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Scholarly  
Conventions

I aim for accuracy and legibility throughout this book, and those twin 
goals have guided my choices of scholarly conventions.

Specialist Terms. I shy away from specialist terminology when I can, 
eschewing terms beloved by experts but unintelligible to others (e.g., 
“Persianate” and “Islamicate”). I also decline to use acronyms, which are 
somewhere between off-putting and maddening to nonspecialists. And 
so, I spell out the Indus Valley Civilization (rather than resorting to IVC) 
and use the titles of Sanskrit texts such as the Mahabharata (not MBh); 
I make small exceptions when the acronym is more common than the 
full name (e.g., RSS). Readers who want a more in-depth take on my vo-
cabulary choices should see the Historiography essay.

Diacritics. Many words in this book are transliterated from a rich 
plethora of South Asian languages, including Sanskrit, Tamil, Pali, Per-
sian, Urdu, Hindi, Telugu, and Bengali. To be easy on the eyes, I forgo 
diacritics (including for European languages). For earlier periods, I fol-
low standard transliteration schemes, although with some variations to 
use familiar English spellings (e.g., Ashoka, not Asoka, and Mahmud 
Gawan, not Gavan) or for clarity (e.g., Brahmin for the social class, not 
Brahman).

Names and Spellings. For proper names of people in the colonial 
period and later, I tend to employ the transliteration adopted by the 
person in question. Accordingly, I write about Duleep Singh (not 
Dalip Singh), Sikhdhar (not Sikdar), and Anandibai Joshee (not Joshi). 
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For places, I use names and spellings in vogue at the time, and so I re-
count events in Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras in British India (in the 
twenty-first century, Mumbai, Kolkata, and Chennai, respectively); 
similarly, I detail how Malik Ambar built up the central Indian city of 
Khirki (i.e., Aurangabad, after the Mughal renaming). This practice re-
sults in multiple spellings of some places depending on the timeframe 
in question (e.g., Sind in premodernity and Sindh today). In some 
cases, spellings were not standardized, and I let small variations stand 
(e.g., I use Baluchistan and Balochistan, Kandahar and Qandahar). I 
make an exception to the practice of adopting time-appropriate names 
for the Indus (Valley) Civilization, since we do not know what they 
called their cities or themselves and so must resort to modern terms. 
For English words, I generally follow American spelling conventions.

Honorifics. I avoid honorifics for historical figures, writing of Alex-
ander of Macedon rather than Alexander the Great, William Jones sans 
his knighted title of Sir, Jinnah rather than Quaid-i-Azam (Great Leader), 
Ambedkar rather than Baba Saheb (Respected Father), and Jyotirao 
Phule and Mohandas Gandhi by their respective given names rather than 
their shared appellation of Mahatma (Great Souled). Some may find this 
practice jarring or even disrespectful, although it is meant only to sig-
nal an appropriate critical distance. My goal is to understand the histor-
ical roles of flawed women and men in their times and places, and I find 
positioning those people on pedestals ill-suited for such an endeavor. 
My non-honorific preference also applies to religious figures, such that 
I tend to write of Nanak and Jesus (rather than Guru Nanak and Jesus 
Christ, respectively). Notably, when I write about such figures here, I do 
so pursuant to excavating the histories of specific religions in South 
Asia, especially through the ideas and actions of practitioners. As a his-
torian, I do not and cannot give credence to theological claims. Accord-
ingly, I speak of deities as part of Indian intellectual history and without 
veneration, writing of Ram, Allah, and Krishna sans further qualifica-
tion. I make small exceptions to these guidelines and include honorifics 
when not doing so would likely cause confusion. For instance, I refer to 
the Maratha warrior-king Shivaji (rather than Shiva, which is more 
commonly the name of a Hindu god) and the Prophet Muhammad 
(since there are many Muhammads in Indian history).

Dates. I give all dates in the Gregorian calendar since it is, by far, the 
most common calendar used worldwide today. I always use the acronym 
BCE (Before Common Era). I only include CE (Common Era) upon first 
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usage or where there is a likelihood of confusion. I strive to give dates, 
instead of or alongside referents meaningfully only to certain groups of 
scholars. For instance, South Asia–focused archaeologists may all know 
when the Neolithic period began on the subcontinent, but most schol-
ars who work on later periods do not. Likewise, I can recite Mughal 
regnal dates in my sleep, but I would not expect “Akbar’s rule” to imme-
diately anchor a Vedic specialist much less a more casual reader of South 
Asian history.

Quotes. In quotes from primary and secondary sources, I often ad-
just spellings, grammar, and italics and omit diacritics for the sake of 
consistency and readability. I also sometimes introduce parenthetical 
glosses for clarity. For English-medium primary sources, I retain older 
spellings when doing so does not compromise intelligibility. I often cite 
to translations of primary sources for wider accessibility.

Citations. Some premodern Indian names lend themselves to the 
modern Western convention of citation by surname, and others do not. 
I use and alphabetize as appropriate to the specific name and do not awk-
wardly force South Asian names into Western conventions (e.g., I cite 
Abul Fazl and not Fazl, Abul, but I cite Vivekananda, Swami). Most 
sources are listed in the bibliography, with one big exception and one 
small exception. In the last few chapters, I cite to many contemporary 
news sources and often include full citations in the notes. This avoids the 
awkward question of whether such sources are best categorized as pri-
mary or secondary. It also signals my more limited use of contemporary 
news sources, which I do not endorse as equivalent with scholarship. On 
a smaller scale, I cite some modern poetry and novels in the introduction 
and elsewhere, including full citations in the notes.

Translations. Unless noted, all translations are my own. Readers 
should know that I agree with many scholars of South Asia—both his-
torians and literary scholars—that a little flexibility produces more 
accurate translations than rigid adherence to the original text, especially 
regarding grammar. As the historian A. L. Basham—one of my prede-
cessors in writing an overarching history of South Asia—put it, “I have, 
however, allowed myself in places great liberties with the original, 
mainly in order to make the point of the verse more clear to English lis-
teners” (India Office Records manuscript Eur f147/94, British Library, 
p. 11). Indeed, I translate as I judge can best communicate a primary 
source’s original sense and thereby, hopefully, allow Indians from the past 
to speak to readers in the twenty-first century.



A quarter of the world's population— 
around 2 billion people—lives in South Asia

Modern South Asia’s population density.
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Starting Points

Twenty centuries of ancient baggage
heaped together, slung across
our backs,
we began our long journey.

—R. Murugaiyan (d. 2009), Sri Lankan Tamil poet1

Indian stories are continually retold, and I follow that grand tradition 
by narrating afresh nearly 5,000 years of human experiences on and 

near the subcontinent. This history matters. In modern times, a quar-
ter of humanity lives in South Asia. For the rest of us, our lives are 
shaped by South Asian cultures—from the films we watch, to the spices 
that flavor our foods, to the clothes we wear, to how we exercise, to (for 
many) the religions we practice. In brief, South Asia and its myriad 
traditions are critical to the human experience, and so we all ought to 
know a bit—maybe more than a bit—about the region’s history. This 
book offers an overview of South Asian history with a focus on the 
Indian subcontinent, aimed at avid and casual readers alike, including 
those taking their first dive into this fascinating subject. For the non-
initiated, maybe you are already confused, wondering what, exactly, 
constitutes “South Asia” and “India.” I explain that and more in this 
brief chapter as I introduce Indian and South Asian history as an under-
told set of stories brimming with an astonishing diversity of people 
and experiences.

This book narrates the wondrously dense and complex history of life 
on the Indian subcontinent (i.e., largely what is now Pakistan, India, and 



xii    Starting Points

Bangladesh), with periodic appearances from Sri Lanka and other sur-
rounding areas (i.e., modern-day Afghanistan, Nepal, Bhutan, and the 
Maldive Islands). Collectively, we call the region inhabited by these eight 
modern nations “South Asia.” I also use “India” throughout this book, 
referring predominantly to the subcontinent, not the more modest con
temporary nation-state (a historian’s privilege, as elaborated below). 
Still, this book is not a history of land, of either South Asia or India, but 
rather of the many communities who have made these places home over 
millennia. My focus on people—on South Asians—stands at the core of 
this book, and I strive to tell the stories of many different South Asian 
groups, from rich to poor, from high class to low class, from the build-
ers of the Indus Civilization about 4,600 years ago (chapter 1) to everyday 
people in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and other countries in the twenty-first 
century (chapter 24). Primary sources anchor every chapter—including 
box quotes drawn from many Indian sources and languages—so that, 
to the extent possible, you can hear for yourself the voices of prior gen-
erations of South Asians.

South Asian history is lengthy and diverse, but that diversity itself 
provides a kind of glue that holds together a wide-ranging set of narra-
tives. Across time and regions, South Asians engaged in robust cross-
cultural exchanges between groups on the subcontinent and with 
migrants. They forged connections via trade and travel with people 
living in other parts of Asia and, in more recent centuries, the rest of the 
world. Partly owing to their ever-changing contexts and contacts, South 
Asians repeatedly innovated in the religious and political spheres, mak-
ing adaptation and change recurrent, even consistent, parts of their 
lived experiences. Throughout this book, I return to these persistent 
threads of diversity, cross-cultural exchanges, and innovation, since 
they offer anchors to ground us within South Asia’s mosaic of history.

India and South Asia
This book is a history of India—in its historical sense of the subcon-
tinent (i.e., the area covered by modern-day Pakistan, India, and 
Bangladesh)—with some journeys into other areas of South Asia (es-
pecially Afghanistan and Sri Lanka), and I use both terms aware of 
their virtues and drawbacks. “South Asia” is a modern, social science 
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term, imposed from outside the region, and defined geographically as 
the land area bounded on the north by the Hindu Kush, Himalayan, 
and Karakoram mountains and on the south by the Indian Ocean. 
“South Asia” is useful for shaking scholars out of nationalist boundaries, 
themselves rather new.2 But the phrase lacks history and is commonly 
confused with Southeast Asia.3 “India” is a far older term and has been 
used for millennia to refer to the subcontinent. There are two addi-
tional reasons, beyond its historical weight, that I use “India” through-
out this book. It is a widely understood term, far more so than “South 
Asia.” Also, I do not cover all of South Asia equally, devoting more time 
to the subcontinent than, say, Sri Lanka, and using “India” honestly 
reflects that choice.

Despite these reasons, using “India” to refer to the entire sub
continent will jar readers who are accustomed to India denoting only 
the post-1947 nation-state. For them, I hope the different sense of 
“India”—as a broader, not politically demarcated, geography—proves a 
useful disruption. It can remind us that, in this book, we peruse the 
halls of history where societies and states were quite different than they 
are today. In this sense, my insistence on using “India” is also a correc-
tive against gross presentism. The Indian nation-state is quite new in 
human history, and its recent advent does not require us to abandon 
the deeper, more historically grounded sense of “India” as the broader 
subcontinent.

Many Indian Histories
The celebrated scholar A. K. Ramanujan once asked, “Is there an Indian 
way of thinking?” He answered yes, there are many Indian ways of think-
ing, depending on the inquirer’s tone and intentions.4 Similarly, an-
swers abound to the deceptively simple question—What is Indian (or 
South Asian) history? It depends on what you want to know, whom you 
consider to be important, and which historical changes you deem essen-
tial to understand. This book includes a little of everything, including 
cultural, religious, social, literary, economic, and intellectual histories. 
I trace larger trends, such as India’s first urbanization (third millen-
nium BCE), second urbanization (first millennium BCE), the advent of 
temple-based Hindu practices (first millennium CE), and the spread of 
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Indo-Persian culture (second millennium CE). I also take significant 
forays into biographical history, detailing the lives of individuals from 
Ashoka (third century BCE) to Pandita Ramabai (nineteenth century 
CE). Readers will find a fair amount of political history in these pages, 
although I have at times chosen to accommodate a broader array of 
stories rather than narrowly focusing on state affairs (I elaborate on this 
choice in the Historiography essay). Overall, I aim to make significant 
strides forward in terms of breadth and inclusion in how we narrate 
South Asian history, according to a few distinct choices.

This book presents a greater diversity of voices than we often hear 
in South Asian history in terms of gender, caste, class, region, language, 
and religion. In concrete terms, that means that readers will encounter 
more women, Dalits, lower castes, poor and disadvantaged communi-
ties, south Indians, non-Indian South Asians, non-Sanskrit speakers, and 
non-Hindus. Diversity helps us better understand Indian history, both 
its underappreciated aspects and, also, its dominant groups. To again 
become concrete, I detail the oppression of Dalits and lower castes, in 
theory and practice, in the first millennium CE (chapters 7 and 8). This 
helps readers gain important knowledge about life for a sizeable chunk 
of the ancient Indian population who are often neglected in traditional 
historical accounts. It also grants a richer, contextual perspective on more 
well-researched elite topics, such as Brahminical Sanskrit literature by 
the law theorist Manu and the famed poet Kalidasa.

Parts of the Indian subcontinent developed according to distinct 
rhythms, as did discrete communities. India was often more a cluster of 
regions than a unified whole and its people, as a geneticist has observed, 
“a large number of small populations.”5 Even when we can hazard larger 
categories, such as north and south India, they often diverged for cen-
turies, even millennia, in their historical development. To address this 
reality, I do a certain amount of tacking back and forth, and I devote 
some chapters to covering discrete regions (especially chapters 12, 14, and 
16). Throughout, I strive to incorporate south Indian history especially, 
as a corrective to our standard narrative of Indian history being un-
apologetically north Indian-centric. For instance, I highlight material 
evidence of early social practices in Karnataka (chapter 3), detail Chola 
rule and culture (chapter 9), cover Nayaka and Maratha ruling lineages 
(chapter  15), and incorporate colonial-era activities from Madras 
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(chapter 19). I also bring in Sri Lanka (known at earlier points in his-
tory as Taprobane or Ceylon). I freely admit that I fall short of adequate 
geographic diversity in these pages, and some regions still receive less 
airtime than others (e.g., Assam). Still, I hope to have taken a sizable 
step toward correcting enduring geographic biases in the discipline of 
South Asian history.

I do not entirely confine myself to the region of South Asia in these 
pages, and this calls for explanation. As the sociologist Janet Abu-Lughod 
noted, India was “on the way to everywhere.”6 As a result, South Asian 
history sometimes spills into other world areas, through migration, trade, 
travel, pilgrimage, and other human movements. I look beyond the con-
fines of South Asia at numerous points, including to explain ancient 
migrations (chapters 1 and 2), the diffusion of Sanskrit-based knowledge 
and stories (chapter 8), Chola conquests in Southeast Asia (chapter 9), 
Indian participation in the Persian literary sphere (chapter 10), the Bah-
mani kingdom’s connections with Iran (chapter 11), and European colo-
nialism (chapters 12 and 16–22). I use maps as a visual aid to highlight 
specific points and moments of connection. Still, I have sought to keep 
the focus on the relevance of these transregional links for those living 
in South Asia.

I mention select migrations out of the subcontinent, although I am 
not thorough on this point. There is much to say about the impact of 
South Asians on other world areas, but that is a different history than 
I recount here. Accordingly, I mention major outward movements of 
groups, such as indentured laborers in the mid-nineteenth to the early 
twentieth centuries CE (chapter 20), late twentieth to early twenty-first-
century migrant workers (chapter 24), and the contemporary diaspora 
(afterword). But, with a few brief exceptions, I stop short of following 
these groups to their new homes, at which point they become part of 
histories set in those regions.

Premodernity forms the core of South Asian history. So often, we 
forget this truism, because it is easiest to focus on events close to our own 
time. I am not immune from the pull of the present, and I cover shorter 
time periods in each chapter as the book moves forward through the 
centuries. Still, most of this book centers on premodern South Asia (pre-
1750 CE), as it should since that is the bulk of known human history 
in the region. This emphasis should help readers better contextualize 



xvi    Starting Points

contemporary trends, such as Hindu-Muslim conflict that largely 
dates in its current form to the nineteenth century and was preceded 
by centuries in which religious identities were more fluid (chap-
ters  10–16). Focusing on the deeper past might also help us provin-
cialize ourselves and our own moment in time.7 After all, we are not 
the endpoint of history, and soon enough we too will be part of a far 
longer past.

Indian History before Us
There is a certain amount of unavoidable disconnect in Indian his-
tory, which is a collection of chronological stories that overlap but do 
not fully cohere. In this sense, an overview history of South Asia is a 
little like the Panchatantra, a famous collection of animal fables from 
India that became a premodern bestseller across Asia and Europe 
(chapter 8). In the Panchatantra, Karataka tells story after story to ex-
emplify ethics to Damanaka, who sometimes takes the moral to heart 
and other times ignores the lesson. The Panchatantra contains dozens 
of discrete tales, connected by the thin thread of this meta conversa-
tion between two friends. Indian and South Asian history, too, is a 
series of discrete stories that do not feed into a grand, singular narra-
tive. And so I make no attempt to offer an overarching storyline here, 
opting instead for the more modest and intellectually honest approach of 
repeated themes.

Amid this book’s complex, slightly unwieldly narrative of subcon-
tinental history—with its multipronged focus, diverse voices, and 
ambitious geographical and temporal breadth—I use a set of recur-
rent themes to give readers a navigable path beyond chronology. As 
mentioned above, diversity has long been a shared feature across In-
dian communities and so may serve as a connecting thread in history 
too. Additionally, migration is a repeated phenomenon as waves of 
people came to the subcontinent over the millennia. New groups 
brought their own ideas and interacted with indigenous and earlier 
migrant populations, resulting in a kaleidoscope of syncretic South 
Asian traditions. Another strand worth mentioning at the outset is that 
South Asians evinced an ongoing interest in history, telling stories 
about times past, which I include as part of Indian intellectual, social, 
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and religious trends. Also, the mundane persists, such as what people 
wore and ate, how they worked, and their family and community ties. 
Such things are part of all human experiences, and they are often 
knowable even without written records, which makes them especially 
helpful as connecting topics across close to 5,000 years of history. Last, 
more difficult subjects recur in numerous time periods as well, such 
as social stratification and climate change.

We face limits in accessing the past imposed by archival sources, 
which I strive to overcome where possible. Archives are “rags of reali-
ties,” as a French scholar has put it, always incomplete and insufficient.8 
A compounding issue is that, to quote an Africanist, “the documents we 
read were not written for us.”9 As a result, historical documents—primary 
sources such as political texts, travelogues, edicts, and inscriptions—
often do not convey the kinds of information that we seek, especially 
about historically oppressed communities. More prosaically, South Asia’s 
hot, wet climate is anathema to paper preservation, and multiple South 
Asian nations do not provide easy archival access.10 Still, difficulty ought 
not to be mistaken for impossibility, and I decline to continue the unin-
spiring pattern of using only the most accessible sources in the most 
straightforward ways. Instead, I strive to listen to the “whisperings” of 
history—to read against the grain of well-used sources and seek out hith-
erto neglected ones—to reconstruct more vibrant, accurate South Asian 
historical narratives.11

Sometimes archival challenges are compounded by modern biases, 
and two prejudices recur with numbing frequency in modern South 
Asian histories: sexism and casteism. Many historians write out women 
entirely, filling chapters upon chapters with only men. Most mention the 
caste-oppressed but too often only through an upper-caste lens that de-
humanizes and disempowers. In contrast, the experiences and writings 
of nuns are central to my narrative of early Buddhism (chapter 3), and, 
millennia later, I include female voices amid India’s nineteenth-century 
reformers (chapters 19 and 20). Oppressed castes do not speak to us 
directly in ancient Indian texts, but I found works about them that 
rendered insights when read through a lens that inverts the works’ 
Brahminical gaze (chapter 7). For modernity, I elaborate lower-caste, 
Dalit, and Adivasi movements at some length, underscoring their inter-
nal diversity and attempts to improve South Asian lives (chapters 20–24). 
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My goal is to diversify the standard cast of South Asian history. More 
boldly, I aim to challenge what we take to be standard and offer a more 
comprehensive, representational, and compelling approach to the South 
Asian past.

History is full of sad stories, with and without silver linings. To quote 
the Ghanaian American novelist Yaa Gyasi, “Some people make it out 
of their stories unscathed, thriving. Some people don’t.”12 I narrate mo-
ments of loss, pain, and difficulty—for South Asian individuals and 
communities—without sugarcoating and thereby honor them and their 
lives. I know that some prefer a more celebratory tone to historical nar-
ratives, but fulfilling that modern desire requires that we elide many pre-
modern peoples’ harsh realities. Over time, it means that we collectively 
forget huge parts of history, which is antithetical to the historian’s charge 
to remember. In these pages, I seek to evoke the breadth and depth of 
South Asian lived experiences.

Embedded in my embrace of historical breadth is a broad-ranging 
empathy. I consider not only the feelings of the living but also of the 
dead, honoring past generations of South Asians by being accurate 
about their experiences. I invite readers to do likewise, working through 
their modern emotions—surprise, uncertainty, discomfort, distaste, 
and anger—at the pain and travails of the past (and that I recount them 
in an unvarnished fashion). Thereby, readers might encounter the 
treasures of history, including the perspectives and realities of earlier 
generations. I cannot promise a tale of beautiful things, for that is the 
prerogative of fiction. But I offer true stories in these pages and so con-
tribute to what the American poet Amanda Gorman has described as 
“the preservation of a light so terrible.”13

The intended result of my efforts is an innovative history of India 
with notable appearances from the rest South Asia. Narrative renewal is 
good since, as the Jain scholar Merutunga wrote in Sanskrit about 
700 years ago, “Because they have been heard ad nauseum, / old stories 
no longer gratify the minds of the wise.”14 I offer here a new history, 
crafted to be relevant in the twenty-first century while avoiding a per-
spective warped by contemporary ideas. It can be hard not to make the 
past, implausibly, about us moderns since, as the Sri Lankan novelist 
Anuk Arudpragasam has put it, “The present, we assume is eternally be-
fore us, one of the few things in life from which we cannot be parted.”15 
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But this is a misperception since the present is always becoming the past. 
In truth, the past is eternally before us, an ever-expanding catalog of 
human experiences. I turn next to the earliest points of human habita-
tion on the Indian subcontinent to begin our exciting, circuitous jour-
ney through South Asian history.
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1

Indus Valley  
Civilization,  
2600–1900 BCE

May the land of Meluhha load precious desirable carnelian,  
mes wood of Magan, and the best abba wood into large  
ships for you.

—“Enki and Ninhursag,” Mesopotamia (Sumerian), ca. 2000 BCE1

In 2000 BCE, the most populous cities on earth thrived in northwest-
ern India within a society called Meluhha by ancient Mesopotamians.2 

Today, most prefer the name “Indus Valley Civilization” for this ancient 
South Asian culture that flourished from 2600 to 1900 BCE and was cen-
tered partly around the Himalayan-fed Indus River.3 We do not know 
what the Indus Civilization inhabitants called themselves, because we 
cannot decipher their writing. But, through archaeology, we have re-
covered much about how the Indus people—ancient India’s first city 
builders—lived, including their trade relations with ancient Mesopota-
mia. I cover highlights of India’s first urbanization here, preceded by 
an account of how people came to populate the subcontinent in the 
first place and began to farm and domesticate animals. I close with 
the collapse of the Indus Valley Civilization by 1700 BCE, after which 
Indus cities were soon covered by dust. The ancient Indus Civilization 
constitutes an early flourishing of Indian urbanization and mercantile 
prosperity, which built upon thousands of years of human ingenuity and 
lifestyle changes.

1
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First Indians
Humans initially populated the Indian subcontinent through waves 
of migrations. They hailed from Africa, as we all did originally, with 
the first homo sapiens setting foot on subcontinental soil as early as 
120,000 years ago.4 These initial migrants left no surviving lineage, how-
ever.5 The first people from whom modern Indians are partially de-
scended (i.e., the first Indians) arrived in South Asia maybe 65,000 years 
ago.6 They were succeeded by numerous other eastward-moving groups 
in subsequent millennia (e.g., the first farmers ca. 7000 BCE, Indo-
European speakers ca. 1500 BCE that are discussed in chapter 2, and so 
forth). As migrants, the first Indians anchored South Asia, even in its 
prehistory era, as connected with other parts of the world.

The first Indians experienced a subcontinent rather different than it 
appears to modern people today. Many food items we take for granted 
as important to South Asian cuisines and cultures were unknown in pre-
historic India, including dominant varieties of wheat, barley, and sugar-
cane; all new world crops (e.g., potatoes, tomatoes, and chilis); and 
maybe even sandalwood.7 When ancient migrants first arrived in the 
northwestern subcontinent, there were neither cities nor farming, and 
they survived as hunter-gatherers.8

Still, the first Indians encountered one thing that remains familiar 
in our time: the annual monsoon. Every spring and summer, water evap-
orates from South Asia’s surrounding oceans, aided by rising tempera-
tures. The moisture is moved north by winds and trapped by the high 
mountain peaks of the Himalayas, a towering range created by the geo-
logical collision of two tectonic plates fifty million years ago and still 
rising every year. The water cools and condenses as it is pushed upward, 
forming clouds that roll back across South Asia, dumping torrential sum-
mer rains in an annual pattern.9 South Asian monsoons have fluctuated 
in volume through the eras, but the basic phenomenon has been expe-
rienced by all humans who have made the subcontinent their home.

Archaeological evidence is meagre for the first 110,000  years of 
human habitation in India, until about 7000 BCE. That dearth of mate-
rial explains why so many scholars, me included, talk around prehistory, 
about weather and the like. Still, even the scant archaeological record 
furnishes evidence of two trends: people continued moving around, pop-
ulating various corners of South Asia, and they made art. For example, 
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people inhabited Bhimbetka, a site near Bhopal in central India, probably 
100,000 years ago and lived there frequently thereafter, if not necessar-
ily continuously.10 As early as 10,000 BCE, Bhimbetka inhabitants carved 
impressions on cave walls and rock shelters, and they painted red im-
ages of humans and wild animals, including hunting.11 Humans arrived 
in Sri Lanka maybe 35,000 years ago as per skeletal evidence found in 
caves on the island, and they made adornments such as shell beads as 
early as 25,000 years ago.12

Between 7000 and 2500 BCE, numerous Indian communities began 
to farm and domesticate animals. These shifts toward sedentary life came 
on the heels of worldwide climate change as the last ice age ended about 
12,000 years ago and the earth began to warm.13 Pollen trapped within 
lake sediment records the intertwined stories of climate change and 
farming, proffering clear evidence that the two converged temporally.14 
Among India’s first farmers were people who probably imported agri-
cultural technology developed in Western Asia’s fertile crescent. They, 
perhaps alongside groups who had lived on the subcontinent for longer, 
cultivated cereals such as barley and wheat at Mehrgarh in Balochistan 
(modern-day Pakistan) before 6000 BCE.15 Over the next several 
millennia, numerous discrete communities across the subcontinent—
including in southern India, eastern India, Gujarat, and the Gangetic 
Basin—cultivated crops on their own, especially indigenous millets and 
rice.16 Material evidence indicates a roughly parallel pattern of multiple 
origins for domesticated animals in South Asia, with the earliest being 
goats, sheep, and cattle.

The move toward sedentary life—radical in the history of human ex-
periences up until that point—enabled denser living conditions for 
some Indians and gave rise to early trade networks beyond South Asia. 
At Mehrgarh, people built multiroom houses in 5000 BCE or even earlier, 
painting the external walls red or with red, white, and black geometric 
patterns.17 Early inhabitants of Mehrgarh crafted human and animal clay 
figurines, threw pottery on wheels, and performed dental work, such as 
molar crowns.18 Some Indian communities figured out that they had 
natural resources for which others would pay handsomely, such as the 
brilliant blue gemstone lapis lazuli mined in Badakhshan (northeastern 
Afghanistan). We are not clear who exactly exported it, but Badakhshan-
sourced lapis lazuli had reached Tepe Gawra on the Tigris River as early 
as 4100 BCE and was relatively common in Mesopotamia by 3550 BCE.19
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By 3300 BCE, proto-cities began to emerge in South Asia, generally 
tied to the Indus River. These served as important predecessors to the 
large-scale urban centers of the Indus Valley Civilization 700 years later. 
For instance, Rehman Dheri was established around 3300 BCE, with a 
fortification wall, town planning, and perhaps a population of several 
thousand.20 Founded roughly contemporaneously, Kot Diji in Sindh also 
lay along a branch of the Indus River and has become synonymous for 
a pre-Indus or early Indus Civilization.21 At many sites, even before 
2600 BCE, northwestern Indians developed early versions of things that 
later became central to Indus culture, including seals, pottery techniques, 
and a standard ratio for bricks.22 It is critical to cognize that the Indus 
Civilization built on earlier foundations, stretching back millennia in the 
case of domesticated agriculture and centuries regarding definitional 
design elements and cultural features. Still, the scale of the Indus Valley 
Civilization—in both its largest cities and its broader cultural complex—
were new as of around 2600 BCE and are worth setting apart.

India’s First City Builders
The Indus Valley Civilization flourished in the northwestern subconti-
nent for 700 years (2600–1900 BCE). I focus in the next section on the 
Indus Civilization’s economic position amid other river-based, urban 
Asian cultures of its day and in the section thereafter on its decline, dat-
ing to roughly 1900–1700 BCE. Here I outline the breadth of the Indus 
Civilization and key features of life, especially for its city dwellers who 
enjoyed an urban lifestyle without precedent in South Asian history. 
These early urbanites depended on a far larger rural population for their 
food, and so—as is still true today—sustained agriculture enabled cit-
ies. Still, urban dwellings set the Indus people apart, as a civilization 
(a word cognate with city), and so I focus here on life for South Asia’s 
first city dwellers.

The Indus Valley Civilization stretched across roughly one million 
square kilometers, with urban sites clustered along three bodies of water: 
the Indus River, the (now largely dried-up) Ghaggar-Hakra River that 
ran roughly parallel a bit east, and the Arabian Sea along the Gujarat 
coastline.23 All three areas were different than they appear today. The 
Indus River ran a different course in parts, the Ghaggar-Hakra was a ro-
bust river, and the Gujarat coast was more extensive than at present.24 
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The Indus Civilization’s biggest cities lay along the Indus River, includ-
ing its three largest known urban centers: Mohenjo Daro, Harappa, and 
Lakhanjo Daro, which, at their heights, each housed tens of thousands 
of people.25 Other cities were a fraction of the size, such as Dholavira in 
Gujarat (less than half of Mohenjo Daro’s extent) as well as Rakhigarhi 
and Ganweriwala (both along the Ghaggar-Hakra River).26 The Indus 
Civilization also included numerous smaller urban centers and towns, 
including trade outposts such as Lothal in Gujarat and Sutkagen Dor in 
Balochistan (near modern-day Pakistan’s border with Iran).27 Dozens of 
Indus sites have been excavated, although some remain nearly untouched 
(e.g., Lakhanjo Daro, which is largely located beneath the modern Pa-
kistani city of Sukkur). All Indus sites shared certain features that mark 
them as part of a civilizational complex.

The Indus Civilization people erected cities, big and small, with well 
laid out streets and remarkable construction. They used consistently 
sized bricks and generally aligned their roads along the cardinal direc-
tions. Some major thoroughfares were quite broad, whereas streets in 
residential areas were so narrow you could touch the homes on either 
side as you walked. Houses were sometimes organized around court-
yards, had multiple rooms, and stood up to two stories tall. Whether by 
design or organic usage, Indus cities often had discrete areas for specific 
crafts. Big cities also maintained some larger buildings, although their 
purposes remain uncertain with theories ranging from storage units to 
town halls.28 People sometimes moved hundreds of kilometers from 
home to live in bustling metropolises like Harappa (figure 1.1).29

Indus city builders were highly skilled at managing water, an impor
tant aspect of all urban planning and a cultural focus for this civiliza-
tion. Each city developed its own method of ensuring drinking water for 
its populace, with Dholavira’s residents using cisterns and reservoirs 
to collect rainwater while Mohenjo Daro residents dug wells every 
few houses. Today, some of Mohenjo Daro’s wells are deceptive to view, 
standing high like towers due to excavation to levels further down. An 
unusual feature of Mohenjo Daro is the Great Bath, a tank measuring 
12 meters by 7 meters that was watertight and filled by either rainwater 
or buckets. We do not know its purpose. But whether it served a practi-
cal function as a reservoir or a religious one as a ritual bathing site, it 
was surely of civic importance and underscores the centrality of water 
in Indus society.30
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Some city residents enjoyed private indoor bathrooms, including at 
Mohenjo Daro and Harappa, and the facilities were remarkable for the 
time, even while they had their downsides. The Indus peoples con-
structed their bathroom floors to be watertight, and some gently sloped 
downward for drainage to city streets. Also, some Indus Civilization 
bathrooms featured pots sunk into the ground that required regular 
cleaning, what we call “manual scavenging” in South Asia today. Cer-
tainly, such facilities were convenient for the elites, although less so for 
those (whether workers, servants, or slaves) who cleaned these latrines. 
And Indus cities likely stank of raw sewage, especially in hot summers.31

Signs of social hierarchy abound in the Indus Valley Civilization, in-
cluding in city planning. Many Indus Civilization cities were walled, 
and while some walls served defensive purposes, others enforced social 
segregation. Large cities like Mohenjo Daro, Harappa, and Dholavira 
each comprised several discrete walled areas inhabited by distinct pop-
ulations.32 The gate to each area was often narrow, which signals a high 

Figure 1.1. Mound “F” excavation at Harappa, ca. 2450 BCE, Punjab, 

Pakistan.
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degree of civil control regarding the movement of people.33 Some groups 
lived just outside of Indus city walls, and they often had a poorer qual-
ity of life in comparison to their better-off brethren within the city proper. 
For instance, one archaeologist conducted an in-depth study of discarded 
animal bones at Gola Dhoro, a small Indus Civilization site in Gujarat. 
He found diet differences between residents within and beyond the walls 
for significant stretches of time, with the city dwellers enjoying a richer 
diet consisting of more fish and mutton (both ate beef).34

We remain in the dark regarding the bases of social stratification in 
the Indus Valley Civilization. Did they discriminate based on ancestry, 
wealth, gender, skin color, language, religion, sexual orientation, age, or 
some combination thereof? Maybe they disregarded all of these, which 
are preoccupations of our times, and cared about other factors instead. 
At present, there is no way to know. Even without recovering the terms 
of their social organization, a hierarchy is evident in the material record 
and worth emphasizing here for two reasons. One, many features of life 
in the Indus Valley Civilization—such as wearing nice jewelry and hav-
ing personal seals (both discussed next)—were not enjoyed equally by 
all inhabitants. We ought to be precise when we speak about elites and 
see how their lifestyle was enabled by unequal access to resources. Two, 
some have tended to idealize the Indus Civilization as egalitarian in ways 
that, to my eyes, project modern fantasies onto the past.35 I seek to avoid 
rose-tinted glasses in my attempt to recover the Indus Valley Civiliza-
tion and indeed the rest of South Asian history.

Indus Civilization people excelled in numerous crafts, which are no-
table for their artistry and as indicative of economic flourishing. They 
made distinctive jewelry, including orange and red carnelian beads etched 
with white designs and shell bangles crafted with a specialized bronze 
saw.36 Some artists crafted animal and human figurines, with the two most 
famous being from Mohenjo Daro. A white steatite rock sculpture depicts 
a bearded man with adornments on his forehead and right arm and a dec-
orated cloth slung over his left shoulder, measuring at around 7 inches tall 
(it may have been bigger originally).37 Standing even shorter, at about 5 
inches, a bronze statue shows a naked girl wearing a necklace and dozens 
of bangles, one hand poised on her hip in what some see as dancing.38 
Other celebrated Indus Civilization sculptures include terracotta carts 
and boats that were perhaps children’s toys.39 Animals, too, appear on 
Indus art items, especially seals that merit further discussion.
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Several thousand Indus Civilization seals—fired stones measuring 
1 to 5 centimeters square or rectangular—are known today. The seals typ-
ically feature an animal, design, or a few characters of writing, and make 
a positive imprint when pressed on clay or another soft surface.40 There 
are also a handful of cylindrical seals that work similarly. We cannot read 
the Indus script, and we are also unclear about the meaning of the most 
common animal on seals: a mythical unicorn (figure 1.2).41 Unicorns 
appear on seals throughout the entire time span of the Indus Civiliza-
tion and in terracotta figurines.42 They are among the features that 
mark this civilization as distinct from later Indian cultures, in which 
unicorns are rare.

Even while we remain uncertain what, exactly, Indus seal iconogra-
phy like the unicorn meant, we have a decent sense of how the seals were 
likely used. People carried Indus seals around, as evidenced by a semi-
circular boss on the back of many for threading a cord. Indus seals have 
been found as far away as Mesopotamia. At Indus Civilization sites, seals 
are often discovered clustered in certain areas, such as in markets and 
around gateways, and they have also been found in some houses and not 
others.43 A small concentration of seal impressions was found in Lothal, 
a trading outpost.44 Collectively, these patterns suggests that seals may 

Figure 1.2. Indus Civilization unicorn seal and modern impression, 

2600–1900 BCE, Punjab, Pakistan, steatite stone and clay, 3.8 × 3.8 × 1 cm.
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have enabled access to specific urban areas, for some people, and facili-
tated trade. They were produced by specialist workshops in Indus cities 
(especially at Mohenjo Daro and Harappa, where the vast majority have 
been found) and seem to have been regulated by Indus elites. In brief, 
Indus seals set their users apart from others within their society.

Indus Civilization people also distinguished themselves internally 
through death rituals, even if we have a poor understanding of this. For 
instance, some groups were buried with shell bangles, whereas other 
were not.45 Archaeologists have unearthed burial sites from across the 
Indus Civilization, although they have not found the number of burials 
one would expect within the world’s most populous ancient civilization. 
The most likely explanation is the simplest one: many Indus people prob-
ably cremated their dead. Still, the relatively few burials we have found 
demonstrate inequality in death, likely reflecting inequality in life.

There are many things we do not know regarding the Indus Valley 
Civilization, including their governments, religions, languages, and 
warfare tactics. Many archaeologists have speculated on these Indus 
Civilization unknowns, but I decline to recount their various theories 
here because all are necessarily premised on perilously thin evidence.46 
Still, two things are important to note regarding Indus Civilization un-
knowns and theories thereof. First, a lack of excavated surviving stone 
structures does not constitute evidence for a historical absence. For 
instance, we have found no huge tombs for rulers at Indus sites, on 
the scale of the gigantic pyramids made for roughly contemporary 
Egyptian pharaohs. One might see it as prudent to not divert massive 
resources to constructing royal tombs, no doubt at the expense of ev-
eryday people, but, critically, we do not know whether the Indus peoples 
did this or not. We only know that we cannot identify any funerary 
structures at present, for which there are many possible explanations 
other than that they never existed (e.g., they did not survive, are unex-
cavated, or are presently misidentified). Two, we should not assume a 
static or singular nature for Indus Civilization unknowns. For example, 
the Indus peoples may well have had multiple successive governments, 
since few states survive for 700 years, or there may have been coexisting 
rulers in different areas. Indus society was likely religiously and linguis-
tically diverse, given that pluralism in these areas is a persistent trend in 
South Asian history.
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Undeciphered Script of the Indus Valley Civilization
A corpus of several thousand Indus Civilization objects bear writing, 
demonstrating hundreds of discrete script symbols. Still, Indus script ex-
amples are all brief and undeciphered. The vast majority of examples of 
the Indus script are a symbol or two in length, and the longest piece of 
surviving Indus writing is only seventeen symbols long.47 Most known 
specimens of the Indus script are on seals, which are a few centimeters. 
The physically largest example of Indus writing is a 3-meter signboard 
of ten symbols (one of them repeats four times) found at Dholavira. We 
have no bilingual or bi-scriptal writing that includes the Indus script 
(e.g., like the Rosetta Stone that repeats the same edict in Greek, Demotic, 
and ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphics and thereby enabled archaeolo-
gists to decode Hieroglyphics). There have been dozens of claims to 
have cracked the Indus script in print over the last 150  years (and at 
least one forgery to get the job done48), but none are widely accepted 
or convincing.

Deciphering the Indus script is an alluring prize given what access 
to writing has enabled us to learn about other ancient cultures. But we 
have a severe handicap when it comes to decoding the Indus script, since 
we do not know what language or languages the Indus Civilization 
people spoke or wrote. We do not even know what family tree (or trees) 
their language (or languages) belonged to nor whether their languages 
have known descendants today. Some have speculated about the Indus 
Civilization language tree(s), with Dravidian and Munda being the best 
guesses, but there is no conclusive historical evidence at present.49 Many 
scholars believe the Indus script to be multilingual, similar to Cuneiform 
script that was used to write Sumerian and Akkadian, which further 
complicates decoding efforts.50 Frustrated by a meagre archive, some 
propose that the full script has not survived.51

A minority of scholars propose that the Indus script does not rep-
resent language at all but rather consists of non-linguistic signs.52 This 
theory sees the “script” as likely a mixture of personal and professional 
identifications and talismanic symbols, akin (to resort to modern 
examples) to a swirl of logos, coats of arms, and emojis. The idea has 
gained little traction beyond its original proposers. We know certain 
things about the Indus script, such as that it was usually written from right 
to left. Some seals contain smushed characters on the left as the scribe 
ran out of room.53 That might offer a beginning for decrypting, but there 
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remains no decisive evidence or scholarly consensus regarding whether 
the Indus script represents a language, languages, or non-linguistic 
communication.

Many historians hold out hope that the Indus script will be decoded 
someday, despite the obstacles that currently seem insurmountable. But, 
even if we can one day read what the Indus peoples wrote, we have only 
short bursts of writing from them and no texts beyond seventeen char-
acters. As a result, even if we do decipher the Indus script, material 
evidence will likely remain our bedrock for analyzing the Indus Valley 
Civilization. We are fortunate to have good chances of further archaeo-
logical discoveries given that many Indus Valley sites are only partially 
excavated, such as Mohenjo Daro, and the vast majority remain unexca-
vated entirely.

Indus Civilization in a Global Context
The Indus Valley Civilization was one of the four centers of the ancient 
world, alongside Egypt, Mesopotamia, and China. The Indus Civiliza-
tion was geographically larger than Mesopotamia and Egypt combined 
and probably significantly more populated.54 It also coexisted with other 
slightly smaller civilizational structures on or near the subcontinent. 
For instance, the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex flourished 
between 2300 and 1900 BCE (and perhaps a few centuries later too) 
around the Oxus River in northern Afghanistan.55 Indus peoples con-
nected through commercial and travel networks with these cultures and 
others, especially Mesopotamia.

Indus peoples cultivated a bustling trade of imports, exports, and 
goods that they re-exported. For instance, Indus traders imported lapis 
lazuli from Afghanistan, often exporting it to Mesopotamia and (per-
haps through other intermediaries) to Egypt, where it was used for jew-
elry and pharaonic funeral masks. Indus peoples imported turquoise 
from Central Asia and probably copper from Oman.56 Indus beads were 
widely sought after and may have inspired similar styles in China.57 To 
measure these items—and perhaps goods harder to glimpse in the ar-
chaeological record such as spices and grains—Indus traders used stan-
dardized cubical weights. These weights were often fashioned from stone 
mined in Upper Sindh’s Rohri Hills.58 They have been found across the 
Indus Civilization and as far afield as Mesopotamia.59
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The Indus Civilization’s largest transregional trading partner was 
Mesopotamia. A ca. 2300 BCE inscription of Sargon, founder of the 
Akkadian Empire, lists ships traveling to his realm from far away, with the 
furthest land named as Meluhha (i.e., the Indus Valley Civilization).60 
Despite the distance, the scale of Indus-Mesopotamian trade was likely 
quite large, including both sea and land routes.61 Indus peoples exported 
sesame oil, timber, beads, animals, lapis lazuli, and more to their Meso-
potamian contemporaries. Indus Civilization carnelian beads have been 
found at the royal cemetery at Ur (ca. 2600–2550 BCE, in modern-day 
Iraq), material proof for ancient Sumerian texts that speak of “precious 
desirable carnelian” coming from Meluhha (see the chapter epigraph).62 
A few centuries later, Sumerian texts speak of “slabs of lapis lazuli” com-
ing from the east (lapis was mined in Afghanistan).63 We are uncertain 
what the Indus Civilization imported from Mesopotamia in exchange 
for such riches, perhaps raw materials or other things that would not 
leave a clear archaeological record.64

People, too, traveled west from the Indus Valley Civilization to 
Mesopotamia. Some Indus Civilization people perhaps worked as inter-
preters in Mesopotamia, with a cylindrical seal bearing the identification 
“Shu-ilishu, Meluhha interpreter.”65 The existence of an interpreter im-
plies there were Indians working in other capacities in Mesopotamia, 
perhaps as traders. Indeed, an Akkadian text from ca. 2300 BCE men-
tions Lu-Sunzida, a “man of Meluhha” who paid in silver to fix a broken 
tooth.66 Several dozen Indus seals have been found in Mesopotamian 
cities, presumably carried there by their ancient Indian users.67 Ancient 
Mesopotamians also used seals, although in different ways than their In-
dian counterparts.68

Tracing cultural influences is a dicey proposition, especially for an-
cient history, but there are limited indications that aspects of the Indus 
Civilization were informed by cultures further west. Specifically, the 
Indus Civilization bears marks of Elamite culture, which flourished in 
west and southwest Persia in the third millennium BCE. Proto-Elamite 
script remains the best candidate for any known connection with the 
undeciphered Indus script.69 More convincing is that Indus peoples 
adapted certain mythical ideas from Elamite traditions, whether they 
learned about them firsthand or through intermediaries. For instance, 
a famous seal from the Indus Valley Civilization depicts a known Eur-
asian deity, “lord of the animals,” who sits cross-legged with a “bulg-
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ing loincloth knot” and a horned headdress.70 The depiction is similar 
to proto-Elamite seals, including the seated position.71 Such borrow-
ings also involved local adaptations, and in this case Indus peoples sub-
stituted what is typically a bull or bison headdress on proto-Elamite 
seals with a headdress from a water buffalo, an important animal in 
Indus culture.

In being open to outside influences and cultivating robust trade con-
nections, the Indus Civilization people foreshadowed many subsequent 
Indian communities. Put another way, trends of Indians seeking tran-
sregional contact far outlived the Indus Valley Civilization. But this spe-
cific large-scale culture fell apart in the second millennium BCE, and 
I turn next to the evidence of its foundering and debates about possible 
causes.

Indus Civilization Collapse
The Indus Valley Civilization declined—meaning its cities lost popula-
tion, saw a decrease in the quality of urban life, and were ultimately 
largely abandoned—between 1900 and 1700 BCE. For some Indus Civ-
ilization centers, the decline began even earlier. At Mohenjo Daro, the 
Great Bath fell into disuse around 2200 BCE as the city faced difficulties 
maintaining earlier construction.72 From 1900 BCE onward, things wors-
ened in many Indus cities. In Harappa and Mohenjo Daro, residents 
suffered drain maintenance failures.73 Dholavira was abandoned twice 
between 1900 and 1750 BCE.74 Across the civilization’s expanse, the Indus 
script and cubic weights became rare, with the former ultimately ceas-
ing altogether. Transregional trade reduced in this period. Like many 
other sites, the once bustling trade outpost of Lothal shrank to a “squat-
ter’s settlement,” as people moved out and probably east.75

Scholars have proposed an array of possible triggers for the fall of 
the Indus Civilization, with many current theories centering around cli-
mate change. Monsoon shifts about 4,000 years ago led to drier weather, 
which was perhaps unfriendly to urban life in northwestern India.76 
Droughts also likely brought on periodic flooding (although there is no 
evidence for a single catastrophic flooding event). Some key rivers dried 
up in parts, especially the Ghaggar-Hakra, and other rivers changed 
course, especially the Indus.77 Some have expressed skepticism that cli-
mate change could have caused the Indus cities to fall, arguing that “even 
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while some [environmental] factors were pertinent to certain regions, 
none can account for the decline of the entire civilization.”78 I fail to see 
why not. Although I do wonder about the possible biases of our own 
time, in which we are facing potentially civilization-ending climate 
change (chapter 24) and so are perhaps primed to see it elsewhere. Cli-
mate change is a popular explanation at present for major shifts in an-
cient cultures from the Hittites to Neolithic China.79

A distinct issue is whether the end of Indus Civilization urbanity 
constituted a decline or improvement in human living standards in 
northwestern India. Certainly, for urban elites, much was lost. Still, even 
they escaped the smelly streets of Indus cities where backed-up gutters 
and litter were common by the end. But, for everybody else, returning 
to a mixture of rural and hunter-gatherer life had upsides. Indus cities 
had spread disease, with both tuberculosis and leprosy being attested in 
the skeletal record.80 Also, cholera—an endemic Indian disease—perhaps 
spread amid decaying city infrastructure. In brief, as James Scott has re-
cently argued for societies west of India, “The early states were fragile 
and liable to collapse, but the ensuing ‘dark ages’ may often have marked 
an actual improvement in human welfare.”81

Elsewhere in South Asia, people probably did not even notice the 
decline of the Indus Civilization, since other Indian cultural formations 
developed on distinct timetables. Worth mentioning here are the large 
ashmounds of central and southern India, created between 2700 and 
1200 BCE by people who burned cow dung and other material at high 
temperatures.82 We do not know why south Indians—who herded live-
stock, farmed, and exploited wild plants—created over 100 such mounds 
by burning dung, again and again at the same spot, over centuries.83 Per-
haps, at first, they were just cleaning up. But it soon became a deliberate 
act, and one of the largest ashmounds at Kudatini (in modern Karna-
taka) is 130 meters wide by 10 meters high.84 The ashmounds are often 
situated within habitation areas and so were perhaps central to daily life 
for their creators.85 It would have been quite the experience to witness 
one of the burnings, gazing up at an awesome fire show and feeling the 
radiating heat that sometimes exceeded 1,200 degrees Celsius.86 Through 
repeated burnings, people deliberately created these monumental struc-
tures that are still easily visible millennia later as part of the human-
altered landscape in the southern Deccan, northeast Karnataka, and 
western Andhra Pradesh.
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Conclusion: Vanishing and Continuing
While Indus Civilization cities were largely abandoned by around 1700 
BCE, Indus people and their descendants continued to live in the region 
or nearby, albeit with different lifestyles. There are surely points of con-
tinuity between the Indus Civilization and later South Asian cultures, 
although scholars have trouble sorting out precise links due to limited 
evidence. Perhaps the most easily identifiable point of continuity from 
the Indus Civilization were orange and red carnelian beads etched in 
white, which spread across South Asia and remained popular for centu-
ries (chapter 3). Dice, too, are first attested in India in the Indus Civiliza-
tion and recur in other premodern periods (notably, in the Mahabharata, 
chapter 5). Other civilizations of the period, too, had lasting cultural 
legacies. For example, the namaste gesture—common in South Asia 
today—has antecedents in the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Com-
plex around Afghanistan’s Oxus River ca. 2000 BCE.87 On the other 
hand, many things died out with South Asia’s first cities, ranging from 
the Indus script to the Indus Civilization’s interest in unicorns (who 
rarely feature in later Indian cultures).88 Also, Indians forgot about the 
Indus Civilization, and it was not rediscovered and properly identified 
until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries CE (chapter 19). Accord-
ingly, this chapter of South Asian history stands apart, more than most 
others, from later Indian developments.

Further Reading
This is, by far, the most temporally expansive chapter of this book, and 
I drew accordingly on multiple discrete scholarly fields and subfields. 
On Indian prehistory, I relied on the work of David Reich on genetics, 
Dilip Chakrabarti on archaeology, and Yasodhar Mathpal on Bhimb-
etka. I  found Tony Joseph’s book a solid overview, sans jargon, of 
some key points of Indian prehistory. I looked beyond South Asianists 
for certain ideas, finding work compelling by James Scott, Peter Bell-
wood, and others for thinking about the human turn to agriculture. For 
the Indus Civilization, Jonathan Mark Kenoyer’s scholarship is without 
parallel, and I  also drew on Gregory Possehl, Nayanjot Lahiri, Rita 
Wright, and others, in addition to the online resource (maintained by 
scholars) harappa​.com.
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Ancient Migrants  
and Vedic Practices

He who studies understands, not the one who sleeps.

—Rig Veda, ca. 1200 BCE (Vedic Sanskrit)1

Around 1500 BCE, the Indian subcontinent was peopled by groups 
of diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. Some communities 

had ancestors who had participated in the Indus Valley Civilization 
(chapter 1), but most did not.2 We know few details about most residents 
of the subcontinent around 3,500 years ago, aside from what kind of pot-
tery they favored. But one group, who migrated to parts of northwest-
ern India around this time, left behind texts that offer substantial insight 
into their communities’ values and culture: Indo-European speakers who 
authored and transmitted the Vedas. As per their modern designation, 
Indo-European speakers had roots outside of the subcontinent, migrat-
ing into the northwest. After hundreds of years of mixing culturally and 
through marriage with others already present in northwestern India 
(largely what is Afghanistan and Pakistan today), they developed Vedic 
Sanskrit and composed the hymns, chants, and formulas later grouped 
together as the four Vedas. The Vedas—our earliest surviving Indian 
texts—offer a peek into the lifestyles and ideas of their ancient authors. 
Also, while the influence of Vedic practices remained limited in these 
early centuries, that slowly changed. Over the next few thousand years, 
Brahmins and others who revered the Vedas shaped key aspects of South 
Asian languages, cultures, and religions.

2
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Migrations of Indo-European Speakers
Over several hundred years, between 1700 and 1200 BCE, small groups 
of people who spoke an Indo-European language or languages migrated 
into northwestern India in search of land for farming and grazing. They 
perhaps came from the Caucasus and Persia, through the Hindu Kush 
Mountains (which they called Uparishyena, “Beyond where Falcons 
Go”), and settled in the dry Punjab region.3 These small groups were pas-
toralists and nomadic cattle herders, sometimes clearing forests and 
other times cattle rustling or migrating further east. After a few hundred 
more years, perhaps around 1000 BCE, some had settled in villages along 
the comparatively wet and lush Gangetic plain.4

These ancient migrants called themselves “aryan” or “arya” (noble). 
And so, some scholars refer to them as such or, in a nod to their inte-
gration with people already in northern India, Indo-Aryans.5 I prefer the 
more neutral descriptor “Vedic” or the linguistically accurate, “Indo-
European speakers.” Whatever we dub this linguistically defined mi
grant group, they trickled into the subcontinent in relatively small 
numbers, were themselves a series of fractured clans, and did not dis-
rupt life for most Indians. So, why are we talking about them? In short, 
the long-term influence of Vedic culture far outsized its modest begin-
ning and serves as one major strand that informs South Asian cultures 
throughout history and into today.

Specifically, Vedic rituals, social organization, relationships with cer-
tain animals, and languages developed and spread over later centuries, 
ultimately numbering among the many sources for what we now call 
Hinduism. That said, a lot has changed over the last 3,000 years. Most, 
possibly all, modern-day Hindus would find Vedic culture ca. 1000 BCE 
to be utterly foreign. Because of this disconnect, many scholars prefer to 
not use the anachronistic term “Hinduism” to describe the religion of 
these early clans, instead speaking of Vedic religion or Brahminism.6 
That disruption in common vocabulary is useful because it forces us to 
look more closely at what we know about these early Indo-European 
speaking migrants and, as they settled in parts of northern India, their 
evolving ideas and lifestyles.

Linguistic analysis provides the cornerstone evidence for migrations 
of Indo-European speakers into northern India in the second millen-
nium BCE. Vedic Sanskrit and its slightly later descendent, classical San
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skrit, are cognate with a host of other Indo-European languages, in-
cluding Greek, Latin, Persian (Old Persian and modern Farsi),  
and even modern English. We can still hear these ancient links in com-
mon words today, such as mother in English and matr in Sanskrit. 
Working backward, scholars have reconstructed proto-Indo-European, a 
language spoken perhaps around 4000–2500 BCE west of the subconti-
nent and of which Vedic Sanskrit is a linguistic descendent. Indo-
European speaking migrants brought this language family to the 
subcontinent, and, over time, Sanskrit flourished as an elite tongue.7 
Today, most north Indian languages—including Urdu, Hindi, Bengali, 
Gujarati, Punjabi, and Marathi—are Indo-European in origin (although 
Sanskrit itself was never a spoken vernacular).

Modern people generally attribute the critical discovery that San
skrit belongs to the Indo-European language family tree to William 
Jones, a late eighteenth-century British Indologist based in Calcutta 
(chapter 17). However, several decades before Jones, in the 1750s, the 
Delhi-based (and, at the end of his life, Lucknow-based) Indian thinker 
Khan-i Arzu unearthed the same connection in his Persian text Musmir 
(Fruitful).8 That most remember the British Jones and few have even 
heard of the Indian Khan-i Arzu is a testament to the persistent privi-
leging of Western traditions and the ongoing devaluation of premod-
ern Indian knowledge, both of which this book seeks to help remedy.

The linguistic evidence is strong enough to stand alone as proof of 
ancient migrations by Indo-European speakers into northwestern India 
between 1700 and 1200 BCE, but it is supplemented by conceptual links. 
Vedic gods have parallels in cultures outside of India—including among 
Zoroastrians in Persia, Hittites in Anatolia, Mitanni in Syria and north-
ern Mesopotamia, and Kassites in Babylon—which further suggests a 
common, non-subcontinental source.9 Parallels are especially rich 
between the Vedas and the oldest Avestan texts, used by Zoroastrian 
communities in Persia (modern-day Iran).10 Additionally, the Vedas 
mention places in Persia and Central Asia as well as how groups “crossed 
many rivers” and went “through narrow passages” in what are possible 
memories of historical migrations.11

In recent years, many people have been captivated by the possibility 
of genetic evidence for the ca. 1700–1200 BCE movements of Indo-
European speakers into northwestern India. Indeed, recent genetic 
analysis shows significant differences between ancestral north Indians 
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and ancestral south Indians, with the former group sharing genetic sim-
ilarities with populations in Central Asia, the Middle East, and Europe.12 
Analyses of ancient skeletal remains indicate the introduction of Steppe 
ancestry in northwestern India (a marker of migrants to the region) after 
the Indus Civilization’s decline and before the composition of the Ve
das.13 Both finds are consistent with ancient Indo-European speaking 
migrations.14

Material evidence furnishes little for further understanding these an-
cient migrations. Archaeologists have unearthed remains of various 
settlements in northern India around the times and places that Indo-
European speakers lived in the second millennium BCE, but we have 
no means of linking the two. In any case, people who herded cows, 
planted crops, and held their religious rituals outdoors or in temporary 
structures may have left behind scant archaeological remains. Early Vedic 
communities did not even make bricks. Their light material footprint 
stands in stark contrast to the robust archaeological remains of the Indus 
Civilization (chapter 1). We find more robust resources for reconstruct-
ing Vedic worldviews and ritual practices in the earliest extant Indian 
texts that they composed and cherished: the Vedas.

Vedas as Oral Texts
The four Vedas—the Rig Veda, Sama Veda, Yajur Veda, and Atharva 
Veda—were composed in an archaic form of Sanskrit over a thousand-
year period, roughly 1400–500 BCE, in northern parts of the subconti-
nent. Of the four Vedas, the Rig Veda is the oldest. In its current state, the 
Rig Veda comprises 1,028 hymns (suktas) organized in ten sections, but 
this compilation occurred sometime later. Initially, the earliest Rig Vedic 
hymns were composed over probably five or six generations by 1200 BCE 
and transmitted by individual lineages.15 Many hymns have named au-
thors, such as Vishvamitra, Bharadvaja, and Atri.16 Their compositions 
and others were subsequently collected into the so-called family books 
(sections 2–7 of the Rig Veda).17 Some later layers of the Rig Veda are as-
cribed to female authors, such as Apala Atreyi and Ghosha Kakshivati, 
although scholars have questioned the veracity of these attributions.18

The Vedic hymns were composed, anthologized, and transmitted 
orally. The Vedas themselves stress the power of vach (speech), espe-
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cially for ritual purposes. Brahmins, the class of trained priests who 
preserved the Vedas, developed sophisticated recitation techniques—
memorizing the text backwards and forwards and various other ways—
that ensured accurate transmission over millennia. The Vedas were 
eventually written down, probably in the early second millennium CE, 
but, even then, oral transmission was preferred. An undated text on 
how to pronounce Vedic hymns warns that a pandit who reads (likhita-
pathaka) ranks among the worst kinds of Vedic reciters.19 A verse from 
the epic Mahabharata (ca. 100 CE) predicts that those who write the 
Vedas (vedanam lekhaka) will go to hell (nirayagamina).20 Even today, 
select groups of Brahmins uphold traditional techniques of reciting 
the Vedas, and their methods have been documented by UNESCO as 
part of the “Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.”21

While we know what the four Vedas sound like, making sense of 
their contents is challenging. These ancient works, especially the Rig 
Veda’s earliest layers, were composed thousands of years ago in a society 
radically different from any in modernity (and, frankly, from most in 
premodernity). In trying to bridge this formidable gap, we lack evidence 
external to the Rig Veda to infer how communities in this early period 
used these hymns. We must rely on Vedic literature alone to make sense 
of this society. And Vedic texts were not composed as historical records 
but rather as invocations to gods, curses, blessings, and so forth. Even 
reconstructing Vedic mythology is challenging, since many hymns refer 
to stories involving gods and other figures without elaborating the full 
tales, assuming that these would be familiar to all listeners. These diffi-
culties are compounded by the language of the Vedas, which is not only 
ancient but, by design, abstruse. As modern scholars have explained, 
Vedic poets opted for difficult, recondite language as part of their aes-
thetics of appealing to various deities. What was crafted to delight the 
gods has confounded generations of interpreters.22 As early as the mid-
first millennium BCE, the lexicographer Yaska struggled to ascertain the 
meaning of many Vedic words.23

The Vedas promise to deliver wisdom. The very word veda means 
knowledge (veda has the same Indo-European root as the English witness 
and the German wissen). Despite the plethora of challenges, when read 
carefully, the enigmatic Vedas transmit a wealth of information about 
the people who authored and preserved these texts, both information 
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that they meant to communicate and insights that were unintentionally 
preserved.

Vedic Social and Religious Life
The Rig Veda outlines two distinct communities that intermixed: the mi
grants who revered Vedic hymns and rituals and those they name as 
dasa or dasyu, autochthonous residents of northern India. Some hymns 
express a desire to conquer dasa groups, for instance appealing to the god 
Indra to deliver the dasas to (the rhetoric goes) the superior Vedic com-
munity.24 But the Rig Veda also documents how the two broad groups 
intermingled. Some Vedic clans forged alliances with dasas.25 Hymns 
authored by two separate families record rituals being performed for the 
dasa chiefs Bribu and Balbutha Taruksha, respectively.26 The groups 
intermarried, likely unevenly with men more likely to take local wives. 
Later Vedic texts speak highly of Brahmin men born of dasa mothers, 
and genetic evidence bolsters claims of intermarriage.27

Language provides the most visceral evidence of cross-cultural ex-
changes. Many, possibly all, dasa groups spoke Dravidian and Munda 
languages, two linguistic families that preceded Indo-European tongues 
on the subcontinent.28 Both Dravidian and Munda words appear in the 
Vedas, including the Rig Veda (the earliest of the four), which indicates 
communication between Indo-European speaking migrants and autoch-
thonous communities. More fundamentally, Sanskrit’s retroflex sounds—
where your tongue curls back so that its underside touches the roof of 
your mouth—were borrowed from Dravidian languages.29 In other 
words, the very language of the Vedas was produced through social 
and cultural mixing.

While Vedic groups adopted much from those already living in 
northwestern India, they also introduced new practices and technologies, 
such as domesticated horses. Before Indo-European speakers migrated, 
domesticated horses were not a major feature of any known subconti-
nental culture (including the Indus Valley Civilization), perhaps because 
the best areas for breeding horses were in Central Asia.30 The Vedic 
peoples prized horses for practical, cultural, and religious reasons. Horses 
assured speedy travel and offered a military advantage. They were also a 
major sacrificial animal, especially in the ashvamedha (horse sacrifice) 
that became notably elaborate in the first millennium BCE. In later 
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Sanskrit-based traditions, kings and emperors used the ashvamedha to 
express real and imagined political power (chapter 7). Cattle were an-
other important animal in Vedic culture, serving as sources of food and 
status markers. Vedic peoples were far from the first beefeaters in South 
Asia, and the animal was widely consumed within the Indus Civiliza-
tion as well.31 In Vedic culture, cattle held specific symbolic value. They 
were also used as currency, including to pay Brahmin priests to perform 
rituals.32

Vedic religious life was well suited to the clans’ peripatetic lifestyle. 
As Stephanie Jamison has put it, the Vedic peoples constructed the 
“ideally portable religion,” which had no fixed place of worship, no 
written texts, and no icons.33 But one thing they had in abundance were 
gods. The conceptual world of the Rig Veda teems with divine figures, 
including deified natural phenomena such as the sun, earth, sky, and 
dawn. Other gods are referred to with fleeting references to their larger 
mythologies that we cannot fully reconstruct, such as Varuna, Mitra, 
and Indra. Some Vedic hymns are almost personal. One example is 
Vasishtha’s poem to Varuna (god of the ocean), which is found in the 
oldest layer of the Rig Veda. Vasishtha addresses Varuna directly and, 
speaking in the first person, imagines the two of them sailing across an 
ocean toward the sun.34 Other Vedic hymns are more esoteric, animated 
by an embrace of plurality and questioning, rather than appealing to a 
specific deity. One example that speaks remarkably well across time is 
Rig Veda hymn 10.129 that poses many unanswered questions in a med-
itation on the profundity of creation.

Rig Veda Hymn 10.129, ca. 1000 BCE
There was neither non-existence nor existence then; there was neither 
the realm of space nor the sky which is beyond. What stirred? Where? In 
whose protection? Was there water, bottomlessly deep?

There was neither death nor immortality then. There was no distin-
guishing sign of night nor of day. That one breathed, windless, by its own 
impulse. Other than that there was nothing beyond.

Darkness was hidden by darkness in the beginning; with no distin-
guishing sign, all this was water. The life force that was covered with 
emptiness, that one arose through the power of heat.
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Desire came upon that one in the beginning; that was the first seed 
of mind. Poets seeking in their heart with wisdom found the bond of ex-
istence in non-existence.

Their cord was extended across. Was there below? Was there above? 
There were seed-placers; there were powers. There was impulse 
beneath; there was giving-forth above.

Who really knows? Who will here proclaim it? Whence was it pro-
duced? Whence is this creation? The gods came afterwards, with the 
creation of this universe. Who then knows whence it has arisen?

Whence this creation has arisen—perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps 
it did not—the one who looks down on it, in the highest heaven, only he 
knows—or perhaps he does not know.35

Among the Rig Veda’s many deities, two stand out who served as 
ritual links between the human and divine worlds: Agni and Soma. 
Agni, fire, was central to Vedic sacrifices as a consumer of offered items. 
One could present items to many Vedic gods, but Agni alone could de-
vour the offering via burning before the sacrificer’s eyes. Soma has 
prompted much debate but was some kind of edible plant pressed into 
a beverage, probably with mind-altering qualities. In the eighth section 
of the Rig Veda, one hymn dwells on the euphoric effects of ingesting 
Soma once the substance has “settled down in every limb” and “enflamed 
me like a churned fire.” Once verse reads:

We have drunk the soma;
we have become immortal;
we have gone to the light;
we have found the gods.36

Vedic communities performed sacrifices to their gods, and these 
rituals constituted a central part of their conceptual and social worlds. 
The Rig Veda is shot through with mention of sacrifice (yajna, homa), 
and many rites were further elaborated in later centuries. Public shrauta 
sacrifices were done outdoors or in temporary constructions. Shrauta 
rituals involved elements that would strike most modern people as eso-
teric and aspects that raise eyebrows today. The horse sacrifice (ashva-
medha) is a prime example. A host of specialized Brahmin priests—each 
with his own title such as udgatar and hotar—were required to conduct 
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the horse sacrifice, with each priest having his own tasks and price tag. 
The sacrifice could take up to a year to complete, most of which was spent 
allowing the horse to wander.

The ashvamedha’s finale featured a ritualized enactment of aberrant 
sexuality. Specifically, the sacrificer’s wife pantomimed having sex with 
the just strangled and, thus, erect horse while his other wives engaged 
in lurid banter with priests.37 The bestiality aspect of this ritual finds 
rough parallels in other cultures, such as urban legends about Russia’s 
Catherine II.38 It caused colonial-era scholars’ cheeks to redden, and 
some declined to translate the more graphic bits of Vedic texts.39 But 
prudishness was a Victorian preoccupation, not a Vedic one. The themes 
of public intercourse and sexual jousting recur in other public gather-
ings of Vedic society, which also included forms of entertainment more 
comfortable to many today, such as singing, dancing, and riddles.40 Vedic 
practitioners understood such sexual behavior as breaching ordinary 
conduct and so pursued it within a ritual context to allow for an unleash-
ing of chaos within a controlled environment.41 While many details of 
Vedic sacrifices have changed over time, the general emphasis on ritual 
has thrived within various Hindu communities. Even today, many prac
titioners and scholars define Hinduism by its rituals, by what people do, 
rather than by what individual Hindus may or may not believe.42

The Vedic emphasis on sacrifice prompted numerous additional so-
cial and intellectual developments between 1200 and 400 BCE. Many 
sacrifices required knowledge of mathematics, astrology, and astronomy 
to run properly.43 Especially as sacrifices became more elaborate, they 
served to redistribute wealth and to concentrate it within two major 
groups: the sacrifice sponsors and the priests who performed the ritu-
als. Eventually these two groups came to have names: Kshatriyas and 
Brahmins, respectively. A late addition to the Rig Veda describes the sac-
rifice of the cosmic man that created, among other things, a hierarchy of 
four social classes:

When they divided up the man, how many parts did they make?
What did they call his mouth, arms, thighs, and feet?
The Brahmin was his mouth. His arms the ruler.
His thighs were the Vaishya. From his feet came the Shudra.44

This fourfold theory of social organization no doubt contrasted with the 
messy reality of intermixed groups in ancient north India. But ideas hold 
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power, and this one became entrenched in later millennia along with 
ideas about Brahminical identity and superiority first expressed within 
Vedic culture (figure 2.1).

Notably, this first articulation of a new idea—the fourfold varna 
system—came couched within one of the most repeated, familiar aspects 
of Vedic society: ritual sacrifice. While both sacrificers and Brahmins 
were required for Vedic rituals, as funders and priests, respectively, 
the early Vedic texts are products of Brahminical thought. In fact, Brah-
mins claimed authority and special status in early Vedic society pre-
cisely because of their textual and ritual expertise. Brahmins alone, they 
proclaimed, had the adhikara (right) to knowledge contained within 
the Vedas and to perform Vedic rituals, the centerpiece of this social 
community.45

By looking at how rituals developed over the centuries, we can trace 
a Vedic historical consciousness across multiple texts. After the Rig Veda, 
three other Vedas were composed a bit later and elaborated on ritual 
practices. The Sama Veda largely overlaps in content with the Rig Veda. 
The Yajur Veda offers mantras (ritual formulas). Standing a bit apart 

Brahmin

Kshatriya

Vaishya

Shudra

Dalit (Untouchable)

LATE VEDIC SOCIAL HIERARCHY

Resources Prestige

Figure 2.1. Social hierarchy as imagined in the Rig Veda, ca. 1000 BCE.
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from these first three, the Atharva Veda includes magical poems, life 
cycle rites, and far more. Composed perhaps around 800–600 BCE, 
Brahmana and Aranyaka works interpret Vedic rituals by providing fur-
ther details of specific sacrifices and rituals. All these works, along with 
the Upanishads (discussed in the next section), are part of the broader 
Vedic tradition (and, somewhat confusingly, “Veda” can refer to the four 
Vedas or to this larger set of works). Many later Vedic texts flesh out sto-
ries and philosophies that highlight the sacrificial inclinations of this 
society. For instance, one story from the Shatapatha Brahmana, com-
posed in the seventh to sixth centuries BCE, explains why animals are 
tied to a pole (yupa) at sacrificial grounds. The tale goes that animals 
used to walk upright on two legs, like humans, and opposed being im-
molated in the sacrificial fire. They were cowed into submission by the 
gods’ thunderbolt, which is the sacrificial post.46

The voices we hear in the broad corpus of Vedic texts (1500 BCE–
400 BCE) are overwhelmingly male and, to modern eyes, young (which 
we should keep in mind when discussing, say, creative sexual elements 
of the horse sacrifice), but women were also part of this world. Women 
recited mantras and were required to participate as wives in sacrifices.47 
Women still wielded limited power in Vedic society, and there are indi-
cations that their introduction to public sacrifices met with resistance.48 
Perhaps, then, it is unsurprising that we glimpse women in the Vedas 
most clearly in domestic concerns and regarding their relations with 
men. Some Rig Veda hymns promise to protect against miscarriage, and 
others assure a safe birth.49 The text describes an incestuous rape in 
graphic terms.50 Polygamy was practiced in Vedic society, and one hymn 
offers a woman the ability to “triumph over her rival wife,” attracting all 
their shared husband’s attention and ensuring that he “takes no pleasure 
in this person [his other wife].”51 The Rig Veda also provides incanta-
tions for more prosaic concerns, such as a sleep charm that bids various 
household members to “Go to sleep!”52

A lullaby contrasts with how most people today imagine the four 
Vedas, and that is because few people read the Vedas and many inter-
pretations of the Vedas are products of later centuries. As mentioned, 
sometime post-composition, people collated slightly more than a thou-
sand hymns into the Rig Veda, thus making what had been the intellec-
tual property of discrete clans into an anthology. Even after the Vedic 
tradition was codified, new ideas about it surfaced. For instance, one later 
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idea is that the Vedas are shruti (heard) and thus especially authorita-
tive, in contrast to other kinds of Hindu texts that are dubbed smriti 
(remembered). One influential philosophy known as Purva Mimamsa 
understood the Vedas to be apaurusheya, authorless, whereas many of 
the hymns’ original authors put down their names.53 Even in ancient 
India, the Vedas were reinterpreted, sometimes quite radically.

Thinking ahead, one big question that arises is: How important were 
the Vedas to later Hindu communities? No doubt the answer has var-
ied, and even today their importance is debated, with some arguing that 
revering the Vedas is definitional to Hinduism and others describing 
them as irrelevant for the vast majority of lived Hindu experience. Either 
way, the Vedas are a set of texts that survived and were repeatedly ana-
lyzed and imbued with new meanings. In ancient India, the authors of 
the Upanishads constituted a key group of Vedic interpreters, who took 
the texts and thus the Hindu tradition in new directions.

New Ideas in the Upanishads
By 600 to 500 BCE, groups who honored the Vedas and used Sanskrit 
had spread across much of the northern subcontinent. They were far 
from culturally dominant and had not yet moved south of the Vindhya 
Mountains in central India.54 But Vedic culture was known in and 
around the Gangetic plain, where fertile agriculture created ripe con-
ditions for the rise of cities and accompanying lifestyle changes. King-
doms that we will hear about again, such as Magadha (chapter 3), date 
to this period. As new urban centers emerged, people began to author 
texts called Upanishads that purported to explain the philosophy of 
the Vedas while, in actuality, introducing innovative ideas. The Upani-
shads number at fifty-two in some later northern traditions, and 108 in 
some later southern traditions. If we count all Sanskrit texts that bill 
themselves as “upanishad” (literally meaning “sitting near” and refer-
ring to a pupil sitting near a teacher), then there are hundreds, some 
composed as late as the sixteenth century CE.55 Here I focus on the 
earliest Upanishads, the Brihadaranyaka and Chandogya, which, like 
the Vedas they claim to gloss, were initially composed and transmit-
ted orally and were anthologized slightly later. These early Upanishads 
echo some of the prosaic concerns of the Vedas, offering rites to ensure 
safe childbirth and charms to render your wife’s lover impotent.56 The 
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Brihadaranyaka and Chandogya Upanishads also offer substantial in-
novations that reinterpreted key Vedic ideas for a new audience en-
meshed in shifting social realities.

The Upanishads are sometimes called vedanta, the end of the Vedas, 
and, appropriately given this description, they offer two major narratives 
for how Vedic sacrifice had developed over the prior centuries. The early 
Upanishads attest that Vedic rituals had become more elaborate and 
monied as compared to the evidence glimpsed in the Rig Veda. For in-
stance, the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad records that Janaka, ruler of Vi
deha, performed a sacrifice with “lavish renumeration” to the Brahmins 
who flocked from nearby regions, and so “corralled a thousand cows, 
tying ten pieces of gold to the horns of each one.”57 Even if this inflates 
the amount of cash thrown around at sacrifices in the sixth century BCE, 
it indicates that, in the years since the composition of the Rig Veda, Vedic 
rituals had become economic powerhouses whose financial offerings at-
tracted priests from far and wide.

Alongside elaborate physical sacrifices, the Upanishads posited that 
yajna (sacrifice) could be internalized, a radically new idea within Vedic 
culture. As the Chandogya Upanishad puts it: “Now, what people call 
‘sacrifice’ (yajna) is really being a celibate student (brahmacharya). Being 
a celibate student is how one finds the knower. What people call ‘offer-
ing’ (ishta) is really being a celibate student. Striving precisely by being 
a celibate student, one discovers the self.”58 In other words, the pursuit 
of knowledge, especially by being a celibate student (brahmacharin), 
could produce comparable results to physical Vedic sacrifice. This star-
tling proposition would likely have met with opposition or perhaps just 
blank stares of non-comprehension by Vasishtha, Vishvamitra, and other 
Rig Veda poets. Here we glimpse astonishing innovation of the core Rig 
Vedic concept of the centrality of sacrifices, even while still using the 
basic language and grammar of ritual.

The Brihadaranyaka and Chandogya Upanishads attest that ascet-
icism—depriving oneself of pleasures, often including society and food—
was emerging as a legitimate spiritual path by the middle of the first mil-
lennium BCE. Asceticism makes the most sense in an era of urbanization, 
when there were sufficient concentrations of wealth and people to re-
nounce. Notably, in the early Upanishads, asceticism appears to be a 
lifestyle choice (not a stage of life, which was a later development).59 
Ascetic practices were designed to promote spiritual growth, and they 
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also proved a useful set of tools for those who articulated religious paths 
that eschewed the Vedas, such as Buddhism and Jainism, in the coming 
centuries (chapter 3).

Karma is another idea that was seriously overhauled in the early 
Upanishads. Karma literally means “action.” In the Vedas, karma denoted 
ritual action specifically and the ability of this highly regulated human 
activity to produce certain results (e.g., money, power, pleasing a god). 
In contrast, in the Upanishads, all human actions result in negative or 
positive implications for one’s next life.60 This expanded notion of kar
ma and its consequences went along with the idea of samsara—the cycle 
of death and rebirth that characterizes all human existence—that became 
elaborated at this time.

In the Upanishads, just as in the Vedas, sacrifices could produce good 
karma, but so, too, could knowledge. At one point in the Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad, Yajnavalkya explicitly argues to his wife Gargi that knowl-
edge supersedes sacrifice: “Gargi! If a person gives offerings, performs 
sacrifices, and does austerities in this world for many thousands of years, 
but does not know that imperishable, then it comes to nothing. Wretched 
is the person who leaves this world without knowing that imperishable, 
Gargi!”61 Some scholars have theorized that Kshatriyas introduced some 
of these new ideas in the early Upanishads, enriching a tradition that, 
until that point, had been dominated by Brahminical thought.62 The the-
ory finds limited support in some Upanishadic stories, but it remains 
uncertain. I am not even clear that it is historically accurate to talk about 
a cohesive Kshatriya identity or community in the sixth century BCE. 
We make far more headway on the important agenda to search for non-
Brahmin voices in ancient India in the next chapter, by looking to 
communities that went beyond reinterpreting Brahminical practices, 
instead ignoring or rejecting them.

Some women speak up in the male-dominated philosophical debates 
within the early Upanishads. For instance, Gargi Vachaknavi and Mai-
treyi both talk philosophy with men. Some of Gargi’s contributions 
echo the Rig Veda questioning hymn by dealing with similar queries 
about the origins of things in the world and wondering on what the uni-
verse is woven. Still, Gargi and Maitreyi are, perhaps, exceptions that 
prove the rule that Brahminical social conventions around the sixth 
century BCE usually excluded women from philosophical and ritual 
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exegesis.63 Nonetheless, there was some space for women in this world. 
The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad mentions a ritual one can perform to 
obtain an “educated daughter” (duhita pandita).64

A mother-son conversation between Jabala and Satyakama stands 
out for its display of female sexuality. In the exchange, Satyakama asks 
his mother, Jabala, for his gotra, meaning his line of patrilineal descent. 
Gotras are exogamous Brahmin lineages that became elaborated in later 
centuries and are, critically, patrilineal (in contrast to caste, which is 
generally understood to depend on the status of both parents).65 Jabala 
states, rather nonplussed, that she slept around and does not know her 
son’s father. She offers her own name as a substitute, and Satyakama is 
ultimately identified by his caste (see excerpt). In addition to the seem-
ing easy acceptance of a woman’s sexual promiscuity as Jabala “got 
around a lot as a working girl,” the passage also offers an early example 
of the importance of caste identity, specifically being Brahmin.

Jabala and Satyakama on Being a Brahmin, Excerpt from  
the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, ca. 500 BCE
Satyakama Jabala said to his mother Jabala: “I want to live as a Vedic stu-
dent (brahmacharya). What is my lineage through my father (gotra)?” 
She answered: “My dear, I don’t know your paternal lineage. In my youth, 
I got around a lot as a working girl, and you came along. So, I don’t know 
your paternal lineage. But my name is Jabala. Your name is Satyakama. 
So, say that you are Satyakama Jabala.”

Satyakama approached Haridrumata Gautama and said, “I want to 
live as a Vedic student. Please let me study under you.”

Haridrumata asked him: “Son, what is your lineage through your 
father?” He replied: “Sir, I don’t know my paternal lineage. When I asked 
my mother, she said: ‘In my youth, I got around a lot as a working girl, 
and you came along. So, I don’t know your paternal lineage. But my name 
is Jabala. Your name is Satyakama.’ So, I am Satyakama Jabala, Sir.”

Haridrumata said to him: “Nobody who was not a Brahmin could say 
that. Get some firewood, son. I will initiate you since you have not strayed 
from the truth.”66
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For many today, the most inspirational aspect of the early Upani-
shads is the repeated showcasing of philosophical inquiry. For instance, 
in one chapter of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, Vidagdha Shakalya 
asks Yajnavalkya seven times: “How many gods are there?”67 Each time, 
Yajnavalkya gives a different answer, starting from several thousand and 
dwindling to one. His penultimate answer is cheeky: There are “one and 
a half ” gods. This idea of a flexible number of deities, depending on one’s 
perspective, connects with parts of the Vedas that identify specific gods 
with one another. Arguably, it also offers an early precedent for later 
strands of Hindu traditions—each with its own specific genealogy—
that emphasize the unity of God (chapters 8 and 19).

Another example of the Upanishadic emphasis on philosophy is the 
recurrent subject of how the atman (self) relates to the brahman (ulti-
mate reality). Speakers in the early Upanishads struggled to describe 
either concept clearly, sometimes resorting to negation.68 For instance, 
Yajnavalkya says: “Describing this self (atman), we can only say ‘not, not.’ 
He is ungraspable since he cannot be grasped. He is undecaying since he 
is not subject to decay. He has nothing stuck to him since he cannot 
stick to anything. He is boundless, without being agitated or harmed.”69 
Perhaps the most famous expression in the Chandogya Upanishad con-
cerns the self: tat tvam asi (That’s how you are).70 This expresses some 
sort of relationship between atman and brahman, although its contours 
remain vague, to put it mildly. Perhaps that vagueness is what, in part, 
has allowed many modern people to feel that the Upanishads speak to 
core human concerns, in addition to being products of a specific time 
and place and thus of historical interest.

Conclusion: Sanskrit and Its Discontents
Speech was a powerful concept in the early Upanishads, like in the 
Vedas, although the language of the two bodies of materials differed sub-
stantially. The Sanskrit of the early Upanishads had lost many linguistic 
features of Vedic Sanskrit and approaches classical Sanskrit, a register 
more or less codified by the grammarian Panini who lived around the 
fourth century BCE in what is now Pakistan. Even as Sanskrit developed, 
Brahminical culture overall met with a decidedly mixed response. To 
put it bluntly, not everybody was charmed by the late stages of Vedic so-
ciety. From the turn of the fifth century BCE onward, numerous philo-
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sophical and religious positions articulated ideas that had nothing to do 
with Vedic practices, and they all steered clear of Sanskrit, seen as a lan-
guage closely associated with Brahminical practices. In the following 
chapter, I turn our attention to non-Vedic trends as well as accompany-
ing political, economic, and social changes.

Further Reading
The Rig Veda has been published numerous times, and the Sanskrit text is 
available and searchable online. I consulted English translations by Steph-
anie Jamison and Joel Brereton (full translation) and by Wendy Doniger 
(select hymns). Those scholars, along with Laurie Patton, Frits Staal, and 
Michael Witzel, have produced significant scholarship interpreting the 
Vedas. For a grounded historical perspective on the Vedic period, Romila 
Thapar’s work offers much to specialists and general readers alike. Patrick 
Olivelle’s work on the Upanishads is detailed and careful; I also consulted 
Olivelle’s Sanskrit edition of the early Upanishads.
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Building and  
Renouncing Cities,  
550–325 BCE

You are called Freed, Mutta,
so be freed!
Be like the moon emerging from the darkness of an eclipse.

—Mutta, Therigatha, fourth–third century BCE (Pali)1

Between 550 and 325 BCE, Indian communities underwent a near ex-
plosion of interlinked cultural, political, religious, and economic 

innovations. A wave of urbanization constitutes the first South Asian 
experiences of city life since the fall of the Indus Civilization more 
than a millennium earlier (chapter 1). Building upon greater population 
density, rulers forged larger political formations, including empires, 
monarchies, and oligarchies. Others innovated in the religious realm, 
preaching new philosophies and lifestyles. This included the founders 
of Buddhism and Jainism, two traditions that remain part of the human 
experience today. Economic activity increased as trade expanded within 
and beyond the subcontinent and Indians minted their first coins. By 
focusing on these myriad shifts, we can glimpse human life in different 
parts of the subcontinent during the mid-first millennium BCE. South 
India, for instance, gets left out when we fixate on political dynasties but 
comes into focus when we explore trade routes and even fashion around 
2,500 years ago. By surveying a mix of topics, we glimpse a layered pic-
ture of Indian experiences in different areas of the subcontinent during 
the dynamic sixth–fourth centuries BCE.

3



36    India

Urbanization and People’s History
In the mid-first millennium BCE, Indians began to construct and inhabit 
cities. This trend toward urban life was witnessed in the northwest, east-
ern, and southern subcontinent, where it unfolded at slightly different 
paces and dates. Scholars sometimes dub this period India’s “second ur-
banization,” since the first occurred during the heyday of the Indus Val-
ley Civilization (2600–1900 BCE). But, so far as we know, nobody in the 
first millennium BCE remembered that ancient history. From the per-
spective of those inhabiting Taxila, Kadebakele, Kodumanal, Rajgir, and 
other cities ca. 500 BCE, urban life was a new subcontinental phenom-
enon. Urbanization was helped by and, in turn, fostered technological 
advances. Many Indian communities had begun producing and using 
iron tools between 2000 and 1000 BCE, and by 500 BCE, iron tools 
helped people to clear forests and increase agricultural output, both of 
which created ripe conditions for cities.2

Urban life concentrated wealth and thus enabled inequality to blos-
som. For example, the Anguttara Nikaya, a Buddhist text composed sev-
eral centuries later, mentions poor men being jailed for failing to pay 
their debts, whereas wealthy debtors walked free.3 Class differences likely 
increased apace with urban growth, but further detail remains elusive. 
Perhaps society in, say, Taxila was partly organized according to the four-
fold class system described in the Rig Veda (chapter 2). Perhaps people 
formulated an early version of the caste system that today includes thou-
sands of jatis (endogamous social groups). We do not know, a situation 
unlikely to change since our major textual sources for this period date 
to the third century BCE and later. Instead, archaeological evidence con-
stitutes our major contemporary sources for economic and social fea-
tures of urban life in and around the Indus valley, the Gangetic plain, 
and south of the Vindhya Mountains around 500 BCE, best exemplified 
by focusing on a handful of cities.

Taxila flourished in the northwest from the sixth century BCE on-
ward. Modern scholars first read in ancient texts about the city known 
as Takshashila (Taksha’s Rock) in Sanskrit and Taxila in Greek. They 
identified its location in the nineteenth century (about thirty kilometers 
from Islamabad in modern-day Pakistan) and began excavations in the 
early 1900s.4 Today, Taxila is among the most well-excavated premodern 
cities on the subcontinent, with the area dubbed Bhir mound housing 
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the oldest layers of human occupation at the site, ca. sixth–fifth century 
BCE. The city probably grew organically, without centralizing planning, 
and possesses no identifiable granaries or warehouses, which perhaps 
indicates decentralized political power.5

Ancient Taxila’s economy thrived, with shops that opened onto thor-
oughfares and streets that could accommodate wheeled, human, and 
animal traffic. Some street-facing houses even had wheel guards to pre-
vent damage from passing chariots and carts.6 You could probably pro-
cure some desirable goods in ancient Taxila—such as silver, gold, and 
deep-blue lapis lazuli—since the city was located on trade routes to Kash-
mir, Afghan regions, and Persia.7 Taxila is often associated with the Per-
sian Achaemenid Empire (discussed later in this chapter), although not 
all ancient Indian cities were tied to the rise of large polities, even in the 
northwest. A good example is Akra, located about 250 kilometers south-
west of Taxila. Akra only began to be excavated in the 1990s, but it ap-
pears to have been an urban center with robust trade that predated the 
Achaemenid Empire’s incursions into northwestern India.8

In southern India, too, urban centers grew during the mid-first 
millennium BCE with one striking example being Kadebakele, near 
modern-day Hampi in eastern Karnataka. During or before the mid-
first millennium BCE, residents of Kadebakele managed water, includ-
ing by erecting damns and building reservoirs. Others devoted their 
efforts to the arts, and at least two rock art sites date from this period, 
featuring red etched hourglass human figures with tousled hair.9 In one 
panel, two people clutch an upside-down bovine, its legs tied together, 
while other people in the image hold hands, forming a human chain. The 
second panel includes more than twenty figures, plus animals, a crowd 
that calls to mind the population density of urban life (figure 3.1). Residents 
of ancient Kadebakele maintained separate areas for domestic and rit-
ual activities. We even know a little bit about their taste in jewelry, a 
subject that merits further discussion.

Fashion, specifically of beads and other ornaments, offers one entry 
point into people’s history that centers everyday life. This emphasis al-
lows us to bring in southern India, even without knowing about its pol-
itics and elite life, for this ancient period. For instance, material evi-
dence at Kadebakele attests that people wore carnelian beads that 
shone vibrant orange to dark red, strung one or a few together.10 In a 
sign of being fashion conscious, designs on beads were often repeated, 
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including at sites far away and over hundreds of years. For instance, 600 
kilometers south at Kodumanal, some carnelian beads bear motifs that 
repeat those found in Kadebakele, while others feature fresh designs 
that had hit the market.11 There is no carnelian in the Tamil Nadu region 
in which Kodumanal is located, and so this material must have been 
imported from further north along trade routes.12

Artisan skills, too, may have traveled long distances and been pre-
served through significant political upheaval. Strikingly, south Indians 
fashioned shell bangles, especially after 400 BCE, using a technique iden-
tical to that practiced in the Indus Valley Civilization. This raises the in-
triguing possibility that itinerant craftsman may have kept this specialized 
knowledge alive over centuries and transmitted it to communities far 
south of where the Indus Civilization flourished.13

Not all sites offer the rich archaeological materials found at Kade-
bakele and Kodumanal, but even with more limited evidence we can 
often glean something of ancient life. For example, Rajgir (Rajagriha) was 

Figure 3.1. Rock art showing a crowd of hourglass figures and animals at 

Kadebakele, 1200–400 BCE, Karnataka, India, red ochre on stone.
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a city in the Gangetic plain associated with the kingdom of Magadha and 
nestled between five hills.14 No buildings survive from 2,500 years ago, 
but there are remains of a stone wall that ran across parts of the five 
hills surrounding Rajgir to mark the settlement’s boundaries and were 
fortified around the entrances.15 The stone wall stood up to eleven or 
twelve feet high and enhanced the natural defense of the hills, presum-
ably against rival polities. Around the core of the city are remains of an 
earthen inner wall whose purpose was likely to protect Rajgir from water 
runoff down the hills during the annual monsoon rains.16 While Rajgir’s 
residents guarded their city from political and natural threats, they 
welcomed the movements of peoples and goods. The ancient city was 
said to be visited by religious teachers, most notably the Gautama 
Buddha (ca. 400s BCE).17 Rajgir was located along trade routes ex-
tending south and west. For further information on Rajgir’s economic 
life, the best material evidence is some of the smallest in physical size: 
punch-marked coins.

Beginning in perhaps the fifth century BCE, Indians in the north-
west and the Gangetic plain began to mint silver punch-marked coins, 
which afford us several insights about their society. The coins were struck 
first by small states, and, later, larger kingdoms such as Magadha ran 
mints (in Magadha’s case, probably first at Rajgir).18 The coins contain 
no dates or names, leaving their exact origins unclear, but each was 
punched with five or six geometric or symbolic designs (figure 3.2). These 

Figure 3.2. Punch-marked coin with images of an elephant, sun, six-armed 

symbol, and bull as well as an obverse-side small punch, sixth–second 

centuries BCE, northern India, silver.
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designs surely communicated information to users, including, modern 
scholars have theorized, who minted the coin. For example, a six-armed 
symbol and a sun likely indicated Magadhan authority.19 Hundreds of 
other images feature among the initial punch-marked designs, includ-
ing elephants, horses, lions, plants, weapons, wheels, humped bulls, and 
more. To fit on the coins, such images were shrunk to only a few milli-
meters, a feat that attests to both technology and artistic talent. In addi-
tion to their original minting marks, many punch-marked coins bear 
later small punches that were added while the coins were in circulation. 
In many cases, merchants likely etched these later markings to mark 
coins of a specific weight, or even to create a tracking system as coun-
terfeits emerged.20 So much has changed about Indian society since the 
early days of punch-marked currency, but forgeries are still a problem 
in the twenty-first century. The antiquities market is awash in modern 
fakes of these ancient coins made by people seeking to profit from in-
venting a piece of Indian history.

Monarchies—Oligarchies—Empires
As subcontinental cities and economies expanded, the stage was set for 
the dawn of more complex political formations. Three major types of 
polities emerged in the mid-first millennium BCE in India that differed 
from one another in governance style and location within the subconti-
nent. Monarchies centered power in a single royal family, with the most 
well-known example being Magadha in the Gangetic plain. In oligar-
chies, a small group of families shared political power. Oligarchies were 
often dotted around Magadha’s periphery, with the most prominent 
being the Shakyas in the Himalayan foothills and the Vajjis (Vrijjis) in 
Bihar. Transregional empires extended from western Asia into the north-
western subcontinent, including the Persian Achaemenid Empire and 
Alexander’s Macedonian Empire. Between specific instantiations of these 
three types of kingdoms were large swaths of the subcontinent that were 
presumably under more local forms of control. For their many differ-
ences, the monarchies, oligarchies, and transregional empires from this 
period concurred on one point: none embraced Vedic culture.

It remains a judgment call how many kingdoms we ought to iden-
tify by name on the subcontinent between 550 and 325 BCE. Numerous 
lists survive that catalog specific monarchies and oligarchies. The most 
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well known is the list of sixteen kingdoms (mahajanapadas in Sanskrit), 
found in Jain, Buddhist, and (later) Brahminical texts.21 These lists post-
date this period and are inconsistent, points that call their accuracy 
into question.22 I am even less convinced of the validity of specific claims 
about most of these kingdoms, such as precise borders and lineages of 
rulers. In addition to lacking strong evidence for detailed information, 
there are other reasons to de-emphasize political history in this period. 
Listing dynasties is a dull approach. Also, a strong political focus dis-
tracts our attention from cultural, social, and religious developments that 
provide a more wholistic picture of ancient Indian communities. Accord-
ingly, I limit my comments on political power to a handful of kingdoms, 
especially the Persian Achaemenid Empire and the kingdom of Magadha. 
For both, their historical existence stands on solid evidence, and they 
offer insights into cultural and social developments with repercussions 
far beyond their political boundaries.

Around 530 BCE, the Persian Emperor Cyrus crossed the Hindu 
Kush Mountains and incorporated parts of northwestern India into the 
Achaemenid Empire. Gandhara and two other provinces, named as Tha-
tagus and Hindush in Achaemenid sources, formed the easternmost 
edges of this vast and culturally influential Persia-based empire for nearly 
200 years.23 We remain uncertain today about how much imperial con-
trol the Achaemenids exercised over their Indian territory, but residents 
sent impressive payments west to Persia. Writing around 425 BCE, Hero-
dotus attests that northwestern Indians contributed the most robust 
tribute out of the Persian Empire’s twenty provinces.24 Herodotus re-
corded other things too, such as identifying the Indus River as a habitat 
for crocodiles.25 He communicated less about the people who inhabited 
northwestern India and their role in the Achaemenid Empire beyond 
serving as financiers. In this line of inquiry, material evidence offers 
more.

A ca. fifth-century-BCE panel at Persepolis (figure 3.3) depicts a 
visiting Indian delegation to the city, evidence that some Indians were 
well integrated within the Achaemenid Empire. The Indian diplomats 
wore loincloths and sandals while exposing their upper bodies, sartorial 
choices that distinguished them from other groups depicted on the 
panels. Likely this was not a one-time visit since Indians also appear 
in reliefs on the tombs of Darius (r. 522–486 BCE) and subsequent 
Achaemenid kings.26 Still, they likely did not travel quite as far from the 
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subcontinent as their Indus Civilization counterparts 1,500 years earlier 
who journeyed as far as Mesopotamia (chapter 1).

For their part, the Achaemenids may have introduced the seeds of 
certain ideas—about writing and kingship—to the subcontinent. They 
wrote Aramaic on both papyrus and leather, which likely served as an 
inspiration and model for Kharoshthi, the oldest deciphered Indian 
script that was developed in the fourth to third century BCE.27 Also, Dar-
ius sponsored numerous inscriptions where he speaks in the first per-
son, a decision also made by Ashoka in the third century BCE to great 
political and cultural effect (chapter 4).28

More than 1,500 kilometers southeast of the Achaemenid’s eastern 
border, in the Gangetic plain, the kingdom of Magadha flourished from 
the sixth century BCE onward. Magadha’s kings practiced familial and 
state violence. Bimbisara, based in Rajgir and the earliest known historic 
ruler, is said to have been killed by his son Ajatashatru in the fifth century 
BCE. Sources diverge on the details of subsequent transfers of power, 
but fratricide is a recurrent theme.29 An appetite for political violence 

Figure 3.3. Indian delegation in a tribute procession on the eastern 

stairway at the Apadana, fifth century BCE, Persepolis, Iran.
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was also evident in the thirst of Magadha’s rulers for annexing further 
territory. Bimbisara is often dubbed seniya, “head of an army.” Ajata
shatru is credited with several conquests, including dominating the 
Vajji confederacy to the north.30 At some point, Magadhan rulers shifted 
their capital city to Pataliputra (Patna), about eighty-five kilometers 
north of Rajgir and advantageously located along the Ganges River.

Culturally, Magadha was not dominated by Vedic practices. In fact, 
both Magadha and Vajji witnessed a burgeoning of new religious ideas 
and practices in the mid-first millennium BCE. Mahavira and Sid
dhartha Gautama, the historical founders of Jainism and Buddhism, re-
spectively, were both born and lived in these regions in the fifth century 
BCE along with other religious leaders less well known today.

Founding Buddhism and Jainism
In the span of a few generations in the 400s BCE, numerous new religious 
communities—including Buddhists, Jains, Ajivikas, and Charvakas—
emerged into historical view. Several founding leaders of these groups 
were contemporaries who operated in the same general region: the Gan-
getic plain and Himalayan foothills. Such aligned timing and geography 
are extraordinary. We can best explain this convergence by identifying 
the contexts, practices, and ideas common to these groups. Their new 
religious ideas embraced a shared vocabulary of karma and samsara 
that point to the purported centrality of human actions (karma) in 
determining one’s fate over multiple lifetimes (samsara). This vocabu-
lary is also found in the slightly earlier Upanishads (chapter 2). Each 
group tweaked their definitions of these shared ideas to outline distinct 
religious paths. None of these new traditions involved Vedic rites, animal 
sacrifice, or ritual purity. Although it remains uncertain whether such 
Brahminical ideas were widespread enough at this point in South Asian 
history to be consciously rejected, or, alternatively, if they were socially 
restricted enough to be ignored.

Jains, Ajivikas, Charvakas, and Buddhists all emerged against the 
backdrop of urban life. The most robust and, ultimately, long-lived of 
the new religious ideas—Buddhism, Jainism, and the Ajivikas—were 
part of the shramana tradition of renunciation where individuals de-
clined to participate in material life and instead pursued higher truth. 
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Booming urbanity offered something tangible to reject and renounce 
(Charvakas, instead, embraced materiality). Typically, shramana renun-
ciants of this period lived outside of populated areas and relied on 
deprivation, meditation, and philosophy to achieve insights into the true 
nature of existence. The shramana tradition also existed within the um-
brella of Hindu practices, as evidenced by the embrace of asceticism 
within the early Upanishads at roughly this same time (chapter 2).

While converging with Upanishadic thought on asceticism, early 
Buddhists, Jains, and Ajivikas declined to use Sanskrit, which distin-
guished them from both Vedic and Upanishadic worldviews. The his-
torical founders of all three traditions taught in vernaculars, sometimes 
named as Magadhi for Gautama, the founder of Buddhism.31 Gautama’s 
ideas were recorded, along with those of his contemporaries Mahavira 
(Jain) and Makkhali Gosala (Ajivika), in texts composed a few centu-
ries later in various Prakrit languages (Pali for Buddhists and Ardha-
Magadhi for Jains). We presume that the Ajivikas also composed their 
texts in a Prakrit language, but none of their own literature survives, a 
historiographical difficulty to which I return below. Prakrits are a set of 
languages that are etymologically related to Sanskrit but sounded, to 
many ancient Indian ears, closer to everyday speech. As such, they of-
fered Buddhists, Jains, and Ajivikas a more seemingly accessible way to 
communicate religious ideas, quite different than the language of Vedic 
ritual and its restriction to upper-class men. Indeed, the newly coined 
Buddhists, Jains, and Ajivikas offered their insights to all people, in sharp 
contrast to the hierarchical and stratified nature of Vedic society.

Mahavira and Gautama, the founders of Jainism and Buddhism, re-
spectively, were dynamic renunciants who lived at the same time in the 
fifth century BCE. Although they never met, their life stories share a 
broadly similar outline. Both men were born in oligarchies, in towns 
about 300 kilometers from each other. Mahavira was born at Kunda-
grama, quite close to the Vajji capital of Vaishali.32 Siddhartha Gautama 
(or Siddhattha Gotama, as his name is given in Buddhist Prakrit sources) 
was born at Lumbini, in modern-day Nepal, and raised in Kapilavastu, 
a town associated with the Shakya oligarchy. Both left home as young 
men, shunning urban life. Each wandered in the forest for years, ulti-
mately claiming to gain enlightenment through meditation. The two men 
then taught their respective insights for the rest of their lives so that 
others might follow their paths to moksha or nirvana, liberation from 
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the cycle of death and rebirth (samsara). Mahavira was the elder of the 
two, dying around 420 BCE, and Gautama died around 400 BCE.33

This bare-bones outline of the lives of Gautama and Mahavira strips 
away much later embellishment, which is extensive for both figures. In 
so doing, I stick to history and avoid religious hagiography. But this ap-
proach also risks missing what their followers found inspirational about 
these teachers’ life stories, whether real or imagined. I agree with other 
scholars who have argued that these men must have been charismatic 
leaders.34 That said, most specific details of their lives are intellectual 
products of followers in subsequent centuries. I now turn to those hagi-
ographies to capture the memories of these men, narrating them sepa-
rately along with some additional early developments in each tradition, 
beginning with Buddhism.

After 400 BCE, narratives of the Gautama Buddha’s life circulated 
and expanded. Our earliest source for Gautama’s traditional hagiogra-
phy is the Pali canon, a three-part collection (tipitaka) of Buddhist ideas 
and teachings compiled, perhaps, a few hundred years after his death. 
In that canon, we find many details appended to Gautama’s life story that, 
regardless of their historical truth, tell us what most Buddhists have be-
lieved about their founder.

Siddhartha Gautama was born into an important family, even as a 
prince according to some later texts. His father sheltered him from life’s 
harsh realities. And so, Siddhartha grew up, got married, and had his 
own child without ever learning the fundamental truths of human exis-
tence, including that we all grow old, are prone to illness, and will die. 
On a pleasure tour around Kapilavastu one day, he saw these ills in 
human flesh: an old man, a sick man, and a corpse. He realized that pain 
and sorrow are universal human experiences that would visit him, too, 
one day. Alarmed at this discovery, Siddhartha fled from his palace and 
family in the middle of the night, so that he might be free to discover a 
way out of the suffering endemic to human existence.

In the forest, Siddhartha Gautama deprived himself, very nearly 
starving to death at one point, in a bid to gain knowledge. This approach 
made him hungry but not enlightened. Finally, he sat under a bodhi tree 
and meditated, gaining nirvana (enlightenment) that would free him 
from samsara. Rather than leave this world immediately, Gautama chose 
to remain in his human form so that he could teach others his insights, 
his dhamma (Prakrit for Sanskrit dharma). He delivered his first sermon 
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at Sarnath (in modern-day Uttar Pradesh) and spent the remainder of 
his life teaching the Buddhist dhamma, including a moderated approach 
to physical deprivation (a “middle way”). He attracted followers who 
were mendicants, like him, and followers who maintained their house
holds. When Gautama died, Buddhists believe, he achieved his final 
nirvana (parinibbana), escaping from the ruthless cycle of constant re-
birth fueled by karma.

Gautama’s followers cremated his body and followed his teachings, 
ultimately forming a Buddhist community of monks and laity. The re-
nunciants, male bhikkhus and female bhikkhunis who are collectively 
called the sangha, lived the dhamma, studied, and taught others. Bud-
dhist monks and nuns were supported, in part, by lay Buddhists who 
followed Gautama’s teachings within the confines of normal and, often, 
urban life. Some early Buddhists penned their own texts, preserved in 
the Pali canon. Among them, one group of voices stands out: the nuns 
whose poems comprise the Therigatha.

The Therigatha (Songs of enlightened women) is a groundbreaking 
work on several levels. It is an early set of Indian poems, composed be-
tween Gautama’s death through perhaps the third century BCE.35 Its 
authors—Chala, Tissa, Mitta, Isidasi, and so forth—offer a set of female 
voices that are often sorely lacking in ancient literature. In fact, the Theri
gatha is the first anthology of women’s literature worldwide.36 As its 
modern translator, Charles Hallisey, has put it, “As salt just seems to go 
with food, the adjective ‘first’ and the Therigatha seem to go together.”37

Overall, women occupied a contested place in early Buddhism. It is 
unclear whether some skepticism about female followers dated back to 
Siddhartha himself. Certainly, parts of Pali canon offer a debasing view 
of women, such as one passage that reduces us to emotional temptresses 
of men:

Womenfolk are uncontrolled, Ananda.
Womenfolk are envious, Ananda.
Womenfolk are greedy, Ananda.38

Against this dismissive backdrop, it is all the more important to recover 
the voices of the theris, enlightened Buddhist women who tell us why 
and how they followed the dhamma.

In the Therigatha poems, some of the earliest Buddhist nuns 
offer insight into their experiences, as both adopters of the Buddhist 
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path and as women. Some theris dwelled on the freedom from domes-
tic obligations that becoming a bhikkhuni offered, such as Mutta who 
said:

The name I am called by means freed
and I am quite free, well-free from three crooked things,
mortar, pestle, and husband with his own crooked thing.39

Others talked about difficult pasts, such as Vasetthi who attests that 
following Gautama saved her from insensate grief over her dead son.40 
Addhakasi narrates how she gave up work as a prostitute to follow Bud-
dhist teachings.41 Female friendship is a recurrent theme as the women 
turn to each other for guidance. Several authors, including Chanda and 
Sona, credit other bhikkhunis, like Patachara, with setting them on the 
path toward enlightenment.42 We lack further resources, beyond 
the poems themselves, to help us reconstruct these women’s lives. But 
we are not the first to wish we had more information. Dhammapala wrote 
a commentary on the Therigatha in the sixth century CE in southern 
India, in which he imagines the theris’ life stories to place them in larger 
social contexts.43

The Therigatha authors also help map the intellectual contours of the 
early Buddhist tradition more broadly. For instance, while there are 
plenty of indications of earthly sisterhood in their writings, the theris’ 
end goal was, generally, freedom from rebirth. Several poems end with 
the phrase “I became cool, free,” with the Pali word for “free” having the 
same root as nirvana. Many women claim to repeat wisdom imparted 
by Gautama (referred to as Gotama or Sugata, the well-gone one, in the 
text), such as warning against the (for Buddhists) false assumption that 
people have permanent souls.44 Chanda offers a small indication of dis-
tinguishing the Buddhist dhamma from Vedic practices. Toward the end 
of her poem (see excerpt), Chanda mentions that she knows “three 
things,” which a contemporary reader or listener would recognize as one’s 
past lives, where and why others are reborn, and the elimination of 
one’s own moral corruptions. The Pali term for this triad, tevijja echoes 
the Sanskrit trayividya, meaning the three Vedas (exempting the 
slightly later Atharva Veda), which women were forbidden from learn-
ing. In affirming her access to the Buddhist tevijja, Chanda declares 
both the place of women in Buddhism and issues a slight to exclusive 
Vedic claims of knowledge.45
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Vasetthi, Becoming a Buddhist Nun, from the  
Pali Therigatha, ca. Fifth–Third Centuries BCE

I was wounded by grief for my son,
mind unhinged, mad,
without clothes, hair unkempt,
I walked from place to place.

Resting on heaps of garbage in the streets,
in cemeteries, on highways
I wandered for three years,
always hungry and thirsty.

Then I saw the Sugata going toward Mithila,
tamer of the untamed, fully awake, afraid of no one and nothing.

Back in my right mind, I worshiped him and came close.
Gotama taught me the dhamma out of kindness toward me.

Chanda, Becoming a Buddhist Nun, from the  
Pali Therigatha, ca. Fifth–Third Centuries BCE

In the past, I was poor, a widow, without children,
without friends or relatives, I did not get food or
clothing.

Taking a bowl and stick, I went begging from family to family,
I wandered for seven years, tormented by cold and heat.

Then I saw a nun as she was receiving food and drink.
Approaching her, I said, “Make me go forth to homelessness,”

And she was sympathetic to me and Patachara made me go forth,
she gave me advice and pointed me toward the highest goal.

I listened to her words and I put into action her advice.
That excellent woman’s advice was not empty,
I know the three things that most don’t know,
nothing fouls my heart.46
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I listened to what he taught, I went forth to homelessness,
forming myself with what the Teacher said.
I knew at first hand the blissful state.

