancestor Dumont triggered the fascinating ‘For a sociology of India debate’. But Indian sociologists unfortunately often read only half of Dumont. They often failed to complement his reading of India with his studies of the West. So if Dumont was often deaf to Indian critique, Indians were equally one- sided in understanding his attempts to create what would be called a comparative sociology along the lines of Weber.


Louis Dumont initiated his studies on India as a mature scholar already respected by Claude Lévi Strauss (Madan 1982: 405-418). Dumont wanted to go beyond an empirical, eclectic or clerical India. What he wanted was an India, which could be understood as a theoretical orientation. Secondly, he wanted to create an India which was an intellectual, civilizational other of the West. In fact he viewed India in civilizational rather than societal terms. Civilizationally one could deal with wholes at the level of values and such a perspective provided for comparisons. It was a vision of world anthropology that escaped ethnocentrisms. One can understand this in terms of his magnum opus Homo Hierarchicus which was essentially a study of the caste system and its implications (1980). It was a thought experiment on a giant intellectualist scale that was not an ethnographic exercise or a historical study.  For Dumont, ethnography and history were only instruments of elucidation. Dumont complained that Western scholars saw the caste system through Western ideologies and spectacles. As a result the study of caste became a profound victim of Western ethnocentricity. Caste is about inequality but to oppose it mechanically to the Western idea of equality might be politically correct but effete. 


To understand caste one must exorcise oneself of egalitarianism, individualism and political economy. One must go beyond the simplicity of equality to the grand complexity of hierarchy. We cannot go into the critique of Homo Hierarchicus but must now present his idea of a sociology of India. The essence of the approach, as T.N. Madan notes, was presented in his inaugural lecture at the Ecoles Pratique des Hautes in 1955 and presented in an abridged version with David Pocock playing Charles Lamb in Contributions.

Dumont and Pocock claimed that ‘a sociology of India lies at the confluence of sociology and indology. Such an approach would allow one to apprehend the unity of India in a civilizational sense.  Such a unity has to be theoretical and structural. It should not be mislead by an emphasis on isolated features or stumble on the phenotypical diversity that haunts superficial studies of India. Once we grasp India foundationally, “ the empirical diversity recedes into the background and an almost monotonous similarity springs forth”.


For Dumont, a sociology of India needed both the stranger and the native. The stranger as outsider looks at social facts as things. Yet he realizes social facts are things and not things and advocates a dualistic study of Indian society both from within and without. Duality led to dialectics and Dumont studied caste with the anti-caste, kingship alongside the renouncer.


The Dumontian project was seminal in its fruitfulness and the diversity of critiques it generated. In fact the sociology of India debate continues to this day, though it has narrowed in focus and fury. What began as a debate on the politics of knowledge and the need to construct India as something beyond an epistemic other for the West, has sometimes degenerated into a sociology of the profession in India. At its best it produced the writings of Uberoi, Kantovsky, Madan, Saran, Khare and Marriot (see in particular: Kantovsky 1984; Khare 1990; Uberoi 1968). It was open, dialogic, and hospitable. The first critiques of Dumont held that his was Hindu-centric sociology that had no place for the Christian or the Muslim. In their search for a theoretical unity, Dumont and Pocock ignored the fact that the sociology of India must also be a sociology of Muslims, Christians, Parsees and Jews. Part of this stemmed from the fact that Dumont and Pocock posit unity as a theoretical imperative rather than an empirical fact. They state ‘ it is essential that this unity be postulated from the outset’. Contending that ‘while this complicate our methods it simplifies our principles and our objectives’. Without this they warn “ there will be no sociology of India except in a vague geographic sense”.


There was a second sense in which the Dumontian project was seen as partial. It was seen as ‘ ahistorical’ emphasizing the concerns of a traditional rather than a modern India. As Thapan notes, Dumont and Pocock’s preoccupation with traditional India completely ignored the growing importance of an increasingly developed modern India. Their vision of a sociology of India as a sociology of a traditional Indian society made them choose indology rather than history as a partner of sociology ().

