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Abstract

The paper identifies Indian Science Congress Association (ISCA) as a crucial organization in
shaping science in India. As early as 1914, it was the only platform that provided scope for interaction
between scientific workers from varied disciplines of science annually. Based on the model of British
Association for Advancement of Science (BAAS), it fostered advancement of various scientific disciplines
and also enabled coordination between disciplines. ISCA played a critical role in foundation of scientific
societies, academies of science, specialized institutions and initiation of scientific journals during 1914-
1947. ISCA developed community consciousness among Indian scientists and also formed a medium for
greater interaction between not just Indian scientists but also European scientists in India as well as
delegates from abroad. It was a forum for younger scientists to present their research and provided them
scope for interacting with senior scientists. The sectional committees of ISCA ensured a peer-reviewed
system. It emerged to be a platform for greater recognition of social obligation of science. The paper
primarily analyses ISCA’s role in institutionalization and professionalization of science in pre-Independence
era. During the period of study, ISCA formed the core of numerous scientific activities in India and saw
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greater international recognition and interaction with the political leadership within India as well.

Key words: Indian Science Congress Association, Indian Science Congress, Science in Pre-

Independence Era, Indian Science.

1. INTRODUCTION

The emergence of modern Science &
Technology (S&T) in India has been an important
field of research for social historians of science.
They focus on understanding the nature of
emergence of modern S&T and its colonial context
(Raj, 2007; Kumar, 2006; Chakrabarti, 2004;
Baber, 1998; Krishna eds., 1997, pp. 236-281and
Sangwan, 1991). The colonial science policies
were not aimed towards popularization or
professionalization of science in India. There is
no focused research on scientific institutions
which are critical for shaping S&T in a country.
The professional associations like BAAS, AAAS
(American Association for Advancement of
Science), ANZAAS (Australian and New Zealand
Association for the Advancement of Science), etc.

(Howarth, 1931; Kohlstedt, 1976; MacLeod,
1988) have been adequately studied. Although
ISCA has been identified as an important scientific
organization (Krishna et al., 1997, p. 243), a
focused research is lacking. The paper analyses
ISCA’s role in shaping science in India during
1914 and 1947.

2. BackGrounD TO ISCA

During eighteenth and nineteenth century,
scientific services and societies were primarily
European enclaves, not aimed towards cultivation
and popularization of science in India. The
Asiatick Society of Bengal (ASB) was the first
step towards institutionalization of science in
India. Initially, it had no rules pertaining to
enrolment of Indians as members (Asiatic Society
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of Bengal, 1885, p. 8). Its publications also attest
to greater participation by Europeans than Indians
especially in the natural sciences section
(Education, Part A, August 1899, No. 58). Later,
numerous scientific societies emerged but gave
very limited or no scope for popularization of
science among Indians who were merely treated
as subordinates. They were mostly regional and
discipline-centric'.

From mid-nineteenth century, increased
efforts were made by Indian intelligentsia towards
popularization of science. Mahendralal Sircar
established Indian Association for Cultivation of
Science (IACS) in 1975 which can be viewed as
the first concrete and organized step in this
direction. However, because of lack of funds it
couldn’t fulfill its objectives during its founder’s
lifetime (IACS, 1976). This formed the context
for foundation of ISCA in 1914 by John Lione
Simonsen and P S MacMahon who were
concerned about the appalling state of scientific
teaching and research in India. Although the
proposal met with general consensus, concerns
were raised about the practicability and time ripe
for an institution modeled on BAAS in India
(ISCA, 2003, pp. 220-223).

3. INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF SCIENCE

Scientists associated with ISCA played a
critical role in founding numerous departments,
discipline-centric courses, specialized institutions
and national laboratories catering to different
specialisms of science. Prior to the Second World
War there was little or no attention towards
coordination between scientific and industrial
research. The Second World War brought to light
the unorganized state of scientific and industrial
research in India. The urgent need was voiced by
J C Ghosh at the Lahore session of ISCA in 1939
and later by M Visvesvaraya in his address at
Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore (ISCA,
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1939). As a result, CSIR was established in 1942.
S S Bhatnagar persuaded the government for
establishing national research laboratories during
1940s.

4. PROFESSIONALIZATION OF SCIENCE

The scientific institutions, associations,
societies, etc. are essential for cultivation and
advancement of science. Krishna opined that ISCA
played an instrumental role in organization of
scientific societies, academies of science, etc.
between 1914 and 1947 (Krishna, 1997, pp. 236-
245). ISCA has acted as a platform for proposing
and discussing the organization and evolution of
various professional scientific bodies. The
scientists associated with ISCA have contributed
immensely towards foundation of scientific
societies, academies of science and scientific
journals during the period. It certainly provided
an environment conducive for their growth. ISCA
provided platform for advancement of scientific
disciplines and through its joint meetings enabled
greater coordination between sciences, in order
to cater to the general problems facing the country
and in realising the social obligation of science.
The steady increase in ISCA’s membership and
papers presented is a clear indicator of
professional-ization. ISCA’s sectional meetings
provided scope for peer-review system. The period
under study saw knowledge production in
numerous sciences and greater international
recognition of Indian scientists.