All sorrows are cut off, left behind,
this is their end,
now I understand things,
how could sorrow start again? 47

Jain communities, too, expanded their teachings and religious ha-
giographies in the centuries after Mahavira’s death or, as Jains saw it, his 
liberation. Jain texts from the second or first century BCE—the second 
book of the Acharangasutra and the Kalpasutra—offer some of our 
earliest glimpses of embellishments to Mahavira’s life story.48 Aspects of 
Mahavira’s hagiography are beyond the historical realm, such as the 
transfer of an embryo from a Brahmin woman to a princess, Trishala, 
who then gestated and gave birth to Mahavira.

Other parts of Mahavira’s tale are grounded in historical reality, es-
pecially his emphasis on ahimsa (nonviolence). Most notably, Mahavira 
had robust practices to avoid harming any living beings, such as refus-
ing to wear clothing out of concern for insects that might hide in the 
folds of cloth. He was a strict vegetarian and spurned even root vegeta-
bles that must be dug up, thereby harming creatures living in the dirt. 
The Acharangasutra, one of the oldest Jain texts, likewise prescribes: “All 
breathing, existing, living, sentient creatures should not be slain, nor 
treated with violence, nor abused, nor tormented, nor driven away. This 
is the pure, unchangeable, eternal law which the clever ones, who un-
derstand the world, have proclaimed.”49 In Mahavira’s teachings, avoid-
ing harm to living creatures helps one to prevent the accumulation of 
bad karma, which Jains understand as a black substance that sticks to 
and weighs down one’s soul. Only after a person is lightened of karma 
can he (or, for some Jains, she) achieve the ultimate goal of moksha, es-
cape from repeated rebirth.

According to Jain tradition, Mahavira was the final in a line of 
twenty-four Jain teachers known as tirthankaras (ford-makers) since 
they offered teachings that promise to help people cross the ocean 
of rebirth. The prior twenty-three Tirthankaras (also called Jinas) are 
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historically unverifiable, but their stories tell us about the beliefs and 
ideas of later Jains, including internal divisions.50 For instance, Malli, the 
nineteenth ford-maker is believed to have been a woman by Shvetam-
baras but not by Digambaras.51 These two branches of Jainism diverged 
in the early centuries CE and disagree on the status of women more 
generally. Shvetambaras believe that women can attain enlightenment, 
whereas Digambaras stipulate that women must be reborn as men to 
achieve moksha.52

Like Buddhists, Jain communities comprise renunciants and laity, 
with the latter providing financial support to the former. As per their 
names, Shvetambara (white-clad) monks wear white robes, whereas 
Digambara (sky-clad) monks go nude in imitation of Mahavira (nuns in 
both traditions wear clothing). Jain monks and nuns sometimes prac-
tice rather fulsome renunciation and deprivation, which stood, especially 
in early centuries, in contrast to the Buddhist middle way. For instance, 
Jain monks and nuns pull out their hair by the root, whereas Buddhist 
renunciants typically shave their heads. Even today, occasionally a Jain 
renunciant will take sallekhana, a voluntary fast to the death thought to 
hasten one’s pursuit of liberation from samsara.53 Still, such practices are 
limited to renunciants. Like most Buddhists, most Jains throughout his-
tory and today have practiced their religion as lay followers.

Ajivikas, Charvakas, and Other  
Religious Innovators
The Ajivikas were a third major religious group to emerge in the fifth 
century BCE in eastern India, but reconstructing their ideas and prac-
tices poses significant historiographical challenges. Makkhali Gosala, the 
historical founder or at least a major articulator of Ajivika views, was a 
contemporary of Gautama and Mahavira. Like Buddhists and Jains, Aji-
vikas probably wrote down their ideas and memories about Makkhali 
Gosala a few centuries after his death. But the Ajivika tradition went 
extinct in the early to mid-second millennium CE, and no Ajivika writ-
ings survive today. As a result, this once formidable religious commu-
nity has the cruel fate of being known only through the criticisms of their 
competitors. Reconstructing from Jain and Buddhist sources, the Ajivi-
kas were also shramana ascetics who attracted many followers. Some 
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Buddhist texts even suggest that Makkhali Gosala, not Mahavira, was 
the foremost rival of Siddhartha Gautama.54 Buddhist and Jain sources 
appear to muddle Ajivika theology, however.

Today, we have inherited two major alleged characteristics of Aji-
vika thinking that seem to be at odds: a view of fate (niyati) as the 
organizing feature of the universe and severe ascetic practices, includ-
ing sometimes starving themselves to death. Many scholars have tried to 
square the circle of why fatalists would bother with extreme depriva-
tion (instead of reveling in life’s sensual pleasures).55 Ultimately it seems, 
to me, best to conclude that the Ajivikas’ rivals probably bungled parts 
of their tradition. If we only knew which parts. Some Indians found 
Ajivika teachings and practices, whatever they were, compelling. The 
group flourished for centuries, surviving in southern India as late as 
the fourteenth century CE before dying out.56 Buddhism, too, evaporated 
from most of the subcontinent before or during the early to mid-second 
millennium CE, although, unlike the Ajivika tradition, it survived in 
many places outside of India (including elsewhere in South Asia, such 
as Sri Lanka).

Other religious groups and leaders interacted with Gautama, 
Mahavira, and Makkhali Gosala, but recovering anything of their ideas 
and social realities is difficult. For instance, the Charvakas were materi-
alists who, we think, rejected ideas of divinity and argued that the world 
as we experience it is all there is. To the Charvakas, the soul was no more 
permanent than “water bubbles” and only “those destitute of knowledge 
and manliness” would bother with sacrifices.57 Like with the Ajivikas, 
no Charvaka writings survive, and we access their views through reports 
by their critics, who were merciless in ridiculing the materialists.58 Nearly 
two millennia later, other Indians were still beating up on the Charvakas, 
although it is unclear whether any were around by that point or if their 
memory was just a convenient punching bag. Abul Fazl, an intellectual 
at the Mughal court in the late sixteenth century CE, described the Char-
vakas as having “written extensive books in contempt of others that 
serve as memorials of their own idiocy.”59 If the Charvakas, indeed, wrote 
books, none survive today.

In addition to the Charvakas, skeptic or agnostic leaders also fea-
ture in early Buddhist texts as conversation partners, although their views 
are presented as comically prevaricating. For instance, one passage de-
picts Sanjaya Belatthiputta, a skeptic, as answering a question with the 
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gobbledygook: “I do not say it is not so, and I do not say that it is not 
not so.”60 In the sources we have, such people seem to serve as a foil for 
Buddhist ideas, rather than reflecting a historical reality of substantive 
intellectual debate.

Even with such fragmentary and imperfect records, it is clear that 
northern India in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE witnessed an ef-
florescence of religious thinkers and ideas. Moreover, the religious 
communities they founded shaped South Asian cultures and society for 
millennia. In subsequent chapters, I cover the end of certain traditions, 
such as premodern Indian Buddhism (chapter 10). Other groups, such 
as Jains, constitute a continuous religious tradition that still flourishes 
in contemporary times. For now, I turn briefly back to political events 
in the 300s BCE to round out this period of ancient Indian history.

Conclusion: Political Coda  
of Western Asian Empires
Alexander of Macedon crossed the Indus River in the mid-320s BCE, 
seeking to enlarge his already considerable kingdom that replaced the 
Achaemenid Empire and stretched west as far as Greece. Greek authors, 
like Strabo, wrote a few centuries later about Alexander’s skirmishes in 
India and introduced fantastical elements, making it hard to say much 
for certain.61 Alexander is said to have fought King Porus (maybe Puru 
in Sanskrit), but there is little further information available on this ruler 
or his alleged battle with the Macedonians. Certainly, the Macedonians 
noticed the Indian use of elephants in war, a broader trend of the pe-
riod.62 That military strategy and health challenges, such as dysentery 
and malaria, proved formidable obstacles to Alexander’s army remain-
ing in northwestern India very long.63 During his brief time near Taxila, 
Alexander met a naked ascetic named Kalanos who subsequently trav-
eled back to Persia with the Macedonian army. We cannot say what 
religious tradition Kalanos belonged to or if his tradition is one known 
today, but he constitutes an early example of an Indian religious figure 
traveling beyond the subcontinent.64 Indian sources mention nothing of 
Alexander, who left behind a small group of Macedonians that initiated 
a line of Greek rulers in northwestern India who introduced Hellenistic 
art forms and religious ideas (chapter 6). Those cultural influences en-
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dured for centuries, but, politically, the Macedonians were soon domi-
nated by the conquering Mauryans, a political dynasty that changed 
much about politics, society, and culture on the subcontinent.

Further Reading
Upinder Singh, Romila Thapar, and Johannes Bronkhorst offer exten-
sive accounts of political and religious trends during this period. For 
the development of religious traditions, see Rupert Gethin on Bud-
dhism, Paul Dundas on Jainism, and A. L. Basham on the Ajivikas. I 
consulted Charles Hallisey’s edition and translation of the Therigatha. 
P. L. Gupta remains a strong authority for punch-marked coins. I relied 
on the work of Gwendolyn Kelly and K. Rajan on southern India. 
Dilip Chakrabarti offers an overview of archaeological evidence for 
this period.
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Ashoka’s Mauryan  
Empire

Doing good is difficult.
	 It is hard to even start doing good.

—Ashoka, third century BCE (Prakrit)1

Ashoka is one of the most remembered kings in South Asian history, 
and he embodied many firsts. He ruled the Mauryan Empire, the 

first polity to stretch across much of northwestern and eastern India that 
flourished between 321 and 185 BCE. He numbers among the earliest 
Indian historical figures about whom we possess concrete, detailed in-
formation. He authored South Asia’s first political inscriptions in a 
first-person voice, chiseling a striking set of ethical precepts on dozens 
of rocks and polished stone pillars. Through his life and words, Ashoka 
has enlivened imaginations for over 2,000 years. His story was adapted 
and retold by premodern Buddhists on the subcontinent and beyond. 
In the twentieth century, some of Ashoka’s symbols of Mauryan sov-
ereignty were repurposed as symbols for the Indian nation-state and 
still appear today on Indian rupees, the Indian flag, and more. Even 
historians who rail—for good reasons—against a “great man” approach 
to the past have found ourselves entranced by Ashoka.2 There is schol-
arly consensus that Ashoka’s voice—his “candid confessional style” as 
Upinder Singh has put it—is unique in South Asian history.3 To con-
textualize this “singular” king,4 I first narrate the founding of the Mau-
ryan Empire by Ashoka’s grandfather, Chandragupta, and then turn to 
Ashoka himself and the stunning epigraphy he left for posterity.

4
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First Gangetic Plain Empire
Chandragupta (r. 321–297 BCE) established the Mauryan Empire by seiz-
ing the capital of Pataliputra (Patna) along the Ganges River and over-
throwing the Nandas, possibly a Shudra lineage who had taken control 
of Magadha in the Gangetic plain around 350 BCE. From this base in 
eastern India, Chandragupta expanded Mauryan territory west toward 
the Indus River. This spatial orientation was unprecedented. Before the 
Mauryas, a series of smaller kingdoms ruled Magadha from Rajgir and, 
later, from Pataliputra, but emperors who sought large-scale territorial 
expansion had always pressed from the Indus River in the northwest fur-
ther east into the subcontinent (chapter 3). Chandragupta reversed this. 
He led an army of archers, cavalry, elephants, and foot soldiers around 
2,000 kilometers northwest of Pataliputra, through and beyond the thick 
forests and large stretches of grasslands that covered much of the Gan-
getic plain at the time.

Around the Indus River, Chandragupta met the army of the Seleucid 
Empire, which had filled part of the power vacuum left by Alexander of 
Macedon’s death in 323 BCE. It is not clear if Seleucid and Mauryan 
forces fought or not initially, but they soon opted for a diplomatic solu-
tion. The Seleucids ceded some of their eastern territories, mainly in 
modern-day Afghanistan and Pakistan (including Gandhara), to the 
Mauryans in exchange for 500 elephants, an animal unknown in Asia 
outside of the subcontinent.5 Seleucid representatives soon set out for 
Pataliputra in what constitutes the earliest clearly documented diplo-
matic envoy to the subcontinent.

The Seleucid convoy’s journey to Pataliputra must have taken months. 
We can tentatively identify at least two members of the group: a fe-
male  Seleucid relative who wed Chandragupta as part of the peace 
treaty and Megasthenes, the official ambassador of Seleucus I Nicator 
(ca. 358–281 BCE). These two and their entourage traveled along a road 
built, or at least maintained, by Chandragupta. Centuries later, parts of 
this road were integrated into northern sections of the Grand Trunk 
Road.6 We know nothing about the daily rhythms of the Seleucid jour-
ney to the Mauryan capital or its security. After all, the Mauryan Empire 
likely exercised limited control beyond urban and core areas, some-
thing frequently misrepresented by modern maps.7 On the other hand, 
Mauryan officials called agoranomoi by Megasthenes maintained the 
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roads, including building wells every nine miles and erecting periodic 
signposts.8

We can reasonably speculate that the Seleucid travelers were stunned 
upon arriving at Pataliputra, one of the largest cities in the world in the 
late fourth century BCE. Megasthenes later wrote Indica, an ethnogra-
phy about his experiences in Mauryan territory that survives through 
the reports of later Greek authors. He described Palimbothra, the Greek 
name for Pataliputra, as “a city eighty stadia [roughly 14 kilometers] in 
length and fifteen [2.5 kilometers] in breadth. It is of the shape of a par-
allelogram and is girded by a wooden wall, pierced with loopholes for 
the discharge of arrows. It has a ditch in front for defence and for re-
ceiving the sewage of the city.”9 Archaeologists have unearthed parts of 
ancient Pataliputra’s wooden defense walls. They stand in two parallel 
rows fifteen feet high apiece, several feet higher than the stone wall at 
the former Magadhan capital of Rajgir (chapter 3).10 Pataliputra’s walls 
were made of Sal trees, which are uncommonly hard. They are estimated 
to have enclosed 25.5 square kilometers, making fortified Pataliputra 
nearly twice as large as Rome in the third century BCE and eleven times 
the size of Athens.11 The walls were long ago buried under subsequent 
layers of habitation at Pataliputra, today known as Patna (population of 
more than two million). In modern times, villagers have sometimes hit 
Chandragupta’s impenetrable defenses while digging wells and so been 
compelled to relocate their efforts.12 Even millennia later, Mauryan for-
tifications still influence people’s lives in eastern India.

Megasthenes furnished further details of Mauryan urban society, 
even as we must read carefully between the layers of this source. At times, 
Megasthenes participated in a tradition of Greek fantastic accounts of 
India in order, ironically, to make his ethnography believable to premod-
ern Greek readers who expected India to bear mythical features.13 For 
instance, he wrote that women of Pandaea (south of Mauryan territory) 
gave birth at the age of six and described Indian men with gaping holes 
where nostrils should be and legs twisted like snakes.14 Additionally, as 
Paul Kosmin has deftly analyzed, Megasthenes wrote his Indica to ex-
plain away the loss of eastern parts of the Seleucid empire, as a sort of 
imperial apology.15 As a result, the Indica tells us more about the Seleu-
cids at times than the Mauryans. For instance, Megasthenes says that In-
dian society is divided into seven social classes, which seems to mirror 
the structure of Egyptian society rather than any Indian reality.16 That 
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said, Megasthenes identifies philosophers as the premier Indian social 
class and notes that they alone can intermarry with other classes. This 
may plausibly be taken to document an early iteration of the endogamy—
marriage within a restricted social class—that is essential to the caste sys-
tem and the privileges afforded to Brahmins (Megasthenes’s philosophers) 
as per later Brahminical texts (chapter 7).17

Under Chandragupta and his son, Bindusara (r. 297–273 BCE), the 
Mauryans and Seleucids enjoyed ongoing diplomatic relations and trade. 
For decades, the Mauryans supplied the Seleucids with war elephants, 
which were important enough to appear as a sovereign symbol on coins, 
city walls, seals, and more.18 More occasionally, the Mauryans likely sent 
tigers to their western neighbors.19 In exchange, the Seleucids provided 
the Mauryans with aphrodisiacs, dried fruit, and wine. The Mauryans 
may have also been intrigued by Greek philosophy. One historian re-
corded that Bindusara asked Antiochus I, the second Seleucid ruler, to 
send, along with sweet wine and dried figs, a sophist. Antiochus I re-
plied: “The figs and sweet wine we will send you, but it is not lawful 
among the Greeks for a sophist to be sold.”20 This exchange suggests that 
Mauryan-Seleucid relations involved a thirst for knowledge as well as 
trade.

Ashoka’s Empire of Land and Words
After Bindusara died, Ashoka (r. 268–232 BCE) inherited the bustling, 
thriving Mauryan state. Our knowledge of Ashoka as a historical Mau-
ryan ruler is interspliced with legends, many of which date back to pre-
modernity. Even with this challenge, we know more about Ashoka than 
any prior figure in Indian history, and that alone makes him worthy of 
historical attention. Still, we are in the dark regarding Ashoka’s princely 
years, including why there was a roughly four-year gap between Bin-
dusara’s death in 273 BCE and Ashoka’s coronation in 269 or 268 BCE. 
There are premodern reports of a fratricidal struggle between Ashoka 
and his brothers during this period, and the idea is certainly plausible. 
Earlier Magadhan dynasties fought internally for the throne (chapter 3). 
More generally, bloody royal struggles recur throughout South Asian 
history. Such contests also feature in literature, and a family fight for 
political power constitutes the core narrative of the Mahabharata epic 
that was likely written down in the few centuries after Ashoka’s death 
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(chapter  5). That said, premodern narratives of Ashoka killing his 
brothers are inconsistent with one another, and all post-date Mauryan 
decline.21 Whether true in their gist, their details, or not at all, the mem-
ory of Ashoka having come to power through personal and political 
violence heightens how many have interpreted his later public regrets 
about the Mauryan state inflicting human suffering.

During his thirty-six-year rule, Ashoka ordered dozens of inscrip-
tions carved on rock faces and stone pillars that communicate informa-
tion about his life and reign, including how he impacted other Indians 
of his day. He had his inscriptions placed across much of the subconti-
nent, including what is now modern-day India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Nepal. Many have called these writings “edicts,” but I prefer “inscrip-
tions” because it more accurately covers the wide range of subjects—
including state policies, ethics, recent history, and even diet—on which 
Ashoka spoke through his stone-inscribed words. Modern scholars 
divide the inscriptions into three categories: numerous minor rock in-
scriptions, fourteen major rock inscriptions that together constitute an 
anthology, and seven pillar inscriptions.22 The latter two groups were 
inscribed in multiple places, sometimes with small variations. For in-
stance, the fourteen major rock inscriptions were copied thousands of 
kilometers apart at the furthest reaches (or, perhaps, ambitions) of Mau-
ryan control, such as at Girnar in Gujarat, Erragudi in Andhra Pradesh, 
and Dhauli in Orissa. The pillar inscriptions tend to be clustered around 
the Gangetic plain, perhaps because these massive stone objects were dif-
ficult to move except via boat.

Before reading what Ashoka ordered inscribed on stones and pillars, 
their materiality confronts us, as it must have confronted premodern au-
diences. The pillars are colossal, weighing in between 8.6 and 51 tons 
apiece, plus a 2-ton carved capital on top.23 For comparison, Asian male 
elephants weigh around 5 tons each. The pillars were also highly pol-
ished, as befits something intended to be monumental and to withstand 
the test of time. We do not know, of course, what percentage of Ashokan 
inscriptions survive. A 2016 computer model predicted more than one 
hundred additional sites where Ashokan inscriptions might have been 
placed and still might be (re)discovered.24 More concretely, the premod-
ern travelers Faxian (fifth century CE) and Xuanzang (seventh century 
CE) described pillars that have not (yet) been located.25 The archive is 
never complete, but Ashoka’s inscriptions constitute a rarity among 
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premodern Indian texts: namely, they come down to us today in pre-
cisely the form in which they were inscribed, not in later copies.26

Most Ashokan inscriptions were written in a Prakrit language and 
in the Brahmi script. Prakrits were in use for centuries before Ashoka, 
preferred by many non-Brahmin communities in lieu of Sanskrit (chap-
ter 3). Brahmi’s origins are less clear, although writing at all was inno-
vative within the strong oral culture of northern India shared by Vedic 
followers, early Buddhists, and early Jains.27 In a display of regional sen-
sitivity, Ashoka sponsored a handful of inscriptions in the northwest in 
other languages (Aramaic and Greek) and scripts (Kharoshthi) (fig-
ure 4.1). But the bulk of Ashokan inscriptions are in Brahmi script, which 
became the parent of nearly all later South Asian scripts, from Grantha 
in Tamil Nadu to Sharada in Kashmir. Some of Ashoka’s inscribers were 
fluent in multiple scripts, such as Chapada who carved a Brahmi inscrip-
tion in Karnataka and then added his name in Kharoshthi script.

In devising royal inscriptions at all, Ashoka acted without precedent 
in the history of South Asian rulers. He may have been familiar with 

Figure 4.1. Four scripts of Ashokan inscriptions: Brahmi (Sarnath, India), 

Kharoshthi (Shahbazgarhi, Pakistan), and Greek and Aramaic (Kandahar, 

Afghanistan, now in Kabul Museum), third century BCE, stone.
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Darius, whose sixth century BCE Aramaic inscriptions further west laid 
out his vision of Achaemenid kingship. But comparing the voices of 
Ashoka and Darius in their respective inscriptions is comparing apples 
and oranges.28 In terms of content, Ashoka stands alone.

Ashoka’s earliest known rock inscription opens by sketching out the 
timeline of his turn to the Buddhist path. The inscription, located at Rup-
nath in Bihar, starts with “The Beloved of the gods (e.g., Ashoka) speaks 
thus” (devanampiye hevam aha) and continues: “I have been a Buddhist 
layman for more than two and a half years, but for a year I did not make 
much progress. Now for more than a year I have drawn close to the Bud-
dhist community (sagha upete) and have become more ardent.”29 Here 
Ashoka tells of his personal religious convictions, a striking tone for a 
head of state. He does not communicate—in this inscription or anywhere 
else—what religion he converted from. Legends do not associate the 
Mauryans with Brahminical traditions, instead projecting Chandragupta 
as Jain and Bindusara as partial to the Ajivikas. Indeed, there is scant 
evidence of Vedic practices within Magadha, including among the Mau-
ryans. That said, Ashoka was familiar with some Brahminical rituals 
since he condemns the ritual slaughter of animals—described using 
Vedic terms—in a later rock inscription.30 While Ashoka positions him-
self as against some Brahminical practices, that does not tell us whether 
they were ever his own.

Ashoka declines to narrate why he became Buddhist (as opposed to 
following another religion), instead focusing on his activities as a con-
vert. He calls himself a follower (upasaka) of an ancient tradition (po-
rana pakiti).31 He commemorates visiting Lumbini, where the Gautama 
Buddha had been born about two centuries earlier, in a pillar inscription 
still there today.32 Later Sri Lankan materials remember Ashoka’s wife, 
Devi, as playing a pivotal role in the king’s turn toward Buddhism, and 
the idea is intriguing.33 That said, Ashoka was no champion of women’s 
religious activities in other contexts. In the ninth rock inscription, he 
condemned female-run life-cycle rites concerning marriage, birth, 
and travel. Many of these rituals (mangalas) are praised in roughly con
temporary Brahminical texts known as the Grihyasutras.34 I wish we 
knew more about Devi’s life and influence, but here we confront a lack 
of contemporary evidence.

We are clearer on the limits of Buddhism within the Mauryan state. 
Certainly, Ashoka did not require his subjects to convert. Moreover, he 
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continued the default policy for Indian rulers of supporting multiple re-
ligious traditions. For example, Ashoka sponsored the construction of 
caves with polished walls at Barabar in Bihar for Ajivikas.35 When Ashoka 
exerted energy trying to persuade his subjects to follow a specific tradi-
tion, it was his own brand of dhamma, as discussed in the next section.

Ashoka’s most significant territorial conquest in his thirty-six years 
on the Mauryan throne was the acquisition of Kalinga in 260 BCE. Ka-
linga is a band of land in eastern India around the border between Orissa 
and Andhra, south of Pataliputra, with access to growing sea trade routes 
(chapter 6). Ashoka himself recorded what we know about this conquest 
in the thirteenth rock inscription, claiming that Mauryan forces captured 
150,000 people and killed more than 100,000 more (see rock inscription 
13). Ashoka’s round numbers have justly raised many skeptical eyebrows 
among historians. Even while seeing them as suggestive rather than doc-
umentary, the basic point remains that the Mauryans killed and en-
slaved many people at Kalinga.

Ashoka took no pride in this state-sponsored violence, which was 
unusual for Indian kings who—across regions, time periods, and 
religions—bragged about violent victories. Instead, Ashoka depicted 
himself as a reformed, or at least reforming, ruler who aspired to non-
violence. In so doing, he proclaimed a different kind of victory at Ka-
linga since, as per his own testimony, the battle prompted him to turn 
to dhamma or ethics. In the fourth rock inscription, too, Ashoka pre
sents dhamma as supplanting military conquest, declaring, “The drums 
of war (bheri-ghosha) have been replaced by the sound of ethics 
(dhamma-ghosha).”36 Ashoka wanted his fame and glory (yasa and kiti) 
to arise—not from military conquest—but from people following his 
ethical guidelines.37 He was not shy about projecting himself as a moral 
leader, describing himself as “good looking” (piyadassi) and thereby re-
flecting inner virtue as well as “beloved of the gods.”

Ashoka’s Rock Inscription 13, ca. 260–258 BCE,  
Inscribed at Multiple Locations
In the eighth year of his reign, King Piyadassi, Beloved of the gods, con-
quered the area of Kalinga. 150,000 people were deported as captives, 
100,000 were killed, and many more died.
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Immediately after he conquered Kalinga, King Piyadassi began to 
devote himself to studying dhamma, yearning for dhamma, and teach-
ing dhamma.

Upon conquering Kalinga, the Beloved of the gods felt regret. He ex-
perienced deep remorse and sorrow because conquering an independent 
people required killing, death, and deportation. It weighed heavy on his 
mind. But there is a graver reason for the king’s regret. The Brahmins, 
ascetics (shramanas), followers of other traditions, and householders—
who are obedient to their superiors, parents, and teachers as well as de-
voted and courteous to friends, acquaintances, companions, relatives, 
slaves, and servants—suffer from the assault, slaughter, and deportation 
of their loved ones. Even those lucky enough to escape calamity them-
selves are distressed by the misfortunes suffered by their beloved friends, 
acquaintances, companions, and relatives. Thus, everyone suffers, and this 
weighs heavily on King Piyadassi’s mind.

There is no place where Brahmins and shramanas are not found, ex-
cept among the Greeks, and everywhere people are attached to one 
religious tradition or another. Accordingly, even if fewer people—one-hun-
dredth or one-thousandth the number—were killed, died, or were captured 
in Kalinga, it would still weigh heavily on the king’s mind.

The Beloved of the gods now thinks that a person who does wrong 
ought to be forgiven, insofar as forgiveness is possible. He seeks to 
prompt even forest dwellers under his administration to adopt these 
ideas and actions, while still reminding them of his power to punish with 
lethal force, despite his remorse. King Piyadassi desires that all beings 
possess security, self-control, equanimity, and gentleness.

King Piyadassi considers the most important conquest to be victory 
by dhamma. And he has achieved this repeatedly, here and on every 
frontier, even thousands of miles away where the Greek king Antiyoka 
(Antiochus) rules, and even beyond Antiyoka’s territory, at the realms of 
[other western] kings named Turamaya, Antikini, Maka, and Alikasudara,38 
to the south among the Cholas and Pandyas as far as Sri Lanka (tamba-
panniya). Similarly, here in royal domains among the Greeks, Kambojas, 
Nabhakas, Nabhitinis, Bhojas, Pitinikas, Andhras, and Palidas, every-
where people follow his instructions in dhamma. Even in places where 
King Piyadassi’s messengers have not reached, people have heard about 
his conduct according to dhamma and his rules and teachings about 
dhamma, and so themselves follow dhamma and will continue to do so.
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This conquest is everywhere and repeatedly produces satisfaction. 
The king is pleased by this victory. This pleasure at victory by dhamma is, 
still, only a slight pleasure. Let them consider victory by dhamma the only 
true conquest.

This inscription on dhamma has been engraved so that my sons and 
great grandsons after me do not think of pursuing new conquests. If they 
do conquer, they ought to exercise mercy and mild punishments. Let them 
consider victory by dhamma to be true conquest. This is good, in this 
world and the next. They should delight in abandoning other aims and 
delight only in dhamma. This is good, in this world and the next.39

Ashoka contrasts the ethical dimensions of war and dhamma, but 
in reality they were sequential. Military conquest paved the way for the 
third Maurya king to articulate an ethical vision through stone inscrip-
tions. Ashoka relied on some measure of state power to place stones and 
pillars in various locations around the subcontinent, including some in 
regions beyond the day-to-day control of the Mauryas. A network of 
state scribes chiseled Ashoka’s words into rock, and state officers were 
ordered to read out the inscriptions at regular intervals for the benefit 
of Mauryan subjects (most of whom were illiterate). Ashoka even com-
missioned imperial officers to preach the dhamma on tour every five 
years. For Ashoka, his empire and his dhamma were inextricably linked, 
especially through the state apparatus on which he relied to advocate his 
ideas.

Victory by Ethics
Ashoka outlines a set of ethical precepts, his dhamma, throughout his 
numerous rock inscriptions. Here I offer an overview of some key fea-
tures, and two things are critical to note off the bat. One, Ashoka’s 
dhamma was not coterminous with Buddhist dhamma. Ashoka articu-
lates ideas that are broader than Buddhist teachings (e.g., obeying one’s 
parents) and more specifically political (e.g., a class of Mauryan officials 
should promote dhamma among their subjects).40 Two, Ashoka intended 
his dhamma for everyone. He wanted to guide all human beings in moral 
behavior, a sharp contrast with the Brahminical idea of svadharma that 
stipulated different ethics according to social class (or caste) and gender 
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(chapters 2, 5, and 7). Ashoka spoke to Brahmins, Ajivikas, Jains, Bud-
dhists, tribal peoples, and more, encouraging all to adopt his ideals.

The most consistent theme throughout Ashoka’s dhamma is nonvi-
olence against people and animals, two groups about which he often 
spoke similarly. For instance, Ashoka used the suggestive number of 
100,000 for people killed in the Kalinga war and, pluralized to “hundreds 
of thousands,” for animals slaughtered daily in his kitchen. He writes of 
his attempt to be vegetarian: “Formerly, in the kitchen of the Beloved of 
the gods . . . ​hundreds of thousands of animals were killed every day to 
make curry. But now with the writing of the Inscriptions on Ethics, only 
three creatures, two peacocks and a deer are killed—and the deer not 
always.”41 Ashoka exhorts his subjects to follow him in moving away from 
slaughtering animals, for food or any other purpose. He opens his major 
rock inscriptions as carved at Erragudi in Andhra Pradesh with the proc-
lamation: “Here no living being should be slaughtered for sacrifice.”42 
Ashoka sometimes placed inscriptions at places known for festivals that 
featured animal sacrifice with the goal of dissuading shedding animal 
blood.43 Like other aspects of Ashoka’s dhamma discussed earlier, his 
vegetarianism stands in sharp contrast to Brahminical traditions of the 
time, such as Yajnavalkya’s pleasure at eating “tender beef ” as per the 
Shatapatha Brahmana.44

Ashoka advocated mercy and nonviolence toward people, especially 
those unable to help themselves in Mauryan society such as prisoners. 
In one inscription, Ashoka attested that he ordered prisoners released 
repeatedly.45 In another, he encouraged Mauryan officials to show em-
pathy for the incarcerated and consider mitigating circumstance for their 
release, such as having a family to support.46 Prisoners are among the 
most overlooked people in many cultures. Even today, in modern North 
America and South Asia, many of us easily accept dehumanization and 
brutality against incarcerated persons. In his suggested treatment of this 
community, Ashoka’s dhamma challenges this common callousness.

Ashoka’s dhamma had limits, and his relationship with the forest 
people (atavika) offers one case where the king deemed nonviolence an 
unaffordable luxury. In rock inscription thirteen, Ashoka addresses the 
forest people separately from the rest of his populace, reminding them: 
“[Ashoka has] power to punish with lethal force, despite his remorse.” 
Such a thinly veiled threat of violence suggests that the forest people were 
beyond Ashoka’s dhamma, or at least had the potential to push his ideals 
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to a breaking point. Here, we see no accommodations for people who 
had a different lifestyle than those residing in the growing metropolis of 
Pataliputra. Rather, Ashoka’s dictate to the forest people was to conform, 
or else risk Mauryan wrath. Practically, it does not appear that Ashoka 
had much success subduing forest-dwelling communities. Post-Mauryan 
authors, such as Kautilya who wrote his Arthashastra treatise on politics 
around 50–125 CE, depicted forest people (atavika, atavi) as reclusive, 
threatening, and requiring coercion.47 Later kings, such as the Guptas 
(ca. fourth century CE) who imitated the Mauryans in various ways, still 
struggled with forest people as per an inscription of Samudragupta that 
mentions reducing forest chiefs to servants and was added, appropriately, 
to an Ashokan pillar.48

Arguably, Ashoka offered more empathy to forest animals and 
fauna than to forest-dwelling people. His fifth pillar inscription lists out 
numerous species of wild animals that ought not be killed.49 The Mau-
ryans also did not engage in large-scale forest clearing or burning. The 
Mahabharata mentions the cleansing of the Khandava Forest for Indra
prastha being sanctioned by the Hindu god Agni (chapter 5), and so the 
idea is attested around this period that urbanization might require the 
sacrifice of forests along with their inhabitants.50 It is tempting to depict 
Ashoka as ecologically conscious or interested in environmental sus-
tainability, and maybe he was. Then again, maybe Ashoka just lacked 
the technology, power, or both to clear the forests of the Gangetic plain, 
which remained largely intact into the second millennium CE.51 Regard-
less, Ashoka’s comments on forest-dwellers clarify that his dhamma did 
not include a desire to preserve their way of life.

Many people in Ashoka’s India seem to have ignored the king’s 
ethical ideas, which comes into focus when we bring in archaeological 
evidence. For instance, remains in the Hindu Kush foothills indicate a 
robust carnivorous diet—of hunted wild sheep, goats, tortoises, foxes, 
jackals, deer, horses, and cattle—going back to the middle and upper pa-
leolithic period (ca. 35,000–15,000 years ago).52 Remains at the urban 
center of Mundigak, near Kandahar, as late as the second millennium 
BCE similarly suggest that people consumed an array of domestic and 
wild animals.53 In brief, premodern inhabitants of what is now 
Afghanistan ate a lot of meat. One wonders, then, how this populace re-
sponded to an inscription that Ashoka placed at Kandahar around 248 
BCE proclaiming (sans evidence) that the Mauryan king’s virtue had in-
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spired fisherman and hunters to give up their trades. Ashoka even had 
this inscription written in Aramaic and Greek so that it could be under-
stood by local residents or, perhaps, to connect with memories of Ach-
aemenid and Greek rule, respectively.54 I agree with historian Nayanjot 
Lahiri’s speculation that: “In this kind of context, might there have been 
hoots of laughter at the efforts on behalf of vegetarianism from distant 
Pataliputra?”55

Around 2,500 kilometers south of Kandahar, residents of Maski in 
Karnataka probably had little in common with those in Mundigak, ex-
cept that they also disregarded Ashoka’s dhamma. Maski was a center 
for gold mining in Ashoka’s time, which was traded to bring in lapis la-
zuli and other desired materials from as far afield as Afghan regions. 
Despite Ashoka placing an inscription at Maski, material evidence sug-
gests that residents continued to practice their own religious traditions 
and honor local deities.56

Despite some opposition, Ashoka personally attempted to spread his 
dhamma throughout his imperial territory. His first rock inscription 
ends by noting that the emperor had been on tour for 256 days (about 
eight months). Rock inscription eight offers further details about Asho-
ka’s touring activities, describing an itinerary with features of a lecture 
circuit and a pilgrimage. Notably, he explicitly contrasted this dhamma 
journey with the pleasure tours of other kings, especially hunting (see 
rock inscription 8). It seems that Ashoka sought, in addition to military 
victories, a moral victory as a mark of royalty.

Ashoka’s Rock Inscription 8, Third Century BCE,  
Inscribed at Multiple Locations
In the past, kings used to go on pleasure tours. On these tours, they 
hunted and indulged in other pastimes. King Piyadassi, however, became 
enlightened in wisdom ten years after his coronation. Since then his tours 
have been moral tours. He visits priests and ascetics and makes gifts to 
them; he visits the aged and gives them money; he visits the people of 
rural areas, instructing them in dhamma and discussing it with them. King 
Piyadassi takes great pleasure in these tours, far more than could result 
from other tours.57
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Ashoka intended his inscriptions to guide successive Mauryan rul-
ers. He closed the seventh pillar inscription, one of his last inscriptions, 
with these lines: “I have done all this so that among my sons and great 
grandsons and as long as the sun and moon endure, men may follow 
dhamma. For by following it one gains this world and the next. When I 
had been consecrated twenty-seven years, I had this inscription of 
dhamma engraved. The Beloved of the gods speaks thus: This inscrip-
tion of dhamma is to be engraved wherever there are stone pillars or 
stone slabs, that it may last long.”58 Suffice it to say that Ashoka’s sons 
and grandsons did not make him proud. After Ashoka’s death in 232 
BCE, the Mauryans cycled through a rapid succession of kings so tu-
multuous that we are not even sure of all their names. Fifty years later, 
in the mid-180s BCE, the last Mauryan ruler, Brihadratha, was assassi-
nated by his Brahmin commander-in-chief who then founded the 
Shunga dynasty.59 Even absent long-term dynastic success, however, 
Ashoka made lasting impacts on later South Asian history, rulers, and 
religions.

Ashoka’s Legacies and Limits
Ashoka left behind material improvements and monumental objects on 
the subcontinent. He financed wells, rest houses, highways, and other 
public works. One large-scale example is a dam at Girnar in Gujarat. In 
Mauryan times, the dam wall stood 7.5 meters high and covered more 
than 40 meters; a visible rise of the land can still be seen today.60 Ashoka 
also sponsored numerous pillars, not all of them inscribed, as well as 
caves. A less well-known example of the latter is the garage-sized Sita-
marhi cave, cut into a solitary boulder in Bihar.61 Perhaps the most 
famous piece of art from the Mauryan period is the four-lion pillar top-
per complete with a dharmachakra (wheel of dharma) at Sarnath (both 
symbols were adopted by the modern Indian nation-state; chapter 23). 
In some cases, the Mauryans employed local artisans, such as to carve a 
large elephant at Dhauli in Orissa, near a rock inscription.62 Mauryan 
art also featured the royal family, and one of the gates at Sanchi—a grow-
ing Buddhist pilgrimage site—features a carving of Ashoka with two of 
his queens (figure 4.2). The family was also depicted on a smaller scale, 
and a punch-marked coin from Mauryan rule likely shows Ashoka with 
two of his wives.63
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Many later Buddhist practitioners and some scholars have credited 
Ashoka with clarifying and spreading Buddhist teachings. Certainly, 
Ashoka projected himself into this role. In an inscription found at Sar-
nath, Sanchi, and Kosam (near Allahabad), Ashoka projected author-
ity over Buddhist monks and nuns, criticizing internal divisions and 
expelling disruptive mendicants.64 Ashoka also claimed to have sent 
Buddhist missionaries far beyond the subcontinent to seek converts 
(quoted earlier). Even if all of this is true, popular memory attributes 
Ashoka a far greater role in spreading Buddhism than is supported by 
available evidence. For instance, Ashoka is often believed to have hosted 
the Third Buddhist Council at Pataliputra.65 Many associate the spread 
of stupas, rounded mounds that house relics of the Gautama Buddha, 
with Ashoka’s patronage.66 Sometimes Ashoka is thought to have spon-
sored mass building projects at Buddhist pilgrimage destinations like 
Lumbini and Sanchi.67 Historical evidence dates many of these activities 
to post-Ashokan periods. For example, one of the earliest post-Ashokan 
Indian inscriptions records a relic of the Gautama Buddha being interred 

Figure 4.2. Ashoka with his queens on the southern gate at Sanchi, first 

century CE, Madhya Pradesh, India.
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at Shinkot (in modern-day Afghanistan) during the second-century-
BCE reign of an Indo-Greek king.68 In part, some scholars have 
embellished Ashoka’s impact because they have privileged written 
Buddhist materials, even those dated later, over material evidence 
that offers a more historically grounded picture for much of early 
Buddhist history.69

Tissamaharama along Sri Lanka’s southern coast offers a case study 
in how material evidence allows us to displace Ashoka and instead see 
the formational roles played by other early Buddhist communities and 
individuals. The Brahmi script—favored by Ashoka—was known in 
parts of Sri Lanka around this time as per pottery fragments unearthed 
in Tissamaharama. Those pottery shards contain numerous inscrip-
tions, include the names of laywomen—such as Tisya, Gupta, Sude, 
and Anuradha—who supported a community of predominantly Bud-
dhist nuns.70 Here, we glimpse few men, royal or otherwise. To the extent 
that the Mauryans played any role in forming the Buddhist community 
at Tissamaharama, the loss of Mauryan power in the mid-180s BCE to 
the Brahmin Shunga dynasty might have incentivized Buddhist leaders 
to travel south.71 But this remains speculative, in contrast to the con-
crete material evidence available along Sri Lanka’s southern coast for a 
female-centered Buddhist community. I imagine that the Theris, whom 
we encountered in chapter 3, would have approved.

Ashoka inspired kings far and wide, both during his life and long 
after his death. His later contemporary, Devanampiya Tissa of Lanka 
(r.  ca. 247–207 BCE), took Ashoka’s preferred name “Beloved of the 
gods” as his own.72 Almost 800 years later, Emperor Wu of China (502–
549 CE) imitated Ashoka (or who he imagined Ashoka to have been) 
by patronizing stupas and banning alcohol and meat.73 Within India, 
Chandragupta and Ashoka both featured in later Sanskrit texts, includ-
ing Ashokavadana, second century CE (Ashoka as a Buddhist figure) 
and Mudrarakshasa, sixth century CE (Chandragupta as an emperor). 
In the mid-fourth century CE, a Gupta king named himself Chan-
dragupta after the Mauryan founder. But Ashoka arguably never had 
worthy imitators in his inscriptional voice. As Richard Salomon has put 
it: “In terms of format, content, and tone, there is practically nothing in 
the later inscriptional corpus of the Indian world that even resembles 
Asoka’s inscriptions.”74
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On the Indian subcontinent, one lasting impact of Ashoka’s inscrip-
tions was that they centered dhamma (dharma in Sanskrit) as a key con-
cept for Indian rulers and religious traditions. Dharma was a somewhat 
marginal idea in the Vedas, and it is used infrequently in later Vedic 
texts too. Some scholars have suggested that it became a focal point in 
subsequent incarnations of Hindu traditions precisely because Brah-
mins were playing catch-up with Buddhists and political figures who 
made the concept of dhamma/dharma “impossible to ignore.”75 Ashoka—
and his powerful voice—is part of that story. Even if nobody ever spoke 
quite like Ashoka again, many later kings, too, used the language of 
dharma, which Ashoka helped to develop into a broader political and 
social framework.76

Conclusion: Long Echoes of Ashoka
Long after Ashoka and his successors were gone, Mauryan material 
culture remained part of the Indian landscape. Carvings from a few 
hundred years after Ashoka’s death show people venerating Ashokan 
pillars (figure 4.3).77 In more recent times, some pillars have been re-
purposed as Shiva lingas.78 More on point to Mauryan intentions, 
later rulers added inscriptions to Ashokan rocks and pillars, including 
Rudradaman (second century CE), the Guptas (fourth–fifth centuries 
CE), the Chauhans (twelfth century CE), and the Mughals (seventeenth 
century CE). Some ambitious kings even moved Ashokan pillars to 
centers of their own kingdoms. For instance, Firuz Shah Tughluq 
(r. 1351–1388) relied on thousands of laborers to package and transport 
two Ashokan pillars to Delhi, where they still stand today.79 In a more 
prosaic reuse, nineteenth-century British colonialists used pieces of 
Ashokan pillars to roll out roads.80 The British were not complete 
iconoclasts regarding Ashoka. In 1837, James Prinsep decoded the 
Brahmi script, which everybody had long ago forgotten how to read, 
and thus made Ashoka’s words, once again, an active part of the In-
dian world. Ashokan inscriptions are still being recovered, with one 
of the more recent discoveries being at Ratanpurwa in Bihar in 2009.81 
One wonders if we have yet to hear all that this ancient Mauryan ruler 
has to say?



Figure 4.3. Indians venerating an Ashokan pillar 

on the southern gate at Sanchi, first century CE, 

Madhya Pradesh, India.
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Further Reading
Nayanjot Lahiri is the foremost biographer of Ashoka in our day. I also 
consulted work by Sonam Kachru, Patrick Olivelle, Upinder Singh, and 
Romila Thapar on the Mauryans. For the Ashokan inscriptions, I relied 
on D. C. Sircar and E. Hultzsch. Harry Falk is strong on the archaeology 
of Mauryan India, and Gregory Schopen makes a compelling case for 
the importance of material evidence in reconstructing early Buddhism. 
Paul Kosmin’s work on the Seleucids is strong, especially his discussion 
of spatiality in Megasthenes Indica.
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Mahabharata
A Tale of Ancient India

So long as mountains and rivers exist, Krishna,
there will always be celebrations of this fame.
Brahmins will narrate the great Mahabharata battle.

— Mahabharata, ca. 100–500 CE (Sanskrit)1

In an old Indian myth, a group of blind men stumble upon an elephant. 
Each feels a different part of the animal and concludes, based on his 

experience alone, that the elephant is like a rope (tail), a snake (trunk), 
a wall (side), and so forth. None of them comprehends the true nature 
of the enormous beast. We are all those blind men in seeking to grasp 
the Mahabharata, an epic story of a fratricidal war first written in San
skrit close to 2,000 years ago and since retold in countless mediums 
and languages. The Mahabharata is a tale for all times. It explores en-
during questions of the human condition, such as why good people 
do bad things and how we live with the human ability to commit atroc-
ities. This tumultuous epic—specifically its Sanskrit version ascribed 
to Vyasa—is also a cultural product of ancient north India, furnishing 
upper-caste views on the vicious state violence unleashed in the tran-
sition from clans to kingdoms as well as evidence of changes in the 
tradition we now call Hinduism. Here I explore Vyasa’s Mahabharata, 
a fantastical story that has gripped imaginations through two millen-
nia, focusing on its insights regarding ancient social and religious 
developments.

5
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Sanskrit beyond the Vedas
We have scarcely heard of Sanskrit—the language in which the Ma-
habharata attributed to Vyasa was first composed—in the prior two 
chapters, covering the sixth to third centuries BCE. That is because, 
during these centuries, Brahmins alone used Sanskrit, primarily to con-
duct specialized rituals. For everybody else—Buddhists, Jains, Ajivikas, 
and rulers of Magadha including the Mauryans—Prakrits were the major 
political and religious mediums of the day. How and why, then, did Brah-
mins (possibly with Kshatriya input) pen the Sanskrit Mahabharata, 
one of the most culturally influential texts ever composed, in the early 
centuries CE and subsequently disseminate it widely through storytell-
ing bards? Three interrelated developments—dated between about 300 
BCE and 150 CE—help to explain how Vyasa’s Mahabharata burst onto 
the scene in northern India sometime around 100 or 200 CE: the geo
graphical and political expansion of Sanskrit, a more robust hereditary 
caste system, and Brahminical integration of non-Vedic ideas. These 
trends are foundational for understanding why one of the most capti-
vating stories ever told, anywhere on earth, was written in Sanskrit.

Over 500 years, between around 350 BCE and 150 CE, upper-caste 
north Indians began to use Sanskrit—hitherto an exclusive language 
of Vedic ritual and theology—to express wider cultural and, critically, 
political ideas. It started with grammar. Between 350 and 100 BCE, several 
Brahmins codified Sanskrit grammar: Panini near Peshawar, Katyayana 
in the Gangetic plain, and Patanjali north of the Gangetic plain. Of the 
three, Panini is the most extraordinary for linguistic history. Panini’s 
Ashtadhyayi is a generative Sanskrit grammar that uses a maximally con-
cise set of rules to express an immensely complicated grammatical system. 
Panini’s brief aphorisms have struck many modern thinkers as remark-
ably elegant and complex, rivaling computer coding.2

Culturally, Panini and his two successors, Patanjali and Katyayana, 
projected themselves as living within a Sanskrit-dominated world. Pa-
tanjali is the most verbose, delimiting the “land of the pure” (aryavarta) 
as a geographical area of northern India inhabited by the shishta, Sanskrit-
speaking Brahmin men.3 It would be imprudent to take the grammari-
ans at their word, assuming they accurately described a north Indian 
paradise sonorous with high-caste men conversing in Sanskrit. Most 
likely, Panini—who may have lived through Alexander of Macedon’s 
incursion—was surrounded by chattering in Old Persian, Aramaic, and 
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Greek, whereas Katyayana and Patanjali probably heard Prakrits (or ver-
nacular derivations thereof) most often (chapters 3–4). These men pro-
jected a Sanskrit Brahminical milieu that they considered ideal and, in 
their lifetimes, unachievable. Their imagined Vedic-centered world never 
became a reality. Rather, Sanskrit use became far more widespread in 
later centuries because of another key development: Sanskrit became de-
sacralized and went political.

Up until the early centuries CE, Prakrits had been the major lan-
guages of north Indian politics, demonstrated most obviously by Asho-
ka’s inscriptions. Then, in 150 CE, a king named Rudradaman sponsored 
a Sanskrit political inscription at Junagadh in Gujarat. The inscription 
praises Rudradaman (an otherwise forgettable ruler in the western Ksha-
trapa dynasty) for repairing a reservoir called Sudarshana (Lake Beau-
tiful). This was entirely ordinary. Extraordinary is that the inscription 
was in Sanskrit and used a literary style that soon became definitional 
to texts and inscriptions grouped together as kavya (poetry and literary 
prose).4 In fact, fluency in Sanskrit kavya quickly became a defining char-
acteristic of Indian kings, and Rudradaman is lauded in the inscription 
as “skilled in the composition of kavyas in prose and verse, which are 
exquisitely ornamented by the confluence of clear, swift, sweet, wonder-
ful, and pleasing language.”5 How we speak matters, and, after this, 
Indian kings increasingly spoke through inscriptions in poetic San
skrit. Soon others too—including Buddhists and Jains who had abjured 
Sanskrit for centuries—began to use this language, and so Sanskrit 
ceased to be associated with elite Hindu religious practices alone (on 
this process, see chapter 6).6 In the case of Rudradaman, he ordered his 
praise (prashasti) inscribed on the Ashokan rock inscriptions at Juna
gadh, seeming to proclaim by proximity that Sanskrit was supplanting 
Prakrit as the language of rajaniti (politics). Among many other things, 
Vyasa’s Mahabharata is a poem (kavya) about politics.

Around the same century that Sanskrit began to be used for political 
purposes, caste groups began to practice more extreme forms of social 
segregation through endogamy, marrying within one’s own caste com-
munity. Here, genetic evidence is critical. Most Indians today descend 
from a mix of discrete historical groups whose members commonly in-
termarried between about 4,000 and 2,000 years ago. But things shifted 
toward the end of that time range when Indians began to restrict mar-
riage to caste groups.7 As scientists have noted, these marriage restric-
tions were often severe, resulting in genetic markers today that would not 
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have occurred if even one in one hundred community members had en-
gaged in intercaste marriages from ca. 100 CE onward.8 Separate heredi-
tary communities organized in a social hierarchy, an idea articulated as 
early as the Rig Veda, now became a lived reality for many Indians.

Around 100 CE is also our best scholarly guess on the rough com-
position date of Vyasa’s Mahabharata, which advocates caste-based ide-
als and distinct social roles for caste groups (varnashramadharma). The 
epic especially extols the two highest classes: Brahmins and Kshatriyas.9 
Caste continued to evolve—especially through spreading to new com-
munities and the addition of new castes—throughout Indian history, as 
discussed in subsequent chapters. Consistently throughout premoder-
nity, the caste system combined community, identity, and hierarchy in a 
way that many found attractive for wielding power and many more ex-
perienced as oppressive.

In the early centuries CE, Brahmins engaged in an additional activity 
that they do not write about explicitly, namely they adapted non-Vedic 
practices, ideas, and gods into their own tradition. This process is hidden 
from the historical record, except for the outcome. Brahminical culture 
includes the conceit that its core ideas never change. This theological 
commitment leads, from a historian’s viewpoint, to patently contradic-
tory notions, such as that the Vedas—which name individual authors—
are eternal and of nonhuman origin (apaurusheya).10 In reality, while 
vouching that their tradition was immutable, Brahmins enacted dynamic 
changes in certain arenas. The Mahabharata attests to several key shifts, 
such as the introduction of non-Vedic deities like Shiva and Krishna, 
who remain popular in Hinduism today. Indeed, the Mahabharata was 
the first Brahminical text not directly connected to the Vedas and thus 
itself embodies a significant expansion of this tradition.11 I turn now to 
analyzing what was both a product of and a catalyst for religious and cul-
tural changes: the Mahabharata, a Sanskrit myth about politics.

Truth of a Myth
The Mahabharata’s core story concerns a clash for the north Indian 
throne of Hastinapura between two sets of cousins—the Kauravas 
and the Pandavas—which spirals into a devastating world war. The epic 
narrates this saga in a three-part structure (stretched over eighteen 
books, or twenty-four books in some southern versions). First, the 
hundred Kaurava brothers and five Pandava brothers attempt to settle 
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their competing political claims without war. The two groups try split-
ting the kingdom, gambling for the throne, engaging in illicit murder 
(of the Pandavas, by the Kauravas), and more. When these strategies 
all fail, the cousins fight, propelling nearly all their relatives and the 
entire known world into battle. The last part of the epic follows the five 
Pandavas, survivors more than victors, as they struggle to rule within a 
postapocalyptic landscape. Eventually, they also die.

The Mahabharata is a myth, but it expresses truths about our world 
and, more specific to my purposes here, truths about ancient north In-
dian society. The text calls itself itihasa (lore).12 For a modern historian, 
there is no possibility of the epic recording the literal past given that it 
features gods acting on earth, supernatural weapons, and a rash of other 
fantastical elements. But, as Anne Monius has argued, narrative had a 
unique power to communicate truth—in a higher sense—in premodern 
India.13 The kingdoms mentioned in the Mahabharata may never have 
existed, but the epic explores the implications of the all-too-real political 
violence unleashed, again and again, by large-scale governments.

Even before the Mahabharata was written, Ashoka responded to 
large-scale warfare by decrying the human suffering he wrought in 
Kalinga, although he still threatened violence against forest dwellers 
(chapter 4). So many political figures since Ashoka have caused human 
anguish, in India and elsewhere, and yet have been unwilling to renounce 
political violence. Even in the twenty-first century, probably everyone 
reading these lines lives within states that exercise incredible violence. In 
a broad sense, we are still living in the brutal world of large-scale political 
formations that the Mahabharata describes. Perhaps our needs to contin-
ually explore this aspect of our lived experience explains why, as the edi-
tors of a recent collection of essays on the Mahabharata put it, “the most 
common response to the Mahabharata has been to recreate it.”14

Notwithstanding my synopsis attempts throughout this chapter, the 
Mahabharata can never be definitively summed up for two reasons. One, 
the Sanskrit epic is gigantic. In the Western context, the term “epic” often 
calls to mind the Greek poems Iliad and Odyssey, but both are closer to 
short stories compared to the mammoth Mahabharata. Vyasa’s Maha
bharata is about seven times the length of the Iliad and the Odyssey com-
bined or roughly fifteen times the length of the Christian Bible. Much of 
the verbose text is constituted by frame stories, side stories, and didactic 
sections that supplement the nucleus battle narrative.15 These include tales 
of gender bending, pilgrimages, sexual assault, honeymoons, being a good 



80    India

king, and even a robust precis of the Ramayana, the other great Sanskrit 
epic (discussed in chapter 6). The Mahabharata celebrates its encyclopedic 
nature in a verse repeated in its opening and closing books:

Whatever is found in this story
regarding life’s aims of righteousness, profit, pleasure, and 

liberation,
you might find elsewhere.
But what is missing here is found nowhere else.16

In addition to including everything and the kitchen sink, Vyasa’s Ma-
habharata was also a fluid poem to which narrators added, verbally and in 
writing. Today, thousands of premodern handwritten copies of the San-
skrit Mahabharata survive, and no two are identical. With few exceptions, 
we do not know the names of the epic’s countless premodern authors 
(Vyasa himself was a legendary poet and a character in the story). But 
Mahabharata texts, often grouped into regional versions, are the result of 
crowdsourcing over close to 2,000 years. For bards and poets alike, the 
Mahabharata’s fluidity was a delightful invitation to rework the epic saga.

For a historian, the Mahabharata’s mutability marks it as a special 
source. Temporally, we must analyze the epic as a cultural product refined 
from 100 CE onward, undergoing especially robust changes between 300 
and 450 CE under a north Indian dynasty known as the Guptas.17 An 
older generation of scholars mistakenly worked out the epic’s temporality 
in the other direction. They projected the Mahabharata as representing a 
world that existed generations or even centuries before the myth was 
committed to writing. I think this approach blindly repeats the Maha
bharata’s self-conscious archaism. However appealing it might be to ca-
sually push the Mahabharata back in time, the evidence does not support 
it. Moreover, if we focus on Vyasa’s Mahabharata as the result of layered 
additions from 100 CE forward, we can best highlight its polyphonic 
value. There is not a single voice that speaks through Vyasa’s epic but 
rather a diverse cacophony, including less dominant Indian voices that 
we can hear if we listen closely to this gloriously complicated story.

Cataclysmic Political Violence
The Mahabharata devotes more attention to the intertwined issues of vio
lence and political power than to any other subject, especially in its core 
battle saga. From the start, the Great War is presaged, even fated. For 
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instance, in the first third of the epic, the eldest of the five Pandavas, 
Yudhishthira, lost an ill-advised dice game to the Kauravas and was forced 
into exile for thirteen years along with his four brothers and their joint 
wife, Draupadi. As the Pandavas exited the Kaurava capital of Hastina-
pura, the middle brother and ferocious archer, Arjuna, dropped hand-
fuls of sand, each grain representing an enemy he would kill in the future 
war.18 When the war happened, it was so abominable that it ushered in 
a new era of depravity, the Kali Yuga, the final and most corrupt of four 
eras.19 Here, I explore three moments—before, during, and after the con-
flict, respectively—to draw out the epic’s commentary on the thirst for 
political power and its ever-present companion of bloodshed.

On the morning of the first day of the Great War, the two sides 
amassed on the battlefield, and the blind king Dhritarashtra, father of 
the Kauravas and uncle of the Pandavas, asked:

dharmakshetre kurukshetre samaveta yuyutsavah
mamakah pandavashcaiva kimakurvata sanjaya

Tell me what happened, Sanjaya,
when mine and the Pandavas gathered, eager to fight
at Kurukshetra, the Kuru’s field, the field of righteousness.20

This line opens the Bhagavadgita (Song of the Lord, or Gita, for short), 
a succinct eighteen-chapter section that serves as the epic’s ethical crux. 
As asked, Sanjaya, advisor to Dhirtarashtra, next narrates the battlefield 
scene, which was an assault on the senses. Conches blew, cymbals banged, 
drums resounded, and troops roared, combining into a dreadful clamor. 
Men lined up ready to die on both sides, Sanjay tells Dhritarashtra, in-
cluding Dhritarashtra’s sons, trusted advisors, and dear friends.21

The Pandava warrior Arjuna, the third of five brothers and the most 
skilled archer, was among those ready to fight, but he hesitated. What 
Dhritarashtra heard from Sanjaya, Arjuna experienced with his own eyes 
and ears, and it overwhelmed the hero. Arjuna commanded his chari
oteer Krishna (also an incarnation of Vishnu) to drive into no man’s land 
between the assembled armies and objected:

Krishna! I see my own family gathered here, eager to fight.

My limbs sink, and my mouth goes dry.
My body trembles, and my hairs bristle.

The Gandiva bow slips from my hand, and my skin burns.
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I cannot stand my ground, and my mind seems caught in a 
tailspin.

I see bad omens, Krishna,
and I see nothing good in killing my own family.22

Arjuna listed his reasons for wishing to avoid killing his kin, dubbing 
the kingdom such a slaughter would secure a “sorrow that desiccates my 
senses.”23 He slumped down, dropped his weapon, and protested “I will 
not fight!” (no yotsya).24 If we wanted to put Arjuna’s objection in phil-
osophical language (and many premodern readers understood the Gita 
as a philosophical work), we would say that Arjuna perceived a clash be-
tween his duty to protect his family (kuladharma) and his caste duty to 
fight as a Kshatriya (varnadharma). Prioritizing the former, he suggested 
that he sit out the battle.25 We can also put the dilemma in more univer-
sal and emotive terms. Arjuna recoiled at the idea of killing his family 
in exchange for political power, no matter what duty decreed.

In the remainder of the Bhagavadgita, Krishna used two strategies—
logic and divine revelation—to convince Arjuna to fight. Krishna’s most 
basic argument was that caste obligations outweigh all else and that Ar-
juna, as a Kshatriya, must participate in the battle. This idea of caste-
based duty was oft repeated in subsequent Hindu texts. As the Gita puts 
it, “Better one’s own dharma done poorly than another’s done well.”26 
Krishna also attempted to assuage Arjuna’s conscience by claiming that 
the warrior lacks causality and merely appears to slaughter his enemies. 
Krishna claimed to be the true cause of the warriors’ demise, and their 
souls are eternal in any case, he assured. Still, Arjuna must act for his 
own sake, performing karmayoga (practice of action) within caste-based 
prescriptions. “Focus on action, never its fruits,” Krishna advised.27

Krishna’s arguments go into considerably further depth than what I 
have sketched out here, and they have enthralled many thinkers over the 
centuries. Later Indian interpreters, including in premodernity, often 
read the Gita as a stand-alone text apart from the larger Mahabharata. 
In Krishna’s words, readers have found arguments for violence and re-
straint, for renouncing the world and reveling in it.28 As the medieval 
poet Jnandev saw it, the Gita is a wish-granting gem that satisfies all 
desires.29 Maybe so, and even in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
Indian independence leaders disagreed about whether the Gita recom-
mended violence or nonviolence in the Indian independence struggle 
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(chapter 21). Here, my interests remain more narrowly Krishna’s argu-
ment in its epic context, namely that Arjuna ought to kill in accordance 
with his caste duties.

Krishna backed up his arguments and superseded logic by showing 
his true cosmic self. Krishna’s divinity was truly news to Arjuna, who 
had encountered Krishna as a brother-in-law, advisor, and friend earlier 
in the epic. For readers or listeners in ancient India, Krishna was a 
relatively new deity in the Hindu pantheon, and so he perhaps mean-
ingfully revealed his divinity to them as well. In fact, most of Krishna’s 
backstory is absent from Vyasa’s text, with some beloved Krishna myths 
being found in the Harivamsha, an appendix later affixed to the Ma-
habharata (of course, the world’s longest poem has a lengthy appendix).30 
In the Gita, Krishna’s cosmic form is beautiful and terrible, inspiring and 
horrifying (see excerpt). Above all, it is divine and so ended the debate. 
How can one argue with God? Arjuna picked up his bow, returned to 
the Pandava frontline, and rushed into battle.

Excerpts of the Divine Revelation of Krishna,  
Bhagavadgita, ca. 100 CE

Lord Krishna said: “Look at me, Arjuna! See my hundreds  
of thousands of forms,

that are diverse, divine, a kaleidoscope of shapes and colors.
See the Vedic gods—Adityas, Vasus, Rudras, Ashvins, and Maruts—
and the many marvels never seen before, Arjuna!
Here and now see the universe with all its living creatures in one 

place
in my body, Arjuna, along with whatever else you wish to see.
But you cannot look at me with your own eye.
I give you a divine eye. Look at my divine yoga!”

Sanjaya said, “Having said this, O King, then Krishna, the great lord 
of yoga,

revealed his true divine form to Arjuna.
That amazing, multiform vision showed endless mouths and eyes,
countless celestial ornaments, and innumerable divine and drawn 

weapons.
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Wearing godly garlands and garments, glistening with divine 
perfume,

that infinite divinity filled all space and contained all marvelous 
things.

If the light of a thousand suns dawned all at once in the sky,
it would be like the brilliance of that great-souled one.”

Arjuna said, “I see the gods in your body, God, throngs of all kinds 
of creatures,

Lord Brahma on his lotus throne, the seers, and all celestial serpents.
I see your unbounded form everywhere, with countless arms, 

stomachs, mouths, and eyes.
There is no beginning, no middle, and no end.
I see you are the Lord of All, Form of All!
Holding a crown, mace, and discus, you blaze with fierce rays
I see you, hard to glimpse in the enveloping light of sun and fire.
You should be known as the ultimate deity.
You are greatest treasure of the world.
You are the perpetual guardian of the eternal dharma.
You seem to me to be the eternal man . . .
Greedy to devour, you lick at the worlds around you
with your flaming mouths.
Your fires are filling the universe,
scorching it, Vishnu!
Tell me—Who are you in this horrible form, Lord?
Honor to you, Best of Gods! Have mercy.
I want to know who you truly are,
but I do not understand your actions.”

Lord Krishna said, “I am time grown old, destroyer of worlds,
manifested here to obliterate the worlds.
Even without you, all these warriors prepared to fight will die.
Therefore, Get up! Seize fame!
Conquer your enemies! Enjoy the kingdom!
They are already killed by me. You are merely my instrument as 

archer.
I have killed Drona, Bhishma, Jayadratha, Karna, and the other 

heroic warriors.
Kill! Don’t falter! Fight! You will defeat your enemies in battle.”31
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The carnage of the eighteen-day Mahabharata war is inconceivable, 
and the epic tries to evoke the horror, in part, through mind-numbing 
numbers. Vyasa’s Mahabharata boasts that 1.6 billion people died on the 
battlefield of Kurukshetra in northern India, an unimaginable death toll 
in premodernity designed to highlight the clash’s catastrophic nature.32 
The globe did not support this population until maybe 1900 CE, and hu-
manity’s bloodiest historical war to date, World War II, resulted in the 
deaths of about one-third that grotesque number. Sometimes, the epic 
and later texts explain the massacre as a sacrifice requiring the blood of 
an entire generation of Kshatriyas. If we follow this interpretation, the 
war is a notably messy sacrifice that contrasted sharply with the rigid 
rules of Vedic rites where even a mispronounced akshara (syllable) re-
quired correction.33

Moreover, Mahabharata characters often sought base revenge rather 
than virtuous ends in the war. For instance, Bhima, the second Pandava 
brother, fulfilled an earlier vow by breaking the thigh of the eldest Kau-
rava Duryodhana, literally hitting him below the belt. Bhima also hacked 
to death the second Kaurava brother, Duhshasana, by ripping off his arm 
and then clawing open his chest to drink his blood. Things were even 
worse on the Kaurava side. After eighteen days, the battle appeared over 
because nearly all the Kauravas and their allies lay dead. But after dark, 
one of the few survivors, Ashvatthaman, snuck into the Pandava camp 
and killed every man, woman, and child slumbering there, including all 
Draupadi’s children by her five husbands. Some of these battle moments 
featured in later Sanskrit dramas from various corners of India.34 But as 
much as people like hearing sad stories as literature, who would want to 
live through such devastation?

Not Yudhishthira, who no longer desired earthly power after the 
conflict ended. The war’s victor—“out of his mind with grief ”—leveled 
some of the fiercest criticisms of Kshatriya dharma and kingship known 
in Sanskrit literature.35 He lamented that his “triumph” appeared more 
like defeat (ajayakaro),36 proclaiming:

Our enemies’ plans have succeeded since the Kuru family has lost 
all direction.

Having killed ourselves by ourselves, what possible virtuous result 
can we achieve?

Damn Kshatriya customs! Damn might makes right!
Damn rage, which has brought us to this calamity!
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Those who dwell in the forest always have patience, self-restraint, 
and honesty.

They lack aggression and envy while embracing non-violence 
(ahimsa) and truthfulness.

But we were greedy and deluded, clinging to arrogance and pride.
We have fallen to this state because we coveted a mere kingdom.

Having seen our relatives slain, over hungering for this morsel,
nobody will make me happy to be king, even over the three 

worlds.37

Yudhishthira then envisioned the grief of parents who had lost children 
in the conflict, but we do not need Yudhishthira’s imagination on that 
score. The Mahabharata devotes an entire book, the Striparvan (Book 
of Women) to the laments of mothers, wives, and daughters of those 
whose corpses rotted on the battlefield. One woman, Gandhari (mother 
of the hundred dead Kaurava brothers), described many fallen warriors 
and the women who grieved for them. She cursed Krishna—who had 
egged on the Pandavas and encouraged breaking the rules of war—to 
see his entire clan annihilated and to himself die, to be mourned by his 
wives.38

Whereas women can lament in the Mahabharata epic, Yudhishthira 
must rule. His four brothers and their wife Draupadi argued this point, 
expressing shock and anger at Yudhishthira’s incapacitating empathy.39 
For instance, Arjuna (his earlier doubts forgotten) pontificated that 
there is virtuous violence (sadhuhimsa) and, for Kshatriyas specifi-
cally, “there is no fame without killing.” “Even the gods are killers,” 
Arjuna exclaimed.40 They all scoffed at Yudhishthira’s proposal to re-
nounce the world and live in a forest as appropriate for a Brahmin 
sage but anathema for a Kshatriya fighter. Ultimately, the big gun was 
called in to assuage the reluctant king and, perhaps, disturbed readers 
and listeners as well: Bhishma, the family patriarch of both the Kau-
ravas and the Pandavas.

Bhishma lay on a bed of arrows, mortally injured while leading the 
Kaurava army but able to choose the time of his death. From that prone 
position, he instructed Yudhishthira in how to rule. Some of Bhishma’s 
advice is blunt, such as his opening maxim to Krishna who fixed the 
meeting with Yudhishthira:
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Just as the dharma of Brahmins is generosity, study, and 
asceticism,

the dharma of Kshatriyas is striking down bodies in battle, 
Krishna!41

Bhishma’s instruction to Yudhishthira is lengthy, constituting nearly 
25 percent of the entire Mahabharata.42 He covered a lot of ground, in-
cluding extensive discussion of duties specific to each caste and life stage 
(varnashramadharma) and how exceptional times call for exceptions to 
the rules (apaddharma). It is as if Bhishma’s weighty wordage tries to fill 
the depopulated earth that is soaked in blood.

Eventually, Bhishma convinced Yudhishthira to ascend the Hastina-
pura throne, and the new ruler even completed the horse sacrifice, a 
late Vedic ritual of Kshatriya kingship. But sinister events continued to 
plague the Pandavas and their allies. As per Gandhari’s curse, Krishna 
and his entire clan, the Vrishnis, perished in a drunken brawl. Eventu-
ally the Pandavas died and, to their surprise, went to hell. Soon enough 
the Pandavas wound up in heaven, but, in so doing, they left behind the 
kingdom that they had won by killing almost everyone they loved.

Analyzing the Mahabharata close to a millennium later, the ninth-
century philosopher Anandavardhana proposed that the epic induces 
grief and aversion (vairagya). He argued that learning the dismal end of 
the Vrishnis and Pandavas might inspire us to shun the world and in-
stead seek a feeling of peace (shantarasa) through liberation (moksha).43 
I find this a compelling reading. But before we turn away, there are fur-
ther historical insights to be gained from this extraordinary epic.

New Hindu Gods and  
a Tightening Social Order
Vyasa’s Mahabharata—including some of its later additions—records sig-
nificant religious changes, such as the Brahminical incorporation of 
non-Vedic deities. The epic includes both Shiva and Krishna, Hindu gods 
to whom we find increasing references around this time. For instance, 
Indo-Greek dynasties and other northwest rulers of this age minted coins 
with imagery consistent with Shiva. Some have even suggested that the 
god Oesho on second-century-CE Kushan coins is Shiva.44 Shiva and his 
wife Parvati appear in Hala’s Sattasai (Seven Centuries), a collection of 
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Prakrit poetry compiled in the Deccan between the first and third cen-
turies CE, such as in these suggestive lines:

Long live Shiva’s third eye
which Parvati covered with kisses
while covering his other two eyes with her hands
when her skirt slipped off in the heat of love play.45

Still, Shiva’s mythology became elaborated only later in the first millen-
nium CE, largely through later Sanskrit texts known as puranas and 
popular practices (chapter 7). Krishna’s stories were likewise fleshed out 
in the Harivamsha appendix to the Mahabharata (early to mid-first mil-
lennium CE) and the Bhagavata Purana (tenth century CE).

Not all Hindu gods that are part of the religion today appear in 
Vyasa’s Mahabharata, and here the epic’s later layers are helpful in track-
ing newcomers. For instance, Ganesha is an elephant-headed god known 
to modern Hindus as Shiva’s son, the god of beginnings, and for his sweet 
tooth. But Ganesha is absent from the epic’s core narrative and is never 
added to old Sanskrit versions common in Kashmir, Kerala, and Bengal. 
Ganesha appears only in a frame story—first found in a Tamil retelling of 
the epic and inserted maybe around the tenth century CE into Sanskrit 
versions across the Hindi belt—in which he wrote down Vyasa’s narra-
tion, switching to his tusk when his pen broke.46

The Mahabharata elaborates on caste norms, presenting the varna 
system as a hierarchy in which human worth lessens as one moves down 
the pyramid. As mentioned, Vyasa’s text projects an unabashedly upper-
caste outlook. At one point, the epic explains the origins of the caste 
system as follows, playing on the literal meaning of “varna” as color:

Brahmins who were partial to sensual pleasures, quick to anger, 
and rash in love

abandoned their own dharma and became red-bodied Kshatriyas.

Brahmins who herded cattle and farmed failed to act according to 
their own dharma and so became yellow Vaishyas.

Brahmins who were fond of violence and deceit, greedy, and 
would do anything to make a living, fell from purity and 
became black Shudras.47

This ranking of human beings comes into play throughout the epic 
narrative in which Brahmin and Kshatriya men receive by far the most 
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airtime and privileges. In the epic, caste is inborn, as demonstrated 
through the tale of Karna. Karna’s mother Kunti had him out of wed-
lock and so abandoned the infant to hide her sexual impropriety, 
sending him down a river in a basket. Karna was found and raised by 
low-caste parents, but he always displayed the virility of a Kshatriya 
and, indeed, was eventually recognized as such and fought for the Kau-
ravas in the war. The Mahabharata is less kind, and less individualistic, to 
lower castes and those outside of the four-fold varna system, such as 
forest-dwellers.

The Mahabharata offers several stories featuring Nishadas, tribal 
people who live in the forest, typically treating them as foils for upper-
caste values. For instance, early in the epic, the Kauravas tried to burn 
the Pandavas alive in a wax house. The Pandavas escaped and, in their 
place, left a family of Nishadas to be incinerated. Vyasa’s text shows a 
“cold-blooded disregard” for the fate of this tribal family that, perhaps 
inadvertently, captures something of what the premodern caste system 
may have looked like from the bottom.48

The saga of Ekalavya and Drona is another Mahabharata tale that 
features callous treatment of a Nishada. Drona was a Brahmin weapons 
teacher, and Ekalavya was an aspiring warrior and Nishada prince. Drona 
flatly refused to teach the young man of low birth. But after Ekalavya 
learned the arts of war on his own, with only a clay statue of Drona as 
his guide, real-life Drona demanded his teacher’s fee (guru-dakshina). 
In the Mahabharata, gurus name their price, and Drona asked for Eka-
lavya’s right thumb. Ekalavya complied, thus destroying his own archery 
superiority in deference to a Brahmin. Drona’s justification for his un-
usual fee was steeped in caste norms, namely he wanted to uphold his 
promise that Arjuna, a Kshatriya, would be the best archer of the age. 
Through caste-based violence, Drona kept his word.

As narrated in Vyasa’s text, the story of Ekalavya offers an upper-
caste viewpoint. Ekalavya is depicted as having internalized caste 
prejudices, happily occupying the bottom of the social hierarchy and 
submitting to a Brahmin’s cruelty. But this erasure of a Nishada per-
spective has, in modern times, had an unintended effect. Many from 
caste-oppressed communities have spoken about or on behalf of Eka
lavya, using his name and story as a rallying cry for demanding civil 
rights and equality.49 Whereas Ekalavya was not permitted to speak in 
an ancient Indian text, others have done so in our time, further devel-
oping an epic tradition that is never quite finished.
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The Mahabharata also mentions large-scale acts of violence against 
forest dwellers, most prominently the burning of the Khandava Forest 
and all its inhabitants. The episode opens with the Vedic god Agni (Fire) 
enlisting Krishna and Arjuna to set the Khandava alight to sate Agni’s 
merciless appetite.50 The pair agreed and prevented all living things from 
escaping the flames:

Krishna and Arjuna, tiger-like on their chariots, stood on both 
sides of the forest.

They massacred living creatures in all directions.

Wherever the two heroes saw living beings escaping from the 
Khandava,

they captured them.

Creatures found no escape from the two chariots
that moved so fast the chariots and the charioteers blurred 

together.

As the Khandava burned, living being by the thousands
scrambling in every direction, screeching blood-curdling screams.

Countless were burned in a single spot, and scores were inciner-
ated elsewhere,

shattered, scattered, confused, and their eyes cracking.

Some hugged their sons, and others their moms and dads.
Unable to let go of their loved ones, they met their end together.51

The genocidal scene goes on at length, at one point featuring Arjuna 
hacking up living beings and laughing as he throws mutilated pieces of 
flesh into the blazing forest.52 Indra and other gods tried to halt the mas-
sacre, but they failed, and nearly everyone in the Khandava Forest died. 
The epic offers philosophical explanations for this extermination, but 
I am more interested in the possibility that it reflected real practices, ad-
mittedly with distortions.53 Cities were expanding as Vyasa’s Mahabharata 
was penned around 100 CE, and this urbanization required some forest 
clearing. The process was surely less sensational than depicted here and 
proceeded slowly, but deforestation entailed displacing forest-dwellers 
at times. In this story, such displacement is glorified as part of Kshatriya 
dharma.
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Amid stories of men, Vyasa’s Mahabharata features some unforget-
table heroines. Most striking to most readers is Draupadi whose in-
ternal power is so fierce that she could not be disrobed in the public 
audience hall at Hastinapura. This scene of her sexual assault is one of 
the epic’s most well-known episodes. Yudhishthira had lost everything to 
the Kauravas during a gambling match, including the Pandavas’ shared 
wife Draupadi. The Kauravas dragged Draupadi into the hall of men, 
bleeding during her period, to humiliate her. Duhshasana rushed to tear 
off Draupadi’s single garment but found that there was always more 
cloth to cover her body.54 Most modern Hindus know this story with the 
variation that Krishna supplied Draupadi’s extra clothing. Indeed, this 
version is common within epic retellings that emphasize devotion to 
Krishna, in Sanskrit and, later, in vernacular languages.55 But in Vyasa’s 
text as known across Bengal, Kashmir, and southern India, Krishna was 
nowhere to be seen.56 Instead, Draupadi—a highly respected woman in 
Vyasa’s narration—protected herself while a room of tight-lipped men 
watched her brutal assault.

Some later texts dub the Mahabharata as a “Veda for women and 
Shudras” (strishudraveda), both of whom Brahmin men prohibited from 
knowing the four proper Vedas. But the epic offers no single message, 
either to or about women. Rather, as Stephanie Jamison has put it, so 
many ancient Indian texts, the Mahabharata included, contain reams of 
“misogynist maxims” alongside “resourceful, energetic, and verbally and 
dharmically accomplished women.”57 Building upon the latter, some 
modern authors have retold the Mahabharata as Draupadi’s story, up-
holding this fierce heroine as a proto-feminist icon.58

Speaking Historically by Omission
The Mahabharata says nothing about Buddhists, Jains, or Ajivikas in 
what is best read as a pointed omission rather than mere insouciance. 
Two thousand years ago, these three non-Vedic traditions thrived in 
parts of northern India that feature in the geography of Vyasa’s story. For 
instance, images of Jain ascetics and laity—dating as early as the second 
century BCE with more from the first century CE—were carved into re-
lief panels at Mathura.59 The Buddhist pilgrimage site of Sanchi, in 
modern-day Madhya Pradesh, was built-up significantly in the late cen-
turies BCE into the early centuries CE. The four gateways to Sanchi’s 
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Great Stupa, erected during this time, still stand today and are iconic of 
the site.60 Buddhism also flourished further north in Gandhara—whose 
Mahabharata namesake is Gandhari, mother of the Kaurava brothers—
as evidenced by stupas and some of our oldest surviving manuscripts 
from South Asia (chapter 6). A set of first-century-CE Kharoshthi scrolls 
found in Gandhara narrate, among other things, conversations between 
the Gautama Buddha and a Brahmin.61 But descriptions of interreligious 
dialogue do not appear in the Mahabharata.

Some scholars surmise covert references to Buddhist, Jain, and Aji-
vika traditions in Vyasa’s text. For instance, in a conversation with the 
Pandavas, the sage Markandeya offers a dystopian vision of the world 
as it deteriorates through the four yugas (ages). Markandeya’s signs of 
decline constitute a grab bag of male Brahminical anxieties of the time, 
including intercaste marriages, neglect of Vedic rituals, women talking 
back to their husbands, Shudras refusing to serve, and students ignor-
ing their teachers.62 A few of Markandeya’s signs could plausibly be read 
as references to Buddhist structures, including people venerating mounds 
housing human remains (stupas?) and towers dotting the countryside 
(Ashokan pillars?).63 Jains also venerated stupas during this period, and 
so could be indicated here.64 Additionally, one could read the Gita’s en-
dorsement of violence as a response to Jain and Buddhist ethics of 
ahimsa, but the evidence is only circumstantial.

Whether we accept any of these as covert references or not, it is strik-
ing that the Mahabharata does not overtly name any religious tradition 
that rejects Brahminical authority. Vyasa’s text claims to cover everything 
under the sun, and yet it conspicuously fails to mention major religious 
trends of the time and place of its composition. Some scholars see this 
pointed silence as a “projected antiquity,” an attempt to bolster the ep-
ic’s claim to represent an older world.65 I think it may also be forward 
looking. One of the epic’s idealistic visions—from an upper-caste view-
point—is a world characterized by widespread, largely unchallenged 
acceptance of Brahminical authority. That this has never come to pass 
is yet another reason to understand the Mahabharata as a myth.

Conclusion: Only Facts
After so much fiction, let me conclude this chapter squarely within the 
confines of historical fact. People narrated the Mahabharata widely in 
ancient India, carrying manuscripts of Vyasa’s epic far beyond the tale’s 
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internal geography of the northern subcontinent. Our oldest surviving 
manuscript fragments that mention the Mahabharata date to the third 
century CE and were found interred in the Qizil caves of the Uyghur re-
gion, currently in China and historically part of the northern Silk Roads 
trade routes. In a twist darkly appropriate to the epic’s ruminations on 
political violence, parts of this manuscript (known as the Spitzer man-
uscript) were destroyed in Allied bombing of Nazi Germany during 
World War II.66

The Mahabharata also traveled north and south in the first millen-
nium CE, carried by groups of migrating Brahmins. During the first mil-
lennium CE, Brahmins migrated north to Kashmir, and the version of 
the Mahabharata preserved in that region is thought to be among the 
oldest extant today.67 Separately, the Purvashikha Brahmins—named for 
their front-tufted hair—moved to Tamil regions in the early centuries 
CE, and some later shifted to Kerala. A second group of Brahmins 
migrated to Tamil lands in the fifth to eighth centuries CE, remaining 
there into modern times.68 Both south-bound groups of Brahmins car-
ried Vyasa’s epic with them, although in slightly different versions as 
people across India—and later Southeast Asia—adapted the Mahabharata 
and its enduring truths for their own communities.

Further Reading
Many scholars have written on the Mahabharata; I prioritize more recent 
scholarship and diverse voices, especially in terms of gender. For transla-
tions of the Mahabharata, John Smith offers a readable, single-volume 
rendering that follows the critical edition Sanskrit text. For poetry in 
modern English, I am partial to Carole Satyamurti’s rendering. For a 
verse-by-verse translation, Chicago University Press volumes (by J.A.B. 
van Buitenen and James Fitzgerald, to date) follow the critical edition; 
volumes by multiple authors in the Clay Sanskrit Library follow Nilakan-
tha’s seventeenth-century vulgate. For independent volumes, Johnson’s 
Massacre at Night translates the night attack in Book 10, Wendy Doniger’s 
After the War renders books 15–18, and Simon Brodbeck’s Krishna’s Lin-
eage translates the Harivamsha appendix.
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South Asians  
Traveling,  
200 BCE–300 CE

We will instead go away from here as rapidly  
as the water of a river
rushing into the many waves of the ocean.

—Peruncittiranar, Purananuru, third century CE (Tamil)1

One autumn in the third century CE, Vishnudhara set sail from Bha-
ruch in Gujarat and began a multi-month journey west. He captained 

a boat laden with spices, gems, pearls—and maybe peacocks and human 
slaves—cargo that would fetch a good price in Egypt or be transported 
further inland within the Roman Empire. Around February, Vishnu
dhara pulled into port at Socotra, an island about 185 miles south of the 
Arabian Peninsula and a frequent stopover point for sailors. There, Vish-
nudhara did what many of us have done at one point or another: he left 
a piece of graffiti. Using the Brahmi script native to South Asia, he etched 
his name on a cave wall amid dozens of others, such that we know that 
Isharadasa, Siha, Ravahaka, Thulaka, Devila, and “captain Vishnudhara 
from Bharukaccha” were there.2 Vishnudhara was one of many ancient 
South Asians to brave the high seas in pursuit of wealth, religious evan-
gelism, political gain, and more. In addition, some traveled over mountains 
during this period using the newly founded Silk Roads that connected 
China, Central Asia, northern India, and Mesopotamia. Even those who 
stayed home spun poems about rushing into the ocean, as per this chapter’s 
epigraph, or told itinerant stories. Valmiki’s Ramayana—a Sanskrit epic 
likely penned in the early centuries CE—imagines journeys to faraway 

6
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lands peopled by sentient monkeys and talking bears as well as a demon-
filled island. Travel was a material reality and literary interest that shaped 
South Asian life between 200 BCE and 300 CE.

Trade via Sea Routes and the Silk Roads
Communities in the northern, central, and southern subcontinent and 
Sri Lanka helped to create and traveled along the vast network of land 
and sea trade routes that traversed much of ancient Asia. These exten-
sive trade links connected discrete South Asian communities, both with 
each other and far beyond the region. Trade east of the subcontinent 
likely came first, with shipping routes established from the fifth century 
BCE onward.3 Numerous South Asian communities—from Sri Lanka to 
the Coromandel coast (southeastern Indian coast) to Bengal—traded 
with counterparts in Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and, 
likely through intermediaries, as far north as Korea.4

Trade west of the subcontinent—with Greeks, Egyptians, and others 
within the Roman Mediterranean—exploded between the first and third 
centuries CE due to two developments. First, Rome annexed Egypt in 
30 BCE, which combined imperial resources with access to Indian Ocean 
trade. Second, sailors figured out how to use the annual monsoon winds 
such that they could complete a round trip between India and the Ara-
bian or East African coast in under a year (typically, setting sail west from 
India in autumn and returning east to India in summer).5 Indians and Sri 
Lankans used knowledge of the monsoon winds to sail across the south, 
southeast, and east Asian littoral zones, sometimes collectively dubbed 
“monsoon Asia.”6 Romans also traversed the Indian Ocean. In addition 
to sea trade, the Silk Roads were founded in the second century BCE as a 
series of land-based routes that linked northern India with Central Asia 
and China to the north and the Mediterranean to the west.

Using these various routes, Indian and Sri Lankan peoples, items, 
and ideas moved across ancient Asia, influencing many corners of the 
known world. Groups within Tamil Nadu and Kerala were especially ac-
tive in sea trade. Pottery shards with Tamil-Brahmi script and cooking 
pots used to make Indian dishes attest that ancient Tamilians resided as 
far away as Egypt in this period.7 Recent DNA evidence suggests that 
ancient south Indians were buried in the Euphrates valley.8 Traveling 
east, Sanskrit and, quite possibly, south Indians made it as far as Vocanh 
on Vietnam’s eastern coast by the second or third century CE, as evi-
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denced by a Sanskrit inscription there.9 Sri Lankans, too, played impor
tant roles in burgeoning pan-Asian trade. In an imaginative reflection of 
this reality, one Roman author projected Taprobane (as they called Sri 
Lanka) as having continental proportions, nearly rivaling the subconti-
nent in size (figure 6.1).10 Historians of South Asia overall still suffer from 
a general bias toward the north, which explains—but does not justify—
the neglect of south India and Sri Lanka in overview histories.11

Many South Asians—from the subcontinent and Sri Lanka—worked 
in ancient port towns and cities at crossroads, such as Arikamedu (Pondi-
cherry, Tamil Nadu), Barygaza (Bharuch, Gujarat), Barbarikon (near 
Karachi, Sindh), Muziri (Pattanam, Kerala), and Mantai (Sri Lanka). Port 
cities were bustling, as a mid-third century Chinese author described a 
north Indian port city: “There are always more than a hundred ships (in 
the harbor). The crowds gathering in the market are more than 10,000. 
Day and night they do business. Drums and horns are sounded on the 
ships. The clothes of these peoples resemble the clothes of the Chinese.”12 
Some Indians captained boats that sailed from these ports, as mentioned. 
Many boats were large to weather monsoon storms (a downside of using 
monsoon winds to sail), and this likely centralized sea trade, at least to 

Figure 6.1. World map including India and Taprobane (Sri Lanka) based 

on Ptolemy’s second-century Geography, 1450–1475 CE.
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some degree, in the hands of those able to finance larger ventures.13 
Smaller-scale operators used more modest boats to transport goods 
inland and, conversely, to ports through a labyrinth of rivers on the 
subcontinent and Sri Lanka. Ports also served as clearing houses, re-
exporting desired items west and east. For example, south Indian ports 
moved Southeast Asian spices further west, and north Indian cities did 
likewise for Chinese silks while sending Central Asian horses south to 
Sri Lanka.14

Tracing what we now call supply chains even further back to the 
source of goods, more groups come into focus as enmeshed in this bur-
geoning global trade. A north Indian pepper farmer might never have 
set foot on a ship or even seen the ocean, but he grew a spice that enliv-
ened tastebuds in Italy. A Tamil bead-maker may never have left her vil-
lage, but she crafted jewelry that adorned necks across the Indo-Pacific.15 
Such examples abound given the astonishing array of South Asian ex-
ports in this period. These included spices (such as pepper, ginger, car-
damom, cloves, and saffron), animal products (such as ivory, tortoise 
shells, and various skins), gems and jewels (such as diamonds, emeralds, 
sardonyx, turquoise, sapphire, lapis lazuli, and onyx), pearls, pottery, 
wood (teak and sandal), textiles (cotton and silk), live animals (such as 
peacocks, parrots, rhinoceroses, and leopards), beads, raw glass, crafted 
statues, manuscripts, and—in an export that should always be set apart—
slaves.16 This list of goods and people gives some sense of why “India” 
was synonymous with wealth for much of premodernity. By focusing on 
details within this abundance, we can glimpse how South Asian exports 
shaped lived experiences around the ancient world.

Indian animals appear across the Roman Empire in the early centu-
ries CE, prized for sport, beauty, and food. In Roman amphitheaters, 
one-horned rhinos, and perhaps panthers among other large wild ani-
mals, were torn apart by each other and by gladiators in front of cheering 
crowds.17 Subjects of the Roman Empire also had less bloody ways of 
amusing themselves, such as inebriating green Indian parakeets. As Pliny 
put it, writing about a Roman party game in the late first century CE: 
“[The parrot] salutes emperors and repeats the words it hears, being es-
pecially outrageous in its speech when drunk with wine.”18 Recent schol-
arship confirms that birds—including parrots—will consume alcohol 
and suffer vocalization impairment.19 Roman subjects also appreciated 
peacocks, for their beautiful feathers and as tasty fowl on the dinner 
table.
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Other Indian exports were eye-catching in different ways. For in-
stance, ivory and tortoise shells were used in jewelry and furniture.20 
Statues carved on the subcontinent were sometimes brought long dis-
tances. An intricate sculpture of a yakshi (tree spirit) was carved in cen-
tral India, within the Satavahana kingdom, in the first century CE and 
exported to Pompeii (figure 6.2).21 It was probably used as the leg of a 
small piece of furniture prior to being among the many items buried in 
Mount Vesuvius’s volcanic ash in 79 CE.22 In the same century, a statue 
of Poseidon, the Greek god of the sea, was brought to central India; it 
was uncovered in a dig at Kolhapur in Maharashtra (figure 6.3).23 When 
viewed side by side, these two items stand as a visible testament to how 
Indian Ocean trade connected ancient Eurasia.

Amid luxury items for flashy consumption, more mundane Indian 
goods likely touched more peoples’ lives. For instance, many Indian 
spices and rice featured in Roman medicines. As per Pliny, a Roman sub-
ject might spend his disposable income on Indian cinnamon to use as a 
diuretic, sleep aid, or solution to bad breath.24 In the case of cinnamon, 
the Roman author Pliny identified it as sourced from India, but people 
commonly lost track of where specific items originated on the vast sea 
trade and Silk Roads networks.25 One wonders, for example, if the glass 
beads we now call Indo-Pacific—made by a process of drawing glass per-
haps developed by Tamil artisans in Arikamedu—were known as In-
dian or Tamilan among the communities that wore them, stretching 
from Ghana to Bali to South Korea.26 Even today, we remain unclear if 
certain spices were exported west from ancient South Asia, Southeast 
Asia, or both. But there was one item uniquely associated with India 
across ancient trade routes: pepper.

In the ancient world, most pepper was grown in India, with long 
pepper being native to the north and black pepper native to the south. 
Bronze Age shipwrecks indicate that Indian communities exported pep-
per to the Mediterranean, probably to the Phoenicians, as early as the 
second millennium BCE.27 Pepper exporting flourished as Indian Ocean 
trade accelerated in the early centuries CE to the point where, as per one 
historian, any Roman subject “except the most destitute” could afford a 
bit of this taste of India.28 Romans used pepper, as we do today, to flavor 
food. The spice appears in over 80 percent of recipes in Apicius’s fifth-
century-CE cookbook, De Re Coquinaria, and peppercorns have surfaced 
during archaeological digs of the sewers that serviced private residences 
in Italy.29 Pepper was also used across the Roman Mediterranean in 
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medicines.30 The spice was in such demand that Tamil sources often 
mention it being shipped in huge quantities, seemingly emblematic of 
the region’s wealth (see the quoted poem by Paranar).

Ships returned across the Indian Ocean carrying cargo desired by 
South Asians, most notably gold. The Tamil poet Paranar (ca. third 
century CE) recorded, through a lyrical meditation on an unattainable 
woman, that immense wealth poured into southern India by trading 
pepper for gold (see the poem by Paranar). Another Tamil poet put it 
more bluntly: “Let the gold pile up in heaps!”31 South Indians probably 
melted down most imported gold to cast jewelry, pitchers, and more.32 

Figure 6.2. Yakshi, first century CE (before 79 CE), central 

India, ivory, excavated at Pompeii in October 1938.
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But they saved some coins, and, in a small indication of the avalanche of 
imported gold during this period, thousands of Roman gold coins have 
been found in over 100 caches in southern India since the late eighteenth 
century, plus additional coins in Sri Lanka.33 Some coins have loops and 
apertures, suggesting use as jewelry, and others are in near mint condi-
tion.34 Roman sources of the period record the insatiable Indian appetite 
for gold, claiming a massive trade deficit, and Indian sources add that 
they also sought gold from other trading partners, referring for centu-
ries to the alluring “land of gold” (suvarnabhumi) that lay to the east.35 

Figure 6.3. Poseidon, first century CE, Roman, copper alloy, 

found in Kolhapur, India.
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There are exceptions to every rule, and Kushan gold coins (made ca. 
first to third century CE to match Roman coins in weight) have been 
found as far away as Ethiopia.36 Still, overall, Indians imported gold. 
While little else has stayed the same over the millennia, the Indian thirst 
for gold still drives global markets today.37

Poem by Paranar, from the Tamil Purananuru  
(Four hundred songs), Third Century CE

“In Muciri with its drums, where the ocean roars,
where the paddy traded for fish and stacked high
on the boats makes boats and houses look the same
and the sacks of pepper raised up beside them
make the houses look the same as the tumultuous
shore and the golden wares brought by the ships
are carried to land in the servicing boats,
Kuttavan its king to whom toddy is no more
valuable than water, who wears a shining garland, gives out gifts
of goods from the mountains along with goods from the sea
to those who have come to him. Even if you humbly bring
and bestow as much fine and copious wealth as that city possesses,
she will not marry someone who is unworthy of her.” So says
her father and will not grant her hand. Think! Will the tall city
suffer where sighing kites sleep on the middle wall of the fort,
the roads hard to conquer are filled with weapons,
but ladders have been thrown up by men who have come to force 

their way in!38

Horses were another item that premodern South Asians imported—
and continued to import—for centuries. Horses had been important 
for some north Indian communities since the Indo-European migrations 
of the second millennium BCE had given rise to a Brahminical culture 
of valuing horses for practical and ritual reasons (chapter 2). But pre-
modern Indians never raised horses as successfully as their Western 
and Central Asian counterparts.39 As a result, Indians imported horses 
for millennia, using them for religious ceremonies, transportation, and 
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warfare. Even the Mahabharata associated horses—an important animal 
within the epic story—with yavanas, namely people from the north (in 
that case, perhaps Indo-Greeks).40

A less discussed import is wine. Few think of ancient India as hav-
ing a robust drinking culture, but pottery shards of wine containers—
made in the Roman Empire and Mesopotamia—have been unearthed 
in cities across the subcontinent and Sri Lanka. This material evidence 
leaves little doubt that ancient South Asians drank imported wine, prob
ably lots of it. Archaeological finds at Arikamedu in Tamil Nadu even 
indicate that importers were sensitive to local tastes, with a possible pref-
erence for the salty wine associated with the Greek island of Kos.41 More 
lyrically, the Tamil poet Karikkannanar, wrote this about the ancient In-
dian love of wine:

May you live on, with a sweet life,
giving away precious ornaments to all those who come to you in 

need
and never running out of them, while every day you take your 

pleasure as women
wearing their shining bangles bring you the cool and fragrant wine
carried here in their excellent ships by the Greeks and the women 

pour it
for you out of pitchers made of gold that have been fashioned with 

high artistry.42

Even after South Asian trade with the Roman Empire declined later in 
the first millennium CE, Indians found other sources for wine, such as 
Sasanian Persia.43 Later Indian stories indicate that some elites reveled 
in consuming alcohol.44

We have a dearth of information regarding the role of South Asian 
states in trade during this period. A first- or second-century-CE inscrip-
tion at Godawaya in southern Sri Lanka records that customs were collec-
tive by King Gamani Abaya and given to a local vihara (Buddhist monas-
tery). This suggests that both the state and religious institutions regulated 
trade. But on the subcontinent, evidence is scant on direct involvement by 
the Kushans in the northwest, the Satavahanas in central India, and the 
Cheras and Pandyas in the south. One thing that is clear is that ancient 
trade networks far outlived all these Indian dynasties, just as the Silk 
Roads in China and Central Asia persisted throughout political changes.45 
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In lieu of further excavating elite Indian political interests in trade, I in-
stead end this survey of ancient mercantile exchanges by highlighting the 
experiences of the most non-elite involved: slaves.

Some South Asians were trafficked along sea routes and the Silk 
Roads, sold as property across the ancient Mediterranean. Conversely, 
slaves were also imported from the Roman Empire to serve Indian mas-
ters. Greco-Roman and Indian sources concur about the existence of a 
bidirectional slave trade in this ancient period, with people being sold 
in and out of the subcontinent as household help, entertainers, and 
more.46 In the Roman world, the second-century-CE Alexandrian Tariff 
mentions a duty on Indian eunuchs, and Indian slaves may have con-
tributed to Greek plays that depict Indians speaking incomprehensible 
languages (these may well have been south Indian languages).47 Regard-
ing India, a first-century-CE practical trade guide, titled Periplus Maris 
Erythraei, describes the ruler of Barygaza (Bharuch, Gujarat) as having 
a taste for importing “slave musicians” and “beautiful girls for concubi-
nage.”48 The Indian interest in slaves also arises in literature, such as the 
legend of the Christian apostle Thomas being sold into slavery and taken 
to India in the first century CE (in reality, Christian communities arrived 
in southern India, via sea routes, in later centuries; see chapter 7).49 We 
have few further details about the lives of the enslaved of this period, 
but it is worth underscoring that slavery was not limited to global trade 
networks. Many South Asian communities practiced forms of enslave-
ment before, during, and after this period in what remains an understud-
ied feature of the South Asian past.50

Indian Buddhism Goes Global
Buddhist monks and nuns used trade routes within and beyond South 
Asia to spread their religious tradition ca. 200 BCE–300 CE, traveling 
as far as China via the Silk Roads. Also, during this period, Buddhist 
ideas and practices changed substantially. Buddhists crafted corporeal 
images of the Gautama Buddha for the first time and initiated relic ven-
eration centered around stupas (rounded cylindrical mounds). The Pali 
canon—a collection of Buddhist texts—came into clear view by the close 
of the first century BCE. Works within this three-part collection articu-
late what are today considered basic Buddhist principles, such as the four 
noble truths (or truths for nobles):51
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1.	 Life is suffering.
2.	 Desire is the root of suffering.
3.	 Eliminating desire leads to liberation (nirvana).
4.	 Such liberation can be achieved via the eight-fold path.52

Another Buddhist idea that emerged during this time was the bodhi
satta, a Buddhist monk or nun who defers nirvana to help others along 
the Buddhist path. Somewhat confusingly, “boddhisatta” can also de-
scribe the Gautama Buddha in one of his past lives, a set of stories col-
lectively known as the jataka tales that began to be elaborated during 
these centuries (chapter 8). A split in Buddhism emerged in this period 
between the Theravada and Mahayana traditions, which subsequently 
developed distinct theologies and flourished in discrete areas. In brief, 
during this 500-year stretch, Indian Buddhism changed to include prac-
tices, ideas, and contours that, today, are commonly considered defini-
tive of the tradition, and the Buddhist dhamma took root far beyond the 
subcontinent.

Money undergirded many of the changes within Indian Buddhism 
between 200 BCE and 300 CE. The Buddhist community—lay Buddhists, 
monks (bhikkhus), and nuns (bhikkhunis)—grew wealthier throughout 
this period from royal patronage, trade, and (for the sangha, i.e., monas-
tic community) lay donations. Some financial support was recorded 
in stone inscriptions, allowing us to piece together ancient financial net-
works. In some cases, individuals underwrote the construction of monas-
teries, with a perfumer donating a door and a lay woman financing 
a pillar at the first-century-CE Karle caves in Maharashtra.53 Less than 
100 miles away, the similarly dated Kanheri caves were carved on an 
island off India’s western coast and relied on support from visiting traders 
for centuries.54 In terms of political powers, the Satavahanas in central 
India and the Kushans in the north both financed Buddhist communities, 
among other religious groups.

These diverse revenue streams enabled Buddhist monks and nuns to 
build an astonishing number of pilgrimage sites, monasteries, and educa-
tional institutions. Some Buddhist sites have come up earlier in our tour 
through South Asian history, such as Sanchi in central India and Tax-
ila in the northwest (chapter 3). Other Buddhists sites come into view 
during this period, including Kanheri, Karle, Nashik, and Ajanta in Maha-
rashtra; Amaravati, Nagarjunikond, and Thotlakonda in Andhra Pradesh; 
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and Bodhgaya in Bihar. I elaborate on some of these sites below as hosts 
for and examples of key trends in the development of Indian Buddhism.

Gandhara—an area in and around the Peshawar valley (in modern-
day Pakistan and Afghanistan)—was a hotspot of ancient Buddhist 
activity, notable for written texts and arts. Milinda (Menander), a second-
century-BCE Indo-Greek ruler in the region, is said to have converted 
to the Buddhist path. The Indo-Greeks were relatively short-lived in their 
political power, but their religious and cultural influences lingered. The 
story of Milinda as a prominent Buddhist convert reverberated for 
generations, known to many through an early first millennium CE Pali 
text that was also translated into Chinese: Milindapanha (Milinda’s 
Questions).55 Hellenistic influences were apparent in Gandharan art from 
the first century CE onward, such as in the folds of cloth that appear 
draped on smooth-skinned stone figures.56 One striking sculpture is the 
starving Siddhartha (Gautama Buddha before his enlightenment), 
crafted in the Gandhara region between the second and third centuries 
CE and now in Lahore. Siddhartha’s concave stomach and hollow cheeks 
speak to his failed attempt to gain enlightenment via severe asceticism 
(chapter 3), while his visible ribs and bulging forehead veins artistically 
mirror the cloth bunched in his lap (figure 6.4).

Gandharans also composed Buddhist texts, including a series of 
scrolls—written in a form of Prakrit we call Gandhari and in the Kha
roshthi script—that someone stuffed into pots in the early first to the mid-
second century CE, probably to discard them. The Gandharan scrolls 
contain fragments of poetry, narratives, Buddhist religious works, and 
even a (non-Buddhist) political treatise. These scrolls would not have 
survived almost anywhere else on the subcontinent, but Gandhara’s dry 
climate and high altitude preserved some of them.57 Today, they num-
ber among the oldest surviving South Asian manuscripts.

Buddhists created images of the Gautama Buddha from the first 
century CE onward, starting in Mathura in Uttar Pradesh. For the 
first several hundred years after Gautama’s death, he was not repre-
sented in corporeal form and instead was invoked, most commonly, via 
depictions of footprints. At Bodhgaya in Bihar, where Gautama is said 
to have been enlightened, veneration of a bodhi tree is attested from the 
third century BCE onward, with statues appearing several hundred years 
later.58 Bala’s Buddha is one of our earliest statues of Gautama, which 
stands at a monumental ten foot tall and three feet across. While made 
in Mathura in the second century CE, it was erected 400 miles away in 
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Sarnath, a major Buddhist pilgrimage site. Once there, it inspired at least 
one local copy, and comparable images are also known from shortly 
thereafter.59 That we call the statue “Bala’s Buddha,” after its male pa-
tron, Bala, is a sign of sexism in modern times. In fact, the statue had two 
premodern patrons, one of which was Buddhamitra (a woman), de-
scribed in one inscription as one who “knows the three pitakas (the 
tripartite Pali canon).”60 Women were frequent Buddhist donors during 
the tradition’s early centuries.

Figure 6.4. Starving Siddhartha, second–third century CE, 

Gandhara, grey schist stone, Lahore, Pakistan.
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Stupa veneration was a central Indian Buddhist practice by 300 CE. 
Stupas are rounded mounds that house human relics—bones or ash, 
usually—of the Gautama Buddha or other enlightened people. Early Bud-
dhists understood these relics to be alive in a sense. For instance, in The 
Lotus Sutra (Saddharmapundarikasutra, a Mahayana work completed in 
the third century CE), there is a scene where a living buddha emerged 
from a stupa and revealed that he resides there with Gautama himself.61 
Some scholars date stupas to Ashoka’s reign (268–232 BCE), but more 
substantial material evidence points to them being built during the sec-
ond and first centuries BCE. Monastic and lay Buddhists venerated 
stupas, small and large, from northwestern India to Sri Lanka, in open-
air contexts (such as at Sanchi) and within caves (such as at Karle, Ma-
harashtra).62 These two contexts may have had different audiences. In 
Karle, sixteen rock-cut caves date to the first century CE, including a 
chaitya hall defined by the stupa at its center (figure 6.5). Inscriptions 
shows a variety of individuals financed the chaitya cave, including Sim-
hadata (a perfumer), Bhayila (a woman), and Sihadhaya (a yavana, prob
ably meaning from the northwest).63 Still, cave complexes like those at 
Karle were primarily made for monks and nuns, and entrance to cha-
itya halls may have been restricted.64 In contrast, the huge open-air stupa 
at Sanchi drew both monastic and lay pilgrims during this period and 
long after. In both cases, Buddhists venerated stupas using items obtained 
via sea and land trade, such as gems, pearls, and silk.65

In addition to obtaining wealth, support, and goods through trade 
networks, Buddhist monks also used the Silk Roads and sea routes for 
religious evangelism. Texts within the Pali canon, such as the Mahavagga, 
placed the call to spread the Buddhist dhamma in the mouth of Gau
tama, instructing his followers:

Go now, O Bhikkhus, and wander for the gain of the many, out 
of compassion for the world, for the good, for the gain, and for 
the welfare of gods and men. Let not two of you go the same 
way. Preach, O Bhikkhus, the doctrine which is glorious in 
the beginning, glorious in the middle, glorious in the end, in the 
spirit and in the letter; proclaim a consummate, perfect, and 
pure life of holiness. There are beings whose mental eyes are 
covered by scarcely any dust, but if the doctrine is not preached 
to them, they cannot attain salvation. They will understand the 
doctrine.66
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Not everybody in premodern Asia wanted to hear the Buddhist teaching. 
For example, the Mahavamsa (a fifth-century-CE Sri Lankan chronicle) 
records opposition in Kashmir, where even mountains were said to have 
been thrown down to stop Buddhist monks (in vain, the text says).67 
But in the first century CE, Buddhist monks succeeded in one mission 
that changed the history of Buddhism forever: they spread the dhamma 
to China.

The adaption and spread of Buddhism within China falls outside 
of my purview here, but I mention the initial moment of its expansion 
beyond South Asia for two reasons. One, Buddhism and its material 
culture were among ancient India’s chief exports. Alongside a dynamic 
set of religious practices, Indian Buddhists also shared manuscript 
technologies and texts. For instance, the Bamiyan tradition of pothi 
manuscripts—palm leaves held together by a string between wooden 
covers—spread via sea to Southeast Asia and via the Silk Roads to Tibet 
and Central Asia.68 Regarding texts, The Lotus Sutra (mentioned earlier) 
was one of the most popular Buddhist texts ever written, especially in 
translations that circulated in Nepal, China, and Japan.69 The second rea-
son to mention the spread of Buddhism to China is because it serves as 
crucial background for explaining a later development, namely Chinese 
Buddhist monks who journeyed to premodern India as religious pil-
grims in the mid- to late first millennium CE. These Chinese travelers 

Figure 6.5. Chaitya hall with stupa at the Karle caves, first century CE, 

Maharashtra, India.
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visited Sanchi, worshipped at Bodhgaya, and searched for Sanskrit and 
Pali texts. A few pilgrims, such as Faxian and Xuanzang, also left travel 
accounts that offer substantial details about India in the fifth and sev-
enth century CE, respectively (chapters 7 and 8).

