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LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this unit you will learn about:

	 the practice of anthropology in India in its initial stages as an academic 
discipline; and

	 the contribution of some key anthropologists, trained in various subfields 
of the discipline.

8.0	 INTRODUCTION
The practice of anthropology in India has a colonial legacy. It found relevance 
under the British rule, wherein the administrators realised that in order to control 
the indigenous population they needed to gain an in-depth understanding of 
these communities. Recognising this the Britishers ensured that the British Civil 
servants under the East India Company realised the importance of anthropological 
knowledge, and by 1807 anthropology was taught at Haileybury College to 
train them before leaving for India. At this time very little was known about 
the communities that resided in India and thus descriptive work was required to 
fill in the lacunae. A number of British Administrative officers took to writing 
memoirs and descriptions of the communities that they encountered, while 
others were commissioned to write about the different geographical regions and 
their people. For example, the Governor-General of India appointed Francis 
Buchanan to collect information on the life and culture of the people of Bengal 
*Contributor: Dr. Indrani Mukherjee, Post-Doctoral Fellow, Department of Anthropology, University 
of Delhi.
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(Ghosh 2008), a task that was undertaken by him from 1807 to 1814. Further, 
the need to understand the people of India saw an influx of a number of British 
anthropologists into India, and resulted in the creation of detailed monographs 
on the society and culture of tribal communities across the country, by both 
anthropologists and administrators during the latter half of the nineteenth 
century. 

This process of collection of socio-cultural information led to the involvement 
of some of the Indian anthropologists being trained by the Britishers to assist 
them in their anthropological work. Anthropologists like W. H. R. Rivers, J. 
H. Hutton, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, and C. G. Seligman also came to India 
and further influenced others who were of Indian origin to do anthropological 
studies (Ghosh 2008).

The Indian anthropologists, in spite of being introduced to the discipline through 
colonial influence, brought with them an internal perspective of the cultures that 
they were a part of and/or were familiar with. Thus, a “limited kind of ‘auto-
ethnography’ was already being practiced in India by Indian anthropologists long 
before it became a major issue in western anthropology” (Ghosh 2008: 3). Due 
to the history of the disciplinary origin and the colonial influence, British ideas 
continued to govern the discipline. However, Indian Anthropologists did take 
it upon themselves to disagree and debate important issues without necessarily 
falling out with their British counterparts. The colonial exposure also motivated 
a number of Indian anthropologists to seek education overseas as well as 
publish internationally. With time, Indian anthropologists played a significant 
role as educationalists, mentoring new generations of anthropologists in the 
country, spearheading departments of anthropology in different universities of 
India, where they also taught. “Anthropology thus pulled itself up by its own 
bootstraps to become an academic discipline in the universities of India as a 
legitimate study of human beings, rather than an appendage of the colonial 
government” (Ghosh 2016: 89).

The first full-fledged department of Anthropology, in India, was established 
at Calcutta University, in 1921. It had as its faculty, luminaries like K. P. 
Chattopadhyay, R. P. Chanda, and L. K. A. Iyer, and its first batch of students 
consisted of prominent anthropologists like N. K. Bose, D. N. Majumdar, B. S. 
Guha, P. C. Biswas, T. C. Das, S. S. Sarkar, Dharani Sen, and Andre Beteille.

Indian anthropologists focused on uniquely Indian issues, moving ahead of the 
available documented ethnographies of the colonial period. Documentation 
of cultures remained a significant task and contributed greatly towards 
understanding diversity and census enumeration. Village studies became 
central to anthropological focus and there was a shift from descriptive studies 
of preliterate villages to the analytical studies of complex societies (Ghosh 
2008). A large body of work was produced by anthropologists like S. C. Dube, 
M. N. Srinivas, A. Aiyappan, D. N. Majumdar, Inder Pal Singh, K. S. Mathur, 
Yogendra Singh, G. S. Ghurye, L. P. Vidyarthi, B. K. Roy Burman, R. M. Sarkar, 
Baidyanath Saraswati, Makhan Jha, A. Danda, M. K. Raha, P. K. Misra, K. S. 
Singh, T. N. Madan, Iravati Karve, Leela Dube. P. K. Bhowmick studied the 
Lodhas and founded the Institute of Social Research and Applied Anthropology 
(ISRAA), for their development in a village created by him called Bidisa. 
Indian anthropologists contributed significantly to establishing the discipline in 
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the country through a robust fieldwork tradition as well as the sharing of their 
knowledge through publications and as teachers at academic institutions. They 
often collaborated with various government and non-government institutions as 
consultants and experts for the effective utilisation of anthropological knowledge. 
It would be extremely difficult to incorporate the works and contributions of the 
pioneering Indian anthropologists in such a restricted space. The unit brings 
forth the works of only a few of these anthropologists to highlight the expanse 
and multidimensionality of the pursuit of Indian Anthropologists.  

