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An Anthropologist and 

Historian Ahead of His Time: 

L. S. S. O’Malley in British 

India 

Lewis Sydney Steward O’Malley (1874-1941), 

one of the most scholarly colonial, ‘official’ 

anthropologists in British India, was a member 

of the Indian Civil Service (ICS) from 1898 to 

1924. L. S. S. O’Malley, as he always signed 

himself, spent his entire career in Bengal, 

mostly as a district officer. But he also edited 

the revised ’Bengal District Gazetteers’ and 

wrote 30 of the 38 volumes himself, which were 

mostly published in 1906-11; he was then the 

superintendent of the 1911 census of Bengal and finished his report, including a detailed chapter on caste, 

in 1913. O’Malley completed his most important writings in retirement in England, however. The most 

valuable of his four books were Indian Caste Customs (1932) and Popular Hinduism: The Religion of the 

Masses (1935); he also edited a multidisciplinary volume, Modern India and the West: A Study of the 

Interactions of their Civilizations (1941), and wrote a large part of it. Indian Caste Customs described the 

caste system’s main features, but its theoretical perspective was its most significant and original aspect. 

O’Malley, who thought the occupational dimension of caste was normally exaggerated, was the first 

official anthropologist to conceptualise caste as first and foremost a hierarchical system that is pan-Indian 

and predicated on a relational logic. In Popular Hinduism: The Religion of the Masses (1935), he described 

the religion’s main characteristics and explained that people’s conduct, not their beliefs, is what matters 

most in Hinduism, an extremely diverse religion in which ‘higher and lower’ forms coexist. Although 

O’Malley sometimes indulged in conjectural evolutionism in this book, it was more informative and 

sympathetic, and made the unity and diversity of ordinary people’s Hinduism throughout the 

subcontinent more intelligible, than any other work on the topic published until many years later. 

In Modern India and the West, O’Malley’s own chapter on the Hindu social system emphasised its non-

individualist, collectivist characteristics and discussed the modern changes in it. Many scholars have 

covered similar ground since the 1940s, but the combination of anthropology and history throughout 

O’Malley’s work was unusual at the time, both in Modern India and the West and his other more 

anthropological books. It is hard to assess O’Malley’s influence on anthropologists (or other scholars) 

writing about India after the Second World War and Independence. Nonetheless, his books still look 

uncommonly modern in comparison with those of other colonial anthropologists of India and even today 

scholars may find that they contain much to interest and inform them. 

Lewis Sydney Steward O’Malley was one of the most scholarly colonial anthropologists in British India. 

Like most colonial, ‘official’ anthropologists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, he was a 

member of the Indian Civil Service (ICS), the elite administrative corps of the British Raj, and he spent his 
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career in Bengal. It was in retirement in England, however, 

that he wrote his most important works on caste, folk or 

popular Hinduism and other aspects of Indian society. As an 

author, his name always appeared as L. S. S. O’Malley. 

O’Malley was born on 23 September 1874, the son of a 

Church of England vicar in a village in Norfolk. He was 

educated at Norwich Grammar School and Hertford College, 

Oxford, from where he graduated in classics in 1897. After he 

was successful in the ICS entrance examination and passed 

the final examination two years later, he joined the service 

and arrived in Calcutta on 7 December 1898; two days later 

he took up his first appointment as a junior district officer (an 

assistant magistrate and collector) in Gaya district in the 

Bihar region of Bengal province. His subsequent 

appointments to district officers’ posts were in adjacent 

Shahabad, followed by Bankura in Bengal proper and then 

Cuttack in the Orissa region; he was transferred to the Bengal 

government’s secretariat (administrative headquarters) in 

Calcutta in 1903. In 1905, O’Malley became the 

superintendent in charge of revising the earlier ’Bengal 

District Gazetteers’, which were included in volumes of W. 

W. Hunter’s A Statistical Account of Bengal (1875–77), and he 

wrote thirty of the thirty-eight new gazetteers in the series 

he edited, most of them published between 1906 and 

1911. In 1910, the government appointed him to 

superintend the 1911 census of Bengal and he completed 

his report in 1913. In the same year, O’Malley went on furlough to England, but when war broke out, he was 

recalled to India and posted to Rajshahi district in east Bengal as a district officer. In 1916, he was promoted 

to a departmental secretary’s post in the Bengal secretariat. He retired from the ICS in 1924, although he had 

actually been on leave for most of the previous three years. He wrote all his books after retiring and died on 

10 May 1941. 

During O’Malley’s time in Bengal, the province was reorganised twice, which complicated production of the 

gazetteers and delayed the 1911 census report. When he first arrived, Bengal was a vast province that 

included present-day West Bengal, Bihar, Jharkhand and parts of Odisha (Orissa) in India, as well as 

Bangladesh (east Bengal). Following the Partition of Bengal in 1905, the eastern districts of Bengal were 

detached to become part of the new province of Eastern Bengal and Assam; in 1911, partition was revoked, 

so that east and west Bengal were reunited and Assam became separate again, but a new separate province 

of Bihar and Orissa was created as well. 

