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Introduction

SH E L D O N  P O L LO C K

The impact of British colonialism on culture and power has been the dominant 
arena of inquiry in the past three decades in South Asian studies. A large body 
of scholarship has been produced in the colonialism-and-X mode: colonial
ism and economy, colonialism and caste, colonialism and religious categories, 
art, empiricism, gender, historicality, law, literature, the nation, numeracy, sci
ence, sexuality, and so on down the alphabet. A  good deal of this scholarship 
has been both substantively and theoretically exciting and provocative and 
has changed the way we understand the transformative interactions between 
India and the West, starting from the consolidation of British power in the 
subcontinent around 1800.1 But as many of its practitioners would be ready to 
admit, colonial studies has long been skating on the thinnest ice, given how 
far it presupposes knowledge of the precolonial realities that colonialism en
countered and how little such knowledge we actually possess.

As I have argued in various forums for some fifteen years—though it 
will seem breathtakingly banal to frame the issue in the only way it can be 
framed—we cannot know how colonialism changed South Asia if we do not 
know what was there to be changed.2 In the domain of culture viewed broadly, 
and more specifically with respect to systematic forms of thought, under
standing how Western knowledge and imagination won the day presupposes 
a comprehension more deeply grounded in epistemological and social facts 
than we now possess of how South Asian knowledge and imagination lost, 
which in turn requires a better understanding of what exactly these forms of 
thought were, how they worked, and who produced them. To date, hypothe
ses on the demise of Indian science and scholarship with the advent of colo
nialism seem largely dependent on interpretations dominant since the time 
of Max Weber, which take for granted the presumed uniqueness of Western 
rationality, technology, rights-bearing citizenship, or capacity for capitalism —
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in short, Western modernity—and the inevitability of its eventual global con
quest. These interpretations, however, were derived more from assumptions 
than from actual assessments of data, as Weber, who was quick to emphasize 
the provisional nature of his ideas, would likely have been the first to acknowl
edge. Worse, they were based on now discredited notions about the character 
and history of precolonial Indian economy and society.3

What is perhaps worst, these contrastive assessments of non-Western intel
lectual and cultural history assume a scholarly consensus about the nature of 
Western modernity itself. As recent work shows all too clearly, however, this 
consensus has epistemic and empirical lacunae of its own, if there can be said 
to be any consensus still left. Thinkers, especially sociological thinkers (for 
whom, as one wry observer has put it, “history tends to be the mildly annoy
ing stuff which happens between one sociological model and another”), are 
far less readily inclined to bother with the boring task of excavating premoder
nity than to sit back and simply imagine it—and indeed to imagine it purely 
as a counterpositive to their preconceptions about modernity. This criticism 
applies almost without exception to every major social theorist of Western 
modernity, including Ernst Gellner, Anthony Giddens, Jürgen Habermas, 
Niklas Luhmann, and even Bruno Latour, whose dazzling account of why we 
have never been modern is based on a sense of nonmodernity—what it is or 
was, when, and where—that is completely unspecified and speculative.4

For all these reasons, attempting to understand the “forms of knowledge” in 
South Asia prior to the coming of colonial modernity is a self-evidently valu
able enterprise. Why, however, in the face of all the confusion about moder
nity, we aim here to investigate forms of knowledge in early modern South Asia 
maybe less self-evident.

For the past decade or so the very idea of early modernity has been a much 
disputed topic of conversation among scholars, both regionalists and gener
alists. Many object to the apparent teleology of the idea, committing us as 
it is supposed to do to some inevitable developmental goal.5 Of course, our 
inquiry is perforce teleological in the sense that it aims to understand what 
occurred in the past that enabled us to get us to the telos—if that is still the 
right word here — at which we have arrived. There is no way to forget the 
end of this story just because we concentrate on the beginning; indeed we 
would not even know where to begin the story if we did not know how it has 
ended, since we would not know what the story was. Others object that many 
so-called early modernities never became full modernities except when me
diated through Western modernization. But what if Western modernization 
short-circuited other processes of dynamic transformation? No given present



Sheldon Pollock 3

was bound to come out of any given past, but our present has come out, and 
we want to know how and why it has.