8.1	 GOVIND SADASHIV GHURYE (1893- 1983)
Govind Sadashiv Ghurye is often called the ‘father of Indian sociology”. 
Born into a Saraswat Brahmin family in the Konkan region of western India, 
he completed his BA and MA degrees, in Sanskrit and English literature, at 
Elphinstone College, Bombay. In 1920, Ghurye went to England to study 
sociology with Leonard T. Hobhouse, but he ended up working under the 
anthropologist W. H. R. Rivers at Cambridge. He expresses his need for this 
transition stating that “the anthropological approach to Sociology was the most 
appropriate one” (Ghurye 1973: 45). Post the sudden death of W.H. R. Rivers, 
he completed his Ph.D., in 1923, under the supervision of Alfred C. Haddon. G. 
S. Ghurye was the third in India, to obtain a Cambridge doctorate. 

Post his return to India, in 1924, Ghurye was appointed reader and head of 
the Department of Sociology at the University of Bombay. He received his 
professorship in 1934 and continued with the university until his retirement, 
playing a key role in the institutionalisation and professionalisation of sociology 
and anthropology in India, as the founder of the Indian Sociological Society, 
and as the editor of the Sociological Bulletin. 

Ghurye’s first book, Caste and Race in India (1932), became a basic text for 
most anthropologists and sociologists in India. He took a cultural-historical 
approach of examining indological texts, to understand caste in India, looking 
at continuity and change in social institutions, and reflecting on the developing 
system of caste under the present milieu of political, economic, and social change 
in India. Contrary to Verrier Elwin’s initial idea of ‘Tribal Reserve Area’ which 
prescribed that tribals should be left alone instead of being constantly interfered 
with and acculturated, Ghurye “wrote on the tribes of India and gave details of 
their administration. He was an assimilationist and wished to incorporate the 
tribals of India into the ‘mainstream’ of Indian culture…….. He enumerated 
the problems of the aboriginal tribes of India in a truly anthropological manner. 
He was of the opinion that these tribes should neither be called ‘adivasis’ nor 
‘aborigines’. They should not be a separate category but should be merged with 
castes and should be treated as backward classes” (Ghosh 2008: 22).  

Ghurye influenced the discipline of Anthropology and Sociology through his 
continued scholarship and role as an educationalist, as Upadhya (2018) mentions, 
“Ghurye’s brand of sociology, institutionalised in his MA sociology syllabus, 
also incorporated a large measure of anthropology—reflecting his conviction 
that in the Indian context the distinction between anthropology and sociology 
is artificial” (Upadhya 2018: 3). He further influences the disciplines through 
his numerous students including A. R. Desai, I. P. Desai, Irawati Karve, and M. 
N. Srinivas.



108

Biosocial 
Anthropology in 
Practice

8.2	 BIRAJA SANKAR GUHA (1894-1961)
Biraja Sankar Guha was born in Shillong. He completed his Master’s in 
philosophy from the University of Calcutta, in 1915. However, swayed by his 
interest in the people of India he moved to study Anthropology. He went to 
Harvard on a Hemenway Fellowship where he served as a graduate assistant at 
the Peabody Museum. Here, he received his Master of Arts and Ph.D. degrees 
in Anthropology, in 1922 and 1924 respectively. He was trained by famous 
Anthropologists like E. A. Hooton, R. B. Dixon, and A. M. Tozzer, and was 
well acclaimed for his thesis titled ‘The Racial Basis of the Caste System in 
India’ (Sinha and Coon 1963).