Gaya and the Gazetteers 

The majority of the ’Bengal gazetteers’ had the same format, including one chapter on ‘The People’, which 

contained information on their demographic, educational and other ‘general characteristics’, as well as their 

religions, and also ethnographic sketches of the district’s principal castes and tribes that usually depended  
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fairly heavily on previous sources, such as H. H. Risley’s 1891 handbook of tribes and castes. Some 

gazetteers, however, had supplementary parts to cover a 

district’s special features and the Gaya volume – one of the 

first to appear in 1906 – included three extra chapters headed 

‘Buddha and Bodh Gaya’, ‘The Gaya Pilgrimage’ and ‘Popular 

Religion’. O’Malley began his ICS career in Gaya and it was 

probably a special place for him, judging by the unusually 

lyrical opening chapter in which, for instance, he described the 

scenery outside Gaya town as ‘a country green with crops and 

groves of palm-trees’ and said of the cold season that ‘it 

would be difficult to find a more delightful climate’. But Gaya 

was unusually interesting, too, because it was ‘the Holy Land 

of Buddhism’ in which the Buddha attained enlightenment 

beneath the Bodhi tree in Bodh Gaya, a village near Gaya 

town. The famous Mahabodhi temple stands close to the tree 

and a pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya was and is immensely 

significant for Buddhists. For many Hindus as well, a 

pilgrimage to Gaya, which involves a series of 

rituals in several sacred sites in and around the 

town, is especially important and is undertaken by 

both men and women to release the spirits of their deceased ancestors and other relatives, so that they 

can reach heaven or escape from the cycle of rebirth. The pilgrims are looked after by low-status Brahman 

priests known as Gayawals, who have monopolistic rights to perform the key rituals. Like other similar 

pilgrimage priests, such as those in Banaras, they commonly have hereditary ties with the pilgrims they 

serve, whose names and home villages are recorded in their registers, although they also compete with 

each other for pilgrims who are unattached. 

O’Malley discussed the pilgrimage and the Gayawals in the gazetteer, but he also wrote about them in his 

first publication, an article in which he explained that the Gayawals were an endogamous group whose 

numbers were then in decline, mainly owing to a shortage of marriageable girls. The Gayawals partly 

solved this problem by adoptions within their own group. In a minority of cases, a boy was transferred 

from one family to another in accordance with Hindu family law. But most adoptions were not of this kind, 

because an adult male was adopted, frequently by a widow with no sons, and he inherited her late 

husband’s rights without losing any of his rights in his own family; furthermore, the transfer was not 

always permanent, for the adopted son could be repudiated and replaced for disobeying or disgracing his 

adoptive family. These irregular adoptions, O’Malley argued, amounted to an expedient to meet a 

practical problem and ‘like most of the organization of the Gayawals, it [was] partly spiritual and partly 

commercial in its character’, since it ensured that the group retained its lucrative monopolistic power to 

release ancestral spirits. O’Malley’s article was brief, but it was nonetheless an interesting examination of 

an aspect of Gayawal family law and custom that modern anthropologists and other scholars have more 

fully discussed with reference to several other Hindu priestly groups. 
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The 1911 Census of Bengal 

The commissioner in charge of the 1911 census of India was Edward Albert Gait (1863–1950), the most 

experienced census official in India, who had been the 1891 census superintendent for Assam and the 1901 

superintendent for Bengal, as well as the 1901 commissioner after he took over from Risley in 1902 and 

wrote most of the final report. In a preliminary circular to provincial superintendents in 1910, Gait told them 

they should make their reports concise, but not by omitting interesting new material, especially of an 

anthropological kind, and he forwarded part of a letter from James George Frazer (1854–1941), who told Gait 

how valuable the Indian census volumes were, especially about the ‘special customs and beliefs of the tribes 

and castes’.  After the census was completed, Gait especially praised O’Malley, who not only overcame the 

difficulties arising from the decision to revoke the Partition of Bengal in 1911, but also wrote a ‘full and 

interesting’ report containing ‘a very valuable account of the system of caste government’ – that is, how 

castes regulated their own affairs and enforced their own rules – and other ethnographic topics.  

At the 1911 census, religion was by far the most controversial matter, because after the recent constitutional 

changes brought in by the Morley-Minto reforms, Hindu and Muslim political leaders alike were concerned 

about their own communities’ population numbers, which would be crucial for ensuring that they were fairly 

represented on the new legislative councils. Two particularly contentious questions were whether Sikhs, 

Jains, Untouchables and partially ‘Hinduised’ tribal animists were included among ‘Hindus’, and whether all 

converts to Islam or Christianity, even if they retained Hindu customs, were excluded. Gait’s circular to 

superintendents about ‘misleading’ census returns that ‘include millions of people who are not really Hindus 

at all’, which surfaced in an Indian newspaper in 1910, made Hindu leaders yet more concerned and 

suspicious about the census results.  

In the chapter on religion in his census report, O’Malley discussed the definition of ‘Hindu’ and identified 

Brahman supremacy and objection to cow slaughter as salient criteria, while also explaining that 

‘extraordinary divergence of opinion’ existed among Hindus about the matter. Furthermore, he thought it 

was much easier to define ‘Muslim’ than ‘Hindu’, even though many Muslims held ‘unorthodox’ beliefs and 

many Muslim converts retained Hindu customs. In this chapter, O’Malley looked at various aspects of 

Hinduism – as well as Islam and other religions – ethnographically and historically, but his coverage of the 

field was highly selective.  

