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As a devastating plague epidemic raged in India in the final years of the 19th century, the British colonial government appointed the
Indian Plague Commission in November 1898 to “make a scientific enquiry into the various questions connected with the epidemic of
plague.”[1] After its first meeting in Bombay that month, the Commission toured the Indian subcontinent until March 1899, “holding a
total of seventy sittings and taking evidence from 260 witnesses.” As Nicholas Evans argues, “the questioning of witnesses was the
major technique through which the commission sought to produce truth.”[2] Other techniques included the use of maps, graphs, and
statistical tables, several of which were produced as part of the oral testimonies.

Harvard University’s Widener Library holds all five volumes of the report that the Commission eventually produced, and these have
been digitized for the Contagion project.[3] The lengthy publications, and the work of the Commission in general, were hailed at the
time as “thorough,” with the members having worked “assiduously” to find answers to questions about the plague epidemic.[4] The
answers were summarized and compiled in the final, fifth volume of the Commission’s report, published in late 1901. As the cover page
of this volume suggests (fig. 1), it was presented to the British Parliament, indicating that the Commission wrote their report primarily
with British policymakers and the public in mind.
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Figure 1. Title page of the Report of the Indian Plague Commission, vol. 5 (1901), III (seq. 1880). Widener Library, Harvard University (Ind 373.19F).

For historians, the Commission’s report has been valuable as much for its conclusions regarding the epidemiology of plague as for the
voluminous “minutes of evidence” it compiled in the first three volumes, which total about 1700 pages. Since 260 witnesses from many
parts of India were examined, these pages contain insightful testimonies of individuals, both Indian and European, about their
experiences in India during the plague epidemic. Further, as Evans argues, there was a “levelling of testimony” within these minutes,
with traditional Indian practitioners testifying alongside medical officers trained in London and Edinburgh, and local Indian officials
testifying alongside European officers of the Indian Civil Service.[5] The five-volume report of the Indian Plague Commission, thus, is a
valuable primary source—after accounting for the medical and social gazes (including those shaped by racist and casteist attitudes)
expressed in the testimonies—for the social and administrative aspects of the history of the late 19th century plague epidemic in South
Asia.

Many historical studies of the plague have indeed used the report as a crucial primary source. In a seminal 1987 study for the influential
subaltern studies project, David Arnold used the report to discuss the reflections of a European medical officer on Indian people’s
attitudes towards the inspection of corpses.[6] Arnold, as well as Prashant Kidambi, has credited the report as the main push that led
the British colonial government to formally accept that anti-plague policies based on force and coercion were counterproductive.[7] In
an article on the intersections of gender and race with the anti-plague response of British colonial officers, I. J. Catanach also found
useful the testimonies of officers recorded in this report.[8] Apart from such appearances in the historical literature, the report
occupies an important place in the evolution of biomedical understandings of the etiology and epidemiology of plague, especially with
respect to the role of rats and fleas.[9]
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Considering the immense volume of material and testimonies in the Plague Commission's report, it is clear that many ways in which it
could be employed by historians of medicine and public health have remained underutilized. One such area is the history of the
biomedical profession and practice in India, on which there are no comprehensive studies as yet.[10] Under the British colonial
administration, the first training institutions in modern medicine were established in India in the early 1800s, and by the end of the
century there were four government medical colleges and eleven government medical schools, along with a few private schools.[11]

For most of the 19th century, Indian men from privileged castes and communities formed the bulk of the graduates and licentiates of
these institutions, as women only began to enter the medical profession after the 1880s, and then only in small numbers.[12]

Government service and private practice were the two major avenues for Indian doctors around this time, and many of the witnesses
the Plague Commission called were from among these doctors.

Bombay’s A. G. Viegas is credited as the doctor to first diagnose a case of plague in Bombay, in September 1896.[13] He was a private
practitioner with a Licentiate in Medicine and Surgery degree from the Grant Medical College, Bombay. His interview to the
Commission on December 1, 1898 provides an important glimpse into private modern medical practice in Bombay at the turn of the
century. We learn about the therapeutic management of fevers, about the social backgrounds of patients who visited private
practitioners, about house calls, and about the referral systems that doctors used. For example, when Viegas suspected a possibility of
plague in his first patient, he asked the relative of the patient if he could show “the case” to an older practitioner. The next day, Viegas
and the other doctor drove together to the house of this patient.[14]

The interviews of Indian doctors also show how intimately many practitioners were aware of the cultures of the communities they
practiced in, and how that helped them understand better the epidemiology of and public reactions to the plague. For example,
doctors from each major urban center affected by plague had their own theories about how the plague might have reached the city.
Kailas Chandra Bose from Calcutta traced the initial cases to parts of the city where “Banniahs from Bombay come and settle.”[15] B. J.
Damania from Cutch State also traced the plague in his district to Bombay, specifically mentioning a village with “well-to-do people,”
especially the Khoja community of western India, who “visit Bombay often and come back.”[16] Bhalchandra Krishna from Bombay
traced the plague in his city to China, reasoning that in the early weeks it was confined only to the port area where Chinese goods
coming from Hong Kong—China was already undergoing a plague epidemic—had arrived and were being stored. These goods included
Chinese firecrackers, which were “generally brought to Bombay in the early part of July, or the beginning of August,” to be used in the
celebration of important Hindu and Muslim festivals in the city during August and November.[17]

The testimonies of Indian doctors also help shed more nuanced light on the reactions of the Indian public to the plague, which, in
official British colonial circles, was frequently misrepresented and portrayed as uniformly oppositional to presumably enlightened and
scientific government-introduced measures.[18] For example, the Commissioners asked M. N. Banerjea of Calcutta whether people had
“much objection to their clothing being disinfected.” Banerjea explained that people did not object to the disinfection as such, “but they
do not like to have their things destroyed; if they object, it is because they think their things would be destroyed.”[19]

It is worth noting that in the hundreds of pages of the report, the testimonies of Indian doctors and administrators amount to only a
fraction of the total. For example, out of the 301 pages of testimonies in the first volume, only 28 were of Indians. Despite this paucity
of record, and the fact that interviews were completely dominated by the direction chosen by the Commissioners (all based in London
but on duty in India), the Plague Commission’s report retains value as a unique primary source for the social and intellectual history of
the plague from the perspective of Indian biomedical doctors, as well as for the broader history of the modern medical profession in
India.
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