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Nation and family: personal law, cultural pluralism and gendered
citizenship in India, by Narendra Subramanian, Stanford, Stanford University
Press, 2014, 377 pp., £47 (hardback), ISBN 9780804788786

Meticulously researched and cogently argued, Narendra Subramanian’s
Nation and family is a welcome corrective to simplifications inherent in
much postcolonial discourse on Indian secularism. It demonstrates that
neither the persistence of colonial legal categories nor the alleged self-ghet-
toisation of religious minorities can explain postcolonial changes in personal
law. In addition, it offers important comparative insights into relations among
secularism, family law, and visions of national community in other postcolo-
nial nation states across South and Southeast Asia and elsewhere. It provides
precise documentation of exactly how and why Indian policy elites have
engaged with Indian Christian and Muslim minority initiatives for reform,
by revealing what a majoritarian vision of national community – whereby
Hinduism is considered most authentically linked to national belonging,
and also as capable of representing Indian culture tout court – has meant
in concrete policy terms.

The book begins by noting a counterintuitive fact that underscores why
closer attention to postcolonial personal law formation is necessary: it is a
truism of Indian national discourse, and not just among the Hindu right, that
conservative Muslims oppose gender reform and maintain gender inequality
through the personal law regime. The truth, as Subramanian shows, is that
today, as in the past, progressive reforms originating among Indian Muslims
are often blocked by the Hindu majority. And in some matters of gender
equity, Muslim reformers have in fact been more progressive than Hindus, con-
trary to stereotype.

In the second chapter, Subramanian marshals comparative data to show that
variations in personal law reform depend not simply on which sections of
society control the state, but also, crucially, on variations in the way national
policy elites in different postcolonial states construe relations among nation,
family and community. In his words, ‘the different directions taken by nation-
alism, multiculturalism and personal law . . . indicate that interests are con-
structed in different ways in societies with similar patterns of social
organization and resource distribution’ and that ‘discourses of community
salient in particular societies . . . influence states’ interactions with social
forces’ (pp. 30–31). Subramanian elaborates this observation for India, first
by describing the particular lineaments of what he calls India’s ‘postcolonial
policy frame’ in Chapter 3, and in following chapters describing the effects
of that frame on both majority and minority personal law reform from the
late colonial period to the present day.
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In Chapters 4 and 5, through a careful reading of cases and interviews with
prominent law makers, Subramanian demonstrates that the particular way
Indian discourse renders minorities as marginal to, even when included
within, the nation has shaped how policy-makers listen and respond to commu-
nity initiatives for reform. It is well known that the state has taken a unique pro-
prietary interest in strengthening and integrating the Hindu community, an
effort that has focused on the reform of Hindu personal law. But what Subra-
manian points out is that, while the pace of reform among Muslims and Chris-
tians is hampered by dominant stereotypes, there has nevertheless been
significantly more reform in Muslim and Christian law than is usually
recognised.

Where previous commentators have conceived Indian Muslims in
dichotomous terms as either ‘modernist’ reformers or ‘traditionalist’
clerics (ulema), and assumed these two groups to be in conflict on all ques-
tions regarding women’s rights, Subramanian demonstrates instead con-
siderable consensus and dialogue between the two. This observation
pertains to both the colonial and postcolonial periods. So-called traditional-
ists and reformers alike supported provisions for divorce in the 1930s, at a
time when Hindu reformers were vehemently opposed to this. And more
recently there has been broad acceptance among Muslims of allowing
Islamic law to govern the inheritance of agricultural land, a reform that
would undermine the power of lineages of landed elites. Assumptions
among India’s nationalist Hindu elite about the intrinsic backwardness of
Muslim law, on the other hand, have ironically continued to benefit
landed elites by blocking economically progressive Islamic inheritance
laws from coming into effect.

A virtue of the new theoretical framework this book sets forth is that it
allows us to pose further critical questions. Subramanian has given an excel-
lent account of how policy-making has changed since the rise of the Hindu
right in the 1980s. Future researchers may want to examine how Muslims’
falling socio-economic status in India – which the Sachar Committee
report has shown, and follow-up research has confirmed – a trend that
extends back further than the 1980s, shapes or is shaped by the changes Sub-
ramanian charts. It is also clear that the relatively positive stereotyping of
Christians Subramanian describes is undergoing a major transformation
under the current BJP regime. Attacks on Christians have become far more
frequent, as Hindutva discourse that portrays Christian evangelism as a
threat to the nation steadily displaces the focus on Indian Christians’ pro-
gressive nature. How will this modify the trends Subramanian identifies in
Christian personal law reform?
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India’s Muslim spring: why is nobody talking about it?, by Hasan Suroor,
New Delhi, Rupa, 2014, xv + 200 pp., £13.99 (hardback), ISBN
9788129130983

Since the destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya in 1992, increasing
Hindu–Muslim polarisation and subsequent Muslim marginalisation
seemed inevitable in India – until the UPA government elected in 2004
made the fate of the country’s largest religious minority a political priority
again. The presentation of the Sachar Committee Report on Muslims’
social, economic and educational status to India’s parliament in late 2006
engendered a powerful re-imagination of Muslim Indians as citizens who
are primarily poor and only secondarily a religious minority (the usual dialec-
tic reifications and homogenisations notwithstanding). With its almost Fou-
cauldian politics of enumeration, the report countered pervasive doubts and
suspicions about an allegedly unruly and alien segment of India’s population
with a solid statistical grasp of ‘hard’ economic facts. While the report was
widely acclaimed for opening up new avenues of academic inquiry and pol-
itical intervention, India’s Muslim spring by Hasan Suroor now demonstrates
that this ‘rationalisation’ indeed succeeded in redefining elite perception as
well.

The book’s outline is quickly recounted: as a senior journalist, Suroor
skillfully takes us on his own personal journey through urban Muslim
North India – through Delhi, Aligarh, Lucknow, but also to a number
of small town qasbas en route – and introduces a range of young pro-
fessionals, scholars, activists and rickshaw pullers. Across 18 light chap-
ters, he unfolds his main argument: that today’s young (those between
20 and 30 years old) Muslim Indians are least concerned about narrow
communal and ethno-religious politics, even though they often – and,
in the author’s eyes, paradoxically – come across as more pious than pre-
vious generations. These main chapters of Suroor’s book are followed by
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