 
There are three other critiques, which are more theoretically powerful. The first by J.P.S. Uberoi raises the necessity of a reciprocal sociology. Uberoi in fact talks of a swarajist thought which frees Indian thought from its from its colonial influence while simultaneously advocating an Indian reading of the West not just as an example of counter coloniality but as a beginning of a more playful universalism (1968).

D Kantowsky, while offering support to Uberoi’s project of a swarajist science, provides a critique from a different angle. He supports the need for a national school of thought to reformulate imported questions and concepts. He examines the need for an Indian Sociology by leapfrogging through the Contributions debate. He asks rhetorically ‘if we advocate an Indian sociology do we then ask for an Indian chemistry’()? F.G. Bailey in fact raised this issue in his critique of Dumont. Criticizing what he dubs Dumont’s insistence on the uniqueness of Indian society Bailey holds ‘the unique is scientifically incomprehensible. There can be no Indian sociology except in a vague geographic sense and any more than there are distinctively Indian principles in chemistry or biology’(Bailey 1959: 88-101). Bailey as a sociologist was of course unaware of the work of J.B.S. Haldane or C.V. Seshadri but that is a text of another essay (Seshadri 1993). 


What Kantowsky challenges is Dumont’s idea of unity. He observes that Dumont maintained that the unity of mankind manifests itself in a unity of thinking and that Hindus like all others think through distinctive opposites’. He then cites Satish Saberwal’s work to show how the cellular universe constituted around the normative autonomy of the varnas appear to accept a both/ and rather than an either or logic (Saberwal 1983:301-315). It is exactly this capacity of Indian society to absorb layer upon layer of new codes and its corresponding ahistoric both/and logic that Weber found difficult to understand and tried to fit into the either/or logic of his Western type historic thinking and its protestant model. A.K. Ramanujan provides a playful version of this in his classic “Is there an Indian way of thinking” (1999: 41-55).


Finally however, the Dumontian project was criticized from a different angle, from the world of modernity. As André Béteille remarked “Dumont in fact has tried to vindicate a world that Indians have left behind, not one they were trying to create” ().

IV


The writings of A.K. Saran provide an entry into the sociology of modernization in India. Saran’s work was an imperious, unforgiving and lonely critique of the sociological encounter with modernity. One can follow him best through K.P. Gupta exegesis in ‘Sociology of Tradition and the tradition of Indian sociology’ (1974).

Saran begins with a blunt question “can the indigenous system of tradition produce, support or co-exist with totally alien systems of modernity?” More particularly ”can the western impact and the attendant internalization of the west lead to the modernization of the Hindu tradition?”


In broad terms, for contemporary Indian sociology, the answer is in the affirmative. Indian sociology rarely expresses an unqualified allegiance to Hinduism or indulges in a tactless celebration of Westernization. As Gupta remarks “in the modernized consciousness of the Indian sociologist, tradition is fully compatible with modernity. It is strictly within this context that the synthesis and hybrid have become the two most popular components of modernization theory in India” (1974: 34). 

Saran dubs this tactic ”a false consciousness” because it firstly instrumentalizes tradition as a tool for modernity and because it trivializes tradition by employing modernistic criteria to evaluate and understand tradition(). Gupta adds that this has fatal consequences at an empirical and methodological level. He explains that a sociologist is restricted to fragments or morsels or residues of tradition such as religious fairs, fasts or Mahesh yogi or Bharatnatayam. At a slightly deeper level, an Indian social scientist may express an irrepressible joy on seeing a fatalist Hindu peasant accepting fertilizers and pesticides. This act in itself seems to confirm all his predispositions about modernization of Hindu tradition  “At a methodological level, Hinduism is delinked from its institutional base and is studied only as a congerie of disparate acts and beliefs which can be used and abused in the process of modernization” (Gupta 1974:34).

For Saran, Hindu religion and society were inseparable but Muslim conquest and colonial rule artificially bifurcated them. As a result we see evidence of apologetic patterns of  “ synthesis” and “ adaptation” . Saran argues that the only anthropologist who resisted this was Gandhi. However Gandhian anthropology was rejected by post- independence modernization and socialism, which accommodated it as a humanistic extension counter of the transfer of technology regime.  With a weakened tradition and a superficial modernity, India easily adopted colonial models of change, even when they were outdated. 


