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SCOPE AND IMPACT OF WORK
Prof. Karuna Mantena is an outstanding scholar and political theorist, having 
published numerous papers and books, which are widely cited in the literature 
in political science, with implications for related disciplines, ranging from moral 
philosophy to political economy. Her book, Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine 
and the Ends of Liberal Imperialism (Princeton University Press, 2010), is an 
impactful work that helps us understand that the dramatic shift in imperial policy, 
following the 1857 rebellion in India, was not a straightforward reaction to this 
traumatic event but legitimated by a new ideology of indirect imperial rule that 
was carefully crafted by the ingenious conceptual work of thinker-administrators 
such as Henry Maine. The purpose of the Empire from then on was no longer 
to civilize the ‘natives’ and prepare them for self-rule, as suggested by liberal 
thinkers like Mill, but instead marked by a custodial conservatism, an ideology 
that remained paternalistic but left Indian communities to run their own internal 
social (private) affairs. For Maine, the goal of imperial rule must be to preserve 
customary forms of legal and social practice through codification of the rule 
of law. The public and political sphere, on the other hand, must remain in the 
hands of imperial powers. By making this change from direct to indirect rule, the 
empire found a perfect alibi to perpetuate itself: The ‘natives’ were not capable 
of self-governance, or what Gandhi later called “Swaraj”. 

The Infosys Prize 2023 in Social Sciences is awarded to Prof. Karuna Mantena for her groundbreaking research on the theory of imperial rule, and the claim that this 
late imperial ideology became one of the important factors in the emergence of modern social theory. Her book and related papers are landmark publications in 
political theory with implications for all social sciences. 

SOCIAL SCIENCES 

Several of her papers constitute major contributions to political theory. ‘Another 
Realism: The Politics of Gandhian Nonviolence’, American Political Science 
Review (2012) provides a consequentialist interpretation of nonviolence. By 
moving away from the conventional deontological explanation, she opened new 
avenues for analyzing non-violence as a political instrument. 

CITATION BY THE JURY
The Infosys Prize 2023 in Social Sciences is awarded to Karuna Mantena, 
Professor of Political Science at Columbia University, for her ground-breaking 
research on the theory and ideology of imperial rule, and their implications for 
action on the ground. Her claim, that the late imperial ideology witnessed on 
the ground in India became one of the most important contributory factors in 
the emergence of modern social theory, has received a lot of attention and 
scrutiny. Prof. Mantena’s book Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends of 
Liberal Imperialism (Princeton University Press, 2010) is a landmark study with 
implications that go beyond normative political theory and sheds light on the 
moral responsibility of groups. In other work, she examined the role of Gandhian 
nonviolence in terms of consequentialist ethics. This has been influential and 
prompted others to engage in the debate. 

Karuna Mantena is Professor of Political Science at Columbia University and 
co-Director of the Conference for the Study of Political Thought. Prior to 
joining Columbia, she was Associate Professor in the Department of Political 
Science at Yale University and Visiting Assistant Professor in the Government 
Department at Cornell University. Prof. Karuna Mantena studied at Essex 
University and the London School of Economics and received her Ph.D. from 
Harvard University in 2004.  

Congratulations to Karuna Mantena for winning the Infosys Prize 2023 in Social Sciences. As we zeroed in on her from among a highly talented group 
of contestants for this year’s prize, it turned out to be a wonderful experience for me and my jury colleagues, as we read and came to grips with Prof. 
Mantena’s creative approach to examining age-old questions concerning political power and nonviolence, and the underlying ideologies and mechanisms 
that shape them. Her work has influenced researchers in different fields of the social sciences and I hope it will contribute to better policymaking in India.   

Kaushik Basu 

Mantena has received numerous honors and awards, including the Elizabeth 
Adiseshiah Award, the Balzan Skinner Fellowship, the Gaddis Smith International 
Book Prize, and the Senator Charles Sumner Prize for the best dissertation at 
Harvard.

Karuna Mantena is a prolific researcher and her book, Alibis of Empire: Henry 
Maine and the Ends of Liberal Imperialism (Princeton University Press, 2010), is 
widely cited and celebrated for its originality. 