Ramayana and Sanskrit Poetry
South Asians—whether they traveled or not—told stories about journey-
ing far from home in this period, most famously Valmiki’s Ramayana, a 
tale about a prince who traveled south to lands populated by talking 
monkeys, bears, and demons. Valmiki’s Ramayana is the second Sanskrit 
epic, often paired with Vyasa’s Mahabharata (including in premodernity), 
although the two myths are strikingly different. For one thing, unlike 
its unwieldly counterpart, the Ramayana can be briefly summarized. In 
the Treta Yuga, the second of four ages when dharma still stood firm, a 
nearly perfect man called Rama was born to King Dasharatha in Ayo
dhya. Rama’s wicked stepmother, Kaikeyi, had him exiled to the forest for 
fourteen years, accompanied by Rama’s beautiful wife Sita and his ever-
faithful brother Lakshmana. While in the forest, Sita was stolen by the 
demon king Ravana, who lived on the southern island of Lanka. Rama 
traveled south, rustling up an army of monkeys and bears along the way, 
and engaged the demon army, killing Ravana and rescuing Sita. At this 
point, the fourteen years of exile had elapsed, and so Rama returned 
to Ayodhya and ascended the throne.

The Ramayana is easily the most famous Indian story ever told and 
the most generative. The tale was written down in Sanskrit, in a version 
we now call Valmiki’s Ramayana, perhaps in the early centuries CE and 
thereafter became a bestseller, retold in more mediums and languages 
than anyone can count.70 From the beginning, Rama’s story was adapted 
by multiple religious groups, and among our earliest Ramayanas are the 
Buddhist Dasaratha Jataka and the Jain Paumachariyam.71 Hindus, too, 
wrote (and still write) many new Ramayanas, and two premodern Hindu 
versions are worth mentioning here because they inform contemporary 
knowledge of the Ramayana myth: Kampan’s twelfth-century Tamil ren-
dering and Tulsidas’s sixteenth-century Hindi version.72 Many modern 
Indians know the Ramayana as reworked by one of these later authors, 
even if they have never heard of them by name, and, if that is you, dear 
reader, be forewarned. There are sharp edges to Valmiki’s text, such as 
Rama’s “cruelty” to Sita and Sita’s periodic biting criticisms of the men in 



South Asians Traveling    111

her life, that often get flattened in later retellings.73 There are also narra-
tive aspects underdeveloped in Valmiki, like Rama being an incarnation 
of Vishnu, that became robust in later versions.74 These days, all Indians 
have heard the Ramayana, and that familiarity can make it difficult to see 
what were, when it was first written down, innovations in Valmiki’s text 
as well as later versions, including projecting a geography from eastern 
and into southern India and claiming to invent poetry.

Rama, prince of Ayodhya, spends most of Valmiki’s story far beyond 
his own northern kingdom, first in the Dandaka Forest and later further 
south as far as the island called Lanka. It is not clear that Valmiki—or 
whoever composed the Ramayana and was assigned that nom de 
plume—imagined his tale as occurring across the entire subcontinent. 
Many places mentioned in the Ramayana myth—including Ayodhya 
and Lanka—were likely identified with physical parts of South Asia in 
later centuries, and the Ramayana’s original imagined geography was 
perhaps more circumscribed. Still, Valmiki was the first Sanskrit author 
to write in any detail about traveling to lands south of aryavarta, the 
area of north India defined (in theory) by Vedic practices. Valmiki does 
not offer a historical account in any sense but, rather, a fantastic fiction 
of encountering communities he viewed as utterly different and so 
characterized as monkeys, bears, and demons (rakshasas).75

Parts of the story involve Rama foisting his Kshatriya traditions 
on those who live differently. For example, he slays the monkey Vali in 
accordance with, as Rama puts it, “my ancestral traditions.”76 As other 
scholars have noted, the Ramayana tale has in-built tools for othering 
one’s enemies, including a “fully demonized Other” that later Indian 
kings found useful.77 Such a perspective should remind us that cross-
cultural contact sometimes prompted premodern people to con-
demn those they perceived to be different, a trend we have seen be-
fore in Brahminical texts and will encounter even more strongly in 
the next chapter.

The Ramayana claims to be the first Sanskrit poem (adikavya) in a 
story early in the text. In brief, the sage Valmiki saw a tribal Nishada 
shoot one of a pair of mating love birds (krauncha birds) and, out of grief, 
cursed the hunter in what has been said, ever since, to be the first lines 
of Sanskrit poetry (see excerpt). This story, like tales in the Mahabharata, 
uses a tribal person as a foil for elaborating upper-caste values (chap-
ter 5). Indeed, the Ramayana is unapologetic about its commitment to 
upper-caste privilege throughout its narrative that showcases Rama as 
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the ideal Kshatriya king. However, in the realm of poetry, Valmiki’s 
Ramayana opened a Pandora’s box that upper-caste Hindus never ex-
clusively controlled going forward: classical Sanskrit literature.

Creation of Poetry: Excerpt from Valmiki’s  
Sanskrit Ramayana, ca. 200 CE

Nearby, the sage Valmiki saw a tight-knit pair
of sweetly singing love birds flitting about.
But, as he watched, an evil, hateful Nishada
killed the male of that pair.
Having seen him fallen, covered with blood and writhing on the 

ground,
his wife cried out in sorrow.
The righteous sage also saw the bird struck down thus by the 

Nishada,
and he was filled with sorrow.
Knowing such sorrow, the Brahmin Valmiki thought, “this is wrong.”
Hearing the cry of the female love bird, he said:

Nishada! Since you have killed one of this pair of love birds,
while they were making love, may you also not live for long!

As he was speaking and watching, the thought rose in his heart:
“Overcome with grief for this bird, what have I said?”
That learned, wise bull among sages thought about it,
and he decided. He said to his student:
“Metered, with even syllables, and appropriate for being sung,
let what I said overcome by pain (shoka) be called poetry (shloka) 

and nothing else.”
Even as the sage spoke, the student was delighted to memorize his 

brilliant speech.
His teacher was pleased.78

Conclusion: Sanskrit Goes Viral
From the second century CE onward, people began to use Sanskrit—
previously confined to the Vedas, epics, and grammar—to write a huge 
range of materials, including philosophy, scientific treatises, stories, po-
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etry, satire, political propaganda, and far more. As Anne Monius put it, 
the two epics Mahabharata and Ramayana are “the tip of a very large 
iceberg” of Sanskrit narrative texts that were written between the sec-
ond and eighteenth centuries CE.79 In the end, more texts were written 
in Sanskrit than possibly any other premodern language on earth, and 
millions of handwritten manuscripts of premodern Sanskrit texts sur-
vive today.80

Critically, Hindus, Jains, and Buddhists all jumped on the Sanskrit 
literary bandwagon. Jains and Buddhists still wrote in Prakrits, but they 
also used Sanskrit going forward, liberating this language from its earlier 
exclusive relationship with Vedic traditions and making it one of the 
most robust mediums of written expression in the premodern world.81 
In fact, the author of the first major surviving Sanskrit poems (maha
kavyas) after Valmiki was Ashvaghosa, a Buddhist at the Kushan court 
in the second century CE. Ashvaghosa wrote two lengthy poems in 
beautifully crafted Sanskrit, both about Buddhist figures.82 Political lead-
ers, too, shifted over to Sanskrit. The Satavahanas, who ruled over parts 
of central and southern India between the first century BCE and the early 
third century CE, were perhaps the last large-scale kingdom to predom-
inantly use Prakrit, inaugurated by the Mauryan emperor Ashoka as a 
political medium.83 Sanskrit remained a contested language in some cir-
cles, and, in the next chapter, we encounter Brahmin men who tried to 
circumscribe its use. But, just like ancient trade routes, the Sanskrit tra-
dition could not be contained. Sanskrit was used widely and robustly by 
many South Asian communities in the coming centuries.

Further Reading
Indian Ocean trade is more thoroughly studied from a Western versus 
an Indian perspective, and I drew on scholars such as Matthew Cobb 
and Grant Parker even while unapologetically inverting their gaze to 
center India. I relied on Ingo Strauch on Socotra and Peter Francis on 
beads. Robert and Sally Goldman are the leading translators of the 
Valmiki Ramayana, and I found historical insights regarding this myth 
in scholarship by Richard Davis and Sheldon Pollock (who is also excel-
lent on Sanskrit going viral). On material evidence and Buddhism, works 
by Frederick Asher and Gregory Schopen were informative.
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Inequality,  
Pleasure, and  
Power in Early India

The same fire that burns in an outcaste’s home
also blazes on sacrificial grounds.
Do not spurn a man
just because of his low circumstances.

—Sattasai, second–fifth century CE (Prakrit)1

During the early to mid-first millennium CE, life got worse for many 
Indians—especially women and lower classes—as inequality be-

came further systematized and entrenched. For a small sliver of high 
society, fortunes skyrocketed as poetry and the arts flourished. The two 
trends are connected. The extraction of wealth from the many financed 
the pleasure activities of the few. Elites, in turn, sometimes wrote about 
kinds of subjugation, such as patriarchy and the caste system. Most mod-
ern people readily accept that premodernity involved horrible things, 
but harder to grasp is the inversion of values as compared to the present 
day. Specifically, some premodern upper-caste men championed as vir-
tues what most today see as vices: radical inequality and oppression. Here 
I present these ideas unvarnished as I trace the growth of larger trends 
in the early to mid-first millennium CE, including sectarian Hindu prac-
tices, Brahminical identity, multiple literary traditions, and the always 
intertwined phenomena of power and oppression.

7
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Sectarian Hinduism and Temples
Many non-Vedic aspects of Hindu traditions began or were solidified 
during the first millennium CE,2 including big shifts in the most empha-
sized gods and stories. Some of the most important Vedic deities—such 
as Indra, Varuna, and Soma—migrated to the periphery of Hindu prac-
tices. Meanwhile, the Goddess (often as Durga), Vishnu, and Shiva 
gained popularity during the first millennium. Some scholars describe 
this shift—along with the related developments of icon-based worship 
and temples—as “sectarian Hinduism.” Indeed, followers of these ascen-
dent deities often competed with one another, formulating identities 
not as Hindus (a word not yet used in India) but rather as, respectively, 
Shaktas (worshippers of the Goddess), Vaishnavas (worshippers of 
Vishnu), and Shaivas (worshippers of Shiva).

Durga, Vishnu, and Shiva appear in the epics (Mahabharata and Ra-
mayana) and are each the subject of discrete puranas, a new genre of 
Sanskrit texts in the first millennium CE that reoriented Hindu worship 
around specific deities. The Vishnupurana focuses on myths of Vishnu, 
the Devimahatmya on the Goddess, and so forth.3 The mythology of 
these gods blossomed as we find, for the first time, the story told of the 
goddess Durga slaying Mahisha, the buffalo demon.4 Shiva’s sexual prow-
ess became legendary.5 Vishnu became known for reincarnating him-
self in animal and human forms to save the world, including as Krishna 
and Rama in the respective epics. Notably, the number and lineup of 
Vishnu’s incarnations fluctuated for centuries (early on, the god was said 
to have six avatars), and even today one sees variations on the standard 
number of ten.6 Fluidity and plurality proved enduring features of pre-
modern Hindu stories.

Sectarian Hinduism included the rise of icon-based worship within 
temples, a development that further entrenched Brahminical authority. 
This constituted a dramatic shift as compared to Vedic rituals, which 
were conducted outdoors and involved no icons. We remain in the dark 
about what, exactly, inspired Brahmins to begin venerating icons in per-
manent structures. As discussed, Buddhism and Jainism also empha-
sized reverence of physical sites and images from the last centuries BCE 
onward (chapter 6), and so one might see first-millennium Brahmins as 
participating in a wider set of Indian religious innovations. In fact, many 
early temple sites feature Hindu and Jain spaces side by side, such as 
the caves at Badami (sixth century CE) and Ellora, which also includes 



Inequality, Pleasure, and Power    117

Buddhist sites (seventh–eighth century CE). Hindu temples also stood 
apart at times. For instance, Elephanta Island, off the coast near modern-
day Bombay/Mumbai, boasts a series of rock-cut temples from the 
mid- to late first millennium CE with images of Shiva marrying, playing 
dice with Parvati, and letting the heavenly Ganges River flow through 
his hair to dilute its power so that it did not destroy the earth.7

Amid such lovely imagery were power dynamics. Brahmin priests 
mediated the access of worshippers to the divine, deriving power from 
controlling temples and positioning themselves as critical caretakers of 
icons. As Michael Willis has put it: “The complex theology of early Hin-
duism and its formal architecture did not emerge in a subconscious or 
organic fashion from some kind of socioreligious plasma. It was rather 
created and made possible by the priesthood.”8

Inside temples, two major kinds of images represented—and con-
tinue today to represent—Hindu deities: iconic and aniconic. A stunning 
iconic image from the mid-first millennium CE is Udayagiri’s large tab-
leau of Vishnu as the boar-headed Varaha, an incarnation who rescued 
the earth from being submerged in the ocean by a demon (figure 7.1). 
In its heyday, water covered the ground beneath this carving, giving the 

Figure 7.1. Varaha (Vishnu’s boar incarnation) panel at the Udayagiri Caves 

associated with the Gupta Dynasty, fourth–fifth century CE, Vidisha, India.
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impression of Varaha emerging from the sea’s depths.9 The Gupta 
kingdom (ca. 305–550 CE), discussed in more detail below, patron-
ized Udayagiri, and so the caves doubled as religious sites and political 
propaganda, a common overlap in Hindu temples during later periods 
as well.

Aniconic Hindu images also thrived during the first millennium, 
and the Shiva linga deserves special attention owing to its popularity. A 
Shiva linga is a cylindrical mound, typically in a rounded base, that, in 
its form, parallels an erect phallus (the literal meaning of “linga”) in 
honor of Shiva’s creative power. Some Shiva lingas show the god’s face 
(figure 7.2), although more are smooth.10 To understand why Shiva is 

Figure 7.2. Shiva linga with one face, ca. 

500 CE, northern or central India, pink 

sandstone.



Inequality, Pleasure, and Power    119

represented by a phallic cylindrical mound—as opposed to a ball, cube, 
triangle, or any other shape—we must invoke the god’s sexual prowess, 
which is widely celebrated in Hindu mythology of this period. This has 
already arisen in this chapter (also, chapter 5), and here is another story, 
found in purana texts—Once time, Shiva’s lovemaking with his wife Par-
vati was so protracted and intense that it threatened the cosmos. The 
gods wanted to intervene but feared the repercussions of seeing Parvati 
naked and compromising Shiva’s enjoyment. Finally, they compelled 
Agni to interrupt the coupling pair, which saved the world but resulted 
in Shiva cursing Agni.11

Shiva is also a great ascetic, and the pairing of his virility and re-
straint, seeming contradictions, undergirds Hindu conceptions of 
Shiva’s awesome power. Similarly, Shiva is also sometimes represented, 
combined with his consort Parvati, in an ardhanarishvara form, as half 
man and half woman (figure 7.3). Some modern people are a bit prig-
gish about sex. But Shiva’s sexuality was idealized, not shunned, in pre-
modern Hindu thought. Accordingly, texts like the Kurmapurana 
(sixth–eighth century CE) contain stories that openly explain Shiva’s 
sexual behavior that led to his representation via the linga.12 The Gudi-
mallam Lingam—one of our earliest lingas (maybe first century BCE)—
has a notably phallic form.13 Shiva lingas are often set in a yoni (literally, 
“vagina”) base, a combination that invokes procreative energy.

Temple-based Hindu worship practices were and are diverse—
depending on the region, god, and temple—and, for the first millennium 
CE, we often know more about the priests than the laity. As mentioned, 
much temple-based worship was mediated by Brahmins whose position 
enabled them to collect wealth from lay practitioners and royal patrons. 
In this, Brahmins followed in the footsteps of their Buddhist counter
parts, whose monasteries sometimes experienced significant cashflow 
(chapter 6). Accordingly, Hindu temples were economic—in addition to 
religious and political—institutions in premodern India.14 In terms of re-
ligious practices, new methods of Hindu worship ( puja) emerged that 
focused on making offerings to a specific god believed to inhabit a physi-
cal icon.15 But who were the worshippers? We are unclear about who, ex-
actly, constituted the Hindu laity in the first millennium CE. But we do 
know that Brahmins simultaneously emphasized the need to ostracize 
(rather than include) lower castes and those without caste, while spread-
ing their social hierarchy through migration, especially south.



Figure 7.3. Androgynous form of Shiva and Parvati 

(ardhanarishvara), eleventh century CE, Rajasthan, 

India, black schist stone.
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By 300 CE, Brahmins imagined aryavarta—the land where Brah-
mins lived—to stretch west to east, from the Arabian Sea to the Bay of 
Bengal, but conceded that it did not permeate south of the Vindhya 
Mountains.16 At the time, south Indian communities worshipped a pan-
oply of their own deities. Old Tamil poetry records the names of some 
of these non-Vedic gods, the most well known of which is Murugan 
(Murukan), a handsome young warrior and lover.17 During the first mil-
lennium CE, Brahmin communities migrated to southern India, such 
as the Purvashikha Brahmins who came to Tamil Nadu (some later 
moved to Kerala).18 As Brahmins interacted with local communities (in-
cluding some southern Indians newly identifying as Brahmin), north 
Indian and Dravidian deities became fused. Murugan, for instance, be-
came associated with Karttikeya (also known as Skanda and Kumara), 
the god of war, and, in another ca. first millennium CE innovation, 
Shiva’s son.19 Still, regional differences remained robust. Karttikeya was 
a minor god in northern India and declined in prominence further, be-
coming “little more than a footnote” by 600 CE within the booming wor-
ship of Shiva.20 In contrast, Murugan remains popular today as a Hindu 
god in the southern subcontinent.

Inequality as Dharma
Brahmins further demarcated their community in this period, in part 
by defining dharma. “Dharma” is a complicated term that first appeared 
in the Rig Veda but became a central Hindu concept later.21 Some of its 
more common translations are law, virtue, duty, correct conduct, mo-
rality, and religion. Patrick Olivelle put it well when he defined dharma 
as “doing good and being good.”22 But how do we know what is good? 
Premodern Brahmins answered that question, in large part, through 
dharmashastra texts (ideal-based legal treatises) from the third century 
BCE onward. By far the most famous, quoted, and commented on dhar-
mashastra text—both in premodernity and in our times—is Manu’s 
second-century-CE Manusmriti (also known as Manavadharmashas-
tra).23 In recovering Manu’s influential vision of dharma, it is wise to 
remember that one man’s virtue is another man’s vice (we will get into 
Manu’s dismal view of women shortly). Indeed, texts like the Manusmriti 
have been described as “propaganda for the Brahmanical cosmopolitan 
world order.”24 I present, without soft-pedaling, the irreparable inequality 
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that Manu and many Brahmin patriarchs following him upheld as the 
basis for their desired social system.

Manu argued that people were created unequal with specific obli-
gations (dharma) as per their caste, gender, and—for upper-caste men 
specifically—life stage. He presents this as an ideal wherein an individ-
ual’s svadharma (caste duty), svakarman (caste-determined occupation), 
and svabhava (inborn nature) are harmonious.25 Critically, nothing was 
universal for Manu. Caste and gender determined distinct and uneven 
rules for social groups.26 Manu even prescribed different punishments 
for transgressions depending on the caste of the offender and offended. 
For example, regarding verbal assault (vakparushya), he said: “For as-
sailing a Brahmin, a Kshatriya ought to be fined 100, and a Vaishya 150 
or 200; but a Shudra ought to suffer corporal punishment.”27

As is often the case in systems of inequality, Manu displayed coarse 
disdain for those at the pyramid’s bottom. He elaborates on the possible 
punishments for a Shudra who maligns a Brahmin by alluding to the Rig 
Vedic poem on the origins of the varna system (quoted in chapter 2): “If 
a Shudra hurls grossly abusive words at high-caste men, his tongue shall 
be cut off, for he originated from the lowest part. If he invokes their 
names and castes with disdain, a red-hot iron nail ten fingers long should 
be driven into his mouth. If he arrogantly gives instruction on the Law 
to Brahmins, the king should pour hot oil into his mouth and ears.”28 If 
the roles are reversed and a Brahmin abuses a Shudra, Manu says that a 
small fine suffices as a penalty.29

Manu’s treatise and other dharmashastra works circulated through-
out the first millennium CE among upper-caste communities who in-
creasingly adhered to endogamy (marrying within one’s social class), 
a foundational feature of the caste system. In this, controlling female 
sexuality was critical to maintaining caste purity, and here I advise the 
reader to steel herself for some severe views. The Vasishtha Dharmasutra 
(first century BCE) calls for public castigation of adulterous women. 
The woman is to be “shaved, smeared with ghee, and led naked along 
the highway on a donkey, whose color is determined by the varna of 
her lover, e.g., a black one when he is a shudra.”30 “Varna” also means 
“color,” and the colorism of the caste system dates back two millennia, 
at least. Writing in the second century BCE, Patanjali listed being 
“fair-complexioned” among the qualities of a Brahmin.31 Writing about 
500 years later, Yajnavalkya (fourth–fifth century CE; different than the 
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Upanishadic Yajnavalkya) recommended keeping a woman who is un-
faithful to her husband on a near starvation diet, “compelled to dwell 
deprived of any rights, wearing dirty clothes, living on just morsels of 
food, scorned, and sleeping on the ground.”32 This penalty may appear 
even darker to modern eyes once one realizes that Yajnavalkya does not 
specify if the woman’s unfaithfulness was by choice or force.

For his part, Manu is the best spokesperson for his views on con-
trolling women. He wrote: “Even in their own homes, a female—whether 
she is a child, a young woman, or an old lady—should never carry out 
any task independently. As a child, she must remain under her father’s 
control; as a young woman, under her husband’s; and when her husband 
is dead, under her sons’. She must never seek to live independently. She 
must never want to separate herself from her father, husband, or sons; 
for by separating herself from them, a woman brings disgrace on both 
families.”33 Manu and other like-minded Brahmin men invoked a the-
ory of karma to justify policing caste and gender boundaries as well as 
the variable levels of human worth they assigned to members of this 
hierarchy.

As early as the Upanishads, karma (literally, “action”) was expanded 
from its Vedic meaning of ritual activity to cover all human acts along 
with their associated positive or negative consequences. Karmic conse-
quences were typically thought to manifest in one’s circumstances in 
future rebirths, including by possibly spending time in heaven or hell 
(both are which were well-established Hindu concepts by this point in 
history).34 Hindu thinkers of the first millennium CE posited that kar-
mic debt could be transferred at times but never vacated in the cycle of 
rebirth (samsara). For example, a story in the Markandeya Purana (ca. 
sixth century CE) explains:

Once, when his wife named Fatso had been in her fertile sea-
son, King Vipashchit did not sleep with her, as it was his duty to 
do, but slept instead with his other, beautiful wife, Kaikeyi. He 
went to hell briefly to expiate this one sin, but when he was about 
to leave for heaven, the people in hell begged him to stay, since 
the wind that touched his body dispelled their pain. “People can-
not obtain in heaven or in the world of Brahma,” said Vipash-
chit, “such happiness as arises from giving release (nirvana) to 
suffering creatures.” And he refused to leave until Indra agreed 
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to let the king’s good deeds (karma) be used to release those 
people of evil karma from their torments in hell—though they 
all went from there immediately to another womb that was de-
termined by the fruits of their own karma.35

Dharmashastra works posit a causal connection between karma and 
caste, arguing that everyone deserves their caste status as the “fruits of 
actions” (karmanam phalonirvritti).36 Manu, for example, offers an ex-
tensive account of different rebirth scenarios ranked according to the 
caste pyramid.37

The Brahminical investment in caste also involved new social prac-
tices designed to set apart the Brahminical community and exclude 
others. Many Brahmins embraced dietary restrictions, such as forgoing 
alcohol and meat (in contrast, recall that Vedic-era Brahmins consumed 
beef ritually; see chapter 2). The idea of four life stages (ashramas) emerged 
as an ideal, positing that a Brahmin man should be, in order, a celibate 
student, householder, partially renouncing forest-dweller, and full 
renunciant (respectively, brahmacharin, grihastha, vanaprastha, and 
sannyasi or sanyasi).38 The oft-repeated Sanskrit phrase varnashrama
dharma clubs together “behavior according to one’s caste and life stage” as 
a Brahminical ideal. Brahmins admitted that reality often diverged from 
theory, and so dharmashastra works covered varnasamskara (mixing 
across caste lines) by elaborating the caste implications for the resulting 
progeny.39 Still, Brahmins and other upper castes often enforced purity 
boundaries, which gave birth to a harsh practice first attested in the 
mid-first millennium CE and that persists in some South Asian com-
munities today: untouchability.

One of premodern India’s social taboos was human contact between 
upper castes and those deemed as having lesser worth. Untouchability 
as a premodern Hindu practice had two major forms: temporary (e.g., 
menstruating women) and permanent (e.g., those born lower caste or 
outside the caste system, such as Chandalas). Both kinds were oppres-
sive, and the latter resulted in segregated living. Faxian, a Chinese Bud-
dhist who traveled to India in the early 400s CE, wrote based on his 
observations around Mathura:

Throughout the whole country, the people do not kill any living 
creature, nor drink intoxicating liquor, nor eat onions or garlic. 
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The only exception is that of the Chandalas. The meaning of 
Chandala is “evil people,” and they live apart from others. When 
they enter the gate of a city or a marketplace, they strike a piece 
of wood to make themselves known, so that men know and avoid 
them, and do not come into contact with them. In that country, 
they do not keep pigs or fowl and do not sell live cattle. In the 
markets there are no butchers’ shops and no dealers in intoxi-
cating drink. In buying and selling commodities they use cow-
ries. Only the Chandalas are fishermen and hunters and sell flesh 
meat.40

Xuanzhang, another Chinese Buddhist, visited India in the seventh 
century CE and confirmed similar practices of segregation and untouch-
ability.41 We have no records on the matter from marginalized commu-
nities in ancient India, as much as I long to hear their perspectives on 
this oppression.

Life’s Finer Things
Premodern Indian elites also wrote about pleasant things, such as 
kama (sensual pleasure), which emerged as an ideal in high society 
and literatures in multiple South Asian languages during the early to 
mid-first millennium CE. Kama included sex, as well as eating well, 
dressing nicely, ornamenting one’s body, spending time in nice build-
ings, sporting high-end perfumes, reading beautiful poetry, and en-
joying classy entertainment (see excerpt).42 The most famous Sanskrit 
text on pleasure is Vatsyayana’s Kamasutra (ca. late third century CE). 
Vatsyayana’s treatise includes a chapter on sexual positions for which 
it enjoys popular infamy today, on display, for example, in the Indian-
made Kamasutra brand of condoms.43 The Kamasutra’s seven books 
also feature advice on wooing another man’s wife, handling courte-
sans, and winning over a virgin. The work is written from a male per-
spective, although Vatsyayana says that knowledge of the art of love 
will help a wife “keep her husband in her power even if he has a thou-
sand women in his harem.”44 Some of the sections on courtesans—
such as how to bleed a smitten man dry of money—can be read either 
as warnings to men or tips for women.
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Ideal Day for the Man-about-Town, Excerpt from Vatsyayana’s 
Kamasutra (Sanskrit), ca. Late Third Century CE
He gets up in the morning, relieves himself, cleans his teeth, applies fra-
grant oils in small quantities, as well as incense, garlands, beeswax and 
red lac, looks at his face in a mirror, takes some mouthwash and betel, 
and attends to the things that need to be done. He bathes every day, has 
his limbs rubbed with oil every second day, a foam bath every third day, 
his face shaved every fourth day, and his body hair removed every fifth 
or tenth day. All of this is done without fail. And he continually cleans the 
sweat from his armpits. In the morning and afternoon he eats; “In the 
evening, too,” says Charayana. After eating, he passes the time teaching 
his parrots and mynah birds to speak; goes to quail-fights, cock-fights, 
and ram-fights; engages in various arts and games; and passes the time 
with his libertine, pander, and clown. And he takes a nap. In the late after
noon, he gets dressed up and goes to salons to amuse himself.

And in the evening, there is music and singing. After that, on the bed 
in a bedroom carefully decorated and perfumed by sweet-smelling in-
cense, he and his friends await the women who are slipping out for a 
rendezvous with them. He sends female messengers for them or goes to 
get them himself. And when the women arrive, he and his friends greet 
them with gentle conversation and courtesies that charm the mind and 
heart. If rain has soaked the clothing of women who have slipped out for 
a rendezvous in bad weather, he changes their clothes himself, or gets 
some of his friends to serve them. That is what he does by day and night.45

While its topic may be eye-catching, Vatsyayana’s Kamasutra is em-
blematic of Sanskrit technical treatises more broadly in using cataloging 
as a means of expounding knowledge. Vatsyayana gives numerous sets 
of lists, including types of kisses, ways of scratching, varieties of erotic 
biting, and more. Sanskrit works on both artha (power and wealth) and 
dharma—which combined with kama make for the Brahminical puru-
shartha (aims of life)—often similarly privilege enumeration as a means 
of knowledge.46 In the case of kama, not all premoderns agreed that this 
methodology produced mastery of life’s finer things. As a Prakrit poet 
argued:
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Shame on those who cannot appreciate
this ambrosial Prakrit poetry
but pore instead
over treatises on love.47

Sanskrit thinkers did not admit defeat, however. Yashodhara’s thirteenth-
century commentary on the Kamasutra retorted to such sentiments by 
arguing that it is important to know things, correctly and thoroughly: 
“You can, of course, learn about pleasure from other teachings, just as 
you can read meaning into a hole shaped like a letter of the alphabet that 
a bookworm has eaten out of a page, but you do not understand what 
you should do and what you should not do.”48 Then again, doing what is 
forbidden is often alluring, an aspect of eroticism explored throughout 
the first millennium CE in Prakrit poetry.

The Prakrit Sattasai (Seven Centuries) offers a compelling case study 
in how poetry can play on transgressing social and sexual taboos. The 
work was attributed to Hala (a Satavahana king) and collected in the 
Deccan between the second and fifth centuries CE. Some Sattasai verses 
feature men calling their wives by their lovers’ names, thus provoking 
domestic wrath. Other verses celebrate having sex with a woman on her 
period, which is sexy precisely because it is verboten:

Though people condemn it,
though it is highly inauspicious
and considered most improper,
the sight of a woman during her period
fills the heart with heavenly bliss.49

Like authors across languages in premodern South Asia, the Sattasai 
poets celebrated the female form, with lines such as:

Who is not captivated by a woman’s breasts,
that, like a good poem,
are a pleasure to grasp,
are weighty, compact, and nicely ornamented?50

Prakrits and Sanskrit were often treated as complementary languages in 
premodern South Asian literature, appearing in plays to code the speech 
of different characters, for example. The most famous Prakrit work today 
is one that did not survive (if it was ever real): the Brihatkatha (Vast 
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Story) allegedly written in the lost language of Paishachi.51 Indeed, 
Prakrits lost ground over time in premodern India to Sanskrit, a language 
whose very name means “refined” and came to embody an alluring cul-
tural style.52

Sanskrit poetry flourished from the second century into the eigh
teenth century CE with Kalidasa (fourth–fifth century) being among 
the most celebrated Sanskrit poets and playwrights. Kalidasa retold 
mythological stories about Shakuntala, Urvashi (a celestial apsara), and 
Rama and his family.53 Other works by Kalidasa unfold against histor-
ical backgrounds, such as Malavikagnimitra (Malavika and Agnimitra) 
set during the Shunga dynasty in the second century BCE.54 Kalidasa 
also invented tales, such as Meghaduta (Cloud Messenger) about a 
yaksha (semi-divine tree spirit who often serves the god Kubera) who, 
slightly mad with longing for his faraway wife, instructed a cloud to 
deliver a message to her and in so doing lushly described parts of the 
subcontinent.55 All three of Kalidasa’s approaches—retelling old stories, 
using historical settings, and inventing new tales—recurred in Sanskrit 
literature for more than a millennium. One drama worth mentioning 
here given its historical backdrop is Vishakhadatta’s Mudrarakshasa 
(Rakshasa’s Ring, ca. sixth century CE) that narrates events set around 
800 years earlier during Chandragupta Maurya’s life (third century 
BCE).56

Much about Sanskrit literature is extraordinary, including the 
immense amount of beautiful poetry and its robust dramaturgical tra-
dition. Sanskrit authors used carefully crafted language to elicit rasas 
(aesthetic emotions), such as erotic love (shringara), tragedy (karuna), 
and heroism (vira).57 Some of this poetry reads well across time, such as 
Amaru (first millennium CE) on pining for one’s lover:

She is in the house, she is everywhere.
She is behind me, she is in front.
She is inside in bed, she is outside on every road,
when I am tortured by her absence.
I am going out of my mind!
The whole world is nothing to me,
but she, she, she, she, she, she—
what chatter of nondualism is this?58
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Sanskrit poetry also reflected life’s harshness for many in early India. 
Consider, for example, these lines by Bhartrhari (fourth–fifth century 
CE) on how life kicks you when you’re down:

A bald man, his forehead scorched by the sun’s rays,
hurries to a shady spot under a tree.
But there a large piece of fruit falls and loudly cracks his head.
Wherever those cursed by fate go, misfortunes follow.59

Other times, Sanskrit poets attested to their specific social norms. For 
example, an interlude in Kalidasa’s Shakuntala features a king who held 
a deceased merchant’s wealth in trust for the man’s unborn son since the 
merchant’s wives—as women—could not inherit property.60 Kalidasa de-
clined to elaborate on how the merchant’s wives felt about this or how 
they fared as impoverished widows.

Parallel to Prakrit and Sanskrit, Tamil was the third great premod-
ern literary tradition of South Asia. Our oldest Tamil texts are a corpus 
of ten poetic narratives and eight anthologies known collectively as San-
gam literature.61 Tamil Sangam literature is broadly devoted to love, 
politics, and warrior culture, which comes out in these lines by the fe-
male poet Kakkaipatiniyar Naccellaiyar:

Many said,
“That old woman, the one whose veins show
on her weak, dry arms where the flesh is hanging,
whose stomach is flat as a lotus leaf,
has a son who lost his nerve in battle and fled.”
At that, she grew enraged and she said,
“If he has run away in the thick of battle,
I will cut off these breasts from which he sucked,”
and, sword in hand, she turned over fallen corpses,
groping her way on the red field.
Then she saw her son lying there in pieces,
and she rejoiced more than the day she bore him.62

Tamil Sangam poetry was designed to appear timeless, which makes 
for great literature and, simultaneously, a historian’s nightmare regard-
ing dating. Current academic opinion considers Sangam literature to 
have been composed between the second and eighth centuries CE, 
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with widespread agreement that it was anthologized toward the end of 
this date range.63 Maybe 10 percent of Sangam poets are Brahmins, post-
dating the migrations mentioned earlier.64 But much Sangam literature 
evinces no awareness of Brahminical culture and may predate the ar-
rival (or at least the extensive influence) of Brahmins in southern India. 
Consider, for example, the Cilappatikaram (Tale of an anklet), attributed 
to Prince Ilankovatikal who appears in the story as a Jain.65 This tale con-
cerns a woman who channels her rage as a wrongful widow into becom-
ing a ferocious goddess. At the end of the story, she is memorialized as 
Orraimulaicci (Goddess with one breast), still worshipped today at Ko-
dungallur along Kerala’s Malabar coast (southwestern coast).66 While 
premodern Indian poetry—in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Tamil—sometimes 
transcends time and space, each was produced in specific political and 
social contexts to which I now turn.

Power and Propaganda
Statecraft in premodern India existed in practice and theory, and we 
should not confuse the two. In reality, a smorgasbord of kingdoms ruled 
parts of the Indian subcontinent during the early to mid-first millennium 
CE, of which the Pallavas are most well known in the south, the Vaka-
takas in the Deccan, and the Guptas in the north. In propaganda, spe-
cific rulers often projected their territory across impossibly vast areas and 
as divinely ordained. In accessing political realities and circulating pro-
paganda of the period, the Gupta kings and their self-projections, respec-
tively, offer useful case studies.

Between around 305 and 550 CE, Gupta kings held fragmented, 
limited power within a landlocked kingdom centered in the Gangetic 
heartland. We lack even a clear demarcation of Gupta regnal years, but 
the kingdom reached its height during the reigns of Samudragupta 
(r. ca. 335–375) and Chandragupta II (r. ca. 375–415).67 The Guptas engaged 
in standard violent activities for premodern Indian sovereigns, such as 
fighting internally for succession and against neighboring kingdoms for 
territory, including the Kshatrapas to the west, Shakas to the north, and 
Vakatakas to the south.68 Gupta rulers practiced polygamy, amassing 
substantial harems since they used marriages to solidify political alli-
ances.69 Most notably, Chandragupta I (r. ca. 320–335 or 350) elevated 



Inequality, Pleasure, and Power    131

his lineage’s social prestige by marrying a Licchavi princess from one of 
the old oligarchies in Nepal. The Guptas lost power throughout the fifth 
century due to Hun incursions from the north. Historians have often 
taken liberties with Gupta history, extrapolating from meagre inscrip-
tional evidence to make sweeping generalizations.70 I think we stand on 
firmer ground in focusing on how the Guptas projected themselves as 
Vishnu-worshipping kings and incredible conquerors.

The Guptas left behind significant material evidence of their agenda 
to present themselves as Vaishnava rulers. As mentioned, the Guptas pa-
tronized the Udayagiri caves, where they advertised themselves as Vishnu 
devotees. Gupta gold coins sometimes featured Lakshmi, Vishnu’s wife 
and the goddess of wealth. Each Hindu god has an animal that they ride, 
and Garuda—Vishnu’s eagle mount—was the Gupta lineage emblem.71 In 
part, the Guptas partook of this period’s burgeoning sectarian Hinduism, 
but simultaneously they also, as one scholar has put it, made a “conser-
vative, conscious effort to restore the customs of the Vedic past.”72 For 
example, the Guptas (along with many other premodern Indian rulers) 
claimed to have performed the horse sacrifice, known as ashvamedha. We 
lack evidence to adjudicate if the Guptas conducted the ashvamedha 
rite or merely said they did. The Guptas were nearly as far removed in 
time from the Vedic period as we are from Gupta rule, and their claims 
of participating in a Vedic past were a project of imaginative recovery, 
not continuity.

The Guptas also tried to connect themselves to a specific political 
past, proposing links with the Maurya Empire (third century BCE) 
that had ruled across a far larger area. Two Gupta kings adopted the 
name of the Mauryan founder Chandragupta (a point that has con-
fused history students ever since).73 Sanskrit texts produced under 
Gupta patronage often cited Kautilya’s Arthashastra, a treatise on state-
craft often compared to Machiavelli’s The Prince.74 The Arthashastra 
was first composed in the first–second century CE and was substan-
tially redacted in maybe the third century CE.75 Likely the Guptas in
vented, or at least promoted, the (historically false) idea that its author 
was a Mauryan state advisor named Chanakya.76 While the Artha-
shastra was popular in the Gupta kingdom, it was subsequently forgot-
ten, being little read or commented on after the ninth century CE. The 
work barely survived into modernity in a handful of manuscripts.77 Its 
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rediscovery in modern times helps us better understand ancient India, 
although ongoing repetition of Gupta-era political ideas—such as 
misattributing the Arthashastra to a Mauryan court author—cuts against 
accurate recovery of the Indian past.

The Ashokan pillar inscription of Samudragupta (r. ca. 335–375) is 
an astonishing piece of premodern propaganda concerning territorial 
Hindu kingship. In the inscription, stretching over more than thirty 
lines, the poet Harishena praises Samudragupta for his Sanskrit learning 
and military dominance over other kings, while using Hindu religious 
imagery.78 Much of this is fiction, such as the long list of kings that 
Samudragupta allegedly conquered, stretching from Nepal to Sri Lanka 
(as noted, the Gupta kingdom was territorially much more restricted). 
But, as Sheldon Pollock has argued, Samudragupta’s claim to a “conquest 
of all the earth” (sarvaprithivivijaya) “exhausts the domain where the ex-
tension of a particular kind of political power has meaning.”79 Notably, 
however, the Guptas did not project political dominance beyond the sub-
continent. Frederick Asher has described this as a “more insular world 
view” in contrast to what “might be expected from a south Indian con
temporary.”80 Still, the idea of universal kingship—even if the universe 
was South Asia—had legs and recurred throughout premodernity in 
political inscriptions and poetry, including in Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsha 
(Raghu’s lineage).81 Also popular was using Hindu religious imagery to 
proclaim political power, such as in these lines that invoke the materi-
ality of the column on which they are engraved:

This column is like an upraised arm of the earth pointing out 
the way for Samudragupta’s fame. For having pervaded the whole 
world by the great success obtained from his conquest of all 
the earth, it now has acquired a graceful, easy step for going 
hence to the abode of the Lord of the Thirty Gods.

By his generosity, military prowess, tranquility, and command of 
the shastras

his glory mounts on high, up and up, by this path and that,
and purifies the three worlds like the white water of the Ganga 

rushing down
when released from the matted locks of Shiva, Lord of Beasts, that 

hold it in check.82
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In a similar vein, Samudragupta’s successor, Chandragupta II, built up 
the Vikramaditya legend about India’s mythical first sovereign, and even 
adopted his name as a title.83

Turning back to reality, ancient Indian kings, including the Guptas, 
continued to patronize ecumenically. The Guptas supported Nalanda, 
a  Buddhist monastery (vihara) in Bihar that became famous as far 
away as China as a center for studying philosophy and other subjects.84 
Close to Udayagiri, a Gupta official financed three statues of Jain teachers 
(Tirthankaras).85 More spectacularly, the Vakatakas in the Deccan spon-
sored rock-cut Buddhist caves at Ajanta with stunning carvings and wall 
paintings. Today, the Ajanta caves attract substantial tourist traffic as a 
UNESCO world heritage site. In one cave, visitors encounter a large statue 
of the Gautama Buddha lying down and surrounded by the faithful at 
his parinibbana (the final enlightenment at death). The paintings, too, 
depict Buddhist imagery as well as political figures, including a Sasanian 
emissary from Persia.

Beautiful art notwithstanding, some sources capture life’s grimness 
for many premodern Indians. For example, a Jain-authored Prakrit text 
offers a dystopian view of the Gupta kingdom, wherein Jains and other 
non-Hindu communities were taxed, imprisoned, exiled, and destroyed 
by a Hindu goddess incarnated as a stone cow.86 As Paul Dundas has 
noted, this Jain work borrows from apocalyptic tropes in the Mahabharata 
and Vishnupurana.87 More concrete evidence attests that forced labor 
was part of the landscape of northern, central, and southern India in 
this period. Notably, many kings gifted land to Brahmin communi-
ties, which sometimes came with lower-caste farmers who were com-
pelled to work the soil.88 Scholarship abounds on these tax-free land 
grants (the granted villages are often called brahmadeyas or agraharas), 
but far more infrequent are mentions of the accompanying bonded 
labor. It is a shameful testament to modern biases that so many have 
focused on the few elites that benefited from these land grants, often 
without bothering to acknowledge the coercion of laborers that increased 
their value.

Many women underwent a decline in social status during the mid-
first millennium CE. There was no formal education for women who, 
like Shudras, were forbidden from hearing the Vedas. Marriage appears 
to have been often decided by men without input from women.89 Even 
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royal women were traded in political bargains, such as the Gupta prin-
cess Prabhavatigupta who was married into the Vakataka family.90 One 
of our earliest material records of sati (widow burning) is a 510 CE me-
morial stone in Eran in modern-day Madhya Pradesh. An inscription 
on the stone attests that a local chief named Goparaja died and was cre-
mated along with his, until she entered the fire, still-living wife.91 Sati is 
sometimes depicted as a woman’s choice in premodern Indian texts, but 
historically we have little way of determining such agency.92 A Sattasai 
verse reminds us that public emotions were sometimes disingenuous:

The false woman bewailed her dead husband
with such choking sobs
that even her lover was afraid
she might join him on the pyre.93

Additionally, there is the uncomfortable reality that sati economically 
benefited surviving sons, who were then left without an elderly depen-
dent to support.94 Other Hindu religious practices emerged or solidified 
during this period that reduced the social standing of widows, includ-
ing prohibiting remarriage, expectations of severe fasts and asceticism, 
and treating widows as bad omens. As some scholars have pointed out, 
this may have left many widowed women with few good options.95

Conclusion: Old and New  
Indian Communities
Many non-Hindu communities—both old and new—thrived in early 
India, and it seems appropriate to close this chapter with two brief ex-
amples that, in different ways, invoke the trading routes that occupied 
our attention last chapter. Merchant communities prospered, and one 
such group in western Gujarat sponsored a list of customary rules (acha-
ras) in 592 CE that gives us rare insight into first millennium CE legal 
codes.96 This merchant community operated under the Maitraka dy-
nasty, which had earlier been Gupta vassals.97 Their legal code, known 
as the Charter of Vishnushena, contains more than seventy prescriptions, 
including barring forced entry into homes and banning a wife’s arrest 
for her husband’s crimes (see excerpt). It specifies that a court summons 
may not interrupt a wedding nor, in a nod to the presence of Brahmini-
cal groups, a Vedic sacrifice. It includes numerous directions regarding 
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taxes and custom duties as well as provisions designed to curb frivolous 
lawsuits. Some of these rules were likely common across many Indian 
communities, and scattered inscriptions in Bengal, the Deccan, and else-
where refer to “customary rules” governing property rights, marriages, 
and other subjects.98 Still, the Charter of Vishnushena stands out as a 
unique collated set of legal codes from this early period that attests to 
community governance.

Excerpt from the Charter of Vishnushena  
(Sanskrit), 592 CE, from Western India
1.	 The property of a man with no son may not be seized [by escheat].
2.	 The king’s officer should not violate the threshold [i.e., forcibly 

enter a home].
3.	 A contrived lawsuit should not be entertained.
4.	 Arrest on suspicion is not to be made.
5.	 A woman should not be arrested for the crime of her husband.
6.	 In the event that a safely laid fire spreads, no frivolous complaint 

shall be entertained.
7.	 ln the event of a “self-shortened ear” (most likely, a self-inflicted 

injury designed to deceive), no frivolous complaint shall be 
entertained.

8.	 No suit is to be entertained where a plaintiff or a defendant is 
absent.

9.	 A frivolous complaint shall not be entertained from someone who 
is seated in the market.

10.	 An oxcart may not be seized.99

New groups entered the subcontinent in this period, such as Chris-
tians who alighted on India’s southern shores via the same trade routes 
that had been in use since the second century BCE. In recovering the 
early establishment of Indian Christian communities, legend diverges 
from historical evidence. The apocryphal Acts of Saint Thomas, a Syr-
iac text composed ca. the early third century CE, says that Thomas, one 
of Jesus’s twelve apostles, traveled to India in the first century CE as 
a carpenter enslaved by an agent of an Indian king.100 A parallel story of 
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Thomas (although the details vary considerably) is found in the early 
seventeenth-century Thomma Parvam in Malayalam.101 In reality, the 
earliest evidence for Christians in southern India dates to the mid-first 
millennium CE when crosses with Pahlavi inscriptions (figure 7.4) began 
to appear along the southern coasts and in Sri Lanka.102 A small Christian 
community—sometimes called Thomas Christians as per the legend—
was continuous in southern India from this point forward.

Figure 7.4. Stone cross with Pahlavi inscription at St. George’s 

Church in Kadamattom, late first millennium CE, Kerala, India.
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Further Reading
Dharmashastra literature has been extensively explored and translated 
by Patrick Olivelle and Donald Davis, and Timothy Lubin’s work is use-
ful on real-world law. Wendy Doniger has translated and commented on 
the Kamasutra. Sheldon Pollock’s analysis of Sanskrit literary culture is 
unparalleled, and I relied on Andrew Ollett regarding Prakrit. On Tamil 
literature, George Hart and Davis Shulman both offer insights. For trans-
lations of Sanskrit literary works, the Clay Sanskrit Library and Murty 
Classical Library of India volumes are a treasure trove.
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India in the World,  
ca. 700 CE

When a person becomes controlled by anger,
while ignorant of the facts,
he will soon be separated from his friend,
like the Brahmin from the mongoose.

—Panchatantra, first millennium CE (Sanskrit)1

There was a poor Brahmin who had raised a mongoose from 
birth and, one day, left his infant son in the care of the tamed 
animal. A cobra tried to bite the child, and the mongoose val-
iantly tore apart the snake. When the Brahmin returned, he saw 
the mongoose guarding the door with his mouth covered in 
blood. Fearing that the animal had attacked his son, the Brah-
min beat the mongoose to death with a stick. He then entered 
his home to find the baby sleeping soundly next to the shred-
ded cobra’s carcass. Realizing his error, the Brahmin was filled 
with remorse and so learned the hard way that one should not 
act hastily without being in full possession of the facts.2

This tale—demonstrating the risks of rash action—was in wide circula-
tion within South Asia and beyond by 700 CE within a story collection 
known as Panchatantra (Five topics).3 The anecdote’s moral that igno-
rance and impulsiveness invite grief might be applied to the study of pre-
modern India, warning us against impetuous assumptions. Perhaps the 
most basic presupposition about the Indian past is precisely that South 
Asia has a geographically confined history. In this chapter, I push past 
the limits of this bounded approach and instead position India in a global 

8
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context that received travelers and exported cultural products (includ-
ing the Panchatantra). Many of these exchanges utilized established 
Asian networks, including the Silk Roads, sea trade routes east and 
west, and Buddhist pilgrimage networks. A few—such as the transfer 
of scientific knowledge to Abbasid-controlled Baghdad in the eighth 
century—involved new communities that soon entered South Asia 
themselves. At the end of this chapter, I refocus attention within the 
subcontinent, including on some of its frontier regions where we can 
glimpse religious innovations that ultimately changed South Asian cul-
tures more broadly.

Xuanzang and Indian Buddhism
Xuanzang—a Chinese Buddhist monk in the seventh century CE—was 
among the most well-traveled premodern visitors to India. He left China 
in 629 and began a multi-year journey to the Gautama Buddha’s home-
land. Xuanzang sought access to Buddhist texts and teachings that he 
felt had been fragmentarily transmitted in Chinese but would be avail-
able in full in India. Xuanzang was right. He found the texts he sought 
along with Indian teachers who instructed him in Sanskrit and helped 
him interpret Buddhist sources. Xuanzang left behind an account of his 
travels (called The Record of Western Regions), and his students also au-
thored a biography.4 Writings by and about Xuanzang—like every other 
premodern text—pursued agendas other than historical documentation. 
Xuanzang, for example, crafted his Record for pedagogical purposes, se-
lecting episodes accordingly and even fictionalizing at times.5 Still, if 
we read critically, Xuanzang and his students offer invaluable informa-
tion about Indian social life, interactions between religious groups, and 
how South Asian communities participated in global trends and net-
works in the 630s and 640s.

Xuanzang followed the land-based Silk Roads—in use for close to a 
millennium by the seventh century CE—across China and through parts 
of Central Asia until reaching northwestern India. Along the way, he ex-
perienced the polyglot culture enabled by Silk Road trade. For example, 
in Suyab (in modern-day Kyrgyzstan), he feasted on a pilaf made with 
rice from China, sugarcane from India, and local grapes.6 His Suyab 
hosts were Zoroastrians, and Xuanzang also encountered followers of 
Hellenistic religions, practitioners of local traditions, Shaivas, and, of 
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course, Buddhists while traversing the Silk Roads. Xuanzang’s journey 
was perilous at times, including facing state opposition to leaving China 
and more than one run-in with bandits.7 It is a judgment call where 
we consider Xuanzang to have crossed into “South Asia,” a modern de-
scriptor of the region, but perhaps somewhere between Samarqand and 
Balkh.

Xuanzang found a thriving Buddhist community in Balkh and there 
began his study of Sanskrit Buddhist texts under a young teacher named 
Prajnakara. After a while, the pair headed southeast together, crossing 
the Hindu Kush Mountains (a later name; Xuanzang calls them “Snow 
Mountains”) and visiting Bamiyan. At Bamiyan, Xuanzang saw two 
monumental Buddhist statues—towering 180 feet and 125 feet tall, re-
spectively, that had been carved in the sixth century CE and seemingly 
stood guard for numerous Buddhist caves and rock paintings (figure 8.1).8 
For almost 1,400 more years, many travelers repeated Xuanzang’s expe-
rience of gazing up at the towering Bamiyan Buddhas, until they were 
blown up by the Taliban in 2001. The historical archive is never com-
plete, including due to modern destruction.

Xuanzang, too, recorded loss in his time. He notes multiple aban-
doned Buddhist sites in the several years during which he traveled from 
the northwest through Kashmir and into the Gangetic plain.9 Histori-
ans are uncertain whether to take Xuanzang at his word on abandoned 
Buddhist sites or, more prudently, to see his comments as reflecting the 
contemporary prevalence of the narrative trope of decline.10 Possibly 
both are true, and we find similarly conflicting accounts by later histo-
rians. For example, the ca. 1150 CE Sanskrit historian Kalhana reports 
Hindu-Buddhist conflict in sixth-century Kashmir, such as his (admit-
tedly dubious) account of Mihirakula, a Shaivite ruler remembered for 
iconoclastic violence against Buddhists while granting land to Brah-
mins.11 Still, Buddhism survived in the region since, after a 1123 fire 
burned Srinagar to the ground, the sole structure left standing was a “sin-
gle great Buddha, homeless and blackened by smoke, like a burnt tree.”12 
Traveling in the seventh century, between these two moments, Xuanzang 
participated in a vibrant Buddhist intellectual culture in numerous parts 
of the subcontinent.

Xuanzang spent five years studying Sanskrit texts at Nalanda, which 
hosted a large Buddhist monastic community by this point. He reports 
that Buddhist intellectuals far and wide sought entry into the famed 
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Bihar monastery (vihara), seeing it as a premier intellectual institution: 
“Scholars from different places who want to enhance their reputation 
come here to resolve their doubts and establish their fame.”13 Nalanda’s 
reputation was so robust that, as per Xuanzang, there was social cache 
to be gained by lying about an affiliation: “Those who travel about falsely 
claiming to have studied here are treated with the utmost respect.”14 
Xuanzang was no charlatan, however, and was admitted to Nalanda after 

Figure 8.1. Bamiyan Buddha, sixth century CE, Bamiyan, 

Afghanistan, carved into rock face, destroyed by the Taliban 

in 2001.
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passing an oral exam.15 He studied under Shilabhadra and attested to a 
vigorous scholarly community:

With regard to the highly capable and broadly learned teachers 
here, they have all mastered the many types of knowledge and 
are wise men of supreme virtue. It is due to their collective bril-
liance that the path endures. As for Dharmapala and Chan-
dragupta, they earned their fame by upholding the Buddha’s 
teachings. Gunamati and Saramati made their name in the pre
sent day. Prabhamitra is known for clear arguments, Vishesha
mitra for lofty discussions. Jnanachandra is brilliant and quick; 
Shilabhadra is profound and virtuous. The people know that the 
virtue of these eminent men surpasses that of previous worthies. 
They are well versed in the old texts, and they have each pro-
duced more than ten commentaries, all of which are in broad 
circulation and viewed as treasures of our age.16

After passing five years in such stimulating company, Xuanzang resumed 
traveling, eventually reaching southern India and circling back to Na-
landa. Along the way he continued to study, for example, spending a 
month in Kosala reading Dignaga, a well-regarded sixth-century Bud-
dhist logician.17

Xuanzang traveled through many Indian kingdoms, and he offers a 
particularly intriguing snapshot of north Indian rulership norms in his 
description of King Harsha of Kannauj (r. 606–647) in eastern India. 
Specifically, Xuanzang reported witnessing a meeting with vassal rulers 
and described Harsha (whom he calls Shiladitya18) as appearing dressed 
as the Hindu god Indra along with an armored division of elephants, 
a known feature of Indian warfare since before the Mauryas. Harsha then 
venerated a Buddhist icon, offering precious jewels and silk in honor 
of the “three treasures” of Buddhism, namely the Gautama Buddha, 
the monastic community (sangha), and the dhamma (see the excerpt 
following).

Other sources confirm that Harsha was eclectic in his use of religious 
imagery for royal representation. For example, Bana’s Harshacharita—a 
Sanskrit hagiography of the king written in his lifetime—describes one 
of Harsha’s ancestors as participating in Shaiva rituals and characterizes 
Harsha as “calm in mind like Buddha himself, one who carries out all 
the rules for the castes and orders like Manu, and bears the rod of 
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punishment as visibly as Yama.”19 This line clubs together upholding 
the Brahminical ideal of varnashramadharma and being like the Bud
dha in a single breath, views that many would see as theologically op-
posed. Critical is that both had wide cache across India by the seventh 
century CE, and so Harsha could benefit politically from drawing on 
numerous religious traditions.20

Harsha and Vassal Rulers at Kannauj, Excerpt from 
Xuanzang’s Record (Chinese), Seventh Century
The kings emerged from the temporary palace and raised a concealed 
golden statue into the air. The statue, which was more than three feet tall, 
was kept behind a jeweled curtain on the back of a great elephant. King 
Shiladitya (Harsha), dressed as Indra and holding a jeweled canopy, at-
tended on the left, while King Kumara (of Assam), appearing as Brahma 
holding a white-hair whisk, attended on the right. Each had an army of 
five hundred elephants completely encased in armor. Behind the Buddha 
image lumbered another hundred large elephants ridden by musicians 
beating a rhythm and making music. King Shiladitya scattered natural 
pearls, various jewels, gold, silver, and a variety of flowers in all direc-
tions as offerings to the Three Treasures [Gautama Buddha, sangha, and 
dhamma].

Arriving at the jeweled altar first, the king bathed the image with fra-
grant water and then carried it on his back up to the western terrace. He 
then made offerings of various precious jewels and hundreds of thou-
sands of silken garments. At that time, just over twenty monks followed 
behind and various other kings served as guards. After everyone had 
eaten, groups gathered to engage in various studies, establishing the 
truth of the profound teachings and proclaiming the ultimate principle. 
When the sun began to sink, the kings returned to the temporary palace. 
In this way, the golden statue was delivered each day from the begin-
ning to the end of the assembly.21

Another way to interpret Xuanzang’s travels is through the lens of 
pilgrimage as he traveled across a landscape sacred to multiple religious 
communities. In this same period, Hindu pilgrims also imagined a sa-
cred geography across the premodern subcontinent’s natural and built 
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landscapes, and sometimes Hindu pilgrimage networks overlapped with 
Buddhist ones.22 For example, in the seventh century CE, Vaishnavas 
traveled to Bodhgaya to perform shraddhas (ancestral rites), and some 
attempted to repurpose key Buddhist sites therein.23 Xuanzang mentions 
that a Hindu king had chopped down the Bodhi tree, under which Bud-
dhists claimed Gautama had gained enlightenment. The same king also 
placed a Shiva statue in the main temple’s central shrine, displacing a 
Buddhist icon.24

More broadly, Vaishnavas and Buddhists tried to appropriate each 
other’s religious figures at times. Some Buddhist texts criticize Vishnu 
(and Shiva) as weak, and they are also incorporated into Buddhist cos-
mology as minor deities.25 Premodern Vaishnavas identified the Gautama 
Buddha as one of Vishnu’s avatars (incarnations) in a similar attempt 
to domesticate a rival. Still, Hindu and Buddhist communities shared 
sacred spaces for centuries. For instance, Hyecho, a Korean Buddhist 
pilgrim who traveled to India for several years in the 720s CE, noted 
both Buddhists and ash-smeared Shaivas around Varanasi.26

Xuanzang returned to China in 645, bringing with him more than 
650 Sanskrit texts and dozens of relics and statues. He spent the better 
part of the next two decades overseeing a robust translation workshop 
that produced new Chinese editions of Buddhist Sanskrit texts.27 In the 
assessment of one modern scholar, Xuanzang thus became the “second 
great translator in the Chinese Buddhist tradition,” following the fifth-
century Central Asian Buddhist Kumarajiva.28 Xuanzang’s trip sparked 
a flurry of India-China embassies over the next century as well as other 
itinerant scholars, although some took different routes. For example, in 
the 670s–690s, the Chinese monk Yijing traveled via sea through South-
east Asia and even stopped in Sumatra to study Sanskrit before con-
tinuing to Nalanda and other Buddhist pilgrimage sites in India.29 Few 
premoderns journeyed as far and wide as Xuanzang and Yijing. But many 
Indian ideas, stories, and even languages traveled even further in the sev-
enth and eighth centuries CE.

Indian Cultural Exports
Premodern India was a mass exporter of cultural and intellectual goods. 
Sometimes, we have a decent sense of how ideas traveled, such as when 
Buddhists spread the dhamma north into Central Asia and China via 
the Silk Roads and to Southeast Asia via sea trade routes (chapter 6). In 
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other cases, we lack knowledge of how information spread and have only 
the results. For example, a story first recorded in Sanskrit in the early 
first millennium CE appeared centuries later as a Welsh folktale in the 
British Isles.30 Ideas from the subcontinent spread north, west, and east, 
although not always the same ideas in all directions. Stories, games, and 
scientific knowledge traveled west from India, reaching communities in 
western Asia and, eventually, Europe. In Southeast Asia, many elites de-
veloped a taste for Sanskrit and the notions of rulership expressed in that 
medium. These two broad trends overlapped in some cases—especially 
regarding Sanskrit stories—but they were largely distinct in timing and 
outcome.

A set of Sanskrit animal fables known as Panchatantra proved wildly 
popular in premodernity. The Panchatantra tales were an “open canon,” 
with various compilations made within India between 300 and 1200 CE.31 
Our oldest versions feature five books (the tantras of the title), and later 
collations sometimes circulated under alternative names, including 
Hitopadesha (Good counsel) and, combined with other narratives, Katha-
saritsagara (Ocean of the river of stories).32 These animal fables were not 
bounded by religion, and one popular version was the Jain-collated Pan-
chakhyanaka of Purnabhadra (twelfth century CE).33 Trying to capture 
its immense circulation, some scholars have surmised that the Pancha-
tantra is the most circulated book, except the Bible, ever.34 If this is hy-
perbole, it is not by much, even as the meanings of Panchatantra tales 
shifted considerably with new audiences.

In premodern Indian contexts, Panchatantra stories generally traded 
on the idea of inborn nature and thus lend further insight into the de-
velopment of the caste system. Most stories feature interactions between 
animals, who represent their species collectively.35 Always, birth deter-
mines nature and is immutable. Many stories feature animals who per-
ish by foolishly failing to realize this, such as the frogs who were tricked 
into helping a snake who ultimately, as any snake will do, gobbled up 
the helpful frogs.36 McComas Taylor has described the social “discourse 
of division” in the Panchatantra that divides animals into jatis (caste 
groups).37 Taylor further sees animal jatis as parallel to human varnas, 
arguing in his study of the Panchatantra: “We have observed a parallel 
between the jati, as the natural division of the forest realm, and the varna, 
its analogue in the idealized human society depicted in the hegemonic 
texts of the brahmanical archive. These are two complementary mani-
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festations of a single discursive force: one in the metasocieties of the 
Panchatantra narrative, the other in human society. The discourse that 
divides the animals of the forest into jatis is the same discourse that clas-
sifies humankind by varnas.”38 Jatis also became critical to the human 
caste system, which generally became more complex, entrenched, and 
widespread over time in premodern India.39

The Panchatantra stories spread west from the 500s CE onward. 
First, they were translated from Sanskrit into Syriac and Pahlavi (Middle 
Persian) in the sixth century CE. The ca. 977–1010 CE Persian Shahnama 
(Book of kings) of Firdawsi contains a legendary narrative of this trans-
mission. In brief, a learned man named Borzoi traveled to India in pur-
suit of a plant that could make the dead speak, which he failed to locate 
but instead found the Panchatantra and covertly copied it into Pahlavi.40 
The Shahnama is an epic, not history, but this narrative suggests that pre-
modern India enjoyed a deserved reputation as a rich source of stories. 
From Pahlavi, the Panchatantra was translated into Arabic in the eighth 
century. In these early renderings, the story collection was called Kalila 
wa Dimna, after the two jackals (Karataka and Damanaka in Sanskrit) 
whose conversation constitutes a frame narrative. From Arabic, the Pan-
chatantra tales spread like wildfire, appearing in Greek, New Persian, 
Hebrew, Latin, and Old Spanish (Castilian). By the nineteenth century, 
Panchatantra stories were known across much of the world in more than 
250 languages, and many still circulate today.41

Some Panchatantra stories communicated ideas and values that 
transferred well between cultures and over time. For example, interfer-
ing in the affairs of others can go south fast, such as for the jackal who 
got between two fighting rams to lick up their blood and was pulver-
ized. Brains can triumph over brawn, as per the hare who tricked a lion 
into attacking his own reflection in a well and thus drowning.42

In some cases, we find stories in different times and places that seem 
similar, even while communicating different values. For example, a Pan-
chatantra tale features a Brahmin who builds castles in the sky, so to 
speak. He sees a pot filled with barley and visualizes selling it to buy some 
goats, and so his imagined transactions improve his lot until he envi-
sions himself with a wife and young son. Still in his imaginary world, he 
hits his wife, but his arm lashes out in reality and knocks over his pot, 
thus spilling his barley on the ground and his dreams along with it.43 An 
Aesop’s fable about a milkmaid and her pail unfolds similarly. Like the 
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Brahmin, the milkmaid dreams of a brighter future that stems, for her, 
from selling the milk that she carries in a pail on her head. She eventu-
ally imagines herself pursued by many suitors and haughtily throws back 
her head at them all, thus spilling the milk. Both stories communicate the 
danger of getting ahead of oneself, but the Brahmin saga involves mar-
ital relations and a son, whereas the milkmaid tale concerns controlling 
female sexuality.44 Scholars have rightly cautioned against mistaking 
familiarity for clear genealogy in the case of individual tales.45 But the gen-
eral point stands that many in premodern Asia and, eventually, Europe 
loved Indian fables sourced from the Panchatantra.

Other Indian stories also proved popular across wide areas, such as 
the jataka tales that spread west and east. The jatakas are a loose collec-
tion of narratives about the prior lives (bodhisattas) of enlightened 
beings (buddhas), especially the Gautama Buddha. The earliest written 
jataka collections are in Pali, a Prakrit language commonly used by pre-
modern Buddhists, and stories circulated orally as well. Some date back 
to the last centuries BCE, whereas others were formulated (or reformu-
lated) later. In Buddhist circles, the tales constituted teaching moments, 
offering good and bad examples that could help Buddhist monks and 
laity on the path to liberation.46 In South Asia, jataka tales also appear 
in art, such as the story of the monkey king who sacrificed himself to 
save others that is illustrated in panels at Bharhut and Sarnath (both in 
modern-day Madhya Pradesh).47 Jataka tales spread east, along with 
Buddhism, appearing in Java, Thailand, Laos, and elsewhere. A stunning 
example is the Borobudur Stupa (ca. 800 CE) in Java, whose outer walls 
bear stone carvings of jataka stories.48 Jataka tales also moved west, be-
coming popular among Muslim communities and, later, giving rise to 
folklore themes in Chaucer and the Arabian Nights.49

Indian games, too, proved attractive beyond the subcontinent, such 
as chaturanga (an antecedent of modern chess) that was introduced to 
premodern Persia. We are not entirely clear on the original rules, but 
Firdawsi presents chaturanga as a game of war in the Shahnama. In 
Firdawsi’s story, a north Indian raja sends the game to Persia as part of 
political negotiations in the sixth century CE, and the Sasanian minis-
ter Bozorjmehr cleverly figures out how to play.50 Even without know-
ing whether this precise tale has roots in reality, there is little doubt that 
chess—a game played at some point by most readers of this book—
originated in India.51
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Among India’s many premodern knowledge systems, astronomy—
including mathematical components—garnered particular interest in the 
Perso-Arabic world, including among Muslims. Muslims were a new ad-
dition to Asia’s religious diversity as of the early seventh century CE and, 
like premodern Buddhists, Muslims often sought converts. Islam thus 
constituted a multicultural and multiethnic tradition from nearly its 
beginning. Buddhists were among the earliest South Asian converts to 
Islam, including a Bactrian family who relocated from Balkh to Baghdad, 
capital of the Muslim-led Abbasid Empire, in the eighth century and 
became known as the Barmakids.

The Barmakids oversaw a knowledge transfer of Indian sources in 
eighth-century Baghdad, sponsoring some the earliest known transla-
tions of Sanskrit astronomical, ayurveda (pseudoscientific medicine), 
and scientific texts into Arabic.52 The interest in astronomy possibly 
followed similar inclinations at the Tang court in contemporary China, 
which suggests awareness of ruling cultures across Asia.53 Many Indian 
Sanskrit treatises contained considerable scientific knowledge. For ex-
ample, Aryabhata (sixth century CE) and other Indian mathematicians 
had accurately postulated the causes of solar and lunar eclipses and had 
calculated pi.54 One notable aspect of the Barmakids’ eighth-century 
translation project is that it involved South Asians traveling to Baghdad 
and spending time within the Abbasid Empire while they assisted with 
textual translations. They were joined by Persian, Syriac, and Aramaic 
speakers and others, some of whom assisted with a parallel (and, ulti-
mately, longer-lived) translation movement in Baghdad that centered on 
rendering Greek texts into Arabic.55 The Baghdad-bound Indian travel-
ers, along with their contemporaries who visited the Tang court, consti-
tute early cases of South Asians who traveled abroad, not for trade or 
political negotiation, but for sharing knowledge.

The final premodern Indian cultural export that occupies my atten-
tion here is Sanskrit literature and conventions, which were embraced 
by political elites across Southeast Asia in premodernity. Most often in 
history, languages spread through migration, conquest, trade, or con-
version, but literary Sanskrit was different. Across much of Southeast 
Asia—from Burma to Indonesia—elite communities adopted Sanskrit 
(as a literary language, not an everyday vernacular) seemingly because 
it offered them rhetorical resources and an aesthetic style otherwise 
unavailable.56 This process began in the fourth century CE and lasted 



150    India

through the fifteenth century in some places, such as Java and Cambo-
dia. The details differ, but relatively consistent was the use of Sanskrit as 
a technology of elite self-expression. Even today the study of political 
history in Southeast Asia involves, and sometimes heavily relies on, San-
skrit inscriptions. In terms of South Asian history, this process featured 
southern India quite strongly, especially the Coromandel coast during 
Pallava rule where Sanskrit intellectuals flourished around 700 CE 
(including Dandin, whose works were also popular in Sri Lanka).57 It 
remains unclear what precise role Brahmins and members of other re-
ligions played in the spread of Sanskrit to Southeast Asia.58 Clearer, if 
complex, was the religious scene at home on the subcontinent.

Premodern Religious Diversity
South Asia’s religious scene was crowded, dynamic, and sometimes an-
tagonistic in the seventh to eighth centuries CE. Brahmins fought intel-
lectually with both Buddhists and Jains like snakes and mongooses (cats 
and dogs, in modern English idiom).59 Jain, Buddhist, and Brahmin 
communities were each internally divided by sectarian differences. Jains 
had split into two branches: Shvetambara (white-clad) and Digambara 
(sky-clad) that differed, most visibly, in that Shvetambara monks wore 
white robes while Digambara monks walked around naked (chapter 3). 
Buddhists, too, had divided into the Theravada and Mahayana traditions. 
Brahminical thinkers boasted six philosophical systems (shaddarshana) 
that offered conflicting views on the nature of the Vedas and epistemol-
ogy (i.e., how we know things). All these traditions were challenged by 
and ultimately adapted to include a new set of ritualistic practices that 
thrived during this period: tantra.60 Here I outline some core features of 
tantra, along with the accompanying rise of Shaiva worship and the dis-
crete innovations of yoga and Vaishnava non-dualism.

In the mid-first millennium CE, yoga constituted a set of medita-
tive practices (samadhi) designed to achieve union (the literal meaning 
of yoga) with a higher being. Physical poses—today considered by many 
practitioners to be the entirety of the tradition—were only one compo-
nent of an array of life choices, including celibacy. Yoga seems to come a 
bit out of left field in the early first millennium CE, with scant connec-
tions to earlier Brahminical ascetic practices, such as those described in 



India in the World    151

the Mahabharata (chapter 5).61 Some scholars have even suggested that 
Patanjali’s foundational fourth-century Yogasutra was decidedly non-
Hindu and was subsequently domesticated into a Brahminical treatise 
by Vyasa (a fourth–seventh-century-CE commentator; distinct from 
the Mahabharata’s purported author).62 Others cite more of a “patch-
work” of Brahminical and other sources for early yoga, with “om” 
serving as a good example of how multiple sources may have con-
verged.63 Patanjali’s Yogasutra prescribes the chanting of “om,” a word 
that may have a Dravidian etymology but had been upheld as the essence 
of the Vedas since the first millennium BCE.64 While disagreeing on 
the details, scholars generally agree that premodern yoga was multiform 
and malleable.65

The sacred syllable “om” also arose in the writings of Shankara (also 
known as Shankaracharya and Adi Shankara), a Brahmin thinker who 
lived in the eighth or ninth century CE and crafted a theory of non-
duality. Shankara lived in Kerala and was Vaishnava, although later 
thinkers such as Ramanujan smeared him as a “crypto-Buddhist” ( prac-
channabauddha).66 Shankara’s ideas were innovative within Brahmini-
cal thought in proposing a non-dualistic interpretation of reality in which 
the atman (self) and brahman (ultimate reality) are one and any per-
ceived distinction is illusion (maya).67 In other ways, Shankara was de-
cidedly standard for a Brahmin man of his time, accepting the four-fold 
varna system and endorsing sources that prescribe torturous punish-
ments for anybody who studied the Vedas beyond upper-caste men.68 
Shankara’s philosophy was known as Advaita Vedanta (non-dualistic Ve-
danta), and it is influential today among many Hindus.69 But this is 
owing to later developments, especially the embrace of monotheism 
within the Hindu reform movements during the nineteenth–twentieth 
centuries (chapters 17 and 20). In his time, Shankara was less popular as 
compared to the connected religious developments of Shaiva worship 
and tantra.

Worship of Shiva (a non-Vedic god) and tantra (a wide-ranging set of 
ritual practices) grew exponentially between the fifth and thirteenth cen-
turies CE, flourishing from the deep south up to Kashmir and the Kath-
mandu valley. Shaiva worship and tantra often overlapped as tantric rites 
became robust among Shaiva devotees and later fanned out, being 
adapted within Buddhist, Vaishnava, Shakti, and Jain traditions.70 Tantric 
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rituals vary widely by community but overall center around two types of 
practices: (1) chanting mantras and sacred sounds and (2) antinomian 
behaviors that promise liberation through being transgressive.71 We know 
about premodern tantric practices today from texts called tantras, com-
posed in the eighth century CE and later, and through literary depictions 
of specific tantric communities, such as the Kapalikas.72

Premodern tantra must be understood within social contexts, espe-
cially Brahminical purity protocols that tantra was designed to prompt 
its followers to challenge. Tantra practitioners might consume impure 
items (including meat, semen, and blood), do impure things (like sleep 
with a woman on her period or sit on top of a corpse), or spend time in 
impure places (like cremation grounds).73 These antinomian practices 
caused many people to bristle, and that was the point. In early India, 
Brahminical purity norms—largely centered around the caste system—
spread and grew more potent, and some tantric practitioners positioned 
themselves in opposition pursuant to understanding true reality beyond 
social conventions.74

Premodern practices at the Kamakhya Temple in Assam’s Brahma-
putra valley allow us to see the tantric tradition among worshippers of 
the Goddess and enable us, even if briefly, to focus on the underex-
plored northeastern region in South Asian history. Numerous puranas 
record the legend of how the Kamakhya Temple was founded. In brief, 
Shiva was slighted by his father-in-law Daksha, who failed to invite the 
sometimes-unkempt god to a sacrifice. Sati—Shiva’s wife and Daksha’s 
daughter—immolated herself in protest at her husband’s mistreatment, 
and Shiva was beside himself with grief at losing her. Shiva carried Sati’s 
charred body across the subcontinent and parts of her fell in different 
areas that became known as the Goddess’s power seats (shakta pithas).75 
Sati’s yoni (vagina + womb) fell in Assam, and the Kamakhya Temple 
served as a hub for tantric practice by the eighth century or earlier.76

Rituals at the Kamakhya Temple center around the annual menstrual 
cycle of the Goddess (called Kamakhya), who accepts blood sacrifices. As 
the Kalikapurana puts it: “One should satisfy Ganesha with sweet-meat, 
Surya with burnt-offering, Shiva with song, dance, and instrumental 
music, and Vishnu with observances,” but the goddess is best propitiated 
with blood from birds, boars, buffalo, even “one’s own body.”77 Ani-
mal sacrifice is one of the oldest Hindu practices, well attested in the 
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Vedas (chapter  2). However, following antinomian tendencies, tantric 
practitioners often intentionally inverted features of Vedic sacrifice, such 
as by using wild instead of domesticated animals.78

In premodernity, tantric practices were not everybody’s cup of tea, 
although they proved hugely influential. Sometimes tantric practition
ers were the butt of jokes, such as in Bana’s Kadambari, a seventh-century 
Sanskrit prose work. Bana poked fun at the appearance, clumsiness, 
and exaggeration tendencies of an “old Dravidian holy man” who read 
Shaiva tantra texts and hung out at a Chandika temple in Malwa.79 
Xuanzang’s biographers dismiss as worthless tantric practices that 
Xuanzang witnessed in India, noting: “Kapalikas make garlands of skulls 
to adorn their heads and hang around their necks. Shriveled and with-
ered like piles of stone, they resemble yakshas beside tombs.”80 But tantra 
became widespread, even as it changed and was cleaned up for polite, 
high-caste society at times, such as in Abhinavagupta’s eleventh-century 
Tantraloka (Elucidation of tantra).81 Tantra also spread far beyond Shaiva 
communities. Buddhist tantric traditions became quite robust, leading 
to things like some Buddhists wearing a sacred thread, typically associ-
ated with Brahmin men, but “made of the twisted hair of corpses or 
human sinew.”82 Jains, too, developed tantric practices, even while they 
shied away from certain aspects, such as eating meat, and instead focused 
on mantras.83 Jain and Shaiva ideas also overlapped in other ways, espe-
cially in southern India where some Shaivas shared the otherwise unique 
Jain interpretation of karma as a physical substance (as opposed to a 
causal sequence).84

While influencing one another, religious traditions in South Asia 
also competed for followers at times, such as Jains and Shaivas in seventh-
century southern India. Some later sources and folk stories narrate that 
Shaiva ascetics impoverished Jainism’s footprint in Tamil Nadu by im-
paling 8,000 Jains at Madurai in the seventh century CE.85 This tale lacks 
historical evidence, but the two communities were rivals. For instance, 
the Tamil poet Sambandar (figure 8.2) had a litany of complaints about 
Jains, including that they were filthy, evil, destructive, wicked, indecent, 
ignorant, and criminals.86 Sambandar, counted among the nayanars 
(sixty-three Shaiva poet saints of Tamil Nadu), exhorted people to wor-
ship Shiva, proclaiming, “He can’t be found in the false doctrines of the 
heretic Jain and Buddhist monks.”87 Sambandar’s contemporary, Appar, 
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converted from Jainism to Shaiva worship and tended to write in a 
calmer, but still polemical, tone, such as these lines:

O god who pierced the delusion
that afflicted me
when I joined the Jains
and became a wicked monk!
O bright flame, celestial being

Figure 8.2. Tamil Shaiva poet-saint Sambandar, fourteenth 

century CE, Tamil Nadu, India, copper alloy.
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who stands as the pure path,
bull among the immortals,
honey who dwells in Tiruvaiyaru [a town in Tamil Nadu]
I wander as your servant,
worshipping and singing at your feet.88

Others, too, abandoned their traditions to become Shaivas, such as the 
seventh-century Pallava king, Mahendravarman.89 Mahendravarman 
steered clear of tantra’s antinomian features, however, and he penned a 
drama, titled Mattavilasa (Drunkards’ play), that mocks Kapalika ascet-
ics as lascivious drunks.90

At the start of the seventh century CE, the South Asian religious 
scene was complicated and diverse. It included Jains, Buddhists, Shai-
vas, Vaishnavas, Shaktas, Brahmin pandits of numerous philosophical 
traditions, Christians, and those practicing a wide range of tribal reli-
gions. By around 700 CE, followers of two additional religions, namely 
Parsis and Muslims, had entered the subcontinent. Parsis follow the 
ancient religion of Zoroastrianism, which is about as old as Vedic tradi-
tions. In fact, the oldest Zoroastrian religious text, the Avesta, is com-
posed in a language closely related to Vedic Sanskrit (this historical and 
linguistic link was not known in premodern India). Parsis traveled to 
India to escape the upheaval and pressure associated with the fall of Per-
sia’s Sasanian Empire and the advent of Muslim-led rule from the sev-
enth century onward.91 Around the same time that Parsis first arrived in 
India, a second new religious community, Muslims, also alighted on the 
subcontinent. I address this latter group separately, if briefly, since South 
Asian Muslims ultimately became both numerous and influential.

Muslims Enter South Asian History
In the late seventh and early eighth centuries, Muslims began to travel to 
southern coastal and northwestern parts of the subcontinent. Islam was 
founded in the early seventh century in Arabia by the Prophet Muham-
mad. From Arabia, Islam spread rapidly, especially east toward India. 
Within a century of there being Muslims on earth, members of this 
broad-based religious community had reached the subcontinent.92 Like 
many before them, early Muslims came to India primarily as traders and 
merchants. Using overland routes, some Muslims entered northwestern 
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regions, and via sea routes, other Muslims visited the Malabar and Cor-
omandel coasts. Some were itinerant, and others stayed, with Muslims 
living in Kerala, for instance, from the ninth century onward.93 These 
early Muslim communities brought a new religion and new languages 
(especially Arabic). Still, for centuries, Muslims had limited impact on 
wider Indian society, to the extent that it can be difficult to find concrete 
evidence about them.

In a single case in the first millennium CE, a Muslim leader pur-
sued political power in South Asia. In 711, while still a teenager, Muham-
mad bin Qasim conquered Sind (now known as Sindh and in Pakistan). 
Sind remained under Arab-led rule for centuries, but Muslims—whether 
Muhammad bin Qasim’s successors or anybody else—sought no fur-
ther political expansion within the subcontinent for nearly 300 years.94 
That changed around the turn into the second millennium CE when 
Muslims of Turkish and other ethnic backgrounds traveled to northern 
India to raid and when, closer to 1200, some started to exercise political 
authority in northern India. But those are later developments (chap-
ters 9 and 10). The initial entry of Muslims into the Indian subcontinent 
around 700 was, to be blunt, lackluster. Early Muslims did little to noth-
ing to alter the lives of most South Asian communities, and they were 
often deeply acculturated into their new environment.

Conclusion: Global Perspectives
As of the late first millennium CE, many experienced and viewed India 
as connected with other parts of the world. This growing global perspec-
tive invited borrowing and comparison that sharpens our view of pre-
modern India. For instance, the Buddhist traveler Xuanzang described 
Indian urban centers as follows, noting similarities to Chinese construc-
tion but also distinctive features of social segregation and adornment:

As for cities and villages, they have a square [layout enclosed] 
by a tall, thick wall. Streets and alleys wind throughout, with 
shops lining the main roads and taverns set along the narrow 
lanes. The homes of butchers, fishmongers, entertainers, actors, 
executioners, and night soil collectors are marked with flags and 
relegated to outside the city. When these people come and go 
from the village, they must stay far to the left of the road. As for 
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the construction of houses and city walls, since the terrain is low 
and damp, city walls are built of brick. The walls of buildings are 
constructed of woven bamboo or wood. Dwellings and viewing 
platforms are usually made of boards, plastered with lime, and 
covered with fired or sun-dried bricks. Various tall buildings are 
made in the same way as in China, using thatch, grass, bricks, 
and boards. They differ in the way that the walls are covered with 
lime and the ground is purified with cow dung and a scattering 
of seasonal flowers.95

Xuanzang was unusual in his day for engaging in extensive travels, even 
as ideas and languages seemed to move more freely. But India only be-
came more integrated into a wider Asian context moving forward. This 
theme also arises in the next chapter, albeit from a different vantage point 
of focusing on southern India, especially dynastic innovations and robust 
cultural developments between the ninth and thirteenth centuries.

Further Reading
For Xuanzang, I utilized translations of primary sources and the scholar-
ship of Benjamin Brose, Max Deeg, Stewart Gordon, and others. Patrick 
Olivelle has translated the Panchatantra, and I found McComas Taylor’s 
analysis insightful. James Mallinson and Mark Singleton offer solid ideas 
regarding yoga, and I used Finnian M. M. Gerety’s work on “om.” Alexis 
Sanderson is the leading authority of premodern Shaiva traditions, and I 
drew on a variety of scholars regarding tantra.
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Medieval  
South India

Though there is a flower in your hand and  
  a gentle smile on your face,
in what manner can I sustain my heart
when you do not speak anything felicitous with me?

—Anonymous, ninth century, Sigiriya in Sri Lanka (Sinhalese)1

In the 1230s CE, two unscrupulous Brahmins abused their positions at 
a Shiva temple in Tamil Nadu in southern India. The priests-cum-

thieves cooked the books, skimming money off the temple’s income until 
they amassed a small fortune.2 One even swiped a jewel that adorned an 
icon of the goddess and gave it to his concubine. The pair treated lower 
classes harshly, locking up in solitary confinement a servant who requested 
his daily food. They alternatively beat and drowned royal messengers and 
refused to pay state taxes. Ultimately, a combination of temple trust-
ees, Shaiva devotees, and local residents convicted the two delinquents 
of crimes against Shiva (shivadroha) and the Chola king (rajadroha).3 As 
punishment, the pair were expelled from the temple, and their property 
(including slaves) was confiscated. This roguish episode was repeated 
in different variations by many sticky-fingered individuals in medie-
val south India as the accumulation of wealth in temples created op-
portunities for affluence’s ever-present companion of corruption.4 This 
chapter surveys the developments that enabled such events—including 
the advent of large-scale Hindu temples and the Chola dynasty—
focusing on southern India between the seventh and thirteenth cen-
turies. I also comment on north Indian events around 1000 CE, but, by 
and large, I center a southern geography transformed by Chola rule.

9
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Chola Raids and Campaigns
South India was home to many medieval dynasties, among which the 
Cholas (ca. 848–1279) stand out as the most territorially robust. The 
Chola dynasty was established around 850 CE when a man named 
Vijayalaya wrested control of Thanjavur, probably from the local Mut-
taraiyar family. Vijayalaya’s origins are obscure, but he brazenly bor-
rowed the name “Chola” from an ancient kingdom in Tamil Sangam 
literature.5 The heartland of Vijayalaya’s kingdom was the fertile Kaveri 
delta, sometimes called the rice bowl of Tamil Nadu.

The new Cholas fought with their neighboring dynasties to gain land, 
fame, and wealth. They experienced some early setbacks, such as the 
948–949 battle at Takkolam, around twenty-five kilometers north of 
Kanchipuram, where they were soundly beat by the Rashtrakutas, a dy-
nasty to the north. To make matters worse, the Chola crowned prince 
Rajaditya was pierced by an arrow while seated atop an elephant at Tak-
kolam and died instantly.6 They were also probably negatively impacted 
by a tenth-century tsunami that wrought considerable damage along 
the entire southern Indian coastline.7 The Cholas recovered, however, 
and their empire reached its heyday in the eleventh century during the 
overlapping reigns of Rajaraja I (r. 985–1014) and his son, Rajendra I 
(r. 1012–1044). We know about Chola raids and campaigns predominantly 
from inscriptions, of which many thousands concerning the Cholas sur-
vive in Sanskrit or Tamil (13,000 on temple walls alone).8 Less than half 
of Chola inscriptions are printed, and only a fraction of them are trans-
lated into English. But even a sliver of the archive offers rich access to 
Chola ambitions and activities.

The Cholas, unsurprisingly, gave glowing descriptions of their mil-
itary prowess. They often described kings performing a digvijaya (con-
quest of the four directions) and other kinds of ritualized violence as 
per the conventions of premodern Sanskrit and Tamil literatures.9 But 
the targets of real-world Chola aggression held alternative perspectives. 
For example, a 1007/1008 inscription criticizes Rajaraja I for leading a 
campaign into northern Karnataka in which the Chola army “ravaged 
the land; murdered women, children, and Brahmins; seized women; and 
destroyed the order of caste (jati).”10 Sri Lankan chroniclers were simi-
larly unflattering, referring to the Cholas as “blood-sucking vampires.”11 
Many rejoiced when they routed the Cholas, such as Bilhana, a twelfth-
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century Sanskrit poet who celebrated when his Chalukya patron Vikra-
maditya VI filled the ocean “with swirls of rivers of blood streaming forth 
from destroying the Chola army.”12 The Cholas were quite standard among 
premodern Indian dynasties in pursuing political power through vio
lence, but they were unusual in their success, which gave them influence 
across southern India and beyond.

The Cholas conducted military campaigns in Sri Lanka and South-
east Asia. Rajaraja I conquered northern parts of Sri Lanka and the Mal-
dive Islands, and his successor, Rajendra I, raided parts of Sumatra 
(specifically the Srivijaya Kingdom) and the Malay Peninsula around 
1025. I circle back below to Chola assaults in Southeast Asia, which con-
cerned trade more than political control, whereas their interest in Sri 
Lanka was commercial and political. Sri Lanka offered a lucrative income 
of import taxes, given its location at the oceanic crossroads of Asian trade 
networks. The island also possessed pearl fisheries and copper deposits, 
whose goods were in demand within Chola India.13 The Cholas boasted 
acquiring northern areas of Sri Lanka—land they held for roughly 
seventy-five years between the 990s and 1070—proudly naming the is-
land first in lists of Chola conquests.14 Military victory paved the way 
for cultural exchanges. Eleventh-century Sri Lankans built Shiva temples 
and imitated the widely famed Chola bronzes (discussed later in this 
chapter).

The northern part of Sri Lanka broke away from Chola control 
around 1070, an event that involved forging a Lankan-Burmese alliance. 
King Vijayabahu I (r. 1055–1110) of Sri Lanka’s Polonnaruwa kingdom 
solicited help from King Anawrahta (r. 1044–1077) of Burma’s Pagan 
kingdom. While it is unclear if the Burmese, in fact, sent material assis-
tance, this is the earliest known case of Sri Lankan political overture 
aimed at a Southeast Asian polity.15 Going forward, Burma and Sri 
Lanka—who both hosted substantial Buddhist populations—participated 
in periodic cultural exchanges of monks, relics, and manuscripts into the 
seventeenth century (chapter 14).

Chola imperial ambitions included much of southern and central 
India, where they engaged in an activity with significant precedent among 
South Asian (especially Hindu) kings: sacking temples and stealing reli-
gious icons. In the seventh century, the Pallavas looted an icon of Gane-
sha from the Chalukyas who, later that century, pilfered icons of Hindu 
goddesses in northern India.16 In the ninth century, the Pandyan king 
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Shrimara Shrivallabha (r. 815–862) raided Sri Lanka and seized wealth, 
including a solid gold Buddha.17 Some decades later, a Sinhala ruler sent 
an army to southern India and stole back the Buddha image. Rulers in 
north India, too, engaged in the political act of icon seizing. In the tenth 
century, the Pratiharas stole a solid gold Vishnu from the king of Kangra 
in the Himalayan foothills. Subsequently, the Chandellas took the same 
golden Vishnu icon from the Pratiharas and installed it at Khajuraho’s 
Lakshmana Temple.18

South Asian temple plundering was undergirded by a widely shared 
idea that Hindu temples and icons were expressions of political author-
ity. For example, the sixth-century-CE Brihatsamhita notes:

If a temple or icon, like a Shiva linga, is broken, moves, sweats, 
cries, falls down, speaks or evinces some other foreboding 
action,

it indicates the destruction of a king and his kingdom.19

Following this logic and earlier rulers, the Cholas raided their enemies’ 
temples and plundered divine icons as war trophies. For example, in the 
early eleventh century, Rajendra I pillaged consecrated images of Durga, 
Shiva, Nandi (Shiva’s bull), Ganesha, and Kali from the Chalukyas, Ka-
lingas, and Palas and installed them in Chola temples.20 He and other 
Chola kings often advertised the origins of the stolen icons and the vio
lence required to seize them. For example, Rajadhiraja (r. 1044–1052) had 
inscribed on a Chalukyan image looted by his father, Rajendra I: “This is 
the door guardian brought by Lord Vijayarajendradeva after burning (the 
Chalukya capital) Kalyanapuram.”21 The Cholas displayed the icon in their 
capital city Gangaikondacholapuram. The capital’s name translates as 
“city of the Chola who took the Ganges” and refers to a more unusual 
looting of a divine object, namely the Ganges River.22

In 1022, Rajendra I sent his army north to procure Ganges water and 
carry it in pots south to Chola territory. The Chola army traveled 1,600 
kilometers from Thanjavur to fulfill their king’s command.23 The jour-
ney involved cutting across numerous kingdoms, and Chola inscriptions 
celebrated the ensuing military encounters and defeated kings.24 The 
Ganges is both a Hindu goddess and a river, and so stealing Ganges water 
was akin to looting icons. Also, before the Cholas, both the Chalukyas 
and Rashtrakutas claimed to have raided north and brought back the 
Ganges and Yamuna (another Hindu goddess-cum-river). Scholars are 



Medieval South India    163

unsure whether these two dynasties carried off stone images of the two 
goddesses, often situated at temple entrances, or pots of water from the 
respective rivers.25 Either way, there was precedent for capturing the 
Ganges to claim a certain mantle of Indian kingship.

For centuries after the Cholas, Indian kings of various religious back-
grounds treated Hindu temples and their icons as legitimate political 
targets. The Cholas, as enthusiastic and fairly early icon seizers, demon-
strated two defining features of the premodern Indian imperial tradition 
of temple looting. First, this was typically political, not religious, target-
ing. The Cholas were Hindus in modern terms, as were nearly all the 
dynasties from which they seized icons (the Palas were Buddhist). But 
Indian kings competed for political power. Accordingly, when the Cho-
las stole a Ganesha icon, they did not intend to insult the elephant-headed 
god but rather the icon’s patrons and prior caretakers: the Chalukyas.26 
Second, religious and political realms were not separate in premodern 
India, and one place they were tightly interwoven was at large, often roy-
ally sponsored temples. These two interrelated features of the imperial 
treatment of temples and icons persisted for centuries among Indian rul-
ers, including Hindus, Buddhists, and, starting around 1000 CE, Mus-
lims as well.27

North Indian Interlude of  
Ghaznavid Incursions
In 1025–1026, a few short years after Rajendra I’s army captured the Gan
ges, Mahmud of Ghazna led troops south from Central Asia to raid the 
Somnath Temple in Gujarat. As Richard Eaton has noted, there were 
acute similarities and differences between the two expeditions. Mah-
mud’s army, too, traveled around 1,600 kilometers and seized a repre
sentation of a Hindu deity. Like the Cholas, Ghaznavid iconoclasm was 
not religiously limited. Mahmud sacked Jain and Hindu temples as well 
as cities with Muslim populations, such as Ray (in modern-day Iran).28 
He mistreated religious objects at times, reportedly torching Islamic texts 
he deemed heretical in Ray and having Somnath’s Shiva icon set in a floor 
in Ghazni to be trampled on.29 Mahmud sought wealth, more than any-
thing else, from his raids, which largely explains why he targeted numer-
ous north Indian cities in the first quarter of the eleventh century. India 
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was a rich land in many premodern eyes, with concentrations of wealth 
in royal treasuries and temples. Consider that Mahmud’s 1029 raid of Ray 
brought in less than one million dinars’ worth of spoils as compared to 
his 1025–1026 raid on Somnath that gained loot worth twenty million 
dinars.30 Mahmud used his pillaged wealth to pay his professional army 
and advance his political interests, which stretched into northwestern 
parts of the subcontinent largely through vassal rulers.

Within India, Mahmud’s raids had little effect we can discern. No 
contemporary surviving Brahminical (or other Hindu) source mentions 
any of Mahmud’s attacks. A single Jain poet, Dhanapala, noted Mah-
mud’s assaults, primarily to dwell on his alleged inability to harm a Ma-
havira icon in Rajasthan (a way of saying that the Jain community was 
strong).31 In brief, Mahmud’s raids were seemingly a non-event in Indian 
history at the time. Nonetheless, they constitute a major moment when 
Muslim political figures entered the subcontinent outside of Sind. Ad-
ditionally, some of Mahmud’s own poets and chroniclers wrote about his 
raids, and this marks one major introduction of Persian and Arabic his-
torical sources into South Asian history.

Mahmud of Ghazna was a Persianized, Muslim, Turkish-descent son 
of an ex-slave. Scholars have struggled with how to succinctly describe 
the broad culture in which the Ghaznavids and subsequent Indo-Muslim 
political dynasties participated, with two favorite descriptors being 
“Islamicate” and “Persianate,” meaning culturally Muslim and cultur-
ally Persian, respectively. I elect for the more succinct descriptors “Is-
lamic” and “Muslim,” as well as the less succinct but more accurate, 
especially for later figures, “Indo-Muslim” and “Indo-Persian.” Whatever 
vocabulary we use to describe Muslim and, later, Indo-Muslim politi-
cal figures, these groups brought new languages, cultural mores, and 
historical sources—in addition to a new religion—to the already diverse 
Indian subcontinent.

Like many comers to India before them, the Ghaznavids deployed 
assimilation strategies. For example, Mahmud had bilingual Sanskrit-
Arabic coins struck in Lahore in 1027–1028 CE. One side bore the ka-
lima (also known as the shahada), the Islamic statement of faith in 
Arabic that “there is no god but God, and Muhammad is God’s messen-
ger,” and the reverse had the loose translation in Sanskrit, written in 
Sharada script (usually associated with Kashmir): “He who is invisible 
is One, Muhammad is his manifestation (avatar), Mahmud is king.”32 
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Blending Hindu and Muslim religious vocabularies on coins had prece
dent. In the ninth century CE, Multan’s Arab rulers minted coins in-
scribed on one side to God (lillah) or Muhammad and on the other to 
Hindu deities such as Lakshmi, Surya, and Varaha (Vishnu’s boar incar-
nation).33 Arguably the Ghaznavids went further by proposing loose 
approximations, such as that the Prophet Muhammad could be de-
scribed as an avatar. Additionally, by combining the shahada and men-
tion of Mahmud, the Ghaznavids linked Islamic expressions and political 
power. Both features were critical to later Indo-Muslim political culture, 
a topic that recurs throughout the next several chapters of this book. 
Here, I showcase two other new things introduced by the Ghaznavids 
to South Asian history: Perso-Arabic historical sources and theorizing 
a Hindu religious tradition.

Mahmud’s court hosted intellectuals who wrote in Arabic and 
Persian about history and mythology. We have encountered Firdaw-
si’s Shahnama already (chapter 8), a product of the Ghaznavid court 
and a foundational work of modern Persian. Ghaznavid intellectuals 
also wrote about contemporary events, and the raid at Somnath offers a 
case study for pointing up the promises and perils of this archive. The 
promise is that Persian- and Arabic-medium authors documented 
events that others did not. Without them, we would not even know of 
the 1025–1026 raid on Somnath, for example. But the peril is that they 
did not always tell the truth. For example, the poet Farrukhi (d. ca. 
1040) wrote Persian panegyric poems (qasidas) for Mahmud in which 
he extols that Mahmud set the Somnath Temple aflame and “emptied 
the lands of India of fighting men and horrendous elephants.”34 We 
know that emptying India is an exaggeration that would have gone 
over well at the Ghaznavid court, which calls into question claims of 
arson as well. Likewise, historians like Gardizi, who wrote in a Persian 
genre known as tarikh (history), also exaggerated, flattered their pa-
trons, and relied on older reports. For instance, Gardizi repeated Me-
gasthenes’s assertion, made more than 1,000 years earlier, that Indian 
society was divided into seven classes (chapter 4).35 It is a truism in 
the study of history that we must be critical of premodern sources 
and not blithely assume they are always accurate, but I repeat the stip-
ulation here because of the deceptive similarity that some perceive 
between premodern Persian-medium tarikh and modern history. 
Both weave together episodes from the past to narrate a coherent story. 
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But many tarikh authors played fast and loose with the facts, whereas 
any modern historian worth her salt does not.36

The polymath Biruni (or al-Biruni) was among the intellectuals at 
Mahmud of Ghazna’s court and an early theorizer of a Hindu religious 
tradition. In his Arabic treatise known as India, Biruni began with a con-
trast, proclaiming that “the people [of al-hind] entirely differ from us in 
every respect.”37 He then elaborated three major points of difference, 
namely language, religion, and customs. The rest of his India discusses 
Hindu deities, cosmogony, dharmashastra, festivals, and more. Biruni 
was a learned man, and he appears to have studied Sanskrit while writ-
ing his detailed treatise that collates a broad array of ideas and practices 
under the umbrella of what, today, many would call Hinduism (Biruni 
used the Arabic term al-hind, i.e., “India”). But Biruni also saw Hindu 
traditions as fundamentally different from his own. He catalogs them but 
does not try to incorporate them into his worldview. In this sense, his 
project stood apart from the Arabic interest in Sanskrit sciences around 
the eighth century CE and the broad sharing of Panchatantra stories that 
began even earlier (chapter 8).

In any case, while Biruni’s India is an important moment in Perso-
Arabic intellectual history, it had little impact for centuries. Other 
Arabic- and Persian-medium authors largely forgot his work on Hindu-
ism, and it moldered in obscurity until European colonial-era scholars 
rediscovered it.38 Among Hindus of Biruni’s day, there was no parallel 
interest in articulating a broad-based religious identity. Instead, both 
north and south Indians continued to forefront their differences, iden-
tifying most commonly by their region, caste, or favored god.

Royal Temples and Social Divisions
South Indian dynasties patronized the construction of large-scale temples 
and other religious sites that also had economic, social, and political 
dimensions. The Pallavas were early builders, sponsoring the Kaila
sanathar Temple (to Shiva) at Kanchipuram, rock-cut temples, and the 
stunning open-air relief at Mahabalipuram ca. 650–700 CE. The Ma-
habalipuram relief tells multiple stories through its iconography, and 
scholars are still teasing out its nuances.39 Pallava temples such as Kaila-
sanathar appear monochromatic today, but their sandstone used to 
shimmer with colorful paint. Temple-building reached its peak height-
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wise under the Cholas who devoted their major temples to Shiva. Than-
javur’s Rajarajeshvaram Temple, completed under Rajaraja I in 1010 CE, 
stretched to 216 feet tall, making it “the skyscraper of its time, taller than 
anything built before it anywhere in India.”40 A thousand years later, it is 
still awe-inspiring to stand outside and gaze up at the soaring Rajara
jeshvaram Temple, although that is all most medieval Indians probably 
ever did at these elite sites.

Chola royal temples were strongly associated with the state. For ex-
ample, when Thanjavur’s towering Rajarajeshvaram Temple was finished 
in 1010, it was gifted sixty bronze icons, with roughly one-third given, 
respectively, by the king, royal family, and Chola officials.41 Chola temples 
were named after their royal sponsors (they are sometimes known by 
alternative names today).42 They were often heavily inscribed, with Lord 
Rajaraja’s Temple at Thanjavur alone containing hundreds of inscriptions 
that record donations, financial support, and other aspects of Chola state 
history.43 In brief, Chola temples were dedicated to Hindu gods, usually 
Shiva, but they expressed Chola imperial identity and ambitions. Pur-
suing this intertwining of royalty and religion, Chola bronzes sometimes 
blurred the lines between deity and sovereign, such as an image of a 
woman who might be the tenth-century Chola queen Sembiyan Ma-
hadevi, the goddess Parvati, or both.44

Chola temples hosted worship, although that too was elite-focused. 
Vidya Dehejia, an art historian who has spent decades working on the 
Cholas, has argued: “Temples built by chieftains, court officials, wealthy 
ladies, or Brahmins were built to be admired and applauded by their own 
circle of aristocratic peers. They were intended to portray the realm of 
the gods and the world of royalty, not that of the ordinary citizen.”45 
Within temples, Brahmin priests held the exclusive ability to conduct rit-
uals, which gave them power, wealth, and status. Larger temples also 
led to new Brahmin-led rituals and specialists, outlined in agama texts, 
composed between the eighth and twelfth centuries and associated with 
the Shaiva Siddhanta tradition.46 Temple inscriptions attest to substan-
tial elite support, even for smaller ongoing expenses such as providing 
fuel for lamps.47 In contrast, villagers in medieval southern India wor-
shipped at small local shrines and probably never set foot inside a Chola 
imperial temple.48 Tribal communities continued their own traditions 
and engaged with other groups in nonreligious contexts, such as at 
coastal markets where some sold venison.49
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Chola temples were expensive, even with imperial support, and were 
partly financed by taxes on a broad population. The Cholas directed en-
tire villages—as far afield as Karnataka and Sri Lanka—to pay some or all 
their taxes directly to specific temples.50 These villages were sometimes 
known by the euphemism devadana (literally, “giving to god”), although 
the wealth was directed to temple elites. Temples sometimes redistrib-
uted their income—such as sharing rice and vegetables on feast days—
although largely with the temple’s employees and devotees. Even cen-
turies later, observers noted that grand south Indian temples were built 
at the financial expense of common people. For example, writing in 
the seventeenth century CE, Bhimsen noted that agricultural wealth 
was directed to erecting temples in southern India while the people ate 
coarse rice.51

In Chola times, people sometimes lost more than a good meal to 
royal temples. Some villagers were compelled to sell their land to temples 
to pay off fines imposed by the Chola state.52 Other times, lower-class 
people sold themselves to temples, such as Nambanambi Kadugal Nan-
gai who sold herself, her daughter, her grandson, his children, and others 
to a temple in Malapperumballam.53 In 1201 CE, a man was watching his 
children starve to death and so sold himself and his two daughters to a 
temple in Tiruppamburam.54 In such cases, reality and theory aligned. 
A dharmashastra text from the same century, written in south India, 
proclaims that famine or debt legitimizes slavery for everyone but 
Brahmins, who can properly only be slave owners and never slaves.55 
Numerous additional thirteenth-century inscriptions feature people in 
dire financial straits who sold themselves to Tamil Nadu temples.56

Slavery was practiced throughout medieval southern India. The emi-
nent twentieth-century historian of the Cholas, Nilakanta Sastri, drew 
attention to “the most odious form of private property in human beings” 
in several inscriptions.57 Sastri noted that slaves (adimai) often worked 
the fields, which makes sense since the Cholas supported rice, a labor 
intensive crop.58 Slaves also provided domestic labor in private homes 
and in Hindu temples.59 These bonded laborers were owned by a mix 
of Brahmins, military chiefs, political dynasties, merchants, and Hindu 
temples.60 Like nonhuman forms of property within Chola domains, 
slaves could be confiscated as punishment to their owners and sold at 
auction.61 Today, far more people associate sky-scrapping temples with 
Chola cultural achievements than slavery, and yet the two went together.
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Outside of temples, Brahminical privilege and social segregation 
placed pressure on medieval south Indian society. As mentioned, Brah-
min communities began to migrate from the north into Tamil Nadu 
during the first millennium CE. They soon started to receive royal land 
grants, a key means through which Brahmins across the subcontinent 
expanded their wealth and social standing. Some land grants to Brah-
mins had environmental implications in that they required forest clear-
ing, a point explicitly mentioned in inscriptions in Goa (sixth century) 
and Tamil Nadu (eighth century).62 By the tenth century, Brahmins were 
“influential landholders” in southern India.63 There is limited evidence 
from the ninth–tenth centuries of less social stratification in non-
Brahmin, as compared to Brahmin, villages.64 Perhaps greater social 
inclusion—a vice for premodern Brahminical communities—was one 
reason that the Cholas directed that non-Brahmins sell their lands within 
Brahmin (brahmadeya) villages in the early eleventh century.65 Overall 
caste distinctions became more pronounced over the subsequent few 
centuries in south India.66

Gender inequality was also a feature of medieval temples and asso-
ciated religious activities. Elite women had the most options, but even 
they were circumscribed. For instance, a Chalukya queen patronized 
Rani ki Vav (Queen’s step well) in Gujarat around 1085, and, as men-
tioned, Chola royal women sponsored icons. Beyond royalty, elite women 
served as donors to Hindu temples and other religious institutions in 
Tamil Nadu between the eighth and thirteenth centuries but far less 
frequently than men. Elite Hindu women also appear in the inscrip-
tional record as patrons less often than their female Jain counterparts 
in the region.67

We have far more information about male religious activities, such 
as the establishment of mathas (monasteries) affiliated with Shaiva 
temples. The dawn of mathas heralded a larger shift of Hindu renunci-
ant activity from individual ascetics who often lived outside of society 
to an organized structure that controlled entry and could amass re-
sources.68 Mathas also served other functions going forward, including 
as feeding houses and male educational institutions. At times, they even 
drew cross-religious patronage, such as a 926 Rashtrakuta grant in Ma-
harashtra that records donations to a matha made by Madhumati (the 
Sanskrit version of Muhammad), a Muslim administrator who worked 
for the Rashtrakutas.69



170    India

Culture, Religion, and Pleasure
Perhaps the most emblematic objects associated with Chola rule are 
stunning bronze statues, most often of Hindu gods. South Indians began 
to cast bronze images in the eighth century, and the art form became 
refined under the Cholas between the ninth and thirteenth centuries.70 
Chola bronzes are typically 90–95 percent copper, which makes these 
exquisite objects extraordinarily heavy.71 Artisans cast them using the 
lost wax technique, so called because it involves breaking the wax mold, 
and so each piece is unique.72 Chola bronzes feature many subjects, with 
the most famous being dancing Shiva. This form was popularized by 
Queen Sembiyan (tenth century) and shows Shiva dancing on a dwarf 
who symbolizes ignorance while the god’s dreadlocks spin out and he 
is surrounded by a ring of fire (figure 9.1).73 The same artists who fash-
ioned dancing Shivas also made images of Vishnu, the Gautama Bud
dha, and other figures.74 Some striking statues feature the aged and 
emaciated Mother of Karaikkal (figure 9.2), one of sixty-three Shaiva 
saints who asked Shiva to take away her body’s weight so she could watch 
him dance forever.75 Chola artisanal skills were valued widely in their 
times, and the bronzes remain prized objects on the art market today.

