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 The British colonial experiment of the 19th and 20th centuries had a variety of 

reverberating political effects, both intentional and unforeseen. Two of the major sites of 

expansion were Australia and northern India, where colonial administration has left lasting 

impressions still felt today. Though the experiences in each colony differed greatly, British 

governance shared some overriding guiding principals that varied little. Primary among these was 

the tendency to impose rigid classifications upon subject peoples in the interests of 

compartmentalization. With an eye to aiding administration and governance, this policy guideline 

was implemented without a robust understanding of the cultural realities on the ground. This stiff 

but capricious categorization has left many with an altered sense of communal and individual 

identity. Here, we'll examine the ongoing struggles of peoples living with the vestiges of British 

colonialism, and look at how social attitudes and behaviours have been shaped by this imposed 

system of governance. 

 In Australia, the subject peoples were so far removed from Europeans culturally that the 

British were challenged in defining their complex societal makeup. With an absence of 

information, the British deferred to a surface-level understanding of what it meant to be part of a 

'tribe' (namely, a single group of people speaking a single language), and ascribed status to 

groups and individuals based on a theory of independent, distinct 'tribes' (Berson 2014: 384). The 

reality, though, is that Aborigines observed a fluid, contiguous system of group identity that 

changed and fluctuated across time, across the land, and across purposes and contexts. Kin 

groups shifted according to need, and provided for custodianship over the land and particular  
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ritual sites that could be transferred at will. The people themselves, too, didn't see themselves as 

belonging to a particular 'tribe' at the exclusion of all others. These distinctions were not obvious 

to the British government, though, which presumed linguistic delineations tessellated across the 

land. As a result, today we see issues of sovereignty contested in the courts according to British 

Common Law, which still fails to recognize complex, contextual tribal identities: instead, it relies 

upon a premise of unbroken blood lineages, making modern native title lawsuits hotly contested 

(Berson 2014: 410). 

 In India, Britain inadvertently helped foster a divisive split in the ubiquitous vernacular 

language Hindustani into, primarily, modern Hindi, which employs the Nagari script, and Urdu, 

which employs a modified Persian script, but were otherwise mutually intelligible when spoken. 

In so doing, many local tongues and dialects were swallowed up into the nebulous category of 

Hindi, or excluded altogether (Bhatnagar 2010: 72). It was colonial administration – specifically, 

the imposition of censuses to aid in governance – that created a cultural schism, fragmenting a 

vast population into oppositional segments that soon led to fervent, and sometimes violent, 

nationalism on each side. 

 The process of categorization differed in each colonial location. For the Aborigines in 

Australia, the modern challenge of the crown is to establish pre-contact settlement patterns across 

the continent, in an effort to rule on various land title claims before the courts. Many 

anthropological approaches have been taken, with varied results, and research continues today. 

Findings have been employed to debate land rights of Aborigines within British Common Law, 

specifically, the 1976 Aboriginal Land Rights Act, and later, the 1993 Native Title Act (NTA) 

(Berson 2014: 410). Thus, the findings and arguments have political ramifications that reach into 

the present and future. The fact that many Aborigines' pre-contact social structures did not 
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conform to the Common Law expectation of a linguistically-delineated 'tribe' has complicated 

matters immensely, as the NTA requires Aborigines to prove an unbroken link of land ownership 

prior to European settlers' arrival – a concept that does not exactly apply to the Aborigine 

experience (Berson 2014: 385). 

 The understanding of group identity in an Australian Aborigine context has changed as the 

body of work in the field grows. Early in the colonial experience, anthropologists recognized that 

the 'tribe', understood at the time as a group of people delineated by shared language, was not a 

particularly apt descriptor for the Aborigines. Various models have been proposed to more closely 

mirror the realities, such as the 'horde', a larger political unit that straddles smaller, distinct 

groupings, all of whom share a language. Kinship, though, is not a straightforward assessment in 

Aborigine culture – in fact, given enough time and information, any individual can trace his or 

her familial ties to any other (Berson 2014: 388). 