Gait, who oversaw a reduction in the amount of attention paid to caste in 1911 compared with previous 

censuses, explained that the provincial reports contained ‘comparatively little fresh information’ on the 

subject, except for caste government and caste councils or panchayats, on which more information was 

needed by senior officials. In many provincial reports, the chapters on caste were short, but O’Malley’s was 

long and included a detailed ethnographic and historical examination of caste government throughout the 

province. O’Malley particularly looked, too, at how Risley’s inquiry into social precedence in 1901 had left a 

‘legacy of trouble’ that led to renewed agitation a decade later and hundreds of petitions arriving in his office, 

despite the official decision that ‘there should be no classification of castes by status’ at the 1911 census. He 

also discussed contemporary theoretical debates, for example, about the relationship between castes and 

subcastes. On the question of caste and race, he dismissed Risley’s claim that caste originated in racial 

distinction, mainly on the grounds that anthropometric data could not actually determine racial ancestry, as 

most anthropologists acknowledged by 1911 or thereabouts.  

O’Malley incorporated material from his census report chapters into his books, to which I now turn. After 

retiring from India in 1924, his first was The Indian Civil Service: 1601-1930, published in 1931; and the next  
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three were Indian Caste Customs, India’s Social Heritage, 

and Popular Hinduism: The Religion of the Masses, published 

in 1932, 1934 and 1935, respectively. His fifth and last was his 

edited volume, Modern India and the West, posthumously 

published in 1941. O’Malley was exceptionally well read in the 

colonial anthropological and historical literature on India and – 

with the partial exception of his ICS history, which I do not 

discuss – he generally wrote with academic detachment from 

his subject matter, so that his books contained relatively few 

of the colonialist assumptions and prejudices that were quite 

common in his earlier gazetteers, census report and other 

official works. 

Indian Caste Customs (1932) and India’s Social 

Heritage (1934) 

Both Indian Caste Customs and India’s Social Heritage, as well 

as Popular Hinduism, were obviously written for educated lay 

readers who probably had some prior knowledge of India, 

rather than academic specialists. Indian Caste Customs begins Above: Nehru 

by describing the main features of the caste system as a whole, 

and the following chapters cover caste government, the pre-colonial rulers’ powers over the system, 

penalties imposed by caste councils, the regulation of marriage, restrictions pertaining to food and drink, 

and occupations and the division of labour. In the last two chapters on the Untouchables and on modern 

change, O’Malley discussed the anti-untouchability campaigns of Ambedkar and Gandhi, and the Non-

Brahman movements in Bombay and Madras, as well as the impact on caste of factors such as economic 

development, urbanisation, and Western education and ideas, though he also argued that ‘fundamentally 

caste remains the same’, because change was more in forms than substance. In conclusion, he contended 

that despite the caste system’s many evils, it had good points as well and did ‘its best work as a guardian 

of morality’ and as an anti-revolutionary ‘stabilizing influence’.  

The first chapter of India’s Social Heritage is also about the caste system and the second discusses the 

‘depressed classes’, a term current in the 1930s to refer to Untouchables and other backward castes. The 

rest of the book describes the tribal groups on the North-West Frontier and in the Himalayas and north-

eastern region, the ‘primitive’ hill and forest tribes in the interior regions, the village community, the 

family and marriage, and the purdah system and status of women. To illustrate the work, I briefly consider 

the chapters on the village and the family. 

O’Malley called the village ‘the unit of communal life in India’ and followed the conventional wisdom of 

the colonial period by describing it as forming a ‘separate community, a self-centred and largely self-

supporting society’, which has existed and survived since ancient times. Mainly relying on the 

authoritative work of B. H. Baden-Powell (1841–1901), he particularly discussed the two main types of 

villages: ‘joint’ villages in which land was held by groups of kinsmen or ‘brotherhoods’ claiming descent 

from a common ancestor, and ‘severalty’ or ryotwari villages in which individual cultivators or ryots 

owned the land.  
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In the following chapter, O’Malley identified the family as the ‘fundamental’ and ‘most closely knit’ unit of 

Hindu society, and discussed the structure of both joint families and separate families. In its complete form, a 

joint family has common property, a common dwelling and kitchen, and a common household shrine, but 

when it divides into separate, usually nuclear families, its members may establish separate households, for 

example, but still retain joint ownership of their lands, which was and is particularly common when some of 

them work in towns, while others stay in the village as farmers. O’Malley’s understanding of the structure 

and development of Indian families was vitiated by his uncritical acceptance of social evolutionism and Henry 

Sumner Maine’s (1822-188) discredited notion of the patriarchal ‘ancient family’, which purportedly fitted 

the form of the contemporary patrilineal Hindu family. Consequently, O’Malley assumed that the joint-family 

system ‘belong[ed] to an earlier stage of social growth’, so that although it had ‘some admirable traits’, its 

decline was ‘not to be regretted’.  The existence in Assam and Kerala of ‘matriarchy’ – as matrilineal kinship 

was misdescribed – was briefly mentioned as exceptional at the end of the chapter. 

India’s Social Heritage was ‘intended merely to give a simple statement of the principal features of the social 

system of India’, which it mostly did, although it was also rather disjointed and lacked a unifying 

theme.  In Indian Caste Customs, by contrast, caste itself supplied the main theme and in my view the book 

was the most coherent and accurate anthropological work on the caste system and its main features 

published during the colonial era, even though no modern reader is likely to agree with some of O’Malley’s 

conclusions, for instance, about the ‘good points’ of caste. The book was partly based on O’Malley’s personal 

experiences as an official in India, but mostly on his extensive reading of the ethnographic and historical 

literature available in the 1930s, though he did not cite all his sources consistently. Thus for example, he 

hardly ever specifically mentioned Risley or Gait, his two senior colleagues in Bengal, although some of his 

evidence and arguments were obviously taken from their work. Unlike a comparable text on caste written 

after Independence, Indian Caste Customs is not illustrated and enlivened by any ethnographic sketches of 

village caste systems. On the other hand, it contains considerably more historical information than many 

more recent books. In the chapter on ‘external control’, for example, O’Malley explained how pre-colonial 

Hindu and Muslim kings, as well as the early British rulers, exercised a degree of supervisory control over 

local caste systems – for instance, by fixing the rank of different subcastes – and why, especially in the wake 

of Risley’s 1901 census, many latter-day Indians believed that colonial census officials had a similar 

responsibility.  