Saran’s scattered writings are one of the original challenges to social science research. He established clear links between imperialism and social science research and was among the first to warn of India’s pseudo- autonomy in the sphere of economic development and modernization. There was one last crucial contribution he made. He saw center and periphery not as colonized and colonizing spaces but as hegemonies of time. He claimed ‘ modernity is a time-word and with the idea of progress, “life has to be lived on an upward slope”. The hegemony of time is what marks the sociology of development. 

He complained:

…Modernity cannot be used as a quality-word without freezing a portion of history; and this absolutization of a fragment is so patently anti- historical that it is a miracle that no serious attention has been paid to this problem. If there have to be any absolute values validated by history, time must have a stop; and time; for our modern sociologists, does have a stop. To see this, one must know that though the sociology of modernization and social change pretends to be universal in validity and global in scope, it is meant exclusively for the low development countries (LDC’s), and does not apply to all to North America and Europe. For them there may be problems of post- industrial, post- modern, or post- Christian society, but these are radically different from the problems and dilemmas of modernization in the low development countries. For Europe and America sociologists think in terms of alternative utopias, futurology, coping with future shock, constructing and coping with a cybernetic society, beating the ecological crisis (zero growth rate), the death of God theology, counterculture, consciousness III and the greening of America. None of this has any real kinship or even affinity with the modernization of the under- developed countries of Asia and Africa except in honorific senses”(Saran 1975: 104)

But sadly while Saran’s was a brilliant challenge to modernity, he failed to build a sociology of tradition. As he became a lone voice, what dominated sociology was the rhetoric of ‘the modernity of tradition’. In fact modernity, sociology and nation building went happily hand in hand in the discourse of Indian sociology in the sixties and seventies. This happy but modest consciousness was what we must discuss in the next section. 

V


The debates so far, have painted sociology as an intellectual exercise meditating on civilizations and metaphysical issues of time, modernity, and epistemology. The sixties produces an overall change in style. Sociology becomes more pragmatic, more professional, and more everyday. It explodes from being a marginal exercise performed by a few university dons into an experiment of epidemic proportions. This transition is best understood by following the narratives of outstanding sociologists of the period like M.N. Srinivas and Andre Béteille. I must confess both are superb storytellers. 


In his various reminiscences, MN Srinivas recounts that in the colonial period sociology was barely tolerated as a subject and he explains that even the bias was a colonial inheritance. 

To British academics, sociology was a foreign subject; its origins were in 

Europe and it was also associated with socialism. The Indian elite, educated in British universities, accepted these prejudices as a matter of course. It was significant that in Britain, sociology was established as an academic discipline outside Oxbridge, in LSE, founded by the Fabians, Sidney and Beatrice Webb. The first professor of sociology in LSE was Edward Westermarck, a Finn”(Srinivas 1994:10).

Srinivas adds that the change in the attitude to sociology came with a switch in the models of excellence. Particularly since the 1960s USA became the country of academic excellence and a deep source of intellectual influence. Srinivas notes ”it was the Ford Foundation under Douglas Ensminger who sold the whole idea of community development to Prime Minister Nehru. A few rural sociologists from the US visited India to advise the Planning Commission on how to promote development in Indian villages” (ibid:11).


The post- independence years saw the establishment of programs on South Asia in Chicago, Cornell, Pennsylvania, Columbia, Wisconsin, Duke and California. Srinivas describes it as an epochal moment “which marked the discovery of India by American scholars if we except a few odd, but important figures like Norman Brown and David Mandelbaum” (ibid: 11). These years also witnessed a substantial funding of Indian studies by the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations. In addition, a substantial quantum of research was done in the social sciences thanks to PL 480 funds. Of course Srinivas is quick to add that sociology did not develop as a result of external initiatives alone. Indian society, as Srinivas emphasized, had established reservations for scheduled castes and tribes, an affirmative action plan, which affected over 400 million people. The very fact of this process of social change and the need to make sense of it contributed to the popularity of sociology. M.N. Srinivas established the dominant department of the time at the Delhi School of Economics at Delhi University. The question one must ask is what kind of sociology grew in these departments?