Chola bronzes are usually displayed unadorned in modern muse-
ums, but this is not how they appeared and still appear to worshippers 
in religious contexts. Chola bronzes were covered with jewels, flowers, 
and silk clothing to honor the deity that these adornments invite to in-
habit the icon. As mentioned, Chola temples probably drew an elite 
crowd, but bronze icons were slightly more accessible during periodic 
processions. On certain days, temple priests—along with dancers, ele-
phants, and others—would chaperon bronze icons around a particular 
area.76 Some Chola bronzes were cast with hoops precisely to enable 
them to be carried or tied to palanquins. During processions, whether 
in the Chola dynasty or today, the bronze image is not particularly visi
ble since it is heavily adorned and is also typically shaded by a parasol. 
But the point is not to see the icon so much as to glimpse the divinity 
believed to inhabit it. This glimpse or darshan (from Sanskrit darshana) 
goes two ways in that the devotee and deity see one another.77 Such pro
cessions inspired displays of personal religious devotion (bhakti) among 
devotees, which were sometimes recorded by south Indian poet saints, 
with Vaishnavas known as alvars and Shaivas as nayanars.
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Subcontinental dynasties beyond the Cholas also engaged in large-
scale temple construction during this period, and the Chandellas (ca. 
831–1308) are noteworthy for sponsoring sexual imagery in their temples 
at Khajuraho in central India. The Khajuraho temples date between the 
tenth and eleventh centuries and include a Jain temple, a Surya temple, 
and three large royal temples, one for Vishnu and two for Shiva.78 The 
Chandellas adorned the outer walls of Khajuraho’s royal temples with 
auspicious images of the gods, women, and erotic depictions. The first 
two were standard, but the third—which includes couples making love in 

Figure 9.1. Shiva as lord of the dance (nataraja), Chola 

dynasty, eleventh century CE, Tamil Nadu, India, copper alloy.
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different positions, oral sex, orgies, and bestiality—calls for further con-
textualization.79 As discussed (chapter 7), premodern Hindu traditions 
embraced a broad range of human sexuality through the ideal of kama 
(sensual pleasure). The early eleventh-century Shilpaprakasha, an archi-
tectural treatise written in Orissa from a tantric perspective, proclaims: 
“A place devoid of erotic imagery is a place to be shunned.”80 In other 
words, the Chandellas placed erotic images on Vishnu and Shiva temple 
walls to mark them as religious spaces. Some modern scholars have of-
fered additional interpretations, including that the erotic images encode 

Figure 9.2. Shaiva saint Mother of Karaikkal, thirteenth 

century CE, Tamil Nadu, India, copper alloy.
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secret yantras (diagrams), represent a higher union, or alleviate the need 
to perform sexual rituals.81 Even these polyphonic readings rely on erotic 
depictions being considered a virtuous part of Hindu temple imagery.

Many premodern Indians found sexuality an interesting, pleasurable 
subject to include in various discussions. For example, the mid-twelfth 
century Brahmin Bhaskara was a renowned mathematician whose 
Lilavati includes verses such as:

Whilst making love a necklace broke
A row of pearls mislaid.
One-sixth fell on the floor
One-fifth fell on the bed
The woman saved a third
One-tenth were caught by her lover
If six pearls remained on the string
How many pearls were there altogether?82

The math problem is real (the answer is thirty), but more memorable 
than a basic equation to most people is the image of a pearl necklace 
snapping in the heat of passion. Medieval kings, too, drew on sexual im-
agery, such as in rhetoric celebrating political conquests. For example, a 
verse from the Tirukalangadu copper plates of Rajendra I (1018) describes 
how Vijayalaya, founder of the Chola dynasty, “took possession of Tan-
chapuri (Thanjavur)” like “he would seize his own wife” for love sport.83

One further Hindu religious development merits discussion here 
because it took an unusual approach to caste and gender: Virashaivas, 
also known as Lingayats. “Virashaiva” literally means “militant devotee 
of Shiva,” and this group stood apart from their contemporaries in 
largely shunning temple-based worship and welcoming those from 
various caste backgrounds and women.84 The Virashaivas still boasted 
elite, upper-caste, male leadership. Perhaps the most famous early Vi-
rashaiva was Basavanna, who also headed the Kalachuri treasury in the 
twelfth century.85 Still, Virashaiva followers were more mixed, and women 
and lower-caste people are well represented among the more than 200 
authors of the Kannada poems known as vachanas (utterances) in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries.86 For example, Akka Mahadevi (twelfth 
century) is remembered to have sought only Shiva as her husband, re-
jecting traditional domestic life, while Sule Sankavva reflected on her 
former life as a prostitute.87
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Virashaiva Vachana Poetry, by Two Women (Kannada), 
Twelfth–Thirteenth Centuries

Akka Mahadevi:

Husband inside,
lover outside.
I can’t manage them both.

This world
and that other,
cannot manage them both.

O lord white as jasmine,

I cannot hold in one hand
both the round nut
and the long bow.88

I love the Handsome One:
he has no death
decay nor form
no place or side
no end nor birthmarks.
I love him O mother. Listen.

I love the Beautiful One
with no bond nor fear
no clan no land
no landmarks
for his beauty.

So my lord, white as jasmine, is my husband.

Take these husbands who die,
decay, and feed them
to your kitchen fires.89

Sule Sankavva:

In my harlot’s trade
having taken one man’s money.
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I daren’t accept a second man’s, sir.
And if I do,
they’ll stand me naked and kill me, sir.
And if I cohabit with the polluted,
my hands, nose, and ears
they’ll cut off with a red-hot knife, sir.
Ah, never, no,
knowing you I will not.
My word on it, libertine Shiva.90

The vachanas were also part of the larger development of south 
Indian vernacular literature during this period. Poets had written in 
Kannada since the late first millennium CE, heavily borrowing from 
Sanskrit aesthetic theory.91 The poet Nannaya—known as the first Telugu 
poet—wrote a Telugu Mahabharata in the eleventh century.92 In this re-
gard, south India far preceded the north, where vernacular literatures 
did not arise until the second millennium CE.93

Transregional Trade and Cultural Exchanges
Local and interregional trade flourished in medieval south India, with 
powerful merchant guilds taking leading roles. Most notably, a Tamil-
origin guild known as Ainnurruvar (or Ayyavole) operated across south-
ern India and as far away as Sumatra by the eleventh century.94 Guilds 
described themselves using the standard language of praise poetry ( pra-
shasti) of their day, also common among dynasties. For example, an 
1135 Kannada record invokes a plethora of mythological figures from the 
epics and other Hindu stories to compare the Ainnurruvar guild to 
“Rama in energy, Arjuna in prowess, Bhishma in purity, Bhima in bold-
ness, Yudhishthira in righteousness, Sahadeva in knowledge, Indra in en-
joyment, Kama in generosity, and Surya in brilliance.”95 The inscription 
follows this flattery—which depends on detailed knowledge of Hindu 
stories to grasp—with a list of names and jobs, including Vesapayya 
(a trader), Rava (a recorder), and Khapparayya (a sheriff).96 The Ainnur-
ruvar encompassed Hindus of different caste backgrounds and Jains, 
with some local concentrations of particular castes.97 Like kings, medi-
eval south Indian trade guilds patronized widely, including supporting 
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Vaishnava, Shaiva, Jain, Buddhist, and Muslim groups.98 Guilds also took 
care of their own, such as giving breaks on taxes and customs to Revana 
around 1000 CE, after he avenged a merchant’s murder.99

Tamil trade guilds benefited from and materially supported Chola 
power, which is visible in an early eleventh-century military altercation 
in Southeast Asia. A Sumatran dynasty known as the Srivijayas and the 
Cholas traded with one another. But the Srivijayas misrepresented the 
Cholas as their vassal in Chinese contexts, and they might have tried to 
issue levies on Tamil merchants sailing through the Strait of Malacca en 
route to China.100 In 1023, the Chinese Song dynasty directed Arab trad-
ers to shift overland routes to sea trade, which probably placed addi-
tional pressure.101 In 1025, in protection of trade interests, the Chola king 
Rajendra I sent ships to the Strait of Malacca and sacked Srivijayan cities 
on the Malay Peninsula, Nicobar Islands, and Sumatra.102 In this action, 
the Cholas relied on an armada marshalled from trade vessels.103

Over the next several centuries, Tamil guild trade with China flour-
ished, and Chola decline in the thirteenth century seemed to be irrelevant 
to this bustling commerce. Marco Polo visited the Chinese port city of 
Quanzhou in the late 1200s and attested that Indian ships alighted 
often, bearing spices, precious stones, pearls, and more.104 The Tamil 
community in Quanzhou even built a Shiva temple in 1281 that bore a 
bilingual Tamil and Chinese inscription complete with a reference to 
Kublai Khan, the Mongol ruler at time.105 The Shiva temple was one of 
many non-Chinese structures in medieval Quanzhou, which also housed 
six Arab-constructed mosques.106 Chinese leaders also sought trade re-
lations, including through force, with Sri Lanka. A trilingual stele—in 
Chinese, Persian, and Tamil—was erected in Galle, Sri Lanka, in 1409 
to honor a trade-cum-military visit of the Chinese Ming commander 
Zheng He (1371–1433).107

Alongside trade, aspects of Indian culture and religions continued 
to circulate in Southeast Asia. Hindu artefacts have been found in south-
ern Vietnam, including hundreds of small golden plaques of deities 
made throughout much of the first millennium CE.108 More spectacu-
larly, the twelfth-century Cambodian ruler Suryavarman II, who main-
tained diplomatic relations with the Cholas, built the large temple 
complex of Angkor Wat that still draws many visitors today.109 The oldest 
Javanese Ramayana was penned in the tenth century based largely on a 
ca. 600 retelling of Rama’s tale in Sanskrit.110 Javanese translators adapted 
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the story to speak to local contexts such that their Ramayana can be read 
as narrating the victory of a local Javanese king over his rival or even 
the triumph of Shaiva traditions over Buddhism.111

In Sri Lanka, a public literary culture flourished at Sigiriya between 
the eighth and ninth centuries. Sigiriya is a large palace complex that in-
cludes frescoes of beautiful women painted in the fifth century (fig-
ure 9.3). It became a tourist hotspot in the late first millennium, and 
nearly 700 visitors, ranging from kings to merchants, inscribed verses 
of premodern Sinhalese poetry at the site.112 Numerous verses refer to 
large crowds gathering at Sigiriya, with one proclaiming, “That rock, 
Sihigiri, captivates the minds of many people who have ascended it.”113 
Many of the verses at Sigiriya analyze the fresco images of women in a 
multi-century art critique.114 Some speak wistfully of the paintings, such 

Figure 9.3. Fresco of two ladies at Sigiriya, fifth century CE, Sri Lanka, 

painted on rock face.
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as this chapter’s epigraph in which a man wonders why one of these 
beautiful painted women remains silent. Several verses respond to one 
another, such as by borrowing another’s words or trying to improve on 
an earlier bit of poetry.115 At least one verse echoes Kalidasa’s fifth-century 
Meghaduta, which attests to a broader literary exchange with the sub-
continent.116 A few authors even came from India to carve a verse at 
Sigiriya.117

Kerala’s coast in southwestern India, too, was part of trade and cul-
tural exchange networks. By the ninth century, the Malabar coast hosted 
Arab Muslim, Jewish, Persian, and Indian communities.118 Sometimes, 
one group dominated over trade of a particular item, such as Arabs who 
controlled the horse trade.119 Other times, there were partnerships, and 
one such example comes to us from the Geniza documents. The Geniza 
documents are a trash heap of writings discarded in twelfth-century 
Egypt that, among other things, contain information on a handful of 
Jewish traders who spent time in India.

One intriguing India-related Geniza story featured Abraham Ben 
Yiju who liberated a female slave named Ashu in Mangalore on the 
Malabar coast in the fall of 1132. Abraham gave Ashu the Jewish name 
Berakha and married her.120 This marriage was enabled by the robust 
trade connections that had flourished for more than a millennium 
across the Arabian Sea, but it was still unusual. We do not know how the 
couple was received in India, where they resided for years while Abra-
ham Ben Yiju ran a bronze factory that made custom orders for clients 
in Aden.121 But, when the pair journeyed to Aden years later, they re-
ceived the cold shoulder, because some within the Jewish community 
perceived the cross-cultural marriage involving a former master and 
slave as illegitimate.122 Other aspects of the couple’s lives were more 
standard for their times. For instance, Ashu bore three children, one of 
whom died in infancy or as a toddler.123

Conclusion: Cholas no More
The thirteenth century witnessed significant unrest in Tamil Nadu. A 
rash of temples instituted stricter rules on their administrators in the 
1200s, signaling a rise in corruption (which had long cropped up in 
temple inscriptions).124 Many Chola bronzes were buried in this period, 
and some still resurface today, tinted green from exposure to wet soil 
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for centuries.125 Chola territory shank to around Thanjavur, and the 
dynasty formally ended in 1279 when it was absorbed by the Pandyas. 
Dynastic fighting and falling was hardly unusual, but burying statues 
suggests additional uncertainty among southern Indians at the time. 
Then again, perhaps we just happen to glimpse at this moment the inse-
curity that probably characterized life for many in medieval India.

Further Reading
For the Cholas, I found the work of Vidya Dehejia, Noboru Karishma, 
and Y. Subbarayalu to be especially insightful. For trans-regional rela-
tions, the edited volume by Hermann Kulke, K. Kesavapany, and Vijay 
Sakhuja deserves special mention for focusing on connections east of 
India. I used S. D. Goitein and Mordechai Friedman’s scholarship on 
the Geniza documents. On temple desecration, Richard Davis and 
Richard Eaton are the leading authorities. Finbarr Flood’s work on the 
Ghaznavids is excellent, and the best analysis of Mahmud of Ghazna’s 
raid of Somnath and accounts thereof is Romila Thapar’s 2004 book.
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Indo-Persian Rule  
and Culture,  
1190–1350

I ask but this: that occasionally
you should come and cast a glance upon me.

—Nizamuddin Awliya, ca. 1300 CE (Persian)1

Around 1030 CE, a Buddhist author argued that upper-caste Hindus 
were on the fast track to becoming Muslims since both, in contrast 

to Buddhists, embraced violence: “In both Islam (mlecchadharme) and 
Vedic traditions (vedadharme), killing is required for the sake of the gods 
and one’s ancestors. It is the same for Kshatriyas (kshatradharme). The 
Brahmin sages said, ‘Having pleased your forefathers and gods, it is not an 
error to eat meat’ and ‘I see no error in a person who would injure an evil 
man.’ Therefore, those who consider Vedic traditions authoritative will 
embrace Islam.”2 This Buddhist prediction—citing dharmashastra and re-
ligious treatises—proved incorrect. Over the course of the second millen-
nium CE, many communities were incorporated into Hindu traditions 
through the spread of rituals and caste hierarchy, but most Indians did not 
become Muslim. Even as Islam remained (and remains today) a minority 
religion on the subcontinent, followers of this broad-based tradition—
musalmans in north Indian vernacular—became embedded within the 
rich tapestry of South Asian life from the late twelfth century onward. 
This chapter traces some early threads in this integration, focusing on 
Indo-Muslim culture in Delhi and Daulatabad during the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries. Parts of this history feature political violence, a 

10
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fact of premodern life shared by Indian rulers of all religious, cultural, 
and regional backgrounds.3 The political success of Indo-Muslim  dynas
ties paved the way for other changes, including large-scale building proj
ects, the flourishing of Persian literature in India, and creative cultural 
achievements.

Indo-Muslim Rule from Delhi
In the 1180s–1190s, the Ghurids, a small dynasty from a mountainous re-
gion of Afghanistan, began to move into northern India, cannibalizing 
Ghaznavid holdings in the northwest and Punjab. They took Lahore in 
1186 and conquered Delhi in 1192. The Ghurids brought with them myr-
iad cultural innovations—including a rulership style, architectural agenda, 
languages (especially Persian), and religion—still unknown across 
most of India. Critically, the Ghurids were not a one-off. Rather, they 
were followed by five dynasties of Persian-speaking Muslims that sequen-
tially ruled from Delhi (and, occasionally, from other Indian cities), col-
lectively known as the Delhi Sultanate (1192–1526). Two Delhi Sultanate 
dynasties—the Khaljis (1290–1320) and the Tughluqs (1320–1414)—
briefly conquered parts of central and southern India, a disruption 
that created the conditions for new kingdoms to rise (both Muslim-led 
and Hindu-led). These political activities also paved the way for rich cul-
tural exchanges between subcontinental communities. Altogether, Indo-
Persian, or Indo-Muslim, rule lasted into the nineteenth century in parts 
of South Asia, including in Delhi, and initiated a cascade of cultural, 
linguistic, political, social, and religious shifts.

Ghurid conquest proceeded rapidly in northern India, although little 
changed on the ground at first. The Ghurids benefited from upswings 
in military technology in the eleventh–twelfth centuries. Specifically, 
wider use of nailed shoes and stirrups made horses nimbler in warfare.4 
Indian rulers sometimes treated those they conquered harshly. For 
example, the Manasollasa (Mind’s delight), a ca. 1130 Sanskrit encyclo-
pedia penned in Karnataka by a Chalukya king, recommends: “The 
enemy’s capital city should be burned—the palace of the king, beautiful 
buildings, palaces of princes, ministers and high-ranking officers, 
temples, streets with shops, horse and elephant stables.”5 But the Ghu-
rids, relative newcomers to the subcontinent, followed a different cus-
tom of reinstating as vassal rulers those they decimated in battle. For 
instance, after dominating at the Battle of Tarain in 1192, the victorious 
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Ghurids reinstalled the defeated Prithviraj Chauhan as ruler of Ajmer.6 
After similar victories, the Ghurids restored thrones to the Gahadavalas 
in Benares, the Chalukyas in Patan, and the Pratiharas in Gwalior.7 Such 
continuity meant that most Indians likely experienced minimal changes 
in their daily lives as their local rulers were demoted from independent 
to subsidiary kings.

The Ghurids also drew on preexisting north Indian religious and 
political idioms. In 1199, they converted from the Karramiya sect of 
Islam—which had distinct burial, prayer, and ablution practices—to 
mainstream Sunni Islam.8 This decision gave them access to Islamic and 
Persian-based expressions of kingship, and, around the same time, Ghu-
rid rulers also began calling themselves “sultans.”9 The Ghurids similarly 
adopted long-standing Indian approaches to sovereignty, such as invok-
ing Sanskrit to boast territorial gain. After Muhammad bin Bakhtiyar 
Khalji sacked and reinstated the Senas of Bengal in 1204, he had a coin 
struck in Muhammad Ghuri’s name proclaiming, in Sanskrit written in 
Devanagari script: gauda vijaya (on the conquest of Bengal). The coin also 
featured a horseman—a shared symbol of sovereignty across numerous 
Asian royal traditions—which was repeated on slightly later Delhi Sul-
tanate coins.10

While maintaining local rulers, the Ghurids brought new customs 
to northern India, including a system of elite slavery (bandagan-i khass). 
Boys were captured or bought, preferably young, and separated from 
their families to break natal ties. They were raised to ensure undying loy-
alty to their master alone, a bond that persisted beyond manumission 
and that only expired with their master’s death.11 The slaves were highly 
educated and valued, with the most skillful earning high status in soci-
ety and even becoming kings.12 Ghurid elite slavery—also called mili-
tary slavery and practiced by numerous Delhi Sultanate dynasties—was 
rather different than the unskilled, indigent enslavement we have en-
countered elsewhere in premodern India (chapters 6–9). As mentioned, 
Brahminical thinkers justified slavery as related to caste and gender 
within a broader social hierarchy of oppression. This slavery persisted 
during and after Delhi Sultanate rule.13 Military slavery was distinct, in-
cluding in its robust consequences for royal succession.

Again and again, former slaves ascended the Delhi Sultanate throne, 
including Aybek (r. 1206–1210), Iltutmish (r. 1210–1236), and Balban 
(r. 1266–1287). Some scholars refer to these rulers (and those in between 
them) as the Mamluk (Slave) dynasty. Delhi Sultanate kings (including 
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former slaves) also had sons, and so an early tension was whether the 
throne should pass to a king’s favorite slave or son.14 Shihabuddin Ghuri 
preferred his slaves to rule, reportedly saying: “While other rulers may 
have one or two sons, I have many thousand sons, in other words my 
Turkish slaves, and my dominions will be their inheritance.”15 Indeed, 
after Shihabuddin’s death in 1206, his favored slave Aybek ruled from La-
hore for four years. Simultaneously, another slave, Iltutmish, consoli-
dated his power in Delhi. Iltutmish formally ruled as sultan from 1210 
onward, after Aybek’s fatal fall from a horse while playing a fierce vari-
ety of polo known as chaugan.16

Aside from former slaves, one additional early Delhi Sultanate ruler 
stands out: Queen Raziyya (r. 1236–1240). Raziyya’s father, Iltutmish, 
named her as the heir apparent in 1233, several years after her brother’s 
death, and she was placed on the throne by her father’s elite slaves.17 There 
was precedent for thinking of women as kingmakers in Indian politics. 
For example, the Chachnama, a 1226 Persian transcreation of an Arabic 
text about Sind, features several Hindu women who swayed political 
events in the eighth century.18 But female rulers were rare in premodern 
India. To survive in a man’s world, Raziyya gender-bended, abandoning 
the seclusion (purdah) expected of Muslim women of her status and 
instead donning male dress. Amir Khusraw (1253–1325), a famous Per-
sian poet of the era, described her emergence from purdah thus:

For several months, her face was veiled—
her sword’s ray flashed, lightning-like, from behind the screen.
Since the sword remained in the sheath,
many rebellions were left unchecked.
With a royal blow, she tore away the veil;
she showed her face’s sun from behind the screen.
The lioness showed so much force that brave men bent low 

before her.19

Poetry aside, Raziyya’s decision to abandon purdah yielded practical ad-
vantages, enabling her to mix freely at court and lead troops into battle 
from atop an elephant.20

Ultimately, however, Raziyya’s independence sat ill with many power
ful men. Raziyya had asked to be judged based on her ability to rule, 
saying:
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If I am better than men,
then place me on the throne.
And if you see my qualities in another,
then throw the royal crown from my head.21

But the lone Delhi Sultanate queen did not get her wish, instead being 
deposed by elite male slaves of Turkish descent who were motivated, in 
part, by their displeasure at her close relationship with Jamaluddin Yaqut, 
a military slave of Ethiopian descent. In general, Turkish slaves were most 
highly valued and guarded their privilege, especially against those of 
Ethiopian and Indian origin.22 Later historians, too, failed to judge Ra
ziyya on her own merits, instead falling back on standard misogyny of 
their time. For example, writing about Raziyya in the Deccan around 
1350, Isami maligned women as unfaithful and sexually uncontrollable 
to the point, he says, that even a pious woman (zan-i parsa) will sleep 
with a dog.23 After Raziyya’s rule, the Delhi Sultanates returned to their 
customary lineup of male sovereigns.

The Ghurids and subsequent Delhi Sultanate rulers were builders, 
especially of mosques, which enhanced the Indian landscape’s religious 
diversity. Mosques had dotted parts of the subcontinent for close to half 
a millennium already, appearing in Sind in the eighth century and along 
southern coasts by the tenth century.24 But Ghurid architecture was dis-
tinctive and their building agenda ambitious. For example, the Ghurids 
constructed Ajmer’s Adhai ka Jhompra Mosque in the 1190s, reusing pil-
lars from Jain and Hindu temples. Such reuse was common, and its pre-
cise form at sites in central and eastern Rajasthan suggests Hindu-Muslim 
collaboration.25 Not all Ghurid structures survive in their original form, 
however. In the 1190s, the Ghurids built a mosque in Sadadi, Rajasthan 
that was later converted into a Shiva temple.26

Indians treated mosques like other places of worship in many respects. 
Sometimes, premodern South Asians called mosques dharmashalas 
(places of dharma), a term also used for Hindu temples (chapter 11). 
Mosques were incorporated into India’s existing ecumenical patronage 
practices. For example, the thirteenth-century Jain merchant Jagadu 
sponsored mosques, Hindu temples, and Jain temples in Gujarat.27 
Muslim-sponsored mosques, too, often showed local accommodations, 
such as a mosque built in Veraval, Gujarat, in 1264 that was accompanied 
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by a bilingual Arabic and Sanskrit inscription.28 One difference worth 
noting is that, whereas Hindu temples were widely perceived to embody 
the authority of individual rulers (chapters  8–9), royally sponsored 
mosques were not. Accordingly, mosques in premodern India were 
more rarely targeted for political desecrations or destructions, in contrast 
to temples. But there were exceptions, such as the Rajput destruction of 
mosques in seventeenth-century Jodhpur during a political conflict.29

Delhi Sultanate building agendas left a strong mark in and around 
Delhi, a city of minor consequence previously but that henceforth served 
as the seat of power in northern India. Most visibly, the Ghurids and 
Delhi Sultanate dynasties built the Qutb complex, which today is a well-
visited tourist site consisting of a large minar, congregational mosque, 
major gateway, numerous tombs, and other structures. The Ghurids 
began the large minar, which was added onto by many later Delhi Sul-
tanate rulers and stands at 238 feet tall at present, slightly higher than 
Thanjavur’s Rajarajeshvaram Temple built by the Cholas (chapter 9).30 
The Qutb Minar bears inscriptions in Persian, Arabic, and either cor-
rupt Sanskrit or an early Hindavi vernacular, including Quranic verses 
and identification as a “victory tower” (kiratirambha, from Sanskrit kir-
tistambha).31 The Qutb Minar complex also features an iron pillar of the 
Guptas (figure 10.1), which was possibly moved to Delhi by the Tomars, 
a minor dynasty that ruled from the early eleventh to mid-twelfth cen-
turies.32 Just as the Tomars had appropriated the iron pillar, so too did 
the Delhi Sultanate, incorporating it into the congregational mosque 
near the Qutb Minar in a case of “cultural continuity.”33

Not all attempts to proclaim political strength at the Qutb complex 
succeeded, however. Within the site lays the ruined base of a minar 
begun by Alauddin Khalji (r. 1296–1316), who is notable for his exten-
sive conquests in central and southern India (described later in this chap-
ter).34 The minar was intended to be twice the size of the Qutb Minar, 
but it was never completed, and its stunted, ruinous condition stands as 
a testament to human folly. As the famous fourteenth-century Persian 
poet Sadi wrote of the fleeting nature of earthly power: “Realize now, 
while you hold these good things in your hand, that fortune and king-
ship move from hand to hand.”35

Delhi Sultanate rulers also altered the landscape around Delhi 
through forest clearing, thus making the city more accessible. Their ac-
tions displaced some forest communities. For example, the Meos people 
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who lived in the hills in Mewat were forcibly resettled or enslaved in the 
late thirteenth century.36 Presumably, forest dwellers resented losing 
their homes and freedom, a contrast to the many north Indian Hindu 
elites who welcomed Delhi’s urbanization. The merchant Uddhara, for 
example, moved his family of twelve (including three wives) from Uch, 

Figure 10.1. Qutb Minar with Gupta iron pillar in foreground, 

twelfth–thirteenth centuries CE in Mehrauli (Qutb Minar), 

fourth–fifth centuries CE and maybe Madhya Pradesh (iron 

pillar), Qutb Complex, Delhi, India.
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Sind to Delhi in the mid-thirteenth century.37 In 1276, he sponsored a 
stepwell near Delhi for travelers, and a Sanskrit inscription marking 
the occasion celebrates the “great city called Delhi,” likening it to a 
“treasure mine of amazing jewels.”38 The inscription also places the 
Delhi Sultanate in line with earlier rulers, including the Tomars and 
Chauhans.39

Uddhara’s contemporaries offered similar positive assessments of 
Delhi under Sultanate rule, such as Amir Khusraw who imagined it as 
challenging Mecca, the holiest Islamic city:

Excellent Delhi, the protection of religion and justice,
it is the garden of Eden; may it flourish forever.
It is like an earthly paradise in its qualities—
May God guard it from all calamities! . . .
If Mecca but heard of this garden
it would circumambulate Hindustan.
The city of the Prophet takes oaths by it;
the city of God became deafened from its fame.40

Khusrau also described Delhi’s inhabitants, especially its young men as 
was common in Indo-Persian poetry (see the ghazal in the following sec-
tion). More broadly, Delhi Sultanate domains proved attractive to many 
migrants in the thirteenth century, including those seeking refuge from 
Mongol incursions further north.41

Delhi grew throughout the fourteenth century, with stone structures 
rising due to Khalji and Tughluq patronage. These dynasties built new 
forts—including Siri, Tughluqabad, and Firoz Shah Kotla—which can all 
be visited as ruins today. Firuz Shah Tughluq (r. 1351–1388) erected nu-
merous pillars, including an Ashokan pillar that still stands at the cen-
ter of Firoz Shah Kotla in southern Delhi and speaks to how Indian kings 
remembered and appropriated their predecessors. The pillar bears a 
third-century-BCE Mauryan Prakrit inscription in Brahmi script, which 
nobody could read by Firoz Shah’s time 1,600 years later. But the pillar 
also has a Chauhan inscription dated to 1164 CE, written in Sanskrit 
in Devanagari script, which some people in Firoz Shah’s Delhi could 
read. It celebrates Chauhan conquests, exaggerated as ranging from the 
Himalayas up north to the Vindhyas down south. Some premoderns even 
slotted Ashokan pillars into later myths or remembered history, imagining 
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that they were walking sticks of Bhima from the Mahabharata or had 
been erected by Alexander of Macedon (who got nowhere near Delhi; 
chapter 3).42 Even if in a very different way than us today, premodern 
Indians thought about their multi-sourced past.

Economically, Delhi Sultanate rulers introduced notable innova-
tions. Iltutmish established the silver tanka, a coin to which the curren-
cies of modern-day Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, and Sri Lanka can be 
traced.43 In general, the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate meant that 
silver stayed within the subcontinent, rather than leaving as plunder.44 
Still, silver shortages arose at times, such as after the Delhi Sultanate lost 
control of Bengal to an independent Muslim dynasty in 1342.45 This 
inspired Muhammad bin Tughluq (r. 1325–1351) to introduce token 
currency, where the value of coins exceeds their metallic components. 
Muhammad bin Tughluq knew of a similar scheme’s success in China, 
but it failed spectacularly in India due to counterfeiting.46 As Barani, a 
curmudgeonly fourteenth-century historian, put it, “every Hindu’s house 
became a mint.”47

Sufism, Persian, and Vernaculars
Military conquest paved the way for cultural exchanges, including the 
advent of Indian Sufism. As a mystical orientation within Islam, Sufism 
is not a distinct denomination but rather an approach that emphasizes 
a direct experience of God. People were often Sufis while holding other 
Islamic identities, such as being a jurist, ulama, Sunni, or Shia. Sufism 
appealed to both men and women as well as, in certain practices, to non-
Muslims. There are numerous Sufi lineages (silsilas), of which the Chish-
tis are the most famous in premodern South Asia.48 The Chishti founder 
in India, Muinuddin Chishti (d. 1236), migrated to Ajmer in the wake of 
the Ghurid conquest, possibly motivated by a desire to flee Mongol de-
struction. He lived in Ajmer the remainder of his life and was known as 
gharib navaz (comfort to the poor).49 Shortly after his death, Muinud-
din’s shrine (dargah) became a pilgrimage destination where pilgrims 
sought—and still seek today—a blessing (barakat) by propitiating his 
grave.50 Kings and princesses numbered among the premodern visitors 
to this dargah, and subsequent Chishti saints established their own cen-
ters in Delhi, the Deccan, and elsewhere.
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Nizamuddin Awliya (d. 1325) is a slightly later Chishti who at-
tracted the era’s literary talent to his dargah in Delhi. His disciples 
included the Persian poets Amir Khusraw and Amir Hasan, along 
with the historian Barani. Amir Khusraw put Nizamuddin’s relation-
ship with kings thus:

An emperor in a faqir’s cell,
a “Refuge of the World” for the heart of the world,
a King of Kings without throne or crown,
with kings in need of the dust of his feet.51

Indeed, Delhi Sultanate rulers sought out Nizamuddin, trying to access 
the legitimacy that this charismatic saint could bestow. That said, part 
of the mystique of Sufi saints derived precisely from them standing aloof 
from political power, and there are numerous stories that remember Ni-
zamuddin avoiding meeting kings.52 Amir Hasan recorded his master’s 
teachings and poetry (e.g., this chapter’s epigraph) in a malfuzat (re-
corded oral discourses), a popular Persian genre going forward.53

Persian literature gained popularity throughout the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries in South Asia and had both translocal and regional 
cache. On the one hand, Indo-Persian poets participated in a network 
of Persian literati that stretched across much of Asia. Their shared liter-
ary tongue facilitated connections and appreciation across great dis-
tances, such as when the Shirazi poet Hafiz (d. 1390) wrote: “All the 
Indian parrots will turn to crunching sugar with this Persian candy 
which is going to Bengal.”54 One such parrot—the so-called parrot of 
India—was Delhi-born Amir Khusraw, whose father was Turkish and 
mother Indian. Sitting in Shiraz, 2,400  kilometers west of Delhi, Hafiz 
read Khusraw, and a 1355 copy of Amir Khusraw’s khamsah (collection 
of five poems) survives today in Hafiz’s handwriting.55

Even while finding an audience abroad, authors like Amir Khusraw 
made Persian an Indian language from the late twelfth century onward 
and used Persian poetics to express identifiably Indian themes. For ex-
ample, Amir Khusraw described the practice of sati (widow burning) 
thus: “In love there is none as mad as a Hindu woman. / Where else is 
the moth which burns in a dead flame?”56 His descriptions of Delhi are 
arresting, drawing on literary tropes (such as an irresistible non-Muslim 
beloved) to express the allure of north India’s growing metropolis (see 
ghazal).
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Amir Khusraw’s “Fine Lads of Delhi,” Persian Ghazal, ca. 1290
Delhi and its fine lads
with their turbans and twisted beards
openly drinking lovers’ blood
while secretly sipping wine.

Willful and full of airs
they pay no heed to anyone.

So close to the heart, they rob
your soul and tuck it safely away.

When they are out for a stroll
rose bushes bloom in the street.

When the breeze strikes them from behind,
see how the turbans topple from their heads.

When they walk, the lovers follow,
blood gushing from their eyes.

Their heads puffed up with beauty’s pride,
their admirers’ hearts are gone with the wind.

These cheeky, simple Indian lads have made
Muslims into worshippers of the sun.

Those fair Hindu boys
have led me to drunken ruin.
Trapped in the coils of their curly locks
Khusrau is a dog on a leash.57

The advent of Persian as an Indian vernacular and literary tongue 
was welcomed by most. A minority objected, specifically upper-caste 
Sanskrit intellectuals like Jayanaka (ca. 1200) who lamented the “pal-
lid phonemes” of Persian speakers.58 Gangadevi (ca. 1380), a female poet 
and Vijayanagara queen, likened Persian to the “screeching of owls.”59 
But, overall, Indians of many different backgrounds adopted Persian as 
a language of literary expression, government employment, and even 
religion. Numerous Sanskrit Hindu texts were translated into Persian 
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during Delhi Sultanate rule, such as Varahamihira’s sixth-century 
Brihatsamhita (Great Compendium) and the Amritakunda (Pool 
of  Nectar) on yoga.60 Some scholars, such as Shihabuddin Nagauri 
(ca. fourteenth century) studied both Greco-Arabic medicine (tibb) and 
ayurveda with yogis in and around Rajasthan.61 The Jain monk Jina
prabhasuri (1261–1333)—who spent time at the Tughluq court and, fol-
lowing earlier and contemporary precedents (figure 10.2), interacted 
with the king—penned three works in Persian.62 In one poem, he com-
pared the Jina Rishabha, one of the legendary founders of Jainism, to 
the Islamic Allah.63

Just as religion proved no bar to writing in Persian, Muslims also en-
gaged with existing Indian literatures. Amir Khusraw, for one, wrote 
laudatorily about numerous Indian languages, saying of Sanskrit: “If I 
knew it well, I would praise my sultan in it also.”64 He is credited with 
many Hindi verses that are popular today in qawwali, a form of Sufi de-
votional music.65 Whereas claims about Amir Khusraw being multilin-
gual are unclear historically, many Muslims of his time indeed learned 
Indian literary languages. A notable case is Abdur Rahman, who au-
thored a Prakrit messenger poem called Sandesarasaka in Multan, 
which had been under Muslim-led rule for centuries. Abdur Rahman 
(Addahamana in Prakrit) boasted of being “the lotus of his family in 
Prakrit poetry” and imitated Kalidasa, a famous Sanskrit poet who had 

Figure 10.2. Shvetambara Jain monk instructing a king, ca. 1300 CE, 

Gujarat, India, opaque watercolor on palm leaf.
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lived about 700 years earlier.66 He even wrote about Hindu religious fes-
tivals, such as Diwali:

Lamps for the festival Dipavali were offered at night,
held in the hand like a streak of the new moon.
The houses were ornamented with soft lights.
Women apply sticks (carrying lamp-black as eyeshadow)  

to their eyes.67

Overall, Sanskrit and Prakrit literatures continued to flourish during the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In terms of philosophy, the Mok-
shopaya and its abbreviated version, the Yogavasishtha, were produced, 
likely, between the tenth and fourteenth centuries and impart esoteric 
ideas about liberation within a Vaishnava framework.68 Other poets 
chose to write in vernacular tongues and sometimes expressed rather in-
novative ideas.

In 1290, a Brahmin named Jnandev wrote a commentary on the 
Bhagavadgita in Marathi, a vernacular language spoken in central India, 
that radically reinterpreted the text as for Hindus of all castes. Up until 
this point, readers had generally understood the Gita as articulating 
caste-based duties for a male, upper-caste audience.69 But Jnandev ar-
gued that the Bhagavadgita was written in relatively simple Sanskrit so 
that it could reach “women, low castes (Shudras), and others.”70 Jnan-
dev’s Marathi translation made the work further accessible and stated 
that everyone possesses the right (sarvadhikara) to access Krishna’s 
teachings.71 Jnandev did not explicitly include Muslims in his capacious 
audience, although a roughly contemporary Marathi author, Chakra
dhar, (his Lilacharitra is dated 1278) professes that his teachings were, 
indeed, for Muslims (mleccha) as much as everyone else.72

Despite notable sentiments of inclusion, Jnandev’s text proffers plenty 
of evidence for the quotidian reality of caste and gender distinctions in 
thirteenth-century Maharashtrian society. Moreover, Jnandev proved 
unable to transcend some biases of his time, advising—as Brahmin men 
had been advising for centuries—that Shudras should honor Brahmins.73 
Arguably, Jnandev’s more lasting innovation was not his limited push-
back on caste barriers but rather his emphasis on Krishna worship, a 
prospering part of Hindu religiosity in this period. For instance, Jaya-
deva wrote the Sanskrit Gitagovinda, which narrates Radha and Krish-
na’s romance, in the twelfth century, and it soon spread from Bengal to 
Nepal, Gujarat, and elsewhere.74
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Medieval Indian Buddhism
Buddhism continued as a living tradition in northern India in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, including in Magadha that was home to key 
Buddhist sites such as Bodhgaya, Nalanda, and Vikramashila. Some mon-
asteries were sacked by Muhammad bin Bakhtiyar Khalji in 1193, such 
as Odantapuri and Vikramashila, whereas the status of others remains 
uncertain. Similar to the targeting of Jain and Hindu temples, a mix of 
political associations and wealth seems to have informed Muhammad bin 
Bakhtiyar’s selection of targets.75 Also like earlier assaults on temples, 
stories about hitting Buddhist monasteries are full of rhetoric and ex-
aggeration such that we cannot take them as straightforwardly true.76 
Material evidence attests that many Magadhan Buddhist sites thrived 
into the twelfth century and beyond.77 For example, in the 1230s, a Tibetan 
monk named Dharmasvamin (ca. 1197–1264) traveled to Nalanda (which 
may have been hit by the Khaljis in the 1190s, but this remains uncon-
firmed) and Bodhgaya, where he saw lingering unrest but also ongoing 
Buddhist practices.78 Dhyanabhadra was born in Kapilavastu in 1289 
and later studied at Nalanda. He participated in a tradition that, by 
his time, was more than 1,500 years old of Indian Buddhists spreading 
the dhamma widely, traveling first to Sri Lanka and then spending the 
1320s–1360s in Tibet, China, and possibly Korea.79

Buddhist practices continued elsewhere on the subcontinent, too, as 
late as the fifteenth century. For example, at Bodhgaya, the Mahabodhi 
Temple was maintained and hosted a monastic community into the thir-
teenth century.80 Shariputra (d. 1426) was its last known abbot, a post he 
abdicated to spread the dhamma to China. He left behind an architectural 
legacy in Beijing.81 Outside of monastic centers, Buddhist practices, too, 
flourished in medieval South Asia as lay Buddhist women in eastern 
India sponsored the production of many manuscripts between the elev-
enth and thirteenth centuries along with foreign Buddhist men visiting 
from Nepal or Tibet.82 One manuscript, of the Kalachakratantra, was dated 
1446 and discusses the advent of Muslim-led rule in parts of South 
Asia.83 In Kashmir, mentions of a Buddhist community and buildings, 
including viharas, persist into the fifteenth century.84 In Assam’s Brah-
maputra valley, Buddhist monks and tantric practices, perhaps from Nepal, 
are attested into the seventeenth century.85

Even with such qualifiers and pockets on the subcontinent’s out-
skirts, however, Buddhism—the most widely adopted religious tradi-
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tion that India ever birthed—went extinct (or nearly so) in its homeland 
between 1250 and 1500 CE, with the exact timing varying by region and 
community. The pressure to explain Buddhism’s disappearance in India 
stems from its ongoing appeal elsewhere in Asia. After all, Buddhism 
originated in the fifth century BCE in northern India with two other tra-
ditions: the Ajivikas and Jainism. Apart from the historian A. L. Basham, 
nobody has ever seemed much bothered with explaining the demise of 
the Ajivikas, who were last heard of in India in the thirteenth century.86 
Jainism never grew beyond the subcontinent (excepting modern immi-
gration) and survives today as a minority South Asian tradition. But 
many premodern Asians adopted Buddhism, which raises the stakes of 
the question: Why did Indians give up the dhamma? The best answer 
probably features a mix of social, religious, and political changes, although 
more research is needed.87 In any case, Indian Buddhism was not dead 
forever. It reemerged, in a radically different form, in twentieth-century 
conversions by Ambedkar and other Dalits (chapter 21).

Delhi Sultanate Expansion South  
and Court Culture
The early fourteenth century was a time of unrest and change throughout 
much of India owing to Delhi Sultanate raids. Alauddin Khalji (r. 1296–
1316) and Muhammad bin Tughluq (r. 1325–1351) raided central and 
southern areas of the subcontinent in pursuit of wealth, land, and fame. 
They found all three, and their exploits—which reshaped South Asia—
were highly discussed at the time. For example, in 1336, the Jain Sanskrit 
author Kakka described Alauddin’s military feats, accurately and poeti-
cally, at Devagiri (1296), Ranthambhor (1301), Chittor (1303), Gujarat 
(1304), and Malwa (1305) (see excerpt). He did not mention Malik Kafur, 
a Maratha-descent eunuch slave who carried out some of the Delhi Sul-
tanate’s most spectacular military feats in southern India in 1310–1311. 
Aided by new weapons, such as crude grenades and catapults powerful 
enough to bring down fortification walls, Malik Kafur sacked all three 
western Chalukya successor states in the Deccan: the Yadavas, the Kaka-
tiyas, and the Hoysalas.88 He brought back to northern India nearly un-
imaginable riches, including gold, animals, and jewels. Tying together the 
violence of conquest with the acquisition of wealth, Amir Khusraw re-
marked, “For generations the mines will have to drink blood in the 
stream of the sun before rubies such as these are produced.”89
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Description of Alauddin Khalji’s Conquests, Excerpt  
from Kakka’s Jain Sanskrit Text, 1336

Then Sultan Alauddin, who pounds land with galloping horses,
like the ocean does with churning waves, became king.

He went to Devagiri and, having captured its ruler,
reinstalled him there like a victory tower to himself.

Having slain King Hammira, a proud hero and Chauhan ruler,
[Alauddin] gained all his territory.

Having captured the lord of Chittor Fort and having looted his 
wealth,

he sent him wandering about from city to city like a monkey 
chained by the neck.

Karna, ruler of Gujarat, was destroyed quickly by his might.
Karna went wandering to foreign lands and then died like a 

beggar.

Likewise, the fort-based ruler of Malwa was led out like a slave
over many days and died, sapped of all strength.

[Alauddin], shining with Indra’s strength, conquered many kings,
including the rulers of Karnataka, Pandya territories, and Telangana.

He grasped towns such as Siwana and Jalor.
Who can count the many difficult places that he dominated?

He reacted to armies of the Mongol ruler that wandered into his land
such that those armies did not come again.90

The remarkable military successes of Alauddin Khalji and Malik 
Kafur allow us to glimpse the cultural fluidity of fourteenth-century 
South Asia. For example, before Alauddin’s 1301 assault on Rantham
bhor, three of that fort’s four Hindu commanders betrayed their master, 
the Chauhan sovereign Hammira.91 Meanwhile, Hammira’s four Mus-
lim commanders, all Mongol converts to Islam who had defected from 
the Khaljis, stood by the last Chauhan king to the bitter end. This epi-
sode illustrates a consistent trend in Indian premodernity: namely, 



Indo-Persian Rule and Culture    197

people fought on all sides regardless of religious identity. Further details 
of Khalji raids illustrate the high degree to which, by the early fourteenth 
century, cultures and peoples were intermixed in India. For example, 
Hammira, the last Chauhan king, bore a name that was a loose Sanskrit 
adaptation of the Perso-Arabic “amir,” like numerous Hindu kings be-
fore and after him.92 For his part, Malik Kafur was a Maratha from 
Gujarat.93 And so, some of the most ferocious raids in Indo-Muslim his-
tory were undertaken, not by Turkish-born rulers, but by an Indian 
whose grit and skills were forged through an imported system of elite 
slavery.

In the 1320s, the Tughluqs took over the Delhi Sultanate from the 
Khaljis and initiated further raids into southern India, even shifting their 
capital south for a time. Muhammad bin Tughluq chose the Deccani city 
of Devagiri (renamed Daulatabad) for his new capital and brought 
with him one-tenth of Delhi’s population. Many perceived northern 
and southern India as distinct places at this point in Indian history, 
and many Delhiites moved south reluctantly. Some soon sank roots in 
their Deccan home, while others did not. Outsiders, however, seemed 
to have minded the shift less, such as the Moroccan traveler Ibn Bat-
tuta, who was impressed by the quality of the road between Delhi and 
Daulatabad.94

In Delhi and Daulatabad, the mid-fourteenth century Tughluq court 
brimmed with diverse peoples and practices, both of which were gen-
eral features of Indo-Muslim dynasties. Those present included Turks, 
Ethiopians, Persians, north and south Indians, Arabs, and people born 
of intermarriage between these groups. The ulama, the learned men of 
Islam, attended court to vie for power, engage in commerce and war-
fare, and interpret Islamic law (even as they were often ignored on this 
point by rulers more interested in power and security than theology).95 
Jains participated in Tughluq court life as government employees, such 
as Thakkura Pheru who worked in the treasury, and as visitors, like the 
monk Jinaprabhasuri.96 Hindu ascetics were also present, such as yogis 
who enjoyed private audiences with Muhammad bin Tughluq.97

Tughluq court ritual mixed symbols of royalty from numerous tra-
ditions. The king sat cross-legged, in the Indian fashion, surrounded by 
silks and cushions made of materials gathered from across Asia via on-
going sea and land trade. Some attending court chanted the Arabic 
phrase bismillah (in God’s name), while the sovereign was kept free of 
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flies by a whisk, a traditional symbol of Hindu kings (chapter 8). Both 
horses and elephants were visible at court, animals associated with 
political power by Asian rulers of many cultural backgrounds.98 In brief, 
Indo-Muslim political court culture was syncretic and multi-sourced.

The Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta (1304–1368/69) seemed to have 
felt at home in India, especially in Delhi where he served as a judge (qazi) 
between 1334 and 1342. Ibn Battuta’s Arabic travelogue largely focuses 
on Indian Islamic practices but also contains some interesting nuggets 
about other cultural developments in South Asia.99 For example, in Kar-
nataka he witnessed a “Muslim yogi” who lived on a public platform 
during a multi-week fast.100 Even after nearly a millennium of Brahmini-
cal incorporation, yoga traditions retained a certain flexibility that 
enabled them to be adapted across religious and cultural lines (chap-
ter 8). Ibn Battuta also encountered Buddhists when a group of Chinese 
emissaries visited the Tughluq court in the early 1340s to request per-
mission to rebuild a Himalayan Buddhist temple. Ibn Battuta was on 
rocky ground with Muhammad bin Tughluq by this point, and so left 
Delhi with the Chinese Buddhist delegation. They departed together from 
Gujarat, but their ship wrecked near Calicut, leaving Ibn Battuta one of 
the only survivors.101

After leaving India, Ibn Battuta had a dramatic eight-month sojourn 
in the Maldives that points up diversity within South Asian Muslim prac-
tices. The Moroccan initially received a warm welcome on the islands 
and was even appointed chief qazi, probably by misrepresenting his de-
cidedly iffy relations with the Tughluq king of Delhi as warm. Ibn Bat-
tuta married four Maldive women rather quickly. But he was unsettled 
that Muslim women in the Maldives wore no head coverings nor, ap-
parently, much clothing at all. During his time as judge, Ibn Battuta tried 
to change this but failed. As he put it, “I endeavoured to compel the 
women to wear clothes, but I was not able to get this done.”102 He had 
other clashes as well, such as when he ordered a harsh beating of a slave 
who had slept with a sultan’s concubine. The punishment did not sit well 
with local elites, who soon compelled the Moroccan traveler to divorce 
his Maldivian wives and decamp from the islands.

Ibn Battuta next visited Sri Lanka, where he journeyed to Adam’s 
Peak to see a nearly 6-foot-long footprint in rock believed to be that of 
Gautama Buddha, Shiva, and Adam by premodern Buddhists, Hindus, 
and Muslims, respectively. Ibn Battuta expressed no qualms about the 
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cross-religious nature of this pilgrimage site, but his Maldive troubles 
were not yet over. Upon receiving word that one of his former Maldive 
wives had given birth to a son, he returned to claim the boy. Ibn Battuta 
lasted only five days on the islands before, again, being driven off while 
his son remained in the Maldives with his mother.103 Perhaps, by this 
point, the Moroccan traveler had learned that sharing a religion was not 
always enough to overcome substantial cultural differences.

Conclusion: Losing Daulatabad
By the mid-1340s, about 150 years after the Ghurid conquest of Delhi, 
Indo-Persian rule had spurred myriad changes in premodern Indian cul-
tures. And India, too, had changed its most recent newcomers, who had 
become integrated amid the subcontinent’s diverse religious communi-
ties. Further cultural and political changes were on the horizon. While 
the Black Death, a bubonic plague, raged across much of Afro-Eurasia 
killing tens of millions between 1346 and 1352, in India it was a political 
crisis that spurred change.104 During the 1340s, a contingent of north In-
dians (confusingly, later called Deccanis) who had served the Tughluqs 
in Daulatabad rebelled and forced those loyal to the Tughluqs to flee back 
north to Delhi. This created a power vacuum in central and southern 
India that was largely filled by the Bahmanis in the Deccan and 
Vijayanagara in the south. As we shall see in the next chapter, these two 
kingdoms shared much in common as the history of southern India 
again diverged from that of the north.

Further Reading
Sunil Kumar and Richard Eaton offer rich overarching accounts of 
the early Delhi Sultanate. I rely on other scholars for work on specific 
features, including Peter Jackson (state), Alyssa Gabbay (Raziyya), Alka 
Patel (architecture), and Sunil Sharma (literature). Carl Ernst and Bruce 
Lawrence offer excellent work on the Chishtis. On medieval Indian 
Buddhism, I  looked especially to Abhishek Amar, Jinah Kim, and the 
edited volume by Blain Auer and Ingo Strauch.
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The Long  
Fifteenth Century

Do not discriminate between a Hindu or a Musalman.

—Kashmiri Saint Lalla, fourteenth century (Kashmiri)1

In the 1440s, Abdul Razzaq traveled thousands of kilometers from Cen-
tral Asia to Vijayanagara in southern India and found something 

quite familiar: paan. Paan is a popular Indian treat of areca nuts, lime 
water, and betel leaves that produces a mild narcotic buzz. Our earliest 
records of paan on the subcontinent date to the first millennium CE, 
which is probably when areca nuts began to be imported from their na-
tive environment of Southeast Asia.2 Paan spread west from India, be-
coming a delicacy believed to offer health and virility across much of the 
premodern Islamic world by Abdul Razzaq’s time.3 In India, paan also 
offered an opportunity to consume across class lines, in an environment 
where many upper-caste elites refused to take meals with either lower 
castes or outsiders.4 As a Sanskrit proverb goes: “Paan has lakhs of vir-
tues, my friend, but one looming vice—After you’re done sharing it, you 
have to part from friends.”5 Like paan, many aspects of cultural, political, 
and social life were shared across communities (including across reli-
gious groups) in parts of India and beyond from 1347 until the early 
1500s, namely, “the long fifteenth century.”6 Here, I survey some shared, 
yet regionally manifested, developments from south to north, beginning 
with the twinned Vijayanagara and Bahmani kingdoms and ending with 
Kashmir.

11
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Twinned Kingdoms of  Vijayanagara  
and Bahmanis
The Bahmani and Vijayanagara kingdoms were founded in the same 
year, 1347, as two groups of elites capitalized on a power vacuum opened 
by the Tughluq retreat to northern India. As Richard Eaton and Phillip 
Wagoner put it, the kingdoms were “political twins, sharing remembered 
origins in Tughluq imperialism and a common experience of over-
throwing Delhi’s overlordship.”7 Bahmani and Vijayanagara similarities 
extended far beyond their founding stories. Over the better part of 
200 years, the two kingdoms shared much in terms of court culture, di-
verse populations, investment in trade, administrative structures, and 
social realities. Both lasted into the sixteenth century, ruling on either 
side of the Krishna River and its fertile surrounding land, known as the 
Raichur doab. By considering them together here—the Bahmanis in the 
Deccan and Vijayanagara further south—and not primarily distinguish-
ing them into “Muslim” and “Hindu,” I recover some of their shared 
ruling culture and social norms.

Bahmani and Vijayanagara kings presented themselves similarly 
at court. Both rulers dressed in a culturally Islamic style, with the Vi-
jayanagara kings wearing white tunics and tall conical hats. Numer-
ous painted and sculpted images of Vijayanagara court attire survive 
in temples, with the best preserved at a Shiva temple in Lepakshi (in 
modern-day Andhra Pradesh).8 This sartorial choice positioned Vi-
jayanagara to easily participate in wider cultural exchanges, exemplified 
by the visit of the Timurid representative Abdul Razzaq Samarqandi in 
the 1440s. Abdul Razzaq was sent by Timur’s son Shah Rukh (r. 1405–
1447) to central India. Upon arriving he heard about the fabulous city 
of Vijayanagara, which housed 300,000 people in its heyday and was 
possibly the largest southern Indian metropole of its time.9 Abdul 
Razzaq later compared Vijayanagara favorably with his home town 
of  Herat in offering comfortable accommodations and formidable 
fortification walls.10 He also found the physical court of Devaraya II 
(r. 1422–1446) familiar, with its north-facing multi-pillared hall like 
those of Bidar (the Bahmani capital), Tughluqabad (the Delhi Sul-
tanate capital, i.e., Delhi), and Samarqand but without parallel among 
Hindu rulers.11



The Long Fifteenth Century    203

While the Vijayanagara kings worshipped Shiva and other Hindu de-
ities, they often did not project themselves as Hindu kings but, rather, as 
sultans. For example, a 1347 inscription praised Marappa, a Vijayanagara 
founder, as a Sultan superior to Hindu kings: “Conqueror of the three 
kings, Lord of the eastern and western and southern oceans, Vanquisher 
of kings who break their word, Destroyer of the pride of hostile enemy 
kings, Lover of the courtesans of enemy kings, Sultan over Hindu kings 
(hinduraya-suratala), Victor over great enemy kings—Marappa is known 
by these titles.”12 These lines have been hailed as the first time that a 
Hindu used the Perso-Arabic term “Hindu,” which often had a geograph
ical or cultural sense (similar to how many use “Indian” today).13 But, 
critically, the inscription claims that Marappa is a Sultan, not a Hindu. 
Instead, “Hindu kings” parallels conquered “enemy kings” in Marappa’s 
surrounding titles and so appears to be a negative contrast, a status that 
the Vijayanagara rulers surpassed as “sultans” who frequently elected to 
participate in Indo-Muslim styles of royal presentation.

The Vijayanagara and Bahmani royalty intermarried. In the early 
1400s, Tajuddin Firuz (r. 1397–1422) wed the daughter of Devaraya I 
(r. 1406–1422), thus becoming the “first Muslim king of the Deccan to 
marry the daughter of a neighboring non-Muslim monarch.”14 More-
over, Sultan Firuz went to Vijayanagara and spent days participating 
in lavish wedding celebrations.15 Such revelry suggests a degree of com-
fort, which was perhaps borne of Firuz’s being a polyglot. Indeed, his 
harem included women from many parts of India—Telangana, Maha-
rashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan, and Bengal—all of whom spoke different 
languages.16 Princesses of other non-Muslim kings also married Bah-
mani royalty. For instance, Zeba Chahra, daughter of the Konkani king 
of Sangameshwar, wed Alauddin Ahmad II (r. 1436–1458) in the mid-
1400s.17 We do not know how these women adapted to life at Gulbarga 
and Bidar, the sequential Bahmani capitals, but perhaps—like the men 
they married—they found southern Indian court environments of their 
day similar in many respects.

The Vijayanagara and Bahmani nobility were diverse, populated by 
Muslims and Hindus. Devaraya II was especially welcoming of Muslims 
into Vijayanagara’s military, reportedly incorporating hundreds as offi-
cers and thousands as cavalry and infantry.18 This shrewd move aimed 
to gain knowledge about Bahmani weapons and war tactics, but it 
also had cultural implications. Ahmad Khan, one of Devaraya’s Muslim 
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nobles, built a mosque in Vijayanagara in 1439 that was called a dharma-
sale (place of worship), a term more common for temples. Indeed, the 
mosque looks like nearby temples. Moreover, following Hindu ideas 
about transferring karma (chapter  7), an inscription proclaims that 
Ahmad Khan transferred the merit of having built the religious struc-
ture to King Devaraya.19 The Vijayanagara trend of fluid cultural ex-

Figure 11.1. Horseman presenting as a Hindu on one side and 

a Muslim (facing page) on the other at the Varadharaja 

Perumal Temple in Kanchipuram, ca. sixteenth century CE, 

Tamil Nadu, India.
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changes is similarly reflected in Hindu temple sculptures, such as a ca. 
sixteenth century statue in Kanchipuram that shows a horseman sport-
ing Islamic-style clothes and a mustache on one side while donning 
Hindu-style clothes and a clean-shaven face on the other (figure 11.1).

Support of Brahmins also proved a point of connection for the Bah-
manis, Vijayanagara, and those beyond the subcontinent. Like so many 
others from Central Asia, the traveler Abdul Razzaq knew of the San
skrit Panchatantra stories in the Persian translation called Kalila wa 
Dimna (after the two jackals who narrate the tales; see chapter 8). Abdul 
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Razzaq connected these animal fables with the Brahmins he encoun-
tered at Vijayanagara, writing that such stories are the “results of the 
wisdom of the kingdom’s learned men.”20 In terms of state administra-
tion, both kingdoms appointed Brahmins to high offices.21 They also 
used similar land revenue systems. The kings assigned land to nobles, 
from which the nobles collected revenue to maintain troops and pay 
tribute to the king (called nayamkara by Vijayanagara and iqta by the 
Bahmanis).22

The twinned kingdoms diverged in how they treated lower-caste 
Hindus. Folks like Sitadu, a low-caste man born in an Andhra village 
called Rajapudi, worked for the Bahmanis. He migrated into the Dec-
can interior, adapted his name to Shitab Khan (he did not convert), and 
became a Bahmani officer.23 Shitab Khan fell out of favor and fled Bidar 
when he was suspected of participating in a coup attempt again King Hu-
mayun (r. 1458–1461). He reentered the historical record nearly fifty 
years later under another permutation of his name, Chittapa Khana, cap-
turing the former Kakatiya capital of Warangal.24 We can only speculate 
about how Sitadu might have been received, or shunned, had he tried 
his luck at Vijayanagara, whose rulers fashioned themselves as uphold-
ers of caste and life-stage distinctions (varnashramadharma).25 The most 
famous Vijayanagara king, Krishnadevaraya (r. 1509–1529), wrote a set 
of political maxims in Telugu that repeatedly recommend putting Brah-
mins in charge (see excerpt). In contrast, he described those of “low 
birth” as “untrustworthy” and warned that kings should “keep people 
from violating caste conventions.”26

Putting the Right People in Charge: Excerpt from 
Krishnadevaraya’s Telugu Political Maxims, ca. 1510

Employ Brahmins who are learned in statecraft,
who fear the unethical and accept the king’s authority,
who are between fifty and seventy,
from healthy families,
not too proud, willing to be ministers,
capable of discharging their duties well.
A king with such Brahmins for just a day
can strengthen the kingdom in all its departments.
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If such ministers are not available,
a king must act on his own,
and do whatever he can.
If not, a bad minister can become
like a pearl as large as a pumpkin—
an ornament impossible to wear.
The minister will be out of control,
and the king will live under his thumb.

For each task, appoint more than one person.
Then the work will be finished quickly.
If the numbers are reduced, it creates trouble,
but if they are increased, problems will be solved.

No job is done with money alone.
Many people should work at it with commitment.
If the king is generous, truthful, and fair,
such qualities may attract the best to the job.

Though you have money in your treasury and horses,
without the right sort of men
those assets will be ruined
and the kingdom will fall into enemy hands.
Haven’t we heard of such kingdoms?

The king will often benefit by putting a Brahmin in charge,
for he knows both the laws of Manu and his own dharma,
and from fear of being mocked
by Kshatriyas and Sudras,
he will stand up to all difficulties.27

The Bahmanis and Vijayanagara valued sea-based trade. Overland 
trade with northern India was at a minimum, owing to the break with 
the Delhi Sultanate. The Reddi Kingdom of Kondavidu controlled ac-
cess to the Coromandel coast, and so the Bahmanis looked west to the 
Konkan coast, with Goa, Dabhol, and Chaul among their chief ports 
(they lost all in later years).28 They imported many items, such as war
horses that passed through Bahmani markets by the tens of thousands 
and were essential to state power.29 Silk arrived raw from China and was 
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reeled, dyed, and woven in Chaul and Thana before being exported west 
across the Arabian Sea.30 Black glass beads circulated between East Af-
rica and India, where they were perhaps relatively newly incorporated 
into mangalasutra necklaces worn by married Hindu women.31 Indi-
ans also continue to export cotton, and fragments of Indian-woven cot-
ton have been found in Egypt spanning more than a thousand years 
between the fifth and fifteenth centuries.32 Vijayanagara kings such as 
Krishnadevaraya recommended that kings ought to “manage your ports 
well, and let commerce increase in horses, elephants, and gems, pearls, 
and sandal-paste.”33

Like many premodern Indian kings, both the Bahmanis and Vi-
jayanagara used slave labor, and I regret being unable to recover more 
of the stories of enslaved peoples. So often, historians follow the move-
ments of elites, whose names and lives tend to be most prominent in 
historical documents. But nearly everywhere that Krishnadevaraya or 
Tajuddin Firuz traveled, slaves accompanied them. For example, after 
reveling at Vijayanagara for weeks to celebrate his wedding in 1407, Sul-
tan Firuz brought 2,000 male and female slaves back to Gulbarga.34 Slaves 
also traversed oceans. Mahmud Gawan (1411–1481), whose story I dis-
cuss below, brought slaves with him from Persia to India.35 What was 
life like for those who were forced to sail the high seas? How did they 
perceive the different regions between which their masters moved freely? 
What could they tell us about their worries and dreams?

Enslaved and free people alike lived in a multilingual environment 
in medieval southern India. Telugu and Kannada were spoken in parts 
of the Bahmani and Vijayanagara kingdoms. In addition, Vijayanagara 
territory included Tamil-speaking regions, and the kings sponsored 
Sanskrit literature. The Bahmanis patronized Persian and Dakhni (also 
spelled Dakani and Dakhani), a dialect of Hindi with high amounts of 
Punjabi vocabulary spoken by the Deccanis (who were from northern 
India).36 The Bahmanis also controlled Marathi-speaking areas, and one 
curious example shows how Vijayanagara was also lightly influenced by 
Marathi traditions. Starting in the eleventh century, gadhegal stones 
began to pop up in Maharashtra and Goa. Typically, the gadhegal (liter-
ally, ass-curse) was carved on a stone marking a space that should not be 
violated, such as a property line, temple, or mosque.37 The curse warned 
that anyone who encroached would be “screwed by a donkey,” which 
was typically written in vernacular and sometimes illustrated (literally, a 
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donkey with an erect penis about to penetrate a woman).38 The coarse 
ass-curse appears on both Bahmani and Vijayanagara inscriptions from 
ca. 1400.39 Even in vulgar details, the twinned kingdoms demonstrated 
the high degree of cultural commonalities across central and southern 
India in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Deccan and Persia
From the late fourteenth to the late fifteenth centuries, the Deccan had 
robust ties with Persia across the Arabian Sea. Grasping these links re-
quires, once again, highlighting the limitations of South Asian or Indian 
history as frameworks. The Bahmanis were effectively cut off from north-
ern India following their break with the Tughluqs in the 1340s. The 
north-south divide was further enhanced by Timur’s 1398 sack of Delhi, 
which the Bahmanis welcomed.40 As northern and southern India fol-
lowed distinct historical rhythms for decades, the Bahmanis actively so-
licited goods and talent from Persia and Central Asia. In so doing, they 
cultivated networks of people, architecture, literature, and ideas that 
traversed the medieval Arabian Sea and left significant legacies in the 
Deccan.

The Bahmani sultans began to pursue overseas ties and emigrees 
during the heyday of the Timurid Empire based in Persia, although their 
efforts paid off only later. Perhaps their most famous early target was the 
celebrated Persian poet Hafiz, whom Sultan Muhammad II (r. 1378–1397) 
invited to travel to the Deccan from Shiraz. Hafiz reached the port of 
Hormuz on the Persian Gulf before desisting and instead sent a poem 
to Gulbarga that explained:

Though splendid promises were made
how could I such a dotard prove,
how could I leave my natal glade,
its wines, and all the friends I love?41

Sultan Firuz continued trying to woo the Timurid Empire’s best and 
brightest, regularly writing to Timur and sending ships.42 The greatest 
influx of Iranian emigrees came to the Deccan in the decades after Firuz’s 
death, between the 1420s and 1450s. No doubt, each new arrival had his 
own reasons for uprooting his life and moving to central India. But a 
strong enticement was the ability to reinvent oneself in the Bahmani 
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state.43 The Persian migrants also changed the Bahmani polity, especially 
shaping aesthetic tastes in calligraphy and architecture.

Mahmud Gawan (1411–1481) is perhaps the most well-known Persian 
emigree to the Bahmani Sultanate. His rise, fall, and legacy demonstrate 
some of the major dynamics in these migrations and their implications 
for high culture in the Bahmani Deccan. Mahmud Gawan alighted on 
the Konkan coast in 1453 as a middle-aged Persian merchant bearing 
silk, pearls, jewels, Arabian horses, and Turkish and Ethiopian slaves.44 
He intended to travel to Delhi but instead was enticed to Bidar, where 
he rose to considerable power in the Bahmani nobility. He wrote to 
people in Persia, Turkey, Syria, and Iraq, urging them to also journey to 
Bidar because “India is famous among all eminent persons of the 
world, and many learned persons live here.”45 He even invited the Per-
sian poet Jami, who (like Hafiz) refused but noted that Gawan had made 
India the envy of the Persian-speaking world.46

Ultimately, Mahmud Gawan was executed in a case of political ten-
sion bubbled over between old Delhi elites (Deccanis) and newer-arrived 
foreigners (primarily Iranians and Central Asians). The two groups often 
clashed in the Bahmani Sultanate. There are even records of them being 
separated at court.47 In Gawan’s case, two men, one Deccani and one 
Ethiopian, grew jealous of his success and cooked up an entrapment plot. 
They forged a letter from Gawan that invited the Raja of Orissa to invade 
Bahmani lands and then bribed and tricked Gawan’s seal-bearer into 
stamping it. Seeing the real stamp, Sultan Muhammad III (r. 1463–1482) 
took the forgery as truth and ordered Gawan beheaded for treason. While 
walking to his execution, Mahmud Gawan reportedly exclaimed: “The 
death of an old man like me is, indeed, of little moment, but to your 
Majesty it will be the loss of an empire, and the ruin of your charac-
ter.”48 His bitter words proved prophetic, and the Bahmani kingdom 
began to fragment in the aftermath of Gawan’s death in 1481.

Gawan’s greatest legacy in the Deccan was a large school (madrasa) 
in Bidar, completed in 1472 and largely still standing today. Its outward 
tiles shimmered—and shimmer still—in shades of white, yellow, and the 
turquoise blue favored in Timurid design. Its architecture is so similar to 
fifteenth-century madrasas in Khurasan that it seems Gawan used im-
ported plans.49 Within this Central Asian-style school, a library held 
3,000 volumes of Persian and Arabic texts. While in use, it accommo-
dated more than 100 students and twelve professors, who lectured in 
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1,000-square-foot vaulted rooms. One imagines that those educated 
within its walls felt at home in the Deccan, even while their learning en-
vironment would also have blended into fifteenth-century Khurasan.

The Bahmanis also looked to a deeper Persian past for elements of 
their royal culture, borrowing symbols from the Persian Sasanian Empire 
(224–651). They copied a Sasanian royal emblem, a winged crescent, 
and placed it on Bahmani buildings.50 The Bahmanis named themselves 
after Bahman, a Sasanian figure whose legendary life is celebrated in 
Firdawsi’s popular Shahnama (Book of kings).51 The Bahmanis even sat 
on a turquoise throne (takht-i firuza), evocative of the thrones of numer-
ous pre-Islamic Persian kings described in the Shahnama.52 However, in 
a reminder of how things can have multiple sources and resonances, 
the Bahmani’s turquoise throne was fashioned by southern Indian 
craftsman. This story—showcasing the multiplicity of origins—is worth 
telling.

Telugu artisans fashioned the Bahmani’s turquoise throne on the 
orders of a chieftain named Kapaya Nayaka, who originally intended the 
object for the Tughluqs. But the Tughluqs were gone from the Deccan 
by the time the throne was completed in 1361, and so Kapaya Nayaka 
gifted it instead to their Deccani successors, the Bahmanis.53 The throne 
was framed in ebony, plated with pure gold, studded with precious 
gems, and enameled so it shone turquoise. Upon the presentation of 
this glorious object, the Bahmanis threw a party for forty days, during 
which, as the sixteenth-century historian Firishta delicately put it, “little 
attention was paid to the law of abstinence enjoined by our religion.”54 
Traveling musicians came from Delhi, singing compositions by Amir 
Khusraw and Amir Hasan in a celebration of broad-based Indo-Persian 
culture.55

Ultimately, though, the turquoise throne turned from a symbol of 
Sasanian and Indian kingships into a sign of the inevitable withering of 
political power. Every Bahmani ruler added further gems to the throne, 
until the surface was completely covered and shone turquoise no more. 
Then, the last Bahmani king—losing power rapidly and strapped for 
cash—dismantled the throne for its precious gems.56 The Bahmani king-
dom, too, soon split apart, with its lands fragmenting into five separate 
sultanates based in Ahmadnagar, Bijapur, Berar, Golconda, and Bidar, 
respectively. Neither the Bahmanis nor their multivalent turquoise 
throne survived premodernity.
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South Indian Hinduisms and Islams
Religious trends, too, were multi-sourced and cut across identities in me-
dieval central and southern India. For example, in Calicut, the Muslim 
Mappila and low-caste Nair communities shared much in common. 
Calicut was a major commercial center along Kerala’s Malabar coast, key 
for pepper exporting. Trade so defined Calicut that its rulers were known 
as Samudri Rajas, literally “Ocean Lords.” Over time, Arab merchants 
intermarried, and some lower castes converted to Islam, constituting the 
Malayalam-speaking Mappila community. The Mappilas had little in 
common with Indian Muslim elites, such as Bahmani state officers and 
privileged travelers like Abdul Razzaq. But they shared numerous 
similarities with the Nairs, a group of Hindu castes in Kerala often con-
sidered as Shudras. For example, like the Nairs, the Mappila observed 
matrilineal inheritance, and the two communities wore similar cloth-
ing.57 It is unclear how contemporaries perceived the Nairs to relate to 
other Hindu groups of the period, which were often viewed (and acted) 
as distinct more than unified. For example, when Abdul Razzaq visited 
Calicut in the 1440s, he remarked: “The infidels are of many sorts, Brah-
mins, yogis (jogiyan), and others. Although they all share the same poly-
theism and idolatry, every group (qaum) has a different system.”58

The Virashaivas in Karnataka offer another example of a Hindu 
group that, even while remaining apart from other Hindu communities, 
intersected with Muslim peoples and practices. The Virashaivas (also 
known as Lingayats) originated in twelfth-century southern India as 
worshippers of Shiva who—unlike many other Hindu communities of the 
time—criticized temple-based worship and welcomed followers across 
caste and gender boundaries (chapter 9). By the early 1400s, they popu-
lated monasteries (mathas) in and around Vijayanagara. In the fifteenth 
century, they began to worship—alongside Muslims—at the shrine of 
Sultan Shihabuddin Ahmad I (r. 1422–1436), the ninth Bahmani ruler 
who was revered as a Sufi saint after his death. Lingayat priests attended 
the annual urs (death anniversary) commemorations, during which they 
participated in Hindu rituals such as offering pujas, singing shlokas, and 
distributing prasad (offerings).59 Ahmad I’s urs was calculated by the 
solar calendar (not by the lunar Hijri calendar, as is standard for Mus-
lim Sufi saints) so that it coincided annually with the festive Hindu cele
bration of Holi.60
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The Vijayanagara kings financed some Hindu groups, revealing how 
the resonances and interpretations of Vedic texts had shifted over time. 
In the fourteenth century, the Vijayanagara rulers supported the Smarta 
Shaivas at Sringeri, including Sayana who wrote an exhaustive commen-
tary on the Rig Veda (ca. 1200 BCE). This was an extraordinarily intel-
lectual achievement, and Sayana’s commentary remains influential 
among Vedic interpreters today.61 In terms of placing Sayana in history, 
two things are worth emphasizing. One, he wrote more than 2,500 years 
after the Rig Veda’s composition and so grapples with an enormous 
amount of conflicting theological arguments that had been expressed 
over time. For example, he comments on the view promoted by some 
(but not all) Brahminical schools of thought that the Vedas are author-
less (apaurusheya).62 Two, Sayana enjoyed royal support in his project 
to claim “mastery over the whole of the Veda.”63 In this, we see another 
strand of Vijayanagara kingship that rests on reimagining a distant past 
to suit their present. While distinct in the details, this approach roughly 
parallels the Bahmani interest in Sasanian kingship discussed earlier.

The Vijayanagara rulers positioned themselves within a larger 
imagined Hindu landscape through invoking the Ramayana. As dis-
cussed in chapter 6, the Ramayana is a Hindu epic that tells the story of 
King Rama of Ayodhya triumphing over demons. Indian kings used the 
epic—including its rhetoric on kingship and its geography—to articulate 
political power, especially in the second millennium CE.64 Accordingly, 
Vijayanagara rulers situated a Rama temple used for state rituals at the 
center of their capital city.65 Rama worship had grown in that region 
during the early second millennium CE, and the area around the Vi-
jayanagara capital was, by that point in time, associated with Kishkindha, 
the southern kingdom where Rama found the monkey army that helped 
him defeat the demon king.66 Today, this sacred landscape is mainly of 
interest to pilgrims and tourists, who might visit Matanga Hill, where the 
deposed monkey king Sugriva is said to have hid from his brother and 
rival Vali. In Vijayanagara’s heyday, the kings’ claim to power was bol-
stered by such associations with the Ramayana story.

Vijayanagara rulers also used idioms of kingship associated with 
Shiva. They issued royal edicts as Virupaksha (Shiva), a signature that 
blurred the identities of sovereign and deity. In the early sixteenth 
century, Krishnadevaraya sponsored the construction of a towering 
gateway entrance to the Virupaksha Temple (figure 11.2). The gateway 
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honored Krishnadeva’s coronation in a similar layering of divine and 
earthly claims to power.

Northern Indian Regional Centers
North of the Vindhya Mountains, events unfolded rather differently in 
the fifteenth century owing to Timur’s bloody raid of Delhi in 1398. 
Timur was a Central Asian warlord-turned-king who targeted Delhi, not 
for conquest but rather to secure a tactical advantage.67 In sacking Delhi, 
he also succeeded where his Mongol ancestors had failed upon being 
rebuffed by Delhi Sultanate forces in the thirteenth century.68 For think-
ing about northern India, however, more critical than Timur’s motiva-
tions is that his raid decimated the Delhi Sultanate capital. In December 
1398 to January 1399, Timur’s army plundered and killed indiscrimi-
nately in Delhi, leaving behind the rubble of many buildings and tens of 

Figure 11.2. Large gateway of the Virupaksha Temple complex at Hampi 

built by Vijayanagara king Krishnadevaraya (r. 1509–1529), ca. early 

sixteenth century CE, Karnataka, India.
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thousands of bodies.69 Those who survived faced the brutal reality 
that, after Timur left, Delhi was a shell of its former self.70 Some Del-
hiites fled, either in advance of or after seeing Timur’s destruction of 
their city, and resettled in regional urban centers. Delhi’s loss, how-
ever, was others’ gain, inaugurating a period of north Indian regional 
flourishing. Here, to give a sampling of this rich diffusion, I survey 
thriving multicultural traditions between 1398 and 1526 at Jaunpur, 
Gwalior, and Mandu.

In Jaunpur, about 700 kilometers southeast of Delhi, an Ethiopian 
descent slave of the Tughluqs established an independent Indo-Persian 
dynasty in the late fourteenth century. We call them the Sharqi dynasty 
since the founder, Malik Sarwar, was titled malik-i sharq (King of the 
East).71 The Sharqis supported a growing population, fed by an increase 
in rice cultivation on newly deforested lands.72 Their capital city of Jaun-
pur was home to diverse religious communities, described thus by 
Vidyapati, a poet who worked for a Sharqi dynasty subordinate, in the 
first decade of the 1400s:

Hindus and Muslims (Turks) live together
one’s dhamma (dharma) funny to the other.
One calls the faithful to prayer. The other recites the Vedas.
One butchers animals saying bismillah. The other butchers ani-

mals in sacrifices.
Some are called Ojhas, others Khojas.
Some fast as per astrological signs, others fast in Ramadan.
Some eat from copper plates, others from pottery.
Some practice namaz, others do puja.73

Here, Vidyapati equates Hindus and Muslims (called Turks, a common 
ethnonym in Sanskrit and Prakrit texts) in terms of religious and cul-
tural activities, saying that both recite things and ritually slaughter 
animals with only small details differing. Also, he posits that the two 
communities living together was a defining feature of the cosmopoli-
tan metropolis of Jaunpur.74 Noteworthy is that Vidyapati, writing 
in Apabhramsha, used the Perso-Arabic term “hindu.” Over the next 
several hundred years, the word “hindu” slowly crept into South Asian 
vocabularies beyond Persian and Arabic, eventually coming to denote 
a broad-based religious community as most understand the category 
today.75
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A little over 300 kilometers south of Delhi, Gwalior was a robust cen-
ter of literary and artistic production during the fifteenth century, 
owing to Tomar rule and a prospering Digambara Jain community. The 
Tomar court patronized literature that looked to the deep mythological 
past and more recent political history. For example, in the 1430s, the 
Tomar ruler Dungarendra Singh challenged his court poet Vishnudas 
to explain how a mere five Pandava brothers defeated 100 Kaurava 
brothers in the epic Mahabharata battle. Dungarendra Singh initiated 
this challenge by handing Vishnudas a betel leaf, a use of paan memo-
rialized in the Hindi expression bida uthana (to accept betel, i.e., 
to  accept a challenge). Vishnudas completed his Hindi Mahabharata 
(Pandav-carit, Pandavas’ exploits) in 1435, followed by a Hindi Rama
yan in 1443.76 The Gwalior court was also interested in political events, 
such as Alauddin Khalji’s 1301 siege of Ranthambhor Fort (chapter 10), 
about which the Jain poet Nayachandra wrote in Sanskrit between 1402 
and 1423.77

Outside of court, a robust population of Digambara Jains in Gwalior 
turned to stone to emphasize a different part of the imagined Indian past. 
Largely between 1440 and 1473, the local Jain community sponsored the 
carving, on the rock cliffs of Gwalior Fort, of more than 1,500 images of 
the twenty-four Tirthankaras (Jinas) said to have taught Jainism in our 
age. This massive devotional art project was overseen by Raidhu (1393–
1489), a lay leader of the Padmavati-Puravada caste who also penned a 
wealth of poetry about the Jinas and other subjects.78 This abundance of 
carved images also looked to the future. Raidhu and others believed that 
the Jina statues marked Gwalior as a sacred Jain locale that would sur-
vive the impending end of the world.79

Jain traditions also flourished, as did the arts more broadly, in Mandu, 
capital of the Sultanate of Malwa situated more than 800 kilometers south 
of Delhi. Two early surviving Indian illustrated manuscripts were 
produced in the Sultanate of Malwa, in 1411 and 1439, respectively. Both 
were of the revered Jain work Kalpasutra.80 In 1469, Ghiyasuddin Shah 
(r. 1469–1501) came to power in Mandu, and he had a taste for the finer 
things in life, literally. He sponsored an illustrated cookbook titled Ni-
matnama (Book of delicacies, ca. 1500 CE) that is filled with mouth-
watering recipes. For example, here is one recipe, for making the fried 
north Indian snack of samosas:
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Another kind of Ghiyas Shahi’s samosas: take finely minced 
deer meat and flavor ghee with fenugreek and, having mixed the 
mince with saffron, put it in the ghee. Roast salt and cumin to-
gether. Having added cumin, cloves, coriander and a quarter of 
a ratti (a dash) of musk to the mince, cook it well. Put half the 
minced onion and a quarter of the minced dried ginger into 
the meat. When it has become well-cooked, put in rosewater. 
Take it off and stuff the samosas. Make a hole in the samosa 
with a stick and fry it in sweet-smelling ghee and serve it when 
tender. By the same method samosas of any kind of meat that is 
desired can be made.81

Food was considered medicinal (in addition to being enjoyable) in me-
dieval India, and so the cookbook includes recipes for breaking a fever, 
reducing skin itchiness, and the like. The Book of delicacies even offers 
solutions to sexual problems, such as recommended foods for increas-
ing semen potency.82

In both its text and many illustrations, the Book of Delicacies offers 
glimpses into the multiculturalism of Mandu court life around 1500. It 
has a lengthy section on paan, commending people to “chew it when in-
disposed as it helps indisposition, gets rid of sexual diseases, rheuma-
tism and tonsillitis, and prevents all illnesses and flatulence.”83 “Tibetan 
musk” features among the ingredients in a recipe to cure premature ejac-
ulation.84 In the text’s illustrations, the king appears alongside women 
of Ethiopian descent who served the court (figure 11.3). Reminiscent of 
the long history of kama (sensual pleasure) in India, the Book of delica-
cies’ illustrations do not shy away from unclothed, erotic depictions when 
appropriate to the recipes being exemplified.

Premodern Kashmir
Looking north of Delhi, the region of Kashmir underwent similar 
trends of cultural sharing across religious lines and regional flourish-
ing, even as it developed a bit apart from the rest of South Asia. Kashmir 
is largely surrounded by mountains. Owing to its relatively isolating 
topography, the region experienced a discrete rhythm of cultural 
and political development.85 Still, Kashmiri history features many of 



Figure 11.3. Ghiyasuddin Shah (ruler of Mandu 1469–1501) 

accepts a betel chew offered by an Ethiopian woman in 

the Nimatnama (Book of delicacies), ca. 1500 CE.
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the trends formational to other parts of South Asia in the mid-second 
millennium, including Indo-Muslim rule that manifested in distinct 
ways in Kashmir.

In 1339, power in Kashmir was seized by the Shah Miris, who dif-
fered from Indo-Muslim dynasties elsewhere on the subcontinent in nu-
merous ways. The Shah Miris had no practice of elite slavery, unlike the 
Delhi Sultanate. They employed Sanskrit as a language of state, includ-
ing patronizing the Sanskrit-medium Brahmin historians Jonaraja (1459) 
and Shrivara (1486), both of whom followed Kalhana (ca. 1150) in writ-
ing chronicles of Kashmiri politics titled Rajatarangini (River of kings). 
The Shah Miris also used Sanskrit on royal tombstones and patronized 
some of the rare Sanskrit translations of Persian texts. Most notably, in 
1505, Shrivara translated into Sanskrit Jami’s Yusuf va Zuleykha (Joseph 
and Potiphar’s wife), a premodern Persian bestseller written in 1483.86 
As late as the seventeenth century, sales deeds issued in Kashmir were 
sometimes bilingual Sanskrit and Persian.87

In other regards, the Shah Miris acted like other Indo-Persian dy-
nasties. For example, Shah Miri royals were often ecumenical in their 
cultural and religious patronage. Queen Gul Khatun (d. fifteenth century) 
supported Hindu and Muslim communities, while Zain al-Abidin 
(r. 1420–1470) is often remembered for his liberal patronage of Sanskrit 
literature.88 Additionally, the Shah Miris paved the way for Sufis to flourish 
in Kashmir, such as Nund Rishi (1379–1442) who criticized Hindu-
Muslim divisions and spoke to both common people and elites.89 Al-
though such religious rhetoric was not unique to Sufis in Kashmir.

The fourteenth-century Kashmiri Shaivite Lalla (Lal Ded) also 
mocked the religiosity of those around her, including Brahmin pandits 
and icon veneration, which did not endear her to everyone. Lalla left 
behind our earliest known verses of Kashmiri poetry, such as:

The thoughtless read the holy books
as parrots, in their cage, recite “Ram, Ram.”
Their reading is like churning water,
fruitless effort, ridiculous conceit.90

Lalla also warned against a strong division of Hindus from Muslims, as 
per this chapter’s epigraph. While her words rang true for many in me-
dieval South Asia as evidenced by earlier examples in this chapter of sim-
ilar attitudes, her immediate audience of Kashmiri Brahmins proved 
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more skeptical. Perhaps owing to her views—especially her criticisms of 
upper-caste practices—premodern Kashmiri Brahmins did not elect to 
remember Lalla in their texts.91

However, Kashmir’s Sanskrit Brahmin historians did remember Suha 
Bhatta, a Brahmin who converted to Islam, and these records commu-
nicate their anxieties about conversion. Suha Bhatta features in Jonara-
ja’s history as a caste-traitor who turned on his own (sajati) and allegedly 
persecuted Brahmins in the early fifteenth century.92 We aren’t sure about 
the truth of this account of Suha Bhatta, but Jonaraja perceived its moral 
thus:

The hawk kills other birds.
The lion hunts other animals.
A diamond scratches other gems.
The earth is dug by earth-digging tools.
Planets, like flowers, fade in the sun.
The rule is this: horrific harm comes from one’s own kind.93

When Suha Bhatta chose to become Muslim, he took on new name 
(Malik Saifuddin), but Jonaraja never uses or even mentions it. Thereby 
Jonaraja denies Suha the agency to publicly signal adoption of a new re-
ligion. Only using his pre-conversion name also perhaps reflects Jona-
raja’s commitment to condemn Suha as a fellow Brahmin.

Conclusion: Power Always
In the fifteenth century, Kashmiri Muslim communities often fought 
with each other for political power. Shrivara detailed power struggles be-
tween Kashmiri Muslims and the Baihaqi Sayyids—a non-Kashmiri 
Muslim community that had migrated to the region—as both groups 
pursued state control in Kashmir. In the sense of experiencing tensions 
between internal and external Muslim communities, fifteenth-century 
Kashmir shared something in common with the Deccan, especially Bah-
mani power struggles. Still, at the dawn of the sixteenth century, India’s 
many regions diverged from one another in numerous ways and that re-
gionalism recurred in subsequent centuries.
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Further Reading
On the Bahmanis, H. K. Sherwani’s work remains a valuable reference, 
while Keelan Overton’s edited volume adds context regarding links 
with Persia; I also drew on work by Richard Eaton and Emma Flatt. I 
found Phillip Wagoner’s contextualization of Vijayanagara compelling, 
and I drew upon translations from Telugu by Velcheru Narayana Rao, 
David Shulman, and Sanjay Subrahmanyam. Eaton’s work on both in-
dividuals and trends in the medieval Deccan is insightful. The edited 
volume by Francesca Orsini and Samira Sheikh covers much of north-
ern India in the long fifteenth century.
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Seeking God or  
Fame, 1500–1550

This diversity of creatures, castes, and colors
has all been written in a single stroke of the Pen.

—Nanak (d. 1539), founder of Sikhism (Punjabi)1

New political and religious leaders emerged in parts of the central 
and northern subcontinent between 1500 and 1550. The Portuguese 

seized Goa, initiating India’s first brush with European colonialism. 
Meanwhile, the Mughals and Surs—from Central Asia and Afghanistan, 
respectively—became the most recent Muslim-led dynasties to vie for 
power around Delhi. Against this backdrop, Guru Nanak founded 
Sikhism, the newest of India’s religious traditions, in the Punjab in the 
northwest. And bhakti—a Hindu tradition of personal devotion with 
roots in the central and southern subcontinent—blossomed in north-
ern India. Mostly, these new players and trends were not interconnected, 
and some contrasted sharply with one another. For example, the Portu-
guese instituted colonial rule—a distinctive, new kind of political 
subjugation by a foreign state—whereas the Mughals carved out a pre-
modern Indian kingdom as others had done for centuries. Even so, all 
the polities and individuals discussed in this chapter introduced nov-
elty in areas ranging from trade networks to financial policies to spiri-
tual practices. Also, all have recognizable legacies in modern-day South 
Asia, which is partly why some scholars identify 1500 as the beginning 
of India’s “early modernity.”2 While some of these shifts prefigured mo-
dernity more than others, all changed South Asian political and reli-
gious possibilities in the first half of the sixteenth century.

12
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India’s First European Colonists
The Portuguese alighted on India’s western coast in 1498, initiating the 
first subcontinental experience with European colonizers. In subsequent 
centuries, Indian communities faced additional colonization efforts by 
the Dutch, French, and British. Each group of Europeans operated in dis-
tinct geographical ambits within South Asia and left behind variegated 
cultural impacts. One commonality is that all European colonialists en-
countered the subcontinent as a politically fractured place. Accordingly, 
most strove to colonize a limited area that benefited their trade and 
political agendas. The Portuguese restricted their colonial efforts to a 
handful of cities along India’s southwestern coast that ensured access to 
Indian Ocean trade routes. Due to specific policies and the longevity of 
Portuguese colonization—which lasted more than 450 years until 1961—
this encounter was culturally transformative in and around Goa.

The Portuguese reached India’s southwestern coast by sailing around 
the enormous continent of Africa, hitherto an insurmountable obstacle. 
In 1497, four ships set out from Lisbon—staffed with 148 to 170 men and 
three years of supplies—with the goal of rounding the Cape of Good 
Hope and sailing on to India.3 The Portuguese king Manuel I (r. 1495–
1521) bankrolled the mission with explorer Vasco da Gama as its leader.4 
At least some of the 150 or so men, including Vasco da Gama, reached 
India’s western coast, although only with Indian assistance. After arriv-
ing at Africa’s eastern side, the Portuguese found themselves in a world 
abuzz with established Indian Ocean traders and stopped at several 
places to take advantage of local knowledge. In Malindi (in modern-day 
Kenya), Vasco da Gama picked up a Gujarati pilot who helped him sail 
to Calicut, arriving in May 1498.5

Vasco da Gama stayed at Calicut for three months, leading an ini-
tial contact full of blunders and misunderstandings. He negotiated as a 
representative of Manuel I with Calicut’s local dynasty, the Malayalam-
speaking Samudri Raja (known as Zamorin in Portuguese sources). 
Vasco da Gama acted dishonestly from the start, exaggerating the Por-
tuguese king’s wealth and power. He was frustrated by local trade cus-
toms and, at one point, resorted to taking hostages.6 The Portuguese left 
Calicut after three months thinking that all the Hindus they encountered 
were Christians and, moreover, that Asia was largely ruled by Christian 
kings. This erroneous view reflected European preconceptions about 
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India and attests to how personal experience does not always immedi-
ately overcome entrenched bias.7 For his part, the Samudri Raja ruler 
perceived the Portuguese as funnily dressed Muslims who were strangely 
ignorant of the common Indian Ocean trading language of Arabic (this 
latter part being possibly true, given the general fiasco of this first 
contact).8

Both sides figured out their errors soon enough, as the Portuguese 
ramped up their intertwined trade and military activities in India. 
They sent additional missions to the coast around Goa in 1500, 1501, 
and 1502. Also, two Indian brothers, the Christian priests Joseph and 
Mathias, traveled to Lisbon in 1501. Mathias died en route, but Joseph 
went on to Rome.9 The Portuguese soon established regular Lisbon-
India voyages and began building fortifications along India’s south-
western coast that served as the foundational infrastructure for the 
Portuguese State of India, formally established in 1505 and known as 
Estado da India. In subsequent decades, the Portuguese seized and forti-
fied numerous southwestern coastal towns, including Goa (1510), Kollam 
(1519), Chaul (1521), and Diu (1530s).10 The Portuguese found Indian 
allies, such as Timoja, the Hindu ruler of Kanara, who assisted in seiz-
ing Goa in 1510. They also made enemies, such as Bijapur, a Muslim-
led Bahmani successor state that had controlled Goa. The Portuguese 
made Goa—which boasts natural defenses, was an established port for 
Arabian horses, and conveniently sits between Kerala and Gujarat—
their home base on the subcontinent.11 Many Portuguese men took local 
wives, resulting in a substantial population of Goanese Christians over 
the centuries.

The Portuguese Estado da India was a trade-based empire that 
tapped into Indian Ocean networks while introducing new goods that 
radically changed South Asian cultures. In terms of continuity, pepper—a 
staple of Asian trade for more than a millennium—remained a core In-
dian export.12 To trade for pepper, the Portuguese brought gold, silver, 
and wine, all items for which Indians had a taste as far back as the Mau-
ryan and Roman empires (chapters  4 and 6).13 They ran open slave 
markets in Goa, where men and women of African and Indian descent 
were sold to perform household tasks, manual labor, and prostitution.14 
The Portuguese also carried new items to India, sourced from the 
Americas. They brought marigold flowers, which became common in 
Hindu rituals, including weddings and temple-based worship (puja).15 
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They introduced potatoes, tomatoes, cashews, and chilis, which are in-
tegral to many Indian cuisines today.

The Portuguese introduced a stark kind of religious intolerance to 
Goa. Whereas violent religious conflict in premodern South Asia was 
rare, it was a defining feature of premodern Europe whose kings regu-
larly imposed their religion on their subjects and battled one another 
over religious differences. The Portuguese brought their prejudices with 
them. For example, upon seizing Goa from Bijapur in 1510, the Portu-
guese governor Afonso de Albuquerque massacred local Muslims, burn-
ing some alive in mosques.16 He wrote to Manuel I: “I set fire to the city 
and put them all to the sword, and for four whole days your soldiers 
caused carnage among them; no Moor (Muslim) was left alive wherever 
he happened to be found; the mosques were filled with them and set 
fire to.”17 Afonso de Albuquerque’s massacre interpreted the opposition of 
some Muslims—who had competing trade and political interests with 
Portugal—through the lens of Catholic crusading against Islam, a frame-
work without parallel in earlier Indian thought.18 Indian kings sometimes 
used religious rhetoric to express political conflict, but it rarely, if ever, 
guided state policy. In contrast, the Portuguese Estado da India grew 
more structurally intolerant in Goa throughout the sixteenth century. 
They introduced conversion incentives, such as excluding Brahmins 
from administrative posts.19 Perhaps the starkest example of Portuguese 
prejudice introduced to Goa is the Inquisition.

The Inquisition operated in Goa between 1560 and 1812, targeting 
followers of Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism. The Jesuits 
lobbied for its opening, with Francis Xavier advocating in 1546 for 
repressing “many who shamelessly and without fear of God live by the 
Mosaic Law and the Moorish (i.e., Muslim) sect.”20 Over the centuries, 
Indian Christians constituted the majority of those interrogated by the 
Goa Inquisition, which sought to root out lingering Hindu cultural prac-
tices including dress, songs, betel, and visiting temples.21 Even as Jesuits 
encouraged Goans to adopt Catholicism and tried to accommodate local 
sensitivities, they simultaneously expressed anxieties about the purity of 
converts.22 The Inquisition also targeted non-Indians, and I briefly 
consider Garcia de Orta’s story because it highlights the acceleration of 
Portuguese intolerance against the backdrop of early modern Goa’s 
multicultural society.
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Garcia de Orta lived in Goa for thirty years between 1538 and 1568, 
during which he participated personally and professionally in a flour-
ishing syncretic culture. He was a “new Christian,” a person of Jewish 
heritage compelled by Portuguese intolerance to formally become Cath-
olic.23 Like many new Christians, he found greater religious freedom 
outside of Portugal. Indian Jewish communities had thrived for centu-
ries along India’s western coast, and Garcia de Orta “led a dual religious 
life in Goa for 30 years, without any major personal disruption from the 
Inquisition.”24 He ran a hospital, consulting freely with physicians from 
numerous ethnic and religious backgrounds. He wrote a dialogic book 
on medicine that was printed in Goa in 1563, six years after the first print-
ing press was introduced to Goa.25 Over and over, Garcia de Orta prized 
Muslim knowledge about India as especially authoritative, suggesting a 
strong degree of cross-cultural respect.26

Garcia de Orta died in Goa in 1568, without state challenge to his 
dual religious identities and syncretic approach to medicine. However, 
twelve years after his death, Portuguese authorities had grown more 
rigid, and the Inquisition found Garcia posthumously guilty of crypto-
Judaism. They exhumed and publicly burned his remains in an act of 
potent vandalism that demonstrated the harsh results of European big-
otries becoming part of Goan life.27

Loving God in Diverse Hindu Voices
While the Portuguese introduced new foods, flowers, and religious in-
tolerance in Goa, northern India experienced a rather different trend: 
bhakti. Bhakti (devotion) is a strand of Hindu practice that emphasizes 
a personal connection between the devotee (bhakta) and the divine. The 
general idea pops up in many places in premodern India, including 
among first-millennium south Indian poet-saints (nayanars and alvars) 
(chapter 9). Another strand of the tradition flourished in Maharashtra, 
with literature written in Marathi, between the thirteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. Bhakti was especially robust in northern India be-
tween the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, when numerous bhakti 
poet-saints composed poetry in vernacular languages, including Hindi.

Bhakti poets held various caste, class, and gender identities, and 
here we hear—arguably for the first time in northern Indian Hindu 
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traditions—voices from across the social spectrum. Temple-based Hindu 
worship, controlled by Brahmins, continued. And upper-caste men also 
penned bhakti poetry, such as Surdas and Tulsidas (chapter 14). But some 
bhakti saints came from non-elite and underrepresented backgrounds, 
including Kabir (d. ca. 1518), Ravidas (d. 1520–1540), and Mirabai (d. 1557). 
They imagined the divine in distinct ways. Mirabai, a sagun bhakti saint, 
worshipped a named god (for her, Krishna), complete with his own tales 
and iconography. In contrast, Ravidas and Kabir, nirgun bhakti saints, 
praised a divine without a backstory or specific features (often called 
Ram, who should not be confused with the hero of the Ramayana story). 
All three appealed to an emotive religious experience that was open, in 
theory, to people of all social backgrounds.

Kabir and Ravidas were men from Benares whose lives we know 
more as hagiography than history. Hagiography contains its own truth 
of explaining charisma, and here I narrate what is popularly believed 
about these figures as insight into how and why they and their religious 
ideas have inspired many over the centuries. Both men are remembered 
as low caste, Kabir as a Muslim weaver widely believed to have taken a 
Hindu guru and Ravidas as a leather worker.28 Despite their modest 
backgrounds and, for Ravidas, being polluted by working with animal 
skins, their poetry attracted people across the caste and class hierarchy. 
Even Brahmins flocked to them, so the stories say.

Still, neither Kabir nor Ravidas spared elites from harsh criticism. 
Kabir called out upper castes repeatedly, once writing: “Brahmins get 
tangled in the four Vedas and die.”29 Castigating Hindu and Muslim re-
ligious leaders alike for being attached to empty rituals, he said:

Qazi, what book are you lecturing on?
Yak yak yak, day and night.
You never had an original thought.
Feeling your power, you circumcise—
I can’t go along with that, brother.
If your God favored circumcision,
why didn’t you come out cut?
If circumcision makes you a Muslim,
what do you call your women?
Since women are called man’s other half,
you might as well be Hindus.
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If putting on the thread makes you Brahmin,
what does the wife put on?
That Shudra’s touching your food, pandit!
How can you eat it?
Hindu, Muslim—where did they come from?30

Ravidas, too, poked fun at the religious elites of his time, inviting listen-
ers to laugh at upper castes who say the Ganges is pure, until its water is 
used to make liquor (see the excerpted poem). Instead of relying on one’s 
birth status, he encouraged devotion to God:

A family that has a true follower of the Lord
is neither high caste nor low caste, lordly or poor.
The world will know it by its fragrance.
Priests or merchants, laborers or warriors,
halfbreeds, outcastes, and those who tend cremation fires—
their hearts are all the same.31

For both Kabir and Ravidas, disparaging religious rituals was also a re-
current theme in their poetry (see the excerpted poems).

These bhakti poets also impugned asceticism at times, which re-
mained popular among numerous groups. For example, northern India’s 
religious landscape included the Vishnu-focused Ramanandis and 
Shiva-worshipping Nath yogis, who used tantric approaches and pursued 
supernatural powers (siddhis).32 These groups sometimes denigrated each 
other. For instance, the Naths criticized Vishnu’s various incarnations—
some of whom were said to have married or otherwise pursued sexual 
relationships—as “overcome by lust.”33 Kabir spoke more generally 
against deprivation as a pathway to enlightenment.

Go naked if you want,
put on animal skins.
What does it matter till you see the inward Ram?

If the union yogis seek
came from roaming about in the buff,
every deer in the forest would be saved.

If shaving your head
spelled spiritual success,
heaven would be filled with sheep.
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And brother, if holding back your seed
earned you a place in paradise,
eunuchs would be the first to arrive.

Kabir says: Listen brother,
without the name of Ram
who has ever won the spirit’s prize?34

Kabir resisted being pigeon-holed into any broad religious identity, 
especially Hindu or Muslim, as the hagiographical story of his death un-
derscores. After the saint died, his followers wrapped his body in a 
white shroud and processed through Benares. They came to a crossroads, 
where one path led to the Hindu cremation grounds and the other to 
the Muslim cemetery. A fight broke out among Kabir’s Hindu and Mus-
lim followers about which road to take, and his wrapped corpse was 
dropped in the scuffle. As the story goes, when his followers went to pick 
up Kabir’s body, they found the white cloth to contain only rose petals.35 
Even in death, Kabir is remembered to have defied religious categoriza-
tion, refusing to participate in either Hindu or Muslim rituals. Indeed, 
perhaps Abdul Haqq Muhaddis Dihlavi, a theologian and Sufi in the late 
sixteenth century, got it right when he said that Kabir was a monotheist 
but neither Muslim nor Hindu.36

Hindi Bhakti Poems of Kabir, Ravidas, and Mirabai,  
Fifteenth–Sixteenth Centuries

Kabir, “Saints, I see the world is mad”

Saints, I see the world is mad.
If I tell the truth they rush to beat me,
if I lie they trust me.
I’ve seen the pious Hindus, rule-followers,
early morning bath-takers—
killing souls, they worship rocks.
They know nothing.
I’ve seen plenty of Muslim teachers, holy men
reading their holy books
and teaching their pupils techniques.
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They know just as much.
And posturing yogis, hypocrites,
hearts crammed with pride,
praying to brass, to stones, reeling
with pride in their pilgrimage,
fixing their caps and their prayer-beads,
painting their brow-marks and arm-marks,
braying their hymns and their couplets,
reeling. They never heard of soul.
The Hindu says Ram is the Beloved,
the Turk says Rahim.
Then they kill each other.
No one knows the secret.
They buzz their mantras from house to house,
puffed with pride.
The pupils drown along with their gurus.
In the end they’re sorry.
Kabir says, listen saints:
they’re all deluded!
Whatever I say, nobody gets it.
It’s too simple.37

Ravidas, “Oh well born of Benares”

Oh well born of Benares, I too am born well known:
my labor is with leather. But my heart can boast the Lord.
See how you honor the purest of the pure,
water from the Ganges, which no saint will touch
If it has been made into intoxicating drink—
liquor is liquor whatever its source.
And this toddy tree you consider impure
since the sacred writings have branded it that way.
But see what writings are written on its leaves:
the Bhagavata Purana you so greatly revere.
And I, born among those who carry carrion
in daily rounds around Benares, am now
the lowly one to whom the mighty Brahmins come
and lowly bow. Your name, says Ravidas,
is the shelter of your slave.38
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Mirabai, “He’s bound my heart”

He’s bound my heart with the powers he owns, Mother—
he with the lotus eyes.
Arrows like spears: this body is pierced,
and Mother, he’s gone far away.
When did it happen, Mother? I don’t know
but now it’s too much to bear.
Talismans, spells, medicines—
I’ve tried, but the pain won’t go.
Is there someone who can bring relief?
Mother, the hurt is cruel.
Here I am, near, and you’re not far:
Hurry to me, to meet.
Mira’s Mountain-Lifter Lord, have mercy,
cool this body’s fire!
Lotus-Eyes, with the powers you own, Mother,
with those powers you’ve bound.39

Mirabai, a female bhakti saint, composed poetry about Krishna, 
often projecting herself as his lover. Krishna was a popular focus for this 
relational choice given the mythology about his many lovers, which was 
robust by the mid-second millennium CE. Krishna has a major par-
amour, Radha, who pines for him constantly, while he is often off play-
ing romantic games and making love to gopis (cowherder women). 
Within bhakti, imagining oneself as a god’s lover is a devotional path open 
to both men and women, although Mirabai’s hagiography and poetry 
offer an unapologetically feminine perspective.

Mirabai is remembered as an indifferent wife who neglected her hus-
band because of her deep devotion to Krishna. In one account, her in-
laws were so dismayed by her flouting social conventions that they poi-
soned her (Krishna saved her, the story goes).40 In her poetry, Mirabai 
offers herself to Krishna as “a virginal harvest for you to reap” and re-
peatedly writes about her body feeling on fire with longing for union 
with her divine lover.41 The sensuality in her poetry is unmistakable and 
is meant to capture her spiritual devotion (see the excerpted poem). 
Today Mirabai is often celebrated as a vibrant female voice with the 
bhakti tradition and rightly so, in part, because she is unusual.42 While 
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more inclusive than earlier forms of north Indian Hinduism, north In-
dian bhakti still encompassed far more men than women among its most 
famous poets-saints of the sixteenth century.

Early Sikhism
Sikhism, one of India’s newest religious traditions, was first articulated 
around 1500 in the Punjab and further codified in the following centu-
ries. The founder was Guru Nanak (d. 1539), whose life is celebrated as 
a hagiography. As we have seen earlier in this chapter, hagiography was 
a popular genre more broadly in early modern India. Accordingly, sto-
ries of Nanak’s life drew from a deep well of tropes to express pious lead-
ership and, even when not historically accurate, explain his success as a 
charismatic leader.43 In this broad sense, Nanak’s life story is compara-
ble to those of other Indian religious leaders in different eras, including 
the Gautama Buddha and Mahavira (chapter 3). Nanak was followed by 
nine successive gurus who continued to shape the Sikh path until the 
tenth guru’s death in 1708. I highlight select moments from Sikh religious 
history here, starting with Nanak’s initial epiphany, to flesh out some of 
some defining features of Sikh dharma.

Guru Nanak’s life story, as recounted in later Sikh texts, mixes leg-
end and truth, which I recount here as Sikhs have remembered it for cen-
turies. Nanak was born to a Hindu couple of the Khatri class in a village 
near Lahore. His business-minded father emphasized financial and so-
cial success, but Nanak was attracted to spiritual pursuits. One day, he 
failed to return from his morning bath in a nearby river and was pre-
sumed drowned until he emerged from the waters three days later a 
changed man. Nanak pronounced his major insight—“There is neither 
Hindu nor Muslim”—and soon left his family, including a wife and two 
sons, to wander as a traveling teacher.44 Years later, he settled in the 
Punjab, teaching a spiritual path that underscored service (seva), com-
munal eating (langar), and community gatherings (sangat).45 Nanak 
shared certain ideas with other nirgun bhakti saints, such as rejecting 
Hindu and Muslim rituals (e.g., Kabir), but he founded a distinct re-
ligious path.46

Nine sequential Sikh leaders followed Nanak, each adopting the hon-
orific “guru,” an appellation for teachers literally meaning “heavy.” The 
Sikh gurus—we might call them heavyweights—were all from the 
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Khatri caste and mostly belonged to the same family.47 Each further de-
marcated Sikh dharma. Arjan, the fifth guru, collected the writings of 
Nanak and others into the Adi Granth, an early iteration of the Sikh holy 
book. He installed the Adi Granth at Amritsar’s Golden Temple, which 
has served since as a spiritual center of Sikh practices.48 Guru Arjan was 
executed by the Mughal emperor Jahangir (r. 1605–1627) in punishment 
for supporting a princely rebellion, an early sign of Sikh involvement in 
political affairs.49 The execution seems to have incentivized the next Sikh 
guru, Hargobind, to take up arms as a check on Mughal aggression.50

By the time of the ninth guru, Tegh Bahadur, armed bands of Sikhs 
wandered the Punjab and were perceived by the Mughal dynasty as a 
threat to imperial authority. Tegh Bahadur was arrested and executed 
by the Mughal king of his day, Aurangzeb (r. 1658–1707). Whereas the 
Mughals viewed these executions as minor affairs of state security, they 
developed into martyrdom tales among Sikhs.51 Even amid such clashes, 
Sikhs adopted features of Mughal culture. Some Sikh writings are in 
Persian—a language promoted by the Mughal state—and early portraits 
of the ten gurus participate in a Mughal courtly painting style.52

The tenth guru, Gobind Singh (d. 1708), finalized the Sikh holy book, 
known thereafter as the Guru Granth Sahib, and appointed it in place 
of further earthly gurus. The book emphasizes the oneness of God. Its 
initial hymn, recited by many Sikhs daily, opens thus: “There is One 
Being, Truth by Name, Primal Creator, Without fear, Without enmity, 
Timeless in form, Unborn, Self-existent, The grace of the Guru.”53 The 
Guru Granth Sahib is dominated by poems attributed to the Sikh gurus, 
but it also includes verses by bhakti poet-saints like Kabir and Ravidas.54 
It is multilingual—with hymns in Punjabi, Persian, Braj Bhasha (a dia-
lect of premodern Hindi), and Sanskrit—but written in a single script 
known as Gurmukhi, which Sikhs consciously developed to annunciate 
a separate religious identity. A parallel case of using script, rather than 
language, to demarcate a discrete religious community is the Khojki 
script used by Ismaili Muslims to write their multilingual religious texts 
known as the ginans.55 There are later Sikh religious texts, including some 
that include legends about Nanak and the other gurus, but none chal-
lenge the Guru Granth Sahib’s place among Sikh communities. In Sikh 
temples (originally called dharmashalas and today known as gurdwaras, 
doors to the Guru), the Guru Granth Sahib typically sits at the center of 
rituals and ceremonies.
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One feature of Sikhism, worth dwelling on briefly, is its structural 
rejection of caste and the persistence of this social hierarchy nonethe-
less among Sikh communities. The Guru Granth Sahib disavows caste-
based divisions, such as in these lines:

What power has caste? It is righteousness that is tested.
High caste pride is like poison held in the hand; from eating it one 

dies.56

Guru Gobind Singh wrote in another composition, the Dasam Granth, 
“Recognize: humanity is the only caste.”57 Guru Nanak is remembered 
for similar statements (see the epigraph of this chapter) and is believed 
to have rejected upper-caste markers, such as the sacred thread worn by 
Brahmin men (upanayana). Numerous Sikh practices are designed to 
break down caste-based barriers, such as communal eating (langar) at 
gurdwaras, where all sit together, eat the same food, and use the same 
plates. Many Sikhs assume caste-neutral surnames—Singh (lion) for men 
and Kaur (princess) for women—to break caste associations. If only the 
caste hierarchy could be dismantled by something as straightforward as 
changing one’s name. The social draw of caste remains strong for some 
within Sikh communities today, and Dalit Sikhs experience ongoing op-
pression due to their low caste status.