The most important and original feature of Indian Caste Customs is its theoretical perspective, which is 

largely set out in the first chapter. O’Malley identified hierarchical ranking, commensal restrictions, 

hereditary occupations, and endogamy among the caste system’s critical features, although in India’s Social 

Heritage he insisted still more unequivocally that the system was hierarchical because it was ‘based on the 

principle that men neither are nor can be equal’.  On the other hand, in an implicit criticism of Risley, he saw 

caste ranking as a ‘graduated scale’ from Brahmans to Untouchables, not a ‘detailed warrant of precedence 

in which each individual caste has an assigned place’. O’Malley explained how castes are divided into 

subcastes, as well as exogamous kin groups; he emphasised, too, that caste is both social and religious, for it 

is ‘the steel frame binding together the many beliefs massed together in Hinduism’. He recognised that the 

occupational dimension of caste was important, but thought it was normally exaggerated and mentioned 

numerous examples of people departing from their ‘hereditary calling’. Partly reflecting the features 

emphasised in his approach, O’Malley devoted very little space to caste among Muslims and other non-

Hindus.  
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O’Malley’s conceptualisation of caste as a hierarchical system, like Risley’s and Gait’s, was almost certainly 

influenced by his own English upper-middle-class background interacting with the elitist understanding 

prevalent among Bengalis belonging to the bhadralok, the English-educated, urban, professional middle 

class, who dominated the provincial civil service in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

and were almost all Hindus from the high-status 

Brahman, Baidya and Kayastha castes. O’Malley was 

inspired, too, by the French Indologist Émile Senart 

(1847–1928), whose ‘brilliant monograph’ on caste 

he acknowledged. Following Senart, he was the first 

official anthropologist to state clearly that the caste 

system is pan-Indian and predicated on a relational 

logic, so that throughout India, despite regional 

diversity, ‘caste remains the basis of the social order, 

with its numerous divisions, each of which has a 

social value in relation only to other divisions … The 

differences are of form and not of substance [and] 

there is a fundamental unity of system’. This 

passage led Louis Dumont (1911–98) to praise the 

‘excellent’ O’Malley’s insight into the segmentary, relational structure of caste. In India’s Social Heritage, 

O’Malley indulged in some evolutionist conjectural history when discussing the caste system’s putative 

origins and development. But he did not do so in Indian Caste Customs and, most importantly, O’Malley 

was the first author to write about caste in a manner resembling a modern, synchronic structural 

approach, so that his work, more fully than any other official anthropologist’s, anticipated the 

ethnographic and theoretical studies of caste written by anthropologists and sociologists after 

Independence. 

In concluding this section, let me briefly mention the work of Edward Arthur Henry Blunt (1877–1941), 

O’Malley’s contemporary, who was the 1911 census superintendent for the United Provinces and author 

of a book on caste in north India published in 1931. Like O’Malley, Blunt wrote a long, detailed chapter on 

caste in his census report and criticised Risley’s racial theory. But in his report and more fully in his later 

book, in contrast to both O’Malley and Risley, Blunt emphasised the significance of hereditary 

occupations, rather than status and hierarchy, and broadly endorsed the occupational theory of 

caste. Blunt’s book on caste was not as intellectually coherent as O’Malley’s, but it was nonetheless a 

valuable work that also anticipated post-Independence studies, partly because it was the first 

predominantly functionalist ethnographic analysis of the caste system in a specific area, albeit a region, 

rather than a village. 

Popular Hinduism (1935) 

Popular Hinduism: The Religion of the Masses was mostly based on ethnographic and historical materials, 

but O’Malley also referred to textual scholarship and sometimes drew on his own observations. The 

religion of ordinary people in India, mainly Hindus and Muslims, was extensively described in many census 

reports and tribes and castes handbooks, as well as books and articles by official anthropologists, such as 

William Crooke (1848–1923). O’Malley’s book, however, was the only one to portray the unity and 
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diversity of popular Hinduism throughout the subcontinent. 

The first three chapters of Popular Hinduism are headed ‘Beliefs’, ‘Ideals’ and ‘Moral Influences’, which might 

have misled the majority of the book’s original readers, who almost certainly had a Christian background, into 

thinking that belief and morality are pre-eminent in Hinduism. But O’Malley quickly made it clear that in 

Hinduism – an extremely diverse religion that is simultaneously a ‘social system, of which the basis is caste’ – 

what matters most is people’s conduct, not their beliefs. Hinduism, he said, has ‘neither a common creed nor 

uniformity of worship’, for it was ‘a conglomerate of cults and creeds’, in which the ‘higher and lower forms 

of religion still coexist side by side’, and he reverted to conjectural racial evolutionism in assuming that the 

higher and lower forms had Aryan and tribal non-Aryan origins, respectively. The dichotomy of forms was 

plainly displayed in the pantheon, especially in the differentiation between the great gods and goddesses and 

the uncountable host of lesser deities. Among the great deities, all with multiple names, the most important 

were Vishnu and his consort Lakshmi, and Siva with his consort Parvati or other female forms, such as Uma, 