4.1 Scientific Societies, Academies of Science and
Scientific Journals

The sectional committees of ISCA enabled
greater intercourse between scientific workers of
similar fields which fostered their organization and
led to the foundation of numerous scientific
societies. After 1920, total number of thirty-two
learned scientific societies, academies of science

' These include Literary and Scientific Society, Madras; Agricultural and Horticultural Society of India; Calcutta Medical and
Physical Society; Agriculture and Horticulture Society of Punjab; Bombay Natural History Society.
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and professional associations came up until India’s
Independence (ISCA Proceedings, 1914-1947).
ISCA and its members played a critical role in the
foundation of Indian Botanical Society, Indian
Psychological Association, Indian Chemical
Society, Indian Physical Society, etc. Certainly,
ISCA provided a conducive eco-system and
stimulated the proliferation of numerous scientific
societies and associations. During ISCA sessions
need for academies of science were voiced and as
a result of efforts of scientists associated with
ISCA, regional and national science academies
like United Provinces Academy of Science,
National Institute of Sciences of India and
Academy of Science in Bangalore came up (ISCA,
2003, pp. 328). NISI was formally inaugurated
by Fermor during ISCA session in 1935 (NISI,
1935). Prior to twentieth century, scientific
journals were practically non-existent and most
of the researches done in India were published in
journals abroad (Krishna et. al., 1997). During this
period, discipline-centric journals associated with
scientific societies and academies of science came
up. As a result of demands raised during ISCA
session for a journal similar to ‘Nature’ in Britain,
Current Science came up and ISCA played a
critical role in its inception (ISCA, 1932). The
scientists associated with ISCA like P C Ray and
Meghnad Saha were critical in the foundation of
the Indian Science News Association and
publication of the journal, Science and Culture.

4.2. Membership of ISCA

At the time of the inception of ISCA,
Indians among the scientific workforce of the
country were limited and were largely scattered
and isolated in specific parts of the country. The
President of the Mathematics and Physics section
of the fourth Congress, D Mackichan noted that
the number of Indian workers participating in the
Congress had increased and it represented a
science Renaissance in India (ASB, 1917, p. cixii).
During 1914 and 1947, there is a marked increase
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in the membership of ISCA especially of the Indian
scientists and papers contributed by them. The
founder president of ISCA, Asutosh Mookerjee
was an Indian and during 1914 and 1947, there
were fifteen British and nineteen Indian General
Presidents. An analysis of ISCA’s proceedings
attest to presence of noted scientists as members,
general presidents, sectional presidents and as
members of executive council. The organization
and administration of the Congress was
increasingly handled by Indians. There is greater
participation of scientists from the universities
which was earlier restricted to the government
officials from various scientific services. The
general and sectional presidents of ISCA belonged
to varied professions including, industrialists,
university professors, those employed in scientific
services, government departments, political
leaders, etc. (ISCA Proceedings, 1914-1947). The
increase in ISCA’s membership from 60 in 1914
to 2500 in 1947, is a clear indicator of
professionalization (ASB, 1914; ISCA,1947).
However, its membership is highly skewed in
nature (ISCA, 1948). Anderson hinted that
scientists based in Bengal dominated Indian
Science Congress (ISC) in 1930s and reiterated
need to regulate its membership and demonstrate
recognition for superior performance (Anderson,
2010, pp. 62-63).

4.3 Platform for Scientists to Meet and Discuss

ISCA annual sessions acted as a significant
platform for catalyzing ‘community’
consciousness and integrated the scattered
specialist groups on a national scale (Krishna et.
al. 1997, p. 243). Although there is diversity in
venues for its annual sessions. However, until
independence the annual meetings of ISCA
remained restricted to cities already identified as
important centres for scientific learning and
research along with few lesser emerging ones. A
number of research groups emerged around
scientists associated with ISCA. The sectional
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meetings of ISCA provided a medium for greater
interaction and cooperation between scientists of
same discipline. They provided scope for
collaborations and we see numerous papers which
were co-authored by two or more Indians as well
as by Indian and European scientific workers
(ASB, 1916). Various scientific institutions or
departments organized annual meetings and social
gathering of their respective discipline during ISC
which enabled greater personal intercourse
between scientific workers of same field. The
ISCA’s delegates included scientific workers from
research institutions, colleges, universities, GOI,
Provincial and State government along with
numerous commercial bodies from across the
country (ISCA Proceedings, 1914-1947).