Historically, the Mughals loom large in the background of Sikhism’s 
initial formation. Nanak mentions Babur (the first Mughal king, d. 1530) 
in his writings.58 As discussed, multiple Sikh gurus were executed by Mu-
ghal emperors who perceived Sikh political alliances and armed follow-
ers to undermine imperial control. In 1699, during peasant rebellions and 
ongoing tensions with the Mughals, a warrior community known as the 
Khalsa emerged within the Sikh tradition. The Khalsa formulated five 
Ks as membership markers: kesh (uncut hair), kanga (comb), kirpan 
(sword), kara (iron bracelet), and kachera (boxer-like underwear). While 
the Khalsa included only a minority of Sikhs, its emphasis on martial 
activities provides an important backdrop for the rise of Sikh militarism 
and ultimately a Sikh-led kingdom in the nineteenth century (chap-
ter 18).59 But we are getting ahead of our tour through Indian history. 
First, we must bring the Mughals into the foreground and understand 
how early members of this dynasty—which ultimately transformed much 
about Indian cultures and politics—fought their way to power in north-
ern India.



236    India

Early Mughal and Sur Kingdoms
The Mughals began in 1526 as a small, fledging state founded by Babur, 
a failed Central Asian ruler who decided to try his luck in northern India. 
Babur had ascended the throne of Fergana, a valley in present-day Uz-
bekistan, at the tender age of twelve in 1494 when his father was killed 
in the collapse of a pigeon house (training pigeons was a royal pastime). 
Young Babur immediately faced challenges. He held a precarious sliver 
of power in a ruthless world where all male descendants—brothers, 
nephews, uncles, and cousins—had legitimate political claims. Warring 
largely against his own family, Babur took important Central Asian cit-
ies. He seized Kabul twice and Samarqand—famed for its soaring tur-
quoise buildings—three times but lost both repeatedly. After a string of 
defeats, in his mid-thirties, Babur abandoned his political ambitions in 
Central Asia and instead set his sights on northern India.

When Babur looked south—to the Indus River, Lahore, and Delhi—
he saw a land dominated by Muslim kings for centuries, often called Hin-
dustan (northern India). In Babur’s eyes, Hindustan was his birthright, 
because he was the great-great-great-grandson of Timur who had sacked 
Delhi in 1398. Also, India was a wealthy land that promised fertile farm-
ing, a flush treasury, and a fresh start. Babur’s journey to Delhi took 
years, and he traveled with his army, male companions, and family mem-
bers. The trek involved dangers as well as delights, recorded in Babur’s 
memoirs, Baburnama (Babur’s book), written in his native tongue of 
Chagatai Turkish.60 For instance, outside of Peshawar, Babur got high 
on majun (a mild narcotic) and marveled at a field of purple and yellow 
wildflowers: “How strange the fields of flowers appeared under its in-
fluence. Nothing but purple flowers were blooming in some places, and 
only yellow ones in other areas. Sometimes the yellow and the purple 
blossomed together like gold fleck. We sat on a rise near the camp and 
just looked at the fields.”61 Babur’s entourage crossed the Indus River in 
late 1525 and met the army of Ibrahim Lodi—the last Delhi Sultanate 
ruler—at Panipat, just north of Delhi, on a scorching hot April day in 
1526.62 Ibrahim boasted the larger army, but Babur was the better gen-
eral and prevailed.

Babur spent the next four and a half years, between 1526 and 1530, 
carving out a small kingdom in northern India. He acquired further ter-
ritory and embarked on building and beautification projects, such as 
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installing gardens to domesticate a land he found alien. Babur chafed at 
north India’s climate, writing in a section on Agra, a city around 230 kilo
meters south of Delhi, “We suffered from three things in Hindustan. One 
was the heat, another the biting wind, and the third the dust.”63 But even 
Babur proved susceptible to Hindustan’s charms. He devoted chunks 
of his memoirs to cataloguing Indian plants and animals. Like so many 
who have traveled to India over the millennia, Babur loved a ripe mango, 
remarking “When the mango is good it is really good.”64 When Babur 
died in 1530, he left behind a modest kingdom that his son Humayun 
(r. 1530–1540, 1555–1556) soon lost to Sher Khan.

An Afghan upstart known as Sher Khan burst onto the north Indian 
political scene in the 1530s. He overtook Bengal in 1537–1538 and then 
posed a visceral threat to Humayun in Delhi. Sher Khan came from a 
modest background, and he caught many, including the Mughals, off 
guard with his well-trained soldiers.65 Sher Khan’s superior forces repeat-
edly beat the Mughal army, and Humayun soon began a multi-year exit 
from India, heading west and north. With the Mughals displaced, Sher 
Khan ruled as Sher Shah of the Sur dynasty for five years (1540–1545). 
He was succeeded by his son Islam Shah (r. 1545–1554) and then by a 
rapid series of Sur kings in 1554–1555. During these fifteen years, the sto-
ries of the Mughals and the Surs—who were both influential in Indian 
history—diverged.

Humayun’s slow flight from India is usefully considered through the 
eyes of a woman he married along the way: Hamida Banu. In 1541, 
Humayun met Hamida, a young teenager to whom he was distantly re-
lated, and asked for her hand in marriage. Hamida refused the recently 
overthrown king for weeks but ultimately agreed at the Mughal family’s 
urging and joined Humayun’s retreating entourage.66 She quickly be-
came pregnant. We can only speculate about Hamida Banu’s feelings 
during this time, but both her life and that of her unborn child were 
precarious. They were part of the fleeing cadre of a disempowered ruler, 
subjected to repeated attacks. At eight months pregnant, Hamida trekked 
across 250 kilometers of desert between Marwar (Jodhpur) and Jaisalmer, 
finding the wells en route filled with sand by Humayun’s enemies.67 Still 
a teenager, she gave birth to a son named Jalaluddin Akbar in Octo-
ber 1542 in Sind. In addition to the political turmoil, Hamida knew that 
Humayun’s first-born son had died as a child years earlier, a common 
fate regardless of social status in premodernity.68



238    India

Akbar lived, but Hamida missed the first several years of her son’s 
life. In 1543, Humayun’s half-brother Askari kidnapped the baby and held 
him hostage in the Central Asian city of Qandahar, later transferring him 
to the control of another half-brother in Kabul.69 Following long-standing 
Timurid tradition, Humayun vied with his brothers for political power, 
as did subsequent generations of the Mughals, and sometimes the most 
vulnerable were caught in the middle. In the meantime, Hamida trav-
eled to Persia, where her husband spent a year (1544–1545) convincing 
the Safavid ruler Shah Tahmasp (r. 1524–1576) to back the Mughals’ bid 
to reclaim Hindustan. Hamida was reunited with Akbar in late 1545, but 
Humayun’s return march to Delhi took twice as long as he had spent 
leaving, and he again approached his capital city in 1555.

Back in northern India, the Sur dynasty ruled for fifteen years (1540–
1555), during which they initiated political reforms and building proj
ects. Sher Shah oversaw fiscal upgrades, including the introduction of a 
silver-based currency called the rupee, the namesake of most modern-
day South Asian nations’ currencies.70 The Surs invested in roads and 
resting houses for travelers, including along the Grand Trunk Road, 
which had existed since Mauryan times and stretched from Kabul to 
Bengal (it still does, although interrupted by modern nation-state bor-
ders). The Surs built mosques and forts, including the huge Rohtas Fort 
(in modern-day Pakistan and a UNESCO World Heritage Site) and the 
Sher Mandal at Delhi’s Purana Qila, where Humayun later died. When 
Humayun recovered his kingdom in 1555, the Mughals inherited this ro-
bust infrastructure and utilized all of it, thus ensuring that Sur ingenu-
ity would shape Indian society for centuries. The Surs were also patrons 
and left a notable cultural legacy regarding Hindi literature.

Whereas many Indo-Muslim dynasties preferred Persian since it was 
a lingua franca across much of western and central Asia, the Sur rulers 
often used Hindi. Hindi (also called Hindavi and Hindustani) was spo-
ken by many people in early modern northern India, including some 
bhakti poets and early Sikh leaders. Hindi literature also flourished in 
this period in numerous dialects, such as Braj Bhasha and Avadhi, and 
was commonly written in the Perso-Arabic script. Maulana Daud’s Chan-
dayan is the first known Hindi text, composed in 1379 at the military 
outpost of Dalmau (between Allahabad and Kanpur on the Ganges). It 
established the genre of premakhyan (love story), a book-length poem 
about earthly love and separation that serves as a metaphor for desiring 
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union with God. Premakhyan romances mixed elements from Persian 
and Sanskrit literatures, weaving both together in a vernacular tale.71 
They are often associated with Sufism, a set of Islamic mystical ap-
proaches to God that proved broadly popular in premodern South Asia. 
During the first half of the sixteenth century, two Sufi poets dedicated 
Hindi romances to successive Sur rulers: Jayasi offered his Padmavat 
(1540) to Sher Shah, and Manjhan dedicated his Madhumalati (1545) to 
Islam Shah.

Both Jayasi and Manjhan imagined the bulk of their narratives, al-
though Jayasi rooted his in the real historical event of Alauddin Khalji’s 
1303 siege of Chittor Fort. This episode was a popular subject, as were 
many Khalji assaults that premodern authors often reimagined with po-
etic license. Jayasi selected the myth that Alauddin desired Padmavati, 
wife of Chittor’s ruler Ratansen, but failed to obtain her since everyone 
at Chittor sacrificed their lives during the Khalji-led assault. In reality, 
Padmavati is fiction, and Ratansen (also known as Ratan Singh) surren-
dered to the Khaljis.72 But Jayasi promises a story, not of straightlaced 
political affairs but of a deeper Sufi truth that lauds self-sacrifice—as ex-
emplified by the Kshatriya royalty of Chittor—as life’s highest goal.73 
Here is how he imagined Padmavati and her co-wife Nagmati speaking 
as they, still alive, ascended their husband’s funeral pyre:

“Today the sun has set in the day, and the moon is sinking at 
night.

Today let us give up our lives dancing for joy; today the fire for us 
is cool.”

They prepared the funeral pyre
and gave generously in alms and charity.
Seven times they circled the pyre.

“There was one kind of circle at our wedding;
now there is another as we go with you.
In life, beloved, you embraced us.
We will not leave your embrace in death.
And the knot that you, our lover, tied,
let it never be untied from beginning to end.
What is this world but non-being in being?
We and you, lord, will be together in both worlds.”
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They embraced him and lit the Holi fire.
They were burnt to ashes, but did not flinch.
They left this world, steeped in their love, and heaven glowed 

ruby red.74

For Jayasi, these Hindu women exemplified the Sufi ideal of fana (self-
annihilation) through the emerging Rajput practice—here projected 
back in time—of jauhar, where a defeated king’s wives immolated them-
selves rather than be captured. Such mixing of symbolism across tradi-
tions is recurrent, even definitional, to the premakhyan genre.

One striking thing about Jayasi’s romance is that Kshatriyas act as 
exemplars of good Sufi behavior. This made sense in early modern India, 
where religious identities were fluid. In fact, such praises of Kshatriya 
kings were common in other languages and textual genres of the period, 
as Kshatriya status emerged as a strong social currency. For example, 
a Sanskrit text titled Rajavinoda (King’s play) praises Mahmud Begada 
(r. 1458–1511) of Gujarat’s Muzaffarid (Indo-Muslim) dynasty by depicting 
him as a strong Kshatriya.75 But such ideas fell away in later centuries. 
Soon the ideal of a Kshatriya ruler was interpreted to mean Rajputs, rulers 
in and around Rajasthan whose identity crystallized into an exclusive 
caste group around this time.76

Conclusion: Indian Kings Again
Humayun reconquered the Delhi throne from the Surs in 1555 and, less 
than a year later, plunged to his death down the stairs of the Sher Man-
dal. Some say that the king’s foot caught on an askew carpet while he 
rushed to make the call to prayer. Others say he tumbled over in a 
drunken stupor. Maybe he just tripped. In any case, Humayun left behind 
a fragile kingdom. The remnants of the Sur dynasty lurked nearby, ready 
to strike, and there was no adult son to succeed Humayun. To avoid 
showing weakness, Mughal nobles kept Humayun’s death a secret for two 
and a half weeks while they formulated a plan.77 They agreed to crown 
thirteen-year-old Jalaluddin Akbar and appoint seasoned Bairam Khan 
as regent. Bairam Khan’s regency lasted four years (1556–1560), during 
which he fought and gained territory for the teenage King Akbar. Most 
famously, Bairam Khan led Mughal forces in the second battle at Pani-
pat, in 1556, where he defeated the Sur army led by the general Hemu, 
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who happened to be Hindu. Fights for political power in South Asia con-
tinued to feature people of different religious backgrounds fighting on 
all sides. Even with that consistency, India’s political scene changed dra-
matically in the coming decades as the Mughals grew from a small king-
dom into an empire.

Further Reading
On the early Estado da India, I used the work of A.  R. Disney and 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam. On Garcia de Orta, the volume edited by Pal-
mira Fontes da Costa is enlightening. Purnima Dhavan, Louis Fenech, 
Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh, and others trace early Sikhism. Jack 
Hawley, Linda Hess, and David Lorenzen provide insightful commen-
tary and lovely translations of bhakti poetry; Patton Burchett’s work was 
also helpful. Aditya Behl’s scholarship on premakhyans remains unpar-
alleled. On the early Mughals, Stephen Dale’s work analyzes Babur in 
detail, and Wheeler Thackston’s translation are invaluable.
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Ordinary and  
Extraordinary Lives  
in Early Modern India

I am infatuated with the Deccan and will never leave.

—Zuhuri (d. 1616), writing in Persian1

The Mughal emperor Akbar (1542–1605) was born under the ascen-
dant Leo or Virgo. This astrological difference mattered to him and 

to many other early modern Indians who believed the stars exerted influ-
ence over human lives. In Akbar’s case, his horoscope was cast four times, 
according to Persian, Greek, Ilkhanid (Mongol), and Brahminical meth-
ods.2 The Brahmin astrologer declared Akbar’s ascendant Leo, the better 
royal choice since it indicated “complete dominance, supremacy, power, 
and superiority.”3 He predicted that Akbar’s “powerful fist will crush the 
hands of refractory malevolents, and the sound of his battle drums will 
turn the gall of lion-hearted warriors to water.”4 Indeed, Akbar presided 
over a successful land-based empire in northern India, but did he really 
fashion a kingdom with his own fists? Only in state propaganda. The king 
relied on elite groups (e.g., Rajputs) and non-elite groups (e.g., laborers) 
who collectively built and maintained the Mughal Empire. Mughal con-
quests paved the way for stunning cultural innovations, including one of 
the premodern world’s most robust translation movements. During this 
time, the Deccan and southern India remained politically distinct and 
hosted discrete cross-cultural exchanges. I discuss both north and south 
India here, beginning with Mughal political and cultural achievements 
that are rightly credited to an array of groups.

13
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Rajputs and Laborers Build Hindustan
The Mughal Empire expanded to cover much of northern India—that 
is, Hindustan—during Akbar’s rule (1556–1605). Military conquest—
through the blood and sweat of soldiers—provided the backbone of this 
imperial growth. As Muhammad Baqir (d. 1637), a Persian emigree to 
Mughal India, wrote in 1612:

To those who seek an empire, the best dress is a coat of mail and 
the best crown is a helmet, the most pleasant lodging is the bat-
tlefield, the tastiest wine is the enemies’ blood, and the charm-
ing beloved is the sword.

Only that person who kisses the lip of the sword
can embrace in a leap the bride of dominion.5

On the land they conquered, the Mughals and their allies built palaces, 
roads, caravanserais, tombs, mosques, temples, and more. As much as 
holding territory, these robust alterations to Hindustan’s built landscape 
constructed the Mughal Empire.6 Two groups—Rajputs and laborers—
provide insight into these material and cultural changes in northern 
India.

Rajputs—Kshatriya rulers in and around Rajasthan—emerged as a 
defined caste group in early modern India and were key champions of 
the Mughal state. Politically, they were subdivided into lineages (e.g., 
Hada, Sisodiya, Kachhwaha, and so forth) with distinct capitals and 
kingdoms. The Mughals procured Rajput submission through diplomacy 
and, when that failed, force. All major Rajput lineages bowed to Mughal 
power eventually, even the Sisodiyas of Mewar who demonstrated the 
greatest resistance (they surrendered in 1615).7 Other Rajputs, such as 
the Kachhwahas of Amer (near modern-day Jaipur), accepted Mughal 
authority early and so became principal architects of the empire.

The Kachhwahas of Amer forged Mughal ties during Humayun’s 
reign (1530–1540, 1555–1556) and strengthened their imperial connec-
tion in 1562 with two events. A Kachhwaha princess married Akbar, at 
the suggestion of her father, Bharmal (r. 1548–1574).8 At the same time, 
Akbar appointed Bharmal, his sons, and his grandsons as mansabdars, 
ranked officers in Mughal imperial service.9 The Kachhwahas had pre-
viously sought political gain through a marriage alliance with a Muslim 
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political figure. In the 1540s, Bharmal had held onto his Amer throne 
by marrying another daughter to Haji Khan, a Sur-appointed Afghan 
governor in Rajasthan.10 That alliance, too, was beneficial, although their 
Mughal links proved truly transformative. In 1569, Bharmal’s daughter 
gave birth to Salim, who later ruled the Mughal Empire as Jahangir 
(r. 1605–1627). In 1572, when Akbar headed west to conquer Gujarat, he 
left Bharmal jointly in charge of Mughal state affairs in Agra.11 Other 
Rajputs noticed the Kachhwahas’s meteoric rise in status, and by 1580, 
dozens of Rajputs had joined Mughal service, and many had offered 
their daughters in marriage to Akbar.12

Mughal military strength—including through their early Rajput 
allies—compelled further Rajput lineages to join the Mughals. The 1567–
1568 siege of Chittor, the Sisodiya capital city, was a watershed event. 
Akbar led Mughal forces in besieging Chittor for months while laborers 
dug tunnels and trenches to enable Mughal access to the city’s defensive 
walls.13 Between 100 and 200 laborers were killed daily by enemy fire, 
but the trenches enabled cannons to get close enough to breach Chit-
tor’s walls.14 In the ensuing fighting, historians of the period report that 
Mughal forces massacred 30,000 people, including many civilians.15 
Whether that number is literal or not, it signals an extreme death toll. 
The Mughals meted out brutal treatment at Chittor as a shock-and-awe 
strategy, designed to instill fear in the hearts of any tempted to oppose 
imperial authority. To drive the point home, a Mughal “Victory Letter,” 
written in Persian, celebrated the Mughals’ “star of fortune” as “our royal 
presence descended upon the fortress of Chittor.”16

In 1569, the Mughals took Ranthambhor from the Hada lineage in 
a less costly conflict. This made the Mughals the dominant power of 
western India, poised to conquer Gujarat (from a Muslim-led dynasty) 
a few years later.17 By the 1570s, Rajputs numbered among the Mughals’ 
chief warriors and commanders, including against recalcitrant Rajput 
lineages. For example, at the 1576 Battle of Haldighati, the Kachhwaha 
Man Singh (d. 1614) led the imperial army in inflicting high casualties 
on the Sisodiyas (although the Sisodiya leader, Rana Pratap, escaped).18 
In later decades, Man Singh fought on many Mughal frontiers, includ-
ing in Kabul, Bengal, Bihar, and the Deccan.

Rajput-Mughal alliances had strong cultural effects. Many Rajputs 
learned Persian, required for all members of Mughal imperial service 
after 1582. In general, Indian knowledge of Persian grew over the coming 
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decades, and, by the eighteenth century if not earlier, more Hindus 
knew Persian than Sanskrit.19 In subsequent decades, many Indians—
Hindu and non-Hindu—read Hindu religious texts such as the Ra-
mayana and Bhagavadgita in Mughal-era Persian translations (discussed 
later in this chapter).

For their part, the Mughals incorporated non-Islamic Indian rituals 
of kingship. For example, the kings weighed themselves against silver, 
gold, and grain on special days and distributed the amount to the needy.20 
Mughal kings appeared to their subjects in a balconied window ( jharokha, 
shown in figure 13.1), in a political appropriation of a darshan experi-
ence at a Hindu temple that projected the Mughal king as a near-religious 
icon. Akbar marked the heads of ruling Rajput lineages with a tika (ver-
million mark) to incorporate them into Mughal service.21 Further ex-
amples abound, and, by about midway through Akbar’s reign (1580s), it 
is difficult to imagine Mughal culture without Rajputs, or, put another 
way, Rajputs accepted Akbar as a “Muslim Rajput.”22 Perhaps a simple 
hyphen is best in describing Mughal-Rajput ruling culture.

Rajput princesses who married into the Mughal family shaped court 
life. There was a power imbalance to Mughal-Rajput unions, as the Jain 
author Padmasagara explained in 1589:

Upon hearing about his strength, some Rajputs (hindunripa) think 
it prudent

to give him their daughters in the hopes that it would protect their 
kingdoms.

Others give him presents, such as arrangements of moonstones, 
and fall before his feet.

Others act like his followers. But all are devoted to serving him.23

In some ways, Rajput women probably found Mughal courts familiar, 
since Rajput and Mughal rulers alike maintained harems and practiced 
polygamy. Although they encountered greater religious diversity in Ak-
bar’s harem, where many women were practicing Muslims and some 
even took a hajj trip to Mecca in the 1570s–1580s.24 In Akbar’s time, 
Rajput princesses were not asked to convert and so maintained their 
own upper-caste Hindu practices, including celebrating Hindu festivals 
and engaging in icon-based veneration. Some Rajput Hindu women 
became mothers to Mughal princes and kings, including emperors Jah-
angir (r. 1605–1627) and Shah Jahan (r. 1628–1658) who were exposed 
from a young age to their mothers’ religious traditions.
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Rajput men spearheaded building projects in Mughal India, such as 
Man Singh’s Govindadeva Temple (a Krishna temple) in Vrindavan in 
1590. This was the largest temple built in northern India since the 1200s.25 
The soaring structure altered the north Indian temple landscape, its 
monumentality likely inspired, in part, by Mughal monumental archi
tecture.26 There were further imperial connections with the Govinda
deva Temple. Man Singh numbered among the highest-ranking Mughal 

Figure 13.1. Mughal Emperor Jahangir (r. 1605–1627) 

at the jharokha window in the Agra Fort, ca. early 

seventeenth century CE.
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mansabdars, and Akbar financially supported the temple’s construction 
and maintenance.27 A Sanskrit inscription at the Govindadeva Temple 
links Akbar’s kingship with Vaishnava flourishing:

When glorious Akbar naturally ruled the entire earth,
good people followed their own dharma to the letter and so 

obtained great happiness.
Virtuous worshippers of Vishnu always happily blessed him,
because they said that this very place belongs to Lord Krishna and 

so is an auspicious home [under Akbar’s rule].28

The temple’s location in Vrindavan partakes in Hindu and Mughal tra-
ditions, being a site, respectively, associated with Krishna (Govinda is 
another name for Krishna) and where Akbar had a positive experience 
with Hindu spirituality. Visually, the Govindadeva Temple invokes Mu-
ghal aesthetics, boasting (notably for a Hindu temple) an icon-free fa-
cade.29 The temple utilized red sandstone, common for local temples 
and emblematic of Mughal construction, especially at the capital city of 
Fatehpur Sikri.

Fatehpur (“city of victory”) was the most extensive building project 
of Akbar’s reign and offers an insightful vantage point for glimpsing an-
other group, namely laborers, who built the Mughal state. Thousands of 
construction workers made Fatehpur Sikri rise in the early 1570s, and 
the city served as the Mughal capital from 1571 to 1585. Fatehpur is lo-
cated about thirty-five kilometers from Agra and is built largely of 
sandstone that shimmers reddish pink in the sun. During its construc-
tion, skilled artisans cut wood and fashioned windows, while unskilled 
workers dug holes and laid bricks (earning more meagre wages than 
their skilled counterparts).30 Illustrations produced for a ca. 1590–1595 
Akbarnama (Akbar’s book), although not strictly documentary, depict 
laborers hard at work building Fatehpur.31 The skilled craftsmen operated 
in guilds, and some left their names written in Devanagari—Lakhman, 
Hamu, Khargu, Paigu, and so on—inscribed on stones and bricks. None 
of the guild names indicate a Muslim background, and that Akbar’s city 
was built largely by Hindu laborers indicates how the Mughals fostered 
a multicultural polity at many levels.

Laborers also erected Mughal tent cities, which kings used as mov-
ing capitals as they journeyed to the far corners of their empire. Mughal 
emperors did not travel light. The royal entourage included the harem, 
princes, supporters, and servants, along with animals, furniture, and lots 
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of luggage. Mughals and Rajputs also had domestic slaves, even as Akbar 
prohibited other forms of slavery such as enslaving war captives.32 Forced 
labor was common, although Akbar tried to crack down on the practice 
in some areas such as Kashmir.33 Mughal kings generally had two iden-
tical tent cities that were set up a day’s ride from one another, so that 
the royal party could arrive and immediately settle in. In Akbar’s time, 
it took 1,000 laborers, “natives of Iran, Turan (in Central Asia), and Hin-
dustan (north India)” to correctly assemble the labyrinth of tents—
including the red tents reserved for the king—and lay out carpets.34 By 
the reign of Akbar’s grandson, Shah Jahan, 3,000 were needed to raise 
the imperial tent city. Their jobs included hanging “strings of pearls” that 
gave the illusion of a “dome of the fixed stars.”35 Others had less flashy 
jobs, such as sweeping the floor.36 Without laborers—who were often il-
literate and almost never speak for themselves in historical texts—there 
would have been no Mughal Empire.

Translating Indian Knowledge
Akbar’s court brimmed with painters, musicians, poets, philosophers, 
translators, and historians. Their intellectual and artistic output built 
upon Mughal land conquests, especially the concentration of wealth at 
imperial courts that attracted talent from across the subcontinent, Persia, 
and Central Asia. Many secured Mughal support to produce stunning 
paintings, participate in a large-scale translation movement, and more. 
Some of Akbar’s courtiers’ names are well known in South Asia even 
today, such as Tansen (musician), Abul Fazl (historian), Birbal (advisor), 
and Rahim (polyglot). For example, Indian children’s comic books and 
television shows feature fanciful conversations between Akbar and Birbal, 
his Brahmin advisor. Other individuals are less famous now but important 
at the time, such as Urfi (poet), Naqib Khan (historian and translator), 
and the often-unnamed Brahmin translators. Among the many cultural 
achievements of Akbar’s court, I focus on one here: the large-scale trans-
lation of Sanskrit texts into Persian. This extraordinary event—which 
continued during the reigns of Akbar’s successors, Jahangir and Shah 
Jahan—numbers among Indians’ chief intellectual achievements in pre-
modernity, and it allows us to glimpse other aspects of Mughal cultural 
flourishing, including Persian literature and manuscript paintings.

Akbar’s court was a multilingual space, where Persian and Hindi 
were regularly spoken and poets of both, plus Sanskrit, received lavish 
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patronage. Among Persian-medium authors, the Mughal court earned 
a reputation as a utopia more tolerant of religious difference and richer 
than Safavid Persia.37 Whereas the Bahmanis had solicited migration 
from Persia to the Deccan (chapter 11), Persians came to Mughal Hin-
dustan of their own accord. For instance, Kausari, a Safavid poet, wrote:

My life has become intolerable in Iran; I should go to India.
All the poets like sweet parrots have made India their home.38

Indeed, Safavid Persia experienced a “brain drain” as poets decamped 
to Mughal India and embraced Indo-Persian culture.39 Celebrating his 
new home, Urfi, a Shiraz native who joined Akbar’s court in the 1580s, 
wrote:

Abandon the customs of the Muslim people if you want
to enter the temple of the Magis, where hidden secrets will be 

revealed to you.
You are from the land of Iran, change your old ways,
if you want to see the beauteous splendor of India.40

North Indians, too, composed poetry in Persian and other languages 
under Mughal support. For instance, Lahore-born Abdur Rahim was 
among Akbar’s chief military commanders, a multilingual poet (in Per-
sian, Hindi, and Sanskrit), and a sponsor of Persian and Hindi litera
tures.41 Agra-born Fayzi was Akbar’s Persian-medium poet laureate 
(malik al-shura) and participated in the Mughals’ seminal Sanskrit-
Persian translation movement.

During the reigns of Akbar through Shah Jahan, a century in total 
(1556–1658), the Mughal court sponsored the translation of dozens of 
Sanskrit texts into Persian in what constitutes the most robust transla-
tion project of premodern India. In world history, large-scale transla-
tion movements often substantially changed cultures. Circa eighth–tenth 
century CE, the Abbasids translated Greek thought into Arabic, which 
“inspired the intellectual life of Muslim societies until modern times and 
affected the scientific and scholastic growth of the Latin West for centu-
ries.”42 Also in the first millennium CE, Chinese intellectuals such as 
Xuanzang (chapter 8) translated Pali and Sanskrit Buddhist texts, which 
molded Chinese Buddhist traditions. Similarly, Mughal translations of 
Sanskrit works into Persian proved influential in Indian cultures, reshap-
ing Indo-Persian literature, inspiring Indian painters, and informing 
Hindu identity.
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The Mughal translation project had a broad scope. Members of Ak-
bar’s court translated Sanskrit story texts, philosophy, histories, and tech-
nical treatises. They often selected texts with long-standing import within 
Indian cultures, such as the Panchatantra (a story collection; chapter 8), 
the Yogavasishtha (esoteric Vaishnava ideas, chapter 10), and the epics 
Mahabharata and Ramayana (chapters  5 and 6). Akbar’s court had a 
strong interest in history and so also translated Kalhana’s Rajatarangini 
on Kashmir’s kings (chapters 8 and 11). Drawing on numerous Sanskrit 
sources and informants, Abul Fazl described the major Brahminical phil-
osophical systems, Buddhist and Jain thought, literary theory, and more 
in the Ain-i Akbari (Akbar’s Institutes), part of his history of Akbar’s 
reign.43 Mughal translations continued under Jahangir and Shah Jahan, 
with a final flourishing under the Mughal prince Dara Shukoh (d. 1659) 
who had a more religious focus. He translated the Upanishads (chap-
ter 2) and tried to find traces of Islamic ideas in early Hindu texts.44

Many Mughal translations were team efforts, where Brahmins read a 
Sanskrit text and verbally translated it into Hindi, intelligible to the Mu-
ghal translators who wrote down a Persian approximation. A manuscript 
illustration of this collaboration from Akbar’s court depicts a book-heavy 
encounter. In the image, numerous horizontal Sanskrit manuscripts and 
vertical Persian manuscripts are strewn about as Brahmin and Mughal 
translator teams converse. The two groups appear rather similar in dress 
and appearance, a sign of their shared cultural milieu (figure 13.2).

The Sanskrit-Persian translation movement fed ideas about Mughal 
kingship. For example, Badauni, a curmudgeonly courtier and reluctant 
translator, wrote in his generally scathing history of Akbar’s reign: 
“Cheating imposter Brahmins . . . ​told Akbar repeatedly that he had de-
scended to earth, like Ram, Krishan (i.e., Krishna), and other infidel 
rulers who, although lords of the world, had taken on human form to 
act on earth.”45 Indeed, Mughal translators projected Akbar into the 
mythological universe of the Sanskrit epics. In the Persian Mahabharata, 
titled Razmnama (Book of war), Akbar is praised by name during a 
conversation between Yudhishthira and Bhishma, projected to have 
occurred thousands of years earlier.46 That this appears out of time—
incongruous with the plotline—underscores the universality of Akbar’s 
kingship, a recurrent Mughal propaganda point. Illustrations of the Per-
sian Mahabharata and Ramayana often bear strong similarities to de-
pictions of the Mughal court, such that, for instance, Vishnu’s incarnation 
Rama appears like an enthroned Mughal king (figure 13.3). 



Figure 13.2. Brahmin pandits (bottom) and Mughal 

officials (top) collaborating on translating the Sanskrit 

Mahabharata into Persian at Akbar’s court, 1598–1599 

CE, ascribed to Dhanu, northern India.



Figure 13.3. Kusha and Lava recite the Ramayana to King Rama at 

his court in Ayodhya from an Akbari Persian Ramayana, ca. 1590s 

CE, northern India.
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Sanskrit poets, too, cast Akbar as Vishnu on earth. In his Sanskrit 
grammar of Persian, the Brahmin Krishnadasa invoked caste-based ideas 
of Akbar protecting cows and Brahmins to advertise the Mughal king’s 
alleged identity as a Vishnu avatar.47 For centuries, Indian kings had been 
depicted as Hindu gods incarnate, especially Vishnu, and the Mughals, 
too, participated in this tradition.

Mughal artists painted lavish illustrations for translated Sanskrit 
texts, which number among the thousands of manuscript paintings that 
survive from Akbar’s court. Akbar’s atelier boasted artists from diverse 
regional, ethnic, and religious backgrounds. These artists collaborated 
with one another, and an individual’s identity did not determine what 
or how he (or, rarely, she) painted.48 Illustrations of the Persian Ma-
habharata and Ramayana involved the intriguing question of how to 
depict Hindu deities. Sometimes, Mughal artists used Persian imagery, 
such that the demigod bird Garuda appears as the Simurgh, a mythical 
Persian bird. Other times, they drew on India’s long tradition of Hindu 
sculptures.49 Such dynamism made for remarkable images, which in-
spired further creative projects.

The imperial copy of the Akbari Persian Ramayana (ca. 1580s) is 
the earliest surviving illustrated Ramayana in any language, and it 
soon spurred others. By the early 1600s, artists had fashioned numer-
ous illustrated Persian Ramayanas, including one made for the poly-
glot Rahim and held today in Washington, DC’s Freer Gallery of Art, 
part of the Smithsonian.50 The trend soon crossed over languages. In 
the mid-seventeenth century, a Rajput court at Udaipur sponsored a 
lavish seven-volume manuscript of Valmiki’s Sanskrit Ramayana that 
was inspired, in part, by Mughal manuscripts.51 The Rajput Sisodiya pa-
tron, Jagat Singh, also followed the Mughal example of employing 
artists from diverse backgrounds. The Mewari Muslim Sahibdin pro-
duced more than one-third of the Mewar Ramayana’s more than 400 
images.52

Through Mughal translations, Sanskrit stories and texts became in-
fused within broader Indo-Persian culture, often later feeding knowledge 
in other languages as well. One example is the love saga of Nala and Da-
mayanti, first found in the Mahabharata and later told by Sanskrit poets 
as its own tale. Fayzi retold this romance as Nal-Daman, a Persian 
masnavi:
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Tell that old tale anew,
of the love of Nal and the beauty of Daman.
Make a hundred songs of pain into poetry.
Fill the fresh goblet with an old wine.53

Likewise, the Ramayana proved as popular in Persian as it had long been 
in other Indian languages, and authors penned around two dozen dis-
crete Persian versions of Rama’s saga between the sixteenth and nine-
teenth centuries.54 Later, in the nineteenth century, Persian Nal-Damans 
and Ramayanas prompted Urdu retellings of both stories.55 Other works 
proved foundational in introducing Europeans to Sanskrit philosophy, 
such as Dara Shukoh’s Upanishads (titled Sirr-i Akbar, Greatest secret) 
that was later translated into French and Latin.56

Mughal translations provided many Hindus with access to their re-
ligious texts between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Few early 
modern people knew Sanskrit, a language that was never a common ver-
nacular and, even as a literary tongue, had long been limited to an edu-
cated elite. In contrast, many Indians of diverse religious backgrounds 
learned Persian to work for the Mughal state.57 In the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, Hindus voraciously read and copied Mughal-era 
translations of the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and other works, as evi-
denced by scores of surviving manuscripts. The Mughal translators had 
hoped to provide wider access to hitherto restricted texts. Abul Fazl’s 
preface to Akbar’s Persian Mahabharata names, among the reasons for 
the translation, clarifying the epic’s contents since (Abul Fazl says) Brah-
mins often misled common people.58 Still, Akbar’s court likely did not 
imagine the expansive readership that developed in the following cen-
turies as Persian became a key language of Hinduism with a veritable 
library of Mughal-era Persian translations of Sanskrit texts.

Political Religion at Akbar’s Court
Akbar was eclectic regarding religion, with the consistency that he 
used religious symbolism and ideas for political gain. Mixing politics 
and religions was the norm among premodern Indian rulers, but two 
things are noteworthy about Akbar’s endeavors. One, he concentrated 
power in his person and so made his religious practices relevant, in 



256    India

terms of Mughal culture and propaganda, for the broader empire.59 
Two, Akbar was remarkably polymorphous, even by the standards of 
generally polyvocal Indian kings. Still, there was a harsh edge to Ak-
bar’s political religion at times, which evolved throughout his nearly 
fifty-year reign.

Akbar was Muslim, and he invoked many Islamic ideas of kingship 
while challenging others. For instance, Akbar forged close ties with Sufi 
figures, as Indo-Muslim kings had for centuries (chapters 10–11), and es-
pecially honored the lineage of Chishti saints. He walked on foot to the 
shrine of Muinuddin Chishti in Ajmer numerous times and named his 
first-born son Salim, after Salim Chishti for whom he built a dargah at 
Fatehpur Sikri.60 Anticipating the Islamic Hijri calendar reaching the 
year 1000 (1592), Akbar had himself celebrated as a messianic figure and 
sacred king from the late 1570s onward.61 This ruffled some feathers, and, 
at times, Akbar’s creative political adaptations of Islamic rhetoric cost 
him support. For instance, around 1580 the king rewrote the Islamic 
statement of faith (shahada) to insert himself as God’s representative in 
place of the Prophet Muhammad. Following outrage, Akbar backtracked 
on this. He found greater success with ambiguous actions that endorsed 
standard Islamic ideas while also having a dual provocative connotation. 
For instance, texts from his court often begin with allahu akbar, which 
can mean “God is great” or “Akbar is God.”62 The phrase was also placed 
on seals given to initiates of an imperial discipleship program, known 
as din-i ilahi, that emphasized devotion to Akbar.63

Akbar held religious debates at court, at first between Muslim groups 
and later including Jains, Brahmins, and Jesuits. All these communities 
were part of the Mughal Empire, except Jesuits who visited from Portu-
guese Goa.64 Akbar even designated part of Fatehpur Sikri the ibadat-
khana (house of religious debate). Honest intellectual exchange was one 
goal, but Akbar also arbitrated between religious ideas, thereby en-
hancing his own imperial authority. For example, Akbar did not toler-
ate atheism, and so called on Jains (whose religion is often considered 
to be nontheistic) to prove that they believed in God.65 He also ridi-
culed the ulama, the traditionally learned men of Islam who were accus-
tomed to exercising influence within Indo-Muslim kingdoms. Akbar 
preferred to center power in himself, and so repeatedly acted against the 
ulamas’ advice, such as by marrying more than four women.
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Some communities told their own stories about religious exchanges 
at the Mughal court that offer a non-imperial perspective. For example, 
the Jain author Devavimala wrote about an exchange between Hiravi-
jaya (a Jain leader) and Abul Fazl (Akbar’s vizier) on Jain and Muslim 
ideas. The passage is noteworthy as a rare description of Islamic theol-
ogy in a Sanskrit text that posits rough comparability between Islam and 
Jainism. It features a political figure, Abul Fazl, as articulating Muslim 
beliefs, thus attesting to the perceived interlinking of religion and poli-
tics in Mughal India. It also boasts that Hiravijaya sowed the seed of Jain 
dharma in Abul Fazl. Historically, this is unlikely, but the Jain audience 
for Devavimala’s text may well have appreciated the imagination of their 
tradition as attractive to a powerful Indian ruler.

Hiravijaya and Abul Fazl Compare Jainism and Islam,  
Excerpt from Devavimala’s Sanskrit Hirasaubhagya, 1580s
Abul Fazl said,

O Suri, this was laid out by the ancient prophets in our scriptures—
all Muslims (yavana) who are deposited on earth as guests of 
the god of death will rise at the end of the earth and come be-
fore the court of the Supreme Lord called khuda, just as they 
come to the court of an earthly king. He will cast good and bad 
qualities onto his own pure mind as if onto a mirror and bring 
about rightful judgment there, having refuted the false con-
struction of mine versus another’s. Having reflected, he will 
bestow the appropriate result of the yavanas’ virtues and 
vices, like the fertile soil generates plentiful grain from different 
seeds. Some will be brought to heaven by him, just as boats 
are led to the edge of the ocean by a favorable wind. Then they 
will find joy, nearly overwhelmed with floods of suitable, 
amazing enjoyments. Others will be sent to hell by him because 
of sin. Like birds being crushed by hawks and pots being fired 
by potters, they will suffer great agonies at the mercies of 
hell’s guards. O Suri, what is the validity of this Quranic speech 
(kuranavakyam)? Is it true, like the speech of great-souled people, 
or is it false like a flower sprouting in the sky?
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Having spoken, Abul Fazl fell silent in the hopes of gaining wisdom 
from Hiravijaya’s response. Then, the lord of sages spoke sweetly:

He—who is free of dirt like a shell, devoid of defects like the sun, 
made of flames like fire, and without a body like the god of love—
is the Supreme Lord. In what form does he attend court like a 
living being that adopts many appearances in his wanderings 
through existence? There he sets a person on the path to heaven 
or hell for what reason? A previous action, once ripened, has the 
power to grant both joys and sorrows. Thus, let action (karma) 
alone be recognized as the creator of the world, since otherwise 
God has no purpose.

When Hiravijaya, the lord of ascetics, fell silent after speaking, Shaykh 
Abul Fazl replied: “So you recognize that book [commentary: Quran] as 
false just as inconsistency is recognized in the speech of a garrulous, vile 
person.” Lord Hiravijaya spoke again: “If the creator first made this world 
and then later destroyed it as if he were fire, he would have unparalleled 
distress. There is no creator or destroyer of the world whose variety is 
brought into being by its own karma. Therefore, the existence of a cre-
ator, like the birth of a son to a barren woman, appears false to me.” Hav-
ing enlightened Shaykh Abul Fazl with correct speech and cured him of 
his prior false opinion, Hiravijaya planted the dharma of compassion in 
the Shaykh’s mind like a farmer plants a seed in the earth.66

Deccan Leaders Ibrahim Adil Shah II  
and Malik Ambar
South of Hindustan, the Deccan hosted five sultanates in the last half of 
the sixteenth century: three major polities (Ahmadnagar, Bijapur, and 
Golconda) and two weaker ones (Berar and Bidar) that were eventually 
absorbed by the others. A bit earlier, the Vijayanagara kingdom had also 
been a political player in southern India. That ended with the 1565 Battle 
of Talikota when four Deccan Sultanates combined forces and, like 
“demons of the Kali age” in the words of one Telugu poet, issued a crush-
ing blow.67 For months, Sultanate armies looted the Vijayanagara capital, 
which became a ghost town and remains so today.68 Still, Vijayanagara 
ruling culture served as a common source of inspiration for the Deccan 
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Sultanates, which also shared other things. All were, in one scholar’s 
phrase “non-imperial political organisations” that relied on negotiation, 
rather than expansion, to maintain power.69 All faced pressure from the 
land-hungry Mughals, who repeatedly tried to conquer the Deccan (they 
succeeded a century later, in the 1680s; see chapter 15). Early modern 
Deccani culture was at once parallel to and distinct from that of Mughal 
Hindustan, as illustrated through the lives and patronage of two quite 
different leaders: Ibrahim Adil Shah II (d. 1627) and Malik Ambar 
(d. 1626).

Ibrahim Adil Shah II (r. 1580–1627) headed Bijapur’s Adil Shahi 
dynasty and patronized an enviable lineup of Persian poets, historians, 
and artists. Zuhuri, perhaps the most famous Persian poet at Ibrahim’s 
court, declined an invitation to travel north to Mughal India and in-
stead, as per this chapter’s epigraph, remained in the enthralling Dec-
can. The historian Firishta received Ibrahim’s patronage to produce a 
history of India, known as Tarikh-i Firishta (Firishta’s history), that 
shaped Indian and European historical knowledge of Indo-Muslim rule 
for centuries.70 The artist Farrukh Beg (fl. ca. 1580–1619), an Iranian 
emigree, worked in Kabul, Lahore, and the Deccan during his life, in-
cluding for Ibrahim.71 In Adil Shahi domains, Farrukh Beg interacted 
with European travelers, and later in life copied a print of Dolor (Mel-
ancholy) designed by Flemish artist Marten de Vos.72 Overall, Farrukh 
Beg’s life embodied several key features—mobility, working for differ
ent patrons, and cross-cultural artistic enterprises—that characterized 
this period more generally in South Asia. Ibrahim Adil Shah II’s court 
also hosted many musicians and a robust library, of which about sev-
enty volumes survive today.73

Under Ibrahim, Adil Shahi cities prospered, including the cosmo-
politan capital of Bijapur. Ibrahim renamed the city Bidyapur (city of 
knowledge, contrasting to Bijapur meaning “city of victory”).74 Bidyapur 
impressed everyone who visited. For instance, Asad Beg, a Mughal am-
bassador, described a Bidyapuri market in 1603–1604 as “full of rare 
items, such as are neither seen nor heard of in any other city.”75 Notable 
items on offer included Spanish wine, Arabian horses, and new world 
tobacco (Asad Beg brought some up north for Akbar).76 Asad Beg con-
cluded: “In summary, the entire bazaar seemed in motion, filled with 
wine and beauty, melodies and perfumes, paan and jewels, exquisite 
fabrics and delectable dishes. On one street, thousands of groups of 
people gathered—drinking, singing, falling in love, and reveling—without 
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quarrelling. This seemed to go on forever. There is perhaps nowhere in 
the world that offers a more amazing sight to travelers.”77 Other visitors 
were similarly dazzled, such as the Bruges native Jacques de Coutre who 
visited in the same year (1604). He reported seeing palanquins with 
pearls as large as chickpeas and jewels adorning everything from drink-
ing vessels to women’s ears.78

Ibrahim Adil Shah II also built a new city known as Nauraspur, 
quite close to Bijapur, in 1599 that supported a robust syncretic culture. 
One historian of the time estimated that it took 20,000 workers to build 
Nauraspur, which was near fresh water and had space for gardens un-
like the built-up and resource-strained Bijapur/Bidyapur.79 The Dutch 
artist Cornelis Claesz (also known as Heda) was among its residents for 
more than a decade. He painted a three-by-two-foot image of the Roman 
gods Venus, Bacchus, and Cupid that reportedly entranced Ibrahim for 
hours.80 This was hardly the first Indian introduction to Greco-Roman 
gods. A first-century-CE statue of Poseidon (Greek god of the sea) was 
brought to India shortly after its creation and found a home less than 
200 kilometers west of Bijapur (chapter 6). Still, such encounters in 
the sixteenth century infused fresh ideas into Indian painters’ reper-
toires. Mughal court artists, too, incorporated European imagery, 
such as angels that looked like they flew in straight from Rome.81 At 
Ibrahim’s court, Heda also represented Dutch East India Company 
(VOC) interests, as European trading activities in India continued to 
expand.82

Nauraspur was named for Ibrahim’s concept of nauras, a compel-
ling case study for syncretism in early modern India. “Nauras” has a dual 
sense, meaning “newly arrived” in Persian and the “nine aesthetic emo-
tions” in Sanskrit (erotic love, tragedy, the comic, and so on) that are 
communicated through literature, theater, art, and music.83 The phrase 
appears on Bijapuri seals and forts, in pen names and titles, to refer to 
wine and musical notes, and so forth.84 Ibrahim even gifted in sets of 
nine.85 Perhaps the most famous use of “nauras” is the striking collec-
tion of Dakhni songs attributed to Sultan Ibrahim: Kitab-i Nauras (Book 
of nine essences), which fuses aspects of Sanskrit and Persian literary 
cultures. Most of the songs praise Hindu deities, such as Saraswati and 
Ganesha, with briefer mentions of Muslim figures such as the Prophet 
Muhammad and Gisu Daraz (literally “long hair,” a Sufi who died at the 
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Bahmani capital of Gulbarga in 1422).86 Here’s how one song praises 
Saraswati, the Hindu goddess of knowledge:

There are different languages;
but there is one emotional appeal,
be he a Brahmin or a Turk [Muslim].
He is only fortunate on whom
the Goddess of learning smiles.
O Ibrahim, the world only seeks knowledge—
Serve and meditate upon with steadfast heart
the power of words.87

The Kitab-i Nauras was written in a Deccani vernacular called Dakhni, 
similar to spoken Hindi of the time and written in Perso-Arabic script.88 
Like the text’s contents and language, its illustrations, too, drew on mul-
tiple traditions. When there was no precedent to capture the text’s nov-
elty, artists innovated. For instance, Farrukh Beg painted a unique image 
of Saraswati sitting on a Bijapuri throne, resembling (as per the text) “an 
ivory statue” (figure 13.4).89

Not everyone who wound up on a Deccani throne, or close to it any-
way, started life as privileged as Ibrahim Adil Shah II, and the story of 
Malik Ambar, a slave turned kingmaker, offers a different perspective on 
early modern Deccani pluralism. Malik Ambar was born in Ethiopia, en-
slaved, and taken to the Middle East where he converted to Islam. 
Ethiopian-origin slaves had been imported to India for centuries, where 
they were known as Habshis or Sidis (chapters 10–11). Malik Ambar was 
brought to India in the early 1570s among the 1,000 slaves purchased by 
Chinghis Khan, himself a former slave of African origin who had be-
come the Nizam Shahi chief minister.90 Upon Chinghis Khan’s death, 
Malik Ambar gained his freedom, soon marrying and amassing political 
power.

Malik Ambar elected to rule from behind the throne. There was pre
cedent for Habshi kings in India, such as Jaunpur’s Sharqi dynasty 
(chapter 11) and the Habshi dynasty of Bengal that featured four rulers 
between 1486 and 1493.91 But, instead, Malik Ambar fashioned himself 
a kingmaker. In 1600, when Ahmadnagar’s Nizam Shahis appeared 
poised to crumble before Mughal aggression, Malik Ambar married his 
daughter to a twenty-year-old member of the Ahmadnagar ruling family 
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and installed his new son-in-law as a puppet king.92 He then defended 
and rebuilt the Ahmadnagar Sultanate. Over the coming years, Malik 
Ambar served as peshwa (chief minister) for Ahmadnagar and integrated 
many Marathas (Marathi-speaking warriors) into state service and the 
military.93

Figure 13.4. Saraswati enthroned, from a 

Kitab-i Nauras, 1604 CE, Farrukh Beg, 

Bijapur, India.
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While Malik Ambar’s origins as a former slave did not prevent him 
from amassing power, his ethnicity came up at times. For example, the 
Mughal emperor Jahangir used colorism language to express his loath-
ing of Malik Ambar, who defied Mughal state authority. He referred to 
the Habshi kingmaker as “black-fated” and “black-faced.”94 Jahangir 
never got the best of Malik Ambar, however, who died as an old man in 
bed.

Malik Ambar was a master builder whose water systems have sur-
vived the test of time. He oversaw the construction of canals, aqueducts, 
reservoirs, and more at his capital city of Khirki (later renamed Au-
rangabad).95 He also directed construction of a series of cascading lakes 
at nearby Daulatabad, building on Yadava construction from the twelfth 
century. These water projects benefited both cities’ populations. They 
included recreational features, such as an artificial waterfall at Daulata-
bad complete with a viewing platform. Much of this water infrastructure 
remains in use today, with locals at Daulatabad able to point to “malik 
ambar ki pipeline” (Malik Ambar’s pipeline).96 As the longevity of his 
achievements suggests, Malik Ambar was extraordinary. He offers a 
glimpse of what was possible, if rarely realized, in the dynamic society 
of the early modern Deccan.

Still, most Habshis led more ordinary lives in sixteenth-century 
India, as demonstrated by the sad story of Gabriel. Gabriel entered India 
about a decade later than Malik Ambar, in 1582, and soon found him-
self caught between worlds. Gabriel, too, had converted to Islam while 
enslaved in the Arab world. He was brought to the Portuguese Estado 
da India, where he converted to Christianity and was eventually manu-
mitted.97 In the 1590s, he went back and forth between the Ahmadnagar 
Sultanate and Portuguese India, acting as a Muslim in Ahmadnagar 
(known as Ali Handi) and a Christian in Chaul (known as Gabriel). In-
habiting multiple religious identities had precedent. For example, in the 
fifteenth century, the Russian Afanasii Nikitin had traveled to parts of 
western Asia and India, acting sometimes as a Christian and other times 
as a Muslim merchant (known as Khwaja Yusuf Khurasani).98 But there 
was no European colonial presence to object to Nikitin code-switching 
religions as there was to Gabriel.

Gabriel was hauled before the Catholic Inquisition in 1595, confessed 
under duress to backsliding into Islam, and was given penance as 
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punishment. Gabriel had spent most of his life in military slavery, but he 
only lasted a few months in the severe servitude conditions of Portu-
guese Goa.99 Gabriel tried to escape back to Ahmadnagar but was caught 
and sentenced to hard manual labor in Lisbon. That is the last we hear of 
him in the historical record. Gabriel’s saga is a reminder, among other 
things, that many premodern stories have unhappy endings.

Conclusion: Mughal Succession
The lives of ordinary and elite Indians sometimes intersected, such as 
when Akbar’s death in October of 1605 sent shockwaves through north 
India. Writing in Hindi, Banarasidas, a Jain merchant, said that the news 
sent him tumbling down a flight of stairs and panic raged throughout 
the city of Jaunpur. “The whole town was in a tremor. Everyone closed 
the doors of their house in panic; shopkeepers shut down their shops. 
Feverishly, the rich hid their jewels and costly attire underground; many 
of them quickly dumped their wealth and their ready capital in carriages 
and rushed to safe, secluded places. Every householder began stocking 
his home with weapons and arms.”100 Meanwhile, the Mughals had to 
resolve the question of succession since all sons had equal claim to the 
throne.101 Things were eased in this case since two of Akbar’s three sons—
Murad (d. 1599) and Danyal (d. 1605)—had predeceased their father, 
both dying of alcohol poisoning. The remaining son, Prince Salim, had 
rebelled against Akbar and set up a separate court in Allahabad between 
1599 and 1604. But the two had reconciled, and, according to Banarsi-
das, people calmed down about ten days after Akbar’s death, when they 
received news of Prince Salim’s enthronement as Emperor Jahangir. Mu-
ghal succession did not always proceed bloodlessly, however, and so we 
return to the subject in subsequent chapters as the Mughal Empire 
thrived and grew for another century.

Further Reading
There is extensive scholarship on the Mughals, especially Akbar. Special 
mention ought to be made of Wheeler Thackston, who has single-
handedly translated many Mughal-era Persian texts into English (his 
translation of the Akbarnama runs eight volumes. I drew on Catherine 
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Asher and Cynthia Talbot for Rajput history and Sunil Sharma for Per-
sian poetry. For the Deccan, work by Keelan Overton, Roy Fischel, and 
Deborah Hutton was helpful. For scholarship on the Habshis Malik 
Ambar and Gabriel, I relied on Ananya Chakravarti, Richard Eaton, 
and Matteo Salvadore.
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Brahmin—put a fresh idea in a fresh refrain.
A fresh sprout appears more elegant in new dirt.

—Chandar Bhan Brahmin, Mughal Persian poet, ca. 1650 (Persian)1

As the seventeenth century dawned, Mughal rule was entrenched 
in northern India, Deccani Sultanates had divvied up much of the 

south, and European powers continued to gain ground. Many a historian 
has stopped at that, focusing on this period’s political developments. I 
choose another, admittedly more narratively challenging, route in this 
chapter, namely analyzing how South Asian religious communities forged 
new ties and identities in response to early modern political shifts. I sur-
vey the social histories of four groups: Sri Lankan Buddhists, Bengali 
Muslims, Gujarati Jains, and Benares Brahmins. Several strands connect 
these groups’ social developments, including increased travel and migra-
tion, interreligious contacts and contests, and greater production of 
wealth. That said, each community was based in a distinct region and un-
derwent discrete processes of change. That dissimilarity—which show-
cases diverse reactions to broader historical shifts—makes it compelling 
to analyze them in succession. These case studies also embody some key 
South Asian social and cultural changes, such as large-scale conversions 
to Islam among Bengalis and a consolidation of Brahminical identity in 

14
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northern India. In the chapter’s second half, I turn to a more familiar 
story: Mughal artistic and architectural achievements in the seventeenth 
century, enabled by similar broad trends of robust migration and wealth 
concentration.

Buddhists in Colonial Ceylon
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Sri Lankans faced social and 
religious pressures from two European colonial powers. The Portuguese 
colonized parts of Sri Lanka—which was politically fragmented—
between 1506 and 1658, and thereafter the Dutch took their place. Both 
the Portuguese and the Dutch pursued mercantile agendas, but some 
Portuguese—who were Catholic—also tried to gain Christian converts 
in what they called Ceilao (i.e., Ceylon). The Portuguese engaged in sim-
ilar missionary activities in Goa (chapter 12), but there were substantial 
differences in the case of Ceylon. For one thing, the island was predom-
inantly Buddhist, making it the first Buddhist society worldwide to 
experience European colonization.2 Also, Portuguese colonial power 
proved more short-lived in Sri Lanka since they were expelled and re-
placed by the Protestant Dutch in the mid-seventeenth century (in Goa, 
the Portuguese remained until 1961). Portuguese proselytization pro-
voked mixed responses among Sri Lankan communities that spurred 
new kinds of Christian and Buddhist religious identities.

Sri Lankans who converted to Catholicism often gained social and 
political standing. For example, most of the Karava caste of fishers be-
came Christian under the guidance of Franciscans, who promised them 
material gain.3 When five Karava leaders were publicly baptized in 1606, 
the Portuguese Captain-General “was pleased to grant them many fa-
vours and privileges in order to cause the envy of the other gentiles who 
might thus be led to follow their example.”4 Subsequent generations of 
the Karava rose in status as they expanded their expertise from fishing 
to making boats, carpentry, procuring raw construction materials, and 
more. Other early modern Sri Lankans gained freedom from indentured 
servitude or debt by changing their religion. In some cases, Christian 
converts avoided paying taxes to local Buddhist rulers.5 Some kings, too, 
converted. Most famously, Dharmapala (r. 1551–1597) of the Kingdom 
of Kotte along Ceylon’s southwest coast became Catholic in the 1550s and 
ruled, with Portuguese protection, as Dom Joao.6
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Most Sri Lankans remained Buddhist, although they conceptualized 
their religion differently owing to their colonial experiences. Premodern 
Ceylon was a world of religious fluidity where it was common for fol-
lowers of the Buddhist dhamma to honor Hindu gods.7 In contrast, 
Portuguese missionaries argued that one needed to commit to a single 
set of religious practices (preferably Catholic). Stephen Berkwitz has ar-
gued that such sentiments inspired Sri Lankan Buddhists to articulate 
their religious identity in “more assertive, exclusive, and self-conscious” 
ways.8 For example, the Sinhalese poet Alagiyavanna Mukaveti penned 
these lines around 1600–1610, criticizing Buddhists who engaged in 
Hindu or other practices:

Like ignorant merchants who do not know the price of a gem,
taking a lump of glass and greedily calling it a gem,
ignorant beings, wishing for liberation, make offerings,
venerating other gods besides the spotless Noble Sage.
The effort made by ignorant beings that aspire to nirvana,
serving other gods and forsaking the delightful Lord of Sages,
is like pressing an oil machine on a sandy courtyard,
while increasing in one’s mind the desire to obtain oil.9

After the death of his Buddhist patron and amid an increase of Portu-
guese influence, Alagiyavanna converted to Catholicism. Other Sri 
Lankan Buddhists continued to engage with European Christian ideas—
and articulated their own identity in fresh ways—for centuries, includ-
ing during the British colonization of Ceylon (1796–1948).10

In the seventeenth century, encountering Portuguese and Dutch 
Christians prompted some Ceylonese Buddhists to bolster ties with 
their counterparts in Burma. In earlier centuries, Burma, especially 
the coastal kingdom of Arakan, had received Buddhist material items, 
such as copies of the Tipitaka (collection of Buddhist teachings) from 
Sri Lanka.11 Ceylon-Arakan connections grew from the fifteenth century 
onward, piggybacking on the expansion of maritime trade.12 Building 
on older links, an early seventeenth-century ruler of Kandy asked Ara-
kan to send monks to help reconstitute the sangha (community of 
Buddhists renunciants).13 Arakan agreed and honored similar requests 
going forward.14 In the 1690s, the Dutch facilitated Arakan-Ceylon ex-
changes, transporting officials, documents, and monks between the two.15 
Through such activities, Arakan helped to preserve Buddhist practices 
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in Ceylon, even as they were morphing during the island’s long colo-
nial encounter.

Bengali Muslim Converts
In Bengal, a rather different trend unfolded in early modernity as—quite 
unusually in South Asian history—much of the population converted 
to Islam. By 1600, Muslims had participated in South Asian life for 
900 years as traders, Sufis, travelers, rulers, administrators, and more. 
Still, Muslims remained a minority within the subcontinent’s crowded 
religious landscape. To be sure, many Muslims, especially rulers, were 
far more interested in political power than conversion. Certainly, this 
accurately describes the Mughals who never pursued any formal pro-
gram of conversion, in Bengal or elsewhere.16 Bengal was a frontier for 
the Mughals, integrated into the empire over several decades beginning 
in the 1570s.17 In the seventeenth century, Bengal’s local economy boomed 
and, relatedly, many Bengali communities began to adopt Muslim 
practices.

Both rice and textile trades flourished in seventeenth-century Ben-
gal. Rice was newer in the region and depended on clearing forested land 
for cultivation. As agriculture grew, more forest dwellers became inte-
grated into an agrarian economy. Early modern Bengal also exported 
textiles, a huge regional industry that added tens of thousands of jobs 
to meet the demand for fabrics across Eurasia.18 Bengalis had excelled 
at textiles for centuries, with a notable uptick in production following 
the thirteenth-century Delhi Sultanate conquest of Bengal.19

Dacca muslin was Bengal’s most famed textile. The fabric is so sheer 
and flowing that it was known as “running water” (ab-i rawan) and 
“woven air” (beft hawa) that, when thrown, would hang like a cloud in 
the sky.20 The French traveler Tavernier, who visited India in the mid-
seventeenth century, said he could scarcely even feel the fine fabric in 
his hands.21 In a likely apocryphal story, the Mughal emperor Aurang-
zeb (r. 1658–1707) is said to have chastised one of his daughters for ap-
pearing naked when, in fact, she was clad in seven layers of fine Dacca 
muslin.22 What is true is that the Mughal court kept the best Dacca 
muslin—only made in Bengal—for themselves.23

Even with the best kept aside for Mughal elites, nobody could get 
enough of early modern Bengali textiles. The Dutch East India Company 
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established a trading post at Hooghly (Hugli) in 1636 that, by 1654, was 
purchasing 200,000 pounds of raw silk annually. At the same time, South 
Asian traders—especially Gujaratis and Punjabis—purchased ever greater 
quantities of Bengali textiles, often re-exporting them on the subconti-
nent and through Indian Ocean networks.24 This trade was financed, in 
part, by new world silver that flooded into early modern Asia.25

Bengal’s prospering trade and agriculture brought hitherto margin-
alized, forest-dwelling groups into mainstream society, and, as part of 
their social integration, many became Muslim. Weavers, loom makers, 
tailors, thick ribbon weavers, and dyers number among the earliest Ben-
gali communities known to have adopted Islam. In trying to figure out 
why such communities converted, Richard Eaton has argued that it is 
important that they were not Hindu. Rather, Bengali forest communi-
ties had their own local religious practices, largely focused on goddess 
worship. And so, for these groups, becoming Muslim was part of becom-
ing enmeshed in broader commerce patterns and social networks, sim-
ilar to how forest dwellers in other regions adopted caste markers and 
Hindu practices throughout premodernity, often becoming Shudras.26 
As Eaton observes, it is paradoxical that much of “Bengal’s Muslim pop-
ulation emerged under a regime that did not, as a matter of policy, pro-
mote the conversion of Bengalis to Islam.”27 Yet, this is only surprising 
if we overemphasize the role of state elites. Conversion trends among 
early modern Bengali Muslims are a potent reminder that economic 
forces often spur substantial social changes and that non-elite commu-
nities exercise agency over their religious identities.

Jains in Mughal Gujarat
On the other side of the subcontinent, Shvetambara Jains in and around 
Gujarat thrived under Mughal rule, in part owing to their imperial con-
nections. Gujarat had featured in subcontinental and transregional trade 
networks since the Indus Civilization (chapter 1). In the seventeenth 
century, many Gujarati Jains capitalized on robust trade within South 
Asia, increased involvement from European merchants, and goods from 
the New World. Some Jains belonged to a caste group known as bania, 
which also included Hindus, and were reputed as businessmen. By the 
early sixteenth century, banias were known in Cairo as “great merchants 
and good account keepers.”28 In the mid-seventeenth century, members 
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of this group traveled back and forth between Indian Ocean ports, such 
as from Basra (Iraq) to Surat, by the dozens.29 The names and stories of 
individual early modern Jain merchants are mostly lost to time, except 
for the most successful who stand out as extraordinary exemplars of 
broader trends.

Two Gujarati Jains numbered among the richest private individuals 
of seventeenth-century India: Shantidas Jhaveri (d. 1659) and Virji Vora 
(d. ca. 1670). Shantidas lived in Ahmedabad and amassed wealth in the 
jewel trade and as a moneylender, including to Mughal princes. Virji 
Vora was a banker in Surat who comes up in English, Dutch, French, 
and Mughal sources as a “vastly rich” moneylender.30 He was also a 
shrewd trader, often establishing a monopoly over a desirable item—such 
as Malabar pepper—and then jacking up prices.31 Both men directed 
some of their material resources to their wider community. Shantidas 
helped his elder brother sponsor a Jain temple outside of Ahmedabad 
in the 1620s.32 Virji Vora belonged to a Jain sect that rejected icon ven-
eration, but he distributed food to the poor, such as during a famine in 
1630–1632.33 More generally, Gujarati Jain merchants also supported li-
braries and animal hospitals, thereby enacting Jain values of education 
and ahimsa (non-harm).34

Some Jains, including monks, also forged direct connections with 
Mughal elites. For example, in 1610, Jahangir granted Vijayasena, leader 
of the Gujarati-based Tapa Gaccha Jain sect, an imperial order ( farman) 
banning animal slaughter during the Jain festival of Paryushan (observed 
in August–September). The farman advanced the central Jain concept 
of ahimsa to all living creatures. It also publicly advertised the strength 
of Jain imperial ties. Local lay Jains in Agra celebrated the achievement 
by commissioning a Mughal court artist, Shalivahana, to paint a lavish 
scroll illustration depicting white-clad Shvetambara monks among the 
diverse attendees at Jahangir’s court.35 The scroll illustration accompa-
nied an invitation for Vijayasena to visit Agra and so was aimed at an 
internal Jain audience that wanted to celebrate their Mughal connec-
tions. Indeed, Jain monks wrote about their experiences at the Mughal 
court for decades after they had ceased in real life (around 1620). Some 
writers adopted Mughal imperial imagery for Jain communities, speak-
ing of armies of monks who spread Jain teachings.36 In so doing, they 
expressed a regional religious identity that made sense in Mughal-
controlled Gujarat.
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Brahmins in Mughal Benares
Mughal Benares attracted Brahmin migrants from across northern and 
central India whose activities had religious and social impacts far be-
yond the city. Benares, also known as Varanasi and Kashi (and also 
spelled Banaras), is associated with Shiva and situated along the Ganges 
River. It has been inhabited for thousands of years, but virtually noth-
ing survives of the ancient city.37 Benares underwent transformative 
changes in the seventeenth century, largely due to imperial patronage 
from Rajputs. Against this backdrop of largesse, Brahmins flocked to 
Mughal Benares, where they wrote new versions of Hindu stories and 
further delineated Brahminical identity.

In the 1570s, Tulsidas finished his new Hindi Ramayana, titled Ram-
charitmanas (Holy Lake of Rama’s Actions, often known as Manas), in 
Benares. Many Indians had retold the Ramayana story since the earliest 
version attributed to Valmiki a millennium and a half earlier (chapter 6). 
Generally, authors treated Rama with increased reverence over time. For 
example, Kamban’s twelfth-century Tamil Ramayana emphasizes Rama’s 
divinity, depicting him (unlike in Valmiki) as always aware that he is 
Vishnu incarnate.38 Tulsidas takes this even further. His Manas is a bhakti 
work (in the sagun tradition) and presents Rama (i.e., Ram) as the per-
fect man and an unquestionable deity. Bringing both visions together was 
part of his innovation, captured in this line that also appears in a praise 
poem to Hanuman attributed to Tulsidas:

Having corrected, with the dust of the guru’s feet,
the mirror of my heart,
I narrate the stainless glory of Ram,
which bestows the four blessed fruits.39

Tulsidas altered Rama’s tale to bolster his image of an incarnate deity 
who should be universally worshipped. He even depicts Ravana, the 
story’s villain, as fortunate in being slain by Rama, since this means the 
demon king can reach moksha.40

Arguably, Tulsidas’s most stunning invention is an illusory Sita—
literally a shadow (pratibimba)—who is stolen by Ravana while the real 
Sita remains safely ensconced in a purifying fire. Tulsidas’s shadow Sita 
sought to answer Indians’ long-standing discomfort with verifying 
Sita’s sexual purity after she was held captive for months in Ravana’s 
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palace.41 Earlier authors had relied on a fire test (agni-pariksha) to vali-
date Sita’s chastity.42 Tulsidas retained the fire test, using it as the occa-
sion for the real Sita to re-emerge from the purifying fire back into the 
world. But that Tulsidas does not even permit Sita to be in Ravana’s cus-
tody signals that, 1,500 years into the written Ramayana tradition, doubt 
surrounding Sita’s sexual purity had not been fully resolved.

In other ways, Tulsidas continued time-honored aspects of the Ra-
mayana tradition. For example, he endorsed caste and gender privileges, 
depicting the ocean god Varuna as proclaiming, “Drum, rustic, Shudra, 
beast, and woman—all these are fit for beating.”43 For Tulsidas, Rama was 
an “exemplar of social propriety” (maryada purushottama) as an enforcer 
of proper caste and gender roles.44

Tulsidas’s Manas shaped knowledge of the Ramayana saga across 
northern India, both in his time and today. Manuscripts of the text cir-
culated in scripts used by different communities, including Devanagari, 
Persian, and Kaithi (a Kayasth script, associated with Mughal scribes).45 
Even more gained access to Tulsidas’s rendition of Rama’s saga through 
a multiday theatrical performance called Ram Lila (Rama’s play). The 
Ram Lila, too, was developed in Benares, probably in the seventeenth 
century.46 It was hardly the first staging of the Ramayana, but it alone 
became the early modern equivalent of a Bollywood blockbuster.47 Today, 
Ram Lilas remain major cultural events, performed in autumn across 
northern India, and teach generations of northerners Rama’s story in its 
bhakti version. Many who have never even heard of the Manas by name 
know Tulsidas’s version of Rama’s story. This sometimes leads to surprise 
and strong reactions when modern Indians consider sharper aspects of 
Valmiki’s Sanskrit text.48

Another major activity of Brahmins, including Brahmin migrants, 
in Mughal Benares was producing judgments that defined Brahmin-
ness (brahmanatva, brahmanya). Generally, such letters concerned the 
status of specific caste groups and signaled an interest in defining 
community boundaries. For example, a 1583 letter sent from Benares to 
Konkan stipulates that Chiplunas, Devarsis, and Maharashtrian Brah-
mins can, in fact, eat together, and they should cease “hostilities with 
each other.”49 The letter was signed by Brahmins from Konkan, Maha-
rashtra, Gujarat, western Bengal, and Mithila.50 Later letters from Bena-
res and elsewhere addressed the status of the Devarukhes and Shenvis 
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(a subgroup of Goa’s Sarasvat Brahmins), discussing as potentially rel-
evant to considering whether they are Brahmins the groups’ social 
mobility, fish-eating, and historic and current occupations.51 The 1657 
letter quoted here is one example. Others in seventeenth-century Bena-
res took up the question of how one could perceive Brahminness in an 
individual, perhaps an issue that arose with increased mobility and 
contact between hitherto unacquainted Brahminical communities.52 
Brahmins often gathered for such discussions within the Vishvesh-
vara Temple (mentioned specifically in the 1583 letter), rebuilt by the 
Bhatta family in the 1570s–1580s with support from Mughal-employed 
Rajputs.53

1657 Sanskrit Judgment Letter from the Council  
of Brahmins in Benares
Shiva conquers all. Now, at the Muktimandapa (in the Vishveshvara 
Temple) in Kashi (Benares), the truth as to whether the Devarshi Brah-
mins have Brahminness (brahmanya) is adjudicated by learned Brahmins 
and ascetics.

On this point, there is consensus in the assembly of learned house
holders belonging to all Brahmin lineages of Maharashtra, Karnataka, 
Konkana, Tailanga, Dravida, etc., and of the highest order of renounc-
ers whose feet should be revered, on the basis of the Veda, shastras, 
and worldly evidence—The Devarshi Brahmins have learned the high-
est truth from the Veda, shastras, puranas, and itihasa [all Sanskrit texts 
typically restricted to upper-castes].

The Devarshis engage in the practices of good people (sadacharana), 
such as conducting and taking part in Vedic sacrifices. They purify those 
with whom they eat food, are worthy as family relations, and have as 
their nature unparalleled Brahminness (brahmanya).

Moreover, they have contracted marriages with the learned commu-
nity. We have seen this. Shri Raghunatha Bhatta, a learned scholar of 
mimamsa philosophy, married the daughter of Anantabhatta Manikarni, 
who was a Devarukh, but he nevertheless performed the vajapeya sacri-
fice. And many others, who belong to that lineage, are also performers 
of the vajapeya, as are we.
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Those who criticize this decision, which has been rendered by the 
learned, are denigrating Shiva and are murderers of Brahmins. This is 
what we say in this regard, though we could say more. This was written by 
Bhatta Lakshmana, learned in mimamsa philosophy. It was written 
with the permission of the learned. This was done in the Samvat year 1714 
and the Shaka year 1579 (1657 CE). This joint letter has been approved by 
numerous learned men who have come together. [A list of signatories 
follows]54

Some early modern Benaras Brahmins engaged more directly with 
Mughal culture by becoming imperial employees, often hired for their 
Brahminical cultural knowledge. For example, Kavindracharya Sarasvati 
received a stipend from Emperor Shah Jahan, at whose court he instructed 
Mughal princes in Sanskrit texts, likely including the Yogavasishtha, 
and sang vernacular dhrupads.55 At one point, Kavindra convinced Shah 
Jahan to cancel a Mughal tax on Hindu pilgrims to Benares. His Brah-
min contemporaries penned two sets of praise poems to commemorate 
the achievement, one in Sanskrit and one in Hindi.56 In the 1650s and 
1660s, Kavindra enjoyed the patronage of Danishmand Khan, a Mughal 
noble, and Francois Bernier, a French traveler who described Benares 
as the “Athens of India.”57 Kavindra’s multiple identities—as a Sanskrit 
pandit, vernacular musician, Brahmin lobbyist, Mughal court star, and 
native informant for a European—indicate the overlapping possibilities 
for elite Brahmins in early modern north India.

Benares Brahmins who did not accept Mughal support were also in-
fluenced by residing within Mughal territory during the seventeenth 
century. For example, Nilakantha Chaturdhara produced a new edition 
of Vyasa’s Sanskrit Mahabharata in which he added contemporary 
glosses, such as describing ancient mythological weapons as cannons and 
muskets (familiar from Mughal warfare). At times, Nilakantha Chatur
dhara even used Perso-Arabic vocabulary, perhaps heard on the streets 
of Mughal Benares.58

Some Brahmins objected to engagements with Mughal culture, and 
the points of dispute indicate some of the contested boundaries of early 
modern Brahminical identity. For example, writing in Benares in the 
mid-1600s, Khandadeva warned against bilingual (dvaibhashika) Brah-
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mins who might teach Sanskrit to Muslims and others theoretically 
ineligible by varna for such instruction.59 The concern was real since 
Brahmins instructed multiple generations of Mughal elites in Sanskrit 
texts, and two full Sanskrit grammars of Persian survive, sponsored by 
Akbar and Jahangir, respectively.60 The story of Jagannatha Panditaraja 
brings into sharp relief differing Brahminical approaches to seventeenth-
century Indian multiculturalism.

Jagannatha Panditaraja, a Telangana-origin Brahmin, was one of the 
most accomplished Sanskrit intellectuals of the seventeenth century and 
spent his youth at the Mughal court, where he is widely believed to have 
learned Persian.61 Reflecting his comfort in multiple cultural contexts, 
Jagannatha is also rumored to have taken a Muslim (yavani) wife, known 
in Sanskrit sources as Lavangi.62 Jagannatha wrote Sanskrit verses about 
her that sound, in certain ways, closer to Persian poetry:

That Muslim girl has a body soft as butter
and if I could get her to lie by my side
the hard floor would be good enough for me
and all the comforts of paradise redundant.63

Jagannatha’s interreligious love outraged many in his community, which 
widely practiced endogamy. Another Benares-based contemporary even 
reportedly maligned Jagannatha as an outcaste (mleccha) due to his dis-
regard for social conventions.64 Such responses reified a feature of caste 
communities dating back to the early first millennium CE, namely re-
strictive marriage controls, that endured in early modernity even as a 
select few bucked tradition.

Mughal Material Culture
As South Asian regional and religious communities redefined them-
selves, Mughal elites sponsored the arts and large-scale architectural 
projects in northern India. In some ways, Mughal material culture under 
Jahangir (r. 1605–1627) and Shah Jahan (r. 1628–1658) was shaped by sim-
ilar trends of increased world connections. Consider, for example, the 
American turkey that visited King Jahangir’s court. A Mughal courtier 
saw the bird in Portuguese Goa and dragged it overland to Agra. He un-
veiled the turkey at court, amazing Jahangir who marveled at how the 
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strange animal kept changing colors (turkeys do this when stressed).65 
Jahangir ordered a court artist to draw the bird’s likeness, and the image 
survives today as part of the considerable artistic output of Jahangir’s ate-
lier. Mughal elite culture flourished more broadly in the first half of the 
seventeenth century as patrons and artisans together produced stunning 
paintings, gardens, and buildings.

Mughal artists in Jahangir’s workshop depicted real and imaginary 
scenes, often following the emperor’s explicit directions. For instance, 
Balchand painted a deathbed portrait of Inayat Khan as he withered away 
from an opium addiction. Jahangir ordered the grim scene executed in 
a hyper-realistic style, describing his courtier’s appearance thus: “He 
looked incredibly weak and thin. ‘Skin stretched over bone.’ Even his 
bones had begun to disintegrate. Whereas painters employ great exag-
geration when they depict skinny people, nothing remotely resembling 
him had ever been seen. Good God! How can a human being remain 
alive in this shape?”66 Jahangir also ordered artists to paint fictional 
events, such as the emperor alongside his Safavid rival, Shah Abbas (ruler 
of Persia, 1588–1629). The two men never met. But, in the painting, 
Jahangir towers over Shah Abbas and edges him off of Asia in an unsubtle 
projection of Mughal dominance (figure  14.1).67 Some Mughal artists 
painted images that attested to cross-cultural connections. For example, 
images survive of Jahangir visiting with the Hindu ascetic (sanyasi) 
Jadrup (figure 14.2), part of ongoing Mughal relations with numerous 
Hindu communities.68 As described in his memoirs, Jahangir visited 
this ascetic (rather than asking him to come to court) and was im-
pressed, if slightly confused, by Jadrup’s commitment to self-deprivation 
(see excerpt).

Visiting Jadrup, Excerpt from Jahangir’s Persian Memoirs 
Jahangirnama, ca. 1616
It had been repeatedly heard that near the town of Ujjain an ascetic 
sanyasi named Jadrup Ashram had been living for several years in an out-
of-the-way spot in the country far from civilization, where he worshiped 
the true deity. I very much desired to meet him and had wanted to sum-
mon him and see him while I was in Agra, but in view of the trouble it 
would have caused him I didn’t do it. Now that we were in the vicinity, 



Figure 14.1. Mughal Emperor Jahangir (r. 1605–1627) embracing the 

Safavid King Shah Abbas (r. 1588–1629), ca. 1618 CE, Abul Hasan.



Figure 14.2. Mughal Emperor Jahangir (r. 1605–1627) visiting with the 

Hindu ascetic Jadrup, ca. 1617–1620 CE, Govardhan.
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I got out of the boat and went an eighth of a kos [half a kilometer] on 
foot to visit him.

The place he had chosen for his abode was a pit dug out in the middle 
of a hill. The entrance was shaped like a mihrab. . . . ​A skinny person 
would have great difficulty getting in. The length and width of the pit 
were the same. He had neither mat nor straw strewn underfoot as other 
dervishes do. He spends his time alone in that dark, narrow hole. In 
winter and cold weather, although he is absolutely naked and has no 
clothing except a piece of rag with which he covers himself in front and 
behind, he never lights a fire. As Mulla Rumi says, speaking in the idiom 
of dervishes: “Our clothing is the heat of the sun by day, and moonlight 
is our pillow and quilt by night.”

Twice a day he goes to make ablutions in the river nearby, and once 
a day he goes into Ujjain, enters the houses of only three Brahmins out 
of the seven married persons with children he has chosen and in whose 
asceticism and contentment he has confidence, takes in his hand like a 
beggar five morsels of food they have prepared for themselves, and 
swallows them without chewing lest he derive any enjoyment from the 
taste—this provided that no calamity has occurred in any of the three 
houses, no birth has taken place, and there be no menstruating women. 
This is how he lives.

He desires no intercourse with people, but since he has acquired a 
great reputation, people go to see him. He is not devoid of learning and 
has studied well the science of the Vedanta, which is the science of 
Sufism.

I held conversation with him for six gharis [around three hours], and 
he had such good things to say that he made a great impression on me. 
He also liked my company. When my exalted father had conquered the 
fortress of Asir and the province of Khandesh and was on his way back 
to Agra, he also paid him a visit in this very place and often mentioned it 
with fondness.69

Jahangir proudly claimed his Timurid ancestry, weaving it together 
with claims of Indian kingship. For instance, he had his Timurid heri-
tage carved onto an Ashokan Pillar that he re-erected while still a prince 
at Allahabad in the early 1600s. Jahangir’s inscription joined others on 
this pillar, including by the Gupta ruler Samudragupta (r. ca. 335–375), 
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generations of pilgrims, and, of course, Ashoka.70 Delhi Sultanate kings, 
too, had reused Ashokan pillars, thereby participating in the transcul-
tural rhetoric of north Indian political power (chapter 10). Jahangir also 
made his own mark at times. For instance, he and his favorite queen, 
Nur Jahan, minted zodiac coins, cycling through the twelve signs by 
minting each during the appropriate month.71 As Jahangir noted in his 
memoirs, “This method is peculiarly my own and has never been used 
before.”72

Mughal paintings under Jahangir showed increasing Western influ-
ences as more Europeans visited Hindustan. For example, a famous 
image of Jahangir shows him preferring a Sufi shaykh to kings, includ-
ing King James I whose image was copied from a European painting 
(European angels also adorn the scene). Paintings aside, however, 
European material culture did little to impress Mughal elites, who were 
often far wealthier than their Western counterparts. Sir Thomas Roe—
who visited Jahangir’s court in the 1610s to negotiate for the newly 
founded British East India Company—found that his English gifts were 
often rejected as paltry.73 Even Roe’s gifts that were accepted, such as a 
British coach, were spruced up by Mughal artisans before being pre-
sented at Jahangir’s court.74 Roe was aware that his gifts were seen as 
shoddy given opulent Mughal norms, but he and others appear less aware 
of their, by Mughal standards, low personal hygiene.75 As Shah Jahan put 
it: “Truly, the Europeans (farangis) would be a great people but for their 
having three very bad aspects: first, they are Kafirs (i.e., unbelievers), sec-
ondly, they eat pork, and thirdly, they do not wash those parts from 
which replete Nature expels the superfluous from the belly of the body.”76 
For their part, many Europeans were fascinated by Mughal art, even 
if they never traveled to the subcontinent. Rembrandt (1606–1669) and 
his school executed twenty-three surviving paintings of elite Mughal 
figures.77

The Mughals built many gardens in the first half of the seventeenth 
century, such as Nur Jahan’s famed gardens in Kashmir. Kashmir had be-
come integrated into the empire in the 1580s, with its conquest led by, 
among others, the Kachhwaha Rajput Bhagwant Das (Bharmal’s son). In 
subsequent decades, Kashmir became a favorite royal haunt. Nur Jahan—
Jahangir’s favorite wife and the most powerful queen in the Mughal 
dynasty—traveled to the region frequently with her husband, and to-
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gether they built Shalimar Bagh in Srinagar, a pleasure garden that also 
accommodated court business.78 For Jahangir, visits to Kashmir were 
thought to be beneficial for his health, often rocky from his abuse of al-
cohol and opium. Also, Jahangir imagined Kashmir as a paradise for 
all, proclaiming: “For monarchs [Kashmir] is a garden that delights the 
eye, and for poor people it is an enjoyable place of retreat.”79 One won
ders if all “poor people” would have agreed, however, since forced labor 
was known in the region for picking and cleaning saffron flowers and 
carrying wood.80 Early modern Kashmiri villagers also suffered from pe-
riodic floods and famines.81

Shah Jahan, Jahangir’s son and successor, engaged in substantial 
building projects, changing urban landscapes in ways still definitional 
to major South Asian cities today. He sponsored Delhi’s Jama Masjid, a 
large congregational mosque, and much of the city’s Red Fort. Chandar 
Bhan, a Brahmin who worked for Shah Jahan, described the Red Fort as 
a towering symbol of Mughal sovereignty along the Yamuna River thus:

I take such pride in the emperor’s palace
from where it is only one step to the sky.
Its lofty nobility transcends the firmament.
The sun and moon arise from its threshold.
So much pure gold was spent on it
that it couldn’t be counted even in a cosmic ledger.
So how could I use mere words to describe its jewels and stones,
which polish the rust off the mirror of dejected hearts?82

A verse found in the Red Fort’s private audience hall (and often attributed 
to Amir Khusraw) is more succinct in proclaiming: “If there is paradise 
on earth—This is it! This is it! This is it!”83 The same hall contained the 
exquisite Peacock Throne, commissioned by Shah Jahan. The throne was 
the most expensive item Shah Jahan ever patronized, costing a whop-
ping ten million rupees (the Taj Mahal, discussed next, cost five million 
rupees).84 The Peacock Throne was made of gold and adorned by some 
of the most famous stones of premodern Asia, including the Koh-i Noor 
diamond (from Golconda’s diamond mines) and the Timur Ruby 
(which had belonged to Timur’s grandson and upon which Jahangir had 
carved his and Akbar’s names).85 The Peacock Throne did not survive 
early modernity and was disassembled by Nadir Shah after his 1739 sack 
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of Delhi (chapter 16), but the Red Fort still stands and is used as a political 
backdrop by Indian political leaders in the twenty-first century.

Other Mughal elites followed Shah Jahan’s example in large-scale 
construction. For example, between 1648 and 1650, Jahanara (Shah Jah-
an’s eldest daughter) sponsored two mosques, one in Agra and another 
in Kashmir.86 In the 1630s, Lahore’s Mughal governor (who also worked 
as a physician) commissioned the exquisite Wazir Khan Mosque (fig-
ure 14.3) with a polychromed interior.87 The Wazir Khan Mosque is a 
magnificent building, and yet it along with all other Shah Jahan-era 
structures are overshadowed in fame by Agra’s Taj Mahal.

Shah Jahan built the Taj Mahal—easily the most famous Indian 
building from any historical period—for his favorite wife Mumtaz Mahal. 
Indeed, the couple had an extraordinary love story. They were married 
for nineteen years, and, according to the court historian Qazwini, it was 
a happy union for both. Discussions of marital bliss are unusual in Mu-
ghal sources and indicates that their love was likely genuine.88 Still, their 
lives were punctuated by sorrows. Mumtaz bore fourteen children, of 
which only half survived. After the birth of her fourteenth child in 1631, 

Figure 14.3. Wazir Khan Mosque, ca. 1630s CE, Lahore, Pakistan.
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a daughter named Gauharara, Mumtaz began to hemorrhage blood. She 
had time to say goodbye to Shah Jahan before dying, at the age of thirty-
eight. To honor his dead beloved, Shah Jahan commissioned the white 
marble Taj Mahal (figure 14.4), which also became his final resting place 
in 1666.89

The Taj Mahal complex consists of a central mausoleum (with tombs 
underneath), a mosque and mirror mosque for symmetry, gardens orig-
inally filled with trees and water, and more. It was fashioned by thousands 
of artisans, and, among the mason marks (similar to those at Fatehpur 
Sikri, discussed in chapter 13), Hindu names outnumber Muslims ones.90 
Visitors often marvel at the inlaid multicolor stonework that covers the 
mausoleum’s facade. Indeed, each flower is comprised of 100 individually 

Figure 14.4. Taj Mahal mausoleum, mosque and mirror mosque, and 

grounds built for Mumtaz Mahal (d. 1631) by Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan 

(d. 1666), 1631–1648 CE, Agra, India.
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laid stones.91 Lavish inscriptions adorn the central mausoleum’s entry, 
consisting of Quranic verses in black lettering inlaid on white marble.92 
The Taj Mahal is unambiguously Islamic, possibly an expression of par-
adise on earth, although it was not sectarian (Mumtaz was Shia, and 
Shah Jahan was Sunni).93 About the stunning construction, Abu Talib 
Kalim (d. 1651), Shah Jahan’s poet laureate, wrote:

Upon her grave—may it be illumined until the Day of 
Resurrection!

The King of Kings constructed such an edifice
that since Destiny drew the plan of creation
it has not seen such an exalted building.94

The stunning complex took more than a decade to build and required 
extensive maintenance. After Shah Jahan was overthrown in the late 
1650s, Chandar Bhan Brahmin, a Mughal poet and state secretary 
(munshi), was appointed to care for the complex and its gardens.95 He 
appears, like many Indians after him, to have valued the Taj’s beauty 
and symbolism, saying that he would gain favor by looking after “the 
sacred illuminated tomb that is situated between this world and the 
hereafter.”96

Conclusion: Threatened Heritage
The Taj Mahal complex is located in Agra, a long-standing site of Mu-
ghal construction that includes, among other notable buildings, Ak-
bar’s tomb.97 Much of Mughal Agra is not preserved, however, and the 
Taj Mahal is currently under threat from two forces.98 Some Hindu 
nationalists advocate for dismantling the final resting place of Mum-
taz Mahal and Shah Jahan or converting it into a Shiva temple.99 In so 
doing, they seek “to depreciate the Islamic contribution to India.”100 
Also, environmental degradation imperils the Taj, including air and 
water pollution that have discolored its marble facade for decades.101 
Such dangers are a grim reminder that our access to the past is pre-
carious and can be lost if we fail to value and preserve South Asia’s 
diverse heritage.
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Further Reading
I relied on the work of regional specialists, drawing especially on Stephen 
Berkwitz, Catherine Raymond, and Chandra de Silva for Sri Lanka; 
Richard Eaton for Bengali conversions; Shalin Jain for Gujarati Jains; 
and Rosalind O’Hanlon and Christopher Minkowski on Benares Brah-
mins. On the Mughals, Ellison Findly remains a solid resource on Nur 
Jahan, and Corinne Lefevre is a leading expert on Jahangir. Rajeev Kinra 
and Ebba Koch have written, in different ways, about Mughal culture 
under Shah Jahan.
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Aurangzeb’s  
Empire and Two  
Shudra Lineages

It all happened so long ago,
in a different age,
another life.
Who is he to me, anyway?

—Kshetrayya, seventeenth century (Telugu)1

In the mid-seventeenth century, information flew across India. 
Informants, spies, and ambassadors gathered news—especially of 

political events—into daily reports (akhbarat) and letters that they 
dispatched to political centers, like Delhi, Raigarh (in Maharashtra), and 
Lahore. Professional runners transported these written missives up to 500 
miles per week through tag-team sprinting.2 For more urgent matters, 
mounted horses moved even faster. There was robust political drama in 
seventeenth-century India—featuring Mughal, Maratha, and Nayaka 
rule—and this chapter analyzes key events that no doubt perked up the 
early modern ears listening to news reports. But there are reasons for 
my foci here beyond narrating what captivated imaginations at the time. 
Under Aurangzeb Alamgir (r. 1658–1707), the Mughal Empire reached 
its zenith, constituting the largest Indian empire—in terms of land and 
population—up until that point in history. In analyzing Aurangzeb’s 
reign, we consider events and policies that structured the lives of large 
numbers of early modern Indians. In central and southern India, Maratha 
and Nayaka rulers—both of Shudra lineages—offer an opportunity to 

15
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see caste in action, including its negotiated relationship with kingship, 
in two very different ways. At the chapter’s conclusion, I turn from kings 
to the social construct of caste, highlighting caste-oppressed communi-
ties that are often hard to glimpse in the historical record.

Aurangzeb’s Indian Empire
Aurangzeb Alamgir (r. 1658–1707), the sixth Mughal monarch, presided 
over an Indian kingdom of unprecedented size and population. His 
armies expanded Mughal territory to encompass 3.2 million square kilo
meters, covering parts of modern-day India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Bangladesh. Roughly 150 million people lived within Aurangzeb’s 
empire, double the number of Europeans alive at the time.3 The Mughal 
cities of Agra and Delhi were each home to half a million people or 
more.4 The head of such a massive, sophisticated polity merits substan-
tial attention, both as the most successful exemplar of premodern In-
dian kingship and because Aurangzeb’s decisions impacted the lives of 
many others. Aurangzeb’s story as king began when he fought his three 
brothers for the Mughals’ Peacock Throne.5

Fratricidal violence for political power is a recurrent theme in 
premodern India, featuring in myths like the Mahabharata (chapter 5) 
and historically from the ancient dynasties of Magadha in the sixth 
century BCE (chapter  3). The conflict between Aurangzeb and his 
three brothers—Dara Shukoh, Shah Shuja, and Murad—was notably 
intense. It began one fall day in 1657 when runners and riders fanned 
out from Agra with the news that Shah Jahan had fallen gravely ill. Shah 
Jahan’s four adult sons all had equal claim to his throne, as per Timurid 
tradition, although family members tried to avert the expected blood-
shed. The eldest royal sister, Jahanara, wrote to Aurangzeb warning that 
“the fruits of such actions [a succession war] can be only infamy and 
ruin.” She pleaded with him, “Don’t do this, don’t do this!”6 But the 
brothers sought, not infamy, but fame. None chose to voluntary forego 
the possibility of becoming the most powerful, richest king in India, and 
so they fought for nearly two years. Mughal nobles chose a prince to 
support, with Dara Shukoh and Aurangzeb proving the most popular 
contenders in a contest governed by the Persian proverb: Ya takht ya 
takhta (Either the throne or the grave).7

The lengthy succession struggle fascinated Mughal India, whose 
population followed its twists and turns through bazaar gossip and news 
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reports. One dramatic moment came when Aurangzeb tricked his youn
ger brother Murad, promising part of the empire in exchange for Mu-
rad’s troops in the crucial 1658 Battle of Samugarh against Dara Shukoh. 
After winning at Samugarh (near Agra), Aurangzeb found an oppor-
tunity to pacify Murad with wine and arrested him. Aurangzeb later 
ordered Murad killed. Aurangzeb would have killed Shah Shuja, too, 
except that Shah Shuja escaped to Burma, dying in exile a few years 
later.8 Dara Shukoh, the eldest brother, was the most formidable chal-
lenger in terms of political support, but he had never excelled at battle-
field tactics, even when his life hung in the balance. Dara’s troops 
mounted a last stand in March 1659 near Ajmer and were slaughtered 
by Aurangzeb’s army. Dara fled, was arrested months later, and was soon 
beheaded in Delhi on Aurangzeb’s orders.9

Aurangzeb followed Mughal tradition in meting out deadly treat-
ment to his brothers-cum-political rivals. For example, Shah Jahan had 
murdered numerous brothers, nephews, and male cousins to secure his 
ascension.10 But the Mughals dealt leniently with their adversaries’ sup-
porters. Aurangzeb integrated his brothers’ backers into Mughal service 
without punishment and even repaid their debts, such as Murad’s out-
standing balance owed to the Gujarati Jain trader Shantidas Jhaveri 
(chapter 14).11

Aurangzeb’s first major challenge as emperor was quelling opposition 
from Muslim leaders who viewed him as illegitimate. During the nearly 
two-year succession war, Shah Jahan had unexpectedly recovered from 
his illness, and so Aurangzeb had deposed his father. Whereas killing one’s 
brothers was standard Timurid and Mughal practice, everyone at the time 
viewed overthrowing one’s father as against Islamic law (sharia). This cre-
ated real obstacles to ruling when the Mughal Empire’s chief qazi (judge) 
refused to read the Friday sermon (khutba) in Aurangzeb’s name, a critical 
mark of Indo-Muslim kingship. Aurangzeb fired him and appointed the 
more pliable Abdul Wahhab.12 Aurangzeb’s unmoving priority of political 
power—regardless of religious objections—pitted him against Muslim 
leaders and communities on several further occasions during his nearly 
fifty-year reign. When power and piety conflicted, Aurangzeb always 
chose power, living up to his regnal name of Alamgir (world-seizer).

Aurangzeb Alamgir largely followed multicultural Mughal kingship 
norms. Upon his lavish coronation in 1659, complete with musicians and 
poets (described in the excerpted text), Aurangzeb weighed himself 
against gold that was then distributed to the poor (originally a ritual 
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associated with Hindu rulers, chapter 13).13 He also displayed expected 
imperial generosity by abolishing taxes and opening dozens of alms
houses across the empire. Aurangzeb continued to project himself as a 
paternalistic king in later decades. At various points, he tried to clean 
up prostitution, reduce opium consumption, and clamp down on theft 
at public festivals such as Holi.14 Akbar had pursued similar goals, keep-
ing prostitutes out of Fatehpur Sikri and trying to ban gambling and 
liquor.15 Aurangzeb supported learned traditions, such as medicine 
(tibb), which had received state sponsorship from Akbar onward. Some 
Mughal physicians traveled to Persia to study and then brought their 
knowledge back to Aurangzeb’s India.16

Description of Aurangzeb’s May 1659 Coronation Ceremony, 
Excerpt from Persian Maasir-i Alamgiri, ca. 1710
[Aurangzeb Alamgir] ordered his officers to make preparations for the 
coronation celebrations, and they did their best. An eloquent preacher 
ascended the pulpit and read an impressive khutba, and he was 
rewarded to his heart’s content. Such quantities of gold and silver coins 
were distributed in the name of the emperor that the wide bag of hope 
was filled by picking them up. The courtiers bowed to do honor and sang 
the praises of and prayed for the emperor. The doors of imperial trea
suries were opened to all people, and the expectations of all, young and 
old, were fulfilled. . . . ​It was ordered that edicts should be issued an-
nouncing the accession and the happy news of protection and happi-
ness to all parts of the empire. The emperor with open-handed liberality 
gave grand rewards to the princes, royal women, and imperial hand-
maids; every one of the nobles and faithful servants received promotion 
and the title according to his rank; pious and religious men, poets, mu-
sicians, and singers received suitable rewards and gifts.17

Like all other Mughal kings, Aurangzeb was Muslim and perfor-
matively used Islam, including its talismanic and Sufi aspects, to bol-
ster his kingship. For example, faced with a threatening flood, he 
threw written prayers into the rising waters to cause them to recede.18 
He maintained ties with Chishti figures, visiting Muinuddin’s shrine 
in Ajmer as Akbar had done (figure  15.1). Upon his death in 1707, 



Figure 15.1. Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb (r. 1658–1707) visiting Muinuddin 

Chishti’s shrine in Ajmer around 1680 CE, ca. early eighteenth century.
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Aurangzeb was buried, as per his wishes, within a Chishti shrine in 
Khuldabad, Maharashtra.

Aurangzeb also placed his own mark on Mughal kingship, especially 
reflecting his obsession with justice (‘adalat) as understood through his 
early modern Indo-Muslim lens. For example, recall that Akbar had 
directed extensive imperial patronage to translating Sanskrit texts into 
Persian, which required Brahmins and Mughals to collaborate (chap-
ter 13). In contrast, the most robust intellectual product of Aurangzeb’s 
court was the Fatawa-i Alamgiri, a massive synthesis of Hanafi legal judg-
ments, written in Arabic and translated into Persian, compiled by doz-
ens of ulama over eight years.19 Aurangzeb’s building agenda, too, marked 
new emphases for the Mughals. He built Lahore’s Badshahi Masjid, the 
largest mosque in the world at the time and more ornate than major 
mosques sponsored by Shah Jahan.20 In contrast, Aurangzeb generally 
declined to spend lavish sums on individual mausoleums, such that Au-
rangabad’s Bibi ka Maqbara—built to house the remains of one of Au-
rangzeb’s wives—pales in comparison to Shah Jahan’s grand Taj Mahal 
(chapter 14).

Ten years into his reign, Aurangzeb pared down aspects of Mughal 
court ceremony. Some of his changes were prudent. For example, he 
eliminated appearing to his people at the jharokha, a practice that cen-
tered authority in the king but also advertised when Shah Jahan had 
fallen ill (which led to him being deposed). In other cases, Aurangzeb 
molded Mughal court proceedings to his personal tastes, such as when 
he reassigned court musicians (and, likely, court painters).21 One result 
was to disperse artistic talent to the courts of princes and nobles, which 
proved a creative boon. Indo-Persian authors produced more treatises 
on music during Aurangzeb’s reign than they had in the prior half mil-
lennium, largely working for sub-imperial patrons.22

Aurangzeb Alamgir conquered the Deccan, bringing a long-standing 
Mughal ambition into reality at great human cost. He relocated his court 
south in 1681 and, later that decade, successively assaulted Bijapur and 
Golconda, the two remaining Deccan Sultanates. The siege of Bijapur 
lasted fifteen months (1685–1686) and devastated the local population. 
The next year at Golconda, the Mughals deprived the fort of food, med-
icine, and water for eight months and then bribed a Qutb Shahi official 
to leave a door ajar one night. Fighting starved and cholera-stricken 
enemies, Mughal troops secured Golconda in mere hours (figure 15.2).23 



Figure 15.2. Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb (r. 1658–1707) at the siege of 

Golconda in 1687 CE, ca. 1750.
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During these brutal assaults, Bijapuri ulama pled for mercy, and Au-
rangzeb’s own qazi, Abdul Wahhab’s son, refused to sanction actions 
against other Muslim-led polities.24 But Aurangzeb pursued political 
power relentlessly, changing his qazi (again) rather than his military 
strategy.25

Aurangzeb spent the next twenty years, between 1687 and 1707, wan-
dering around southern India, trying to secure Maratha lands and forts. 
Both the Mughals and Marathas used scorched-earth tactics, literally 
burning crops, which led to hunger and disease.26 Mughal territorial 
gains were modest, at best, in these final decades. One historian of the 
period described Aurangzeb, an old man in his seventies and eighties, 
unflatteringly as “very greedy” such that he “personally runs about pant-
ing for some heaps of stone.”27

Governance problems beset the Mughal Empire in Aurangzeb’s later 
years. Crooked tax collectors skimmed money—quite possibly a lot of 
money—off collections intended for the imperial treasury.28 Bandits at-
tacked travelers and traders on Mughal roads.29 Aurangzeb wrung his 
hands about law-and-order problems in letters, such as lambasting his 
son Azam Shah as “indifferent to tyranny” in promoting corrupt offi-
cials. He warned that Azam Shah would have to explain his actions to 
God on the Day of Judgment, but the king did little to stop his wayward 
son. On a larger scale, the Mughal financial system entered a crisis as 
the Deccan conquests brought a flood of new mansabdars (ranked 
Mughal officials), for whom there was neither enough land nor money. 
Unable to pay his men, Aurangzeb would write on the slips of those 
claiming salaries, “There is only one pomegranate to serve a hundred 
sick men.”30 Even while Aurangzeb exercised unprecedented power 
over much of India, large cracks emerged in the Mughal state facade.

Hindus and Religious Minorities  
in Aurangzeb’s India
Aurangzeb’s empire included Muslims, Sikhs, Jains, Christians, and Hin-
dus, many of whom thrived during Mughal rule. In the seventeenth 
century, “Hindus” typically did not use that Perso-Arabic term and in-
stead identified themselves by caste, regional, or sectarian affiliations 
(e.g., as Brahmins, Marathas, southerners, Shaivites).31 Forefronting dis-
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tinctions between Hindu communities helps to capture their diverse 
experiences under Aurangzeb, who had no policy toward Hindus at 
large. Instead, following Mughal precedent and older Indian customs, 
Aurangzeb treated Hindu communities (and religious minorities) in dif
ferent ways, depending on state interests.

Aurangzeb had personal connections with many elite Hindus. His 
family included Rajput women, who had intermarried with the Mughals 
for generations. Some of Aurangzeb’s own most memorable lovers—at 
the beginning and end of his life—were Hindu women. In 1653, he saw 
Hirabai Zainabadi, a dancer and musician employed in his maternal 
aunt’s home in Burhanpur, playfully pluck a mango from a tree and fell 
head over heels in love. The pair enjoyed a whirlwind romance, and Au-
rangzeb was heartbroken when she died less than a year later. He de
cided to go hunting to distract himself, proclaiming:

Grieving at home gives no solace to the heart.
In the lonely jungle I can cry out to my heart’s content.32

Half a century later, Aurangzeb spent his final years in the company of 
Udaipuri, his son Kam Bakhsh’s mother, who was also a musician and a 
Hindu.33 In that case, Aurangzeb died first and Udaipuri soon followed 
in 1707.

Aurangzeb employed Hindus in state positions, which benefited 
Kayasths, Rajputs, and other elite Hindu groups. Aurangzeb positively 
gushed over his finance minister, Raja Raghunatha, repeating Raghuna-
tha’s wisdom on running the empire even decades after the minister’s 
death.34 Other contemporaries noted more generally that “there were no 
people better than the Hindus” for running imperial finances.35 Under 
Aurangzeb, Rajput lineages thrived, even as the Rathors and Sisodiyas 
mounted a joint (ultimately unsuccessful) rebellion in 1679–1681.36 New 
groups, especially Maratha elites, were integrated into state service owing 
to the Deccan conquests. Largely due to the Maratha influx, the percent-
age of Hindus in the Mughal imperial nobility surged by 50  percent 
under Aurangzeb as compared to his three predecessors.37 Outside of 
court, too, Aurangzeb was often viewed positively by elite Hindus, being 
the dedicatee of two Hindu-authored Ramayanas.38 Similarly, in his Ma-
habharata inspired by Tulsidas’s Manas, Sabalsingh Chauhan repeat-
edly praised “Shah Aurang,” the “Great lord of Delhi.”39
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The Mughal Empire included thousands of Jain and Hindu temples 
that were subject to twinned imperial policies of protection and destruc-
tion. Most commonly, Aurangzeb simply left temples alone. But he 
occasionally intervened in their affairs to exert paternalistic state protec-
tion. For example, one of Aurangzeb’s early acts as emperor was ordering 
Mughal officials at Benares to ensure “that nobody unlawfully disturbs 
the Brahmins or other Hindus of that region, so that they might remain 
in their traditional place and pray for the continuance of the Empire.”40 
Throughout his reign, Aurangzeb gave land and money to Brahmin com-
munities.41 He also personally appreciated the beauty of Indian temples, 
describing the Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist temples at Ellora as “one of the 
wonders of the work of the true transcendent Artisan (God).”42

Aurangzeb considered temples as legitimate targets in political 
disputes, an Indian stance dating back, at least, to the Chalukyas and 
Pallavas (seventh century CE) who had looted Hindu religious icons to 
express domination over political enemies (chapter 9). Following a long 
line of Indian kings—including the Pandyas, Pratiharas, Cholas, Chan-
dellas, Delhi Sultanates, and his own Mughal predecessors—Aurangzeb 
ordered about a dozen Hindu and Jain temples damaged or destroyed 
during his reign, generally when temple affiliates undermined Mughal 
state interests. For example, he ordered Benares’s Vishvanatha Temple 
destroyed after local landlords rebelled in 1669 (one wall of the temple 
still stands today, incorporated into a later mosque).43 Aurangzeb lev-
eled the Keshavadeva Temple in Mathura in 1670 amid Jat uprisings in 
the region.44 Still, temple destructions were a relatively infrequent Mu-
ghal tool to compel submission and are perhaps most noteworthy because 
of their accompanying rhetoric.

Political motivations notwithstanding, early modern writers often 
invoked religious language to express violent displays of imperial author-
ity carried out against religious targets. Mughal works spoke of hitting 
against the “infidels” and praised the spread of Islam through holy war 
( jihad).45 Rajput texts sometimes followed a similar pattern of express-
ing political anger in religiously charged language, such as a ca. 1680 
Hindi text that depicts Rana Raj Singh of Mewar (a Rajput who rebelled 
against Aurangzeb) decreeing:

I spread the superior Veda and will preserve on earth the Puranas.
The qazi’s books and all the Qurans, I reduce all these to ashes.
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I will grind down the Mughals and establish my own garrison in 
Delhi.

I maintain Hindu customs and uproot the demonic ways.
I will raise up the best holy temples and tear down the Muslim 

sites,
I will protect all the Rathors, the angry Rana Raj said.46

Like with Mughal rhetoric regarding Jain and Hindu temples, Rajput 
rhetoric on destroying Islamic sites and practices offers insight into pro-
paganda. It allows us to see that early modern Indians—of various reli-
gious backgrounds—found it appropriate and useful to invoke heated 
religious rhetoric within conflicts. Even so, as noted earlier, we must fore-
front politics to recover the realpolitik causality behind targeting places 
of worship.