POLITICAL IDEAS AND POLITICAL PRACTICE
Prof. Karuna Mantena is a political theorist who traces the connections between 
political ideas and political practice: how ideas and theories emerge in moments of 
political crises and how they inform and are transformed through political practice.  

Was the British Empire a liberal empire? To what extent did it aspire to 
modernizing Indian society and preparing Indians for self-government?  In Alibis 
of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends of Liberal Imperialism, Prof. Mantena 
shows these commitments to be much more fragile and never as dominant 
as they seem in retrospect. Alibis of Empire focuses on a pivotal moment, 
the aftermath of the 1857 rebellion, in which liberal ideas of civilizing native 
society were largely abandoned as an alternative vision of empire took hold.  
Conservative strategies of indirect rule, which viewed the rapid transformation 
of Asian and African societies as difficult and dangerous, flourished.  The work 
of legal scholar Henry Maine was a key driver of this ideological change.  Armed 
with new racial and cultural theories that highlighted the custom-bound nature 
of traditional society, imperial administrators sought to preserve and codify 
its practices and institutions, with long-standing repercussions. Protecting 
traditional society from disintegration proved to be a perfect alibi for empire to 
perpetuate itself and defer self-government.

In current work on Gandhi, Mantena continues to explore how ideas are born 
and evolve in relation to events in the world. Gandhi was unique amongst 
modern thinkers in the extent to which he generated theory through political 
action.  Karuna Mantena details how satyagraha was invented and developed in 

response to crisis, failure, and criticism.  Most important were the outbreaks of 
violence—what Gandhi called his ‘Himalayan miscalculations’—tha  accompanied 
his first experiments in mass satyagraha, the Rowlatt Satyagraha and the Non-
Cooperation movement. These setbacks pushed Gandhi to better understand 
the impulses towards violence in politics, and refine satyagraha so that it could 
temper them.

By examining such moments of theory-building, Prof. Mantena shows satyagraha 
to be much more than a way to inject morality into politics. Satyagraha was 
disciplined political action, which in Gandhi’s view, was more effective than 
traditional politics or violence for overcoming oppression and securing social 
change.  To understand and assess the plausibility of this claim, Prof. Mantena 
reconstructs Gandhi’s implicit theory of politics, especially what he took to be 
the challenges to political persuasion, such as the psychological dimensions of 
conflict that lead to recalcitrance and retrenchment.  

That violence can compromise and undermine political ends remains a recurring 
blind spot of modern political imagination.  Myriad political actors—from imperial 
policy makers, populist leaders, to revolutionary movements—assume that 
force leads to compliance. As Gandhi warned, and as the history of empire 
demonstrates, more often it leads to resistance and reaction. And when 
societies become habituated to force, universal moral and political values 
become most fragile.



JURY CHAIRS

ENGINEERING & COMPUTER SCIENCE HUMANITIES LIFE SCIENCES

Prof. Arvind is the Johnson Professor of Computer Science and 
Engineering, Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. His work was instrumental in 
the development of dynamic dataflow architectures and associated 
parallel programming languages. He developed the Bluespec language 
for the synthesis and verification of large digital systems. Prof. Arvind 
has received numerous awards and honors and they include IEEE 
Charles Babbage Outstanding Scientist Award (1994); Distinguished 
Alumnus Award, IIT-Kanpur (1999); Outstanding Achievement Award, 
University of Minnesota (2008); and IEEE Computer Society Harry H. 
Goode Memorial Award (2012).

JURORS

Kaushik Bhattacharya
Howell N. Tyson, Sr., Professor of Mechanics and Materials Science; 
Vice Provost Department of Mechanical and Civil Engineering, 
California Institute of Technology, USA

Dhananjay Dendukuri 
CEO & Co-Founder, Achira Labs Pvt. Ltd., India

Jayathi Y. Murthy 
President, Oregon State University, USA

Ashutosh Sharma 
Institute Chair Professor, Department of Chemical Engineering, Indian 
Institute of Technology, Kanpur, India

Sunita Sarawagi
Institute Chair Professor, Computer Science and Engineering, Indian 
Institute of Technology, Bombay, India