André Béteille one of the first lecturers explains that the goal was to create a vision of comparative sociology (1993: 291-304). Béteille emphasizes that sociology has to be a comparative sociology or nothing. A sociology that abandons a comparative approach tends to be abstract and philosophical or narrow and eccentric. He observes that it is well known that this bias is found in American textbooks and adds that its worst sufferers are Indian students. For Béteille committed always to steering between extremes ‘ a comparative sociology is the best safeguard against excessive narrowness’. Béteille explains that a comparative sociology was also an intellectual and pragmatic challenge to colonialism, which had created an artificial barrier between ‘ primitive’ and advanced societies and a parallel split between social anthropology and sociology. Béteille contends that students of society and culture have a special role to play in examining how far this separation is

justified by the nature of the study.


Béteille adds that an Indian seeking to understand his own society encounters a variety of social formations from the simplest to the most complex. Given this, the division of labor between sociology and social anthropology was both colonial and constricting.  He adds that this division was most marked in US universities that inevitably consigned a social anthropologist to an anthropology department.


To this vision of a comparative social anthropology Srinivas added an obsession with fieldwork. For Srinivas, sociology was an empirical discipline and he saw fieldwork as integral to it. This in turn was accompanied by a structural- functional approach whose possibilities became known through an analysis of simple village studies. What structural-functionalism did as a method was to render unfashionable the explanation of Indian institutions such as caste or family by reference to the scriptures.


The house that Srinivas built was a happy consciousness rendered more clear by a tacit boundary maintenance between sociology and economics. In the early years social anthropology stayed away from policy and planning. The arrogant confidence of the economists at DSE especially Sen and Chakrabarty reinforced these tacit acts of boundary maintenance. Finally, as Srinivas observed the relevance of sociology arose more by the popular misconception that it was a kind of social work.


Sujata Patel in her study of Srinivas observes that Srinivas’ autobiography reflected a typical Brahmin middle class approach to sociology. She notes the absence of politics in his autobiography; ‘obviously the power of the colonial state or the protest against the nation- state that had emerged in and through the national movement had no influence on the family’s fortunes’(Patel 1998: 41-69).  As we encounter Srinivas the fieldworker we see one who embodies the hopes and desires of the elite of a newly independent country. Changes are taking place in village India and they are being noted for their positive advantage. As a fieldworker Srinivas records “new techniques entering the village, oil mills being set up, bus routes being started. He is proud of the fact that one of his respondents was later able to buy a car and even gave him a lift as he was walking down the street”. In a strangely predictable way social anthropology becomes a collection of cautiously celebratory narratives describing economic development and emphasizing the resilience of caste. The Remembered Village like the Malgudi of the novelist R.K. Narayan was a transparently happy village (Srinivas 1974). The Gods were in heaven, Nehru in command and all was almost right with the world of the village India. It was this happy consciousness of a professionalized social anthropology that came tumbling down when Indira Gandhi imposed the Emergency, a period of constitutional dictatorship in 1975.

VI

The sociology of the Emergency and its aftermath is not something one finds in official sociology books. Viewed from the perspective of the Emergency, sociology in India appeared shapeless and colorless. One won’t find the sociology of the Emergency in Contributions or Sociological Bulletin except of course for a brief mention from Srinivas claiming it was an aberration. The Emergency rendered effete the major institutions of Indian society from trade unions and courts, to the Indian University. Strangely there is no major sociological reflection on it. In fact the finest study of the Emergency is still the invertebrate records of the Shah commission. Whatever competent sociology there is, is the work of journalists like Arun Shouries, Kuldeep Nayar and Ashok Mitra.  Yet even they seemed haunted by the ghosts of the Frankfurt school.  The Emergency is constructed as a theoretical miming of Adorno and Horkheimer.  Unfortunately Indira Gandhi was no Hitler and our CBI no Gestapo.   Sociology could not do much in understanding the Emergency but the reciprocal impact was devastating.  The Emergency shattered the happy world of functional sociology and the odes to Parson, Merton, Levy in a way no Marxist critique could. What one confronted was the innocence and naïveté of Indian social science bereft of any theory of dictatorship, institution building, or evil. It proved that sociologists like most Indian citizens loved Indian democracy but had little knowledge about it beyond a few election studies. A society too preoccupied with development, modernity and caste suddenly appeared illiterate about violence and democracy.