Durga and Kali. To ‘more advanced thinkers’, this pantheon represented ‘not … a multiplicity of gods but … 

the multiformity of one God’, even though ‘the unintellectual’ saw all gods as separate beings. O’Malley’s 

concept of Hinduism’s higher and lower forms, together with evolutionist suppositions about Aryans and non

-Aryans, was commonplace among writers of his time and indeed later, but except for its evolutionism it also 

closely resembled the modern anthropological idea that Hinduism is constituted by its ‘Sanskritic’ and ‘non-

Sanskritic’ (or Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical) forms or levels, or its ‘great’ and ‘little traditions’. O’Malley 

argued, too, that the ‘godlings and evil spirits’, whose cults are associated with ‘animistic beliefs’ as opposed 

to ‘Brahmanical doctrines’, mainly attract ‘votaries from the lower castes, particularly those of Dravidian 

origin’, whereas ‘Brahmanical worship’ prevails higher up the social scale. Once again, the evolutionist 

thinking is outdated, but his argument plainly anticipated the modern thesis that high-status Hindus – 

whether they belong to traditional high castes or today’s educated middle classes, for example – are 

generally predisposed to Sanskritic Hinduism and low-status Hindus to its non-Sanskritic forms. 

The last five chapters in Popular Hinduism are on ‘Worship and Ceremonies’, ‘Godlings and Evil Spirits’, 

Modern Deifications’, ‘Brahmans, Priests and Holy Men’, and ‘Sectarianism and Toleration’. They all contain 

copious ethnographic and historical data from different regions of India, which O’Malley discussed clearly and 

informatively, quite often through comparison with Christian cases. Thus for example, ‘a temple is a 

sanctuary of a god or goddess and not a place of public worship like a church. Divine service consists, not of 

common prayer, but of ceremonies performed by priests’. With or without assistance from priests, however, 

individual worshippers also made votive offerings or carried out other forms of private worship to ask the 

deities for help with personal or family problems or simply to express devotion to them. O’Malley filled out 

his summary description with illustrative material from the great temples of Jagannath (Vishnu) and Lingaraj 

(Siva) in Orissa. 

One notable feature of O’Malley’s book is his cogent discussion of various questions on which misinformation 

was and is very common. One of these is the Brahman priesthood: as he correctly explained, most Brahmans 

are not priests and never have been, and many priests are not Brahmans; moreover, the Brahmans’ primary 

religious duty is to study, teach and recite the sacred texts, not to perform rituals, and Brahmans who work as 

priests rank below those who do not.  

O’Malley’s illustrative Christian examples, which tended to be English Protestant ones, were sometimes 

prejudicial. Yet he also insisted that Christian or Western judgements were often wrong, as they were, for 

instance, in condemning sexual expression or imagery in Hinduism, such as the glorification of Radha and 
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Krishna’s celebrated love affair, which symbolised 

self-sacrificing devotion, not obscene 

immorality. On the other hand, much like Risley 

and other ICS officers, O’Malley repeatedly 

displayed his elitist English class prejudice, so that 

he described low-status Hindus attracted to the 

‘lower forms’ of Hinduism as ‘illiterate and 

ignorant’, and associated the widespread 

‘deification of human beings’ in popular Hinduism 

with the ‘ignorance, credulity and superstition [of] 

the masses’. When discussing Hindu tolerance 

towards other faiths near the end of the book, 

O’Malley also drew attention to the ‘intolerance in 

practice on the part of the masses’, both Hindu and 

Muslim, that he saw as a significant factor in many 

communal riots. 

The great majority of general books on Hinduism 

have always examined ideas and doctrines in the 

sacred texts, rather than popular, practical religion, 

and in the early twentieth century, O’Malley’s focus 

on ‘the religion of the masses’ in Popular Hinduism was exceptional. As we have seen, his book was not 

flawless; nonetheless, it was more informative and sympathetic, and made the unity and diversity of 

popular Hinduism throughout the subcontinent more intelligible, than any other work on the topic written 

by an official anthropologist or anyone else before the latter part of the twentieth century. 

Modern India and the West (1941) 

Modern India and the West: A Study of the Interactions of their Civilizations is a bulky volume edited by 

O’Malley, who died while it was in press in 1941. The publications committee of the Royal Institute of 

International Affairs (Chatham House) oversaw the work, and although the papers in its archives do not 

explain why O’Malley was appointed as the editor, his expertise and literary skills presumably impressed 

leading members of the Institute, notably Lord Meston (1865–1943), a retired, high-ranking ICS officer, 

and Arnold Joseph Toynbee (1889–1975), a distinguished international historian. O’Malley initially 

selected the work’s contents and contributors before discussing them with Meston and Toynbee in 1937–

8. The volume’s original title was Cultural Relations Between the West and India, but the final one better 

conveyed its intellectual objective, as well as its implicitly political one. The provisional lists of chapters 

and contributors differed slightly from the final one, which had sixteen chapters of which O’Malley wrote 

five, including one on ‘The Hindu Social System’, as well as four that were mainly historical: two 

introductory chapters, one on technology and a concluding ‘General Survey’ of almost 250 pages, which 

was a masterly overview of the volume’s subject matter.  