 Another layer of cultural identity exists in the practice of the 'Dreaming', a complex 

system of ritual tied to territory or kinship (Berson 2014: 389). The Dreaming consists of many 

sacred sites across the continent, each of which is important to the Aborigines. Custodianship of a 

particular Dreaming site can be conferred by geography to a particular subset of people, by 

patrilineage, or even by apprenticeship with the initiated group of the Dreaming. Custodianship is 

by nature fluid and does not represent 'ownership' in the sense understood by British Common 

Law (Berson 2014: 390). It is impossible to say anyone 'owns' a Dreaming. 

 All of this combines to make the status of title rights a particularly thorny issue. With 

dynamic changes in co-residence over time, shifting custodianship of Dreamings, overlapping 

foraging ranges, and complicated networks of patrilineage, establishing a single line of 

occupancy with respect to the NTA is all but impossible for Aborigines. Legislation forces them 
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to subject their societal practices to an incompatible standard, demonstrating rigid demarcations 

where none by nature exist. These challenges result from short-sighted colonial policy unsuited, 

and unprepared for, the complexities of the people it governs, leaving them alienated from their 

traditions and culture. 

 In British colonial India, on the other hand, imperial methods of categorization took place 

contemporarily, with effects that reverberate through to the present. British colonial governance 

in northern India was aided and informed by the collection of census data. Information gleaned 

from the censuses was used in every aspect of decision-making, from tax collection to religious 

observances (Sarangi 2009: 199). This information was widely disseminated in published 

gazetteers; cultural and geographical almanacs published by the British for a Western audience to  

describe the colonial experience (Sarangi 2009: 210). 

 In the early years of the decennial census collection, language was a more amorphous, 

less rigid category. Beginning in 1901, though, the census artificially introduced a schism in the 

colloquial language Hindustani (itself often a second or third language for many northern Indians, 

whose mother tongue was in fact a much smaller, tribal language (Mohanty 2010: 132)) into 

Hindi and Urdu. This division, based on both religion and use of script, was meant to more easily 

foster colonial governance in the region. Hindi, associated with the Nagari script and the Hindu 

religion, and Urdu, associated with the Persian script and the religion of Islam (Aneesh 2010: 94). 

This division helped cement distinct, separate categories where previously none had existed 

(Aneesh 2010: 91). 

 It wasn't long before, on the basis of skewed numbers obtained from the census, Hindi 

was established by the British as the language of the courts. Urdu speakers were incensed, and 

became worried about what they saw as the declining influence of their language (Sarangi 2009: 
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202). Demands for equal representation became louder, and both Hindi- and Urdu-speaking 

communities began a process of 'othering' themselves from one another, as a form of linguistic 

nationalism became more commonplace (Bhatnagar 2010: 72). Each language was purged of 

borrowed vernacular words, and replaced with older words – from Sanskrit, in the case of Hindi, 

and Arabic, in the case of Urdu (Aneesh 2010: 101). The languages, as separate and independent 

entities, became rallying posts of identity as communities coalesced around them (Sarangi 2009: 

223). Though speakers of Hindi and Urdu can understand one another, these distinctions have 

created a divide between them, resulting in a more bellicose, less inclusive dialogue among 

neighbours, colouring the experiences of the inhabitants of the region. 

 Ultimately, it is the individual that determines his or her own identity, not the society in 

which he or she or raised, or the government of the day. These various attempts at imposing a 

categorical identity on subject populations by colonial administration have been misguided, at 

best, and fail to capture the full range of human and cultural invention. By narrowing the 

spectrum and demanding suitable classification according to outdated precepts, the British 

imperialists succeeded only in fomenting division and strife – forcing subject peoples to prove 

themselves according to a pre-conceived model of behaviour. Thus, we see the rise of violent 

nationalism in some cases and protracted, arcane court battles in others. The people affected have 

faced new winds of identity, divorced from the traditions of old. We can never know what events 

might have transpired in the absence of this colonial imposition, but it is all too obvious the 

results of the course that was chosen. We can but try, as a global community, to move towards a 

broader, more open understanding of the human experience. 
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