Aurangzeb broke with Mughal tradition by reinstating the jizya 
tax in 1679, which proved one of his most controversial decisions. Akbar 
had suspended the jizya—a discriminatory tax levied on most non-
Muslims—across the Mughal Empire in 1564.47 Aurangzeb brought 
back the tax, perhaps to address the Mughal Empire’s financial difficulties 
or to employ the ulama, who served as special tax collectors for it. 
Many imperial elites opposed the policy, including Jahanara and Raj
put leaders.48 A letter survives, perhaps written by a Rajput, that lam-
basts the jizya as exacerbating the plight of the “famine-stricken” and 
reducing the once glorious Timurids to snatching “beggars’ bowls.”49 The 
letter accuses Aurangzeb of reverting the Mughal disposition, articulated 
by Akbar, of universal civility (sulh-i kull) in favor of a more acrimoni-
ous stance.50 Aurangzeb was unmoved by such arguments, although 
he later abated the jizya in deference to hardships, such as across the 
Deccan in 1704.51

Some religious groups were armed in early modern India, and Au-
rangzeb treated harshly those he perceived to threaten Mughal interests. 
For example, in 1672, Aurangzeb personally led Mughal troops against 
the Satnamis, a low-caste millenarian movement in eastern Punjab. The 
fierceness of Satnami, who were shaven-headed and led by a prophet-
ess, astonished observers. Aurangzeb fought magic with magic, writing 
prayers and magical figures on banners to ensure Mughal victory.52 Au-
rangzeb was not personally involved in assaults on Sikhs, another armed 
Punjab-origin group, but he sanctioned the Mughal assassination of Tegh 
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Bahadur, the ninth Sikh guru, in 1675.53 Unsurprisingly, Sikh sources 
often promote a negative view of the Mughals. For example, the 1704 Za-
farnama lambasts a Mughal leader as “fond of lucre, false in faith, 
unrighteous and unpractising, for God or Prophet without care.”54 In 
contrast, Aurangzeb left alone armed religious leaders who posed no 
threat to state interest and only fought among themselves, granting five 
armed Ramanandi commanders the ability “to move freely around 
the whole Empire” in the early 1690s.55

Aurangzeb treated certain Islamic communities harshly, even while 
maintaining equanimity in state employment. For example, he massa-
cred a few dozen Mahdavis, a millenarian group in Gujarat in the 1640s, 
when he was a prince. He repeatedly harassed the Bohras, a Shia Ismaili 
group, even requiring their mosques to host five daily prayers in the 
Sunni style.56 Still, such treatment did not bleed over into Mughal state 
service. This was put to the test when, in the late 1680s, a man from Bukhara 
petitioned Aurangzeb to ban Shias from Mughal service. Aurangzeb 
scoffed, saying: “What connection have earthly affairs with religion? 
And what right have administrative works to meddle with bigotry? ‘For 
you is your religion and for me is mine.’ If this rule suggested by you 
were established, it would be my duty to extirpate all the Rajahs (i.e., 
Rajputs) and their followers. Wise men disapprove of the removal from 
office of able officers.”57 Indeed, Aurangzeb ran a multicultural empire, 
like his predecessors, with no religious litmus test.

Shivaji’s Caste Concerns
In central India, the Maratha Bhonsle family established itself as an 
independent power in the late seventeenth century and formulated a 
royal identity distinct from that of Indo-Persian rulers. The Bhonsle 
family first entered into the historical record in the early to mid-1600s 
when Maloji (d. 1622) and his son Shahji (d. 1664) served the Deccan 
Sultanates, including Malik Ambar.58 The Bhonsles were widely consid-
ered to be Shudras, and they numbered among numerous Shudra groups 
gaining visibility around this time, including the Reddys in Andhra, Jats 
in and around the Punjab, Patels in Gujarat, and Nairs in Malabar.59 As 
James Laine has noted, Shahji was likely perceived by his contemporar-
ies as a “grateful beneficiary of his Muslim patrons.”60 But Shahji’s son, 
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Shivaji (1630–1680), broke with his family heritage to declare himself a 
Kshatriya ruler of north Indian Rajput descent. Shivaji’s decision under-
lined the ideological attraction of Rajput ruling identity, even in a world 
where all Rajputs were politically subservient to the Mughals. Shivaji’s 
attempt to project himself as a Kshatriya also provides insight into 
the refinement of caste identities in the early modern Deccan.

Shivaji was a shrewd tactician and, like other political figures of his 
era, used every available means to gain power. One such moment came 
in 1659 when he met with Afzal Khan of Bijapur, ostensibly under a truce. 
Both men were distrustful and arrived secretly armed. Shivaji concealed 
an iron claw in his fist, which he used to disembowel Afzal Khan.61 In 
battle, Shivaji’s nimble troops practiced guerilla warfare and often out-
smarted the bigger, bulkier Mughal army. In 1664, Shivaji astounded his 
contemporaries by raiding Mughal-controlled Surat. As the Mughal gov-
ernor hid, Shivaji’s men plundered royal assets and traders’ homes in 
the lucrative port city for days.62 In response, the Kachhwaha Rajput Jai 
Singh led Mughal forces to besiege Shivaji at Purandar Fort in 1665. 
Shivaji surrendered after a few months and was briefly pressured into 
Mughal service.63 The arrangement did not last, however. After pre-
senting tribute to Aurangzeb in Agra, Shivaji aroused suspicions by act-
ing out of turn at court and so was placed under house arrest. He bribed 
the Mughal guards to release him and soon began carving out a slender 
Maratha kingdom across the Western Ghats.

In 1674, Shivaji crowned himself chatrapati (emperor) and faced a 
caste challenge. He needed to be a Kshatriya to perform the consecra-
tion (rajabhisheka) ceremony, but the Bhonsles did not number among 
the ninety-six “aristocratic Maratha families” that “claim Rajput de-
scent.”64 As a result, they were grouped with “the remainder of Marathas” 
that “cannot claim twice-born status.”65 In other words, Shivaji’s con-
temporaries considered him an “upwardly-mobile Shudra.”66 Like Au-
rangzeb, Shivaji did not let religion thwart his political ambitions, and so 
he engaged in a ceremony to advertise his self-purported Kshatriya 
heritage combined with a royal consecration, formulated and led by 
Gagabhatta, a Benares Brahmin.67 Gagabhatta pitched the event as a 
caste recovery ceremony (since an individual cannot change castes68) and 
led Shivaji for weeks through ritual actions that featured time-honored 
markers of upper-caste Hindus. The king donned the sacred thread, was 
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purified with water, and remarried his numerous wives using Vedic man
tras. During the coronation, Shivaji ascended an ornate throne covered 
with skins of tigers, wild cats, and other animals.69

As a newly minted or recovered Kshatriya, Shivaji claimed to be kin 
of the Sisodiyas, the Sun-descended paragon of Rajput lineages. It was a 
bold claim, the boldest that Shivaji could have made.70 But few if any 
early modern Rajputs were convinced. Jaswant Singh, leader of the 
Rathor Rajputs of Marwar, called Shivaji a “mere bhumia” (petty land-
holder).71 Jai Singh of the Kachhwaha lineage would neither eat nor 
intermarry with the Bhonsle family.72 Even today, Shivaji’s Shudra ori-
gins are widely rumored in Maharashtra.73 And yet that Shivaji went to 
such lengths to project himself as a Rajput attests to the importance of 
caste—a social category marked by hierarchy, ritual purity, and, for Shivaji, 
kingship—in the early modern Deccan.74

Even without persuading his Rajput contemporaries, Shivaji’s caste 
recovery and coronation ceremony demonstrated his ability to compel 
Brahminical sanction. The ceremony’s architect, Gagabhatta, hailed from 
a well-regarded learned family and was considered an expert on Shu-
dras.75 Perhaps Gagabhatta’s views on Shivaji’s caste were genuine; we 
have no way to know. We do know that Gagabhatta was extraordinarily 
well renumerated for his efforts, receiving more than 100,000 gold coins 
from the Bhonsle treasury along with other gifts.76 During the ceremony, 
Shivaji also gave abundant gifts to Brahminical communities, including 
gold, silver, copper, ghee, food, and cows.77 Such extravagance had eco-
nomic ramifications for the kingdom, and Shivaji subsequently raided 
nearby territories and levied new taxes, including the simhasan-patti 
(coronation tax).78 It attests to his political power that Shivaji was able 
to harness the wealth of his subjects and nearby kingdoms in support of 
his claim of Rajput ancestry.

Shivaji’s coronation also served as a battlefield for contesting power 
between Brahminical communities, a broader feature of seventeenth-
century India, when a group of tantric Brahmins objected to its efficacy. 
By the seventeenth century, tantra (a wide-ranging set of ritualistic 
practices) had been part of Hindu traditions for more than a millen-
nium (chapter 8). Tantra had also become associated with royal power 
and, helpfully for Shivaji, often cut across caste lines.79 Tantric Brah-
mins, led by Nishchala Puri, convinced Shivaji to undergo a second 
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ritual, a do-over except performed according to tantric norms.80 This 
second ceremony featured non-Vedic elements such as lions, which were 
important in Maratha imagery and purana texts (but not in the Vedas).81 
The Sanskrit manual for the tantric ceremony castigated Gagabhatta 
and his associates as incompetent priests who oversaw a ceremony 
“attended by numerous ill-omens and disasters.”82 Such passages indi-
cate, among other things, Brahminical competition for access to royal 
resources.

In his final years on the throne, Shivaji (d. 1680) promoted neoclas-
sical ideas about Sanskrit and caste, which created a new—if short-
lived—ruling culture. He patronized the Rajavyavaharakosha (Lexicon 
of royal institutes), which provides Sanskrit synonyms for 1,500 Indo-
Persian administrative words.83 Sanskrit had never been a language of 
day-to-day state operations, and Persian was favored in the Mughal-
Rajput ruling culture that dominated seventeenth-century northern 
India. But Shivaji sought to project a newly hardened version of Ksha
triya rule.

Shivaji also encouraged depictions of himself and his enemies that 
used reified ideas regarding caste, such as in a Sanskrit court hagiogra-
phy titled Suryavamsha (Sun’s lineage, ca. 1675). The work depicts Shi-
vaji as favoring Brahmins in a manner, in theory at least, definitional to 
Kshatriya kings.84 In reality, Shivaji ran a multicultural polity, employ-
ing Muslims in his army and keeping qazis on payroll.85 But none of this 
features in the propagandistic world of the Suryavamsha. Instead, the 
work couches Shivaji’s actions in old Vedic narratives, such as referring 
to his killing of Afzal Khan as Indra facing Vrita.86 Narratively, a closer 
parallel would have been Bhima ripping open Duhshasana’s chest in the 
Mahabharata war, but this was not Vedic and so would not have pro-
vided the projected longevity that Shivaji desired. The Suryavamsha also 
claimed that Shivaji attacked Afzal Khan, in part, because the Bijapuri 
general was “hell-bent on obstructing the path of caste dharma (varna-
dharma).”87 This is unlikely on two scores. Shivaji attacked Afzal Khan 
as a political enemy, and Afzal Khan promoted no program of social 
equality so far as we know. But, for Shivaji, rulership involved claiming 
upper-caste status via its exclusionary privileges, eschewing the real-
world examples around him of Rajputs who served the Mughals and 
Nayaka kings further south who ruled as Shudras.
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Proud Shudra Nayaka Kings
From the mid-sixteenth century into the early eighteenth century, dis-
crete Nayaka lineages ruled over parts of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu 
as Shudra sovereigns. The Nayakas were of Telugu origin and had origi-
nally served as military chiefs (nayakas) under Vijayanagara rule. As 
Vijayanagara power waned in the 1500s, Nayakas founded their own 
ruling dynasties, with three major Tamil Nadu branches at Madurai, 
Thanjavur, and Jinji (also spelled Senji and Gingee), respectively. The 
Thanjavur and Jinji Nayakas both fell during the seventeenth century to 
other local powers, and the Madurai Nayakas were overthrown in the 
1730s.88 Even while in power, the Nayakas exercised limited political au-
thority. Here I focus on Nayaka cultural policies and their political self-
image, which offer windows into Shudra identity and Hindu practices 
in Madurai.

In contrast to Shivaji, Nayaka rulers celebrated their low-caste sta-
tus. For example, Chemakura Venkatakavi wrote a Telugu poem for 
Raghunatha (r. 1612–1634) of Thanjavur exalting his patron as “born from 
the feet of incarnate Hari (Vishnu).”89 This followed a widely known 
Vedic hymn on the origins of the four varnas, where Brahmins emerged 
from the head, Kshatriyas from the arms, Vaishyas from the legs, and 
Shudras from the feet (quoted in chapter 2). The original hymn indicated 
Shudras’ inferiority and designated role as servants, but Chemakura 
twisted it in his patron’s favor. He noted that being born in the “pure and 
brilliant class” of Shudra made the Nayakas kin of the Ganges, also born 
of Vishnu’s feet.90 The Nayakas still played into the caste hierarchy in 
many ways, such as by feeding Brahmins by the thousands.91 In other 
ways, their ruling decisions had nothing to do with religion. For example, 
like their contemporaries, Nayaka rulers employed soldiers of various 
religious and ethnic backgrounds.92 Their patronage, too, was broad-
based, with the Nayakas of Thanjavur sponsoring Catholic churches 
and both the Thanjavur and Madurai lines supporting Sufi dargahs.93 
Still, few premodern Indian kings openly celebrated being Shudras, and 
the Nayaka rulers stood out in this regard.

In an exercise of royal authority, the Nayaka kings in Madurai re-
structured the spring Chittirai Festival, fusing together Vaishnava and 
Shaivite celebrations. When Tirumalai Nayaka (r. 1623–1659) took the 
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throne, there were two discrete events: Vishnu’s annual trek to the Vaikai 
River and celebrating Meenakshi and Sundareshvara (Shiva)’s marriage. 
In the new Nayaka version, the narratives were combined such that 
Vishnu is Meenakshi’s brother and misses her wedding. The fused festival 
made Madurai’s largest celebration focused on Meenakshi and Shiva’s 
marriage, of which the Nayaka kings claimed to be the product.94 The 
annual activities largely center on the Meenakshi Temple complex, 
which sprawls over fourteen downtown acres and was largely built under 
the Nayakas. Changing the festival demonstrated the ability of Nayaka 
kings to go against earlier ritual prescriptions regarding dates.95 In a text 
written around when the new festival was debuted, Nilakantha Dikshita 
celebrated that Meenakshi’s eyes—representing a younger, regional 
tradition—have replaced Vishnu’s fish (matsya) incarnation, namely an 
older, transregional myth:

There was this old Fish, exhausted
from looking for all the Vedas.
We don’t think about him.
What we praise,
Mother,
is what all the Vedas see,
your two
fish-eyes.96

Chittirai is still celebrated today as Madurai’s largest annual Hindu 
festival.

Seeing Shudras and Dalits
In early modernity, caste-oppressed communities come into clearer 
focus, even beyond Shudra kings. Accordingly, I review here some fea-
tures of the caste system in premodernity and focus attention, even if 
briefly, on those at the bottom of this social hierarchy. The construct of 
caste—both varna and jati—had been around for millennia by the sev-
enteenth century. In Brahminical dharmashastra from the early first mil-
lennium CE and later, the caste system’s inequality was theorized as a 
virtuous, unchangeable part of dharma, but this was always theoretical 
(chapter 7). In real life, caste was oppressive and dynamic as more com-
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munities were integrated into this hierarchy, most often in lower caste 
categories. Some premodern Indians pushed back against the social 
stratification of caste, including early Buddhists, Jains, Shaiva groups, 
and nirgun bhakti saints (including Guru Nanak, the founder of 
Sikhism).

Some even denied the inborn nature of varna and jati (standard 
Brahminical assertions). As a sixteenth-century Shaiva author put it: 
“Maya (Guru of the Asuras) created caste divisions (jatibheda) through-
out the nine divisions of Bharata. It does not exist in other lands. There-
fore, it is nothing but a fabrication.”97 But other early modern Indians 
found it impossible to imagine any subcontinental society absent caste 
distinctions. For example, the sixteenth-century Rayavacakamu (Tidings 
of the king) refers to “a Brahmin-caste demon,” assuming that caste or-
dered even Indian demon society.98 Those at the top of the hierarchy—
especially Brahmins—are visible throughout premodern Indian history, 
but early modernity presents us with the evidence to take a closer look 
at those who populate the pyramid’s bottom: Shudras and (beneath 
them) Dalits.

Between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries, dozens of dhar-
mashastra texts focused on how to admit Shudras into Hindu ritual 
life. This new emphasis responded to social changes, especially bhakti 
challenges to the relevance of caste to gaining liberation and the rise of 
wealthy, powerful Shudra communities.99 The results were innovative 
while maintaining caste distinctions. For example, Krishnashesha (ca. 
sixteenth century) argued that Brahmins should open rituals to Shudras 
by reciting from a genre of sectarian Hindu texts known as puranas 
(chapter 7), since Shudras were prohibited from hearing the Vedas.100 
It was noteworthy to include Shudras, in any fashion, in Brahmin-led 
rituals. That said, early modern thinkers often distinguished between 
asat (bad) shudras who were servants and sat (good) shudras who 
were upwardly mobile, only affording limited ritual privileges to the 
latter. Even the “good Shudras” were still barred from hearing the sa-
cred Vedas, a mark of belonging to the upper three varnas. And the 
new rituals were still under exclusive Brahminical control, which fur-
ther entrenched the differential valuation of human worth within the 
caste hierarchy.

Dalits also come into view in this period, such as in a Telugu play 
that examines Dalit-Brahmin relations as well as the connection between 
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gender and caste. Dalits (downtrodden; formerly called “untouchables”) 
are a group below Shudras in the caste hierarchy and outside of the four-
fold varna classification entirely. Around 1700, Shahaji composed a 
short Telugu drama titled Take My Wife (Sati-dana-suramu) about a 
Brahmin who lusts after a Dalit woman—to her horror as well as the con-
sternation of his young Brahmin pupil—and eventually compels her 
husband’s consent to have sex with her. Shahaji ruled from 1684 to 1712 
at Thanjavur, where Shivaji’s half-brother Ekoji (Shahaji’s father) had es-
tablished a Maratha-led polity in 1676. Shahaji’s play Take My Wife was 
intended to be performed annually at a festival at the Rajagopalasvami 
Temple, about thirty kilometers south of Thanjavur.101 The drama men-
tions many recurrent features of caste, including purity markers, diet, 
vocation, and marriage restrictions (see excerpt). In a part not included 
in the excerpt, the Brahmin (called “Guru,” teacher) describes the Dalit 
woman (Matangi) as light skinned in a colorism compliment of her 
beauty.102

Excerpt from Telugu Drama Take My Wife,  
Attributed to Shahaji, ca. 1700

Guru [to the Matangi woman]:
May you have pleasure, and many children.
You have beautiful eyes. Listen to me.
Where are you from? What is your name?
What caste? Tell me, please.
Your charm has turned me to ashes.
Please talk to me.

Pupil: Why are you wasting your time on her? You’re wearing a 
sacred thread,

a light-red dhoti, with sandal and sacred rice on your  
forehead. 

She’s disgusting. It’s like an elephant talking to a goat.

Matangi: We’re Untouchables. If you touch us, you become 
unclean.

Don’t come close. We’re Madigas, working with leather.
Our huts are to the east of the village.
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Everybody insults us, and you’re a Brahmin.
We eat beef, we drink liquor.
We don’t know how to speak well.
Don’t talk to me.

Pupil: My god! Why did you come here? 
Come away. 
Where have your Vedas and Puranas 
and Shastras disappeared to? 
I came to study with you because you 
are a learned man, 
and here you are deep in conversation
with a Matangi.

Guru: Wait, I have to respond to her.

Pupil: In that case, I don’t want to be around. I’m off. I’m still 
young, unmarried.

If you hang out with Untouchables, and I’m close by, no one
will give me their daughter. I’ll keep my distance.

Guru [to the Matangi woman]:
You said you’re Untouchable, but there’s no blame
in that. We are also Untouchable. Let me explain.
You said you shouldn’t be touched, which means
you’re pure as fire. All I want is to touch you.
You said you’re beyond caste,
so you must be the highest of all.
You said nobody can touch you. I’m for that.
No one, that is, except me.
You said you deal in animal skins.
Are you any different from Lord Shiva?
We drink cows’ milk, but you eat the whole cow.
You must be more pure.

Pupil: Do babies who drink their mother’s milk eat the whole mother?

Guru: I’m feasting my eyes on your beauty.
(In Sanskrit) Shall I paint your feet with lac,
or bring you bracelets for your arms?
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Shall I comb your hair?
Fondle your breasts?

Command me in honeyed tones.103

Shahaji designed his play to be provocative, and, indeed, it contains 
some harsh commentary on Brahmins. The Brahmin character is car-
nal and dishonest, citing Sanskrit verses in pursuit of his own lust. At 
one point, the wayward Brahmin confesses, “We Brahmins have made 
up all the rules, and invented religion. There is no better dharma than 
satisfying a Brahmin’s need.”104 He then encourages the Dalit woman to 
give him her lips, breasts, and other sensual parts of her body. Provoca-
tive sexuality, itself, was not de facto problematic in early modern 
southern India. For example, in this chapter’s epigraph, the seventeenth-
century Telugu poet Kshetrayya imagines a courtesan expressing frustra-
tion at the long absence of her lover, the god Muvvagopala.105 But any 
Brahmin-Dalit sexual relationship violated varnadharma, differential 
Hindu ethics by caste, a point driven home in the excerpt when the 
Brahmin expresses his lust in Sanskrit.

Take My Wife offers less airtime to the Dalit woman (and it is writ-
ten by a dominant-caste person), but even its limited insights are 
noteworthy. She describes herself as “a woman without caste” and notes 
differences that should keep her away from the Brahmin and his sex-
ual urges (see excerpt). Gender also plays strongly in the drama and de-
prives the Dalit woman of agency. Her husband—not her—resolves 
that she should sleep with the Brahmin and presents his wife, following 
a long-standing custom of gifting to upper castes.106 The Brahmin comes 
to his senses at this point and refuses the Dalit woman, which avoids a 
sexual pairing across caste lines. But it also means that the Brahmin has 
refused a gift, which would result in “a bad name, and a load of sin” for 
the Dalit man.107 Nobody asks what the woman wants, and in her final 
words in the drama she laments to Shiva: “A woman who has lost her 
honor is worse than dead. Save me, I’m in trouble.”108

In the drama, the characters are Hindu, but caste was also practiced 
by non-Hindu communities in this period. For example, writing in 1595 
for a Rajput patron, the Hindi poet Narottam attests that “the Muslims 
of the earth have many castes (jati).”109 In Portuguese Goa, Christian 
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groups vied with each other in a caste hierarchy by the early eighteenth 
century.110 Indian Jewish communities, both in Kerala and Maharashtra, 
were organized by caste by the eighteenth century.111 In such moments, 
the caste system emerges as an India-wide historical phenomenon that 
was articulated within Brahminical texts but practiced by communi-
ties of various religious backgrounds.

Conclusion: Dawn of the Long  
Eighteenth Century
In seventeenth-century India, social and cultural trends such as caste 
changed slowly, whereas politics was more volatile. The political 
world described in this chapter—where the Mughals consolidated con-
trol over much of the subcontinent and other kingdoms were more 
modest—fell apart quickly after the death of Aurangzeb Alamgir in 
1707. News of the king’s demise, at the age eighty-eight, was carried to 
the far corners of India by runners and horsemen, and, at first, things 
appeared to be business as usual. Aurangzeb’s three living adult sons 
fought a war of succession. Muazzam won, killing his two brothers in 
battle and ascending the throne as Bahadur Shah (r. 1707–1712). But 
Bahadur Shah proved unable to fully pacify rebellions by Jats, Sikhs, 
and others who took advantage of the power vacuum created by Au-
rangzeb’s death. A flurry of Mughal emperors followed Bahadur Shah, 
some ruling only for a few months, in a political mess reminiscent of 
the downfall of the Mauryan Empire after Ashoka’s death in the third 
century BCE (chapter 4). While Aurangzeb’s life had been dedicated 
to consolidating political power, his legacy in death was, ironically, its 
dispersal. This political fragmentation persisted throughout India’s 
eighteenth century and was accompanied by a resurgence in regional 
flourishing.

Further Reading
Works by Richard Eaton, Katherine Brown, and Audrey Truschke prof-
fer insights on Aurangzeb. Many earlier translations of Aurangzeb-period 
works are problematic, but I cite them nonetheless here where newer 
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translations are unavailable. For Shivaji and caste, I relied on Ananya 
Vajpeyi, V.  S. Bendrey, James Laine, and Richard Salomon (on the 
second coronation ceremony). Elaine Fisher, Velcheru Narayana Rao, 
David Shulman, and Sanjay Subrahmanyam have written about litera
ture and politics in early modern Tamil Nadu.
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Regional  
Flourishing,  
1720–1780

There is much illicit sex in the town and abortions are common. 
Keep an eye out especially for this.

—Rathor state official to Nagaur officials, 1776 (Marwari)1

Abortion was illegal in the eighteenth-century Rathor state of Marwar, 
situated in western India along the edge of the Thar desert. All the 

same, midwives and temple-dwelling Jain monks (yatis) dispensed herbs 
to terminate unwanted pregnancies resulting from adultery, intercaste 
affairs, and rape.2 Stories of these medical interventions come down to us 
in Rathor archives because state officials sometimes investigated those 
involved, imposing punitive fines or banishment. Other regional Indian 
states of the period, too, interfered in social affairs, especially to control 
women’s sexuality. For example, in 1735, the Peshwa-run Maratha state 
(central and northern subcontinent) decreed that Brahmin girls marry 
between the ages of seven and ten, before puberty.3 These historical mor-
sels encapsulate some of the broader changes in Indian life during the 
early to mid-eighteenth century, including increased state regulation of 
social activities and further crystallization of caste identities. They also 
attest to the rising visibility of marginalized groups, like unmarried preg-
nant women and child brides. But perhaps the most obvious feature that 
they demonstrate is local variation. Between 1720 and 1780, regions of the 
subcontinent experienced distinct rhythms of development and rule, even 
while sharing certain broad features and dynamic interregional contact.

16
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Fracturing Mughal Political Authority
Eighteenth-century regional flourishing followed the collapse of Mughal 
political authority from 1707 forward. Five Mughal kings ascended the 
Peacock Throne between 1707 and 1720, as compared to four in the pre-
ceding 150 years. Amid this tumult, nobles gained unprecedented power, 
even deposing rulers, in intrigues that enraptured contemporary imag-
inations.4 Stories circulated that seemed to convey the degradation of 
Mughal gravitas, such as when Farrukh Siyar (r. 1713–1719) had his hem-
orrhoids cut and cauterized, thus becoming impotent.5 In the 1740s, 
a  visitor from Hyderabad heard from Delhiites about Jahandar Shah 
(r. 1712–1713) sleeping off a hangover in a parked carriage.6 Rapid-fire 
succession halted with Muhammad Shah Rangila (r. 1719–1748), but 
Mughal power continued to wither. Many parts of the empire broke away, 
and even in the imperial capital of Delhi, Mughal authority slipped. In 
1729, a riot broke out among shoemakers and jewelers within steps of 
Delhi’s Red Fort.7 But that temporary loss of imperial control paled in 
comparison to events a decade later.

In 1739, Nadir Shah—a Turk who had overthrown the Safavid dy-
nasty of Persia—looted Delhi and brutalized its population in a con-
clusive display that the Mughals were an empire no more. The Mughals 
saw Nadir Shah coming. In 1738 he hit Qandahar, captured Kabul, and 
crossed the Indus River, viewed for centuries as the northwestern bound-
ary for entering Hindustan (northern India). The Mughal army con-
fronted Nadir Shah’s forces at Karnal, north of Delhi, but they were 
woefully mismatched. In short order, Nadir Shah captured Muhammad 
Shah Rangila and held the emperor hostage for weeks, while Nadir Shah’s 
troops ransacked Delhi.8 At one point, the people of Delhi violently re-
sisted, and Nadir Shah ordered them massacred. Delhi’s streets were lit-
tered with mangled corpses that were then thrown into the Yamuna 
River as food for the crocodiles.9 When Nadir Shah and his men left 
Delhi, they took with them an incredible amount of Indian wealth, in-
cluding the Peacock Throne, the Koh-i Noor diamond, elephants and 
horses, and lakhs of rupees, gems, and gold. In a painted image made 
decades later, Nadir Shah is bedecked with gold and jewels, literally wear-
ing the spoils of the Mughal Empire.10

News of Nadir Shah’s sack of Delhi spread like wildfire across the 
subcontinent, and many eighteenth-century Indians interpreted it as a 
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ruinous, ill-boding act. In part, this reflects the invasion’s brutality and 
the lawlessness it unleashed. Anand Ram, a high-ranking Mughal ad-
ministrator, wrote about hiring private security to protect his property 
and assets.11 Others noted the toll on Delhi’s population, such as that the 
invasion drove women to commit suicide.12 For many early modern In-
dians, the real punch of Nadir Shah’s actions lay in humiliating the Mu-
ghals, a north Indian dynasty of unparalleled power for two centuries. 
As Ananda Ranga Pillai (1709–1761) lamented from French-controlled 
Pondicherry: “If such, indeed, be the fate that befell the Emperor of Delhi, 
need we wonder at the calamities that overtake ordinary men? Of what 
avail is the power and wealth of kings, on this earth? These are perish-
able. The Heaven of the All-merciful God is the only thing that endures. 
All others perish.”13 Subsequent decades witnessed further power strug
gles over Delhi, including between the Afghani Durranis and the Peshwa-
led Marathas. In 1761, these two sides fought at Panipat, the site of 
battles that the Mughals dominated in 1526 and 1556, respectively. That 
the Mughals were not major contenders in the third battle at Panipat in 
1761 signals their political sidelining.

Generations of historians have labored to explain the Mughal Em-
pire’s implosion, and no consensus has emerged. Among the more plausi-
ble theories are a land distribution crisis, financial pressures at multiple 
levels of production, and the inability of Mughal princes to garner sup-
port.14 These proposed causes of Mughal political failure are not mutu-
ally exclusive, nor are they fully satisfactory. To be frank, I find the sole 
emphasis on what caused the Mughal kingdom to fracture misguided, 
since extinction is the sure end of all empires. As the Persian and Urdu 
poet Mir mused in the late eighteenth century:

Every day there is a new master of the world—
is Power a beggar, going from door to door?15

Also compelling, and little explored, is the question of when the Mughal 
Empire fell because the answers are multiple.

The Mughal state limped on in name for more than a century after 
Nadir Shah’s sack of Delhi, coming to a formal end in 1858. It exerted 
robust cultural influence during its later decades and inspired political 
idioms for British colonialists and Indian princes. It even had an (albeit 
unsuccessful) eleventh-hour resuscitation as a political unifier during 
the Sepoy Rebellion of 1857 (chapter 18). And so, the obliteration of the 
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Mughals’ land-based empire did not spark the evaporation of its cul-
tural and social power or even political possibilities. The Mughals con-
tinued as part of South Asian history well into the nineteenth century.

Rise of Regional Political Powers
Delhi’s cultural worlds thrived ca. 1710–1760, and some thinkers were 
even inspired by the surrounding political turmoil. Poets like Bedil 
(d. 1720) composed marvelous Persian verses, even as his dense “Indian 
style” (sabk-i hindi) of writing means that his brilliance is often lost in 
translation.16 Bedil’s younger contemporary, Arzu (d. 1756), was a re-
nowned philologist who observed the historic link between Sanskrit 
and Persian, two etymologically related languages.17 In a sign of shifting 
patterns of wealth, Arzu enjoyed the sponsorship of Mughal noble 
families, rather than royalty.18 Still, pre-1739, Muhammad Shah Rangila 
liberally patronized painters who often showed the king engaged in 
recreation, such as smoking tobacco through a hookah pipe or throw-
ing colored powder during Holi (figure 16.1).19 Islamic thinkers flour-
ished, such as Shah Wali Allah (1703–1762) who was preoccupied with 
synthesizing contradictions he perceived within and between Islamic 
jurisprudence, philosophy, Sufism, and hadith (sayings of the Prophet 
Muhammad). Wali Allah desired unity within the wide-ranging Islamic 
tradition, an impulse theorized by one scholar to stem from the social 
and political unrest that punctuated Wali Allah’s life in Delhi.20 Indeed, 
some intellectuals decamped from Delhi and moved to regional cen-
ters, such as Arzu who headed to Lucknow, ruled by the Nawabs of 
Awadh (Oudh), in 1754.

Politically, the Mughals’ loss was many others’ gain, with the 
Marathas—once Aurangzeb’s disempowered detractors—being arguably 
the most direct inheritors of Mughal state power. Even in Aurangzeb’s 
final years, some Marathas regained power under the leadership of 
Tarabai, whom the Portuguese dubbed “queen of the Marathas.”21 Shahu, 
Sambhaji’s son, was released from a Mughal prison upon Aurangzeb’s 
death in 1707 and declared himself the rightful Maratha chief, splitting 
off supporters from his aunt Tarabai. Ultimately, both branches of Shi-
vaji’s family lost power as a third party seized political control under the 
Maratha banner: Brahmin Peshwas. They came to prominence under 
Shahu, who appointed Balaji Vishwanath as royal advisor (peshwa) in 



Figure 16.1. Holi celebration at the court of Mughal Emperor Muhammad 

Shah Rangila (r. 1719–1748), ca. 1720–1750 CE.
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1713. Decades earlier, Balaji had worked as a clerk in Janjira, a fortified 
island off the coast of Maharashtra ruled by a Habshi dynasty (1621–
1948).22 But he ended life as a near king himself. Within decades, Bala-
ji’s line amassed enough clout to confine Shahu’s descendants to a gilded 
prison at Satara Fort while the Peshwas ruled much of western India ex-
tending into the north.23

Some aspects of Peshwa Maratha rule followed Mughal customs, 
whereas others reflected their identity as Maharashtrian Brahmins. 
Maratha leaders after 1740 were, as Christopher Bayly has put it, “domes-
ticated into a Mughal life style” in terms of dress, court paintings, architec-
ture, and more.24 However, drawing on their own religious tradition, they 
enforced caste rules about child marriage for girls (mentioned above). 
They also barred the casteless Mahars (Dalits, in modern terms) from en-
tering Poona in the afternoon lest their long shadows pollute upper castes. 
They used bureaucratic and violent means to prohibit non-Brahmins 
from reciting the Vedas in Maratha territory.25 As Anandibai, wife of a late 
eighteenth-century Maratha ruler, described it, the Peshwas instituted 
“Brahmin rule” (brahmani daulat).26

Outside of the Mughals’ former heartland, political possibilities 
flourished. Many regional states rose around 1710–1760 centered in 
Awadh, Bengal, Hyderabad, Jaipur, Marwar, and elsewhere. New pow-
ers sometimes did not bother to formally declare separation from the 
Mughal state, since the Mughals were so unable to exert authority that 
it cost nothing to continue recognizing them as emperors in name. Amid 
the efflorescence of regional rulers in early to mid-eighteenth-century 
India, I find myself asking: Whose stories do we tell? We might investi-
gate the infrequently discussed Wodeyar dynasty based in Mysore that, 
among other things, fought in the 1720s with the ruler of Arcot (who had 
broken away from Mughals) regarding tribute payment. Interestingly, 
we learn about the battle from writings by a Catholic Jesuit.27 Elsewhere 
in southern India, the Nawabs of Savanur—a Pathan lineage from Afghan 
regions—established lucrative connections with European merchants 
in the early eighteenth century and patronized both Vaishnava temples 
and Shaivite (including Lingayat) monasteries (they became a princely 
state in British India and lasted until the mid-twentieth century).28 
Looking to eastern India, we might think about the Tungkhungia lineage 
in Assam’s Brahmaputra valley that appointed two kings—one of whom 
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was a woman—in the 1720s to avert astrologers’ predictions of disaster.29 
Alas, here, these stories remain unexplored, if mentioned briefly to 
remind readers—as any responsible historian should do periodically 
in a sweeping history—that I cannot tell every tale. Instead, I narrate the 
founding of two of the era’s most famous regional states in Hyderabad 
and Jaipur, respectively.

In 1724, Nizam al-Mulk established the Asaf Jahi dynasty in Hyder-
abad, near Golconda. Hyderabad had been founded in the 1590s by the 
Qutb Shahis, who built the iconic Charminar. Arguably, Nizam al-Mulk 
only launched a new state because he could not survive as a Mughal ad-
visor.30 Still, he proved more than adequate to the task and quickly re-
cruited diverse supporters. For example, he convinced two branches of 
Marathas—led by competing grandsons of Shivaji—to back him against 
Mubariz Khan, a Mughal general who sought to crush the nascent Hy-
derabad state in 1724. From the late 1730s onward, many Marathas—
alongside Afghans, Telugus, and others—entered state service under 
the Nizams of Hyderabad, finding robust opportunities for advance-
ment.31 Their presence cultivated state sensitivity to local needs, helping 
the dynasty to succeed. Simultaneously, the Nizams patronized Persian, 
attracting Iranian and north Indian intellectuals to Hyderabad and fash-
ioning the city as a cosmopolitan center of eighteenth-century Indo-
Persian culture.32

Up north, Sawai Jai Singh founded Jaipur in 1727 as the new 
Kachhwaha capital, which bore distinctive marks of Mughal imperial 
culture. Jaipur was built around a Mughal-style pleasure garden, called 
“Jai Niwas Bagh” and itself patronized by Jai Singh in 1713.33 Jaipur’s walls 
echo Mughal forts, and the decision to paint the planned city pink, a la 
Fatehpur Sikri, perfects the Mughal imitation.34 It is unsurprising to find 
such architectural affinities, given that the Kachhwahas supported and 
intermarried with the Mughals for the better part of two centuries. Strong 
overlaps with Mughal culture also came out in Kachhwaha patronage. 
For example, Jai Singh sponsored a large-scale astrological park in Jai-
pur and employed both Brahmin and Muslim astrologers, as had the 
Mughals (even as Jai Singh favored Islamic astrology and employed 
Brahmins who did likewise).35 Following many Indian kings, including 
the Mughals, Jai Singh ecumenically patronized religious institutions, 
making gifts to Hindu temples as well as Catholic priests.36 Jaipur was 
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planned to provide for Hindu religious needs, with plenty of Hindu 
temples tucked away in courtyards as per common north Indian build-
ing trends.37 Rather than religious buildings, shops were given places of 
prominence in Jaipur. A 1739 Hindi poem celebrates some of the trans
regional goods available in bustling Jaipur, such as Kutch camels, Arab 
horses, and jewelry from across the world.38

Birth of Modern Benares
Eighteenth-century India witnessed significant development of urban 
centers and Hindu religious practices, which came together in Benares. 
The city of Benares had been inhabited for at least 2,000 years prior, with 
devotional activities centered around staircases descending into the Gan
ges River (ghats). But, as mentioned (chapter 14), virtually nothing of 
early Benares survives. Even oft-cited Sanskrit accounts of the city date 
to the mid-second millennium CE.39 The architectural foundations of 
modern Benares were laid in the 1600s by Mughal Rajput officials who 
often drew heavily on imperial fashions. For example, the Kachhwahas 
built havelis (mansions) at two ghats—Man Mandir and Panchaganga—
with Mughal-style windows.40 During the 1700s, Benares underwent 
more dramatic shifts due to changing religious practices, wealth from 
new sources, and revivalist building projects.

In the early to mid-eighteenth century, new rulers emerged in Bena-
res. Regionally, it became part of Awadh, whose Nawabs broke away 
from the Mughals in the 1720s. Locally, the Brahmin Bhumihar family 
seized control in the 1730s, becoming Benares zamindars. Much about 
the Bhumihars’ takeover was quite ordinary for the time, including that 
they used force, forged marital alliances, and relied on a caste-defined 
base of support.41 Also conventional was that the Bhumihars submitted 
to regional rulers, in their case the Nawabs of Awadh, and ruled under 
their auspices. For Benares’s lower classes, life probably changed little 
during the forty-odd years that the Bhumihars exercised power. Many 
lower-caste groups worked the land, such as Chamars (a Dalit commu-
nity) who were paid in grain by higher-caste Brahmins and Rajputs. Seg-
regated living was a reality, with Chamars and other casteless groups 
relegated to village outskirts.42 But for higher castes in Benares, the period 
of Bhumihar rule proved transformative.
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Between the 1730s and 1770s, upper-caste Hindu rituals blossomed 
in Benares, led by Brahmins and financed by devotees. Some Brahmins 
consciously advertised Benares as a pilgrimage site, such as Nagesha 
Bhatta who was born into an established lineage of Benares Brahmins. 
He wrote a Sanskrit text marketing Benares as a sacred space where dev-
otees could engage in religious activities, like charity meals, that required 
the oversight of Brahmin priests (and financially benefited the priests).43 
Nagesha Bhatta also helped to popularize Benaras as a virtuous place to 
die. The Maratha-affiliated Narayan Dikshit Patankar zeroed in on Mani
karnika Ghat as Benares’s premier cremation site.44 In the twenty-first 
century, Brahmin priests burn at least 100 bodies daily at Manikarnika 
Ghat.45 Some eighteenth-century visitors to Benares were prominent 
persons, such as Radhabai (widow of the Maratha Peshwa ruler Ba-
laji) who set off much ritual feasting across the city in 1735.46 More 
common were humbler devotees, who collectively pumped money into 
the local pilgrimage economy. As more worshippers visited eighteenth-
century Benares, more Brahmins migrated to work as ritual specialists 
in the city.47

New patrons bolstered eighteenth-century Benares’s growing repu-
tation as a ritual pilgrimage center. These patrons are noteworthy, in part, 
because they were transregional—based in Delhi, Maharashtra, Bengal, 
and Madhya Pradesh—and so placed Benares in a wider subcontinental 
context. The Maratha Peshwas were the keenest supporters, investing so 
extensively that modern historians have described eighteenth-century 
Benaras as “almost an extra-local centre of the Maratha state” and “largely 
a creation of the Marathas.”48 Other regional rulers, too, sponsored 
building projects, and some cases featured female agency. Rani Bha-
wani (r. 1748–1789) of Natore in Bengal—known for popularizing Durga 
Puja in Bengal—built and endowed Benares temples dedicated to Shiva 
and Durga.49 Ahilyabai Holkar (r. 1767–1795) of Indore in central India 
rebuilt Benares’s Vishvanatha Temple—destroyed as political retalia-
tion by the Mughals a century earlier—at an adjacent site.50 Many build-
ing projects sought to resurrect styles attested in early second-millennium 
temples, such as the use of shikharas (temple towers).51 Like all revivalist 
projects, they created a tradition rooted in their own historical moment, 
connected with a burgeoning eighteenth-century Benares economy of 
pilgrimage and ghat-centered rituals (figure 16.2).
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Benares was also a trade hub, even before 1700, and those com-
mercial networks intersected with religious trends such that Shaivite 
renunciants emerged as key merchants in the eighteenth century. Early 
modern Benares was known for producing textiles (so is modern Bena-
res, especially silk). And the city is well connected by water and roads 
with other regions of the subcontinent.52 In the 1700s, Shaivite ascetics 
used those routes to move goods, exporting silk and cotton and im-
porting items ranging from Kashmiri shawls to Nepali drugs. They sold 
imports locally in Benares and re-exported to other Indian regions, such 
as Bengal.53 A few general points help to explain why Shaivite ascetics 
were well-positioned to succeed as traders. Their mathas (monasteries) 
offered organizational support in making business arrangements. Also, 
some sanyasis traveled in armed bands, and both their weapons and 
numbers were conducive to protecting merchandise.54

Benares’s politics changed in the 1760s–1780s, when the Bhumihars 
secretly allied with the British who used their foothold to take over the 

Figure 16.2. Palace of the maharaja of Indore along Benares’s ghats, 

Varanasi, India, photograph ca. 1890s CE.
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city’s administration. This is the first instance we have encountered of 
an Indian ruler partnering with British colonialists but will hardly be 
the last. The Bhumihars originally gained British support under Bal-
want Singh, who sought to balance the Nawabs of Awadh.55 In part, the 
Bhumihar-British alliance followed time-honored Indian practices of 
forging political ties without consideration for origin or religion. But the 
British exercised a different kind of power, namely colonial power, which 
the following chapters explore in detail. Here it suffices to say that In-
dian rulers often allied with the British at the price, sooner or later, of 
their own independence. In Benares, the British amassed enough power 
by 1781 to exile Balwant’s son, Chetan Singh. While political control 
changed abruptly, culture did not. The British soon made themselves part 
of Benares by patronizing Brahmin learning and established Benares 
Sanskrit College in 1791.56 As of 1810, a census of homes indicated that 
40,000 Brahmins, as much as 20 percent of the city’s population, lived 
on alms and charity.57

While Benares was made, throughout the eighteenth century, into 
“a self-consciously Hindu city,” it was also home to non-Hindu reli-
gious groups. For example, a small Jain community thrived, including 
temple-dwelling Shvetambara Jain monks from 1778 forward.58 Mus-
lims, too, lived in eighteenth-century Benares. Although we do not have 
population numbers for the 1700s, today Muslims constitute more 
than a quarter of Benaras residents.59 In general, peace prevailed among 
Benares’s many religious communities, although there were periodic 
cases of interreligious tension nearby. For example, at Jaunpur (about 
70 kilometers north of Benares), a group of Hindus erected a temple 
between two mosques in 1776, thus upsetting local Muslims in a con-
flict that led to the involvement of Chetan Singh as well as violence 
and destruction of religious buildings on both sides.60 In literary 
terms, it is worth noting that Benares—reputed as a center for San-
skrit literature—also hosted Braj Bhasha and Persian poets in the eigh
teenth century.61

Hindu and Caste Identities
Hindu and caste identities were forged through various mechanisms 
in parts of the eighteenth-century subcontinent, and the Rathor state 
of Marwar (modern-day Jodhpur) offers a compelling case study for 
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both, including use of the term “Hindu.” Here it bears reminding that 
“hindu” is a Perso-Arabic word that was scarcely used self-referentially 
in premodern India. Between 1200 and 1800, “Hindu” mostly sur-
faced in Persian texts and often had a geographic sense of someone 
from Hind (i.e., India).62 The sense of “Hindu” as a religious descrip-
tor appeared only fitfully for centuries, but one rich source of preco-
lonial materials on the point are Rathor state archives from the 1700s. 
As Divya Cherian has shown, the emergence of “Hindu” in Rathor 
documents was accompanied by discussions of a contrasting category 
of achheps (literally, “untouchables”).63 Accordingly, Rathor archives 
also provide insight into crystallizing caste identities—both for those 
at the top and bottom of this social hierarchy—before the advent of 
British colonialism. We cannot responsibly generalize from this re-
gional case study to all of India. To introduce some comparison, how-
ever, I turn briefly at the end of this section to a discussion of caste in 
eighteenth-century Pondicherry.

In Marwar, two big changes—one political and one social—help ex-
plain the context in which a regional Marwari “Hindu” community de-
fined itself by upper-caste norms. First, in 1765, Vijai Singh (r. 1752–1793) 
of Marwar joined a Krishna-focused vegetarian movement known as the 
Vallabha-sampradaya.64 This initiation marked a move away from Raj
put kingship built upon Mughal patronage and heralded a rulership 
rooted in Vaishnava ritual and practices. Second, upper-caste merchants 
emerged as critical state actors in eighteenth-century Marwar and used 
their new positions to enshrine their caste practices—sometimes drawn 
from Jain as well as upper-caste Hindu traditions—into law.65 This gave 
the merchants an “aura of virtue” that they imposed on lower castes.66 
In part, these two trends manifested in morally focused laws that Indian 
kings of various religious backgrounds had tried to enact for centuries, 
such as bans on gambling and alcohol (similar bans were also tried, un-
successfully, by numerous Mughal rulers). They also resulted in using 
legal mechanisms within the Rathor state to enforce upper-caste prac-
tices, such as not harming animals to the extent of outlawing the killing 
of lice, spiders, and scorpions.67

The Rathor state used coercion to force lower castes to bow to upper-
caste norms while enforcing social separation between communities. 
In a move reminiscent of the Brahmin theorist Manu who recommended 
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differential punishments by caste in the first millennium CE (chapter 7), 
the Rathor state instituted—in theory and practice—harsher conse-
quences for lower castes who illegally slaughtered animals as compared 
to upper castes guilty of the same crime.68 But living by vegetarian upper-
caste norms did not raise the social standing of casteless groups. If any-
thing, social separation increased under Rathor rule. In 1775, the state 
forcibly relocated leather workers to put greater distance between them 
and Brahmin homes. In the 1780s, Marwar officials mandated that “upper 
castes” (utam jat) such as Brahmins and Mahajans have separate water 
sources from “untouchables” (achhep jat).69

Still, not everyone thought about caste and religion—and the rela-
tionship between the two—the same way in eighteenth-century India, 
as two examples from Rajasthan demonstrate. In the 1770s, barber and 
shoemaker communities, separately, disagreed internally about whether 
one of their own, who had converted to Islam, could still be considered 
within their caste. The shoemaker community spanned the Rathor and 
Kachhwaha kingdoms, indicating that caste identity and debates were 
not restricted by states.70 In the case of the barbers, there were extenu-
ating circumstances. Starving parents had sold their son, as a boy, into 
slavery with itinerant Muslims. The boy had converted during his en-
slavement and later escaped and reunited with his family in Rathor.71 The 
barber community argued about the convert’s status for at least twenty 
years, and we do not know how (or whether) they resolved the issue. But 
the robust internal disagreement testifies to the importance of caste 
boundaries for these communities.

Ananda Ranga Pillai’s Tamil Account of an Intercaste  
and Interreligious Event near Pondicherry, from His  
Private Diary, Eighteenth Century
Tuesday, 30th November 1745, or 19th Karttigai of Krodhana—This day, 
there was an event worthy of record. In the village of Reddipalaiyam, to 
the east of Ozhukarai, a church has been constructed by Kanakaraya 
Mudali, and he has placed some images therein. In honour of this, he 
invited, without distinction, all the Brahmins, Vellazhas, Komuttis, Chet-
tis, goldsmiths, weavers, oil-mongers, and people of other castes; and 
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all Europeans and Christians, and entertained them with a feast at 
Ozhukarai.

Choultries (resting places) and gardens were allotted for the prepa-
ration of food by Brahmin cooks, and meals for Vellazhas were cooked 
in the house of Agambadaiyans. All the arrangements were made in 
strict conformity with the religious scruples of each caste, and the 
people who attended received every attention. Meals for Europeans 
were prepared at Pondichery and brought over to Ozhukarai. Tables 
were procured for them to dine at, and every comfort was provided for 
them. The Governor M. Dupleix, and his consort, in company with all 
the members of Council, repaired thither, and partook of the banquet. 
He remained until five in the evening, and then returned to Mortandi 
Chavadi.

All the people of Pondichery who went to Ozhukarai enjoyed them-
selves and proceeded homewards in the evening. Neither in the arrange-
ments which Kanakaraya Mudali made, nor in the supplies which he 
procured, was there anything wanting. Nevertheless, despite the heavy 
cost of the entertainment, and the elaborate nature of the preparations, 
there was something which detracted from the splendour, grace, and ex-
cellence of the hospitalities. Persons of every persuasion should abide 
by the rules prescribed for them: their conduct, so regulated, would look 
consistent. Although of a different persuasion, he followed the practice 
of a Hindu; assembled people of that religion; and gave them a treat 
which afforded room for dispraise and derision, and every man gave vent 
to his criticisms as he saw fit.

If he wished to conform to the rules of his church, and the commands 
of his scriptures, he should have entertained only the Europeans, Native 
Christians, Pariahs, and such others; whose associations brought them 
in touch with his religion. Even this would be considered derogatory to 
one of his position and reputation. However magnificent may be the style 
of any social act in which one indulges; if it be at variance with the es-
tablished practice of the community concerned, it cannot redound to 
one’s credit. If a man who has forsaken his religion, and joined another, 
reverts to the manners and customs of his former belief, he must inevi-
tably draw upon himself contempt.72
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While caste groups were often regional, the social hierarchy of 
caste spanned India by well before the eighteenth century and had 
also come, in practice, to encompass non-Hindus. That said, memory 
persisted that caste is theorized in Hindu (really, Brahminical) texts 
alone, a point that arises in Ananda Ranga Pillai’s diary. In the mid-
eighteenth century, Ananda Ranga served Joseph-Francois Dupleix, who 
oversaw French colonial holdings in India from 1742 to 1754. Ananda 
Ranga wrote a Tamil account of his experiences from Pondicherry 
(established in 1673) that is wide ranging and includes numerous pas-
sages on caste, including within Christian communities.73 In the excerpt 
given here, he chastises Kanakaraya Mudali (admittedly, a profes-
sional rival) for including Hindus and their caste customs in a Chris-
tian setting where they do not belong. Caste aside, another important 
point of this passage is that such cross-cultural social events happened 
near Pondicherry in 1745, bringing together Europeans and Indians 
from diverse communities (albeit with food cooked separately as per 
caste restrictions).

Urdu, Sindhi, and Punjabi  
Vernacular Literatures
Vernacular literatures thrived across the subcontinent in the eighteenth 
century, and the case of Urdu is notable for its transregional context. At 
the time, Urdu was called rekhta, literally “mixed” because it swirled to-
gether Hindavi and Persian (often Hindavi grammar and Persian vo-
cabulary).74 Scholars do not fully agree on Rekhta’s origins, but one 
key moment, ca. 1720, was when the poetry collection (divan) of Vali 
Dakhni was brought from the Deccan to Delhi.75 This spurred a wave of 
Urdu poetry in Delhi and smaller northern cities as many poets followed 
Vali’s advice that:

The road of fresh ideas is never closed.
Until the end of days, the gate of poetry remains open.76

Vali’s language was informed by Dakhni, a southern dialect of Hindi it-
self born of transregional interaction when northerners migrated to 
southern India in the fourteenth century (chapters 10–11). Dakhni was 
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boosted in the late seventeenth century when Aurangzeb Alamgir relo-
cated the Mughal court to southern India for more than twenty years.77 
In a reversal of these trends, Urdu was birthed—or at least popularized—
when a southerner’s poetry was received up north.

Early Urdu poets drew on many Indian cultural and literary tradi-
tions. From the beginning, they acknowledged a strong debt to Persian 
even while contrasting the two languages. For example, Sauda (1713–1781) 
wrote:

Whatever the tongue, what counts is an idea’s excellence.
Poetry is not confined to Persian alone.78

Persian poetry thrived in India into the nineteenth century, even as Urdu 
rose in popularity. Some eighteenth-century poets used Urdu as a lan-
guage of devotion (bhakti) to the Hindu god Krishna.79 For example, Sa-
vant Singh Nagridas (1699–1764) wrote in his Ishq Caman (Garden of 
love):

Hearing of his fame in whatever tongue,
the one of mighty wonderful beauty must be called Krishna.80

In other cases, a single author drew on multiple traditions, such as Mu-
hammad Afzal in the Bikat Kahani (Dire tale, 1625) that draws on folk 
Indian traditions and Persian poetry in describing a woman separated 
from her lover through a twelve-month period.81 In one delightful verse, 
the author plays on the poetic conceit that the monsoon rains ought to 
cool but, for a lover, burn and chafe:

My friend, the rainy season burns me severely; 
my entire body is aflame.
Dark clouds have spread everywhere and surrounded me—
my beloved has not come yet.82

More well known are Urdu poets, such as Mir (d. 1810), who penned Sufi 
devotional poetry as part of a wider flourishing of this genre.

Sufi poetry thrived in many north Indian vernaculars, including 
Urdu, Punjabi, and Sindhi, during the eighteenth century. For example, 
the Punjabi poets Bullhe Shah (d. 1758) and his younger contemporary 
Waris Shah (b. ca. 1730) both told the romance of Hir pining for her lover 
Ranjha as a metaphor of Sufi longing for the divine. Ranjha also has sim-



Regional Flourishing    329

ilarities to Krishna, in a manifestation of long-standing overlaps be-
tween Sufi and Hindu traditions that comes out even more powerfully 
in Sindhi poetry.83 Sind had been home to Muslim communities for a 
millennium as of the early eighteenth century, including Sufis who were 
not formally affiliated with a specific lineage.84 One such poet, Shah 
Abdul Latif (1689–1752), wrote a Sindhi poem that revered Hindu yogis, 
presenting them as models to be emulated. His descriptions were likely 
based on real-world experiences, perhaps with a group of tantric Shai-
vite ascetics known as Nath yogis who had enjoyed Mughal patronage 
and themselves drew on Sufi practices.85 In Abdul Latif ’s admiring lines, 
we glimpse a layered mix of appreciation and borrowing between pre-
modern South Asian religious traditions that had a “shared but not syn-
cretic grammar of asceticism.”86

Excerpt from Shah Abdul Latif’s Sindhi Poem  
on Hindu Yogis, ca. 1750
In this world there are yogis of light and yogis of fire. Their company is 
alight with love; I will not survive without them.

In this world yogis dwell in the warmth of love. They have parted 
company with ease and keep distant from comfort. They have created 
havoc in me; I will not survive without them.

Oh, do not forget the yogis for a moment. Search desperately for the 
footprints of the ascetics. Look for the path they have followed and go 
after them. Pursue them by night and day; I will not survive without them.

The sound of the yogis’ instruments is precious to me. Their horns are 
all made of gold, but regard their detachment and do not speak of their 
wealth. Having gained your trust, they will suddenly leave for the east. 
Come, they have signaled to us; I will not survive without them.

The instruments of the yogis are precious to me. They are beyond 
conversation, they do not engage in discussion. They have attained ec-
stasy; I will not survive without them.

. . .
The ascetics have got rid of their ego. The naked ones possess the 

entire treasury of love. They are as fragrant as sandalwood; I will not sur-
vive without them.
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The naked ones have gone to Hinglaj (in Balochistan) to behold the 
goddess. The devotees of Shiv rejoice at the sight of Dwaraka (in Guja-
rat). Their guide is Ali (Prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law); I will not survive 
without them.

Sitting by themselves, they take private counsel. The masters set out 
on their journey, deserting the place where they stayed. Their departure 
made me weep; I will not survive without them.

The yogis have destroyed their separate existence, their business is 
with the universal. The lodge where they stay is nonexistence; I will not 
survive without them.87

Conclusion: Fracture and Flourishing
As of the mid-eighteenth century, India was ruled by dozens of re-
gional kingdoms that provided a variegated backdrop for social and 
cultural changes. To be sure, there were plenty of transregional networks 
through trade, patronage, and languages. This period also witnessed 
shared trends of urban development and shifts in religious and caste 
identities. Politically, however, it was a moment of fracture, and it is 
critical to cognize that, as of about 1750, India did not exist as a unified 
political entity. To be sure, nobody in India’s premodernity ever ruled 
the entire subcontinent. A few premodern kings came somewhat close, 
most notably Ashoka of the Mauryan Empire and Aurangzeb of the 
Mughal Empire. But these men were mere memories by 1750, when 
India was defined by political fragmentation and accompanying regional 
flourishing.

Further Reading
Meena Bhargava edited a volume on Mughal decline that remains the 
best overview of arguments on the topic. Satish Chandra’s work is solid 
on Mughal events of the early decades of the eighteenth century, while 
other scholars offer insight on rising regional centers (e.g., Muzaffar 
Alam on Awadh). I drew on work by Vasudha Dalmia, Madhuri Desai, 
and Kamala Mishra on Benares. Divya Cherian’s book on the Rathor 
state of Marwar is a treasure trove. Many have written about early Urdu, 
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and I rely here especially on the scholarship of Imre Bangha, Purnima 
Dhavan, Francesca Orsini, and Heidi Pauwels. Christopher Shackle has 
translated eighteenth-century Sufi poetry from Sindhi and Punjabi. 
On Sufism-Hinduism connections, I found insightful scholarship by 
Patton Burchett, Carl Ernst, and Annemarie Schimmel.



SIN
D

R
A

JA
S

T
H

A
N

P
U

N
JA

B

K
A

S
H

M
IR

A
FG

H
A

N
 R

EG
IO

N
S

N
EP

A
L

A
W

A
D

H

B
E

N
G

A
L

B
IH

A
R

H
Y

D
ER

A
B

A
D

M
A

R
A

TH
A

S

M
Y

S
O

R
E

CE
YL

O
N

BA
Y

O
F

B
EN

G
A

L

A
R

A
B

IA
N

SE
A

Ta
nj

or
e

M
ad

ra
s

Ar
co

t
Po

nd
ic

he
rr

y
(F

re
nc

h)

H
yd

er
ab

ad

Go
a

(P
or

tu
gu

es
e)

Po
on

a
Bo

m
ba

y
(B

rit
ish

)

Su
ra

t

Ju
na

ga
dh

In
do

re
Bh

op
al

Ud
ai

pu
r

Jo
dh

pu
r

Ja
isa

lm
er

Ja
ip

ur

N
ag

pu
r

Co
ch

in

Ca
lic

ut

M
ys

or
e

Co
lo

m
bo

Ka
nd

y

H
yd

er
ab

ad

Q
an

da
ha

r

Ka
bu

l 

Gh
az

ni

M
ul

ta
n

La
ho

reAm
rit

sa
r

D
el

hi

Ag
ra

Gw
al

io
r

Lu
ck

no
w

M
ur

sh
id

ab
ad

Ca
lc

ut
ta

Cu
tt

ac
kSe

ra
m

po
re

(D
an

ish
)

M
as

ul
ip

at
na

m

Da
cc

a

Be
na

re
s

Pa
tn

a
Al

la
ha

ba
d

Ah
m

ed
ab

ad

N

0
25

0
50

0 k
m

0
25

0
50

0 m
i

Br
iti

sh
 te

rr
ito

ry

So
ut

h 
As

ia
, 1

79
8.



333

Company Bahadur

He who used to sell reed and whittle wood
now commands the army, having raised a flag on that reed.

—Qalandar Bakhsh, d. 1810 (Urdu)1

On January 1, 1809, Rammohan Roy passed—and did not sa-
lute—a local British collector in Bhagalpur, a city along the 
Ganges River in Bihar. Roy was a cosmopolitan man of his time. 
He was born in the 1770s into a Brahmin family that had long 
served the Mughals and was educated in Sanskrit, Persian, and 
Arabic before taking employment with the British East India 
Company. That afternoon in Bhagalpur, Roy was seated in a pa-
lanquin, its door nearly closed to keep out dust, and did not see 
the collector. All the same, the British collector was angered at 
perceived impertinence and responded with abuse that Roy 
deemed “too gross” and “indecorous” to repeat in a later English 
letter he wrote to India’s Governor-General seeking redress “for 
the injury which [Roy’s] character has sustained.”2 Roy got his 
wish, and the British collector was mildly censured.

Roy’s run-in with a British collector encapsulates key features of Indian 
life during the rise of the British East India Company, including Indian 
elites seeking Company employment, disdainful British attitudes toward 
Indians, Indians using British systems to pursue justice, and the many 
contradictions within this growing web of connections. British colonial-
ism had two major phases in South Asia: Company rule (1757–1858) 
and the British Raj (1858–1947). This chapter focuses on the first phase 
through roughly 1835, during which Company power slowly spread out 

17



334    India

from modest coastal holdings in a fractious pattern, cannibalizing 
some of eighteenth-century India’s many small independent kingdoms. 
Throughout I emphasize the roles that discrete Indian communities 
played in facilitating and, alternatively, opposing British colonial rule. 
Orientalist knowledge and Hindu reform movements also dawned 
during this period, stemming from Indian encounters with the British 
and shaping Indian society going forward.

Presidencies through Mofussil
The British were late bloomers among European colonial powers in 
South Asia, and readers are familiar from prior chapters with the advents 
of Portuguese rule in Goa (1510), Dutch rule in Sri Lanka (1658), and 
French rule in Pondicherry (1673). The British East India Company was 
founded in 1600 when Elizabeth I (a contemporary of the Mughal em-
peror Akbar) granted a conglomeration of English merchants a charter 
for Asian trade. From the start, the Company’s trade mission was accom-
panied by asserting its right to govern its employees, engage in diplo-
macy, and pursue other actions associated with states.3 Still, the British 
East India Company did not take off until the eighteenth century.

Like other Europeans, the British sought Indian wealth and pursued 
a colonial form of power, where the colony (India) was exploited to serve 
the metropole (England). Some Indians perceived the Company’s inter-
twining of trade and empire early on, such as Ramachandrapant 
Amatya. Writing for a Maratha court in 1717, he distinguished European 
traders—naming the Portuguese, English, Dutch, and Danes—as “not 
like other merchants” because “each of them has a king for a master. It 
is at his command and on his account that they come to these lands.”4 
Ultimately, the British achieved unmatched political and mercantile in-
fluence in India, directly ruling about three-fifths of the subcontinent 
by the mid-1850s. But things did not start out that way.

In the early eighteenth century, the Company was largely limited to 
select Indian ports, three of which later became centers of presidencies: 
Madras (founded in 1639), Bombay (seized from Portuguese control in 
the 1660s), and Calcutta (founded in the 1680s). Company traders sought 
the usual items, such as pepper and textiles, whose sale enriched share-
holders back in Europe. Indian calicos proved so popular in England 
during the late 1700s that they threatened the British wool industry.5 The 
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Company was also, from the get-go, a military operation with a stand-
ing army, willing to use force to ensure favorable trade arrangements. 
For example, angered by not receiving custom duty exemptions, the Brit-
ish attacked the Mughals at Hugli in the 1680s with a robust fleet, the 
largest to sail to Asia until the 1790s.6 The Company lost badly and so 
retreated to a town that soon became a foundational part of Calcutta.7 
After this loss, Company men began to fortify their few Indian land 
holdings with increasing haste.

Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras all grew under Company rule, at-
tracting many Indians to urban life. By 1800, Calcutta boasted a pop-
ulation of roughly 250,000, and Madras and Bombay were home to 
between 150,000 and 200,000 people apiece.8 Of these growing popula-
tions, the British were a mere fraction and often fared poorly. As early 
as 1664, Company officials complained that “Englishmen dropp away like 
doggs,” and, indeed, for the next century European officers died more 
often than not while serving in Bengal.9 It is appropriate that South 
Park Street Cemetery (founded in 1767) is among modern Calcutta’s 
tourist sites associated with the British, some of its headstones attribut-
ing deaths to the “pressure of the climate.”10 Within these fortified cities, 
the Company relied on Indian intermediaries, who pursued their own 
wealth and power. In Calcutta, the Jagat Seths, Bysakhs, and others 
served as Company brokers from the early eighteenth century onward, 
negotiating with the Mughals, giving loans, and handling debts.11 By the 
1750s, the Seths were the biggest bankers in Bengal, with unparalleled 
economic and political influence.

A watershed moment for the Company was securing the right to col-
lect revenue in Bengal, a lucrative province, in the 1750s and 1760s. The 
first step was overthrowing the region’s ruler (nawab), Sirajuddaulah, in 
a plot hatched by local merchants, including the Jagat Seths, and the dis-
gruntled general Mir Jafar. The Seths found Sirajuddaulah unconducive 
to their trade interests, and Mir Jafar stood to take Sirajuddaulah’s place.12 
For their part, the British desired to avoid paying customs and sought 
revenge for Sirajuddaulah’s attack on the British settlement of Fort Wil-
liam in Calcutta in 1856 (occasioned by a disagreement over customs 
fees).13 These distinct mercantile and political ambitions came together 
in dethroning Nawab Sirajuddaulah.

The overthrow happened on a battlefield in June  1757, about 150 
kilometers north of Calcutta, although we might justly put scare quotes 
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around what is called the “Battle of Plassey” and usually said to mark 
the advent of Company rule in India. Mir Jafar stood aside with his 
troops, while Robert Clive—an aggressive British man with a knack for 
self-aggrandizement—led an army of 3,000 men, two-thirds of whom 
were Indian soldiers known as sepoys. It rained, dampening the Nawab’s 
cannon powder. That, plus poor training, sent his army of 50,000 scat-
tering, and Clive’s sepoy-dominated forces won, earning millions of ru-
pees and land for the Company (and for Clive personally).14

In 1764, Company soldiers—6,000 sepoys and 1,000 Europeans—met 
with the combined armies of the nawabs of Bengal and Awadh, plus Mu-
ghal troops, at Buxar (Baksar) and engaged in a far bloodier conflict. A 
quarter of Company soldiers died or were gravely injured, but their side 
prevailed.15 The next year, the Mughals signed a treaty that granted the 
Company the right to revenue collection (diwani) in Bengal. This treaty—
in which the Mughals granted diwani to the Company—gave the Brit-
ish incentive to keep the Mughals alive in name, even echoing them 
through the nickname “Company Bahadur.” Over the next several de-
cades, the Company overhauled Mughal financial and administrative 
systems to ensure British access to a steady stream of Indian wealth.16

Colonial rule, by design and definition, benefited the metropole by 
exploiting the colony. Between the 1770s and 1813, the Company enforced 
trade monopolies in India. In Bihar and Bengal, they established a salt 
monopoly in 1772 and an opium monopoly in 1773, shipping large quan-
tities of opium to China.17 Their trade was not always sustainable and 
in the 1780s even required a bailout from London that prompted the 
establishment of an oversight Board of Control. Still, that very decade, 
one Indian observed of the British presence in Bengal, “Lacs piled upon 
lacs [millions] have therefore been drained from this country.”18 The 
same writer worried that, in the future, “the distresses of the people, and 
the depopulation and desertion of the land, will go hand in hand, until 
they are come to their height, and the desolation is become complete 
and general.”19

Indeed, the Company viewed their obligations to Indians differently 
than prior rulers of Bengal, which came out painfully in reactions to 
famines. Monsoon rains were light across Bengal in 1768 and failed en-
tirely in 1769. During the ensuing famine and accompanying smallpox 
epidemic, which lasted from 1769 to 1770, the Company did nothing to 
alleviate human suffering. Writing only a few years later in the 1780s, 
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Ghulam Hussain Khan lamented that “vast multitudes were swept 
away” by starvation and illness.20 Modern historians estimate that 15 
to 20 percent of Bengal’s population died during the 1769–1770 fam-
ine, a starkly different outcome than after earlier failed harvests. For ex-
ample, 1737 and 1738 witnessed poor harvests in Bengal, but the Mu-
ghals and local rulers helped alleviate conditions by buying grain, mak-
ing loans, and permitting late revenue payments.21 In contrast, thirty 
years later, the British did none of those things and, in fact, still tried to 
collect revenue from starving farmers. No wonder that one Indian offi-
cer (ca. 1820) likened a Company collector to a tiger, advising it safest 
“to shun his fearful presence.”22 The British oversaw—and contributed 
through inaction to—dozens of famines during two centuries of colo-
nial rule, culminating in the 1943 famine (also in Bengal) that cost two 
million Indians their lives (chapter 22).

Beginning in the 1790s, the British instituted two major shifts to 
Company policy. They began sending British officers from cities into the 
mofussil (country regions) as judges or revenue collection officials and 
stationed British officers as “residents” in princely states. The idea behind 
both was to gain a firmer grasp on political power in India, perhaps partly 
inspired by a desire to prevent uprisings of the sort seen in the Ameri-
can Revolution (begun in 1775) and the French Revolution (begun in 
1789).23 All the same, in the early decades of the 1800s, the British en-
acted oppressive policies similar to or worse than those in colonial Amer
ica, such as requiring stamped paper for official documents akin to the 
1765 Stamp Act in America.24 More immediately, the dispersal of the 
British throughout India in the 1790s placed many in more regular, di-
rect contact with Indians.

Company rule involved racist attitudes and structural barriers, even 
while enabling interracial relationships. British writings of the period fre-
quently contain insulting depictions of Indians, which some used for 
their political advantage. For example, Company employee J. Z. Holwell 
spread exaggerated stories of the “Black Hole” of Calcutta, in which a 
few dozen British soldiers suffocated to death while imprisoned by the 
Nawab of Bengal in 1756. British anger over the incident—largely known 
through Holwell’s writings that used fictional elements designed to make 
Indians appear as savages—fed a desire for Company conquest in Ben-
gal leading into the Battle of Plassey.25 Indians noted “the aversion which 
the English openly shew for the company of the natives.”26 Sympathetic 
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British concurred, such as Judge Frederick John Shore who described 
his countrymen’s “haughty superciliousness, arrogance, and even inso-
lence of behaviour” toward Indians in the 1830s.27 Still, especially in big 
cities, elites of Indian and European communities mixed in the initial 
decades of Company rule. They attended the same auctions and estate 
sales in late eighteenth-century Calcutta, and travelers noted the cross-
cultural “soiree” culture of Madras into the 1810s.28

Many British men lived with or married Indian women in the eigh
teenth century. We lack formal numbers but consider that the majority 
of children baptized at St. John’s Church in Calcutta between 1767 and 
1782 were Eurasian and one-third of European wills in Bengal between 
1780 and 1785 contained provisions for Indian companions or children.29 
Indian wives gave British men access to family networks, helpful for in-
formation gathering and trade. Early on, their Eurasian children could 
work for the Company, but advancement options became limited after 
1793 when the British barred those with Indian ancestry from higher-
level appointments.

As the nineteenth century dawned, British-Indian love affairs be-
came less popular and more risky. Perhaps the most famous love story 
is that of Khair-un-Nissa, part of the local Shia elite of Hyderabad, and 
James Achilles Kirkpatrick, the British resident in the city from 1798 to 
1803. She got pregnant, and the pair married in a private Muslim wed-
ding ceremony (he under his Indian name of Hushmat Jang). Richard 
Wellesley, the governor-general of India, disapproved, and Kirkpatrick’s 
career never recovered.30 Kirkpatrick died in 1805, and, as per his will, 
his two children by Khair-un-Nissa were given English names and sent 
to London.31 They never saw their mother or India again.

The Company was resourceful and relentless when it came to ex-
tending its political power. It deployed sepoy-majority armies against 
recalcitrant Indian rulers, engaging in multiple battles against Mysore, 
the Marathas, and other foes.32 The British used whatever means they 
could to exert influence over Indian rulers, even adopting the local strat-
egy of hunger strikes (dharnas) in the late eighteenth century to compel 
the Nawab of Arcot to act in Company interests.33 They gobbled up the 
land holdings of European colonial powers and South Asian rulers alike, 
such as when they took over Dutch territories in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 
1796 and subsumed the interior Kingdom of Kandy in 1815.34 Sometimes, 
the Company annexed conquered areas to a presidency (Bombay, Cal-
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cutta, or Madras), and other times, they returned land to local rulers 
in a colonial version of vassal states. We generally call these quasi-
independent Indian rulers “princes” to mark their subservient relation-
ship (also called a “subsidiary alliance”).

As of the late eighteenth century, British Company rule and influence 
was uneven, even as securing profit for the metropole was a consistent 
driving force. Further standardization came after Britain passed the 
Charter Act in 1813, which dissolved the Company’s trade monopolies 
(with a few exceptions, such as opium) and formally expressed British 
crown sovereignty over its Indian holdings, which were expanding.

Indians in the Company
During more than a century of Company rule (1757–1858) over parts of 
the subcontinent, Indians were involved in many aspects of the colonial 
enterprise, including as soldiers, informers, revenue collectors, slaves, 
and traders. To be sure, many British men took actions with real effects 
on Indian lives, and I mention some individuals in the prior and subse-
quent sections. But I resist the path, walked by so many modern histo-
rians, of a British-centric narrative for colonial rule in India. Perhaps 
forefronting British agency makes sense if one is thinking about British 
history (of which colonialism is a critical component), but, in my view, 
it is a poor way to approach Indian history.35 It is also inaccurate and 
top-heavy, leading scholars such as Anand Yang to call for greater at-
tention to local society within what he dubs a “limited Raj.”36 Here I cen-
ter Indian decisions and positions, focusing on the many Indians who 
helped or, alternatively, opposed British rule.

Regional Indian rulers and communities had divergent reactions to 
the Company, sometimes flip-flopping. For example, the ruler of Vittala 
on the Malabar coast supported Mysore’s Haidar Ali (r. 1761–1782) against 
the British but, by the fourth and final Anglo-Mysore battle (1799), had 
become a British ally. The next year, Vittala’s ruler used the guns he had 
received from the Company to destroy a temple in Manjeshwar, which 
prompted local Brahmins to petition for British intervention. The Brit-
ish agreed and hanged Vittala’s ruler.37 Other groups, too, viewed the 
British as offering protection, with decidedly mixed results. For exam-
ple, in 1784, the Burmese Konbaung dynasty conquered the Arakan 
Mrauk U Kingdom, prompting thousands of Arakanese refugees to flee 
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to Bengal and seek British shelter. These Arakanese escaped capture 
and enslavement in Burma but, a decade later, the Company delivered 
some of the refugees to Burmese authorities.38

Tipu Sultan (r. 1782–1799) of Mysore is perhaps the most famous In-
dian ruler to have militarily opposed the British East India Company. His 
father, Haidar Ali, had staged a successful coup against Mysore’s Wode-
yar dynasty in 1761. Tipu’s rule was largely in line with long-standing 
Indian customs, including that he forged links with Sufi lineages and 
financially supported Hindu temples (he even mediated a dispute be-
tween two sects at a Visnu temple).39 More unusually, Tipu—whose 
name means “tiger”—staunchly opposed British influence. And so, at a 
time when Hyderabad’s Nizams and Maratha Peshwas were bowing to 
pressure to accept British residents at their courts, Mysore’s ruler had 
standing orders to arrest any uninvited European who crossed into his 
territory.40 Tipu even dreamed of the British being defeated—dreams 
being a medium for accessing higher truths in Islamic traditions—
writing in his dream diary in 1797: “In the early hours of the morning, I 
had a dream: Raghunath Rao, the Maratha agent, who had been to me 
before, appeared before me and said, ‘The English have suffered a crush-
ing defeat in Europe and are now on the verge of leaving Bengal volun-
tarily.’ On hearing his statement, I said, ‘That is fine, I will despatch troops 
as well as money; if God wills, the Nazarenes [Christians] will be ex-
pelled from India.’ ”41 But Tipu’s dreams did not become reality, and the 
story of his defeat is worth narrating.

Company troops killed Tipu Sultan in 1799 and overran his king-
dom. From a British perspective, most noteworthy is that they found one 
of the world’s great war trophies in the Mysore palace, namely a life-size 
tiger mauling a British soldier. If one plays the in-built organ, the sol-
dier’s arms move in distress while he moans in agony. Intended to proj
ect Tipu’s prowess, Tippoo’s Tiger (figure 17.1) was sent to England where 
it remains on display today at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum.42 
Regarding Indian history, two things about this episode exemplify larger 
trends. One, while Tipu fought the British, he allied with the French and 
even sent an embassy to Versailles in 1788.43 Eighteenth-century Indian 
rulers were regional in terms of land control, but many enjoyed global 
connections and called on European rulers to help their causes. Two, In-
dian sepoys fought for the Company in the 1799 battle, a point deserv-
ing of further explanation.
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Indian soldiers—known as sepoys from the Persian sipahi (soldier)—
constituted the vast majority of Company armies. To be sure, Europeans 
also served the Company as officers and foot soldiers (and the British 
Crown maintained royal troops on Indian soil from 1778 onward).44 But 
Indians outnumbered the British in all major Company battles, a point 
we should remember when talking about “British” casualties in India, 
which were typically overwhelmingly sepoy. For instance, one of the 
Company’s bloodier setbacks was the First Anglo-Afghan War (1839–
1842), which ended in a massacre of around 16,000 Company soldiers 
and camp followers, of which more than 95 percent were Indians.

In thinking about Indian agency and choice, it is valuable to ask—
Why did Indians fight for the British East India Company? Some did it 
for job security and to support their families, as the Company paid de-
cently and reliably, more so than many contemporary Indian rulers.45 For 
others, it was a family profession. In Madras Presidency, some sepoy 
soldiers were accompanied by their families and trained their children 
young.46 In the nineteenth century, the British typecast certain groups—
such as Nepali Gurkhas and Punjabi Sikhs—as good fighters, and that 
projection was embraced over time by some within those respective 

Figure 17.1. Tippoo’s Tiger, semi-automaton and organ built into an almost 

life-sized image of a tiger mauling a British soldier, ca. 1790 CE, Mysore 

court of Tipu Sultan (r. 1782–1799), wood.
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communities. Youthful striving—an old standby in military recruitment—
also played a role, such as when Dean Mahomed joined a regiment in 
Patna as a preteen in 1770, against his mother’s wishes.47

Sepoys were attracted to Company armies, in part, by British will-
ingness to accommodate religious, cultural, and regional preferences. 
British officers generally acquiesced to caste-based requests concerning 
eating and living arrangements, which allowed for the robust participa-
tion of Brahmins and Rajputs.48 As one scholar has put it, “There was a 
deliberate attempt to build a kind of upper caste Hindu sanctuary within 
the army.”49 Sepoys were encouraged to celebrate holidays, such as Holi 
and Dussehra, as per regional preferences. For example, regiments from 
(modern-day) Himachal Pradesh observed the fall festival of Dussehra 
by sacrificing goats and buffaloes (also, by firing cannons), whereas se-
poys from elsewhere preferred vegetarian celebrations.50 Sepoy units had 
Indian doctors from 1786 onward, and different treatments were some-
times preferred by sepoy versus European soldiers.51 For instance, as of 
1840, European regiments used five times the number of leeches monthly 
as sepoy regiments.52 At other times, health care required Indian-
European collaboration, both in training and in sourcing medicines 
like aloe and mercury from as far away as China via Bay of Bengal trading 
networks.53

Indian runners and spies provided British Company men with 
politically useful information. These networks drew on old Mughal 
ties (chapter 15), merchant connections, and families. For instance, Eur-
asian James Skinner (1778–1841) said that his chief spy was raised by 
his family.54 Many runners came from lower castes, such as Mahars in 
Rajasthan and Chamars in Benaras. In contrast, spies were often more 
elite, ideally literate in numerous languages and scripts. Kashmiri Brah-
mins served as informers for competing employers, including Com
pany and Sikh leaders.55 Even while these information networks served 
Company interests, they constitute an example of British integration 
into older Indian means of knowledge sharing.

In other regards, too, the British were happy to benefit from con-
tinuing established Indian practices, such as slavery. Going back to Chola 
times or earlier, slaves had worked southern lands, and this arrangement 
did not change for decades within Madras Presidency. Generally, human 
bondage followed caste hierarchies with lower castes and Dalits being 
exploited by upper-caste landowners. The British were not squeamish 
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about enslaving people, having built large parts of the global slave trade 
for decades. They argued that slavery in southern India was “mildest,” 
even “benign.”56 The British also bought house slaves, just like Indian rulers 
before them such as the Marathas, Mughals, and Rajputs.57 The Company 
formally banned slavery within their subcontinental domains in 1843, 
although conditions on the ground—where upper castes used violence 
to compel lower castes to work and even included Dalits on property 
deeds of sale—were slower to change.

One thing that never changed during Company rule is that Indians 
participated in British-led colonialism. This, in turn, shaped how the 
British ruled. Such dynamics also featured in the production and recep-
tion of Orientalist knowledge, which had widespread ramifications for 
Indian identities and thought.

Orientalist Knowledge
During Company rule, British officers and intellectuals—in consultation 
with Indians—produced Orientalist knowledge that shaped aspects of 
life in colonial India. The British held a range of views about Indian 
learning, from earnest interest to arrogant dismissal. On one extreme, 
some men like Robert Clive (d. 1774) never bothered to learn any Asian 
languages. Most infamous, perhaps, is Thomas Macaulay’s “Minute on 
Education” delivered to the British parliament in 1835 in which he ar-
gued for English-medium education in India and made the astonishingly 
ignorant statement:

I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit or Arabic. But I have done 
what I could to form a correct estimate of their value. I have read 
translations of the most celebrated Arabic and Sanscrit works. 
I have conversed, both here and at home, with men distinguished 
by their proficiency in the Eastern tongues. I am quite ready to 
take the oriental learning at the valuation of the orientalists 
themselves. I have never found one among them who could deny 
that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the 
whole native literature of India and Arabia. The intrinsic supe-
riority of the Western literature is indeed fully admitted by those 
members of the committee who support the oriental plan of 
education.58
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I am more interested here in British men who actually read Indian texts 
and worked with Indian intellectuals, such as Warren Hastings (d. 1818), 
who spoke Persian and Urdu, and William Jones (d. 1794), who worked 
with Indian pandits to translate Sanskrit and Persian texts. These men 
brought their own assumptions to studying Indian knowledge, and so 
we dub them and their works “Orientalist.” Colonial-era Orientalist 
knowledge is part of the history of studying South Asia in the modern 
academy, and it shaped parts of colonial-era Indian society.

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, British Orientalists be-
came enamored with Brahminical Sanskrit literature. They produced 
English translations of first-millennium CE texts—such as the Bhaga-
vadgita (1785), Hitopadesha (1787), and Kalidasa’s Shakuntala (1789)—
as well as later lyrical poems like Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda (1792).59 Read-
ers have encountered all these works in prior chapters, in discrete 
historical contexts. But in the 1780s–1790s, Orientalists clubbed them to-
gether to create a canon of classical Sanskrit literature. The focus on 
premodern Sanskrit literature itself stems from antiquarianism. They 
also translated to accommodate their own cultural norms, such as prud-
ishness that prompted Jones (and many Europeans after him) to elide 
the more sensuous bits of Shakuntala and Gitagovinda.60 As a result, the 
early Orientalists recreated Sanskrit literature within the confines of their 
cultural taboos, to great impact. Jones’s Shakuntala, for example, was 
translated into more than a dozen European languages in subsequent 
decades and so became one of the first Indian cultural products that 
many Europeans encountered.61

As more Indians learned English in the nineteenth century, they too 
read Orientalist translations of what, by then, had been demarcated as 
their classical literature (i.e., Brahminical Sanskrit texts largely from the 
first millennium CE). Sanskrit had never been a commonly used lan-
guage in South Asia and instead was restricted to select elites. And so, 
in a sense, colonial-era English translations echoed older Indian trans-
lation movements—such as Mughal Persian translations of Sanskrit 
texts—in making previously restricted works more accessible (chap-
ter 13). But the Orientalist prism on Sanskrit literature is unmistakable, 
in its narrow selections and translation decisions, and those distortions 
shaped Indians’ knowledge just as it shaped that of Westerners. Even 
today, many Indians are surprised at the embrace of eroticism in pre-
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modern Sanskrit poetry and are more aware of Brahminical texts than 
other premodern materials.

The British investment in Sanskrit Brahminical texts also came out 
in legal treatises, which had wide-ranging social consequences. Nathan-
iel Halhed—supported by Hastings and working with eleven Brahmin 
pandits from Bengal—authored the Code of Gentoo Laws in 1776 based 
on the dual assumptions that there was Hindu (i.e., Gentoo) law appli-
cable to everyday situations and that it was articulated in Sanskrit texts. 
Really, the book created a code of Brahminical law that was strictly di-
vided from Islamic law and divorced from Mughal judicial contexts.62 
The British-enacted Hindu-Muslim law divide permeated every area of 
legal life in colonial India, with courts in 1825 searching for distinct pre
cedents on subjects as mundane as dealing with alluvions (land created 
by silt deposits).63

When the British thought about Hindus and Muslims together, they 
put them in a historical chronology of “Hindu rule” through about 1200 
CE, followed by “Muslim rule” through the 1750s, and capped by “Brit-
ish rule.” In writing Indian history, they relied partly on premodern In-
dian texts, like Firishta’s sweeping history written in the 1600s for the 
Deccan-based Adil Shahi dynasty.64 But the British were responsible for 
substantial innovations that doubled as colonial propaganda in works 
such as Alexander Dow’s History of Hindostan (1772) and (Scottish) 
James Mill’s History of British India (1817). Over and over, they demon-
ized Indo-Muslim rulers—their immediate predecessors in ruling large 
parts of the subcontinent—so that the British might look good by com-
parison. More broadly, the British reduced Indian rulers to religion, writ-
ing about “Hindu rulers” and Muslims rulers” and suggesting that the 
British alone could rise above religious divisions. It proved a compel-
ling dogma and was disseminated widely among British officials in 
India.65

Misguided colonial readings of Indian history also gained traction 
with Indians. Similar ideas surfaced in vernacular histories such as 
Mrityunjay Vidyalankar’s Rajabali (Royal lineage, 1808), the first printed 
Bengali history of India, which offers a biased image of Aurangzeb and 
depicts Company rule as divinely sanctioned.66 But such propaganda 
should not be mistaken for historical reality. Bucking earlier trends, 
Orientalist knowledge was instrumental in creating Hindu-Muslim 
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division as a major feature of Indian society beginning in the nineteenth 
century.67

Both Orientalists and missionaries were interested in Indian vernac-
ulars, and their interventions changed these traditions. Numerous In-
dian vernaculars were printed for the first time at Serampore, a Danish 
colony north of Calcutta where missionaries were free to operate (they 
were banned in Company-ruled areas until 1813). Between 1800 and 1830, 
the Serampore Press published more than 210,000 volumes in forty lan-
guages.68 In Company-controlled areas, some British developed an in-
terest in Hindi, sometimes called Hindustani in this period, with John 
Gilchrist publishing the first English-Hindoostanee (his spelling) dic-
tionary in the 1780s.69 Gilchrist was later appointed Professor of Hindu-
stani at Calcutta’s College of Fort William (1800–1854), founded to teach 
Indian vernaculars to British soldiers. Gilchrist is also credited with an 
idea that ultimately reshaped the linguistic politics of northern India, 
namely that we ought to divide Hindi and Urdu into separate languages 
by script, using Devanagari for Hindi and Perso-Arabic for Urdu.70 Still, 
following Mughal precedent, Persian remained the official language of 
the Company until 1837, some seventy years into Company rule.

The British also developed knowledge about India through travel-
ing. For example, Colin Mackenzie (1753–1821) traversed parts of south-
ern India and relied on native assistants like the three Kavali brothers 
for a mixture of translations, ethnographic observations, and practical ar-
rangements.71 In Rajasthan between 1799 and 1822, James Tod learned 
about Rajput history and ultimately published his three-volume Annals 
and Antiquities of Rajast’han. He was assisted by Ghasi, an artist who also 
worked for Udaipur’s rulers, and Gyanchandra, a Jain yati who helped 
him read the Prithviraj Raso, a Hindi work of Rajput legends that has 
informed much popular knowledge.72 British women, too, traveled India, 
and some wrote about their experiences. For instance, Jemima Kin
dersley accompanied her husband, an artillery officer in the Bengal army, 
between 1764 and 1768.73 She was perhaps the first European woman to 
visit Allahabad, along with her four-year-old son, where she noted a 
cockroach infestation at the British-run fort and large bats “fixing their 
claws in [people’s] hair.”74 Several decades later, a standard tourist itin-
erary began to emerge. For instance, between 1809 and 1811, Maria Gra-
ham visited Elephanta Island near Bombay, Mamallapuram south of 
Madras, Bombay’s Parsi temples, and the Buddhist Karle caves in Ma-
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harashtra. She also wrote about experiences still associated with tour-
ism in India today, such as riding an elephant.75

It is hard to overstate the influential legacy of the early Orientalists 
and others involved in creating knowledge as part of the colonial effort. 
Some of that legacy is negative, and many modern people hold ill-
informed ideas about South Asia whose origins can be traced to the 
1770s–1830s. But Orientalist knowledge is also foundational to the mod-
ern study of history, in India and the West. For example, James Prinsep 
deciphered the Brahmi and Kharoshthi scripts (which had long ago been 
forgotten) in the late 1830s, which gave us access once again to Ashokan 
inscriptions. Prinsep published his findings in the Journal of the Asiatic 
Society of Bengal, founded in 1784 and still published today to foster re-
search on India. Later Indologists, including Indians, built upon Prinsep’s 
work, such as Bhau Daji (1821–1874) who finished deciphering the rock 
inscriptions at Junagadh (chapter 4).76

In 1785, William Jones noted the similarities between Sanskrit, Greek, 
and Latin in his Second Anniversary Speech to the Asiatic Society of 
Bengal. He was not the first in India to note the language connection 
(Arzu preceded him; chapter 2). But Jones popularized knowledge of the 
links, which spurred further linguistic study. In the 1810s, a clear theory 
of Dravidian languages emerged, and so scholars understood, for the first 
time, that there are two major language families in South Asia with Indo-
European languages dominating the north (e.g., Hindi, Bengali, Guja-
rati, Punjabi, Urdu) and Dravidian languages common in the south (e.g., 
Malayalam, Tamil, Kannada, Telugu).77 These discoveries—and many 
others made during the early colonial period—remain foundational to 
our collective understanding of South Asian history.

Hindu Reform Movements
Orientalist knowledge changed how Indians thought about themselves, 
including their religions. Responding to a mix of new ideas, European 
criticisms, and their own shifting sentiments, some Hindus called for ro-
bust changes to religious practices starting in the late eighteenth 
century. These Hindu reform movements began in Bengal, owing to the 
region’s robust British presence and its emerging bhadralok (Hindu urban 
elite).78 The Hindu reformers championed modifications that, in their 
view, would make Hinduism more rational, equitable, and modern. For 
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example, early Hindu reformers advocated for rejecting icon veneration, 
ridding Hindu communities of caste, eliminating sati (widow burning), 
and increasing access to education. They also argued for the unity of 
God, influenced by Christian Unitarian ideas.79 Many Hindus alive in 
the colonial period saw no need for their religion to be “reformed,” and 
some defended their existing traditions. But the Hindu reform move-
ments had widespread effects, changing the terms of internal Hindu re-
ligious debates.

The early Hindu reform movements coincided with the advent of 
the term “Hindooism” (using that spelling), first attested in the 1780s. 
This emerging category subsumed groups—like the Lingayats and 
Vaishnavas—that had long considered themselves distinct and so gave 
rise to competing visions of proper Hindu ideas and practices. Rammo-
han Roy (1772–1833)—a Company man, Brahmin, and key reformer 
whom we met in the introduction—was quite possibly the first Hindu 
to write about “Hindooism.”80 He founded the Brahmo Samaj in 1828, 
and it continued after his death (and continues today) to advocate for 
its ideal “reforms” to Hindu traditions. Roy and other Bengali Hindu re-
formers faced competition, especially from popular Vaishnava move-
ments in Bengal.81 Their “reforms” were sometimes opposed by other 
bhadralok societies, such Calcutta’s Dharma Sabha founded by Ra
dhakanta Deb in 1830 that promoted a more conservative vision of 
Hindu practices. There was also pushback from other quarters. In rural 
areas of eastern Bengal, villagers refused transport and housing to 
Brahmo Samaj missionaries and desecrated their prayer halls. Brahmo 
Samaj converts often faced stiff family opposition.82

Hindu reformers such as Rammohan Roy responded to European 
Christian criticisms of Hinduism and engaged with Hindu theology, and 
we cannot separate the two projects. Rammohan Roy, for example, cited 
the Upanishads as easily as the Bible. He wrote an immense amount—
in Bengali, English, Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit—on his desired changes 
to Hindu practices and beliefs (see excerpt). Roy’s language can be harsh 
at times, rejecting staunchly both the Christian Trinity and Vishnu’s 
multiple avatars (incarnations) as inappropriately polytheistic (Roy 
embraced monotheism).83 Still, Roy believed that ancient Hindu texts 
outlined a moral path, which he encouraged his brethren to embrace 
while they rejected contemporary corruptions. Roy traveled to England 
in 1831, formally as a Mughal representative (the name “Roy” was adapted 
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from a title given to his great-grandfather, Krishnachandra, by a Mu-
ghal official during Aurangzeb’s reign).84 The trip pushed back against 
Hindu caste norms, since by crossing the kala pani (ocean, literally 
“black waters”) one lost one’s caste in common thinking of the day. Roy 
died in 1833 among Unitarian friends in Bristol where, in a final rejec-
tion of common Hindu customs, he is buried.

Rammohan Roy, Excerpt from Introduction to the  
Ishopanishad, 1816
For the chief part of the theory and practice of Hindooism, I am sorry to 
say, is made to consist in the adoption of a peculiar mode of diet; the 
least aberration from which (even though the conduct of the offender 
may in other respects be pure and blameless) is not only visited with the 
severest censure, but actually punished by exclusion from the society of 
his family and friends. In a word, he is doomed to undergo what is com-
monly called loss of cast.

On the contrary, the rigid observance of this grand article of Hindoo 
faith is considered in so high a light as to compensate for every moral 
defect. Even the most atrocious crimes weigh little or nothing in the bal-
ance against the supposed guilt of its violation.

Murder, theft, or perjury, though brought home to the party by a 
judicial sentence, so far from inducing loss of cast, is visited in their so-
ciety with no peculiar mark of infamy or disgrace.

A trifling present to the Brahmin, commonly called Prayaschit, with 
the performance of a few idle ceremonies, are held as a sufficient atone-
ment for all those crimes; and the delinquent is at once freed from all 
temporal inconvenience, as well as all dread of future retribution.

My reflections upon these solemn truths have been most painful for 
many years. I have never ceased to contemplate with the strongest feel-
ings of regret, the obstinate adherence of my countrymen to their fatal 
system of idolatry, inducing, for the sake of propitiating their supposed 
Deities, the violation of every humane and social feeling. And this in vari
ous instances, but more especially in the dreadful acts of self-destruction 
and the immolation of the nearest relations, under the delusion of con-
forming to sacred religious rites. I have never ceased, I repeat, to con-
template these practices with the strongest feelings of regret, and to view 
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in them the moral debasement of a race who, I cannot help thinking, are 
capable of better things; whose susceptibility, patience, and mildness of 
character, render them worthy of a better destiny. Under these impres-
sions, therefore, I have been impelled to lay before them genuine transla-
tions of parts of their scripture, which inculcates not only the enlightened 
worship of one God, but the purest principles of morality, accompanied 
with such notices as I deemed requisite to oppose the arguments em-
ployed by the Brahmins in defence of their beloved system. Most earnestly 
do I pray that the whole may, sooner or later, prove efficient in producing 
on the minds of Hindoos in general, a conviction of the rationality of be-
lieving in and adoring the Supreme Being only; together with a complete 
perception and practice of that grand and comprehensive moral principle—
Do unto others as ye would be done by.85

The Hindu reform movements solicited British intervention in 
certain matters, such as sati (widow burning). Sati was rare in colonial 
India, but it captured British imaginations because they perceived it as a 
gruesome practice. Hindu reformers agreed, and they worked with the 
Company to ban sati in the early nineteenth century. Other Hindus 
fiercely opposed this move (such as members of Calcutta’s Dharma 
Sabha), and the debate raised a question that would recur throughout 
British colonial rule in India: Should the colonial government regulate 
socio-religious practices? Eighteenth-century Indian rulers had some-
times done so, such as the Marathas mandating child marriage for Brah-
min girls and the Rathors enforcing caste-based segregation (chapter 16). 
But many Indians felt that it was different for colonial British rulers to 
interfere with Indian religions (especially other than Christianity). The 
British often agreed, at least until Indian customs conflicted with their 
own notions about civilized conduct. This thorny issue arose repeatedly 
in subsequent decades, including regarding child marriage, female infan-
ticide, and anticolonial rhetoric at religious festivals.

The Hindu reform movements continued throughout the colonial 
period, and I return in chapters 19 and 20 to other strands of the move-
ments that transformed aspects of Hinduism. As an early reformer, 
Rammohan Roy responded, creatively and robustly, to his changed 
environment. This included embracing Hinduism as a broad-based tra-
dition, internalizing certain British colonial criticisms, and articulating a 
way forward through critically reading Hindu religious texts.
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Conclusion: Empires Lost and Gained
Amid shifting Indian social realities and the rise of the British East India 
Company, the Mughals persisted in a shabby state. They were confined 
to an area of Delhi known as Shahjahanabad and served as living mu-
seum pieces, largely of interest to traveling Europeans. Emma Roberts 
wrote about visiting Akbar Shah II (d. 1837), describing the king as 
shrunken and bereft of dignity. She noted that the “throne or pavilion 
of the great Moghul is of white marble, beautifully carved, inlaid with 
gold.”86 In contrast: “The king is seated, cross-legged, upon cushions, 
and, except upon occasions of state, does not affect great splendour of 
attire, being frequently entirely wrapped up in shawls, and shewing only a 
few valuable jewels to the eager eyes of European strangers. The court 
is, in fact, shorn of all its grandeur, and the monarch, painfully conscious 
of his own degradation, can only be reconciled to the exhibition of him-
self, for the sake of the revenue afforded by the gold mohurs, which are 
offered as nuzzurs at every presentation.”87 In part, the Company kept 
Akbar Shah II and his successor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, around to high-
light, by contrast, alleged British “modernity.”88 In other regards, the 
Company drew on Mughal ruling culture, such as minting coins in the 
Mughal ruler’s name (and in Persian) until the mid-1830s. Even if they 
were has-been kings, the Mughals and their Indo-Persian ruling culture 
informed Company rule. Capturing something of these social and po-
litical dynamics, the Delhi town crier is reported to have shouted as his 
refrain in the mid-nineteenth century: “People belong to God, rule to 
the King, and control to the Company Bahadur.”89 This division of au-
thority did not last, however, and the saying soon became obsolete.

Further Reading
For overviews of Company rule, I used C.  A. Bayly and Jon Wilson 
(both also extend into the British Raj). I turned to other scholars for 
specific topics, such as Seema Alavi on sepoys and the Company, Kate 
Brittlebank on Tipu Sultan, and Durba Ghosh on interracial relation-
ships. Brian Hatcher has written on the Hindu reform movements, and 
Bruce Robertson has edited and analyzed some of Rammohan Roy’s 
writings. So many have written about the early Orientalists, of which 
Manan Ahmed Asif ’s work stands out for its robust engagement with 
premodern sources as well.
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Sepoy Rebellion  
and Dawn of  
the British Raj

Everything is to become red.

—Ominous saying reported by Anglo-Indian press, Calcutta, 18571

In 1857, Calcutta’s press reportedly printed a prediction that everything 
would soon redden, a warning or a promise perhaps. It might refer to 

blood, foretelling an Indian rebellion against British colonial rule. Al-
ternatively, it could imply sepoy military uniforms or the pink color that 
typically denoted British territory on nineteenth-century maps, mean-
ing that British rule would soon prevail across India.2 Both predictions 
held truth, and yet few—if any in India—saw coming two sequential 
events that reshaped South Asian politics: the Sepoy Rebellion in 1857 
and the dawn of the British Raj in 1858. I contextualize these water-
shed moments by first discussing the final decades of British East India 
Company rule (1835–1857) when British leaders exhibited increasing 
aggression. As the Company devoured Indian territory, local society 
experienced social shifts fueled by the spread of English-medium edu-
cation and press technology. Then, a rebellion broke out that, while ul-
timately quashed, changed the British colonial enterprise in South Asia.

Company Territorial Aggression, 1835–1857
The gloves came off during the final decades of Company rule on the sub-
continent. British colonialists accelerated time-worn tactics, such as war-
ring for territory, using residents to pressure Indian princes, and allying 

18
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with merchants to overthrow local rulers. An example of the last mech-
anism is the British annexation of Sind in 1843, which was bankrolled by 
Seth Naomul, a local trader. Naomul ran duty-free stores in the Com
pany’s Karachi cantonment and procured supplies for sepoy and British 
troops headed northwest to the First Anglo-Afghan War (1839–1842).3 
Still, his pro-Company actions may have been ”ultimately self-defeating” 
since he and other merchants lost access to the region’s lucrative opium 
trade after 1843 as the British enforced their monopoly on the drug.4 The 
Company’s 1843 annexation of Sind is most often remembered in the 
apocryphal tale that Charles Napier sent a pun dispatch announcing his 
victory: “Peccavi,” Latin for “I have sinned.” In reality, a teenage girl named 
Catherine Winkworth invented this multilingual wordplay, which was 
published by London’s humorous Punch magazine and mistakenly at-
tributed to Napier.5 The cavalier attitude was spot on to describe many 
British who schemed, swindled, and fought to swell Company landhold-
ings and wealth from the 1830s through the 1850s.

The British also deployed new strategies to seize further Indian ter-
ritory, such as the doctrine of lapse from 1834 to 1857 whereby they took 
over Indian kingdoms lacking an acceptable bloodline male heir. The 
doctrine is often associated with the Marquis of Dalhousie, James Ram-
say, governor-general of India from 1848 to 1856. Dalhousie annexed a 
quarter of a million square miles of the subcontinent, more than any 
British officer who preceded him, including the kingdoms of Satara 
(1848), Nagpur (1853), Jhansi (1854), and numerous smaller princely 
states.6 The threat or reality of violence loomed behind each land acqui-
sition. Here I delve further into two large-scale territorial seizures: the 
Sikh Kingdom, annexed through cruel politicking and war in 1849, and 
Awadh, annexed due to misgovernance claims in 1856. These cases 
demonstrate how South Asians contended with an increasingly bellicose 
Company under Dalhousie and offer an opportunity to see broader so-
cial and cultural shifts.

The Sikh Kingdom was founded in 1799 by teenaged Ranjit Singh 
(1780–1839) and soon stretched across the Punjab and beyond. Ranjit 
Singh was born into a relatively privileged family that already controlled 
substantial land in Punjab.7 They belonged to a group of Sikhs who em-
braced a martial identity through the Khalsa (Sikh warrior community 
established in 1699) and used religious language to articulate political 
ambitions, such as calls to fight a dharamyudh (religious war).8 Ranjit 
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Singh rose to prominence by conquering Lahore, formerly a Mughal cap-
ital, from another Sikh family in 1799.9 He declared himself maharaja 
(emperor) of the Punjab in 1801 and ruled much of the region for the 
next thirty-eight years, also conquering Kashmir around 1820.

Ranjit Singh acted similarly to earlier Indian rulers, including the 
Mughals, while also incorporating Sikh cultural norms. He was ecumen-
ical in state patronage and marriage practices, wedding Sikh, Hindu, 
and Muslim women.10 He built a mosque and madrasa in Lahore to 
honor one of his Muslim wives, Moran (so called because she danced 
like a peacock, mor in Urdu and Hindi).11 Ranjit Singh spoke approv-
ingly of Aurangzeb at times, such as admiring the Mughal emperor’s fe-
rocity in facing down a mad elephant.12 He came to possess the Koh-i 
Noor diamond, once a symbol of Mughal sovereignty that had been 
looted from India nearly a century earlier by Nadir Shah (chapter 16). 
Ranjit Singh also drew on Sikh ideas to express sovereignty, such as using 
turban exchanges to forge political alliances. Turbans signified a frater-
nal link as per Rajput traditions since the sixteenth century, and, for Sikh 
men of the era, the turban “was a symbol of martial prowess” owing to 
kesh (uncut hair) being among the markers of Khalsa warriors.13 Known 
as sher-e punjab (Lion of the Punjab), Ranjit Singh generously patron-
ized Amritsar’s Golden Temple, sponsoring extensive adornments still 
visible today.

The Sikh Kingdom contended with internal and external political 
challenges, with the Company proving the most ferocious. Like other In-
dian rulers (see chapter  17), Ranjit Singh forged agreements with the 
Company that helped temporarily solidify his political position. For ex-
ample, the 1809 Treaty of Amritsar declared Company recognition of 
Ranjit Singh as the sole ruler of the Punjab, which gave him license to 
cement his dominance over other Sikh and Afghan leaders.14 But the 
Company outlasted Ranjit Singh (d. 1839), whose successors fell into in-
fighting as three adult sons and grandsons cycled through as heads of 
the Sikh Kingdom between 1839 and 1843.15 In 1843, a fourth successor 
came to power: Ranjit Singh’s youngest son Duleep Singh (r. 1843–1849), 
who was only four years old and so ripe for exploitation. As a British 
lord put it, this child-prince “must do our bidding.”16

At first, Duleep Singh’s mother, Maharani Jind Kaur (known as Jin-
dan), served as regent and frustrated British designs on the Sikh throne, 
but she was soon sidelined. British resident Henry Lawrence suggested 
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in summer 1847 that Jindan should observe purdah, only conducting 
business periodically from behind a screen “as do the Princesses of other 
courts, such as Jodhpore, Jyepore, and Nepal.” Jindan rejected the gen-
dered suggestion made to minimize her influence, proclaiming: “So long 
as the Maharajah is sovereign of his own kingdom, it is the same as if I 
was sovereign myself.”17 Unable to solicit her compliance, Lawrence 
forced Jindan into exile in August 1847, separating her from her then 
nine-year-old son.18

In 1849, the Company won a military confrontation with Sikh forces, 
after which they compelled the child-prince Duleep Singh to sign a treaty 
of annexation. This “treaty” included a list of loot that the British took 
home to England, including the famed Koh-i Noor diamond and Ranjit 
Singh’s golden throne. They also took Duleep Singh to England, giving 
the child a 17,000-acre estate in Suffolk but cutting him off from his 
homeland (I finish his story below).19 In the early 1850s, the British com-
missioned a Dutch firm to recut the Koh-i Noor, thereby making the 
diamond conform to British tastes of appearing more lustrous but shav-
ing off 80 carats.20 Both the reduced Koh-i Noor and Ranjit Singh’s empty 
throne remain in London today, the former as part of the crown jewels 
and the latter on display as a war trophy opposite Tippoo’s Tiger (chap-
ter 17) at the Victoria and Albert Museum.21

The last Indian kingdom that the Company annexed was Awadh 
(Oudh), which stretched across the fertile Gangetic plain. Awadh was 
ruled by Shia nawabs from 1722 to 1856, who, like many other early 
eighteenth-century rulers, had de facto broken away from the Mughals. 
They shifted their kingdom’s capital from Faizabad to Lucknow in 1775, 
at which point the nawabs of Awadh ruled around 89,000 square miles, 
a kingdom nearly the size of modern-day Uttar Pradesh (independent 
India’s largest state).22 The British annexed half of Awadh in 1801, after 
which the Company kept a British resident at court in Lucknow. Dalhou-
sie described the nawab’s remaining kingdom in 1851 as “a cherry which 
will drop into our mouths some day.”23 Despite such dismissive fruit 
metaphors, local culture thrived in Awadh during the first half of the 
nineteenth century.

Awadh’s elites supported literary, artistic, architectural, and tech-
nological endeavors through the mid-1800s. Perhaps most famously, 
tawaifs (female entertainers skilled in dance and music) flourished in 
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nineteenth-century Lucknow, and some were quite wealthy. Men par-
ticipated in poetry symposiums (mushairas), where one could hear the 
latest Urdu verses. Crowds of Muslims and Hindus honored Shia festi-
vals, such as Muharram that commemorates Husayn’s martyrdom at the 
Battle of Karbala in 680 CE.24 Poetic elegies (marsiyas) narrated this 
event and were sometimes shared in labyrinth-like imambara buildings, 
sponsored by the nawabs.25 Imambaras also had prosaic features, and the 
nawabs sponsored one such building in the 1780s to provide famine 
relief.26 Awadh’s last nawab, Wajid Ali Shah (1822–1887), patronized 
the arts liberally, including dance and music (interests he continued 
into the 1880s as a deposed ruler living in Calcutta).27 Awadh’s rulers 
also invested in public works, such as substantially expanding their 
road networks from the late eighteenth century forward.28 They in-
stalled a typographic press in Lucknow in 1817 and brought the first 
steamboat to India in 1819.29 In brief, Awadh thrived, culturally and 
technologically, prior to its colonial takeover.