In his chapter on the Hindu social system, O’Malley identified its three chief institutions as caste, the 

village community and the family. Parts of his discussion replicated material in his earlier books, but he 

also stated more emphatically than before that the institutions’ crucial characteristic was that they were 

Above: India after independence & Partition 
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‘not individualist but collectivist’, and the key social unit was ‘not the individual but the family’. All three 

institutions ‘maintained ideological control over the individual’, who ‘scarcely existed except as a member of 

the group’. In the modern age, however, there had been considerable change, which was the main focus of 

the chapter. In particular, village autonomy was largely destroyed by the colonial administration, and the 

caste and family systems were modified in various ways by economic change and the social reforms 

encouraged by Western ideas. 

The caste system, as O’Malley pointed out, had never been immutable, but it was now changing further and 

faster than ever before in response to economic development, new industries and new forms of 

employment, particularly in urban areas, where caste rules and restrictions were becoming more relaxed. 

Caste was also significantly weakened by social and political reform movements, especially anti-

untouchability campaigns, as well as a broader opposition to the very principle of inequality. Economic 

change and reformist ideas both contributed, too, to the perceived disintegration of the joint family. Thus by 

the late nineteenth century, although the colonial government pursued a general policy of non-interference 

in Indian social and religious customs, progressive Hindus were increasingly demanding legislation to support 

reform, which eventually led to new laws – for example, to permit widows to remarry and to prohibit child 

marriage – which undermined some communities’ traditional family systems. For today’s readers, there is 

little new or surprising in O’Malley’s discussion of social change, because since the 1940s so many scholars 

have covered similar ground and greatly expanded the scope of both the data and analysis. By the standards 

of the time, however, his wide-ranging combination of history and anthropology was unusual, both 

in Modern India and the West, where he wrote primarily as a historian, and in his other more anthropological 

books. 

Afterword 

It is hard to assess O’Malley’s influence on anthropologists, historians or other scholars writing about India 

after the Second World War and Independence. Dumont’s praise for his insights into the caste system was 

mentioned above, but nobody else has been equally laudatory, although David Mandelbaum (1911–87) 

acknowledged O’Malley’s valuable contribution to knowledge and other leading anthropologists, such as M. 

N. Srinivas (1916–99), were familiar with his writings and cited them in their own. The historian Percival Spear 

(1901-82), writing in the late 1950s about earlier British historians of colonial India, singled out O’Malley as 

one of the very few who fully recognised the nationalist movement’s importance, as he showed in Modern 

India and the West. But he was also ahead of his time as a colonial, official anthropologist, because Indian 

Caste Customs and Popular Hinduism in particular still look uncommonly modern in comparison with any 

other anthropological work on India written before Independence. O’Malley’s publications, especially the 

three just mentioned, have rarely received the attention they deserve and even post-colonial scholars in the 

twenty-first century may find they contain much to interest and inform them, especially about caste and 

Hinduism, and structure and change in Indian society. 

 

 

Fuller, Chris, 2023. “An Anthropologist and Historian Ahead of His Time: L. S. S. O’Malley in British India”, 

in BEROSE International Encyclopaedia of the Histories of Anthropology, Paris. 
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2025 has arrived, and lots of us are thinking about New Year’s resolutions. 

While many try to make drastic changes in January, mental health charity Turn2Me says we should instead 

focus on small, achievable changes rather than overhauls. The charity recommends setting realistic goals 

to avoid disappointment and encourages people to consider starting something new instead of giving 

something up. Fiona O’Malley, CEO of Turn2Me, spoke on RTE’s DriveTime and said it’s easy to get caught 

up in extreme resolutions like crash diets or intense fitness regimens. “People often associate New Year’s 

with resolutions, such as weight loss or going on an extreme detox,” she said.  

“Instead of setting lots of unrealistic New Year’s resolutions, which often lead to disappointment if they 

can’t be maintained, it might be better to set a smaller number of realistic goals, which can be more 

achievable.”   

O’Malley used exercise as an example. “If you rarely exercise and your New Year’s resolution is to run a 5K 

every day, that might not be realistic. “You could end up injured from pushing yourself too hard, which 

might mean longer periods out of action. “A better goal could be to jog two or three times a week – it’s 

more sustainable.”  She warns that unrealistic goals can lead to a sense of failure, which might discourage 

people from setting future goals. “This feeling of failure can deter people from setting future goals,” 

O’Malley explained.  “It’s easier to make small, consistent changes than drastic or transformative ones.”   

Turn2Me also highlights the benefits of new experiences over restrictive resolutions.   

“We would encourage people to consider, instead of giving something up, starting something new,” 

O’Malley says. “Join a choir, a book club, or a hiking group. “Or think about signing up for a part-time 

course – these can lead to new friendships.”  She added that making new friends as an adult can be 

challenging, and loneliness often creeps in as people get older, so pursuing new hobbies or interests can 

help combat that.  Above all, O’Malley emphasises the importance of being kind to yourself as you work 

toward your goals. “New Year’s is a good time for new beginnings,” she says. “It doesn’t have to mean 

extreme diets or complete lifestyle changes.  

“Don’t set yourself up for failure. Embrace setbacks and aim for progress, not perfection.”  

https://turn2me.ie/
https://www.rte.ie/radio/radio1/clips/22473565/
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Who can fathom the depth of my soul’s sorrow, 

or restore again the lost moon-beams that once 

charmed the cockles of my heart. No blackbird’s song 

nor skylark’s melody on high can move the cloud of 

darkness that engulfs my soul. Woe is me. 