ISCA was a forum for communication and
cooperation among scientists of different fields.
Numerous ‘science dinners’, ‘science conver-
sazione’, etc. were organised, which effected
greater personal and social intercourse between
scientific workers (ISCA Proceedings, 1914-
1947). In 1938, ten joint discussions concerning
more than one section of the congress were held.
In addition to BAAS delegates, a number of
eminent scientists from international scientific
institutions, academic bodies and universities
attended the Congress in 1938 (ISCA, 1938). It
became the largest and most representative
organization of scientific workers in India. ISCA
acted as a unique forum which enabled the young
emerging scientists to interact with noted
scientists. The presence of notable names among
the General Presidents, Sectional Presidents
validates its position as a viable association. ISCA
became the national platform for showcasing
advancement in varied scientific fields. It certainly
provided a medium in order to impress upon the
needs of the scientific community to the

INDIAN JOURNAL OF HISTORY OF SCIENCE

government. Most importantly, ISCA enabled
greater recognition of social obligation of science
in utilizing science for general welfare of the
country with regard to food security, nutrition,
health, diseases, population, agriculture, planning,
etc. As aresult, in 1939 at Lahore session of ISCA,
a sub-committee of science and its social relations
was setup (ISCA, 1939). ISCA certainly provided
a platform for shaping and strengthening the
scientific community.

4.4 Knowledge Production in Different S&T Fields

Many scientists associated with ISCA have
contributed immensely to knowledge production
within their field of science. The proliferation of
papers presented and numerous sections and sub-
section within ISCA annual sessions, is also a great
indicator. At the first session of ISCA held at
Calcutta, a total number of thirty-five papers were
presented under six sections (ASB, 1914). It
increased to 775 papers under fourteen sections
at the Congress in 1941 (ISCA, 1941). The
President of the seventeenth Congress stated that
the congress provided most important stimulus to
scientific research in the country (ISCA, 1930).
ISCA became a national platform for showcasing
scientific productivity and knowledge production.
By the time of independence, although the
scientific community of India was small as
compared to other countries but it was well-
organized in fields like physics, chemistry,
mathematics, medicine, geology and biological
sciences (Krishna et al., 1997, p. 224). Many
scientists associated with ISCA like J C Bose, P C
Ray, C V Raman, Meghnad Saha, etc. played
critical role in advancing pure science” and have
published numerous papers in international
journals and were recognized internationally.

2 P C Ray discovered mercurous nitrite and published numerous papers in scientific journals. The output of research was increas-
ing and there were growing instances of Indian scientific workers presenting their research at international platforms. J C
Bose’s research on electromagnetism was widely acclaimed. C V Raman did a ground-breaking research in physics and ‘Raman
Effect” was internationally recognized. M N Saha’s formulation of theory of Thermal Ionization opened a new horizon in the

field of astro-physics.
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4.5 Peer Evaluation Systems and International
Recognition

ISCA sectional meetings provided the first
instance of peer-evaluation system. The papers
were reviewed and selected by sectional
committee headed by the sectional president. The
election as General and Sectional Presidents of
ISCA was considered as a mark of fame. Anderson
pointed out that Saha’s reputation rose after he
was elected as the President of the Physics
Sections of ISC in 1925 (Anderson, 2010, p. 44).
We see a marked increase in recognition of Indian
scientific community both nationally and
internationally. The presence of delegates from
international societies and associations of science
is a clear indicative of ISCA’s fame during the
period of study. A number of Indian scientific
workers were sent on delegations and conferences
abroad. They became fellows of international
societies like the Royal Society of London and
also received international awards which was a
mark of great honour for Indian scientific
community®. ISCA enabled transformation of
almost non-existent community consciousness of
the Indian scientific workers into a viable scientific
community.

5. CONCLUSION

ISCA certainly is a significant actor in
shaping science in India during 1914 and 1947.
The period witnessed growth of scientific
departments, courses, university chairs,
specialized institutes and laboratories. It saw
greater participation and importance of
universities in scientific research. ISCA’s
contribution was indispensable in the growth of
scientific and learned societies, academies and
associations of science as well as scientific
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journals. It provided an eco-system for the
foundation and flourishing of numerous scientific
institutions. ISCA’s membership and greater
participation of Indians in its annual sessions
attests to it being a premier association which
catered to numerous specialisms of science and
showcased their advances. It stands testimony to
the increasing scientific productivity of the Indian
scientific community which began to be
increasingly nationally and internationally
recognized. It provided a forum for realization of
peer-review and greater intra- and inter-discipline
coordination and co-operation for solving various
problem facing India. ISCA provided a research
eco-system and a forum for greater realization of
importance of science and scientists especially
when India was entering a phase of self-rule and
planning and development lie at the core of nation-
building process. Although, Nehru was greatly
involved with the activities of ISCA, there is a
complete absence of Gandhi in the proceedings
of ISCA.
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