On his return to India from the USA, Guha joined as faculty at the University 
of Calcutta, in 1926, where Anthropology had just been introduced as an 
academic discipline for the first time in the country. In 1927, the Government 
of India created a position of anthropologist within the Zoological Survey of 
India. Guha accepted this position, and was a part of an expedition to Naga 
Hills at Burma Border, for the abolition of human sacrifice. He also carried 
out a comprehensive racial survey of India as well as joined an expedition to 
Chittral in northwest Baluchistan (now in Pakistan) to solve the question of 
linguistic affinity of the tribes of Central India and the Brahui of the Northwest 
Frontier. During this time, Guha worked relentlessly to create a significant 
place for anthropology within the organisation. His efforts were realised late 
in 1946. However, in the interim period, in 1936, with the assistance of the 
British administration (due to its interest in ethnology), he played a pivotal role 
in establishing the Indian Anthropological Institute at Calcutta. He continued 
his efforts to strengthen and establish the presence of anthropology in India. 
He helped in establishing the National Institute of Sciences of India and was 
its Founder Fellow and Treasurer during 1938-42. In, 1939, he was elected as 
a Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal and served it as an Honorary 
Secretary for three years from 1939-42 (Sinha and Coon 1963). 

B. S. Guha was appointed the Director and Anthropological Advisor to the 
Government of India, in 1946, when ‘Anthropological Survey of India’ was 
removed from the folds of Zoological Survey of India, at Calcutta. He remained 
an ardent field researcher and emphasised its need in Anthropology, and was 
pivotal in establishing a substation of the Anthropological Survey of India in 
the Andaman Islands, in 1952. He served at the Anthropological Survey of 
India until his retirement in 1954. He was also the Founder-Director of the 
Indian Museum, Calcutta (Sinha and Coon 1963).

In his later years B.S. Guha worked on the practical problems of tribal administration 
and social relations. Post-retirement, he was invited by the Government of India, 
he organised a training centre for Social Education Organisers i.e., Extension 
Officers involved in India’s Community Development Program, in the tribal 
areas. He also, reorganised the Bihar Tribal Research Institute, Ranchi, at the 
invitation of the Government of Bihar. He collaborated with Gardner Murphy in 
the UNESCO project for the study of social tensions in India, and the records of 
his findings appeared in a Memoir of the Anthropological Survey of India. He 
was also a member Central Advisory Board in Anthropology, a statutory body 
set up by the Government of India for formulating plans for anthropological 
research in the country (Sinha and Coon 1963).
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8.3	 PRAFULLA CHANDRA BISWAS (1903-1984)
Prafulla Chandra Biswas was born in Calcutta (now Kolkata). He earned his 
Master’s in Anthropology from Calcutta University under the tutorage of erudite 
anthropologists like Panchanan Mitra and L. K. Ananthakrishna Iyer. Post this 
he was awarded the von Humboldt Fellowship in 1933 to pursue his Doctoral 
research from Berlin University, Germany. He worked on morphogenetic 
variability of different races, under the guidance of the famous geneticist Eugene 
Fischer, and was awarded Ph.D. for his research ‘Uber Hand und Fingerleisten 
von Indern’ (On Palm and Fingerprints of Indians), in 1936. Influenced by 
Eugene Fischer some of Biswas’ early writings carry eugenic ideas where he 
advocates mass sterilization policies. This thought was also in conjunction 
with the increasingly popular discussions of eugenics in India during 1920s 
and 30s that visualised eugenics as an important part of nationalist and anti-
colonial frameworks as well as a source of “modernisation” and “regeneration” 
(Hodges 2006). While his ideas on eugenics remained, he also advocated for 
social reforms and welfare. 

Prof. Biswas returned from Germany and joined as a faculty at the Department 
of Anthropology, Calcutta University. Here he taught for eleven years and 
continued his research through extensive fieldwork in the North-East, Bengal 
and Bihar of India. His research focused on physical anthropology, however, like 
many anthropologists of his time, he did not restrict his work to this particular 
subfield of anthropology and forayed into ethnography as well.