The very shock of the Emergency forced social science to re-examine the Nehruvian commitment to modernity, nation building and science and what emerged was a sociology that challenged the social contract between science, nation- state, security and development.

But the sociology, the Emergency and its aftermath created, did not emerge in Contributions but in grassroots journals like Lokayan Bulletin and Manusi, Seminar.  The new sociological problematic was constructed out of the battles of human rights activists and feminist groups. Out of the Emergency and its commitment to the big science of the nation-state arose one of the finest critiques of science exemplified in the writings of Vandana Shiva, Ashis Nandy, Claude Alvares and C.V. Seshadri. As an attempt to reinvent democracy it emphasized

1)  That the standard notions of citizenship were not enough to protect marginals from the degradations of modern development. One faced the paradox that India had more refugees from development than from all the wars it fought. 2) It realized that one needed a new sociology of Human rights beyond the Universalism of the UN charter. 3) It emphasized that nature and technology had to be re-worked in a sociology of India.

And finally 4) it emphasized the new demands between science and democracy that necessitated a vision of democracy beyond participation, and a vision of technology beyond diffusion. 

Strangely this vision of sociology was captured best in the writings of a political scientist Rajni Kothari and a psychoanalyst Ashis Nandy (Kothari 1989a,1989b,1989c; Nandy 1980, 1988). The two of them created at the “Center For The Study of Developing Societies”, in Delhi a new sociology attempting to reinvent an imagination for democracy centering on magazines like Seminar, Alternatives and the Lokayan Bulletin. Marxists, structuralists or functionalists had little to say about the violence of the Green Revolution or the new colonialism of development. Oddly the debates on a sociology of India had little to add to it. This carnival for sociology became the tacit prerogative of little magazines and grassroots movements.


One of the outstanding critiques of the Emergency was a new sociology of science, which bypassed the world of Mertons, Shils and even Bernal. What emerged was a critique of epistemology as a value neutral enterprise. Science as a method had to be linked to ideas of life, lifestyle, livelihood, life cycle and life chances. It triggered an exploration of alternatives, which created a more cosmopolitan sociology than the sociology of modernization, which was literally mirrored in the center- periphery model. There was a search for new paradigms and exemplars as Parsons and Merton gave way to Gandhi and Illich. It brought about two powerful readings of history. Firstly there was the search for an alternative science based on the works of Alvares (1992), Dharampal (1971) and even the old Orientalist documents. This new reading of indology and of the colonial documents met its counterpart in a new generation of historians called the subalterns. Unfortunately there has been no real encounter or dialogue between the subaltern reading of colonialism and the alternative histories of the critique of science movement. The subalterns in a later move did produce a series of studies in science but the work of Gyan Prakash (2000) and David Arnold(2000) remains antiseptic next to the muscular subalternism of Alvares or Sunil Suhasrabudhey. A reworking of a possible encounter will remain one of the major tasks of world anthropology.


Sadly the dissenting imaginations of the post- Emergency period became easily domesticated. The possibility of an alternative science, the critique of the feminists were absorbed in a reductive sense by the UN discourse on sustainability and the World Bank’s and United Nations discourses on development. There is a split-level sociology here that we must understand. In fact it was the economist seeking to absorb critique and humanize economics who performs the exercise. One thinks in particular of Mahbub ul Haq and Amartaya Sen. Their idea of entitlements social capital blended with sustainability and created the possibilities of a better world for women and children in terms of education, nutrition and even the idea of the quality of life. But such UN discourses ignored the wider plea of grassroots sociology to incorporate the idea of alternatives, the commons or even notions of cognitive justice and representation into the new charters of development. But generally Sen and M.S. Swaminathan rested easily with Nandy and Kothari. The official and the dissenting, the State and the NGOs, were easy fellows in happy consensus around the idea of sustainable development.


The celebration of civil society and alternative science that marked the eighties and the nineties of the last century slowly became unstuck with the emergence of Globalization. 