Akeel Bilgrami is the Sidney Morgenbesser Professor of Philosophy 
and Professor, Committee on Global Thought, Columbia University. 
He is the author of the books Belief and Meaning, Self-Knowledge 
and Resentment, and Secularism, Identity, and Enchantment and is 
currently writing a book on Gandhi’s philosophy as well as a longer 
work on the nature of practical reason. At Columbia he has been the 
Chairman of the Philosophy Department from 1994-98, the Director of 
the Heyman Centre for the Humanities from Dec 2003-2010, and the 
Director of the South Asian Institute from 2013-2016. He was elected 
Cullman Fellow at the New York Public Library, held the Radhakrishnan 
Chair in India, visiting professorships at Oxford University and Yale 
University, and has been the recipient of fellowships and grants from 
the Mellon Foundation, Ford Foundation, National Endowment of the 
Humanities, as well as the Luce Foundation. He is also the President 
of the Trustees and the Executive Editor of The Journal of Philosophy. 

JURORS

Prachi Deshpande
Associate Professor of History, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, 
Kolkata, India

Partha Mitter
Emeritus Professor, History of Art, University of Sussex, UK

Kavita Singh
Professor, School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, India

David Shulman
Professor Emeritus, Hebrew University, Jerusalem and Member of the 
Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Israel

Mriganka Sur is the Newton Professor of Neuroscience; Director, 
Simons Center for the Social Brain; and Investigator, Picower Institute 
for Learning and Memory, at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
He was head of the MIT Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences 
for 15 years. The McGovern Institute for Brain Research was founded 
under his leadership. At MIT, Sur received the Hans-Lukas Teuber 
Scholar Award in the Brain Sciences (1997), the Sherman Fairchild 
Chair (1998), and the Newton Chair (2008). He is an elected Fellow 
of the Royal Society (UK), the US National Academy of Medicine, the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the Indian National 
Science Academy.

JURORS

Scott V. Edwards
Chair, Organismic and Evolutionary Biology, Professor of Organismic 
and Evolutionary Biology, Curator of Ornithology, Museum of 
Comparative Zoology, Harvard University, USA

Jane Langdale
Professor of Plant Development, University of Oxford, UK

K. VijayRaghavan
Emeritus Professor and Former Director, National Centre for Biological 
Sciences, India

Gagandeep Kang
Director, Enterics, Diagnostics, Genomics and Epidemiology-Global 
Health, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, USA

Anjana Rao
Professor, La Jolla Institute for Immunology, USA

Chandrashekhar Khare is Professor & David Saxon Presidential Term 
Chair in Mathematics, University of California, Los Angeles, USA. He 
is a number theorist and works on the connection between modular 
forms and Galois representations. Prof. Khare’s work with Jean-
Pierre Wintenberger gave a proof of a celebrated conjecture of J.-P. 
Serre in the subject. He has received a number of honors and awards 
in recognition of his work. Khare received the Humboldt Research 
Award in 2011, Cole Prize in 2011, Infosys Prize in 2010, Guggenheim 
fellowship in 2008, Fermat prize in 2007, and the INSA Young Scientist 
Award in 1999. In 2012, Prof. Khare was elected as a Fellow of the 
Royal Society. 

JURORS

Hélène Esnault
Einstein Professor (Emeritus), Institute of Mathematics,  
Free University, Berlin, Germany

Meena Mahajan
Professor, The Institute of Mathematical Sciences, Chennai, India

Siddhartha Mishra
Professor, Department of Mathematics, ETH Zürich, Switzerland

Dipendra Prasad
Professor, Department of Mathematics, IIT-Bombay, India

Prof. Shrinivas Kulkarni is George Ellery Hale Professor of Astronomy 
and Planetary Science at the California Institute of Technology and 
Former Director of the Caltech Optical Observatories. Prof. Kulkarni’ 
s primary interests are the study of compact objects (neutron stars 
and gamma-ray bursts) and the study of the interstellar medium.  His 
notable awards include the Alan T. Waterman Prize of the US National 
Science Foundation, the Helen B. Warner award of the American 
Astronomical Society and the Jansky Prize of Associated Universities, 
Inc. Prof. Kulkarni is a Fellow of the Royal Society of London, member 
of the National Academy of Sciences of United States, a Fellow of 
the Indian Academy of Sciences, and Foreign Member of the Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences. In 2017, he won the Dan 
David Prize for his contribution to the emerging field of Time Domain 
Astronomy.