Biswas through his paper ‘Concept of Disease among the Primitive People of 
India’ (1934) countered both Forrest Clements and W. H. R. Rivers, where he 
writes that “when the monograph of  F. E. Clements came into my hand and the 
excellent writings of Rivers were reconsulted a need of new orientation was felt” 
(p.1). “Although, Biswas did not challenge the theoretical orientations of Rivers 
and Clements, yet by citing innumerable examples from Indian ethnographies, 
he was able to project India with its ‘primitive medicinal’ diversity. He was thus 
truly able to establish India as a world in miniature and corrected Rivers who 
thought that Asia (including India) lacked in disease object intrusion causative 
theory” (Joshi, 2016: 4). Biswas examined the existing knowledge and provided 
a critical perspective to it by highlighting Indian ethnographic elements.

In 1947 when the Department of Anthropology was established in the University 
of Delhi, P. C. Biswas was selected under the aegis of Maurice Gwyer, the 
then Vice-Chancellor of Delhi University to take over as the Head of the 
Department. Here, he continued to teach for the next twenty one years, gained 
his professorship, and supervised twenty PhDs, with a number of his students 
joining as faculty at different universities to strengthen the discipline. He had 
a pivotal role in the establishment of the Indian Anthropological Association, 
a representative body of the professional anthropologists in India, which was 
registered under the Societies Registration Act, in 1969, with the Department of 
Anthropology, the University of Delhi as its national headquarter.

Professor Biswas worked with the government and on developmental issues. 
For example, he wrote the ‘Socio-economic Survey of Budhpur—A Delhi 
Village’ in (1961) as part of a Census of India 1961 series of monographs. He 
also advocated the setting up of a board of tribal education consisting of experts 
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in tribal affairs. As chairman of the Anthropology Section of the 3rd Tribal 
Welfare Conference, he spoke about adult education along with the education 
of children, and a curriculum that considered the cultural background of the 
tribes and included practical training in agriculture, fishing, etc. 

8.4	 SASANKHA SEKHAR SARKAR (1908-1969)
S. S. Sarkar obtained a DSc. from the University of Calcutta in 1948. He also 
received training under the famous geneticist Eugene Fischer. He worked with 
the Anthropological Survey of India between the years 1947 and 1951 and was 
a research fellow at the National Institute of Sciences of India (NISI) (now 
renamed as Indian National Science Academy-INSA) from 1951 to 1956. In 
1957 he joined the Department of Anthropology, the University of Calcutta as a 
lecturer, where he subsequently became a reader. In this period, he also worked 
for the Census of India.

Sarkar was interested in understanding the racial distribution within the 
Indian population, for this he studied the anthropometric characters of various 
indigenous populations and tried to reconstruct their racial types through 
historical origins.  He was a part of the excavations at Harappa and Mohenjodaro. 
He also carried out intensive fieldwork among the aborigines of Bengal, Bihar, 
Assam, and Andaman and Nicobar Islands. “Through these studies, he tried 
to demonstrate empirically that the Indian sub-continent had never been an 
ethnic vacuum………..He indicated the presence of an Australiod element 
in the prehistoric population of the Indus Valley, as well as down south in 
the skeletal materials excavated from Brahmagiri. Apart from the presence of 
this autochthonous Australoid element, he hypothesised successive waves of 
immigration into India” (INSA). He proposed a “scheme of classification of the 
Indian people into six groups, namely, (i) Australoid, (2) Indo-Iranian, (3) Irano-
Scythian, (4) Mundari-speaking, (5) Malayo-Polynesian, and (6) Mongoloid, 
based on metric data” (INSA). 

He suggested an amalgamation of archaeological, cultural, linguistic, and other 
allied disciplinary information to understand, and to give due weight, to racial 
classification. He also stated that “blood group gene frequencies of populations 
should be looked at from the point of view of micro-evolutionary processes like 
isolation, admixture, etc., and put forward the interesting observations, as early 
as the forties, and fifties, that there is a south-north and an east-west ABO gene 
frequency gradient in the Indian subcontinent, a gradient running parallel to 
caste hierarchy, and so on” (INSA) pointing to the fact that the interrelationship 
between social and biological phenomena, are indeed considerable. 