Would that nature had robbed me of an understanding 

mind! That foolishness had come to warm my painful 

hours. For I lament the hour wherein I was born a 

thinking man: that understanding  had gripped my  

mortal frame, oppressing me with visions that gave  

grief and sorrow to my being 

Lament, lament! Cold comfort now that I of mortal 

flesh must walk the joyless path of times immortal 

hours! Speak not to me of human suffering, for pain 

has been the heritage of my soul. 

When the flowers bloom in May, and I walk abroad 

through fields of green, and though my eyes, wet by 

tears that bring sadness to my soul, yet shall I plead 

of immortal time to lend solace to my life. For I am 

human, and though burdened with a thinking mind, 

whose comic visions transport me to new worlds 

beyond, yet would I wish to be of simpler nature, now. 

When falling autumn leaves delight my being, and winter 

snows on country lanes add courtship to my time, then  

could I live my life and, shrouded in plain garments 

know life’s happiness—the true inheritance of my being 

Plead in joy and happiness you that walk by me on paths 

of stony grey; think not of me as you would of others, 

for I carry that unseen burden that weighs heavily upon 

my soul;  

that weight that robs me of a lasting peace—it’s the 

burden of the thinking man 

Desmond O’Malley, Dublin “New Horizons” 2007. 
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A loving mum to 80 kids, founder of the Care Project shares 

her story 
A desire for a bigger family spurred Lisa O'Malley and her husband to open their hearts and home 

to foster children. Over about 20 years, at least 80 children aged between three weeks and 17 years 

old have stayed with them, and a number of them have contacted them to thank them. 

"They've sort of found us and come out and said to us like, 'Oh my gosh, we loved living at your house; 

it was the best time we've had'," Mrs O'Malley said. 

"We've had kids come here and visit us and remain friends with our kids." 

Mrs O'Malley co-founded The Carer Project, a volunteer-run organisation providing support, 

education and advocacy for carers of all kinds, including foster, kinship and informal carers. 

About 700 carers in its private Facebook group can lean on each other for advice, share information, 

or reach out for a phone call. 

"It's really about being a safe peer support network," she said. 

Mrs O'Malley, 53, of Adelaide, has also worked with policymakers and changemakers in many child 

protection areas, contributing to royal commissions, inquiries, reviews and reform work. 

She was a 2025 Local Hero for South Australia nominee and, in 2023, was selected for the Women's 

Honour Roll and named Foster Carer of the Year in South Australia. 

Above: Lisa and Rob O'Malley enjoy giving love and support to foster children within their own family home.  

https://www.thesenior.com.au/story/8750691/ban-on-kids-fostered-in-hotels-despite-carer-shortage/
https://www.thesenior.com.au/story/8147530/homes-designed-for-ageing-inscribed-in-law/
https://www.thesenior.com.au/story/8788215/kids-helpline-experts-tips-on-spotting-signs-of-bullying/
https://www.thesenior.com.au/story/8564303/tony-and-wendy-foster-carers-making-a-difference/
https://www.thesenior.com.au/story/8818641/how-a-couple-helps-regional-towns-in-australia-have-a-pharmacy/
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With two children already, Mrs O'Malley and her husband were 

with Intercountry Adoption when a callout was made asking if 

anyone was interested in foster care. The family now has four 

daughters and the garage and a study were converted to house 

the growing brood plus foster children. 

"Once you get started and you have these little people coming 

into your home and of course, when especially you find out that 

they're going to need long-term care and the whole family has 

already fallen in love with this little person. 

"And likewise for this little person to build so much trust with 

them. We didn't hesitate in keeping that little person," she said. 

Mrs O'Malley said many of the children have come from abusive 

homes and have been neglected. 

"The emotional psychological side takes a lot of repair work and 

that only comes from them being with people that they can feel 

safe with," she said. 

Foster care is a full-time commitment, including communicating 

with schools, going to medical appointments and attending 

therapies. 

"We do everything we possibly can to keep them [the children] 

safe and heal," she said. 

Above: Lisa O'Malley proudly promoting 

The Carer Project  

Above: Lisa O'Malley (inset, and far right) is passionate about foster 

caring and advocating for the children as much as the adults.  



Lisa O’Malley, Foster Carer in Adelaide 

Page 16 Ó Máille  

     

"They need all of your 

attention and you are 

dedicated to these kids to 

hopefully help them 

overcome some of the 

traumas and things that 

they suffered and move on 

to be successful themselves 

in whatever they decide to 

do." 

Mrs O'Malley does admit 

it's difficult when 

attachment happens and 

it's severed when a child is 

taken away from care. She 

would like to see a system 

where the relationships can 

be maintained, for the 

child's sake. 

"The children need to learn 

that people do love them, 

people do care about them. 

We just have to get better 

at how we go about it," she 

said. 

Mrs O'Malley is a strong 

advocate for foster care in 

family-based placements rather than 'residential care,' where the children are minded by staff. 

"It's not that family-based placement where you're with a family day after day, you form attachments, 

there's love and commitment, and you rely on those same people being there every day," she said. 

Visit childprotection.sa.gov.au for more information about foster parenting.  

Well done Lisa! Keep up the great work you’re doing! 

Above: Lisa O'Malley is a tireless advocate for all carers. 

https://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/
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Pope Francis has appointed Rev. Timothy O’Malley, Very Rev. 
Lawrence J. Sullivan, Rev. José Maria Garcia Maldonado, Rev. 
Robert Fedek, and Rev. John S. Siemianowski, as auxiliary 
bishops of Chicago. The appointments were publicized in 
Washington, D.C. on December 20, 2024, by Cardinal 
Christophe Pierre, apostolic nuncio to the United States. 