JURORS

Yamuna Krishnan
Professor, Department of Chemistry, The University of Chicago, USA

Ramamurti Shankar
Josiah Willard Gibbs Professor of Physics, Yale University, USA

Spenta Wadia
Infosys Homi Bhabha Chair Professor and Founding Director, 
International Centre for Theoretical Sciences of TIFR, India

Srivari Chandrasekhar
Scientist, CSIR-Indian Institute of Chemical Technology, Hyderabad, 
India

Kaushik Basu is Professor of Economics and the C. Marks Professor 
of International Studies at Cornell University. He is a former Chief 
Economist and Senior Vice President of the World Bank. Prior to 
joining the World Bank, he served as Chief Economic Adviser to the 
Government of India. A Fellow of the Econometric Society, he has 
published widely in the areas of Development Economics, Industrial 
Organization, Game Theory and Welfare Economics. His books 
include Analytical Development Economics (1997), Prelude to Political 
Economy: A Study of the Social and Political Foundations of Economics 
(2000), Of People, Of Places: Sketches from an Economist’s Notebook 
(1994), Beyond the Invisible Hand: Groundwork for a New Economics 
(2011), An Economist’s Miscellany (2011), and The Republic of Beliefs 
(2018). In May 2008, he was awarded the Padma Bhushan by the 
Government of India.

JURORS

Gopalkrishna Gandhi
Distinguished Professor of History, Ashoka University, India

Mamta Murthi
Vice President for Human Development, World Bank,  
Washington DC, USA

Andrew Willford
Professor of Anthropology, Cornell University and Chair of Cornell’s 
Institutional Review Board, USA

Sonalde Desai
Distinguished University Professor, Department of Sociology, 
University of Maryland, USA; Professor and Centre Director, NCAER-
National Data Innovation Center, New Delhi, India

Rajeev Bhargava
Political Theorist and Director, Institute of Indian Thought, Centre for 
the Study of Developing Societies, India
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S. GOPALAKRISHNAN
Co-founder, Infosys Limited; 
Co-founder, Axilor Ventures Private Limited;  
President - Board of Trustees, Infosys Science Foundation

TRUSTEES

SRINATH BATNI
Former Director, Infosys Limited;
Co-founder, Axilor Ventures Private Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation

K. DINESH
Co-founder, Infosys Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation

NARAYANA MURTHY
Founder, Infosys Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation

NANDAN NILEKANI
Chairman of the Board, Co-founder, Infosys Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation

T.V. MOHANDAS PAI
Former Director, Infosys Limited;   
Chairman, Manipal Global Education Services Pvt. Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation

SALIL PAREKH
Chief Executive Officer, Infosys Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation 

S.D. SHIBULAL
Co-founder, Infosys Limited;  
Co-founder, Axilor Ventures Private Limited;  
Trustee, Infosys Science Foundation

BHAVNA MEHRA
General Manager, Infosys Science Foundation



Infosys Science Foundation – No 2, 2nd Block, 14th Cross Road, Jayanagar East, 
Bengaluru 560011 | Tel: 080-45000600 | www.infosysprize.org

THE INFOSYS SCIENCE FOUNDATION

The Infosys Science Foundation, a not-for-profit trust,was set up in 2009 by Infosys and members of its Board, with the objective of encouraging, recognizing, 
and fostering world-class scientific research connected to India. We do this primarily through the Infosys Prize, which is awarded to researchers and scholars in 
six categories: Engineering and Computer Science, Humanities, Life Sciences, Mathematical Sciences, Physical Sciences and Social Sciences. A jury comprising 
eminent leaders in each of these fields evaluates the achievements of nominees against the standards of international research, placing the winners on par with 
the finest researchers in the world. The prize consists of a gold medal, a citation, and a purse of US $100,000. In keeping with our mission of spreading the culture 
of science, we also partner with educational institutions to host lectures featuring Infosys Prize laureates and jurors aiming to spark curiosity and inspire the next 
generation of scholars. The Foundation creates conversations around science and society, engaging with various sections of the community, through talks, initiatives, 

workshops and training. Log on to www.infosysprize.org to know more.