He further recommended that the knowledge of basic genetics should be utilised 
to provide marriage counselling in order to reduce/minimise the social burden 
of giving birth to a possible congenitally disabled individual. 

Check Your Progress

1.	 How did Indian Anthropology establish itself in spite of and along with 	
	 the British Colonial influence?

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................
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	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

2.	 Mention some of the projects that Guha was involved in his first stint at 	
	 Zoological Survey of India, as an anthropologist. 

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

8.5	 Irawati Karve (1905- 1970)
Irawati Karve was India’s first woman anthropologist at a time when 
anthropology and sociology were still developing as university disciplines. 
She was born in Burma and subsequently received her education in Pune. 
She pursued her BA (Honours) in Philosophy, with Sociology as major, from 
Fergusson College, Pune. She received the Dakshina Fellowship and went on 
to do her Master’s in sociology from Bombay University, under the guidance 
of G. S. Ghurye, where she wrote significant papers on ‘Folklore of Parshuram’ 
and ‘Chitpavan Brahman’.  She continued her education and went to Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Eugenics, and Human Heredity, (1928–
30), where she worked under the guidance of Eugene Fischer. Her doctoral 
thesis was on Normal Asymmetry of the Human Skull and Bones and she was 
conferred her D. Phil degree in 1930 by Berlin University. In spite of her tutelage 
under Eugene Fischer she did not imbibe the racial biases of the scholar and 
was influenced more by the post-Independence nationalist version of Indology 
which emphasised the unity-in-diversity and the notion that while physical and 
cultural differences between castes represented diversity, India’s unity lay in 
overarching Sanskrit texts (Sundar 2007: 14).

After her return to India, Iravati Karve worked as an administrator at SNDT 
Women’s University in Bombay from 1931 to 1936. During this period, she 
was also engaged in postgraduate teaching. In 1939, she joined the Deccan 
College Postgraduate and Research Institute at Pune and remained a faculty at 
the Institute until her retirement.  She served as the head of the Department of 
Sociology and Anthropology here and was also the Vice-Chancellor of SNDT 
College for some time. She also collaborated with the School of Oriental and 
African Studies of the University of London in England and the Humanities 
Division of the Rockefeller Foundation of the United States in the scope of her 
career as an anthropologist. 

Karve’s body of work represents a combination of integrated influences through 
her academic engagement with various subfields of anthropology. It reflects a) 
the Indological tradition from her early work with her MA supervisor, G.S. 
Ghurye, b) ethnological tradition which manifested through surveys of castes 
and tribes within India, c) German physical anthropology tradition which 
attempted to provide a genetic basis for the existence of a variety of groups 
(which she imbibed during her Ph.D. in Germany) and d) her passion for 
fieldwork which led her to take up new areas of research like socio-economic 



112

Biosocial 
Anthropology in 
Practice

surveys, or archaeological explorations with her colleague and archaeologist H. 
D. Sankalia (Sundar 2007: 14).

Iravati Karve was an Indologist who mined Sanskrit texts for sociological 
features. However, the Indological tradition that she subscribed to was very 
different from Dumont’s in that there was no attempt at building or eliciting 
an underlying model of social relations. Instead, she was an Indologist in the 
classical Orientalist sense of looking to ancient Sanskrit texts for insights into 
contemporary practice (Cohn 1990: 143). Thus, Karve in her Indological work, 
explored ancient texts to explain the present, she then used anthropometric data 
to supplement her interpretations with ‘hard facts’. She was an anthropologist, 
serologist, and palaeontologist, a collector of folk songs, a translator of feminist 
poems, and a Marathi writer. Her thesis, “on her own caste, ‘The Chitpavan 
Brahmans—An ethnic study’, is a classic example of physical anthropology 
(eye colour measurements) combined with an Indological discussion of caste 
origins in the form of the Parasurama myth drawn from popular versions and 
the Puranas……. as late as 1968, she retained a belief in the importance of 
mapping social groups like sub-castes on the basis of anthropometric and what 
was then called ‘genetic’ data (blood group, colour vision, hand-clasping, and 
hypertrichosis)” (Sundar 2007: 21). Some of her seminal works include ‘Kinship 
Organization in India’, ‘Hindu Society — An Interpretation’, ‘Maharashtra — 
Land and People’, ‘Yuganta: The End of an Epoch’.