Few deny that over the three centuries up to 1800 the world as a whole wit
nessed unprecedented developments: the opening of sea passages that were 
global for the first time in history and of networks of trade and commodity 
production for newly globalizing markets; spectacular demographic growth 
(the world’s population doubled); the rise of large stable states; and the diffu
sion of new technologies (including gunpowder and printing) and crops from 
the Americas. If this is a list of material transformations (borrowed from the 
late John Richards)6 of what is supposed to make life “modern” rather than 
just new or different from the past, what part of the world failed to experience 
early modernity? On the other hand, if we descend from that broad definition 
of the early modern to the narrow—the presence of fossil fuel technology, 
constitutional governance, and religious freedom and secularization7 —there 
will be no case of early modernity aside from Britain. We may instead want to 
insist that modernity is additionally, or exclusively, a condition of conscious
ness. But what kind of consciousness? If we stipulate this a priori, in fight of 
European experience — a new sense of the individual, a new skepticism, a new 
historical sensibility, to name three master categories — and go forth to find 
them in South Asia, we are likely to succeed, since one usually finds what one 
is looking for. Conversely, if we set out to find some highly specific charac
ters—an Indian Montaigne, a Chinese Descartes, an Arab Vico —and some
how do not, well, too bad then, there will be no pre-European South Asian 
modernity at all.

It is probably the case that much of the current discussion of early moder
nity is irrelevant for our purposes here, or even an obstruction. As Frederick 
Cooper has argued with great intelligence, the notion of modernity may have 
had an important historical role in making claims, but it is virtually useless as 
an analytic concept (as our sociological speculators show).8 We are therefore 
perfectly justified in seeking to understand how variegated the world was at 
the moment before what would become the dominant form of modernity— 
colonial, capitalist, Western—achieved global ascendancy, even if that ques
tion can be posed only in the moment after. We can call the era “early mod
ern” simply in the sense of a threshold, where potentially different futures may 
have been arrested or retained only as masala for that dominant form. But we 
may be able to go further. Since the material world changed dramatically dur
ing the few centuries prior to this threshold moment, and changed universally, 
there is good reason to ask how the systems devised for knowing the world 
responded — or indeed why they failed to respond if they failed — to the world
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that was changing objectively between these dates. At the same time there 
is good reason to resist the teleology (here indeed an infelicity) in the term 
early modern and so refuse to assign the period between 1500 and 1800 any 
shared structure or content a priori, let alone to insist on finding in it Western 
modernity in embryonic form (such as the Chinese Descartes). Definitional 
consistency is precisely the trap we must avoid. What we require is historical 
synchronicity; we do not require and have no reason to expect conceptual 
symmetry.

In short the era constitutes an entirely reasonable periodization for intel
lectual history without leading us to posit any necessary uniformity in the his
tory of intellection that transpired. Everyone began to participate in a world 
economy, to live in vaster and more complex states, to confront a demographic 
explosion, a diffusion of unprecedented technology, and larger movements of 
people in a newly unified or at least unifying world. How did people experi
ence these transformations in the realm of thought? That is what we need 
to uncover. I believe there may be remarkable parallels awaiting discovery, 
aside from the shocking fact that the period — an empty vestibule, it has been 
thought, between premodern high tradition and modern Westernization— 
has been all but unstudied across much of Asia. But we should not worry if 
such parallels are not found. A “negative” outcome—resistance, say, or sta
bility in the face of dynamic change elsewhere—producing a global version of 
what Ernst Bloch famously characterized as modernity’s constitutive “Gleich- 
zeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen” (a multiplex simultaneity of things that are 
nonsimultaneous), would be as important as a “positive” one, since we are 
interested in knowing why people may wish to preserve forms of knowledge 
in the face of changing objects of knowledge no less than in knowing why 
they may be prepared to transform them. A  negation of Western modernity 
is, obviously, not necessarily a failure.

It is indeed astonishing, then, that while colonial criticism depends on pre
colonial knowledge, so little of that knowledge has been produced for early 
modem South Asia, the period prior to 1800, just before British colonial power 
changed the rules of the knowledge game. It is not as if we do not have the 
materials to do so. In the sphere of imagination and its written expression 
South Asia boasts a literary record far denser, in terms of sheer number of 
texts and centuries of unbroken multilingual literacy, than all of Greek, Latin, 
and medieval European culture combined. In recognition of this richness an 
international collaborative research project completed in 2003 undertook a 
remapping of the literary field across southern Asia, especially for the late pre
colonial period and in relationship to larger cultural and political processes.9


