Dalhousie annexed Awadh in 1856 on the pretense that Wajid Ali 
Shah had failed to implement urgently needed reforms, especially to re-
duce crime. The move met with rejoinders in India and England. Wajid 
Ali Shah (or somebody writing in his name) published Reply to the 
Charges against the King of Oude in Calcutta in 1856, and Samuel Lucas 
(possibly a pseudonym) published Dacoitee in Excelsis, or, The Spolia-
tion of Oude, by the East India Company in London in 1857. Lucas’s crit-
icism is harsh, such as these opening lines: “It will be seen how falsely a 
pretended care for a native race can be made the excuse for thwarting 
their inclinations, while appropriating their substance; and how, consult-
ing our own objects alone, we can enforce a revolution to which they 
were adverse, and can thrust upon them our rule because we coveted 
their rupees.”30 Wajid Ali Shah was more circumspect, perhaps because 
he sought to persuade the British to reinstate him. Still, he ended by 
pointing out that the Company’s pretext of combating crime did not hold 
water since “crimes committed in my dominions” are “in the proportion 
of one to ten to those committed in the Company’s territories.”31 Such 
works testify to the persuasive limits of colonial propaganda. Wajid Ali 
Shah’s text also participates in a development so ordinary today that it 
can be easy to overlook in history, namely that Indians began writing 
and publishing in English.
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Printing Presses, Speaking English, and 
Changing Religion
Print technologies expanded rapidly on the subcontinent starting 
in  the 1830s, especially with the introduction of lithography. Typo-
graphic presses had been used in India for a few centuries already, but 
lithography—which prints from a flat surface—was cheaper and more 
portable. It also allowed for calligraphy, which was culturally preferable 
for Persian and Urdu printing. Over the next few decades, communities 
in Agra, Benares, Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, Kanpur, Lucknow, Madras, 
and elsewhere used printing presses to spread their ideas, with educa-
tional and theological works outpacing other genres.32 Both Hindi and 
Urdu texts were lithographed, including Tulsidas’s Ramayan (1832) and 
an Urdu translation of the Quran (1848).33 European Christian mission-
aries printed evangelical materials, and Indians of various religious back-
grounds published sharp responses in what one scholar describes as 
“tract warfare.”34 Print could also be used for political challenges, a 
possibility that alarmed some Indian rulers. For example, Ranjit Singh 
(d. 1839) licensed two lithographs in the hopes of disseminating the Guru 
Granth Sahib, the central Sikh holy book, but he later shackled the presses 
out of fear that they might print seditious materials.35

Indian presses churned out works in many languages, but one was 
still fairly new to most Indians: English. From the early nineteenth 
century forward, English spread as a new kind of cosmopolitan language 
in South Asia. It was never adopted by most South Asians but—like Per-
sian for earlier generations—served as an elite tongue that also gave 
access to government employment opportunities. Unsurprisingly, given 
the history of Company rule stretching out from Calcutta, Bengalis were 
among the earliest to make the English language their own.

Indian demand for English education was robust. The first secretary 
of the Madras School Book Society, Vennelacunty Soob Row, estimated 
that 500 schools advertised to teach English on Madras’s Mount Road 
alone in the 1820s.36 The Company began introducing English-medium 
education in Indian colleges, such as Benares Sanskrit College and 
Old Delhi College, in the late 1820s to early 1830s. At the same time, 
book societies in the three Company presidencies’ capitals (Bombay, 
Calcutta, and Madras) opened schools and printed English-medium 
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literature, as did missionary groups.37 In 1835, the British passed the 
English Education Act that pulled official support from Indian classical 
languages, such as Persian and Sanskrit, and prioritized teaching and 
using English in India. In 1839, a petition to open an English-medium 
high school in Madras attracted 70,000 signatures from inhabitants of 
the city.38

Some English-speaking Indian elites adopted new ideas and habits, 
along with a new language, in the early nineteenth century, and these 
changes often prompted intracommunity discord. We encountered one 
example with the early Hindu reformers who founded the Brahmo Samaj 
and received pushback (chapter 17). Another Hindu example is Mohan 
Lal Zutshi, a Kashmiri Brahmin who was among the first students to 
study English at Old Delhi College in the late 1820s. This positioned 
Mohan Lal to travel with the explorer Alexander Burnes in Central Asia 
and, later, to visit England. But upon returning to Delhi, Mohan Lal was 
rejected by other Kashmiri Brahmins who accused him of losing his caste 
due to dining with the British (he denied this) and having left the Brah-
minical sphere of aryavarta (“land of the pure,” i.e., India).39 He asked 
the British to intervene on his behalf, but they considered it an internal 
community matter. Faced with living the rest of his life as a religious out-
caste, Mohan Lal instead chose to convert to Islam.40

In some cases, English-medium education created opportunities for 
European Christian missionaries to proselytize to Indians. For instance, 
at a Madras school run by the Free Church Mission of Scotland, three 
upper-caste Hindu boys converted to Christianity in 1841, against their 
parents’ wishes.41 The episode prompted other parents to withdraw their 
children from the school.

Perhaps the most famous nineteenth-century Indian convert to 
Christianity was Duleep Singh, the deposed child-prince of the Punjab, 
who ultimately reconverted to Sikhism in an attempt to resist British 
colonialism. After being deposed in 1849, Duleep Singh lived as a rich, 
land-owning Christian in England for thirty years. Then, in the 1880s, 
prophesies flew around the Punjab about a man who would lead Sikhs 
in revolt against the British, and some thought the promised one was 
Duleep Singh.42 He agreed and attempted to return to India to be initi-
ated into the Khalsa in 1886. Seeing a threat to their colonial power, the 
British police arrested Duleep in Aden. He performed the Amrit initia-
tion there, taking on the five markers of the Khalsa, although this lacked 
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the challenge to British authority that the same action might have had 
on Indian soil. Duleep Singh moved to continental Europe and pursued 
anticolonial activities until his death in 1893.43 He even solicited Russian 
help in aspiring, as he put it in 1887, “to deliver some 250,000,000 of my 
countrymen from the cruel yoke of the British Rule.”44 Duleep Singh was 
not alone in being discontent with British colonialism, a point made 
forcefully by the Sepoy Rebellion of 1857.

Armed Rebellion
The Sepoy Rebellion constituted the greatest armed threat that Indians 
ever posed to the British colonial enterprise. It began in spring 1857 when 
a handful of sepoys turned on their British commanders in northern 
India, and soon sepoys across Bengal Presidency joined in violent push-
back to Company rule. Within weeks, the Rebellion also attracted civil-
ian support from across the social spectrum, including from deposed 
rulers, tribal communities, convicts, and courtesans.45 Noticing this tran-
sition from military revolt to broader uprising, one English-medium 
Calcutta newspaper declared on May 21, 1857: “It is no longer a mutiny, 
but a rebellion.”46 Some put stock in the curious timing, with both Indi-
ans and British citing astrologers’ predictions that British rule would end 
a century after the Battle of Plassey (1757).47 The British and loyal sepoys 
quelled the unrest through force, putting down most of the rebellion 
within months and stamping out the remnants by early to mid-1858. 
Still, the Sepoy Rebellion had extensive social ramifications, especially 
for Indian Muslim communities (chapter 19), and was a politically trans-
formative event, prompting the end of Company rule and the dawn of 
the British Raj.

The Sepoy Rebellion had antecedents in that many Indian commu-
nities had used force to resist British colonialism in prior decades. Per-
haps the closest precedent was the 1806 Vellore Revolt in Madras Presi-
dency, in which rebel sepoys killed about 100 British.48 The years leading 
up to the 1857 Rebellion saw numerous tribal and Adivasi uprisings, in-
cluding among Bhils in central India (1852), Santhals in eastern India 
(1855–1856), and Savaras in Odisha (1856–1857). The British generally met 
armed resistance with brutal violence of their own, such as summarily 
shooting rebels and Indian civilians, hanging them, and blowing them 
apart with cannons. After seeing British “undistinguishing vengeance” 
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at Vellore, some sepoys predicted, “If another insurrection shou’d occur 
in the army, all the men will be united in the sentiment and action.”49 
Indeed, most Bengal sepoys rebelled in spring of 1857, with only 8,000 
left loyal to the British as of September  1858 (out of 120,000 a mere 
eighteen months earlier).50

Rumors of religious and caste offenses were the immediate spark for 
sepoys to rebel. The British planned to introduce Enfield rifles to sepoy 
troops, who began to whisper in early 1857 that the accompanying 
cartridges—which had to be bitten open to load the gun—were greased 
with pig lard and beef tallow. This alarmed Muslims and upper-caste 
Hindus for analogous reasons. Mangal Pandey, a Brahmin sepoy in Bar-
rackpore, was the first to object that ingesting such animal products 
would cause him to lose his caste. After taking up arms against a British 
officer in March 1857, he was quickly tried and hanged.51 More than a 
month later, in May 1857, Muslim cavalrymen in Meerut rebelled, upset 
at consuming pork against standard Islamic proscription, and this time 
the violence spread. Nobody has ever quite worked out if the rumors of 
tallow and lard held any truth, but regardless many of the 230,000 se-
poys who worked for the Company as of 1857 believed that their jobs 
suddenly meant breaking religious and caste taboos and thus facing so-
cial ostracization.

Broader disaffection with British colonialism helps to explain why 
so many in northern India rebelled in 1857. Nineteenth-century Indi-
ans had a legion of grievances against Company rule, including British 
racism against Indians, draining wealth from the subcontinent, oversee-
ing famines, humiliating Indian rulers, coercive takeovers of princely 
territories, interfering in religious practices, and aggressive European 
Christian missionaries. There were additional reasons for sepoy discon-
tentment in the 1850s, including being sent to die in foreign wars and 
attempts to diversify caste representation in sepoy regiments.52 This last 
issue was especially threatening to the predominantly upper-caste Ben-
gal army, the main muscle of the Sepoy Rebellion. Brahmins were the 
largest group among Bengal Presidency sepoys, followed by Rajputs and 
Bhumihars.53 The myriad Indian grievances played out differently in spe-
cific places, with more prosaic causes for violence also thrown into the 
mix. For instance, Mangal Pandey was reported to be under the influ-
ence of bhang, a cannabis-based narcotic, when he took up arms against 
his British commander.54
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In May 1857, rebel sepoys congregated in northern cities—especially 
Kanpur, Delhi, and Lucknow—to fight under regional leaders, and the 
movement proceeded distinctly in each place. In Kanpur, the rebels were 
led by Nana Sahib, one of three adopted sons of the last Maratha Peshwa 
and inheritor of his property; they held Kanpur until July 1857. In Delhi, 
rebel sepoys turned to Bahadur Shah Zafar, the octogenarian Mughal 
emperor, as a nominal leader and staved off British forces until Septem-
ber 1857. In Lucknow, where the Rebellion stretched into March 1858, 
rebels enthroned the eleven-year-old Birjis Qadr (son of the deposed 
nawab Wajid Ali Shah) with his mother Hazrat Mahal serving as regent.55 
These political figures all had complaints against the British, but it is not 
clear that they wanted to support armed resistance, at least initially. None 
had realistic means to refuse the gun-toting sepoys who demanded their 
support. One testimony remembers that the sepoys made Nana Sahib 
an offer he couldn’t refuse: “A kingdom awaits you if you join our cause 
but death if you side with our enemies.”56 Similarly, Rani Lakshmibai of 
Jhansi—a much celebrated female leader in the Rebellion who had lost 
her kingdom due to Dalhousie’s doctrine of lapse—had little choice when 
rebels surrounded her and her own guards joined them.57

Amid nominal political leadership, the sepoys retained significant 
autonomy throughout the Rebellion. The British believed that the rebel 
sepoys communicated via chapatis, a round flat bread, that maybe held 
meaning themselves or perhaps were used to conceal messages.58 That 
delightful tidbit is contested. But there is no doubt that the rebels used 
recently expanded print technology, including lithography, to spread 
their message.59

Excerpts from Azamgarh Proclamation, September 1857, 
Published in the Delhi Gazette
It is well known to all, that in this age the people of Hindustan, both Hin-
doos and Mahommedans [Muslims], are being ruined under the tyranny 
and oppression of the infidel and treacherous English. It is therefore the 
bounden duty of all the wealthy people of India, especially of those who 
have any sort of connexion with any of the Mohammedan royal families, 
and are considered the pastors and masters of their people, to stake their 
lives and property for the well-being of the public . . .

. . .
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Section III.—Regarding Public Servants.—It is not a secret thing, that 
under the British government, natives employed in the civil and military 
services, have little respect, low pay, and no manner of influence and all 
the posts of dignity and emolument in both the departments, are exclu-
sively bestowed upon Englishmen . . .

Natives, whether Hindoos or Mohammedans, who fall fighting 
against the English, are sure to go to heaven; and those killed fighting 
for the English, will, doubtless, go to hell, therefore, all the natives in the 
British service ought to be alive to their religion and interest, and, abjur-
ing their loyalty to the English, side with the Badshahi government and 
obtain salaries of 200 or 300 rupees per month for the present, and be 
entitled to high posts in future. If they, for any reason, cannot at present 
declare openly against the English, they can heartily wish ill to their 
cause, and remain passive spectators of passing events, without taking 
any active share therein. But at the same time they should indirectly as-
sist the Badshahi government and try their best to drive the English out 
of the country.

All the sepoys and sowars who have for the sake of their religion, 
joined in the destruction of the English, and are at present, on any con-
sideration in a state of concealment, either at home or elsewhere, should 
present themselves to me without the least delay or hesitation.

Foot soldiers will be paid at the rate of three annas, and sowars at 
eight or twelve annas per diem for the present, and afterwards they will 
be paid double of what they get in the British service. Soldiers not in the 
English service, and taking part in the war against the English, will re-
ceive the daily subsistence-money. According to the rate specified below 
for the present; and in future the foot soldiers will be paid at the rate of 
eight or ten rupees, and sowars at the rate of twenty or thirty rupees, per 
month and on the permanent establishment of the Badshahi govern-
ment, will stand entitled to the highest posts in the state, to jagheers 
[land grants] and presents—

Matchlockmen			  2 annas a-day.
Riflemen			   2½ do.
Swordsmen			   1½ do.
Horsemen, with large horses	 8 do.
Do. with small do.		  6 do.60
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Many rebels claimed to protect Hindu and Muslim religious senti-
ments. Numerous documents spoke of Hindus and Musalmans in tan-
dem, including the Mughals’ Azamgarh Proclamation (excepted here) 
that was issued in August and published in September in the Delhi Ga-
zette. Some sepoys spoke more generally about religion (din) as the 
uniting reason for their fight.61 An Urdu pamphlet printed in Lucknow 
exhorted: “For the defence of their respective religions (din aur dharam), 
all Hindus and Muslims, women and men, should devote themselves to 
the slaughter of the English.”62 Adding in a racial dimension, one rebel 
reportedly proclaimed: “All black men are one. It is a matter of religion 
(din). Why should we lose our religion?”63 Such proclamations carried 
force, in large part, against the backdrop of a growing emphasis on reli-
gious identities stoked by British colonial ideas, including Orientalist 
scholarship (chapter 17). Rebels also used practical means to recruit 
people to their cause. Nana Sahib promised a lifetime pension to the sur-
viving female relatives of any man who died in battle, while the Azamgarh 
Proclamation included a pay scale for rebel fighters.64

Violence was definitional to the Sepoy Rebellion, which included ci-
vilian casualties from the start. In Kanpur, Nana Sahib ordered the 
slaughter of several hundred evacuating British in June and then in July 
directed the remaining British women and children hacked to pieces and 
thrown into a well, even as British forces were advancing to retake the 
city.65 In Lucknow, many British and loyal sepoys took refuge in a set of 
buildings called the Residency, where they were besieged for months 
with some dying slow, painful deaths. Unsurprisingly, the British zeroed 
in on such violence as emblematic of alleged Indian brutality, an old 
point of prejudice, while ignoring their own barbarity.

The British mercilessly suppressed the Sepoy Rebellion and collec-
tively punished the Indian population in its aftermath, as events in Delhi 
exemplify. In September of 1857, British soldiers and Sikh sepoys retook 
the city, along with assistance from Punjabi, Gurkha, and Kashmiri 
troops.66 They soon began killing rebel soldiers and civilians. They lined 
up people in Delhi’s streets and shot them in what one Company com-
mander described as “literally murder.”67 Some Indians, including Mu-
ghal princes, were beheaded, and others were hanged on British gallows 
erected throughout the city.68 Rebels that survived were sometimes sent 
across the kala pani (ocean, literally “black waters”) to the Andaman Is-
lands, where the British resurrected a previously abandoned penal col-



Sepoy Rebellion    365

ony.69 The act of crossing the ocean prompted a loss of caste as per com-
mon beliefs at the time, which was a further humiliation. In Delhi, the 
British and their allies desecrated Delhi’s Jama Masjid (congregational 
mosque) by cooking pork and (separately) urinating therein.70 In the 
words of Urdu writer Muhammad Zakaullah (1832–1910), “Delhi turned 
hellish.”71

Even in the midst and immediate aftermath of the Sepoy Rebellion, 
Indian allies supported the British. Loyal sepoys constituted about two-
thirds of troops who retook Delhi for the British, and they articulated 
their own reasons for acting. For example, some Sikhs had recently been 
beaten by north Indian sepoys in two Anglo-Sikh wars (1845–1846 and 
1848–1849) and so sought revenge.72 Some invoked older pseudo-historic 
memories, such as the Punjabi poet Khazan Singh who, writing in 1858, 
cited Tegh Bahadur’s alleged curse of Aurangzeb (who had the Sikh 
leader executed in 1675): “The Sikhs will come and despoil your city.”73 
Some Indian princes helped track down rebels for money. For instance, 
Maulavi Ahmadullah, a south Indian elite and a Sufi martial leader, was 
wanted by the British for advocating jihad (righteous war) against the 
Company. He fled from Awadh in 1858 and sought refuge with the Raja 
of Rohilkhand who, instead, blew him up via cannon and cut off his head 
to claim the British reward of 50,000 rupees.74

The Sepoy Rebellion and its aftermath were defining acts in the his-
tory of British colonialism in India. The storyline is messy, since sepoys 
fought on both sides of the conflict. Additionally, most Indians (espe-
cially in Madras Presidency) sat out these bellicose events that rocked 
the northern subcontinent. Still, the Sepoy Rebellion changed political 
affairs for all Indians moving forward.

Advent of the British Raj
The Sepoy Rebellion compelled drastic changes to British colonialism 
in South Asia. In 1858 alone, the British took three major decisions: 
they ended the Mughal dynasty, dissolved Company rule, and insti-
tuted direct rule of the British crown over the majority of India. For-
mally, three sequential actions enacted these changes: respectively, 
the trial and exile of Bahadur Shah Zafar in January–March 1858, the 
Government of India Act of 1858, and Queen Victoria’s Proclamation of 
1858 (printed below). The net effect was that the British crown tightened 
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its grip on India. The British royalty had been involved in governance 
and war on the subcontinent for decades and had taken over increas-
ing decision-making powers from the Company. Still, things were dif
ferent under the British Raj (1858–1947), beginning with dethroning 
the Mughal emperor.

The Mughal dynasty was ended via a sham trial of the infirm and 
elderly Bahadur Shah Zafar. The British held the mock proceedings 
within Delhi’s Mughal-built Red Fort for theatrical effect and blamed Ba-
hadur Shah as a Muslim.75 The prosecutor argued that Bahadur Shah 
was “head of the Mahommedan faith in India” and so responsible for 
the “Mussalman intrigue and Mahommedan conspiracy [to which] we 
may mainly attribute the dreadful calamities of the year 1857.”76 Even 
during the Rebellion, the British exhibited what E. A. Reade, a lieutenant-
governor, described as “mussulmanophobia” (i.e., Islamophobia), and 
such sentiments still ran high a year later.77 The British projection of Ba-
hadur Shah as an evil mastermind contrasted sharply to the deposed 
emperor’s sickly appearance, seen in a final surviving photograph from 
May 1858 (figure 18.1). As art historians have noted: “[The photograph] 
presents the last Mughal emperor devoid of the accouterments of court 
and ceremonial, in plain clothes and without his crown, his only solace 
a huqqa pipe lingering in the foreground, an echo of the conventions of 
eighteenth-century Mughal painting. The photograph forms a poignant 
bookend to the visual narrative of Mughal rule.”78 Bahadur Shah was 
convicted, of course, and exiled to Burma, thereby clearing the path for 
there to be one sovereign—a British sovereign—declared as ruler of 
India.

Queen Victoria outlined the basic structure of the British Raj in her 
November 1858 Proclamation, which was published in English and nu-
merous Indian vernaculars. Her vision prioritized British culture and 
control. For instance, the proclamation is laced with Christian rhetoric, 
reflecting contemporary British ideas of their cultural and religious su-
periority. The queen endorsed violence against rebel Indians to ensure 
British domination in South Asia. She positioned the Raj as successor 
to “honorable” Company rule. Additionally, she skirted, or at least 
simplified, the truth at times. For instance, she promised industry and 
public works for the benefit of Indians without mentioning that building 
Indian roads, railways, irrigation canals, and the like enriched the Brit-
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ish. I reproduce this lengthy document in full (and with its original 
capitalization) because it sets the tone for how the British Empire pro-
ceeded in India for the next ninety years.

Queen Victoria’s Proclamation to Princes, Chiefs,  
and People of India, November 1858
Victoria, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Ireland, and of the Colonies and Dependencies thereof in Europe, Asia, 
Africa, America, and Australasia, Queen, Defender of the Faith.

Whereas, for divers weighty reasons, We have resolved, by and with 
the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Com-
mons, in Parliament assembled, to take upon Ourselves the Government 
of the Territories in India heretofore administered in trust for Us by the 
Honorable East India Company:

Figure 18.1. Mughal Emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar II (d. 1862) 

awaiting British deportation in Delhi, May 1858 CE.
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Now, therefore, We do by these Presents notify and declare that, by 
the advice and consent aforesaid, We have taken upon Ourselves the 
said Government; and We hereby call upon all Our Subjects within the 
said Territories to be faithful, and to bear true Allegiance to Us, Our Heirs, 
and Successors, and to submit themselves to the authority of those whom 
We may hereafter, from time to time, see fit to appoint to administer the 
Government of Our said Territories, in Our name and on Our behalf:

And We, reposing especial trust and confidence in the loyalty, abil-
ity, and judgement of Our right trusty and well beloved Cousin and Coun-
cillor, Charles John Viscount Canning, do hereby constitute and appoint 
him, the said Viscount Canning, to be Our first Viceroy and Governor-
General in and over Our said Territories, and to administer the Govern-
ment thereof in Our name, and generally to act in Our name and on Our 
behalf, subject to such Orders and Regulations as he shall, from time to 
time, receive from Us through one of Our Principal Secretaries of State:

And We do hereby confirm in their several Offices, Civil and Military, 
all Persons now employed in the Service of the Honorable East India Com
pany, subject to Our future pleasure, and to such Laws and Regulations 
as may hereafter be enacted.

We hereby announce to the Native Princes of India that all Treaties 
and Engagements made with them by or under the authority of the Hon-
orable East India Company are by Us accepted, and will be scrupulously 
maintained; and We look for the like observance on their part.

We desire no extension of Our present territorial Possessions; and 
while We will permit no aggression upon Our Dominions or Our Rights, 
to be attempted with impunity, We shall sanction no encroachment on 
those of others. We shall respect the Rights, Dignity and Honour of Na-
tive Princes as Our own; and We desire that they, as well as Our own Sub-
jects, should enjoy that Prosperity and that social Advancement which 
can only be secured by internal Peace and good Government.

We hold Ourselves bound to the Natives of Our Indian Territories by 
the same obligations of Duty which bind Us to all Our other Subjects; and 
those Obligations, by the Blessings of Almighty God, We shall faithfully 
and conscientiously fulfil.

Firmly relying Ourselves on the truth of Christianity, and acknowledg-
ing with gratitude the solace of Religion, We disclaim alike the Right and 
the Desire to impose our Convictions on any of Our Subjects. We declare 
it to be Our Royal Will and Pleasure that none be in any wise favored, 
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none molested or disquieted by reason of their Religious Faith or Obser-
vances; but that all shall alike enjoy the equal and impartial protection 
of the Law: and We do strictly charge and enjoin all those who may be in 
authority under Us, that they abstain from all interference with the Reli-
gious Belief or Worship of any of Our Subjects, on pain of Our highest 
Displeasure.

And it is Our further Will that, so far as may be, Our Subjects, of 
whatever Race or Creed, be freely and impartially admitted to Offices in 
Our Service, the Duties of which they may be qualified, by their educa-
tion, ability, and integrity, duly to discharge.

We know, and respect, the feelings of attachment with which the Na-
tives of India regard the Lands inherited by them from their Ancestors; 
and We desire to protect them in all Rights connected therewith, subject 
to the equitable demands of the State; and We will that generally, in 
framing and administering the Law, due regard be paid to the ancient 
Rights, Usages, and Customs of India.

We deeply lament the evils and misery which have been brought 
upon India by the acts of ambitious Men, who have deceived their Coun-
trymen by false reports, and led them into open Rebellion. Our Power has 
been shewn by the Suppression of that Rebellion in the field; We desire 
to shew Our Mercy, by pardoning the Offences of those who have been 
thus misled, but who desire to return to the path of Duty.

Already in one Province, with a view to stop the further effusion of 
blood, and to hasten the Pacification of Our Indian Dominions, Our Vice-
roy and Governor-General has held out the expectation of Pardon, on 
certain terms, to the great majority of those who, in the late unhappy 
Disturbances, have been guilty of Offences against our Government, and 
has declared the Punishment which will be inflicted on those whose 
Crimes place them beyond the reach of forgiveness. We approve and 
confirm the said act of Our Viceroy and Governor-General, and do fur-
ther announce and proclaim as follows:—

Our Clemency will be extended to all Offenders, save and except 
those who have been, or shall be, convicted of having directly taken part 
in the Murder of British Subjects. With regard to such the Demands of Jus-
tice forbid the exercise of mercy.

To those who have willingly given asylum to Murderers, knowing 
them to be such, or who may have acted as leaders or instigators 
in Revolt, their lives alone can be guaranteed; but, in apportioning the 
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Penalty due to such Persons, full consideration will be given to the cir-
cumstances under which they have been induced to throw off their alle-
giance; and large indulgence will be shewn to those whose Crimes may 
appear to have originated in too credulous acceptance of the false re-
ports circulated by designing Men.

To all others in Arms against the Government, We hereby promise 
unconditional Pardon, Amnesty, and Oblivion of all Offence against Our-
selves, Our Crown and Dignity, on their return to their homes and peace-
ful pursuits.

It is Our Royal Pleasure that these Terms of Grace and Amnesty should 
be extended to all those who comply with their Conditions before the First 
Day of January next.

When, by the Blessing of Providence, internal Tranquility shall be re-
stored, it is Our earnest Desire to stimulate the peaceful Industry of 
India, to promote Works of Public Utility and Improvement, and to admin-
ister its Government for the benefit of all Our Subjects resident therein. 
In their Prosperity will be Our Strength; in their Contentment Our Secu-
rity; and in their Gratitude Our best Reward. And may the God of all Power 
grant to Us, and to those in authority under Us, Strength to carry out Our 
Wishes for the good of Our people.79

Queen Victoria’s 1858 proclamation conceded to pressures laid bare 
by the Sepoy Rebellion. Most notably, it froze British territorial expan-
sion on the subcontinent, a reversal of Dalhousie’s policy of aggressively 
taking over princely states. British territory remained stable in India for 
the next ninety years, with direct rule over about 63 percent of the sub-
continent’s land and 78 percent of its population (Indian princes con-
trolled the rest).80 In a nod to the power of rumor concerning greased 
cartridges, Queen Victoria promised that the British would not inter-
fere in South Asian religious practices going forward. As explored in later 
chapters, colonial officials found this promise difficult to keep. They faced 
pressure from Indian reformers who, like Rammohan Roy regarding sati 
earlier (chapter 17), solicited state intervention on social issues with re-
ligious implications, such as child marriage and sending girls to school. 
In such cases, it was hotly contested what, exactly, noninterference in 
religion meant. The 1858 proclamation was clearer on Queen Victoria’s 
position as ruler over the subcontinent. From this point forward, Victo-
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ria projected herself as sovereign of India, formally adopting the title 
“Empress of India” in 1876.81

Conclusion: Remaking Identities
The advent of the British Raj (1858–1947)—the second major phase of 
British colonialism in India—impacted all Indians. About two-fifths of 
the subcontinent’s land remained under the discrete control of hundreds 
of local princes (and a few princesses). In princely territories, British in-
fluences were generally more subdued. Still, even they experienced the 
technological and cultural changes that accompanied colonial governance 
(e.g., printing presses and English-language schooling, as discussed). In 
the next chapter, I turn to further developments in the early decades of the 
British Raj in which Indians produced and negotiated new kinds of infor-
mation about themselves and in so doing reshaped Indian identities.

Further Reading
On the Sikh Kingdom and its aftermath, I relied on scholarship by Priya 
Atwal, Tony Ballantyne, Purnima Dhavan, and J.  S. Grewal. Michael 
Fisher’s work on Company annexation is strong, and I consulted others 
on specific regions (e.g., Matthew Cook on Sind). Ulrike Stark’s work on 
early publishing and lithography is excellent. Many scholars have writ-
ten on the Sepoy Rebellion, and I found especially compelling work by 
Ilyse Morgenstein Fuerst, Rudrangshu Mukherjee, Kim Wagner, and 
essays in the seven volumes edited by Crispin Bates and others. Pramod 
Nayar and K.  C. Yadav offer solid resources on the trial of Bahadur 
Shah Zafar.
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Knowing India and  
Indians, 1860–1900

Every few miles the water changes,
every eight miles, the language too.

—Hindustani maxim1

Between 1864 and 1877, Nain Singh—a schoolteacher from the Hima-
layan region of Kumaon—visited Tibet four times, mapping the re-

gion from Lhasa to Leh for the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India. 
He was one of many Indians to participate in British-led efforts to pro-
duce unprecedented knowledge about the subcontinent, its surrounding 
areas, and South Asian peoples during the early decades of the British Raj 
(1858–1947).2 During the Raj, the British crown directly ruled three-fifths 
of the subcontinent and oversaw the remainder via Indian princes. The 
colonial apparatus ca. 1860s–1890s changed features of everyday life and 
social organization, especially as new kinds of information informed 
what and how Indians thought about themselves. I cover key shifts here, 
focusing on how Indians participated in producing such knowledge and 
then used and contested it to transform their society.

Counting Indians in the Colonial Census
In the initial decades of the Raj, British colonialists spearheaded proj
ects to learn about India and Indians using statistical, scientific met-
rics. For example, the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India, begun 
in 1802, triangulated distances by measuring the subcontinent and 
beyond, stretching into Burma and Tibet. A rash of additional surveys 

19
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followed, including cadastral (land) surveys in the 1860s–1870s, the Bo-
tanical Survey in 1890, the Linguistic Survey in 1894, and so forth. These 
surveys produced copious amounts of knowledge—following scientific 
standards of the time—about colonial-era Indian society, which nobody 
had known previously. For example, the Linguistic Survey results were 
published in twenty-one volumes and documented 723 linguistic varie
ties.3 Indians had long been aware that they spoke many languages, but 
there is a gulf of difference between a general lived experience of lin-
guistic diversity, as per this chapter’s epigraph, versus the Linguistic 
Survey’s statistical documentation of subcontinental dialects and lan-
guages. While all colonial surveys had social effects, one stands out as 
especially transformative: the census, begun in 1871–1872 and thereaf-
ter repeated every decade.

The British Raj was the first government to carry out a statistical 
census of any South Asian population. A handful of earlier rulers—
including the Mughals (late sixteenth century) and the Rathors of Mar-
war (mid-seventeenth century)—had attempted to sketch out basic 
features of their subjects, but their efforts were representative (not com-
prehensive), allowed for plural categories, and did not furnish compar-
ative data.4 In contrast, the British counted and compared every single 
Indian. They used mutually exclusive categories that objectified and 
quantified difference regarding religion, caste, languages spoken, liter-
acy, marital status, and more.5 The first census of British India was con-
ducted in 1871–1872 and counted over 200 million Indians. In 1881, the 
census was expanded to most princely states, swelling the number sur-
veyed to 250 million.6 The census was notable both as an exercise of state 
power and for producing and reifying social categories, and I consider 
each in turn.

The British devoted resources to the census because it served their 
political interests. In the counting itself, the exercise displayed colonial 
control by imposing state wishes on every Indian. Furthermore, the 
census was a “conquest of knowledge” through which colonial rulers 
defined the identities of their Indian subjects.7 More practically, the 
“epistemic regime” of the census furnished information that informed 
military and administrative objectives, such as more accurate taxation 
schemes.8 Indian communities understood that the census empowered 
the colonial state. Reflecting this, the 1871–1872 census report included 
a chapter on the “demeanour of the people during the census, and the 
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various rumours that were current at the time.”9 These included imagina-
tive concerns, such as that the British sought to locate blood sacrifice vic-
tims for railway bridges.10 However, perhaps the most common fear was 
an accurate one, namely that the census would serve as a “tax ticket.”11

Misgivings aside, many Indians were involved in conducting the cen-
sus, as in nearly all facets of colonial state governance. Roughly half a 
million Indians, mainly volunteers, collected data for the 1881 census.12 
By 1901, more than 1.3 million enumerators participated in the count-
ing that was completed in a single day.13 Where possible, the British re-
cruited locally, which helped reach more challenging populations. For 
example, in 1871–1872, a village leader conducted a preliminary count 
of hill tribes in the Vizagapatam District of southern India by going vil-
lage to village and making a knot in a rope for each person.14 Seen from 
the ground up, then, the census was a social experiment performed 
jointly by the British and Indians that—through its process and the data 
it produced—accentuated certain social categories, especially religion 
and caste.

The census proved a powerful tool in forging modern Indian reli-
gious identities. By asking about religion at all (a subject not included 
on censuses of Britain at the time), the colonial state projected religion 
as a central Indian social category.16 Additionally, census officials limited 
each Indian to a single religious identity. The cumulative results are seen 
on the subcontinent today, where religious identity is often socially vital 
and exclusive. In the late nineteenth century, this was a notable shift that 
departed from earlier, sometimes more fluid, forms of religious identity. 
While the stated goal of the census was to document Indian society as it 
already existed, in practice it in equal measure brought new realities into 
being.

The census reified the religious category of “Hindu” in particular 
ways. In the late nineteenth century, many “Hindus” did not think of 
themselves as part of the same tradition, either by that or any other label. 
For example, Brahmo Samaj member Pratap Chandra Mazumdar said 
of the spiritual teacher Ramakrishna in 1879: “What is there common 
between him and me? I, a Europeanized, civilized, self-centred, semi-
sceptical, so-called educated reasoner, and he, a poor, illiterate, shrunken, 
unpolished, diseased, half-idolatrous friendless Hindu devotee?”17 Both 
were counted as Hindu on the colonial census, along with others who 
had long used discrete identifiers such as Vaishnavites, Shaivites, Shakta 
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worshippers, Lingayats, Satnamis, Ramanandis, bhaktas, and Brahmins. 
Census officials slotted many Indians into the broad category of “Hindu,” 
including those who articulated mixed religious identities to enumer-
ators. For instance, those who identified as “Brahmin Christian” or 
“Kshatriya Christian” in the 1871–1872 census were likely recategorized 
as “Hindoo.”18 Such acts rendered the category of “Hindu” more preva-
lent, important to contest, and politically powerful.

Caste, too, was emphasized in the census, which ultimately altered 
and entrenched this social hierarchy. Caste had operated as a premod-
ern system of Indian social stratification for millennia, as detailed 
throughout this book (especially chapters 2, 5, 7, 9, 11, 12, and 14–18). Ad-
ditionally, Brahminical thinkers had long justified caste as part of their 
dharma. One colonial innovation was to bring together practice and the-
ory, even before the census. For example, in 1825, Eurasian James Skin-
ner wrote the Persian work Tashrih al-aqvam (Account of peoples) that 
described and illustrated caste groups based on ethnographic observa-
tions but using categories drawn from Brahmin-authored dharmashas-
tra texts.19

Half a century later, colonial census officials similarly tried to club 
together the Brahminical theory of caste and its messy social realities. 
For example, during the 1881 census, colonial officials consulted the Ben-
gali Brahmin thinker Rajendra Lal Mitra (d. 1891), who gave a ranked 
list of castes based on old Sanskrit texts. As Mitra put it: “[The census’s] 
duty is clearly to follow the textbooks of the Hindus and not to decide 
on particular claims.”20 But census officials had to adjudicate claims when 
caste communities contested census categories, such as when a group 
classified as Vaishyas objected that the census did not recognize them 
as equal to Rajputs (who are Kshatriyas).21 The census also innovated in 
treating caste as a pan-Indian social reality (rather than as a feature of 
local life). The end result of repeated categorizing, ranking, and contes-
tation regarding castes from different parts of India was substantial in-
novation to an old social order.

Beyond British India, others, too, documented caste groups as a way 
of describing Indian society at this time. For example, Nanjundayya’s 
Ethnographical Survey of Mysore, published beginning in 1906, catego-
rizes communities in that large princely state by caste. Nanjundayya 
treats religion as a relatively minor feature of each caste group, mentioned 
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after a host of others, including marriage norms, puberty ceremonies, 
birth and death rituals, origin, and language(s) spoken.22 Photography 
also offered a way to capture snapshots of Indian communities around 
1900, from Kashmiri peasant women to Brahmin elites (figures  19.1 
and 19.2).

Economics, Education, and Law
The British Raj developed a robust state apparatus that altered the 
possibilities of life—and the arenas of contestation—for many Indians. 
Perhaps more than any other, Thomas Macaulay’s ideas shaped the co-
lonial state, including the Penal Code that was drafted in the 1830s and 
implemented in 1860. Also following Macaulay, the British Raj promoted 
English in higher education, thus producing an elite Indian upper class 
positioned to mold their own English-medium public sphere. Still, in 
many areas, colonial administration was haphazard at best.23 While the 
British administered India to benefit themselves, their decisions most 
immediately impacted Indians and enabled new kinds of imagined In-
dian communities. Here I investigate both aspects, analyzing how colo-
nial state policies changed, or inspired changes, regarding economics, 
education, and law.

The British Raj followed its colonial predecessor, the British East 
India Company, in setting trade policies that enriched Britain and im-
poverished India. For example, under the British Raj, cotton imports to 
India skyrocketed. In the 1830s, India imported sixty million yards of 
cotton from Britain annually, rising by 1870 to more than a billion yards 
annually, more than three yards for every living Indian.24 This was a 
powerful legacy of the Western-based Industrial Revolution (1760–1840) 
that shifted manufacturing in favor of Europe. These global trends un-
dercut India’s native cotton industry, and especially female weavers were 
unable to compete with global prices. Decades later in the 1930s, the 
human cost of exploitative British Raj economic policies was painfully 
clear to Gendun Chopel, a Tibetan monk who traveled in India and Cey-
lon between 1934 and 1946: “As for the lowly, their small livelihoods 
that provide the necessities for life are sucked like blood from all their 
orifices. Such a wonderous land as India appears to be filled with poor 
people who are like hungry ghosts.”25



Figure 19.1. Kashmiri women under the watchful eye of an overseer, 1895 

CE, photographer unknown.

Figure 19.2. Three Brahmins writing out manuscripts in Kashmir, 1895 CE,  

photographer unknown.
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Opium continued to rank high among colonial Indian exports. 
Britain fought two wars—in 1839–1842 and 1856–1860, respectively—to 
enforce its ability to export Indian opium to China. Opium’s addictive 
powers drive people to poison themselves with the drug, and such so-
cial ills were widely, painfully known at the time. Dadabhai Naoroji, 
who was involved in British and Indian politics at different points, re-
peatedly criticized the interlinked vice and profit of the British-led opium 
trade. His 1901 bestselling book included one such excoriating analysis 
(excerpted here), pointing up how the British materially benefited from 
knowingly poisoning the Chinese.26 To break for a moment into stark 
presentism, his sharp words hold special salience given the opioid epi-
demic that has ravaged both the United States and parts of India, especially 
the Punjab, since the 2010s.27

Criticism of the Opium Trade, Excerpt from Dadabhai Naoroji’s 
Poverty and Un-British Rule in India, 1901
There is the opium trade. What a spectacle it is to the world! In England, 
no statesman dares to propose that opium may be allowed to be sold in 
public houses at the corners of every street, in the same way as beer or 
spirits. On the contrary, Parliament, as representing the whole nation, 
distinctly enacts that “opium and all preparations of opium or of ‘pop-
pies,’ as ‘poison,’ be sold by certified chemists only, and every box, 
bottle, vessel, wrapper, or cover in which such poison is contained, be 
distinctly labelled with the name of the article and the world ‘poison,’ 
and with the name and address of the seller of the poison.” And yet, at 
the other end of the world, this Christian, highly civilised, and humane 
England forces a “heathen” and “barbarous” Power to take this “poi-
son,” and tempts a vast human race to use it, and to degenerate and 
demoralize themselves with this “poison”! And why? Because India can-
not fill up the remorseless drain; so China must be dragged in to make it 
up, even though it be by being “poisoned.”

It is wonderful how England reconciles this to her conscience. This 
opium trade is a sin on England’s head, and a curse on India for her share 
in being the instrument. This may sound strange as coming from any Na-
tives of India, as it is generally represented as if India it was that bene-
fited by the opium trade.
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The fact simply is that, as Mr. [Grant] Duff said, India is nearly ground 
down to dust, and the opium trade of China fills up England’s drain. India 
derives not a particle of benefit. All India’s profits of trade, and several 
millions from her very produce (scanty as it is, and becoming more and 
more so), and with these all the profits of opium, go the same way of the 
drain—to England. Only India shares the curse of the Chinese race. Had 
this cursed opium trade not existed, India’s miseries would have much 
sooner come to the surface, and relief and redress would have come to 
her long ago; but this trade has prolonged the agonies of India.28

One group of Indians—English-educated, upper-caste, wealthy 
elites—capitalized on the opportunities within the British Raj to claim 
new social privileges. This group was a severe minority. The 1881 census 
indicated that less than 1 percent of Indian men were literate in any lan-
guage. Among Indian women, only four out of every 1,000 were able to 
read, at most.29 Literacy—a rarity in all premodern societies—was con-
centrated among the privileged in British India. Brahmins accounted for 
69 percent of graduates from Madras University in 1894 and boasted 
higher percentages at other colleges.30 Also, only the wealthy could af-
ford Indian universities, with Presidency College in Calcutta charging 
nearly five times the fees of Oxford University in 1870.31 Still, for the select 
group able to use their preexisting caste and wealth privileges, English-
medium instruction offered promising possibilities.

Some English-educated Indian graduates pursued newer professions 
such as journalism, thereby participating in India’s broad transition from 
a premodern oral society to a modern world reliant on mass-produced 
written materials to circulate political and social news. Six college gradu
ates, all Brahmin men, founded the English-medium newspaper The 
Hindu in 1878 as a weekly paper, making it a daily paper—the first Indian-
owned daily—in 1889. One of The Hindu’s founders later articulated 
their goals as follows: “We knew that public feeling, not only politically 
and morally, but socially, is influenced in all countries by the tone of their 
public journals, as the community is bound however unconsciously to 
imbibe the spirit of the newspaper which its members daily read; and 
realised the responsibility of the undertaking, and the immense evil that 
would be inflicted on the community if we failed to develop those qual-
ities of political moral and social well-being which are so essential for 
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the advancement of the nation.”32 Indeed, the archives of The Hindu and 
other newspapers serve today as key sources for accessing debates within 
Indian society during the British Raj.

Many Indian princes—an ultra-elite group—knew or learned English 
in this period and integrated themselves to a great degree socially with 
the British, with whom they shared ruling interests. Some princes were 
part of the Order of the Star of India, established by Queen Victoria in 
1861.33 In 1875–1876, the Prince of Wales spent six months touring India, 
and princes competed to present him with lavish textiles, weapons, 
and jewels. In return, he gifted them copies of Max Muller’s English 
translation of the Rig Veda, completed in England, which seemed to 
echo the colonial strategy of importing raw goods from the colony, 
processing, and re-exporting.34 The flashiest displays of allyship be-
tween the British monarchy and Indian princes came at three imperial 
durbars in Delhi in 1877, 1903, and 1911, respectively (figures 19.3 and 
19.4). Displaying “medieval mania,” British imperial durbars drew ex-
tensively on Mughal imagery while communicating a very different, 
colonial ruling relationship.35

Despite an emerging English-educated class of Indians, the British 
Raj remained fiercely racist, and this came out powerfully in controver-
sies over judgeships. An early test case arose when Muthuswamy Iyer 
was appointed to the Madras High Court in 1878, which prompted big-
oted objections in the English-medium press, such as “Subordination to 
a Brahmin is an outrage which makes the blood boil in the veins of a 
European.”36 Racial tensions recurred during early 1880s debates about 
the Ilbert Bill, which proposed to give qualified Indian judges authority 
over British defendants—men and women—in court proceedings.37 
Whereas Iyer’s appointment had held, the British Raj bowed to pressure 
over the Ilbert Bill by gutting most of the legislation before it passed.38

To some, the Ilbert Bill controversy highlighted the limits of any re-
form of British colonial rule. As a Poona publication put it in 1883: “We 
can never hope or deserve success if we foolishly rely upon the personal 
magnanimity of those who rule India.”39 To others, the lesson was to 
build up civil society, as The Hindu argued: “Had [voluntary] Associa-
tions existed, would not the united voice of two hundred millions of 
India’s people drowned even the London Thunderer [The Times], and 
rendered it unavailing against Ilbert’s Bill or any other useful reform in 
India?”40 The Ilbert Bill affair ultimately prompted the founding of the 
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Indian National Congress, a transformative group that later led India’s 
independence movement (chapter 21).

The colonial legal system regulated all manner of behavior, and a set 
of debates about child marriage allows us to glimpse frequently over-
looked figures in British India, namely Indian women. The issue was 
correlated with female education since, as Rukhmabai powerfully argued 
in 1885, women were rarely allowed to continue their education after 
marriage (see excerpt). Rukhmabai herself had been married at the age 

Figure 19.3. Begum of Bhopal during the 1911 CE British royal tour 

of India, printed in 1914.
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of eleven, but, unusually, she continued her education. When she reached 
her twenties, her husband wanted to enforce his conjugal rights, she re-
fused, and they wound up in court. A colonial judge ruled in his favor, 
prompting reformer Pandita Ramabai to write in 1887 about the deci-
sion: “They [the government] have promised to please the males of our 

Figure 19.4. Nizam of Hyderabad bowing to King George V and Queen 

Mary at the Delhi Durbar, 1911 CE, Delhi, India.
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country at the cost of women’s rights.”41 Rukhmabai chose prison over 
forced sex with her husband, and her case raised awareness about the 
plight of Indian women compelled to marry before puberty.

Criticism of Child Marriage, by a Hindu Lady (Rukhmabai), 
Excerpt from Times of India, June 26, 1885
The general apathy towards social improvements which characterizes our 
people has been telling upon the whole community, but tells most heavily 
upon the female sex. Hindu social customs do not entail on men half the 
difficulties which they entail upon women. Excepting the two principal 
difficulties resulting from infant marriage, they enjoy full mental and 
physical freedom. Religion or social custom does not, in any way, inter-
fere with their liberty. Marriage does not interpose any insuperable ob-
stacle in the course of their studies. They can marry not only a second 
wife, on the death of the first, but have the right of marrying any number 
of wives at one and the same time, or any time they please. If married 
early, they are not called upon to go to the house and to submit to the 
tender mercies of a mother-in-law; nor is any restraint put upon their ac-
tions because of their marriage. But the case with women is the very 
reverse of this. If the girl is married at the age of eight (as most of them 
are), her parents are at liberty to send her to school till she is ten years 
old; but, if they wish to continue her at school longer, they must obtain 
the express permission of the girl’s mother-in-law. But even in these ad-
vanced times, and even in Bombay—the chief centre of civilization—how 
many mothers-in-law are there who send their daughters to school after 
they are ten years old!

Thus, Mr. Editor, when we are just beginning to appreciate education, 
we are taken away from school, and therefore you can imagine what 
progress, if any, we could make in our studies in the scanty time at our 
disposal. Nothing tangible need be expected from the efforts of our re-
formers, whose number even in Bombay is insignificantly small—who 
have dared to oppose the prejudices of their community, and sent their 
daughters and daughters-in-law to school after the age mentioned 
above. For even a girl, who is so exceptionally blessed as to have par-
ents holding the most liberal views on education, can only prosecute her 
studies for three or four years longer, for she is generally a mother before 
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she is 14, when she must of sheer necessity give up the dream of mental 
cultivation, and face the hard realities of life. It seems, therefore, hope-
less to expect any advancement in the higher female education, when 
the custom of infant, or rather early marriage continues as rife as ever. 
Unless the state of things is changed, all the efforts at higher female 
education seem like putting the cart before the horse. . . .

As men among Hindus have much more freedom of action than 
women, they are indifferent to the social reforms which prejudicially af-
fect the other sex. If this defect of theirs is pointed out by strangers (i.e., 
non-Hindus) instead of being ashamed of it they lose their temper, or at 
least make a great show of losing it. . . .

Sir, I am one of those unfortunate Hindu women, whose hard lot it is 
to suffer the unnameable miseries entailed by the custom of early mar-
riage. This wicked practice has destroyed the happiness of my life. It 
comes between me and that thing which I prize above all others—study 
and mental cultivation. Without the least fault of mine I am doomed to 
seclusion; every aspiration of mine to rise above my ignorant sisters is 
looked upon with suspicion, and is interpreted in the most uncharitable 
manner.

We have a proverb, which says the “we can philosophically (lit. coolly) 
bear the misfortunes of our neighbours.” This is quite true. To realize oth-
er’s misery you must feel it yourself. Men cannot, in the least, under-
stand the wretchedness which we Hindu women have to endure.42

Following the Rukhmabai decision, reformers advocated for the Age 
of Consent Bill, which proposed to raise the age of sexual consent for 
girls from ten to twelve. Indians debated the proposal from the perspec-
tive of Hindu religious customs and women’s rights. For example, B. G. 
Tilak (1856–1920) opposed raising the age of consent, as (he argued) it 
encouraged female independence and infringed on Hindu religious 
practices (specifically, consummating marriages early).43 Tilak’s view that 
child marriage for girls was a Hindu custom was backed up by some Ori-
entalists, such as Max Muller, who never traveled to South Asia but 
nonetheless depicted child marriage as idyllic for Indians at times (no-
tably, not for Europeans).44 Many Indian women disagreed. This scath-
ing comment was published in a Marathi-medium women’s magazine 
in 1891: “Max Muller saheb is living in a foreign country and will do so 
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forever. He has no first-hand knowledge of an average Indian nor of the 
behaviour and conduct of our men. Therefore the statements made by 
the saheb are not uniformly applicable to everyone of us. Among cases 
of child marriage only around four or five couples out of a hundred live 
in a state of mutual love and harmony. And around ninety couples do 
not experience this state of love and affection: instead there is constant 
bickering and quarrelling in the home.”45 Some of Tilak’s arguments 
favoring child marriage were answered directly by Rukhmabai in two 
letters that she published in the Times of India under the pseudonym 
“Hindu Lady” (one is excerpted here). Still, the debate was not entirely 
along gender lines. The male-run The Hindu and Swadesamitran (a 
Tamil-medium newspaper founded in 1882) endorsed the Age of Con-
sent Act, as did social reformers like Mahadev Govind Ranade (although 
Ranade personally engaged in child marriage by marrying an eleven-
year-old when he was thirty-one).46 The Age of Consent Act passed 
into law in 1891 and was one case where social activism compelled legal 
changes in British India, over the objections of religious conservatives.

Religious Reforms and Communal Conflict
British India hosted a crowded religious landscape, and many commu-
nities underwent immense changes during this period. As the Lahore 
Tribune noted on the former point in March 1889: “Street preaching is 
very much in vogue here now-a-days. All along Anarkali [Bazaar], 
Hindu, Mohamedan, Christian, Arya and Brahmo preachers may be 
seen earnestly expatiating on the excellences of their respective creeds, 
surrounded by crowds of apparently attentive listeners.”47 In addition to 
these groups, Parsi, Sikh, Jain, and tribal traditions comprised the In-
dian social fabric in the late nineteenth century. All Indian religious com-
munities necessarily engaged with the British Raj, and some changed 
rather substantially, both in connection with colonial pressures and 
otherwise. In this section, I cover key shifts within late nineteenth-
century Muslim and Hindu communities, respectively, turning at the 
end to interreligious conflict, which grew out of colonial pressures to 
reify religious identities.

Islamic reform movements of the early British Raj tended to re-
spond, in various ways, to the British blaming Muslims for the 1857 
Sepoy Rebellion and ongoing suspected disloyalty (on the rebellion, see 
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chapter  18). For example, in 1871, William Hunter published a book 
whose title indicates its general tenor: The Indian Musalmans: Are They 
Bound in Conscience to Rebel against the Queen?48 Syed Ahmad Khan 
(1817–1898), a notable thinker of the period, responded with his own 
tract in 1872 that proclaimed the existence of modern Muslims, such as 
himself, who were loyal to the British and keen to embrace aspects of 
Western culture. As he put it, “God save me from my friends!”49 Khan 
was knighted in 1888 to honor his pro-British participation in the Sepoy 
Rebellion (leading to his common appellation “Sir Syed”).50 In South 
Asia, perhaps his greatest legacy was founding Aligarh Muslim Univer-
sity in 1875, which still numbers among India’s premier intellectual in-
stitutions today.

Other Indians carved out Muslim identities that were more focused 
on theological innovation. For instance, the Ahmadiyya emerged as a 
distinct messianic tradition in the Punjab during the late nineteenth 
century. Their leader, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (ca. 1839–1908), claimed 
to be the promised messiah and a prophet. At an 1892 meeting, 500 at-
tendees gathered from Aligarh to Mecca and declared that Ahmadiyya 
goals included spreading Islam and working with the British.51 But the 
group clashed with other Muslims, including many ulama, in part 
because the Ahmadiyya accepted a new prophet (most Muslims consider 
Muhammad to be the final prophet). Also, Mirza Ghulam had a knack 
for accurately predicting the death of his critics, which unnerved people. 
In one case in 1899, the British intervened by brokering a legal settle-
ment wherein Muhammad Husain, a prominent member of the ulama, 
promised to cease verbally abusing Mirza Ghulam. In exchange, Mirza 
Ghulam agreed to stop foretelling the demise of Muhammad Husain and 
other detractors.52 The Ahmadiyya continue to face persecution from 
other Muslim communities today (chapter 23).

Hindu self-identity also underwent robust changes during the Brit-
ish Raj as thinkers responded to ongoing dialogues with Orientalist 
scholars and European Christian missionaries. One big shift was that 
some Hindus began to use “arya” or “aryan” as a racial category for upper-
caste Hindus. “Arya” is an old Sanskrit word meaning “pure” or “noble” 
that is used as a cultural and linguistic descriptor in the Vedas, the old-
est extant Indian texts (chapter 2). In the late nineteenth century, it was 
coopted into a burgeoning theory of biological difference—categorized 
as science in its day—to represent upper-caste Hindus as a superior race. 



Knowing India and Indians    389

British and German Orientalists are most well known for this radical re-
definition of “arya” based on a crude application of Darwinian theory 
to human races.53 The idea was also current in India, where the racially-
mixed Theosophy movement based in Madras praised “Aryan moral re-
generation.”54 Writing in vernacular languages, some Hindus, too, 
adopted this racial sense of “arya” to speak of “arya dharma” and thereby 
constructed a new form of pseudo-ethnic Hindu identity.55 Some spoke 
interchangeably about the “Hindu race” and the “aryan race.”56 One 
group even put the newly racialized word into their name: the Arya 
Samaj.

The Arya Samaj was a high-caste Hindu reform movement founded 
in 1875 in the Punjab. Its leader, Dayanand Saraswati (1824–1883), in the 
words of one scholar, “rejected the popular Puranas, polytheism, idola-
try, the role of Brahman priests, pilgrimages, nearly all rituals, and the 
ban on widow marriage—in short, almost all of contemporary Hindu-
ism.”57 One of Dayanand’s major early opponents was Bharatendu 
Harishchandra, a Vaishnava monotheist who advocated for bhakti and 
icon veneration.58 In contrast, Dayanand viciously attacked the Bhaga
vata Purana, a key Vaishnava text.59 He also liked to bring up the Maha-
raja Libel Case from the 1860s, which involved claims of Krishna bhakti 
leaders exploiting followers financially and (female followers) sexually.60 
Dayanand made other enemies as well, such as Jains who threatened to 
sue the Arya Samaj leader for his inflammatory representations of Jain-
ism.61 Among Dayanand’s many harsh ideas, two were taken up more 
widely within Hindu communities and so merit further discussion: con-
version and cow protection.

Premodern Hindu practices had not included mechanisms for in-
dividual conversion, which the Arya Samaj changed by introducing 
shuddhi rituals to “purify” (i.e., convert) individuals to upper-caste Hin-
duism. In part, anxiety about British India census numbers and the 
perception that other religious communities were growing faster than 
Hindus fed the desire for a conversion program.62 At first, in the late 
1880s, the Arya Samaj targeted Hindus who had converted to Islam or 
Christianity to be “purified” back into Hinduism. But within a few years, 
they expanded to evangelize to Sikhs, Dalits, and tribal communities, 
mimicking the tactics of Western Christian missionaries.63 The Arya Sa-
maj’s conversion activities upset many. For example, members of the 
Sikh community were outraged in 1900 when the Arya Samaj converted 
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200 Sikh Dalits in Lahore, including shaving their previously uncut hair 
(a mark of Sikhism).64 Some upper-caste Hindus remained unconvinced 
that shuddhi ceremonies could purify casteless or low-caste peoples and 
took up weapons in the 1920s to prevent members of the Chamar com-
munity (a Dalit group) who had undergone shuddhi from using public 
wells or entering temples.65 Despite detractors, shuddhi rituals persisted, 
and today efforts to convert individuals to upper-caste Hindu practices 
are predominantly associated with Hindu nationalists.66

Cow protection was another Arya Samaj interest that gained traction 
and, in so doing, popularized upper-caste norms and projected Muslims 
as an enemy. Not consuming beef had been a marker of certain upper-
caste communities since the first millennium CE (earlier, Vedic peoples 
sacrificed and ate cattle).67 The Arya Samaj transformed this caste prac-
tice into a broad Hindu social and political activity. They established the 
first gaurakshas (cow protection) center in 1879 in Rajasthan, and such 
sites proliferated in the 1880s and 1890s.68 Many agitations to “save” cows 
in the late nineteenth century were led by low-caste groups, such as Ahirs 
and Kurmis, who aspired to upper-caste attitudes as a means of social 
advancement.69 As part of their aspiration to upper-caste behavior, 
some also assaulted Dalits, specifically Chamars, who came under scru-
tiny for their work in the leather trade alongside Muslims.70

Hindus of various caste backgrounds projected Muslims, who 
sometimes ate beef and sacrificed cows during religious festivals, as an 
enemy from whom cows required protection. A shared foe can bring 
a community together, and the Hindu community was in formation 
during this period. A 1917 chain letter expresses some of the Hindu 
unity that was fomented by demonizing Muslims over the prior several 
decades:

This letter comes from the world of the cow. It brings an entreaty 
to brother Hindus. The religion of the cow is being destroyed. 
What crime has she committed that she should be killed by non-
believers? Hindu brothers are entreated to watch over the cow 
in every village and every house. If they do not, the cow will sadly 
breathe its last and disappear from the villages. If you see a 
Musalman with a cow, it is your duty and religion (dharma) to 
take it from him. It is also your dharma to write and send on 
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five letters. If you do not, you bear the sin of cow-slaughter. If 
you do, it is equivalent to the gift of five cows.71

Cow protection activities often involved violence against Muslims (and 
still do).72 In the late nineteenth century, such cases were part of a larger 
trend of accelerating communal tensions.

Hindu movements increasingly demonized Muslims in the late 
nineteenth-century, which followed the lead of British colonialists and 
gave the Raj more grist for its propaganda mill. For instance, Dayanand 
Saraswati blamed Muslims for the alleged decline of Hindu traditions 
over centuries in his Satya Prakash (Light of truth, 1875): “During the 
rule of the Aryans (i.e., Vedic times), no slaughter was allowed of cows 
or other serviceable animals. Then men and other creatures lived hap-
pily in the Aryavartha (aryavarta) and other countries of the world. Milk, 
butter, oxen and other animals were in abundance and supply of food 
articles was up to the mark. From the time the flesh-eating foreigners 
have come to India and begun slaughtering cows, etc., and the rule has 
passed to wine-drinking officials, the miseries of the Aryans are gradu-
ally increasing.”73 The ancient history imagined by Dayanand is false, but 
his anti-Muslim sentiments were real and increasingly prevalent. For in-
stance, an 1860s textbook by Benares elite Siva Prasad employed Islam-
ophobic stereotypes about the Mughals, following some British writings 
on premodern Indian history.74 Growing sentiments against Muslims 
also manifested in real-world violence. For instance, the 1800s are the 
first time that some Hindus attempted to claim the site of the Babri Mas-
jid, a ca.-1528 mosque in Ayodhya in northern India, as the alleged birth
place of Rama, a Hindu god and mythological hero.75 The Ayodhya 
issue remains contentious today (chapter 24).

Public festivals were potentially volatile situations amid rising com-
munal tensions in the British Raj. Nineteenth-century Hindu commu-
nities cultivated large public celebrations of events that had been smaller 
or confined to homes previously, such as Ram Lila and Ganesh Chaturthi 
(Ganesha’s birthday), respectively. Violence sometimes erupted, espe-
cially when these celebrations overlapped with Muslim holidays, often a 
cyclical occurrence every several decades since the Muslim lunar calendar 
rotates major holidays around the solar year.76 While Hindu-Muslim 
conflict surfaced largely in the north, parallel (albeit less deadly) clashes 
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in the south sometimes occurred during coinciding Hindu and Chris-
tian holidays. For example, in 1891, the Malabar Puram festival and 
Easter overlapped, prompting conflict between the Nayars and Thomas 
Christians.77

The British benefited from tensions between Indian religious com-
munities by upholding colonial institutions as neutral intermediaries. 
Section 153A of the Indian Penal Code outlawed “attempts to promote 
feelings of enmity or hatred between different classes.”78 Every time the 
British found occasion to use that provision regarding interreligious 
conflict, it strengthened their argument that colonial rule was needed 
to keep the peace. Of course, the British conveniently ignored that they 
held substantial responsibility for cultivating the conditions of large-
scale interreligious conflict in South Asia in the first place. In the end, 
communal tensions far outlived their original colonial context, and 
Hindu-Muslim conflict is a major feature of modern India.

Showcasing Indian History
British colonialists financed efforts to recover Indian history and pro-
tect important sites, which was part of their ruling strategy and shaped 
general knowledge of South Asian history. As early as 1813, the British 
East India Company directed repairs to the Taj Mahal and Akbar’s Tomb 
in Agra, noting: “We admit that the credit of our administration is, in 
some degree, connected with the preservation of these Memorials of the 
former splendour and majesty of the Indian Empire.”79 This link between 
preservation and state authority strengthened under the British Raj. Al-
exander Cunningham, who was especially interested in Buddhists sites 
in northern India, wrote in 1861: “It will not be to our credit as an en-
lightened ruling power, if we continue to allow such fields of investiga-
tion, as the remains of the old Buddhist capital in Behar, the vast ruins 
of Kanouj, the plains round Delhi studded with ruins more thickly than 
even the Campagna of Rome, and many others, to remain without more 
examination than they have hitherto received.”80 I am more interested 
here in how colonial-era institutions treated and displayed historical sites 
and artefacts, because those decisions molded everyone’s views of pre-
modern India. Colonial-era museums, for example, curated what many 
Indians knew about their history, and colonial preservation efforts de-
termined the state and status of monuments moving forward. Both left 
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a mix of helpful and problematic legacies with which historians still grap-
ple today.

The Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) was founded 1861 to sur-
vey and preserve monuments. British men ran the survey and relied on 
Indian assistants for labor at dig sites and as translators, while being slow 
to grant Indians more authority. Raja Rajendralal Mitra (d. 1891) was a 
notable exception and did critical work at Bodhgaya, where the Gautama 
Buddha is said to have been enlightened.81 In its early decades, Archae-
ological Survey of India officials relied on premodern travelers—such 
as Faxian and Xuanzhang (chapters 7 and 8)—to identify sites to be con-
sidered for surveying and preservation.82 The organization emphasized 
spaces, not living people. Even Archaeological Survey of India photo
graphs of monuments trended toward showing few to no people, as if 
sites like Sanchi (figure 19.5) were timeless markers of a lost past rather 
than physical monuments within colonial Indian society.83

Figure 19.5. Great stupa and eastern gate at Sanchi constructed ca. third 

century BCE–first century CE, photograph by James Waterhouse, 1861–1862.
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Colonial biases shaped the work of the Archaeological Survey of 
India. For example, archaeologists divided architecture by religion into 
“Hindu” and “Muslim” and then projected those categories to be sequen-
tial. This was illogical and ahistorical but accorded with the general 
colonial assumption that everything Indian could be categorized by re-
ligion.84 A striking consequence of this bad assumption concerned the 
Taj Mahal, an obsession of Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India 1899–1905. 
Because the Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan built the Taj Mahal, Curzon 
imagined that the structure must be “Saracenic” (i.e., Islamic) in style 
but somehow failed to present properly. And so, he made it look more 
Islamic (in his view) by buying and installing a lamp from Cairo that 
still hangs in the inner mausoleum chamber today.85

The British created museums to showcase Indian cultures and 
histories. Museums were often known by the Hindustani terms “ajaib 
ghar” or “ajaib khana” (wonder house) and were wildly successful, 
judging by the crowds they drew.86 In 1864, more than 100,000 Indi-
ans passed through the Calcutta Museum, and by 1913, 800,000 annu-
ally visited major museums in Calcutta and Bombay.87 Male visitors 
outnumbered women, although many of the museums had “zenana 
days” for women in purdah to come, during which even the staff on duty 
were all women.88 Some colonial-era Indians even visited museums as 
part of wedding celebrations or holidays, such as during Pongol in Ma-
dras.89 One curatorial practice developed in this period and still widely 
used today is displaying artefacts by a mix of dynastic and religious 
labeling.90

Perhaps the largest oversight of archaeologists in the early British Raj 
concerned the 1872–1873 excavation of Harappa in the northwest. The 
railway had preceded the excavation at Harappa, and many Indus Civi-
lization bricks were removed to be used as track ballast over a 100-mile 
stretch between Lahore and Multan.91 But nobody knew about the Indus 
Valley Civilization, yet. Alexander Cunningham oversaw the 1872–1873 
excavation and uncovered an Indus seal but misidentified it as “foreign 
to India.”92 Overall, he concluded that he had “found very little worth 
preserving.”93 Another half century elapsed before anyone understood 
that the seal was one of many produced by an ancient, indigenous, pre-
Vedic Indian civilization. Like many Indian identities and social struc-
tures, Indian history was still in formation during the initial decades 
of the British Raj.
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Conclusion: More to Know
As the British Raj ruled much of the subcontinent, they introduced con-
ditions that enabled robust changes within Indian society. Indians 
helped produce new kinds of information about themselves through the 
census, museums, and other venues. Then they contested the shifts in 
identity such knowledge inspired in a thousand ways, via petitions, 
courts, vigorous debate, education, theological innovations, newspapers, 
and communal conflict. No consensus arose out of such negotiations, but 
the terms of engagement changed in ways—especially the forefronting 
of religious identities—that are still visible in the modernity we inhabit 
today.

Further Reading
On the census in British India, I used scholarship by Bernard Cohn, 
Arjun Appadurai, and Peter Gottschalk. Thomas Metcalf ’s work on 
British Raj ruling ideologies has withstood the test of time, and I also 
found the work of Peter van der Veer and R. Suntharalingam helpful on 
north and south India, respectively. Vasudha Dalmia’s scholarship is 
excellent on late nineteenth-century Hindu reform and early national-
ist movements. On museums and archaeology, I relied on work by Tapati 
Guha-Thakurta, Kavita Singh, and Upinder Singh.
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Indians on the  
Move, 1880–1920

Education is indestructible wealth. He who possesses it is 
happiest in this world.

—Pandita Ramabai, 1882 (Marathi)1

In Ramabai’s case, she possessed education, and this was unusual in the 
1880s when most Indian men—and even more Indian women—were 

illiterate. Ramabai lived an extraordinary life. In 1883, a year after writ-
ing these words praising education, she boarded a steamer at Bombay 
and headed for London with her two-year-old daughter. They traveled 
around the globe during the next six years, alighting in Britain, the 
United States, Canada, Japan, and Hong Kong before returning to India 
in 1889, where Ramabai (d. 1922) promoted her chief cause: girls’ edu-
cation. Ramabai’s remarkable travels and educational activism built upon 
accelerating trends of Indian migration and social reform around the 
turn into the twentieth century. Indeed, shifts in domestic and interna-
tional migration patterns at the height of the British Raj affected mil-
lions of Indians, for some leading to new homes forever and for others 
providing novel experiences that changed their outlooks upon return-
ing to India. Indians also began to travel to the United States, a new phe-
nomenon, in the late nineteenth century. Those who stayed at home, 
too, found fresh ways to strive for better lives, and Dalit and Shudra 
activism grew in this period. Overall, the possibilities of human life—
including in far-flung locations—expanded for many Indians between 
1880 and 1920.

20
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Domestic Travelers and Migrants
Indians traversed the subcontinent in unprecedented numbers and with 
previously unimaginable speed from the late nineteenth century for-
ward, especially for employment and pilgrimages. New infrastructure—
especially the railways that crisscrossed British India and princely 
states—enabled this surge in mobility. The British first invested in In-
dian railways in the 1850s, a few decades after having done so in England, 
to move military troops and supplies. British selfish intentions notwith-
standing, the railways soon became widely used by the Indian public. The 
first line opened in April 1853, connecting Bombay to Thane with twenty-
one miles of track, and building accelerated thereafter. By 1875, 6,500 
miles of track had been laid, and twenty-six million Indians rode the 
railways annually. By 1900, 25,000 miles of track transported 175 million 
Indian passengers every year. By 1920, multiple annual rides had be-
come the norm, and 520 million passengers (out of 318 million Indians) 
rode 36,000 miles of track per year.2

Indians of all socioeconomic backgrounds found their lives changed 
by the railways. Many worked for railway companies, with an estimated 
eight million South Asians employed in laying tracks between 1853 
and 1900.3 As of 1900, more than 330,000 Indians were on regular pay-
roll.4 Far more Indians experienced the railways as riders, most often 
traveling third class, the most economical and uncomfortable option. 
Before the 1900s, there were no toilets, water provisions, or food avail-
able in third class carriages, which were often overcrowded. In theory, 
passengers disembarked at stations to use the facilities, although railway 
employees sometimes kept third-class carriage doors locked to prevent 
this. Such ill treatment prompted outrage in local papers, and ensuing 
discussions involved the airing of standard British racism about the 
“habits” of Indians.5 Still, colonial insolence did little to dissuade Indian 
railway travelers, who grew more numerous every year.

Religious pilgrims used India’s expanding railway system to attend 
new religious gatherings fashioned in this age of increased mobility. 
Perhaps the most famous example is the Kumbh Mela, held every twelve 
years at the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna rivers in Allah
abad.6 The Kumbh was developed in the nineteenth century, which 
saw a broad expansion of large-scale public Hindu celebrations (chap-
ter 19). Colonial Kumbh Melas drew millions of pilgrims and so were 
massive economic affairs, generating income for local communities 
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ranging from Brahmins who performed rituals for fees to food and 
trinket sellers.

The Kumbh’s crowds posed a dilemma for the colonial state. On the 
one hand, the British preferred to not interfere in religious affairs as per 
Queen Victoria’s promise designed to avert rebellion (chapter 18). On the 
other hand, a gathering of millions of Indians stoked colonial fears about 
infectious disease outbreaks and anticolonial political organizing.7 Both 
fears were realized at various colonial Kumbhs. On the latter point, Indian 
independence leaders found it useful to mix politics and religion, rhe-
torically and to shield themselves from state oppression.

As some Indians moved around, others stayed home—especially 
women—and experienced changes in their domestic lives. For instance, 
in the 1880s, the wives of migrant workers often received money orders 
containing their husbands’ earnings.8 In some districts, like Saran in 
Bihar in eastern India, so many men migrated for work that sex ratios 
became skewed in favor of women.9 Among upper classes, some men 
worked for the British Raj and were stationed far from home. One wife, 
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880–1932), wrote a remarkable piece of fem-
inist fiction while her husband was away in Bamka, a small town in 
Bihar.10 She published the short story, titled “Sultana’s Dream,” in 1905 in 
the Madras-based Indian Ladies’ Magazine. In it, she imagines a matri-
archy, Ladyland, where educated women preside over a crime-free uto-
pia while men are kept indoors, “in their proper places” in the mardana 
(“men’s quarters,” a play on zenana, women’s quarters).11 Rokeya’s inter-
est in promoting women’s empowerment also fueled her activism, and 
in 1909 she opened a school for girls.12

Not all domestic travelers were welcomed by the British colonial 
state, which criminalized entire peripatetic communities. An “itinerant 
underworld” had come under British scrutiny since Company rule, 
especially thuggee—from which we get English “thug”—a sort of insti-
tutionalized banditry.13 Seeking to restrict itinerant communities, the 
British applied the Criminal Tribes Act in northern India in 1871 and 
expanded it across British India in subsequent decades.14 The Sansi were 
the largest targeted group in the Punjab, where they were forced into re-
settlement and labor camps.15 By independence in 1947, three and a half 
million Indians—about 1 percent of the total population—had been cat-
egorized as belonging to criminal tribes.16 The major thing that united 
this set of groups was a historical tendency toward being itinerant, 
independent of railways or the colonial economy.
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Journeying Overseas
Looking beyond the subcontinent, millions of Indians traveled overseas 
during the British Raj, and several trends characterized this explosion of 
global travel. First, in a parallel to domestic trends, the sheer scale of 
movement was unprecedented in world history. One scholar estimates 
that thirty million Indians braved the high seas between 1834 and 1937, 
with six million never returning home.17 The most common destinations, 
such as Ceylon, Burma, and the Malay Peninsula, had long attracted In-
dian traders and travelers (albeit in smaller numbers).18 Some settled fur-
ther abroad and formed the first large-scale Indian diaspora communities 
in the Caribbean, Mauritius, Fiji, and South Africa. Some Indian mi
grants, especially indentured laborers, were coerced. Whether fully volun-
tary or not, overseas travel changed the horizon of possibilities for South 
Asians and gave rise to new imagined Indian and diaspora communities.

Indians were able to journey abroad in great numbers and further 
from home during the British Raj because of technological advances. 
Some still used sailboats, the time-honored way that Indians had crossed 
oceans for two millennia. But many traveled on steamboats, which re-
duced voyage times substantially. Indians also benefited from Egypt’s 
Suez Canal, a 120-kilometer human-made channel that opened in 1869 
and connected the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea, thus rendering it 
unnecessary to round the horn of Africa to reach Europe from South 
Asia via sea.19 Whereas a sailboat took seven or eight months to travel 
from India to Britain in the late eighteenth century, a late-nineteenth-
century steamboat completed the same journey in a mere three weeks.

With these technological leaps, international trade expanded twenty-
five times in volume between 1850 and 1914, and Indians were among 
the traders and seamen involved in that economic boom. Maybe a quar-
ter of a million Indian traders resided outside of South Asia by 1930.20 
Even while benefiting from prosperous trade, some experienced rising 
restrictions beginning in the 1880s due to anti-Asian bills in white 
settler colonies, such as South Africa.21 Indians also worked as sea-
men, known as lascars, on British ships, where they were paid less in 
comparison to their European, Chinese, and Arab counterparts.22 
Eventually, abysmal working conditions and low pay incentivized sea-
men to form trade unions in the 1910s, making them among the first 
organized labor in India. Seamen used strikes at key ports, like Bombay 
and Goa, to gain robust wage increases.23
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Indentured laborers suffered exploitative working conditions when 
they traveled abroad during the nineteenth century. Indentured labor 
was invented when the global slave trade ended.24 The British, once 
active participants in buying and selling human beings, prohibited 
overseas sales of slaves in 1807 and abolished slavery in most British 
colonies through the Slavery Abolition Act (1833) and the Indian Slavery 
Act (1843). This negatively impacted some elite Indians’ business inter-
ests, such as Gujarati merchants who financed slave ships that carried 
shackled Africans and traded textiles to slavers.25 More broadly, ending 
the worldwide slave trade created labor shortages that India was well-
positioned to fill. As Charles Darwin wrote in Mauritius, a sugar plan-
tation colony off Africa’s southeast coast, in the 1830s, employers were 
“feeling confident in a resource in the countless population of India.”26

The system of indenture lasted about eighty years, from 1838 to 1917, 
during which one million or more Indians left South Asia permanently. 
Indian indentured laborers typically signed three- to five-year contracts to 
perform agricultural work abroad. They were called “coolies” (figure 20.1), 
and most departed India from Calcutta or Madras, with smaller num-
bers leaving from Bombay and French India ports.27 As per their con-
tracts, indentured laborers had a right to return to India, but relatively 
few did from more far-flung destinations such as the Caribbean and 
West Indies. Many Indians stayed where they landed in Guyana, Trin-
idad, Suriname (a Dutch colony), Jamaica, and so forth.28

Indians signed up for back-breaking agriculture labor, an ocean or 
more away from home, for a host of reasons. Some sought greener pas-
tures, such as migrants from lower-caste and Dalit backgrounds. These 
constituted most Indian agricultural labors who traveled to Southeast 
Asia in the late 1800s, and Chamars were more likely than caste Hindus 
to emigrate as families.29 Among individual migrants, far more men par-
ticipated than women. Some men were probably rebel sepoys in the 
1857 Rebellion (and perhaps later participated in labor uprisings on plan-
tations).30 Often, women entered indentured labor contracts due to 
desperate circumstances. Some had no family or had been disowned, like 
Manharni and Rojha, both from Bihar, who left India in 1872–1873.31 
Some women ran away, escaping abusive husbands. Others turned up 
pregnant under unexplained circumstances, like Sujaria, who sailed from 
Calcutta at four months pregnant and listed no father for her unborn 
child on her emigration pass.32 Not everyone chose to leave, and there 
are reports of Indians being kidnapped into indentured labor, although 



402    India

adjudicating the veracity of such claims is difficult and there are some-
times contradictory stories.33 Some who left never arrived at their des-
tinations, such as Maharani who sailed to British Guiana (Guyana) in 
1885 and was raped on board, soon dying.34 Violence, including domes-
tic and sexual violence, was a huge part of the collective experience of 
Indian indentured laborers.35

I leave the story of indentured laborers here, since, once they reached 
their destinations, they became part of the histories of Guyana, Trini-
dad, and so forth. But indenture again intersected with Indian history. 
Mohandas Gandhi—leader of India’s independence movement—spent 
formative years in South Africa in the 1890s–1910s and met descendants 
of the “evil” indenture system that many saw as an extension of slavery.36 
After his return to India, Gandhi successfully campaigned to abolish in-
denture for good in 1917.37 As mentioned, few indentured laborers re-
turned from the Caribbean to India. Those who did return often discov-
ered that they no longer fit into Indian society.38 Some faced the same 
social problems that had driven them to leave in the first place, and others 
found that India had changed in their absence, leaving some unable to 
even find their ancestral villages that had washed away in floods.39 Today, 
Indians are most likely to encounter descendants of indenture in diaspora 
populations in Western nations, such as the United States, where the 

Figure 20.1. Indentured men and crew on the deck of a vessel recently 

arrived in Georgetown, British Guiana (Guyana), ca. 1890 CE.
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South Asian community broadly construed includes Guyanese and Trin-
idadians along with Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and so forth.

Sepoys constitute a final group of Indians who went abroad in sub-
stantial numbers during this period, specifically to fight in World War I 
(1914–1918). By this point, the British had concentrated their military 
recruitment within certain Indian communities, whom they saw as 
“martial races.” Sikhs, for example, constituted 1  percent of the Indian 
population during World War I but 20 percent of sepoys (figure 20.2).40 
Hundreds of thousands of sepoys participated in the brutal fighting of 
what was called, at the time, the Great War, largely in Mesopotamia.41 
As one soldier, Luddar Singh, lamented in a letter home in 1915 from a 
hospital bed: “This is not a war. It is a Mahabharat or the end of the 
world.”42 Around 73,000 sepoys died in the conflict, and, of those who 
came home, some inadvertently brought a deadly influenza with them.

In total, an estimated twelve to twenty million Indians died in the 
1918–1919 influenza pandemic, also called the Spanish Flu, the biggest 
disaster in recorded Indian history.43 The deaths were so rampant that 

Figure 20.2. Sikh sepoy soldiers marching with the Guru Granth Sahib, 

Mesopotamia (modern-day Iran), 1918.
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they brought parts of the colonial state—from Calcutta’s High Court to 
the Forestry Service—to a screeching halt, illustrating the power of dis-
ease as an unexpected peril of increased global travel.

Indians in America
The United States was among the more distant places that South Asians 
traveled in the late nineteenth century. Material goods had moved be-
tween the subcontinent, Sri Lanka, and the Americas for several cen-
turies, with new world items ranging from silver to tobacco to chilis 
changing South Asian economies and routines (chapter 12). But indi-
vidual travelers had rarely traversed these great distances. As new 
technologies and global networks enabled greater travel, two distinct 
groups of Indians alighted on American shores in the late 1800s: man-
ual laborers who worked on farms or in lumber yards and elites who 
sought spiritual, intellectual, and business connections with their Amer-
ican counterparts. These two groups came from different socioeconomic 
and religious backgrounds. The migrant workers were largely Punjabi 
Sikhs and Muslims, whereas elite travelers were often Brahmins. They 
also traveled to different parts of America, with the laborers working 
on the West Coast and elites visiting the East Coast and Midwest. To-
gether they constituted the first trickle of Indian immigrants and visi-
tors to the United States and, concomitantly, the initial introduction of 
Americans to embodied South Asian cultures.

Between 1889 and 1914, several thousand Indian laborers, predomi-
nantly Punjabi Sikhs and some Muslims, migrated to the United States. 
They encountered racist pushback, such as when hundreds were driven 
out of Bellingham, Washington, in 1907 by a white mob.44 Somewhat con-
fusingly for modern readers, these Indian migrants—Sikhs and Muslims—
were described, in American parlance of the period, as “Hindu” in a ra-
cialized sense of the term meaning “Indian.”45 The migrants were nearly 
all men, and many settled in southern California’s agriculture-focused 
Imperial Valley and married Hispanic women.46 Their children consti-
tuted a biethnic Punjabi-Mexican community of several thousand that, 
while their fathers generally did not convert, were largely raised Catho-
lic.47 In encountering racism, intermarrying, and practicing accommoda-
tion, these early Indian migrants participated in enduring aspects of 
American pluralism.
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More well known are prominent Indians who visited America in the 
1880s–1900. For example, Jamsetji Tata (a Parsi) toured America in 1900 
and later relied on American (and European) supervisors to oversee 
South Asia’s first large steel plant (it opened after his death, in 1911, in 
Jamshedpur).48 Here, I focus on three other elites who offered contrast-
ing representations of Indian society, beginning with Anandibai Joshee.

Anandibai Joshee (1865–1887) traveled to Philadelphia in 1883, at the 
age of eighteen, to attend medical school. This was a highly unusual de-
cision for a woman of her time, especially as her early life had been 
conventional.49 She was a Chitpavan Brahmin married at age nine to an 
older man and gave birth at age fourteen. But the child died, and Anan-
dibai was unable to conceive thereafter, experiences that perhaps moti-
vated her medical interests (and her husband’s interest in having his wife 
pursue medicine).50 As she wrote to the Woman’s Medical College of 
Pennsylvania in 1883 requesting admission: “That determination which 
has brought me to your country against the combined opposition of my 
friends and caste ought to go a long way towards helping me carry out 
the purpose for which I came, i.e. to render to my poor suffering 
country women the true medical aid they so sadly stand in need of, and 
which they would rather die for than accept at the hands of a male phy-
sician. The voice of humanity is with me and I must not fail.”51 Anan-
dibai graduated in 1886 as the first Indian woman to earn a medical 
degree abroad.

Anandibai Joshee blazed a new trail for Indian women by pursuing 
higher education in the West, but she also defended patriarchy, and male 
violence shaped her life. Her husband, Gopalrao, beat her at times.52 Re-
calling this from America, oceans away and years later, she wrote to 
Gopalrao about the psychological impact of his abuse and her under-
standing of its cultural and religious roots: “I pleaded with you to end 
my existence. There is nothing in the law to stop such things against 
women. If there are any laws they work against women. Therefore I had 
no option but to bear everything silently. A Hindu woman has no right 
to speak even a word against her husband or to advise him. She has only 
the ‘right’ to allow her husband to do what he wants and remain silent.”53 
I read Anandibai’s words as twinged with sorrow, but the gender dynam-
ics she described were promoted by others without remorse. For exam-
ple, the ultra-conversative Marathi newspaper Kesari, owned by B. G. 
Tilak, proclaimed proudly in 1888:
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If a Hindu husband sees his disobedient wife walking on the 
street or entering some house, he may drag her home or enter a 
stranger’s house to bring her home; in neither case is he liable 
to a lawsuit according to the Hindu religion. . . . ​A man who 
finds his cow wandering about and puts a rope around her neck 
and brings her home is not liable to a lawsuit according to English 
law. The Hindu religion considers a woman to be on par with 
property and cattle. The only distinction is that as a human being 
she is entitled to food and clothing.54

Anandibai may have had private regrets about how her husband treated 
her, but she publicly endorsed patriarchal practices. For instance, while 
in America, she defended child marriage for Hindu girls.55 Even on her 
deathbed, she preserved Brahminical norms, including untouchability, 
and thereby demonstrated that “well schooled Hindu wives were in no 
danger of losing their religion or their values.”56 She died shortly after 
returning to India, in 1887, and was lauded in obituaries for combining 
academic achievements and conservative values, in acclamations such 
as “her perseverance, undaunted courage and devotion to her husband 
were unparalleled.”57

Some of Anandibai’s contemporaries ruffled more feathers—taking 
sharper progressive stances and rejecting traditional customs—such as 
Pandita Ramabai (1858–1922). Ramabai’s upbringing in India was a mix 
of traditional and innovative.58 Her father was a Brahmin Sanskrit in-
tellectual, but, unusually, he taught her mother Sanskrit, and Ramabai 
learned the classical language from both her parents (her knowledge 
of Sanskrit led to her appellation “pandita,” learned woman). When 
Ramabai was sixteen and still unmarried, her parents and sister died in a 
famine, and Ramabai—as per her own later writings—began to lose her 
commitment to Hindu practices, which she experienced as tied to caste 
norms.59 After the death of her brother, her sole surviving family mem-
ber, in 1880, she married outside her caste. As she put it, “Having lost 
faith in the religion of my ancestors I married a Bengali gentleman of 
the Shudra caste.”60 Her husband died a year and a half later, leaving her 
widowed at the age of twenty-three with an infant daughter. As men-
tioned, the pair became world travelers.

Pandita Ramabai advocated for female education, including for child 
widows, over several decades through writings, public talks, fundrais
ing, and opening schools. Even before she left India in 1883, Ramabai 
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encountered fierce conservative pushback, especially from B. G. Tilak 
whose newspaper Kesari maintained that “women cannot interfere” in 
reform attempts and instead “have to submit to male control.”61 Ramabai 
converted to Christianity in Britain in the early 1880s and arrived in 
America in 1886 to attend Anandibai’s graduation from medical school 
(the two were distant cousins). Thereafter, she stayed in the American 
northeast for a few years to raise awareness of, from her perspective, the 
plight of Indian women.62

In Philadelphia, Ramabai wrote a manifesto and caste critique titled 
The High-Caste Hindu Woman. Parts of the book use statistics to argue 
that American women had gained measurable social progress through 
education, legal rights, and voluntary associations.63 Ramabai sought 
comparable gains for Indian women, and in so doing she offered a clear-
eyed account of the challenges facing Indian women, especially widows. 
She gained support from some American groups, such as the Woman’s 
Christian Temperance Union that helped finance the book’s publica-
tion.64 But other Indian travelers to America disliked Ramabai’s unvar-
nished representation of Indian social realities, including Vivekananda 
who pursued a distinct agenda.

Vivekananda was the first Hindu religious leader to popularize 
Hinduism to Americans. He debuted in this role at the 1893 World’s 
Parliament of Religions in Chicago, held during the World’s Fair, and 
thereafter traveled on a lecture circuit across the United States for sev-
eral years. Vivekananda advanced, as Hinduism, a clean-cut, masculine 
version of Vedanta uncoupled from many historic practices. In this 
sense, Vivekananda was part of the Hindu reform movements and sought 
to present Hinduism as he thought the religion should be, rather than its 
full range of diverse Indian realities. For instance, Vivekananda’s guru 
Ramakrishna (d. 1886) had participated in tantric rituals and worshipped 
Kali, often depicted in Bengali images of the era with necklaces of sev-
ered human heads and striding atop Shiva’s corpse (figure 20.3). Ra-
makrishna also endorsed bhakti and personally embraced the role of 
Radha, Krishna’s lover.65 Vivekananda, however, turned away from what he 
saw as “effeminate” practices and used the phrase “women and eunuchs” 
to mean loathsome people.66 Instead, he presented himself as a hand-
some, well-spoken “Hindoo monk of India.”67

Vivekananda embraced the Orientalist stereotype that the East 
abounds in religious wisdom and mysticism, while the West dominates 
in science and rationality. As he put it in a speech in New York, “Asia 
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produces giants in spirituality just as the Occident produces giants in 
politics, giants in science.”68 In part, Vivekananda wanted Westerners to 
adopt Eastern (specifically his neo-Vedantic) religious precepts, advo-
cating “Up, India, conquer the world with our spirituality.”69 He founded 
Vedanta societies in America (some still function today) and attracted 
Western disciples, which marked Vivekananda as a modern popular 

Figure 20.3. Goddess Kali with a necklace of severed human heads 

and limbs striding atop Shiva’s corpse, ca. 1879 CE, West Bengal, 

India, lithograph.
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guru when he returned to India.70 Vivekananda also wanted India to 
benefit from an infusion of Western ideas—such as American “grit” and 
“manhood”—and this put him at odds with other Hindu reformers.71 For 
example, Vivekananda encouraged Hindu men to eat meat, including 
beef, since “the competition of this world must of necessity take meat.”72 
As one scholar has put it, summarizing Vivekananda’s position, “Beef, 
biceps and the Bhagavadgita” would help move Hindus forward.73

Vivekananda gave a well-received address at the 1893 World’s Par-
liament of Religions that showcased how he chose to present Hinduism 
to Americans. Vivekananda was one of several Indian religious leaders 
at the event, including representatives of Muslim, Christian, Jain, Brahmo 
Samaj, and Theosophist traditions.74 Jainism was represented by a lawyer, 
Virchand Gandhi, since the monk Atmaram would not break his vow 
of ahimsa (nonviolence) to travel abroad.75 Anagarika Dharmapala 
(1864–1933) from Ceylon represented Buddhism, chastising the largely 
Christian American audience for their ignorance of Gautama’s life: “You 
call yourselves a nation—a great nation—and yet you do not know the 
history of this great teacher. How dare you judge us!”76 Out of the South 
Asian contingent, Vivekananda made the biggest impression. His speech, 
to a crowded room, earned thundering applause with its opening line: 
“Sisters and Brothers of America.”77 I reproduce the rest of the lecture 
in full as a key early document in early American encounters with 
Hindus.

Vivekananda’s Speech at the World’s Parliament  
of Religions, Chicago, 1893
It fills my heart with joy unspeakeable to rise in response to the warm and 
cordial welcome which you have given us. I thank you in the name of 
the most ancient order of monks in the world; I thank you in the name of 
the mother of religion, and I thank you in the name of the millions and 
millions of Hindu people of all classes and sects.

My thanks, also, to some of the speakers on this platform who 
have told you that these men from far-off nations may well claim 
the honor of bearing to the different lands the idea of toleration. I am 
proud to belong to a religion which has taught the world both toler-
ance and universal acceptance. We believe not only in universal toler-
ation, but we accept all religions to be true. I am proud to tell you that 
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I belong to a religion into whose sacred language, the Sanscrit, the 
word seclusion is untranslatable.

I am proud to belong to a nation which has sheltered the persecuted 
and the refugees of all religions and all nations of the earth. I am proud 
to tell you that we have gathered in our bosom the purest remnant of the 
Israelites, a remnant which came to southern India and took refuge with 
us in the very year in which their holy temple was shattered to pieces by 
Roman tyranny. I am proud to belong to the religion which has sheltered 
and is still fostering the remnant of the grand Zoroastrian nation. I will 
quote to you, brethren, a few lines from a hymn which I remember to have 
repeated from my earliest boyhood, which is every day repeated by mil-
lions of human beings: “As the different streams having their sources in 
different places, all mingle their water in the sea, Oh, Lord, so the differ
ent paths which men take through different tendencies, various though 
they appear, crooked or straight, all lead to Thee.”

The present convention, which is one of the most august assemblies 
ever held, is in itself a vindication, a declaration to the world of the won-
derful doctrine preached in Gita. “Whosoever comes to me, through 
whatsoever form I reach him, they are all struggling through paths that 
in the end always lead to me.” Sectarianism, bigotry, and its horrible de-
scendant, fanaticism, have possessed long this beautiful earth. It has 
filled the earth with violence, drenched it often and often with human 
blood, destroyed civilization and sent whole nations to despair. Had it not 
been for this horrible demon, human society would be far more advanced 
than it is now. But its time has come, and I fervently hope that the bell 
that tolled this morning in honor of this convention will be the death-knell 
to all fanaticism, to all persecutions with the sword or the pen, and to 
all uncharitable feelings between persons wending their way to the 
same goal.78

What Vivekananda omitted from his 1893 speech is critical, perhaps 
more than what he said, to understanding how he wanted to represent 
his religion and culture abroad. He made no mention of Muslims, either 
as contributors to Indian culture or as targets of rising communal ten-
sions. Instead, for Vivekananda, India and Vedantic Hinduism were close 
to synonymous. He excluded all of what are sometimes dubbed Hindu-
ism’s “left-hand” practices, such as antinomian tantric rights, and in fact 
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refers to no rituals whatsoever. He likewise mentions no specific Hindu 
deities, and his language suggests a monotheistic approach, a feature of 
Hindu reform movements since Rammohan Roy (chapter 17) that was 
likely more palatable to a predominantly Christian Chicago audience. 
Vivekananda ignored caste. He spoke about caste in other contexts, 
sometimes opposing it but also calling it “a natural order” and proclaim-
ing “Caste is good. That is the only natural way of solving life.”79 He 
omitted women’s rights, an issue of considerable debate in his day in 
India. In subsequent talks in the United States, Vivekananda affirmatively 
denied the challenges faced by Hindu widows, contradicting and thereby 
arousing the ire of Ramabai who had firsthand experience on this score.80

Vivekananda and Ramabai both returned to India in the 1880s–1890s 
and pursued their respective priorities. Vivekananda started the Ra-
makrishna monastery (math) at Belur in Bengal to train Hindu boys, 
house ascetics, and spread Vedantic ideas.81 One of the institution’s 
founding guidelines was “the Math will not pay much attention to so-
cial reform,” with the logic being that “those evils will die out of them-
selves” given education and food.82 In contrast, Ramabai opened a school 
for girls, largely child widows, as well as the Mukti Mission to help vul-
nerable women during famines.

Back in India, Ramabai continued to endure vicious attacks by con-
servative upper-caste men. In public talks, they sometimes shouted her 
down, and the celebrated Bengali polymath and poet Rabindranath Tag-
ore witnessed one such occasion in Poona.83 Tilak and his paper Kesari 
showed special vitriol for Ramabai’s reform efforts. The paper referred 
to the thousands of women saved from starvation at the Mukti Mission 
and elsewhere as locked in “prison-houses” by “Ramabai the Jailer.”84 In 
1904, Tilak himself wrote that Ramabai should abandon her Hindu title 
of “pandita” (learned woman) and instead call herself “reveranda.” The 
proposed title is a nod to her conversion to Christianity and a misogy-
nist play on the vernacular term rand (also randa and randi) for 
prostitute.85 This vulgar, gendered attack indicates the sorts of cultural 
resources available to Tilak, who apparently thought such a barb com-
promised neither his dignity nor his nationalist politics. Analyzing 
what, exactly, about Ramabai made men like Tilak see red, Jyotirao Phule, 
a low-caste reformer, wryly noted, “Small wonder then that the Brah-
mins are bawling at Ramabai on account of her having utterly demol-
ished their artificial religion!”86



412    India

Dalit and Shudra Activism
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Dalit and lower-
caste leaders emerged as vigorous advocates for their communities. 
One early intervention, made by Jyotirao Phule (1827–1890), a Mali 
Shudra, was introducing a new name for those at the bottom of the caste 
hierarchy: dalit, meaning downtrodden or oppressed.87 “Dalit” gradu-
ally replaced the unkind, Brahminical term “untouchable” and is the pre-
ferred nomenclature today. A standard history of Dalit and lower-caste 
activism in this period has yet to be written, a sign of ongoing casteism 
and our proclivity to focus on upper-caste voices. Here, I cover three 
major issues that Dalit activists prioritized between roughly 1880 and 
1920 (i.e., before the heydays of Ambedkar and Periyar). They worked 
to increase access to education (and through that, access to employment 
and jobs), confront social norms around caste, and forge community 
identity through engagements with Indian history.

Dalit and lower-caste Indians faced formidable roadblocks to gain-
ing education in British India. Brahmins dominated many universities 
(chapter 19). In primary and secondary government schools, upper-caste 
parents organized to bar lower-caste children and would sometimes 
withdraw their offspring if even a single Dalit student was admitted.88 
Missionary schools offered one solution for caste-oppressed communi-
ties. For instance, Jyotirao Phule studied at a Scottish missionary school, 
where he forged formative friendships across caste lines.89 His wife, 
Savitri (d. 1897), was illiterate when they married, but Jyotirao taught her 
to read, and she later trained as a teacher in Ahmednagar at a school run 
by a female American missionary.90

Both Phules advocated for girls’ education and opened schools. Many 
of their contemporaries disapproved, especially of Savitri bucking the in-
terlinked norms of gender and caste by teaching. Legend says that she 
wore an old sari on her walk to school each morning, since people would 
throw things at her en route, and changed into fresh clothes after arriv-
ing.91 Later in life, Savitri participated in famine relief efforts and started 
a home for widows and illegitimate children. She and Jyotirao adopted a 
Brahmin widow’s son. The boy grew up to become a doctor and joined 
Savitri in spearheading plague relief efforts in the 1890s, during which 
Savitri caught the disease and died.92 Savitri’s Marathi poetry articulates 
her conviction that education could radically change the future for lower 
castes and Dalits, freeing them from a history of upper-caste oppression.
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Savitri Phule’s Marathi Poetry on the Power  
of Education, Late Nineteenth Century

“Go, Get Education”

Be self-reliant, be industrious
Work—gather wisdom and riches.
All gets lost without knowledge
We become animals without wisdom.

Sit idle no more, go, get education
End misery of the oppressed and forsaken.

You’ve got a golden chance to learn
So learn and break the chains of caste.
Throw away the Brahmin’s scriptures fast.

“Rise to Learn and Act”

Weak and oppressed! Rise my brother
Come out of living in slavery.

Manu-follower Peshwas are dead and gone
Manu’s the one who barred us from education.

Givers of knowledge—the English have come
Learn, you’ve had no chance in a millennium.

We’ll teach our children and ourselves learn
Receive knowledge, become wise to discern.

An upsurge of jealousy is in my soul
Crying out for knowledge to be whole.

This festering wound, mark of caste
I’ll blot out from my life at last.

In Baliraja’s kingdom, let’s beware
Our glorious mast, unfurl and flare.

Let all say, “Misery go and kingdom come!”

Awake, arise and educate
Smash traditions—liberate!
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We’ll come together and learn
Policy—righteousness—religion.

Slumber not but blow the trumpet
O Brahmin, dare not you upset.

Give a war cry, rise fast
Rise, to learn and act.93

Colonial-era Dalit and lower-caste leaders found a limited British ap-
petite for addressing caste-based disenfranchisement. For instance, the 
British acquiesced to requests for caste segregation in some cases (e.g., 
among sepoys), whereas they denied them in others (e.g., in railway car-
riages).94 In addition, an older set of caste prejudices persisted in villages 
where upper castes often owned land and exploited lower-caste bonded 
laborers. In some such cases, lower castes and Dalits used missionary and 
state pressures to pursue limited relief.95 Upper-caste groups often es-
chewed even limited reforms. For instance, the Madras Mahajana Sabha 
declined to address land disenfranchisement and other forms of oppres-
sion among Parayars in the 1890s, noting that the British had already 
taken up the issue.96 Western missionaries sometimes advocated on be-
half of Dalits in princely states such as in Cochin and Travancore where 
enslavement and sale of Dalits was legal and widespread until 1855.97 But 
both the colonial state and Western missionaries viewed caste as a reli-
gious issue, which disinclined them to intervene beyond the most egre-
gious cases.

Anti-caste activists were able to use the threat of British involvement 
to save individuals from caste-based violence at times. For instance, Sa
vitri Phule wrote to her husband Jyotirao in 1868 about an intercaste 
Dalit-Brahmin relationship:

One Ganesh, a Brahmin, would go around villages, performing 
religious rites and telling people their fortunes. This was his 
bread and butter. Ganesh and a teenage girl named Sharja who 
is from the Mahar (untouchable) community fell in love. She was 
six months pregnant when people came to know about this af-
fair. The enraged people caught them, and paraded them through 
the village, threatening to bump them off. I came to know about 
their murderous plan. I rushed to the spot and scared them away, 
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pointing out the grave consequences of killing the lovers under 
the British law. They changed their mind after listening to me. 
Sadubhau angrily said that the wily Brahmin boy and the un-
touchable girl should leave the village. Both the victims agreed 
to this. My intervention saved the couple who gratefully fell at 
my feet and started crying. Somehow I consoled and pacified 
them. Now I am sending both of them to you.98

Among other things, this episode highlights community enforcement of 
caste segregation, including endogamy, in British India. Even after Sa
vitri saved the lives of Sharja and Ganesh, she could not salvage their 
social standing and instead helped them start anew elsewhere.

In addition to pursuing education and freedom during the British 
Raj, Dalits and Shudras began to consider how they fit into the emerging 
story of Indian history. Community thinkers proposed a few different, 
conflicting narratives. None of these are strictly historically accurate, 
but I recount them here as part of India’s rich intellectual history. 
These narratives all, in distinct ways, attempted to claim agency and 
dignity for historically oppressed communities.

Some thinkers proposed that Shudras, Dalits, or both were fallen 
upper castes who could find liberation in reasserting their elite identi-
ties. For example, a series of Chamar thinkers in the 1910s and 1920s 
claimed Kshatriya origins, such as U.B.S. Raghuvanshi, who argued in a 
1910–1916 publication that Chamars were a royal lineage descended from 
the Sun God.99 For some, a logical step toward social progress, then, was 
adopting upper-caste practices, such as abstaining from alcohol and 
meat. Activists distributed pamphlets such as “Madhupishachi” (Devil 
of intoxication) and wrote bhajans (devotional songs) against drinking.100 
Caste associations—such as Chamar sabhas in northern India and the 
first All-India Adi-Hindu conference in 1922 in Hyderabad—passed res-
olutions calling for habit changes to reclaim a higher-caste identity.101

Taking a different approach, some argued that lower castes and 
Dalits were indigenous to India and had been historically oppressed by 
invading upper-caste aryans. This line of thought invoked the Aryan 
Invasion Theory, current among Indologists of the period (now re-
jected).102 For instance, a Marathi tract titled Jatibhed Viveksar (Criticism 
of caste divisions) was published in the 1860s under the pseudonym “Ek 
Hindu” (a Hindu) and argued that indigenous Shudras were heroes for 
proudly facing the invading aryans.103 Jyotirao Phule similarly argued that 
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Shudras and Dalits were among India’s original inhabitants, whereas 
aryans were not.104 He took mythological figures, such as Parashurama 
who is imagined to have slaughtered Kshatriyas over and over, as his-
torical figures who committed genocides of indigenous Indians.105 
Then, Phule contended, Brahmins invented caste to justify their op-
pressive behavior: “In order to fulfil their plan that those people 
should remain perpetually in slavery, and that they should be able to 
live comfortably on what the Shudras earned by the sweat of their 
brow, the Brahmans set up the fiction of caste divisions, and made up 
several books on it for their own selfish ends.”106 Such arguments di-
verged sharply from classic Brahminical thought in which lower castes 
and Dalits were held responsible for their low social positions owing 
to karma (chapter 7).

In a southern twist on Dalit interpretations of the nineteenth-century 
Aryan Invasion Theory, some anti-caste thinkers saw ancient Brahmin 
migrations south as tyrannical. For instance, Iyothee Thass (1845–1914) 
argued that northern aryan invaders had corrupted southern Bud-
dhists.107 As with the ideas of Phule and others, Thass built on scholarship 
of his time while imputing moral judgments specific to his activism. 
Foreshadowing Ambedkar several decades later, Thass converted to 
Buddhism in the late nineteenth century. This enabled him to reject 
Hindu traditions that he experienced as oppressive and to assert a Tamil 
identity, which he projected as “original Dravidian culture.”108 In so 
doing, Iyothee Thass participated in formulating both a larger religious 
community and a thoroughly regional identity.

Conclusion: Vaccinating Indians
I have largely focused throughout this chapter on Indians who left South 
Asia, and so it seems appropriate, in closing, to highlight a society-
altering import to India during the British Raj: vaccines. Waldemar 
Haffkine, a Russian Jewish scientist, is a major figure here, sent by Louis 
Pasteur to northern India in 1893 to test a cholera vaccine.109 The inoc-
ulation proved so successful that Calcutta slum dwellers lined up all day 
to receive a jab.110 When the plague struck in 1896, Haffkine developed 
a vaccine in record time and began administering it in Bombay slums, 
saving countless lives (figure 20.4). Older vaccines, such as against small-
pox (debuted in 1796), were also widely distributed. The Begum of Bho-
pal, a princely state with a succession of female rulers, offered rewards 
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to parents who vaccinated their children against smallpox.111 We cannot 
know exactly how many millions of lives were saved by vaccines in Brit-
ish India. But it is a safe bet that some individuals who, absent vaccines, 
would have died participated in India’s independence struggle, which oc-
cupied center stage in the 1920s–1940s.

Further Reading
Chinmay Tumbe offers a broad take on migration patterns, and I turned 
to others for specifics, including Claude Markovits on business, Ritika 
Prasad on railways, and Kama Maclean on the Kumbh Mela. Gaiutra 
Bahadur and Hugh Tinker offer detailed, nuanced takes on indentured 
labor. For early Indian travelers to the United States, Karen Leonard cov-
ers Punjabi farmers, Uma Chakravarti and Meera Kosambi analyze 
Ramabai, and many have discussed Vivekananda. For Dalit and lower-
caste movements in this period, I used work by V. Geetha, Chinnaiah 
Jangam, Rosalind O’Hanlon, S. V. Rajadurai, Ramnarayan Rawat, Rupa 
Viswanath, and others.

Figure 20.4. Inoculation against the plague, Bombay, 1896–1897 CE.
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Advocating for  
Independence,  
Nationalism, and  
Equal Rights

Born as humans, why should we lead a life of slaves? There is no 
sin in losing life in defending our rights. Come forward and 
claim your birthright.

—Kusuma Dharmanna, Telugu Dalit intellectual, 19231

On December 26, 1927, 25,000 Dalits marched through Allahabad to 
inaugurate the first all-India Adi-Hindu Mahasabha conference. 

Among other things, the conference declared that Dalits (i.e., “Adi-
Hindus,” original Hindus) were distinct from caste Hindus and should 
have separate electorates.2 Both ideas recurred throughout the 1920s and 
1930s as debates about caste, religion, and political representation ani-
mated a generation of Indians who sought to remake their society. The 
most famous Indian movement of the era was the push for independence 
from British colonial rule led by the Indian National Congress. I cover 
this at some length, including circling back to the late nineteenth century 
to provide critical background. Other discrete movements also flour-
ished in subsequent decades, including early Hindu nationalism and 
(separately) the quest for liberation from caste oppression led by B. R. 
Ambedkar. These sociopolitical agendas were incongruous with one an-
other, but all invoked distinctly modern ideas of independence, nation-
alism, and equal rights.

21
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Indian Political Organizing, 1885–1919
The Indian National Congress (i.e., Congress) was formed in 1885 in 
Bombay to advocate for increased Indian participation in the British co-
lonial government. It came on the heels of the Ilbert Bill controversy 
over Indian judges, which had pointed up the difficulties of reforming 
the British Raj given the systematic exclusion of Indians from positions 
of power (chapter 19). Seeking greater political influence (although not 
independence, yet), a group of elites organized. The founding Congress 
assembly numbered seventy-two delegates (including the retired Indian 
civil servant and British reformer Allan Octavian Hume). Although far 
from representative of the general Indian population, these delegates 
sought to overcome other social divides—including region, language, 
and religion—to advocate on behalf of all Indians.3 Congress’s vision 
of pan-India advocacy was starkly new, and it debuted with in-built 
limitations.

Even at Congress’s founding, tensions arose about the possible 
exclusionary role of religion in forging a common Indian political 
identity, something that was without precedent in Indian history. For 
instance, the north Indian Tribune—founded by a Punjabi and edited 
by a Bengali—emphasized the high-caste Hindu markers of the strong 
Madras contingent at Congress’s 1885 inaugural session:4

Madras sent the greatest number of delegates, all of good edu-
cation and high social standing. They completely enchanted the 
audience with their liberal views and impressive eloquence. Clad 
in conservative Hindu garments, with their shining foreheads 
rubbed with sandal after the orthodox Hindu fashion, and speak-
ing in eloquent English about the various ways in which India 
should improve her political statue, they exhibited a spectacle 
at once charming and instructive; charming in as much as it was 
a glorious sight to behold genuine Hindus (preserving intact an-
cient custom of their great race) holding the most radical views 
about politics; instructive in as much as it was capable of infus-
ing a belief that India could improve, to the highest extent de-
sirable, its political status without becoming Anglicized.5

In contrast, only two of Congress’s founding seventy-two delegates were 
Muslim.6 A couple of Muslim presidents led Congress during its initial 
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twenty years, but many in the community kept aloof. For instance, Syed 
Ahmad Khan, founder of Aligarh Muslim University, compared Con-
gress’s proposal of representative electorates to a rigged dice game that 
Muslims were destined to lose since, being outnumbered by Hindus 
four-to-one in the general population, “there will be four votes for the 
Hindu to every one vote for the Mohammedan.”7 In 1886, Syed Ahmad 
established the All India Muhammadan Educational Conference to ad-
vocate for Indian Muslim interests.8

Religious tensions resurfaced in the early 1900s, when the British 
partitioned Bengal Presidency into a Hindu-majority western half 
and a Muslim-majority eastern half. Like many British Raj decisions, 
Bengal’s partition projected religion as the defining feature of Indian 
society. Announced in 1903 and formalized in 1905 by George Curzon 
(Viceroy of India 1899–1905), the experiment did not last, and the 
British canceled Bengal’s partition in 1911. But it provided proof of 
concept that British India could be severed to create Hindu and Mus-
lim majorities in different areas. That idea of division stuck around and 
became central to the twin births of the Indian and Pakistani nations 
through partition in 1947 (chapter 22). More immediately, in the ini-
tial decade of the 1900s, Curzon’s partition of Bengal sparked Indian 
political organizing.