8.6	 AYINAPALLI AIYAPPAN (1905 –1988)
Ayinapalli Aiyappan was born in Kerala.  He pursued his graduation in Zoology 
from Presidency College, Madras, followed by an M.A. in Economics from 
the University of Madras, in 1927. After a small stint as a school teacher and 
a research assistant at Zoological Survey of India, Calcutta, Aiyappan joined 
the Government Museum, Madras as an anthropological assistant under Diwan 
Bahadur K. Rangachari, where he received his initial training in Anthropological 
fieldwork. He also received training in physical Anthropology under B.S. Guha, 
from the Indian Museum, during this period. In 1934, Aiyappan went to the 
London School of Economics, where he pursued his Ph.D. in Anthropology 
under Raymond Firth. He worked on ‘Iravas and Cultural Change’ and was 
awarded his Ph.D. in 1937. He returned to India and joined the Government 
Museum, Madras, and became the Superintendent of the museum post-
independence. He was also a visiting professor at the University of Madras and 
Cornell University, during this time. 

Aiyappan had an extensive interest in archaeology, which led him to join the 
excavation at ‘Arikamedu’ an archaeological site in Southern India, and he 
was conferred with the Saratchandra Roy Gold Medal of the Asiatic Society in 
Bengal, for his contributions to Archaeology.

He joined Utkal University in 1958, as a professor and head of the newly 
founded Department of Anthropology. Here he trained his students in not just 
anthropological fieldwork but collection and preservation of artifacts as well. 
He was also pivotal in opening Anthropology Departments in B.J.B. College 
and Khallikote College and laid stress on the opening of museums alongside the 
departments (Dash 2005). 
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Aiyappan also had a hand in planning for tribal welfare and activated the 
Tribal Research Bureau [presently termed as Tribal and Harijan Research and 
Training Institute (THRTI)]. He was an advisor to the institute and helped 
with the publication of the journal ‘Adivasi’. The journal published research-
oriented articles with reflections for much-needed governmental action in the 
upliftment of tribal groups and planning of programs for this purpose. It helped 
in the economic enhancement of certain tribal groups who learned to market 
their commodities directly to the government instead of through middlemen. 
Aiyappan was also the director of the Department of Rural Welfare of Orissa.

He was responsible for the reorganisation of the Orissa State Museum as a 
multipurpose museum with the addition of natural history, mining and geology, 
and anthropology galleries (Dash 2005). He subsequently joined Andhra 
University in 1966 as a professor at the Department of Anthropology after which 
he took over as the Vice-Chancellor of Kerala University in 1969. In 1970, he 
became the founder and chairman of the Centre for Development Studies, at 
Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala.  He was also an Honorary Fellow of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute.

Aiyappan was a multifaceted individual, who successfully combined his 
multi-disciplinary knowledge of zoology, economics, and anthropology 
and its subfields in an inter-disciplinary continuum in his museological 
endeavours, tribal welfare initiatives, and academic, research, and institutional 
development. 

8.7	 MYSORE NARASIMHACHAR SRINIVAS 		
		  (1916-1999)
M. N. Srinivas was born in Mysore. He received his B.A. in Anthropology 
and Sociology, and Masters in Sociology from Mysore University in the years 
1936 and 1939 respectively. He received his initial training in ethnology under 
G. S. Ghurey, and received a PhD from Bombay University for his work 
among the Coorgs. In spite of finding mentorship under Ghurey, Srinivas 
was often in disagreement with him. He proceeded to pursue a D.Phil. (in 
Social Anthropology) from Oxford University, under the mentorship of A.R. 
Radcliffe-Brown and subsequently E.E. Evans-Pritchard. He completed his 
D.Phil. in 1947 and was appointed as a Lecturer in Indian Sociology at Oxford. 
His scholarship was such that he enjoyed the continued awards of different 
fellowships since his research pursuits in Bombay and was conferred with 
numerous awards throughout his life.