VII


Globalization caught the sociology of India flat-footed. The writings of Nandy, Kothari, Das, Madan have little to say about it. Partly it might be too protean a text for the post- colonialists to decode. The sociology of globalization in India has to rely on diasporic intellectuals like Arjun Appadurai whose studies of globalization have acquired a textbook imprimatur. In fact the position of Appadurai and scholars like Dipesh Chakrabarty, Homi Bhabha, and Veena Das demands that we understand the diaspora as both analyses and case studies. The writings of these individuals have helped create a postcolonial understanding of India but it is still an understanding at a remove from India. It is an exercise created at Chicago, Sydney or Sussex and then mimicked at Delhi and Bombay. In an ironic way post- colonialism threatens to be a diasporic exercise at least in terms of its creative centers. 


But this only emphasizes the need for a more sophisticated study of the diaspora. Sociologically the diasporic being as citizen needs to be differentiated from the issues of the exile, migrant, refugee, which dominated the problematic of the twentieth century sociology. One also needs to study the long distance nationalism of the diaspora. It fueled not only the violence of Punjab and Sri Lanka  but became a form of consumption. A new generation of diasporics from India will soon be studying India in American campuses at Berkley or New York. The question before us is how will they construct India? Will the diaspora create a new Orientalism more subtle than those described by Said? One already notices the technocratic fundamentalism that stems from Silicon Valley and fills the coffers of the Visva Hindu Parishad (VHP) and Bhartiya Janta Party (BJP). Or can the diaspora help create a civic internationalism transcending the compulsions of the nation- state? Where does diaspora stand on a sociology/anthropology for India?


The sociological imagination as it exists in the global age thrives not in Contributions or even the Economic and Political Weekly. It exists at four levels and as four sets of possibilities:

There is for the first time the regional South Asian imagination. One can move at least from sociology of India to sociology of South Asia and this is a change impelled by three forces. First, there is an intellectual appreciation of the fact that Sri Lankan anthropologists have produced better and more sophisticated studies of violence and ethnicity compared to the almost mechanical narratives that Indians have produced on the Partition. Similarly the Nepalese sociology of water is a powerful challenge to its Indian neighbors. Thirdly, Indian sociology, after years of obsession with the UK and US, suddenly senses dynamism and a diversity of ideas in South Asia. Its dissenting imaginations seem happily fraternal. There is a sense that ideas appear more playful closer home. All this has led to repeated pleas for a South Asian University.


The second and surrogate imagination is a cinematic one. The anthropological imagination for once is no longer restricted to print. Cinema, which was always in advance of social science, has become a powerful index of the global mind. The works of Prakash Jha, Meera Nair, Mahesh Bhatt, Aparna Sen, Gurpreet Chaddha creates a new anthropological consciousness that sociology in print finds hard to match except as a secondary act of deconstruction. 


The third imagination is a literary one. Indian writings in English have become powerful anthropological imaginations adding to the earlier analysis of R.K. Narayan, V.S. Naipaul and Nirad.C. Chaoudhary. The works of Rushdie, Amitav Ghosh, Vikram Seth, and Rohinton Mistry provide a better understanding of the sociology of the middle class, the Emergency and the new biculturalism that celebrates globalism, than the formal textbook sociology of globalism. 


Finally there is the new Dalit sociology, tired of the indifference of Srinivas and Dumont to issues of violence and atrocity. It challenges the ethnocentric definition of caste enshrined in Dumontian sociology by claiming tactically that caste is a form of race and that official India could be seen as engaging in apartheid. The debates in Durban where caste was presented as a form of racism, showed the power and imagination of the movement. But Dalit sociology still needs a more powerful critique of the modern and the postmodern.


Surrounded by these four imaginations, is the new academic sociology struggling to understand terrorism, MNC’s, ecology, the network society, the plight of marginals and the sociology of disasters. One suddenly realizes that a whole generation has either retired or turned diasporic. The new sociologists have yet to emerge as clear exemplars or with new paradigmns. Sociology suddenly appears silent or strangely imitative. Oddly at a time when the sociological imagination floats freely across sectors, academic sociology appears mute or helpless. The twenty-first century arrived early in India but its concepts seem sleepily outdated. One senses again the need for a new D.P. or a Saran, in fact, one longs for a new conversation on a sociology for India. Till then globalization is going to be a discourse conducted by diasporics and the World Bank on a strangely silent India. There is an emptiness here that we need to understand and confront.   
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