
WRITTEN RESPONSE
UNIT 1         METHODS OF CATALOGUING 

In Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(1991), Chapter 10, Census, Map, Museum, the 
subchapter Census examines the mechanisms through 
which colonial power classified and organized 
populations. To engage with this material critically, I 
structured the subchapter into a table that functions as a 
glossary of key themes. The table identifies central ideas, 
provides concise descriptions, specifies the medium 
through which these processes used to and still operate, 
and underlines the resulting message. This framework 
allows for a systematic understanding of the census as 
an instrument of administration and control rather than 
just a neutral record.

The table begins with the identification of key themes, 
which act as analytical categories. These include 
Colonial takeover, Census, Hierarchy within the census, 
Ignorance institutionalized, Confused distinctions, and 
the Afterlife of categories. Each theme is accompanied 
by a description that distills the conceptual core of 
the practice. This approach separates the underlying 
principles from historical details and emphasizes the 
mechanisms of classification and control.

The medium column situates the themes within their 
operational context, including officials, administrators, 

documents, and bureaucratic procedures. Linking the 
theme to its medium highlights that the census was 
enacted through specific agents and processes, all of 
which reflected the priorities, biases, and convenience of 
the colonial state.

The message column conveys the significance of each 
theme, explaining how these processes structured 
knowledge, simplified complex social realities, and 
maintained hierarchies. It demonstrates how certain 
groups were emphasized while others were marginalized 
or rendered invisible, and how these systems persisted 
beyond independence.

Overall, the table functions as a precise analytical tool. It 
provides clarity on the structure of colonial classification, 
the channels through which it was implemented, and 
the enduring implications of these frameworks. By 
organizing the subchapter in this manner, the table 
exposes the systematic logic of the census and illustrates 
how power, knowledge, and administrative practice 
intersected under colonial rule.
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NO. KEY THEME 
OF THE TEXT

DESCRIPTION  MEDIUM MESSAGE

1 Colonial Takeover Colonial takeover ambivalent to 
existing identities and demarca-

tions (if any)

Travel, manipulation, over-
throw and force

Of multiple insecurities and 
deficiencies disguised by doc-

trines of racial supremacy

2 Census Colonial concept of human 
data collection

Officials, administrators of the 
colonial state 

-Only the politically 
powerful are allowed to

 create structures
-Colonial ease outweighs the 

complexity of human diversity
3 Hierarchy within census Dominant groups over-

represent minority groups, 
prioritizing ease for colonial 

understanding

Pre-colonial social 
divisions (class, caste, and 

other hierarchies)

This is not meant to be an 
accurate representation but 
a tamed one; the underrep-

resented remain underrepre-
sented (“anomalies”)

4 Ignorance institutionalized  Deliberate erasure creating 
absence of data becomes offi-

cial silence; what is not known 
is excluded

Recognition:  
*Inserts a minory group* 
“Who?” “Never heard of 

them.”

“We invented the rules, we 
invented the process, and still 

we ignored both, reshaping 
data and lives so it would fit 

our understanding.”
5 Confused distinctions The supposedly uniform 

colonizers, so homoge-
nized themselves, could not 
comprehend diversity; they 

created confusing distinctions 
by prioritizing race, demoting 

religion, mixing both with 
geography, and ignoring any 

native demarcations.

(Ignorant) Officials, adminis-
trators of the colonial state

Same as above

6 Afterlife of categories Postcolonial states inherit 
the same classificatory frames, 
maintaining a logic of indif-

ference

Elected government,
 leaders, officials

“We gained independence but 
never rebuilt systems, letting 

colonial structures endure in a 
new form.”