Srinivas returned to India in 1951 and joined Maharaja Sayajirao University 
at Baroda, where he became the first Professor and Head of the Department of 
Sociology. In 1959, he founded the Department of Sociology at Delhi University, 
under the Vice-Chancellor V.K.R.V. Rao. He strengthened the department by 
recruiting erudite scholars like sociologists M.S.A. Rao and Savitri Sahani, and 
anthropologists Andre Béteille and Gouranga Chattopadhyay. He also mentored 
a number of students who took up leading positions in departments of sociology 
and social anthropology in India. In 1968, the Department had gathered a high 
reputation and was recognised as a Centre of Advanced Study by the University 
Grants Commission. Srinivas also had a pivotal role in setting up the Institute 
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for Social and Economic Change at Banglore, in 1972, as a joint director with 
Prof. V. K. R. V. Rao. He remained a visiting Professor at this institute until 
his death. He was also a part of many Government Committees and an active 
member of the University Grants Commission, the Indian Council of Social 
Science Research, and Economic and Political Weekly.

M.N. Srinivas through his works introduced a number of key concepts that hold 
relevance in India’s contemporary reality even today. During his first Ph.D., 
he introduced the idea of ‘Brahminisation’ as a mode of caste mobility and 
social change. He subsequently introduced the term ‘Sanskritisation’ as a more 
inclusive term than ‘Brahminisation’ in the spread of Hinduism. He included 
this shift in perspective under the influence of the structural-functional school 
of thought, in his book Religion and Society among the Coorgs of South India 
(1952), where he also introduces the ideas of horizontal solidarity and vertical 
solidarity within a caste and village respectively. Here, he also differentiated 
between the varnas and jatis in the understanding of castes and sub-castes, 
laying emphasis on the use of local terms to understand the Indian society 
better. He also emphasised the need for village studies in the understanding 
of the country. In his fieldwork in Rampur, Mysore introduced the concepts of 
‘dominant caste’ and westernisation, distinguishing between ritual and secular 
statuses, and highlighting the role of western education, economic and political 
power in social mobility, and change. Contemporary ground realities in Indian 
society are further highlighted in the book The Grassroots of Democracy: Field 
Studies of Indian Election, a collection of nineteen essays that reflect on two 
national elections in India’s rural, tribal and urban communities. The book 
conceived by Srinivas and A.M. Shah carries commentary on how primordial 
loyalties (caste, kinship, religion, tribe, clan) in varying combinations affect the 
electoral behaviour of the voters and delineates the continuity between local, 
regional, and national politics.

Srinivas was an ardent field researcher and advocated the same for Indian 
Anthropology and Sociology. His work ‘The Remembered Village’, written 
from memory of his fieldwork (after the loss of his original field notes to a fire), 
adds a new methodological dimension to the practice of Anthropology.

Check Your Progress

3.	 Mention some key concepts that were explained by M. N. Srinivas.

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

8.8	 DEBA PRASAD MUKHERJEE (1931-2015)
Deba Prasad Mukherjee was born in Azimnagar, Dacca (now in Bangladesh). 
He completed his Bachelor’s and Master’s degree in Anthropology with 
specialisation in Physical Anthropology from Calcutta University in 1951. 
In the course of his career, he associated with a number of international, 
national governmental, non-government, and educational organisations, with 
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a zealous zest for academics and research.  He began his career as a lecturer 
in Kandi Raj College, Murshidabad where he became the founder head of the 
Department of the newly created Biology department. Post this he worked as a 
senior investigator in the Planning Commission UNESCO project on “effects 
of Industrialisation”. He also worked as a part-time lecturer in Bangabasi 
College while simultaneously pursuing the Statistician’s Certificate Course 
at Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata (in the evenings). In 1957, he joined 
the Anthropological Survey of India (at Shillong), as Research Associate, 
and conducted extensive fieldwork among the tribal population of North-east 
India. Further, in 1960, he joined a project on ‘Race Crossing,’ studying the 
first-generation Anglo Indians, conducted by Ruggles Gates. Here he studied 
the inheritance pattern of hypertrichosis of the ear rim (hair on the ear rim), 
looking at the extensive pedigree of the trait and presented proof of its Y-linked 
inheritance. 