Bishop-elect O’Malley is a priest of the Archdiocese of 
Chicago and currently pastor of Most Blessed Trinity parish, in 
Waukegan. Bishop-elect Sullivan is a priest of the Archdiocese 
of Chicago, currently serving as interim episcopal vicar for 
Vicariate VI, interim priest director of Catholic Cemeteries, 
and pastor of Christ the King parish in Chicago. Bishop-elect 
Maldonado is a priest of the Archdiocese of Chicago, 
currently serving as pastor of San José Sanchez del Rio parish 
in Chicago. Bishop-elect Fedek is a priest of the Archdiocese 
of Chicago, currently serving as the assistant to the Cardinal 
Archbishop of Chicago. Bishop-elect Siemianowski is a priest 
of the Archdiocese of Chicago, currently serving as pastor of 
Saint Juliana parish in Chicago.  

Reverend Timothy O’Malley was born December 17, 
1959, in Evergreen Park, Illinois. He received a bachelor’s 
degree in business administration from Purdue University (1982) and a Certified Public Accountant 
through the University of Illinois (1983). He earned a Juris Doctor from DePaul University Law School in 
1989. After working as an accountant (1982-1987) and practicing law (1990-1992), he attended 
Mundelein Seminary (1992-1997) and earned a bachelor’s in sacred theology and a master of divinity. He 
was ordained to the priesthood on May 24, 1997. 

Father O’Malley’s pastoral assignments include: associate pastor at Saint Agnes of Bohemia parish 
in Chicago (1997-2002); pastor of Saint James parish in Highwood (2002-2007); pastor of Saint James 
parish in Round Lake (2007-2015); and pastor of Saint Genevieve parish in Chicago (2015-2018). He has 
served as pastor of Most Blessed Trinity parish in Waukegan since 2018. 

Congratulations to Bishop O’Malley on his appointment and to his family who are all extremely 
proud of his achievements. 
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LAST MONTH’S ANSWERS:  ACROSS, 3 BELLS, 4 MISTLETOE, 6 

SCROOGE, 7 BETHLEHEM, 8 GRINCH, 11 STEWART, 13 HOLLY, 15 NICE, 

16 WHITE, 17 DANCER, 19 EGGNOG, 20 NIGHT. DOWN, 1 GENTLEMEN, 

2 ELVES, 5 STUFFING, 6 STEPHENS, 9 RUDOLPH, 10 HOMEALONE, 12 

MYRRH, 14 NORTHPOLE, 16 WREN, 18 GOLDRINGS. 

Across 

5. SOUTH OF NORTH KOREA, WEST OF JAPAN 

6. NORTH OF ENGLAND, EAST OF IRELAND 

8. SOUTH OF COLOMBIA, NORTH OF PERU 

9. SOUTH OF NETHERLANDS, NORTH OF FRANCE 

10. EAST OF INDIA, WEST OF MYANMAR 

11. EAST OF VIETNAM, SOUTH OF CHINA 

15. NORTH OF USA, EAST OF RUSSIA 

18. EAST FROM GERMANY, WEST FROM POLAND 

19. EAST OF PORTUGAL, SOUTH OF FRANCE 

20. SOUTH OF ETHIOPIA, NORTH OF TANZANIA 

22. SOUTH OF GERMANY, WEST OF AUSTRIA 

Down 

1. SOUTH OF SPAIN, WEST OF ALGERIA 

2. SOUTH OF INDONESIA, WEST OF NEW ZEALAND 

3. WEST OF SPAIN, NORTH OF MOROCCO 

4. WEST OF ENGLAND, EAST OF IRELAND 

5. EAST OF NORWAY, WEST OF FINLAND 

7. WEST OF TURKEY, SOUTH OF BULGARIA 

12. SOUTH OF FRANCE, EAST OF SPAIN 

13. EAST OF AUSTRALIA, WEST OF CHILE 

14. EAST OF ALGERIA, WEST OF EGYPT 

16. NORTH OF GERMANY, WEST OF SWEDEN 

17. NORTH OF CHINA, SOUTH OF RUSSIA 

21. SOUTH OF USA, NORTH OF GUATEMALA 

23. SOUTH OF ESTONIA, NORTH OF LITHUANIA 
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The O’Malley Clan 

Association 

Unit 11, Abington Enterprise Centre 

Murroe 

Co Limerick 

Ireland V94 XFD3 

 

Email: omalleyclanireland@gmail.com 

 

Website: www.omalleyclan.ie 

The O’Malley Clan Association aims to reach 

out to O’Malleys from all around the world and 

foster links between the O’Malleys around the 

globe and the clan at home here in Ireland.  

The Clan Association formed in 1953 has been 

connecting O’Malleys around the world in The 

US and Canada, Britain, Australia, South Af-

rica, New Zealand, South America, and any-

where else you can think of for 70 years now. 

We hope with our  website, and newsletter, that 

We can go from strength to strength in our aim 

to connect all the O’Malleys around the world. 

O’Malleys ! We need you! Join Today! 

 

www.facebook.com/omalleyclan 

     @clanomalley 
 

 

o_malley_clan_association 

https://omalleyclan.ie/about.html
https://www.facebook.com/omalleyclan
https://twitter.com/Clanomalley
https://www.instagram.com/o_malley_clan_association/
https://omalleyclan.ie/become-a-member-today.html