Mukherjee was interested in detecting inheritance through the study of 
dermatoglyphics and diseases. For this, he studied the handprints of Mahar caste 
population of Maharashtra, measuring the position of t-triradius. The paper 
that he wrote based on this data earned him the position of a Commonwealth 
Scholar at Galton Laboratory under Professor Penrose. Here he continued to 
complete his Ph.D. under the joint guidance of Sarah B. Holt and C.A.B. Smith 
and was awarded his degree in 1967. While he continued for another year at the 
Kennedy-Galton Centre (U.K), as an MRC Fellow, his key inclination was to 
work in India, he thus declined a teaching assignment at the U.K. and returned 
to India in 1969, where he worked ardently to include anthropology and human 
genetics into medicine.

On his return from the U.K, he joined as Assistant Director at National Institute 
of Family Planning and established a new division for ‘Population Genetics 
and Human Development’, and was a visiting professor to the Department of 
Anthropology (University of Delhi) and Department of Social and Preventive 
Medicine (Lady Irwin Medical College). He was recruited as an expert by the 
World Health Organisation, in 1971, as a part of the scientific group on genetic 
implications of family planning. Here he presented a paper on “Patterns of 
marriage and family formation in Rural India and Genetic implication of family 
planning”, elucidating the long-term effect of the national family planning 
programme on human evolution. 

Post his stint at the National Institute of Family Planning at Delhi, he moved to 
Sri Venkataswara University, Tirupati as head of the newly founded Department 
of Anthropology and Sociology. Here he motivated his students to pursue 
new areas of anthropological studies in the region including “inbreeding and 
population structure, growth research among children, cultural aspects of health 
practices among different castes, genetics of human fertility, family planning, 
human genetics and micro-evolutionary studies among tribal, caste and migrant 
populations, etc.,” (Das 2015: 413). 

Further, he founded a ‘School of Anthropology’ in Anthropological Survey 
of India as Deputy Director in 1975. In 1981, he joined the Department of 
Anthropology, Calcutta University, as Professor of Physical Anthropology and 
taught there for the next 15 years until his retirement in 1997. He continued 
to use his anthropological expertise for social causes and actively engaged 
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in “awareness camps of doctors, health camps, health and genetic study of 
hereditary diseases on outdoor patients of R. G. Kar Medical College, Calcutta. 
He established ‘School of Human Genetics and Population Health’ in 1993, 
with a group of social workers, physicians, and scientists, to address diseases 
and deformities from the perspective of medical genetics, genetic counselling 
in the individual, and genetic screening and detection in the community” (Das 
2015: 413).  

Check Your Progress

4.	 Mention some contributions of Prof. D.P. Mukherjee.

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

	 ......................................................................................................................

8.9	 SUMMARY 
The early Indian Anthropologists had a significant role in establishing the 
academic discipline. In spite of being from varied positionalities within the 
discipline, they established a strong fieldwork tradition and advocated for the 
sub-disciplines of Anthropology to be used constructively and in communication 
with each other. They were pivotal in establishing various anthropological 
academic and research institutes, and their scholarship and writings established 
Indian anthropology on the global map, as well as highlighted the uniqueness 
of cultural characteristics of India. These anthropologists worked relentlessly 
to document the various tribes and communities of India for their socio-cultural 
as well as physiological specificities, contributing to census information as well 
as community development and welfare programmes. They were also advisors 
to the Government of India as well as non-government organisations at various 
capacities. 
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8.11	 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
1.	 Refer to section 8.0

2.	 Refer to section 8.2

3.	 Refer to section 8.7

4.	 Refer to section 8.8