Congress fashioned the swadeshi movement (1903–1908), encour-
aging Indians to boycott British goods in favor of purchasing Indian 
(swadeshi) items to protest Bengal’s partition. The boycott constituted a 
shift in Congress’s hitherto mild advocacy efforts and was partly 
organized in religious spaces. For instance, during Durga Puja in the fall 
of 1905, 50,000 Bengalis gathered at Calcutta’s Kalighat Temple where 
priests led them in swearing off British goods.9 Even today, Durga Puja 
is a recurrent site of political statements and dissent.10 The swadeshi boy-
cott boosted some Indian business families, such as the Tatas who had 
made their initial fortune in opium and cotton but turned to steel in 1907 
(Tata Steel remains a leading steel company today, and the Tata family 
also has other business ventures).11 Critically, the swadeshi movement 
worked. It gained support for Congress and compelled the British to re-
verse the partition of Bengal, thereby demonstrating the power of eco-
nomic boycotts, a mainstay of the Indian independence struggle.

Some Muslims broke with Congress during the swadeshi movement 
and formed the All-India Muslim League (i.e., League) in 1906. The 
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League was the next incarnation of Syed Ahmad’s Muhammadan Edu-
cational Conference and aimed “to protect and advance the political 
rights and interests of the Musalmans of India.”12 Congress remained the 
most powerful Indian political group over the next several decades, but 
the League’s early organization helped them gain concessions. Most no-
tably, in the 1916 Lucknow Pact, Congress agreed to support League de-
mands for separate electorates for Indian Muslims.

During the swadeshi movement, some Congress leaders drew on a 
Hindu lexicon to articulate a pan-Indian national identity, which others 
found exclusive. Among the movement’s nationalist cries was Bande 
Mataram (also called Vande Mataram), a mixed Bengali-Sanskrit poem 
by Bankimchandra that Rabindranath Tagore set to music in 1896.13 In-
voking Mother India as an armed goddess to be worshipped, Bande 
Mataram fused Hindu religious imagery with nationalist longings. Con-
gress leaders used the song as an anthem for decades, over objections 
raised by Muslims who periodically pointed out its discomfort for many 
in their religious community. Later, both Mohandas Gandhi and Jawa-
harlal Nehru admitted to seeing their point. Nehru wrote about Bande 
Mataram in 1937, “It does seem that the background is likely to irritate 
the Muslims,” and the same year Congress issued guidelines to only 
use the first two verses (which do not mention specific Hindu deities 
by name) and granting permission to substitute other patriotic songs.14 
The mitigated embrace of Bande Mataram indicates the willingness of 
many nationalist leaders to invoke Hindu imagery, even as some at-
tempted to strike a balance given India’s religious diversity.

Aurobindo Ghose’s Translation of “Hymn to the Mother” 
(Bande Mataram)

Mother, I bow to thee!
Rich with thy hurrying streams,
Bright with thy orchard gleams,
Cool with thy winds of delight,
Dark fields waving, Mother of might,
Mother free.
Glory of moonlight dreams
Over thy branches and lordly streams,—
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Clad in thy blossoming trees,
Mother, giver of ease,
Laughing low and sweet!
Mother, I kiss thy feet,
Speaker sweet and low!
Mother, to thee I bow.

Who hath said thou art weak in thy lands,
When the swords flash out in twice seventy million hands
And seventy million voices roar
Thy dreadful name from shore to shore?
With many strengths who art mighty and stored,
To thee I call, Mother and Lord!
Thou who savest, arise and save!
To her I cry who ever her foemen drave
Back from plain and sea
And shook herself free.

Thou art wisdom, thou art law,
Thou our heart, our soul, our breath,
Thou the love divine, the awe
In our hearts that conquers death.
Thine the strength that nerves the arm,
Thine the beauty, thine the charm.
Every image made divine
In our temples is but thine.

Thou art Durga, Lady and Queen,
With her hands that strike and her swords of sheen,
Thou art Lakshmi lotus-throned,
And the Muse a hundred-toned.
Pure and perfect without peer,
Mother, lend thine ear.
Rich with thy hurrying streams,
Bright with thy orchard gleams,
Dark of hue, O candid-fair
In thy soul, with jewelled hair
And thy glorious smile divine,
Loveliest of all earthly lands,
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Showering wealth from well-stored hands!
Mother, mother mine!
Mother sweet, I bow to thee,
Mother great and free!15

Some upper-caste Hindus wanted a more starkly homogenous na-
tionalist ideal, forming the Hindu Mahasabha under the leadership of 
Madan Mohan Malaviya (1861–1946), a Sanskrit-educated Brahmin, in 
1915. The Hindu Mahasabha gained more power in the 1920s, building 
on earlier consolidations of upper-caste Hindu identity through cow pro-
tection movements (chapter 19) and slogans like “hindi, hindu, hindu-
stan” that encapsulated one vision of the critical identity markers of being 
Indian.16 The Hindu Mahasabha actively encouraged the use of Khari 
Boli Hindi, which is a dialect of the language common today but was 
less widespread in the early twentieth century. They also supported using 
Devanagari script in an explicit attempt to distinguish Hindi from Urdu 
and to link the languages with being Hindu and Muslim, respectively, 
contrasting Hindi as an aryabhasha (aryan language) with Urdu as an 
“alien implant.”17 Such agendas did not go over well with many Indians, 
including southerners who resented the imposition of a north Indian 
language (the Dravidian movement had roots around this time) and 
non-Hindus who rejected the proposed fusion of Indian and Hindu 
identities.18 But the Hindu Mahasabha’s ideas—including its anti-Muslim 
rhetoric—proved influential, in part, because Hindu Mahasabha and 
Congress leadership overlapped for decades.

Heading into the 1910s, discrete factions in Congress held incongru-
ous views about the goals and methods of political agitation, with B. G. 
Tilak (1856–1920) heading up the garam dal (hot faction). Tilak is best 
known for his pronouncement “Home Rule is my birth-right, and I shall 
have it.”19 He endorsed violence in pursuit of self-rule, approvingly 
stating that “Shrimat Krishna’s teaching in the Gita is to kill even our 
teachers, our brothers.”20 Tilak often grounded his ideas in Hindu reli-
gious texts and rhetoric, even comparing bombs used by nationalists to 
mantras (Hindu invocations).21 The British Raj arrested, tried, and con-
victed Tilak of sedition twice, in 1897 and 1908, both times citing his sup-
port for violence.22 Tilak did not reform in prison and spent his second 
sentence of six years in Burma composing a commentary on the Bhaga-
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vadgita that expands his view of the text as a call to action (karma), in-
cluding condoning killing one’s enemies.23 Many disagreed with Tilak’s 
ideas during his life, including Gopal Krishna Gokhale (1866–1915) who 
led a moderate wing of Congress, the naram dal (soft faction). Still, vio
lence surfaced throughout the Indian independence movement, includ-
ing long after nonviolence became the headline principle under the 
leadership of Mohandas Gandhi—who was mentored by Gokhale—from 
1920 forward.24

In 1919, the British Raj conceded, albeit in a limited way, to nation-
alist pressures by passing the Government of India Act. Also called the 
Montagu–Chelmsford Reforms after the British pair who fought for 
the bill, the 1919 Act introduced dyarchy (split government), wherein elite 
Indians participated in elections and their representatives wielded limited 
local governing powers.25 But two problems presented. First, the 1919 Act 
fell short of self-rule and offered no clear timeline for proceeding toward 
that goal. This left unchallenged attitudes, such as that ascribed to the 
Earl of Birkenhead who was the secretary of state for India in the mid-
1920s, that Indians would be prepared for self-rule in 600 years.26 Sec-
ond, the 1919 Government of India Act was accompanied, the same year, 
by the Rowlatt Acts, also known as “Black Acts,” that suspended habeas 
corpus for sedition cases. This created ripe conditions for massive Brit-
ish infringement on Indian political expression. Indians protested with 
a hartal (general strike) on April 6, 1919, following which the British ex-
ecuted the single bloodiest massacre in Indian colonial history.

On April 13, 1919, a peaceful crowd of 10,000 or 20,000 gathered at 
Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar. Trying to stem protests over the oppres-
sive Rowlatt Acts, the British had forbidden large gatherings, but some 
Indians were unaware of the prohibition and others sought to challenge 
it. The crowd featured a mix of protestors and those celebrating the Sikh 
holiday of Baisakhi. General Reginald Dyer commanded several hun-
dred Gurkha sepoys who were to keep order at Jallianwala Bagh, and, 
instead, he commanded them to fire into the peaceful gathering. In num-
bers, Dyer’s troops fired 1,650 bullets, wounding more than 1,200 and 
killing 379 Indian civilians, in the span of ten minutes.27 An unrepen-
tant Dyer later testified that he wanted to “reduce . . . ​the morale of 
the rebels.”28 He was disciplined, but many agreed with his tactic of 
massacre. Six months later, a senior British officer in Delhi proclaimed, 
“Force is the only thing that an Asiatic has any respect for.”29 Quite to 
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the contrary, in this moment, Indian Congress leaders were beginning 
to embrace nonviolent resistance as their primary weapon against Brit-
ish colonial rule.

Gandhi’s Congress and Its Discontents
Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948) was the architect of Congress’s nonvio-
lent resistance strategy that showed the world the inhumanity of British 
colonialism and secured Indian and Pakistani independence. Gandhi 
was born in Gujarat but spent his young adult years abroad, studying 
law in London and honing organizing strategies over more than two 
decades in British colonial South Africa.30 He returned to India in 1915, 
at the age of forty-five, and soon became the pivotal figure of India’s 
independence movement. Gandhi joined an illustrious lineup in Con-
gress, including Motilal Nehru (1861–1931) and his son Jawaharlal Nehru 
(1889–1964), while others, such as Vallabhbhai Patel (1875–1950), were 
attracted to the cause by Gandhi’s leadership. Mohandas Gandhi wrote 
a staggering amount in his lifetime, including several books and regular 
columns in weekly papers titled Navjivan (1919–1931), Young India (1919–
1931), and Harijan (1933–1948). Here I focus on Gandhi’s key political 
actions, with some consideration of his influential (and, often, contro-
versial) social ideas.

When Gandhi returned as somewhat of a prodigal son to India in 
1915, he brought with him critical experiences. He had led acts of non-
violent resistance (satyagraha in his terminology) in South Africa, learn-
ing the value of good discipline among followers and the power of 
female participation in political actions.31 He used both practices to 
good effect in India. While abroad, Gandhi also developed a specific—far 
from universal—idea of what true Indian independence (swaraj) en-
tailed. He articulated in his Hind Swaraj, published in 1909, that swaraj 
meant freedom from the British imperial infrastructure and economies, 
in addition to freedom from colonial rule, and had to be achieved on a 
personal level before society-wide success. He railed against the British 
railways in India because “they propagate evil” and wanted Indians to 
cultivate a controlled, self-sustained lifestyle rather than build a power
ful state.32 When questioned by those who wanted “the same powers” 
for India as any other nation, including “our navy, our army” and “our 
own splendour” that could make “India’s voice ring through the world,” 
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Gandhi responded that such views “want English rule without the En
glishman.” He bluntly stated: “That is not the Swaraj that I want.”33

Gandhi cultivated a strict personal regime and public persona that 
granted him social clout and charisma. He took a vow of chastity in 1906 
(after having fathered five children) and deliberately engaged in caste-
violating work for a Vaishya, like cleaning latrines. Shortly after return-
ing to India, he shed his Western suits in favor of an Indian dhoti whose 
handspun cloth (khadi) he made on a spinning wheel (charkha). Gandhi 
sought to convince others to adopt similar habits, and his emphasis on 
khadi also tied into an economic boycott of British cotton. Indeed, in 
1921, Gandhi’s charkha was put on Congress’s flag—sometimes called the 
“tricolour” after its bands of orange, white, and green—as emblematic 
of the independence movement.34 But, overall, Gandhi’s rigid choices set 
him apart, as the mahatma (great-souled) for whom people would travel 
miles for a religious glimpse (darshan).35 Gandhi cautioned “I am not 
God,” but he benefited all the same from public displays of religiosity 
that made him superhuman in the eyes of many, closer to a divine avatar 
than a mere mortal.36

In 1920, Gandhi persuaded the Congress Party to adopt noncoop-
eration as its official policy, organizing a general boycott of British in-
dustries and institutions as well as strikes over the next eighteen months. 
This move was enabled by an alliance between Congress and Muslim 
supporters of the Khilafat movement, who wanted to preserve the Ot-
toman Caliphate that was under threat in the aftermath of World War I. 
The Khilafat movement failed when independent Turkey abolished the 
caliphate in 1924, but meanwhile Hindu-Muslim unity in India—as Con-
gress supported the Khilafat movement in exchange for their buy-in on 
noncooperation—inspired many. As Gandhi put it: “If I had not joined 
the Khilafat movement, I think, I would have lost everything. In joining 
it I have followed what I especially regard as my dharma. I am trying 
through this movement to show the real nature of non-violence. I am 
uniting Hindus and Muslims. I am coming to know one and all and, if 
non-co-operation goes well, a great power based on brute force will have 
to submit to a simple-looking thing. The Khilafat movement is a great 
churning of the sea of India.”37

The noncooperation movement came to a sudden, violent head in 
February 1922 when a mob murdered several dozen Indian policemen 
in the town of Chauri Chaura. In response, Mohandas Gandhi called off 
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the entire movement, which emboldened the British Raj to arrest him. 
Gandhi was convicted of sedition and received a six-year sentence (the 
judge cited as precedent Tilak’s six-year sentence in 1908).38 Gandhi re-
mained imprisoned only about two years, being released in 1924 due to 
ill health after having his appendix removed in a surgery conducted via 
torchlight.39

While Gandhi was incarcerated and recovering, 1923–1925 saw a rash 
of terrorist activities in British India. Numerous men—especially upper-
caste Bengalis—had renounced political violence to join Gandhi’s non-
cooperation movement, and, after that was suspended, they returned to 
their old ways.40 Arguably, we should not strictly separate the nonvio-
lent and violent aspects of the Indian independence struggle. After all, 
Congress leaders lobbied on behalf of violent political prisoners during 
the 1920s–1930s and benefited from the pressures that violence can place 
on governments.41 Still, Gandhi personally eschewed using force his en-
tire life, and his influence shaping Congress was unmatched until his 
death in 1948. Gandhi spent the last half of the 1920s working with vol-
unteers to ensure organizational discipline in ways later emulated by U.S. 
Civil Rights leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr.42

In 1929, Congress passed the purna swaraj (full independence) res-
olution, calling for India to break away from British rule, and leaders 
soon embarked on a series of civil disobedience actions. In 1930, Gandhi 
led his Salt March, where he and a group of eighty followers walked to 
a Gujarati coastal town called Dandi and picked up salt. This simple ac-
tion violated the British Salt Act, which taxed the common staple, and 
its deliberate illegality was underscored by the poet and activist Sarojini 
Naidu, who addressed Gandhi, on the beach, as “Law Breaker” (fig-
ure 21.1).43 Many imitated this satyagraha, and Gandhi initiated follow-up 
actions, including a nonviolent raid on a salt factory at Dharasana in 1930 
that was timed to coincide with the mobilization for the 1931 British-led 
census of India.44 Congress’s push for independence coupled with 
Gandhi’s salt satyagraha led to numerous roundtables between Indians 
and British officials, one of which occasioned the slur from Winston 
Churchill that Gandhi was a “half-naked fakir” whom he found “nause-
ating.”45 One outcome of this set of meetings was the 1935 Government 
of India Act that abolished dyarchy and significantly expanded Indian 
political participation at various levels of the British Raj.
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As the Indian independence movement grew, Congress’s upper-caste 
leadership faltered in gaining support from anti-caste activists. Some 
Dalit leaders had been suspicious of Congress early on, such as the Tamil 
thinker Iyothee Thass who condemned the pride in caste, religion, 
knowledge, and wealth that he saw as animating the 1903–1908 swadeshi 

Figure 21.1. Mohandas Gandhi and Sarojini Naidu during the salt 

satyagraha, 1930 CE, Gujarat.
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movement.46 In 1923, Kusuma Dharmanna published a Telugu book with 
an image of Mother India weeping as she holds unbalanced scales of jus-
tice over starving Dalits (figure 21.2). An inscription on the image reads 
“Equality is Independence.”47 This image was reprinted by several later 
anti-caste thinkers, and Kusuma Dharmanna—who encouraged Dalits to 
not accept a life of slavery (see the chapter epigraph)—further clarified his 
views on Congress, writing: “In the name of Swarajya they organise meet-
ings! Always praise Gandhi, preach Hindu-Muslim unity and advocate 
wearing Khaddar [khadi]. They claim peace as Swarajya and organise 
peace volunteers! But they bury our issues.” 48Another anti-caste advocate, 
E. V. Ramasamy (often known by the appellation Periyar, “big man”), left 

Figure 21.2. Mother India from the title page of 

Kusuma Dharmanna’s Nalladoratanamu, published 

in 1923 CE (Telugu writing reads: Equality is 

Independence).
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Congress in 1925 after a disagreement over segregating schools on caste 
lines. He declared his new agenda to be: “No god; no religion; no Gandhi; 
no Congress; and no brahmins” and founded the Self-Respect Movement 
in 1926 to focus on anti-caste social reform.49 In 1928, Congress further 
alienated Dalits by publishing the Nehru Report, which failed to offer any 
reserved seats for the caste-oppressed in a proposed central legislature.50

As of the early 1930s, Mohandas Gandhi had an uneven history re-
garding caste, with the three pillars of his approach being opposition to 
untouchability, defense of caste divisions, and a focus on upper-caste re-
demption. Condemning the treatment of Dalits, he wrote, “Hinduism 
has sinned in giving sanction to untouchability.”51 He even equated the 
practice with the horrors wrought by the British Raj: “What crimes for 
which we condemn the Government as Satanic have not we been guilty 
of towards our untouchable brethren? We are guilty of having suppressed 
our brethren; we make them crawl on their bellies; we have made them 
rub their noses on the ground; with eyes red with rage, we push them 
out of railway compartments—what more than this has British Rule 
done?”52 At the same time, Gandhi defended the caste distinctions of var-
nadharma, including a division of labor and reverence for Brahmins. In 
Gandhi’s own words: “Regarding a Brahmana [Brahmin] and a bhangi 
(scavenger) as equals does not mean that you will not accord to a true 
Brahmana the reverence that is due to him.”53 Last, Gandhi focused on 
“upper-caste penance,” believing that Dalit upliftment would come if 
upper castes “purged ourselves of the sins we have committed against 
our weaker brethren.”54 Many Dalits found Gandhi’s views on caste 
wrong-headed and insultingly paternalistic, including his proposed re-
naming of untouchables as harijans (God’s children). Ultimately, Ambed-
kar (1891–1956) showed the fallacies of Gandhi’s ideas—especially the 
hubris that caste can be humane—in his pioneering Annihilation of Caste, 
published in 1936. But first, Ambedkar, like many others, was compelled 
to bend to Gandhi’s will.

In 1932, Mohandas Gandhi leveraged his own life to oppose B. R. 
Ambedkar’s demand for separate electorates for the caste-oppressed (i.e., 
“depressed classes,” as they were called at the time). Ambedkar’s idea had 
precedent since Congress had agreed with the League to back separate 
electorates for Muslims in the 1916 Lucknow Pact. In this case, Ambed-
kar negotiated directly with the British, who gave his desired result in 
the 1932 Communal Award. Echoing decades of upper-caste fears that 
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they would lose a Hindu majority if cleaved from Dalits (chapter 19), 
Mohandas Gandhi began a hunger strike, until his death or the award 
was rescinded. Gandhi’s literal “over my dead body” approach—which 
modern thinkers have described as “harshly coercive” and “barefaced 
blackmail”—worked.55 The hunger strike inspired many upper-caste 
Hindus to undertake solidarity actions with Dalits, such as sharing meals 
and providing temporary access to temples, which split off support from 
Ambedkar. Gandhi even earned the support of Dalit leaders such as 
Madras-based M. C. Rajah, who said to Ambedkar:

For thousands of years we had been treated as Untouchables, 
downtrodden, insulted, despised. The Mahatma is staking his life 
for our sake, and if he dies, for the next thousands of years we 
shall be where we have been, if not worse. There will be such a 
strong feeling against us that we brought about his death, that 
the mind of the whole Hindu community and the whole civilised 
community will kick us downstairs further still. I am not going 
to stand by you any longer. I will join the conference and find a 
solution and I will part company from you.56

Seeing the writing on the wall, Ambedkar responded: “I am willing to 
compromise.”57 He then negotiated the Poona Pact with Gandhi, whereby 
“depressed classes” received reserved seats but not separate electorates. 
The compromise offered too little for some within the Dalit community, 
and north Indian Dalit leaders coordinated protests in 1933–1934.58

Gandhi alienated other communities, too, in the push for inde-
pendence, even as he strove to bridge social boundaries. As one mod-
ern scholar has put Gandhi’s faltering problems among Indian Muslims, 
“To many Muslims, [Gandhi] was a Hindu Mahatma who stood for 
majoritarian Hindu rule.”59 Trying to overcome dissent, some Congress 
leaders attempted to position their party as the anti-British option, but 
some Muslim leaders were unconvinced. For instance, in January 1937, 
Jawaharlal Nehru argued that Indians faced a binary choice between 
the Congress and the British, to which Muhammad Ali Jinnah (1876–
1948), head of the Muslim League, replied, “I refuse to line up. There 
is a third party in the country, and that is Muslim India.”60 In chapter 22, 
I further discuss conflicts between the League and Congress, which be-
came pronounced in the 1940s. Meanwhile, another movement was un-
derway in India in the 1920s–1930s that stood apart from the quest for 



Advocating for Independence    433

independence but introduced a virulent set of political ideas: Hindu 
nationalism.

Birth of Hindu Nationalism in a Fascist Age
Hindu nationalism or Hindutva—a political ideology of Hindu 
supremacy61—had roots in the late nineteenth century but was formally 
articulated in the 1920s. Critically, Hindu nationalism was not predom-
inantly a religious movement, even as it used Hindu imagery. V. D. Sa-
varkar (1883–1966), a key early Hindutva ideologue, was an atheist who 
was dismissive of pious Hindus and considered Hinduism a “limited, less 
satisfactory and essentially sectarian” religion, even a “dogma,” that per-
haps “should be dropped altogether.”62 Instead he advocated embracing 
the political ideology of Hindutva, popularizing this term coined by 
Bengali thinkers in the 1890s.63 Hindu nationalism was distinct from 
the Indian independence movement in that Hindutva ideologues pro-
jected Indian Muslims, rather than British colonialism, as their primary 
enemy.64 Two major events mark the advent of Hindutva ideology: the 
publication of Savarkar’s Hindutva in 1923 and the founding of the Rash-
triya Swayamsevak Sangh in 1925.

In his Hindutva (1923), Savarkar advanced a series of startling argu-
ments about the nature of Hindu identity, largely borrowing from 
European ideas. Conscious of his innovation and debt to Western thought, 
Savarkar opened with a Shakespeare quote: “What is in a name?”65 
Savarkar then redefined the “Hindu” community using three major 
factors, all familiar from European nationalisms of the period: geo
graphical unity, racial features, and common culture.66 Savarkar’s lan-
guage is highly affective, whipping up emotions regarding the projected 
wrongs of Muslims in India’s past.67 Savarkar’s views on Indo-Muslim 
history are ahistorical but rhetorically attractive to some, positing vague 
“recollections” of Muslims attacking Hindus in Indian history: “Does not 
the blood in your veins, O brother of our common forefathers, cry aloud 
with the recollections of the dear old scenes and ties from which they 
were so cruelly snatched away at the point of the sword?”68 Savarkar saw 
Hindus as the subcontinent’s original colonizers, and he advocated for 
bringing back their glorious days of domination.69 For Savarkar, Indian 
Muslims were to be the dominated group, and speaking to a Los Angeles 
Times reporter in 1944, Savarkar invoked Jim Crow America in stating 
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that he intended to treat “Mohammedans” “as a minority in the posi-
tion of your Negroes.”70

From the start, V. D. Savarkar embraced violence as a defining part 
of Hindutva ideology. This proved a point of sharp disagreement between 
Savarkar and Mohandas Gandhi when the two met in London during 
Dussehra in fall 1909. Both men spoke in front of a crowd about the Ra-
mayana epic, with Gandhi arguing that it could unite Indians of all 
faiths and that the epic’s violence was a metaphor for conquering the 
beast within. In contrast, Savarkar celebrated Rama’s conquest of Lanka 
as a literal example of what he later pitched as aryan colonization, 
whereby massacre ensured Hindu freedom.71 A British surveillance 
report of the meeting indicates that Savarkar’s views swayed the audi-
ence but not Gandhi.72 Savarkar was arrested in 1910 for participating in 
the assassination of British officer William Curzon Wyllie. He spent 
more than a decade in prison, during which he wrote and smuggled out 
his treatise titled Hindutva that argues, among other things, that vio
lence is critical to Hindu supremacy, his end goal.73 In later texts, he clar-
ified that Hindu men should commit “super-savage cruelty” at times, 
including raping Muslim women to punish Muslims as a community. 
He saw this as justified since Hindus ought “to be arch-devils against 
the devils.”74

In 1925, K. B. Hedgewar (1889–1940) met Savarkar and soon put his 
ideas—about violence, the Hindu community, and European models—
into action by founding the RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh) as a 
paramilitary organization to promote Hindu nationalism.75 The early 
RSS imitated the organization and program of European fascist move-
ments. For instance, RSS recruitment methods were similar to those of 
Balilla (Italy’s fascist youth group), and even today the RSS recruits young 
boys and gives them arms training and ideological indoctrination within 
local branches (shakhas).76 Throughout the 1930s, RSS leaders main-
tained connections with fascist movements in Mussolini’s Italy.77 Fas-
cist groups generally have an enemy that they hate and use as a foil for 
themselves. Whereas the hated other was Jews in European fascism of 
the 1920s–1940s, the RSS followed Savarkar in considering “as its fore-
most enemy India’s minority Muslim community.”78

Both Savarkar and RSS leaders “openly admitted owing their ideo-
logical and organisational inspiration to Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s 
Germany,” even as the staggering harms of Hitler’s Third Reich became 
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evident in Europe.79 For example, the Nazis and Savarkar published ap-
provingly of one another in November 1938, the month of the Kristall-
nacht Pogrom.80 At the same time, speaking in Nagpur, Savarkar pro-
claimed: “If we Hindus grow stronger in time these Moslem friends of 
the league type will have to play the part of German-Jews.”81 A year later, 
the RSS’s second leader, M. S. Golwalkar (1906–1973) wrote that Germa-
ny’s “purging the country of the semitic Race—the Jews” was “a good 
lesson for us in Hindusthan to learn and profit by.”82 Savarkar and the 
RSS also intersected with the Hindu Mahasabha, whose leadership Sa-
varkar took over in the 1930s (this prompted a break between the Hindu 
Mahasabha and Congress).83 At the group’s 1939 meeting, one speaker, 
Bhai Parmanand, exhorted the audience, “Make Savarkar your Fuehrer. 
And in no time your nation [will] rise to the pinnacles of glory.”84

In the period from the 1920s through the 1940s, Hindu nationalism 
attracted only a minority of Indians. The RSS had about 600,000 mem-
bers (called swayamsevaks, volunteers) when India gained independence 
in 1947.85 Its modest momentum was soon disrupted when RSS-affiliate 
Nathuram Godse assassinated Mohandas Gandhi in 1948, leading to a 
temporary India-wide ban of the RSS (chapter 22). For decades thereaf-
ter, many Indians considered Hindutva ideology to be toxic. But things 
change, and I end this section on a presentist note.

In the 2020s, Hindu nationalism defines the Indian political main-
stream, with its widespread attraction constituting a defining phenom-
enon over the past decade. Hindutva ideology has not substantively 
changed in the last century, and its recent dominance in India is use-
fully considered part of a larger global turn to far-right politics.86 Hin-
dutva’s current popularity builds upon decades of work spearheaded by 
the RSS from the 1940s onward of forming additional Hindu nationalist 
groups in India and abroad, which number in the thousands today and 
are collectively known as the Sangh Parivar (RSS’s family).87 Hindutva’s 
popularity in our times relies on an extensive “propaganda machine” 
that, among other things, actively attempts to cover up unsavory parts 
of Hindutva’s history and to erase that most Indians over the last hun-
dred years have rejected Hindu nationalism.88 Given this latter point, it 
may be hard for readers, maybe especially younger readers, to imagine 
a time when Hindutva was a minority position, supported only by the 
most extreme. Such was the world of the 1920s–1940s, when Hindu na-
tionalism was largely overshadowed by other trends.
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Advocating Caste Abolition
Some Indians sought liberation from forms of oppression other than 
colonialism, and one of the defining fights of the era targeted caste-
based discrimination. In this, B. R. Ambedkar stood as a towering fig-
ure, whose activism and intellectual contributions are still felt today. 
Ambedkar was born in 1891 as a Mahar, numerically the largest un-
touchable community in Bombay Presidency.89 Both of his parents were 
literate, which was unusual, and as the son of an army-employed school 
headmaster, he attended a cantonment school.90 This gave Ambedkar a 
leg up, but his caste pulled him down. Again and again, he was subjected 
to privations at school, not given water and forced to sit on the floor.91 
Still, he excelled, catching the eyes of some teachers and ultimately the 
prince of Baroda, who funded Ambedkar’s graduate work at Columbia 
University in New York City from 1913 to 1916.92 Ambedkar also studied 
abroad in London, and when he returned to India, he found casteism as 
forceful as ever.

In the 1920s, Ambedkar led a series of satyagrahas at Mahad to ad-
vocate for Dalit access to roads and drinking water in tanks. Often these 
were near temples, and so Dalits were prohibited, Brahmin religious 
leaders said, on purity grounds. Notably, Ambedkar approached Dalit 
access to public facilities as a civil rights issue of reclaiming shared spaces, 
rather than as a religious concern primarily.93 He faced fierce opposi-
tion, including from some Congress leaders. Ambedkar also departed 
from Congress leaders, especially Gandhi, on an important point of no-
menclature, using the term “dalit” (oppressed, coined by Jyotirao Phule) 
from 1928 onward, as opposed to Gandhi’s paternalistic “harijan” (God’s 
children).94 At times, Ambedkar undertook acts designed to vigorously 
condemn casteism in high-caste Hindu thought, such as burning the 
Manusmriti, whose harsh views on caste we encountered in chapter 7.

Excerpts from B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste, 1936
The Hindus often complain of the isolation and exclusiveness of a gang 
or a clique and blame them for anti-social spirit. But they conveniently 
forget that this anti-social spirit is the worst feature of their own caste 
system. One caste enjoys singing a hymn of hate against another caste 
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as much as the Germans enjoyed singing their hymn of hate against the 
English during the last war [World War I]. The literature of the Hindus 
is full of caste genealogies in which an attempt is made to give a noble 
origin to one caste and an ignoble origin to other castes. The Sah
yadrikhand [part of the Skanda Purana] is a notorious instance of this class 
of literature.

This anti-social spirit is not confined to caste alone. It has gone 
deeper and has poisoned the mutual relations of the sub-castes as well. 
In my province the Golak Brahmins, Deorukha Brahmins, Karada Brah-
mins, Palshe Brahmins, and Chitpavan Brahmins all claim to be sub-
divisions of the Brahmin caste. But the anti-social spirit that prevails 
between them is quite as marked and quite as virulent as the anti-
social spirit that prevails between them and other non-Brahmin castes. 
There is nothing strange in this. An anti-social spirit is found wherever 
one group has “interests of its own” which shut it out from full interac-
tion with other groups, so that its prevailing purpose is protection of 
what it has got.

. . .
Now this gradation, this scaling of castes, makes it impossible to or-

ganise a common front against the caste system. If a caste claims the 
right to inter-dine and intermarry with another caste placed above it, it 
is silenced by mischief-mongers—and there are many Brahmins amongst 
such mischief-mongers—that it will have to concede inter-dining and in-
termarriage with castes below it! All are slaves of the caste system. But 
all the slaves do not suffer equally.95

Ambedkar had many sharp insights on caste that animated his ac-
tivist work and inform current academic ideas. He saw caste as a social 
phenomenon that ranked people, writing, “The caste system is not merely 
a division of labour. It is also a division of labourers.” He understood and 
argued in the excerpt given here that caste had seemingly endless divi-
sions, grading even those of similar rank against each other and dehu-
manizing everyone. While caste bound all Indians, Ambedkar pointed 
out repeatedly that its negative consequences were unequally experi-
enced by Dalits who suffered from the scourge of untouchability. He saw 
endogamy as the main mechanism by which caste was perpetuated, stat-
ing bluntly: “The real remedy for breaking caste is intermarriage.”96



438    India

Ambedkar’s thinking on Hinduism, too, had long-standing reper-
cussions, especially within Dalit communities where some followed him 
in rejecting the religion. Ambedkar declared his intention to leave Hin-
duism in 1935, stating in Maharashtra after failed Dalit activism to enter 
some Hindu temples: “Because we have the misfortune to call ourselves 
Hindus, we are treated thus. If we were members of another faith, none 
dare treat us so. . . . ​We shall repair our mistake now. I had the misfor-
tune of being born with the stigma of an untouchable but I will not die 
a Hindu for this is in my power.”97 On another occasion, Ambedkar re-
iterated: “To the Untouchables Hinduism is a veritable chamber of hor-
rors.”98 Ambedkar saw no path forward for himself as a Hindu, arguing 
that the chasm “between the Hindus and the Untouchables is both reli-
gious and social,” superseding all other divisions in Indian society of his 
day, including between Hindus and Muslims.99 Ultimately, Ambedkar 
chose Buddhism as his new religion and converted in a near deathbed 
public ceremony in 1956 along with close to half a million other Mahars 
all dressed in brilliant white for the occasion.100 Ambedkar’s Buddhism 
was largely his own creation, in which he reimagined the Buddhist 
dhamma as a social justice program.101 In this, too, Ambedkar had 
a  substantial impact, and India’s eight million or so Buddhists today 
are largely followers of Ambedkar’s Navayana (innovative) branch of 
Buddhism.

B. R. Ambedkar was a founding father of the modern Indian nation-
state, and chapter 23 covers his critical role in writing the Indian consti-
tution and serving as India’s first law minister. Yet, early on, Ambedkar 
saw the contradiction embedded in fighting for freedom amid unequals. 
He ended his 1936 Annihilation of Caste with the following paragraph, 
directed to anti-caste activists:

Yours is more difficult than the other national cause, namely, 
swaraj. In the fight for swaraj you fight with the whole nation 
on your side. In this, you have to fight against the whole nation—
and that too, your own. But it is more important than swaraj. 
There is no use having swaraj, if you cannot defend it. More 
important than the question of defending swaraj is the question 
of defending the Hindus under the swaraj. In my opinion, it 
is only when Hindu society becomes a casteless society that 
it can hope to have strength enough to defend itself. Without 
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such internal strength, swaraj for Hindus may turn out to be 
only a step towards slavery. Goodbye, and good wishes for 
your success.102

As for Ambedkar, he did not choose between India’s independence and 
anti-caste activism, instead pursuing both with vigor and agility.

Conclusion: Almost Independent
Divisions shot through the Indian independence movement as the 1940s 
dawned and it became clear that ending British colonialism in India was 
on the horizon, but the terms of self-rule were not yet articulated. Not 
everyone wanted freedom from British rule, or even saw it as freedom, 
given the internal rifts within Indian society based on language, caste, 
region, and politics. Some Indians were focused on issues other than 
independence, such as articulating Hindutva ideology. Still, the big story 
leading into the violent birth of modern-day India and Pakistan—both 
carved out of British India in 1947—was division between Hindus and 
Muslims as well as within each broad-based community as multiple vi-
sions for the future competed for Indian attention.

Further Reading
The writings and speeches of India’s core founding fathers have been col-
lated into collected works, and I cite here from those of B. R. Ambed-
kar, Mohandas Gandhi, and Aurobindo Ghose. I also cite some of their 
central monographs, such as Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936; 
cited in the 2014 edition with Arundhati Roy’s insightful introduction) 
and Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj (1909). Rajmohan Gandhi and David Arnold 
are astute biographers of Mohandas Gandhi’s life, and I found helpful 
work on Ambedkar by Anupama Rao and others. Durba Ghosh’s work 
on violence in the Indian independence movement is compelling. On 
early Hindutva, I used scholarship by Janaki Bakhle, Vinayak Chaturvedi, 
Christophe Jaffrelot, and Tanika Sarkar.
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Dividing India  
in 1947

Over there, behind the barbed wires, was Hindustan.
Over here, behind identical wires lay Pakistan.

—Saadat Manto, Toba Tek Singh, 1955 (Urdu)1

At a basilar level, the Indian independence movement succeeded in 
ending British colonial rule in 1947, but freedom came with vicious 

caveats. On their way out, the British broke India, partitioning their col-
ony into three land areas divided, unevenly, between two nations. The 
newly minted Pakistani and Indian states exploded with mass migration 
and violence, especially impacting Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims in Pun-
jab and Hindus and Muslims in Bengal. One to two million South Asians 
died at each other’s hands in riots, pogroms, interstate conflict, insur-
gent uprisings, and ethnic cleansings between 1946 and 1949. Addition-
ally, princely states such as Kashmir and Hyderabad were left in dispute, 
which resulted in invasions, wars, and, for some who survived, denial 
of political self-determination. Relations remain rocky between India 
and Pakistan today, separated by literal barbed wire in sections, as per 
the Urdu author Saadat Hasan Manto. Surveying a mix of political events, 
social trends, and personal stories enables us to capture the bloody twin 
births of independent India and Pakistan.

Hindu-Muslim Tensions and World War II
By 1940, Hindu-Muslim tensions were part of the South Asian social fab-
ric. This was a radical shift from a mere two centuries earlier, when 
Hindu identity was still unarticulated as such and conflict between 

22
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broad-based religious communities was not a major subcontinental 
dynamic. Equally new in South Asian history was a politically cohesive 
India forged through colonial violence (really, semi-cohesive, given that 
British India was punctured by hundreds of princely states). Violence 
also proved definitional to the next phase of Indian politics, namely a di-
vision creating what the New York Times dubbed “two Indian nations” on 
their front page for Friday August 15, 1947.2 It was neither fated nor 
obvious that Indian independences, plural, would be secured via the del-
eterious violence of partition.3 Last-minute decisions and unforeseen 
consequences are critical to explaining the sequence of events.

The idea of splitting British India to create two states—with a Muslim-
majority one dubbed Pakistan—was articulated only in the 1930s through 
two key moments. In December 1930, statesman and philosopher-poet 
Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938) endorsed a split into two states during his 
address to the All-India Muslim League in Allahabad: “I would like to see 
the Punjab, the North-West Frontier Province, Sind and Baluchistan 
amalgamated into a single State. Self-government within the British Em-
pire, or without the British Empire, the formation of a consolidated 
North-West Indian Muslim State appears to me to be the final destiny of 
the Muslims, at least of North-West India.”4 Notably, Iqbal disavowed 
“religious rule in such States,” defining Islam in the same address as “an 
ethical ideal plus a certain kind of polity.”5 In 1933, an Indian student 
at  the University of Cambridge, Choudhary Rahmat Ali (1897–1951), 
published a pamphlet introducing the proposed name of “Pakistan,” 
meaning “land of the pure” and also an acronym of its five projected 
western provinces: Punjab, Afghan (North-West Frontier Province), 
Kashmir, Sind, and Baluchistan.6 The concept of a religious-based 
partition had precedent, most notably in the 1905–1911 British split of 
Bengal into Muslim-majority and Hindu-majority areas (chapter  21). 
But, as of the early to mid-1930s—when Pakistan was a wild-card idea—
its basic proposed features remained unclear. Would it have an eastern 
portion? Would it be a distinct nation or loosely federated with the rest 
of India? What role would Islam play in the government? What would 
happen to Sikhs, who were spread across the Punjab?

With minimal clarification on Pakistan’s proposed contours, the 
Muslim League advocated its creation from 1940 forward under the lead-
ership of Muhammad Ali Jinnah. The League overall underwent huge 
growth between 1927, when it had a mere 1,330 card-carrying members, 
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and 1944 when it counted two million members.7 This came nowhere 
close to representing all Indian Muslims, a community ninety-five mil-
lion strong and constituting roughly 25 percent of Indians, as per the 1941 
census.8 In fact, the 1937 Indian elections were a resounding rejection 
of Jinnah’s leadership with the League receiving a measly 4.4 percent of 
votes cast by Indian Muslims.9 But Jinnah was undeterred, and, in 1940, 
he successfully lobbied for the League to pass the Lahore Resolution that 
prioritized advocating for Pakistan (without using the name):

Resolved that it is the considered view of this Session of the 
All-India Muslim League that no constitutional plan would be 
workable in this country or acceptable to the Muslims unless 
it is designed on the following basic principles, viz., that geo
graphically contiguous units are demarcated into regions which 
should be so constituted, with such territorial readjustments as 
may be necessary, that the areas in which the Muslims are nu-
merically in a majority, as in the North-Western and Eastern 
zones of India, should be grouped to constitute Independent 
States in which the constituent units shall be autonomous and 
sovereign.10

That same year, 1940, Jinnah wrote to Mohandas Gandhi: “Let me say 
again that India is not a nation, nor a country. It is a sub-continent 
composed of nationalities, Hindus and Muslims being the two major 
nations.”11

Throughout the early to mid-1940s, the League gained momentum, 
even while many Indian Muslims disavowed Muslim nationalist rhetoric. 
For instance, when Maulana Azad became Indian National Congress 
president in 1940, he proudly proclaimed his intertwined Muslim and 
Indian identities. “I am a Musalman and am proud of that fact. Islam’s 
splendid traditions of thirteen hundred years are my inheritance. I am 
unwilling to lose even the smallest part of this inheritance . . . ​I am proud 
of being an Indian. I am a part of the indivisible unity that is Indian na-
tionality. I am indispensable to this noble edifice and without me this 
splendid structure of India is incomplete. I am an essential element which 
has gone to build India. I can never surrender this claim.”12 The presi-
dent of the Jamiat-ul-Ulema, a Congress-friendly Muslim political party 
in northern and central India, rebuked Jinnah in 1945 as “Kafir-i-Azam” 
(Great heathen), a play on his honorific title “Quaid-i-Azam” (Great 
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leader).13 Some Shias worried about their religious rights being trampled 
in any state fashioned by the League’s Sunni leadership, warning in a 1946 
newspaper that Pakistan “is going to be Sunnistan.”14 Still, the League 
amassed significant political clout, and Pakistan—a new state defined, 
for the first time in South Asian history, along religious lines—proved a 
powerful ask.15

Amid the push for Indian and (for some) Pakistani independence, 
World War II broke out in September  1939, which interrupted the 
independence movement (and, accordingly, my narrative thereof). The 
Indian National Congress did not offer clear support for the British. This 
contrasted sharply with World War I (1914–1918), when Mohandas 
Gandhi had recruited sepoys to fight.16 However, Jawaharlal Nehru’s view 
as of October 1939, articulated in the Lucknow-based National Herald, 
was that Congress opposed German fascism and British imperialism: 
“The world moves and India moves with it and the methods and lan-
guage of a generation ago are singularly out of place everywhere, and 
nowhere more so than in India. Our faces are set forward, not backward, 
and forward we shall march. We have no intention of shouting Heil Hit-
ler; neither do we intend to shout British Imperialism Zindabad.”17 In 
addition to Congress withholding support, Britain found itself stretched 
thin by the war effort, and their most powerful ally—America’s Roose
velt administration—favored Indian independence.18 Winston Churchill, 
who became Britain’s prime minister in May 1940, authorized Stafford 
Cripps to travel to India in early 1942 and bargain for Congress backing 
the Allies in exchange for Indian self-government at the war’s conclu-
sion. But the Cripps mission failed, and, in response, in summer 1942, 
Mohandas Gandhi initiated the Quit India movement. As Gandhi enun-
ciated the movement’s thrust in Bombay in August 1942: “The mantra 
is: ‘Do or Die.’ We shall either free India or die in the attempt; we shall 
not live to see the perpetuation of our slavery.”19

Pressured on many sides, the British Raj reacted as it had time and 
again: with brute force and widespread crackdowns. In 1942, British of-
ficials arrested all Congress’s leadership—including Jawaharlal Nehru, 
Maulana Azad, and Mohandas Gandhi—imprisoning them, along with 
60,000 to 90,000 additional Indian political prisoners.20 Some Congress 
leaders used the time behind bars to outline their views. Nehru penned 
his Discovery of India, on nationalism and Indian history, while jailed at 
Maharashtra’s Ahmednagar Fort.21 But the mass imprisonments smoth-
ered Congress’s ability to organize during the war years. Meanwhile, the 
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Quit India movement proceeded and, in the absence of political leader-
ship, was undisciplined and violent. British Raj officials were given a “free 
hand . . . ​to use force” in response and killed thousands of protestors.22 
Additionally, colonial policies produced a famine in Bengal in 1943 in 
which two million died, a bleak demonstration of the British-made real
ity, in the words of the Anglo-Indian writer George Aberigh-Mackay, 
“Famine is the horizon of the Indian villager.”23

Congress’s lack of support notwithstanding, millions of Indians 
fought for the Allies. The Indian army more than doubled in size be-
tween 1941 to 1945, with two and a half million Indian sepoys joining 
Allied forces and 24,000 sacrificing their lives.24 This rapid militariza-
tion fed into some of the partition violence in the later 1940s. It also il-
lustrates the diversity of viewpoints, even at the tail end of the British 
Raj, on how Indians ought to relate to colonial rule. Some Indians fought 
because they were loyalists to the British, whereas others pursued prag-
matic career goals or stable employment.

Taking a different tack, a small number of Indians collaborated with 
Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, following the logic that their enemy’s 
enemy (i.e., Britain’s enemy) was their friend. Most famously, Subhas 
Chandra Bose escaped house arrest in British India in 1941 and fled to 
Berlin. In 1942, he was photographed meeting with Heinrich Himmler, 
head of the SS, and Adolf Hitler, whom Bose viewed as “an old revolu-
tionary.”25 In 1943, after realizing that Hitler would not help India achieve 
independence, Bose decamped to Imperial Japan. He spent the next two 
years recruiting Indian prisoners of war to train for the Japanese-
sponsored Indian National Army that theoretically fought for the Axis 
powers (in reality, many defected back to the Allies at their earliest op-
portunity).26 At the war’s conclusion, the British court-martialed a hand-
ful of Indian National Army leaders, but Bose never had to face the 
consequences of allying with fascists. He was killed in a plane crash in 
East Asia on August 18, 1945, three months after Nazi Germany capitu-
lated to the Allies and mere days after the Japanese announced their un-
conditional surrender.27

World War II ended in the Pacific with the dropping of two atomic 
bombs, whose development had a curious intersection with Indian his-
tory. Robert Oppenheimer headed the Manhattan Project that developed 
the destructive weapon. Oppenheimer had taught physics at Berkeley 
in the 1930s, where he studied Sanskrit under Arthur Ryder and read 
the Bhagavadgita in its original language.28 By this point, elite American 
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universities had followed European institutions in studying and teach-
ing Sanskrit literature.29 When Oppenheimer saw the atomic bomb’s test 
explosion in the New Mexico desert in July 1945—a flash of light fol-
lowed by an ominous mushroom cloud—he quoted two Sanskrit lines 
from the Gita in his own translation: “If the radiance of a thousand suns 
were to burst at once into the sky / that would be like the splendor of the 
Mighty One” and, quoting Krishna, “I am become Death, the shatterer 
of worlds.”30 Indeed, the atomic bomb shattered Imperial Japan, killing 
tens of thousands instantly at Hiroshima and Nagasaki and ending 
World War II. A weakened Britain emerged from the war ready to offload 
its Indian colony.

Sunset on British India
From mid-1945 through 1946, India experienced accelerating social and 
political turmoil as it became clear that the British would leave, but no-
body agreed on the terms. After Germany surrendered in May 1945, the 
British released the bulk of Indian political prisoners incarcerated during 
the war years, including Congress leaders, and canceled many warrants 
for violent activists who had gone underground. The British Raj then 
tried to elicit a consensus on how, precisely, to transfer political power 
to Indians. They brought Congress and League leaders together at Simla 
(Shimla), a northern hill station, in summer 1945, but the conference fell 
apart over disagreement about appointing representatives.31 A frustrated 
Archibald Wavell, India’s Viceroy, complained in his diary, “Gandhi and 
Jinnah are behaving like very temperamental prima donnas.”32 The Brit-
ish tried again in 1946 to elicit consensus among India’s fractured political 
parties, that time for a tiered federation system, but that too failed. 
Much ink has been spilled on the to-and-fro of Indian independence 
leaders in these months (and I cover some of it in this chapter). But 
events on the ground also offer a fruitful perspective for grasping the 
environment leading up to an event so well known and cataclysmic that 
it is sometimes capitalized: Partition.

Wavell called for general elections in India, held December 1945–
March 1946, and the results attested that many Indian Muslims had 
changed their minds about Jinnah and the League. Whereas less than 
one in twenty Indian Muslim voters endorsed for the League in the 1937 
elections, nearly 75  percent did so in 1945–1946, which handed the 
League all thirty central legislature seats reserved for Muslims and al-
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most 90 percent of reserved provincial seats.33 There are limits to what 
this data indicates. The 1945–1946 election was electorally restrictive, 
with only about 10 percent of Indians eligible to vote, and the process 
was riddled with fraud. Still, these elections were the most democratic 
exercise on the subcontinent ever, and they indicated a sea change in 
Muslim support for Jinnah’s idea of Pakistan.34

Overall, 1946 witnessed social instability across India. There were 
seemingly endless strikes across industries as more than 1,600 industrial 
disputes involved close to two million workers. Princely states, too, saw 
uprisings.35 But by far the violence most calamitous—that had never 
been witnessed on such a scale before in South Asia—was communal 
violence along religious lines. Some saw this coming, such as Vallabh-
bhai Patel, who wrote in January 1946, “If Pakistan is to be achieved the 
Hindus and Muslims will have to fight. There will be a civil war.”36

The Calcutta killings were the first large massacre, exacted over five 
days, August 16–20, 1946. Groups had anticipated clashes for months, 
and the spark—which explains why things began on August 16—was 
when Jinnah, frustrated by the latest machinations in political negotia-
tions, called for a day of “direct action,” meaning a hartal (strike). Hindu 
Mahasabha and Congress leaders in Bengal characterized the strike as 
targeting Hindus.37 On August 16, 1946, the League ran advertisements 
in major newspapers in Punjab and Bengal:

Today is Direct Action Day
Today Muslims of India dedicate their lives and all they possess to 

the cause of freedom
Today let every Muslim swear in the name of Allah to resist 

aggression
Direct action is now their only course
Because they offered peace but peace was spurned
They honoured their word but they were betrayed
They claimed Liberty but were offered Thraldom
Now Might alone can secure their Right38

The violence began in the early morning between Hindu and Muslim 
communities, and organized groups on both sides fanned the flames. 
Within a week, 5,000 Indians were murdered, and tens of thousands were 
injured or rendered homeless.39

Several features of the 1946 Calcutta killings recurred in subsequent 
cases of communal violence in India, during partition and until today. 
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First, the violence was organized by militias and political groups, with 
perhaps the most efficient being the Hindu Mahasabha, a Hindu nation-
alist party.40 As discussed next, both the Mahasabha and the Hindu 
nationalist RSS took advantage of partition’s chaos to enact violence 
against religious minorities. Second, more Muslims died than Hindus.41 
As Vallabhbhai Patel wrote in October 1946, “In Calcutta, Hindus had 
the best of it. But that is no comfort.”42 Communal violence has generally 
disadvantaged religious minorities in independent South Asian nations 
as well. Third, in 1946, the violence spread as events in Calcutta inspired 
aggressions in Bengal and Bihar, some of which raged for months. As 
Hindus and Muslims blamed each other for specific acts, a spiral effect 
unfolded driven by compounding calls for revenge.43

By early 1947, it was painfully clear that violence and independence 
would go together for Indians, and the British appointed a new leader, 
Louis Mountbatten, to serve as their final Viceroy of India. When Mount-
batten arrived in Delhi in March 1947, parts of Punjabi cities were aflame, 
including Amritsar, Multan, and Rawalpindi.44 Indian independence 
leaders—including Nehru (Congress), Baldev Singh (Sikh leader), and 
Jinnah (League)—were no closer to agreeing to whom the British should 
transfer political authority. After a few months of back and forth, all 
four leaders—Mountbatten, Nehru, Jinnah, and Baldev Singh—spoke 
in succession on June 3, 1947, at 7:00 p.m. on All India Radio to announce 
that British India would be split into two dominions roughly according 
to religious majorities: Pakistan and India.45 Mountbatten soon declared 
that independence would commence, not in mid-1948 as originally 
scheduled, but rather on August 15, 1947. In the rush to meet that rapid 
deadline, as the Indian Urdu writer Ismat Chughtai (1915–1991) later 
put it, “Communal violence and freedom became so muddled that it 
was difficult to distinguish between the two.”46

Colonial Endgame of Partition
By mid-June 1947, Indians knew that they would be split into two proto-
nations in two months, but the details remained fuzzy. The public was 
unaware until after the last minute—two days post-independence—of 
the boundary lines separating India and Pakistan.47 The uncertainty led 
to wild speculation and fear, especially for those in Punjab and Bengal 
(the states to be carved apart), which in turn fueled migration and vio
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lence.48 As a large-scale population transfer began in summer 1947, no 
government intervened, and British political elites carried on as usual 
with their social calendars. The Mountbattens even celebrated their sil-
ver wedding anniversary (twenty-five years) in India in July 1947, host-
ing Jinnah, Nehru, and numerous Indian princes at a dinner party.49 
While the elites toasted, the calamity of partition began to unfold be-
tween late June and mid-August 1947 through two processes: legalistic 
decisions by political leaders and growing communal conflict amid large-
scale migrations.

The lines partitioning Punjab and Bengal were decided by British 
barrister Cyril Radcliffe through a politicized legal process. Radcliffe re-
lied on reports produced by eight Indian high-court judges who were 
divided between the Bengal Boundary Commission and the Punjab 
Boundary Commission. Every judge was affiliated with either the League 
or Congress and pushed his party’s political agenda.50 The judges-
cum-political representatives held hearings in Calcutta and Lahore, re-
spectively, for eight to ten days in July. During this time, they listened 
predominantly to Congress, League, and other political representa-
tives present maps and legalistic arguments.51 This followed general 
British colonial practices of relying on judicial authority (rather than 
geographic or civil service expertise) for boundary making, but it is 
worth underscoring what that choice omitted.52

The boundary commissions did not conduct fieldwork, failing to 
even survey the land they hacked into two nations, which led to numer-
ous oddities, even absurdities. The partition lines cut through villages, 
factories, and shrines. At times the boundary relied on shifting geograph
ical features, such as rivers that dried up annually. Even in their legalistic 
approach, the boundary commissions made mistakes by using old maps. 
For instance, part of the eastern border through Bengal followed the 
Mathabhanga River, which had changed course from its placement on 
the outdated map used by the Bengal Boundary Commission. As a result, 
about 500 square miles that Radcliffe and his team thought they were 
earmarking for India went to Pakistan.53

Cyril Radcliffe had the final say on the Punjab and Bengal partition 
lines, and he understood that his primary job was to finish quickly. 
Radcliffe arrived in India on July  8, 1947—his first and only visit to 
South Asia—and was given five and a half weeks to draw a line delin-
eating roughly 3,800 miles of border.54 He attended neither boundary 
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commission’s hearings, nor did he view most of the land that he cleaved 
apart (he took one plane trip to see part of rural Punjab).55 Mountbat-
ten heralded Radcliffe’s lack of familiarity with India as proof of his 
impartiality.56 The real push, noted by Oskar Spate—a British geogra-
pher hired to represent the Ahmadiyya community—was for a “quick 
decision” above all else.57 Indeed, Radcliffe completed his task a few 
days early, by August 13, exactly five weeks and one day after he landed 
in Delhi.

Mountbatten delayed announcing the partition lines for several days. 
He informed Indian and (by that point) Pakistani political leaders of the 
details on August 16, 1947 and released the line publicly on August 17, 
1947.58 Pakistan comprised 23 percent of British India’s land mass and 
18 percent of its population, split between two noncontiguous eastern 
and western portions that were separated by 1,000 miles of independent 
India.59 One newspaper described it as “territorial murder.”60 The parti-
tion award did not explain Radcliffe’s decision-making process, and in 
later years Radcliffe simply said, “All leaders like Jinnah, Nehru and Patel 
told me that they wanted a line before or on 15th August. So I drew them 
a line.”61

When the British transferred power at the stroke of midnight on Au-
gust 15, 1947, to the dominions of India and Pakistan, their respective 
leaders—Nehru and Jinnah—gave parallel speeches. Jawaharlal Nehru 
opened with these well-known lines at India’s Constituent Assembly: 
“Long years ago we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time comes 
when we shall redeem our pledge, not wholly or in full measure, but very 
substantially. At the stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, 
India will awake to life and freedom.”62 Muhammad Ali Jinnah inaugu-
rated the Pakistan broadcasting service on August 15 with: “It is with 
feelings of greatest happiness and emotion that I send you my greet-
ings. August 15 is the birthday of the independent and sovereign State 
of Pakistan. It marks the fulfilment of the destiny of the Muslim nation 
which made great sacrifices in the past few years to have its homeland.”63 
Nehru and Jinnah’s speeches overlapped substantially, which seems to 
reflect the intertwined independence of India and Pakistan. Both leaders 
marked a historical break, looking ahead to a “future that beckons” 
(Nehru) and “the beginning of a new and a noble era” (Jinnah). Both 
used the language of “responsibility” and held up their brand-new na-
tions as examples for the world. Both acknowledged violence in the tran-
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sition but promised peace, which seemed implausible but desirable 
given the harsh realities in Bengal and Punjab.64

Partition’s Bloodshed
Even at the shared moment of Indian and Pakistani independence, vio
lence raged (described below) and more was feared. Oskar Spate wrote 
in Karachi on August 15 that the “idea seems to be to get the celebrations 
over and then have the shooting.”65 Indeed, Vallabhbhai Patel warned 
Mountbatten regarding rumors about the Bengal line on August 13: “If 
the award confirms the worst fears entertained by the public, it is im-
possible for me to predict the volume of bitterness and rancour which 
would be let loose and I am certain that this will create a situation which 
both you and I may have to regret.”66 Regrets about partition are indi-
vidualistic, but many agreed that it was not the freedom they wanted. 
As the Pakistani Urdu poet Faiz Ahmed Faiz (1911–1984) wrote in a poem 
published on August 14, 1947:

This leprous daybreak, dawn night’s fangs have mangled—
This is not that long-looked-for break of day.67

East and West Pakistan were majority Muslim, whereas independent 
India was majority Hindu, but tens of millions found their ancestral 
homes and themselves, strangely, in the wrong state. Despite vocalizing 
their concerns, the Sikh population and holy sites were divided between 
Pakistan and India. One million South Asians had already left their 
homes as of mid-August 1947 to migrate to where they thought they 
could live in peace, and eleven million more fled in the following months, 
constituting the largest migration in known human history. For both 
those who became refugees and those who stayed behind, communal 
violence reached unprecedented levels, tearing across Punjab and Ben-
gal and impacting large cities across India and Pakistan.

Survivors of partition struggled with capturing its horrors and in-
sanity, with many turning to historical fiction. In India, Khushwant Singh 
(1915–2014) penned a novella in 1956, Train to Pakistan, memorializing 
the trains that traveled between young India and Pakistan exchanging 
Muslims for Hindus and Sikhs. These included “ghost trains” where all 
on board were slaughtered. The writings of Saadat Hasan Manto (1912–
1955)—who grew up in Amritsar and migrated from Bombay to Lahore 
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in 1948—have struck many as uniquely insightful regarding partition’s 
pain.68 Among his more famous stories, “Toba Tek Singh” focuses on the 
exchange of asylum patients between India and Pakistan through the 
eyes of Toba Tek Singh, who is named after his village and confused by 
the new geopolitical reality. Manto wrote “Khol Do” (Open It) and 
“Thanda Gosht” (Cold meat) within a few days of each other, both about 
rape as a weapon of communal terror.69 I give an excerpt here from a 
more biographical piece by Manto, Stars from Another Sky,  along with 
excerpts from an essay by Ismat Chughtai. Both question if partition 
really brought freedom and struggle to articulate its horror. In my own 
commentary, I stay closer to the facts, inadequate as they are to capture 
the brutal experience.

Saadat Hasan Manto (d. 1955), Excerpt from  
Stars from Another Sky (Urdu)
Fourteenth August, the day of independence, was celebrated in Bombay 
with tremendous fanfare. Pakistan and India had been declared two sep-
arate countries. There was great public rejoicing, but murder and arson 
continued unabated. Along with cries of “India Zindabad,” one also heard 
“Pakistan Zindabad.” The green Islamic flag fluttered next to the tricolour 
of the Indian National Congress. The streets and bazaars reverberated 
with slogans as people shouted the names of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru 
and Quaid-i-Azam Muhammad Ali Jinnah.

I found it impossible to decide which of the two countries was now 
my homeland—India or Pakistan. Who was responsible for the blood 
which was being mercilessly shed every day? Where were they going to 
inter the bones which had been stripped of the flesh of religion by vul-
tures and birds of prey? Now that we were free, had subjection ceased 
to exist? Who would be our slaves? When we were colonial subjects, we 
could dream of freedom, but now that we were free, what would our 
dreams be? Were we even free? Thousands of Hindus and Muslims were 
dying all around us. Why were they dying?

All these questions had different answers: the Indian answer, the 
Pakistani answer, the British answer. Every question had an answer, but 
when you tried to look for the truth, none of those answers was any help. 
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Some said if you were looking for the truth, you would have to go back 
to the ruins of the 1857 Mutiny. Others said, no, it all lay in the history of 
the [British] East India Company. Some went back even further and ad-
vised you to analyse the Mughal empire. Everybody wanted to drag you 
back into the past, while murderers and terrorists marched on unchal-
lenged, writing in the process a story of blood and fire which was with-
out parallel in history.70

Ismat Chughtai (d. 1991), Excerpt from  
“Communal Violence and Literature” (Urdu)
The flood of communal violence came and went with all its evils, but it 
left a pile of living, dead, and gasping corpses in its wake. It wasn’t only 
that the country was split in two—bodies and minds were also divided. 
Moral beliefs were tossed aside and humanity was in shreds. Government 
officers and clerks along with their chairs, pens and inkpots, were dis-
tributed like the spoils of war. And whatever remained after this division 
was laid to waste by the benevolent hands of communal violence. Those 
whose bodies were whole had hearts that were splintered. Families were 
torn apart. One brother was allotted to Hindustan, the other to Pakistan; 
the mother was in Hindustan, her offspring were in Pakistan; the husband 
was in Hindustan, his wife was in Pakistan. The bonds of human rela-
tionship were in tatters, and in the end many souls remained behind in 
Hindustan while their bodies started off for Pakistan.

Communal violence and freedom became so muddled that it was 
difficult to distinguish between the two. After that, anyone who obtained 
a measure of freedom discovered violence came alongside. The storm 
struck without any warning so people couldn’t even gather their belong-
ings. When things cooled down a bit people collected themselves and 
had a chance to observe what was going on around them.

With every aspect of life disrupted by this earth-shaking event, how 
could poets and writers possibly sit by without saying a word? How could 
literature, which has close ties with life, avoid getting its shirtfront wet 
when life was drenched in blood? Forgetting the struggles of love and 
separation, people concentrated on saving their skin and bones . . .
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As soon as the writers and poets had a moment to breathe, they 
turned towards their objective. A variety of viewpoints and sentiments, 
some progressive, some reactionary, and still others that were neither of 
these but some mysterious entity in the middle, could be observed. Some 
writers, armed with plaster and mortar, threw themselves headlong into 
laying this mortar and whitewashing.71

Partition’s carnage was perpetrated by everyday people, make-shift 
militias, and law officers who chose communal over professional loyal-
ties. In some cases, neighbors turned on neighbors, such as Harjit who 
attested decades later, “One day our entire village took off to a nearby 
Muslim village on a killing spree. We simply went mad. And it has cost 
me fifty years of remorse, of sleepless nights—I cannot forget the faces 
of those we killed.”72 In other cases, the violence was organized by groups 
such as the Hindu Mahasabha and the RSS. The British tracked RSS ac-
tivities and noted in a mid-June 1946 report that the group had a “long 
term policy of steady preparation for the attainment of its ultimate goal 
of Hindu supremacy.”73 The RSS and the Hindu Mahasabha led ethnic 
cleansing in the princely states of Alwar and Bharatpur in Rajasthan in 
1947, killing around 30,000 Muslims and largely forcibly converting or 
driving out the rest.74

Partition refugees traveled by trains (figure 22.1), steam ships, cars, 
and planes, but most—millions of people—walked. The columns, called 
kafilas, were miles long as Hindus and Muslims took what they could 
carry and left behind jobs, property, wealth, and family. The American 
photographer Margaret Bourke-White photographed some of the refu-
gees for Life magazine, and her photos became the defining images of 
these events.75 Once they reached their destinations, the migrants con-
stituted huge refugee populations. In Pakistan, one in ten was a refugee 
(muhajir) by late 1947.76 In India, the largest refugee camp was Kuruk-
shetra, named after the location of the legendary Mahabharata conflict, 
although its battles in 1947 were against disease, housing shortages, and 
unwanted pregnancies.77 Many refugees were traumatized, such as the 
man who slapped Nehru during the prime minister’s tour of a camp and 
demanded: “Give my mother back to me! Bring my sisters to me!”78

Some partition violence was gendered, following on patriarchal ideas 
shared by many Indian and Pakistani communities that family honor de-
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pends on controlling women’s bodies. Tens of thousands of women 
were abducted, on both sides.79 Many were raped, had their breasts cut 
off, were subjected to genital mutilation, murdered, or some combina-
tion thereof. Indians and Pakistanis branded women’s bodies with free-
dom slogans, marking their breasts and faces with “Pakistan Zindabad” 
or “Jai Hind” (long live Pakistan or India).80 To avoid such crimes, some 
women committed suicide or were murdered by their own kin.81 Many 
who experienced sexual violence were unable to recover their lives, even 
years later. Trying to reintegrate abducted women into society, Indian 
campaigners cited the example of Rama taking back Sita, despite her hav-
ing lived in the demon Ravana’s palace for months. This argument over-
looked the part of the Ramayana story where Sita endures a fire test, 
jumping into the flames to prove her sexual purity. In any case, many 
mid-twentieth century Indians were unable to look past the children 
born of rape.82

In addition to waves of violence, partition left behind administra-
tive loose ends. It took years, but India and Pakistan divided literally 
everything in the end, including armies, records, and even paper-
weights.83 Still, as many have observed, aspects of partition remained 
unfinished. People traveled back and forth between the two nations 

Figure 22.1. Refugees crowding on a train during the partition of British 

India, 1947 CE, Punjab. Photographer unknown.
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without official hindrance for years. Travel became more restricted in 
the 1950s when “India-Pakistan passports” were introduced, ironically, to 
facilitate travel.84 Parts of the border remained disputed and unmarked 
for more than a decade, with a 1960 agreement settling outstanding dis-
putes along the Punjab boundary.85 In the meantime, additional chal-
lenges confronted the new nation-states.

Dust Unsettled
Newly independent India and Pakistan faced immediate challenges (be-
yond partition), beginning with uncertainty about some princely states. 
British India’s 565 princely states were omitted from the partition deci-
sion. There was a fiction that each state would revert to independence 
with its prince deciding his territory’s post-British Raj position. In real
ity, most princely territories were engulfed within either India or Paki-
stan, and so joined almost by default one of these two nations. Still, a 
few princes with larger domains hesitated. For instance, Tonk—a Rajas-
than principality of 300,000 people spread across 2,500 square miles—
maintained nominal independence for seven months before its nawab 
acceded to India.86 For two princely states—Hyderabad and Kashmir—
things grew more complicated and bloody.

Hyderabad established itself as an independent state for more than 
one year before Indian forces invaded. Congress had designs on Hyder-
abad going into partition, but its nizam—landlocked in “India’s belly”—
decided to remain independent.87 For a while, Hyderabad and India 
negotiated. But then, in September 1948, India initiated what it called a 
“police action,” invading independent Hyderabad and killing perhaps 
50,000 Muslim supporters of the nizam.88 Congress politicians publicly 
denied the war’s human cost for decades, but they knew the truth. The 
officially commissioned Sunderlal Report—written in 1948 but not de-
classified by India until 2013—confirmed death numbers in the tens of 
thousands.89 Taking over Hyderabad in 1948 was not the last time that 
independent India invaded to gain territory (e.g., Goa in 1961). The with-
holding of information, too, became a trend, also witnessed in the dis-
pute over Kashmir.

Owing to quirks of geography and history, it was unclear whether 
Kashmir would join India or Pakistan, and both states desired the terri-
tory. As of 1947, Kashmir was a Muslim-majority region with Hindu 
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leadership under the Dogra dynasty. Kashmir had substantial borders 
with Pakistan and India, as well as China, which enabled a real choice 
for accession and made the territory of strategic importance. Addition-
ally, Kashmir held symbolic value for both new nations, as a Muslim-
majority area for Pakistan and as a site of ancient Sanskrit learning 
(emphasized by the Dogra regime) for India.90 To top it off, Kashmir 
boasts natural resources, including key parts of the Indus River sys-
tem.91 For both India and Pakistan, the political will of Kashmiris was a 
subsidiary concern overshadowed by the region’s attractive features.

In fall 1947, Pakistan-based tribesmen invaded to preempt the Dogra 
maharaja agreeing to join India. Kashmiris had suffered from an oppres-
sive state and communal conflict before this point. The Dogra regime 
(rulers of Kashmir 1846–1947) cultivated support among Kashmiri 
pandits—Hindu Brahmins who constituted about 5  percent of the 
population—and discriminated against Kashmiri Muslims.92 This had 
prompted Hindu-Muslim conflict, such as the July 1931 unrest in which 
Muslims pushed back against Dogra oppression.93 But, violence escalated 
to unprecedented levels in 1947–1948 as India and Pakistan fought their 
first war, over Kashmir, with a death toll of around 7,500.94 The war 
ended with a ceasefire in 1949 brokered by the United Nations, a new 
institution itself, with the promise of a future plebiscite in which the 
people of Kashmir would vote to decide their political future. The 
plebiscite has never occurred.95 As of the time of writing (August 2024), 
Kashmir remains partly administered by India and has the most milita-
rized border in the world along the Line of Control, effectively the cease-
fire line from 1949.

While these civil and international conflicts unfolded in 1948, Paki-
stanis and Indians lost two of their key founding fathers: Jinnah and 
Gandhi, respectively. Jinnah died in September 1948 of health problems 
that stemmed from tuberculosis, whereas his fellow independence leader, 
Mohandas Gandhi, had a rather different death.

Gandhi was at a prayer meeting on January 30, 1948, at Delhi’s Birla 
House, when Nathuram Godse—a Hindu nationalist and Maharashtrian 
Brahmin affiliated with the RSS and V. D. Savarkar96—shot him at point-
blank range. Several features of this brutal murder reflect defining as-
pects of Hindutva ideology and its followers. Godse shot Gandhi at a 
prayer meeting, a reminder of Hindutva’s disregard for piety.97 It was an 
act of deadly violence, a virtue in Hindutva ideology (chapter 21). Last, 
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Godse used a Beretta semiautomatic pistol, made by one of Europe’s old-
est companies, a physical incarnation of Hindutva’s debt to European 
thought.98

Gandhi was no friend of the RSS. A few months earlier, he had 
confronted M. S. Golwalkar, the group’s head from 1940 to 1973, about 
the RSS’s violent activities in Delhi.99 Still, as detailed in chapter 21, 
Congress had tolerated soft Hindu nationalism for decades and shared 
leaders with the Hindu Mahasabha. In killing India’s most celebrated 
independence leader, Nathuram Godse shined a harsh light on Hindu 
nationalist ideology such that it was no longer possible, at least for a 
while, for most Indians to overlook “the violence of Hindutva.”100 Indeed, 
as one scholar has put it, whether Savarkar offered an “explicit plan of 
instructions” that motivated Godse or not, “Godse’s assassination of 
Gandhi . . . ​was both prefigured and justified in [Savarkar’s] writings.”101 
In brief, Godse’s murder of Gandhi posed a choice for Indians between 
embracing Hindu nationalist violence or upholding Gandhi’s pluralis-
tic values, and they overwhelmingly chose the latter.

Gandhi’s death united the Indian nation in grief. Addressing his 
people on the radio, Jawaharlal Nehru spoke in Hindi and thereafter in 
English: “The light has gone out of our lives and there is darkness every-
where. I do not know what to tell you or how to say it. Our beloved leader, 
Bapu as we called him, the Father of the Nation, is no more.”102 Harivansh 
Rai Bachchan (1907–2003) wrote poems to capture his thoughts, and 
one began, “Today our Bapu has passed on / Today our flag is lowered in 
shame.”103 But communal violence soon reduced, and in the coming 
months, thousands of Muslim refugees returned to Delhi.104 In retro-
spect, Gandhi’s death served as a turning point, after which the worst of 
partition violence was behind the new Indian state. As Yasmin Khan has 
put it, Gandhi’s “assassination proved a cathartic experience which en-
abled and embodied the beginning of the new nation.”105

Critical to this new beginning for the new Indian nation was reject-
ing Hindu supremacy. India tried and convicted Gandhi’s assassin 
Nathuram Godse in 1948–1949. Godse gave a fervent speech at trial, 
testifying that he was angry because Gandhi had tried to “appease” 
(Godse’s term) Muslims and in so doing advocated views “prejudicial 
and detrimental to the Hindu Community.”106 Godse admitted that, 
watching Gandhi, “my blood boiled, and I could not tolerate him any 
longer.”107 Newly independent India decided not to tolerate such fanat
icism, and so—going against pleas for mercy by two of Mohandas 
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Gandhi’s sons—the Indian state executed Godse in 1949.108 The RSS 
and Savarkar were also implicated in Gandhi’s assassination.109 Nehru, 
believing that the RSS was “definitely proceeding on the strictest Nazi 
lines,” banned the group for a year.110 Savarkar (d. 1966) was formally ac-
quitted of Gandhi’s murder, but he was widely believed then and now 
to have been involved, a point even mentioned in his obituary.111 For 
decades thereafter, Congress—the party of Gandhi—dominated Indian 
politics, and few Indians wanted to touch Hindutva.112

Conclusion: Remembering Horrors  
We Would Rather Forget
After 1947, an eerie silence persisted for decades regarding the violent 
births of India and Pakistan. For many, the memories were too painful. 
Even major scholarly projects to collect oral histories of partition did not 
emerge until the 1990s, when people realized that all those who could 
tell the stories would soon die.113 Survivors who wrote about partition 
immediately after the event, such as Manto, sometimes faced obscenity 
charges and trials. All in all, as Krishna Sobti (1925–2019), a Hindi writer 
and partition refugee, later put it, “Partition was difficult to forget but 
dangerous to remember.”114 For a historian, the matter is more straight-
forward if equally brutal: partition redefined the political contours of the 
Indian subcontinent, further entrenched religious-based conflict, and 
left behind human trauma, all of which have visible legacies in present-
day South Asia.

Further Reading
There is extensive scholarly literature on partition, of which I found the 
work of Urvashi Butalia and Yasmin Khan invaluable. I relied on other 
scholars for specific aspects, including Lucy Chester on the boundary 
commission and Suranjan Das and Joya Chatterji on Bengal. Ayesha 
Jalal’s work on Jinnah and the Muslim League has shaped historical 
thinking. For Subhas Chandra Bose, I used Leonard Gordon’s biography, 
which avoids the inappropriate whitewashing that mars some modern 
biographies of this figure.
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New Nation-States,  
1947–1990

We are reshaping the world my dear. Shattering it to bits and 
remoulding it closer to the heart’s desire.

—Mumtaz Shah Nawaz, Heart Divided, 1957 (English)1

During the early decades of independent nation-states, between 
1947 and 1990, South Asians forged national identities. The antico-

lonial movement faded in salience after the British had departed, and, 
in fact, South Asian political elites benefited from integrating much of 
the colonial apparatus into their own governments. Each nation sought 
distinct ways to unite and govern their citizens, and I cover major de-
velopments by decade. From 1947 into the 1950s, postcolonial nation-
states wrote constitutions and established themselves as independent 
political powers. In the 1960s, especially India and Pakistan positioned 
themselves in wider global networks. Challenges were persistent, includ-
ing threats to state power (such as in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka) during 
the 1970s and 1980s and the rise of conservative movements in Pakistan 
and India in the 1980s. Throughout these various trends, people outlined 
the contours of national belonging, negotiating what it meant to be cit-
izens of Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, and (a bit later) Bangladesh.

Forging National Identities
As of the early 1950s, there were six South Asian states—Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, Ceylon (renamed Sri Lanka in 1972), India, Nepal, and 
Pakistan—and each developed on its own timeline. Afghanistan was 

23
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among the older states, gaining independence in 1919 after the third 
Anglo-Afghan war. Afghani leadership spent the 1930s–1940s enmesh-
ing their nation in global financial networks.2 The late 1940s–1950s were 
a period of rapid political change in South Asia as India and Pakistan 
gained independence in 1947, Ceylon became independent in 1948, Bhu-
tan became a protected state under India in 1949, and Nepal’s Rana au-
tocracy was overthrown in an internal revolution in 1951. Two states 
emerged later: the Maldives (a series of islands southwest of the subcon-
tinent) gained independence from Britain in 1965, and Bangladesh broke 
off from Pakistan in 1971 (discussed in this chapter). As South Asians 
became siloed into discrete states, national boundaries proved to be 
harder than those of earlier political formations.

Sri Lanka—still called Ceylon until 1972—transitioned to indepen-
dence relatively smoothly but did not conceive a cohesive national 
identity. Sri Lankans became independent after more than four cen-
turies of colonialism, sequentially, by the Portuguese (1506–1658), 
Dutch (1658–1796), and British (1796–1948). The transfer of power was 
bloodless, and Ceylon elites celebrated their freedom on February 4, 
1948, with an imperial ceremony that largely replicated Queen Victoria’s 
Golden Jubilee of 1887.3 But political and ethnic fractures soon emerged. 
And eight years later, much of Sri Lanka’s Tamil minority boycotted 
Independence Day celebrations, fearing that the Sinhalese-speaking ma-
jority (about 70  percent of the population) would impose their lan-
guage and try to minimize Tamil culture. As G. G. Ponnambalam, a 
Tamil member of Sri Lanka’s parliament, asked rhetorically in 1956: “Is 
this all that independence is to mean to the Tamil community? That from 
white masters we are to turn to a lot of brown masters?”4 His fears were 
warranted. Within the year, the Sinhalese majority passed the Sinhala-
Only Act, and anti-Tamil riots soon followed; Sri Lanka spiraled into 
civil war in the 1980s (discussed later in this chapter).5

Other South Asian nations, too, faced questions of how to forge na-
tional unity, and India pursued a path of embracing pluralism. Newly 
independent India was staggeringly diverse by many metrics—language, 
culture, ethnicity, and religion—and celebrated this with nationalist pride. 
For example, in late 1948, Delhi’s Government House hosted the “Master-
pieces of Indian Art” exhibition where, for four annas (1/4 of a rupee), an 
Indian citizen could participate in “an event of national value,” and see a 
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“representative . . . ​display of India’s art,” stretching from the Indus Civili-
zation to Mughal, Rajasthani, and Pahari paintings.6 The exhibition cata
logue contended: “There is no argument which carries greater persuasion 
with it in favour of a country’s ideals and way of life than its art and Indian 
art richly documenting the past culture of India has a unique position in 
this respect as revealing the mind of the Indian people.”7 The exhibition 
formed the core collection for Delhi’s National Museum, which opened in 
1949.8 That same year, India issued sixteen stamps with images of heritage 
sites across the nation that represented nearly every religion, including 
Gujarat’s Shatrughna Temple (Jain), Amritsar’s Golden Temple (Sikh), 
Orissa’s Konarak Temple (Hindu), and Bijapur’s Gol Gumbaz (Muslim, an 
Adil Shahi mausoleum).9 The message was clear—independent India 
would find her unity in diversity.

India’s national symbols, adopted in the state’s early years, heralded 
pluralism. These included India’s tricolor flag, adapted from Congress, 
with bands of saffron (for Hindus), green (for Muslims), and white 
(for everyone else). At the flag’s center sits the dharmachakra (wheel of 
dharma) of the premodern Mauryan emperor Ashoka, whose subcon-
tinental empire outstripped most others in premodernity (chapter 4). 
The Indian state also adopted the Mauryan lion capital, drawing from a 
past so distant it could be reimagined (ahistorically) as proto-national.

On the ground, Indian nationalism remained more fractured, in-
cluding along linguistic lines. Acquiescing to southern pressure, Nehru 
redrew the internal state lines of India to follow linguistic divisions in 
the mid-1950s, even as he pleaded for his countrymen to prioritize unity:

We should not become parochial, narrow-minded, provincial, 
communal and caste-minded, because we have a great mission 
to perform. Let us, the citizens of the Republic of India, stand 
up straight, with straight backs, and look up at the skies, keep-
ing our feet firmly planted on the ground and bring about this 
synthesis, this integration of the Indian people. Political integra-
tion has already taken place to some extent, but what I am after 
is something much deeper than that—an emotional integration 
of the Indian people so that we might be welded into one, and 
made into one strong national unit, maintaining at the same time 
all our wonderful diversity. I do not want this diversity to be 



464    India

regimented and taken away, but we must be wary of losing our-
selves in petty quarrels.10

Nehru’s call for integration despite disagreement panned out in many 
ways in independent India, including the constitution.

Indians drafted their constitution during the first few years of 
independence, defining citizens’ rights and key contours of the state. 
B. R. Ambedkar, an attorney and Dalit rights advocate, was appointed 
law minister by Jawaharlal Nehru in 1947 and oversaw India’s Constitu-
ent Assembly of several hundred men and seventeen women.11 The suc-
cess of Ambedkar’s assembly in drafting a constitution—which is the 
world’s longest at well more than 100,000 words and still governs India 
today—is remarkable.12 Many former British colonies inherited British-
authored constitutions (e.g., Malaysia and Ceylon), and others encoun-
tered crippling internal dissension (e.g., Pakistan).13

Moreover, the Indian constitution—which took effect on January 26, 
1950, known thereafter as Republic Day14—contains ambitious liberal 
interventions. Its preamble promises “equality of status and of oppor-
tunity” to all Indian citizens.15 Fleshing out that promise, the consti-
tution grants universal suffrage, free and compulsory education, and 
robust reservations for historically oppressed communities, while out-
lawing caste-based and gender-based discrimination. The Indian state 
has not always delivered its constitution’s promises. But even in recent 
years, Indians have invoked this founding document as a blueprint for 
democratic rights.16

For all its aspirations, the Indian constitution’s lofty values came 
with disquieting restrictions. Article 370 gave special protections to Kash-
miris, while falling short of ensuring them political self-determination. 
The Indian Constitution’s core is rooted in British colonial law, repro-
ducing parts of the 1935 Government of India Act and retaining emer-
gency powers for the state to abrogate the constitution and all its lib-
eral rights.17 In general, emergency powers, favorite tools of British 
colonialists, increased in postcolonial India as political leaders clamped 
down on critics.18

Additionally, two social trends—inequality and Hindu majoritari-
anism—pressed against the Indian constitution’s embrace of human 
rights and social progress. Regarding inequality, Ambedkar warned the 
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Constituent Assembly in late 1949 of the limits of prescribing “equality 
of status and of opportunity” to a deeply unequal society:19

On the social plane, we have in India a society based on the 
principle of grade inequality which means elevation for some 
and degradation for others. On the economic plane, we have a 
society in which there are some who have immense wealth as 
against many who live in abject poverty. On the 26th of Janu-
ary 1950, we are going to enter into a life of contradictions. In 
politics we will have equality and in social and economic life 
we will have inequality. In politics we will be recognizing the 
principle of one man one vote and one vote one value. In our 
social and economic life, we shall, by reason of our social and 
economic structure, continue to deny the principle of one man 
one value. How long shall we continue to live this life of con-
tradictions? How long shall we continue to deny equality in 
our social and economic life? If we continue to deny it for long, 
we will do so only putting our political democracy in peril.20

Also, the Indian constitution is uneven regarding religion. Article 25 
guarantees free practice of religion but also subsumes Buddhists, Jains, 
and Sikhs under the umbrella of “Hindu,” an erasure of independent re-
ligious identities. A nonbinding directive section charges the Indian 
state to work toward prohibiting cow slaughter, an upper-caste Hindu 
concern beginning in the late nineteenth century (chapter 19) that has 
fueled anti-Muslim violence in recent decades (chapter 24). The direc-
tive section also encourages the state to spread Hindi, another Hindu 
nationalist cause that is often perceived as imperialist by south Indians 
who speak Dravidian languages.

The inclusion of Hindu nationalist objectives in India’s constitution 
reflected long-standing disagreement among Indian political leaders 
about whether majoritarian ideas had any place in a pluralistic republic. 
Nehru took great pride in crafting “a secular state with complete free-
dom for all religions and cultures.”21 But leaders like Lajpat Rai (d. 1928), 
a Hindu Mahasabha and Congress member at various points, advo-
cated prioritizing “Hindu rights.”22 India’s constitution, contradictorily, 
does both.



466    India

India’s twin state, Pakistan, faced parallel issues regarding national 
identity, compounded by its unusual geography. East and West Pakistan 
were separated by 1,000 miles and even further apart culturally. East 
Pakistan was largely delta land barely above sea level, a strong contrast 
to the arid lands of West Pakistan. East Pakistan was geographically 
smaller than West Pakistan but more densely populated, containing 
more than half of the nation’s population. The two portions had differ
ent levels of religious diversity. In the 1951 census, 23  percent of East 
Pakistanis were non-Muslims as compared to only 3  percent of West 
Pakistanis.23 East and West Pakistanis spoke various languages, sharing 
none in common save Urdu (spoken by less than one in ten as a mother 
tongue).24 Most East Pakistanis never traveled to West Pakistan and vice 
versa, and those who did felt alienated. East Pakistani Ataur Rahman 
Khan confessed during a debate in Pakistan’s Constituent Assembly in 
early 1956: “I feel a peculiar sensation when I come from Dacca to Ka-
rachi. I feel physically, apart from mental feeling, that I am living here 
in a foreign country. I did not feel as much when I went to Zurich, to 
Geneva or Switzerland, or London as much as I feel here in my own 
country that I am in a foreign land.”25 Differences alienated residents of 
Pakistan’s two major land areas from each other, rather than offering 
them a basis for national identity.

Pakistanis were—in the theory behind the state’s founding—to be 
united by Islam, but in practice they found no consensus about this poly-
chromatic tradition or its political role. Jinnah, Pakistan’s great cham-
pion who enjoyed whiskey and pork, issued uneven statements about 
Islam.26 He declared in August 1947 that religion, caste, and creed “has 
nothing to do with the business of the State,” whereas in January 1948, he 
urged members of the Sind Bar Association to prepare to “sacrifice and 
die in order to make Pakistan [a] truly great Islamic State.”27 For some 
Pakistanis, Islam was a way to distinguish their nation from other gov-
ernmental systems, such as Liaquat Ali Khan (1895–1951), Pakistan’s first 
prime minister, who encouraged his countrymen to “follow the teach-
ings of the Prophet and not those of Marx, Stalin or Churchill.”28 Still, 
Liaquat Ali Khan rejected a theocratic state, stating unequivocally in 
1949: “Islam does not recognise either priesthood or any sacerdotal au-
thority; and, therefore, the question of a theocracy simply does not arise 
in Islam. If there are any who still use the word theocracy in the same 
breath as the polity of Pakistan, they are either labouring under a grave 
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misapprehension, or indulging in mischievous propaganda.”29 Indeed, 
many of Pakistan’s ulama advocated a theocracy in which Allah was sov-
ereign, which would grant the ulama immense power since they alone 
(the ulama argued) were Allah’s representatives on earth.30 Still, even the 
ulama did not agree on a basic definition of Islam, as noted in a 1954 Pa-
kistani government report.31

In the absence of agreement, contestations around Islam—its defi-
nition, state role, and social position—were formational in Pakistan’s 
early years and often led to lived contradictions. Alcohol consumption 
is a case in point. Prohibited by most readings of Islamic teachings, al-
cohol sales were restricted in most of Pakistan by 1949 in deference to 
conservative sensibilities. But Murree Brewery, founded in 1860 and still 
a profitable company today, operated throughout by serving a customer 
base of predominantly Pakistani Muslims.32

In 1949, Pakistan’s Constituent Assembly passed the Objectives Res-
olution as a guiding national document, and it split the difference on 
Islam in the state. The Objectives Resolution endorsed democracy (es-
chewing theocracy) but specifically “as enunciated by Islam.”33 The res-
olution directed that “Muslims shall be enabled to order their lives in 
the individual and collective spheres in accordance with the teachings 
and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy Quran and the Sun-
nah” and “adequate provision shall be made for the minorities freely to 
profess and practise their religions and develop their cultures.”34 Still, Pa-
kistan’s national symbols tend to emphasize Islam, such as the crescent 
moon and star on a predominantly green flag.

As Islam was invoked, again and again, as central to Pakistani iden-
tity, some tried to define, at the very least, who was not Muslim, and one 
bitter dispute centered around the Ahmadiyya. With origins in the late 
nineteenth-century Punjab, the Ahmadiyya espouse views on prophet-
hood that differ from those of most Muslims and consequently had long 
faced harassment (chapter 19). In 1953, numerous Muslim religious and 
political groups targeted the Ahmadiyya community in Lahore, killing at 
least 200 Ahmadis and displacing many more. The 1953 anti-Ahmadiyya 
riots were quelled by three months of martial law in Lahore, although 
systemic anti-Ahmadiyya violence persisted in Pakistan for decades. 
This hostility bottomed out in a 1974 constitutional amendment—passed 
unanimously and still in effect today—that bars the Ahmadiyya from 
identifying as Muslim.35
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Elections, Self-Sufficiency, and Diplomacy
In terms of democracy, India and Pakistan took different paths in the 
1950s and 1960s. Indians participated in four general elections during 
these decades—in 1951–1952, 1957, 1962, and 1967—with the Indian Na-
tional Congress Party winning all four. Each election was the largest 
democratic exercise in history, owing to India’s growing population. Many 
Indians went to great lengths to vote, including women (figure 23.1). One 
candidate observed in rural south India of women who kept purdah: 
“Looking down in the darkness at a cluster of nearby villages, I saw a pic-
turesque and strange sight: hundreds of little lights were moving in or-
derly fashion through the coconut groves towards the town. . . . ​They were 
Moslem women determined to vote before the men crowded round the 
polling booths. . . . ​The women gravely walked through the streets in rows 
of two, each holding the end of a white cotton sheet over her head.”36 The 
Indian state made accommodations to enable suffrage for all, including 
using pictures for political parties since most voters were illiterate 
(figure 23.2).

In contrast, Pakistani politics featured no general elections through 
the 1960s and were volatile. The Muslim League, Jinnah’s party that had 
won Pakistan’s existence, collapsed. The Constituent Assembly managed 
to produce a constitution in 1956, but it was abrogated by General Ayub 
Khan’s coup in 1958. Ayub cited the Munir Doctrine, a doctrine of ne-
cessity articulated in a 1954 court judgment by Judge Muhammad Munir 
(previously of the Punjab Boundary Commission). The doctrine stipu-
lated that the governor general could dissolve Pakistan’s Constitutional 
Assembly by “necessity” and has been cited in military coups led by Ayub 
Khan (1958), Zia-ul-Haq (1977), and Pervez Musharraf (1999).37 Ayub 
Khan served as Pakistan’s president until 1969 and oversaw his nation’s 
attempt to stake out its place in global networks of finance, trade, and 
diplomacy.

Pakistan inherited a weak economic position. Independent India 
contained nearly all British India’s industries, including most cotton 
mills.38 West Pakistan even had few urban centers, and the port town of 
Karachi served as its first capital city. Working from a largely agrarian 
economy base, Pakistan averaged annual economic growth rates of 
5.5 percent throughout Ayub’s rule (1958–1969).39 Islamabad was built 
in this period, a planned city that serves as the nation’s capital today. 



Figures 23.1 and 23.2. Indian villagers voting in the 1952 general 

election.
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What of this growth trickled down to help common people is another 
matter, however, an issue shared with India.

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru (1947–1964) cultivated India’s ini-
tial economic strategy in a series of five-year plans. He prioritized eco-
nomic self-reliance, aiming to reduce imports, build up heavy industry 
such as steel production, and exercise active state interference and con-
trol (sometimes called the “license raj”).40 Nehru’s economic policies de-
livered moderate growth, with India’s GDP rising nearly every year 
from 1950 forward as, like Pakistan, India recovered from colonial-era 
stagnation.41 Nehru also devoted resources to India’s water infrastruc-
ture, forging irrigation schemes and building dozens of high dams. Upon 
showing the Bhakra Nangal Dam—the second highest dam in the world 
at the time—to his Chinese counterpart, Zhou Enlai, in 1956, Nehru pro-
claimed, “These are the new temples of India where I worship.”42 Not 
everyone agreed, as the contemporary Adivasi poet Jacinta Kerketta 
wrote about a local farmer displaced by such dams: “Today Soma starves, / 
For his fields are now massive reservoirs.”43

Independent India avoided famines, no small feat given that dozens 
of famines had claimed millions of victims under the British Raj, with 
one of the most deadly occurring in 1943. In contrast, China was rocked 
by the great famine of 1958–1961 that killed fifteen to thirty million 
people.44 As economists have noted, democracies “where the govern-
ment tolerates opposition” are most successful in avoiding mass star-
vation of their people.45 Put more directly, early independent India’s 
commitment to a healthy elections and dissent saved lives.

Moving into the 1970s and 1980s, India and Pakistan became en-
meshed in global economic trends. Both benefited from the green rev-
olution in farming that introduced new strains of wheat and rice, along 
with innovative farming technology, to increase yields.46 Indians and Pa-
kistanis began traveling as migrant workers to oil-rich Gulf states and 
sending money home that stimulated both nations’ economies.47 Addi-
tionally, the Indian economy overall began to liberalize in this period 
and opened to foreign investment even more after 1991, which stimu-
lated wealth production.

Two interrelated factors held back, and continue to hold back, In-
dian and Pakistani economic growth: low levels of primary education, 
including gender inequity, and low levels of female participation in the 
workforce.48 In both nations, a minority of adult women could read as 
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of the 1990s (adult female literacy was 44 percent in India in 1999 and 
11  percent in Pakistan in 1993).49 Both rates have risen since, with 
65  percent of Indian women being literate as of the last census and 
50 percent of Pakistani women.50 But literacy rates pale in comparison 
to nearby nations (e.g., 91 percent of Sri Lankan women are literate), and 
low rates persist along caste and class lines and in rural areas.51 As of 
2002, only 2–3 percent of Dalit women (“Scheduled Castes” in the par-
lance of the modern Indian state) could read in some districts of Bihar 
and Rajasthan.52 Female literacy correlates with a host of other quality-
of-life improvements for men and women, including lower child mor-
tality, higher vaccination rates, and reduced gender inequality.53 Indian 
and Pakistani societies struggle with patriarchal norms, which vary by 
region and class but overall trend against women joining the workforce. 
In both nations, only about one in four women worked in the formal 
economy as of the early 2020s, and the percentage of women in India’s 
workforce dipped sharply between 2005 and 2020.54

Newly independent India and Pakistan pursued different paths in in-
ternational relations, especially regarding the Cold War between the 
United States and the Soviet Union (late 1940s–1991). India chose non-
alignment. Still, the United States numbered among India’s largest trad-
ing partners during the Nehru years (1947–1964), sold India arms, and 
gave India significant aid.55 Relations between the two nations soured in 
the 1970s after India supported Bangladesh against American-allied Pa-
kistan in the 1971 war (discussed next) and then in 1974 tested nuclear 
weapons. The American company Coca-Cola withdrew from the Indian 
market in 1977 (absent foreign competition, the Indian brand Campa 
Cola flourished). All the while, Russia and India maintained good rela-
tions, and India became reliant on Soviet-supplied weapons.56

In contrast, Pakistan allied with the Western Bloc. Pakistan even, 
alongside the United States, supported the Afghan mujahideen against 
Soviet invasion from 1979 onward (Pakistan also hosted many Afghan 
refugees). In its early decades, Pakistan also developed close relations 
with China. In contrast, Indian-Chinese ties were harmed by India wel-
coming the Dalai Lama as a refugee from Chinese-occupied Tibet in 
1959 and by the Chinese humiliation of Indian defenses during a 1962 
border dispute in Kashmir.57 In brief, India and Pakistan developed dif
ferent allies, which further complicated their already fraught diplomatic 
relations with each other.
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India and Pakistan disagreed on plenty in their early decades, includ-
ing how to share use of the Indus River waters. The Indus River, really a 
set of connected rivers and major fresh water source, snakes across the 
Punjab (which means “five rivers,” referring to the Indus tributaries Jhe-
lum, Chenab, Ravi, Sutlej, and Beas). Foreseeing future problems, Cyril 
Radcliffe, who drew the partition lines, suggested an India-Pakistan joint 
venture to regulate the Indus as a shared resource, but Nehru and Jin-
nah brusquely rejected the idea.58 And so, Radcliffe drew the western 
partition line splicing through the Indus River and its tributaries, such 
that major branches go through or begin in India or Kashmir before 
emptying into branches in Pakistan. India and Pakistan negotiated use 
of the Indus waters with a 1960 treaty that they negotiated with World 
Bank assistance. Sensibly, the treaty largely devoted the west rivers to 
Pakistan and the east rivers to India.59 The 1960 Indus Water Treaty re-
mains in effect today and demonstrates the benefits of cooperation be-
tween independent India and Pakistan.60

State Crises, 1970s–1980s
Numerous South Asian nations experienced internal state crises in the 
1970s and 1980s as they continued to negotiate, often violently, over 
questions of national identity and belonging. Here I cover four such 
crises: Bangladeshi Independence (1971), India’s Emergency (1975–1977), 
Operation Blue Star and its bloody aftermath (1984), and the Sri Lankan 
Civil War (1983–2009). Three of these events feature groups of citizens 
objecting that they were not adequately included within their state and 
thus demanding a new one (only Bangladeshis succeeded). The Emer-
gency stands apart as a story of state power grabbing that set a danger-
ous precedent in India. All four crises left behind trauma in specific 
communities that is still felt today.

In 1971, East Pakistan broke away from West Pakistan in a bloody 
conflict and became Bangladesh. The prior year, 1970, Pakistan held its 
first general election since partition.61 Zulfikar Ali Bhutto of the Paki-
stan People’s Party carried the vote in West Pakistan, and Mujibur 
Rahman of the Awami League won in East Pakistan. When the two 
failed to agree on whether or how to share power, Bangladesh de-
clared independence in March  1971, and Pakistan’s army began a 
slaughter. Almost immediately, the Indian government led by Indira 
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Gandhi62 (Jawaharlal Nehru’s daughter) intervened quietly, providing 
Bangladesh with “material assistance” of arms, bullets, and more.63 It 
was a risky move for Indian leaders—who were vocal about their own 
right to deny political self-determination in Kashmir and to quash in-
surgents in the northeast—to back violent secessionists next door. But 
the prospect of a weakened Pakistan—no longer “moth-eaten” but 
split altogether—proved tempting, and Indian leaders thought they 
could keep their involvement secret.64 As Indira Gandhi told K.  F. 
Rustamji, head of India’s Border Security Force, in March  1971: “Do 
what you like, but don’t get caught.”65

Months later, neither side had gained the upper hand, and so the In-
dian army publicly intervened in December 1971, hitting East and West 
Pakistan over two weeks. The assault cost thousands of lives. And it en-
sured independence for Bangladesh, whose first prime minister was the 
1970 election winner: Mujibur Rahman (d. 1975).

Bangladesh’s India-assisted birth was accompanied by a genocide 
and massive displacement. In total, the Pakistani army and its associ-
ates killed a few hundred thousand Bangladeshis and prompted ten mil-
lion to flee across the border to India. Bengalis were targeted in the 
killing, and one U.S. official noted “evidence of selective singling out” of 
Hindu professors, settlements, and students.66 Indira Gandhi argued 
to international leaders as early as May 1971 that Pakistan was looking 
to “chang[e] its communal composition through an organised and se-
lective programme of eviction.”67 Both Indian and U.S. diplomats re-
ferred, in 1971, to Pakistan’s actions in Bangladesh as a genocide, as did 
newspapers.68 But the international community did not intervene, 
including the United States, an ally of Pakistan. Both Pakistan and Ban-
gladesh emerged from the conflict with severely reduced minority pop-
ulations, Pakistan due to the loss of its eastern wing where religious 
minorities were concentrated and Bangladesh primarily due to mass 
forced migration.69

In India, Indira Gandhi emerged from the 1971 conflict over Ban-
gladesh a national hero. Even members of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, a 
Hindu nationalist political rival of Congress, praised Indira’s success, 
such as Atal Bihari Vajpayee who hailed her as an incarnation of the god-
dess Durga.70 Over the next four years, Indira Gandhi delivered numer-
ous accomplishments. In 1971, India abolished the privy purses, annual 
funds paid by the Indian state to former princely rulers (Pakistan still 
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pays the privy purses). In 1972, her government passed the Wildlife Pro-
tection Act.71 In 1974, India successfully tested a nuclear bomb, deto-
nated on the Gautama Buddha’s purported birthday in a bit of dark irony 
given his teachings on liberation from suffering.72

But trouble brewed in the background for Indira Gandhi and India. 
Throughout the early 1970s, charges were winding their way through 
the Indian courts that Indira Gandhi had committed electoral malprac-
tice in the 1971 election. On June 12, 1975, the Allahabad High Court 
found Indira Gandhi guilty and barred her from politics for six years.73 
Indira is rumored to have said, on multiple occasions, “My father was a 
saint in politics. I am not.”74 Indeed, she responded the Allahabad High 
Court judgment by ordering supporters to draw up “arrest lists,” and two 
weeks later, on June  25, 1975, her government declared an “internal 
Emergency” and suspended the Indian Constitution.75

India’s Emergency lasted twenty-one months and featured authori-
tarian state conduct, including mass civil and human rights violations. 
For all Indians, Indira Gandhi’s government suspended habeas corpus 
and electoral rights, rendering India no longer a functioning democracy. 
For some, the assaults were more severe. Indira jailed her political op-
ponents, and the police subjected many to obscene torture, including 
rape, inserting chili powder in their rectums, urinating in their mouths, 
and rolling wood on their thighs until the ligaments tore from the 
bones.76 Sanjay Gandhi, Indira’s younger son, was given a free hand to 
pursue his interest in demolishing lower-income dwellings (i.e., “slums”). 
He bulldozed the homes of 700,000 in Delhi alone.77 Some Indians knew 
little about these activities while they occurred, aside from rumors, since 
the Emergency also meant India’s press was gagged.

During the Emergency, under Sanjay Gandhi’s direction, the Indian 
state sterilized eleven million people—targeting the poor and Muslims—
through degrees of compulsion. Some of these measures predated the 
Emergency, such as financial incentives for sterilization (and IUD in-
sertions) that had been Indian policy since the 1960s.78 But the Emer-
gency offered tools to accelerate coercion drastically. By early 1976, 
health minister Karan Singh openly sanctioned “compulsory sterilisa-
tion” measures by state legislatures.79 On the ground, gangs terrorized 
families, cutting electricity to villages and rounding up men to “volun-
teer” to be sterilized.80 In all cases, coerced sterilization took away re-
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productive rights, which was the goal of this eugenics experiment. 
Some victims were inflicted with additional injuries or died since proce-
dures were often performed under unsanitary conditions.81

The Emergency ended with a snap election in 1977, which Congress—
the party of Mohandas Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru—lost for the 
first time since independence. The opposition Janata Party comprised a 
short-term alliance of those opposed to the Emergency and hit hard on 
claims that Congress was “guilty of murdering democracy” and “should 
never be elected to power again.”82 But the voters’ rebuke did little to 
dissuade subsequent Indian prime ministers from using emergency 
powers. Two scholars have even referred to Indira Gandhi’s suspension 
of the constitution from 1975 to 1977 as India’s “first dictatorship,” sug-
gesting that, in its second incarnation, “Hindu nationalist authoritarian 
populism is accentuating, in the manner that the Emergency did, the 
illiberal aspects of Indian democracy that have been present all along.”83 
As for Indira, she regained power in India’s 1980 election, after the Ja-
nata alliance disintegrated, and soon faced a secessionist challenge 
that proved her undoing.

In the early 1980s, a Sikh separatist movement gained steam in India, 
wherein some Sikhs demanded a separate homeland carved out of the 
Punjab. The idea of a Sikh state called “Khalistan” (land of the pure) had 
been around since the 1940s when Sikh groups found their concerns over 
partition falling on deaf ears (chapter 22).84 The idea of Khalistan resur-
faced post-independence, championed nonviolently by Sikhs in the 
diaspora and supported by armed insurgents in India loosely led by 
Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale (1947–1984). Their desire to secede, espe-
cially the movement’s violent wing, challenged Indian state sover-
eignty. In June 1984, Indira Gandhi ordered Indian troops to assault 
Bhindranwale and his supporters at Amritsar’s Golden Temple, where 
they had taken refuge. Indian troops killed hundreds, maybe thousands, 
of militants (including Bhindranwale) and civilians in what they dubbed 
Operation Blue Star, led by General Kuldip Singh Brar.

Operation Blue Star decimated the security threat of the Sikh sepa-
ratist movement, but it also initiated a series of brutal events for Indira 
Gandhi and the Sikh community. Many Sikhs—including many who did 
not support Khalistan—were horrified by the government’s violation of 
their holy temple. Seeking retaliation, two Sikh bodyguards of Indira 
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Gandhi shot her at point-blank range in October  1984. The murder 
seemed to fulfill Bhindranwale’s prediction, made shortly before his 
death as Indian troops surrounded the Golden Temple, that “if the au-
thorities enter this temple . . . ​the throne of Indira will crumble. . . . ​They 
will be forced to chew iron lentils (bullets).”85 Indira Gandhi’s assassina-
tion set off a wave of anti-Sikh riots, centered in and around Delhi, in 
which several thousand Sikhs were slaughtered. The Congress govern-
ment did not intervene and may have assisted the communal violence.86 
The perpetrators of the 1984 anti-Sikh riots have largely gone unpun-
ished, and the Indian state has not grappled with its own role in the 
violence.

Sri Lanka also faced separatist movements, with the most long-
lived prompting a civil war from 1983 to 2009  in which a minority 
strove to create an independent Tamil homeland in northeastern Sri 
Lanka. As mentioned, Sri Lanka’s Sinhalese majority attempted to un-
dermine the Tamil minority from the 1950s onward, through the Sinhala-
Only Act and other measures. This sparked the creation of numerous 
Tamil rights groups in 1970s, which were ultimately dominated by the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), also known as the Tamil 
Tigers with “tiger” being a nod to the Cholas who had ruled northern 
parts of Sri Lanka in the eleventh century (chapter 9).87 The Tamil Ti-
gers were militant. Their suicide bombers assassinated former Indian 
prime minister Rajiv Gandhi (d. 1991) and Sri Lankan president Ra-
nasinghe Premadasa (d. 1993), the former on the heels of India’s failed 
attempt to broker a diplomatic solution to Sri Lanka’s conflict.88 In the 
end, the civil war was resolved militarily when Sri Lanka’s army crushed 
the Tamil Tigers and killed their leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran, in 
May 2009.89

Like the other state crises surveyed here, Sri Lanka’s civil war fea-
tured a government unleashing brutal violence on its own people. This 
sort of muscular state, a mainstay of the nation-state world, has fueled 
internal pushes to homogenize multiple South Asian nations. Even Bhu-
tan, a small Himalayan nation of less than one million people, has en-
gaged in ethnic cleansing, denationalizing and expelling more than 
100,000 members of its Nepali-speaking minority, known as the Lhot-
shampas, in the 1980s and 1990s.90 South Asians continue to reshape their 
worlds, as per this chapter’s epigraph, although we should be precise 
when thinking about who desires such changes and their human cost. 
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In the crises surveyed here, South Asian political elites acted brutally to 
preserve state sovereignty, by which they meant the sovereignty of 
some—usually, although not always, the majority—at the expense of 
other members of their societies.

Right-Wing Turns
Both India and Pakistan experienced right-wing surges in the 1980s. 
In Pakistan, Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq (d. 1988) oversaw the institution 
of patriarchal and discriminatory laws that he described as “Islamic.” 
Zia, a military officer, overthrew Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto 
in July 1977 and declared in a televised speech on the day of his mili-
tary coup: “Pakistan, which was created in the name of Islam, will 
continue to survive only if it sticks to Islam. That is why I consider the 
introduction of Islamic system as an essential prerequisite for the 
country.”91 Zia’s ambitions regarding Islam were perhaps better artic-
ulated by Pakistani human rights defenders Asma Jahangir and Hina 
Jilani, who charged that Zia “used Islam as an instrument to consolidate 
his power.”92 Notably, Islam was a singular tradition for Zia, which put 
him at odds with the plurality of overlapping Muslim communities—
Sunnis, Sufis, Shias, ulama, Ahmadiyya, and others—who called Pa-
kistan home. Zia soon began his Islamization program, targeting four 
major areas: the judiciary, penal code, economic activity, and education 
policy.93

Many Zia-era laws reduced women’s rights in the Pakistani state. For 
instance, the Hudood Ordinances introduced public whippings for 
women who had extramarital sex (including rape victims). They were 
commonly used to retaliate against women who had married against 
their fathers’ wishes, divorced their husbands, or had run away, seeking 
escape from abusive fathers, brothers, or partners.94 Thousands of women 
were arrested under these laws, increasing Pakistan’s female prisoner 
population from seventy in 1979 to six thousand in 1988.95 Women found 
it difficult to defend themselves in court, especially after the 1984 Law 
of Evidence reduced women’s testimony to worth half that of men. Pa-
kistani women formed groups to push back against these discrimina-
tory laws, such as the Women’s Action Forum founded in 1981. Some 
women’s groups protested, and on February 12, 1983, the police attacked 
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one such nonviolent protest with batons and tear gas. The date is com-
memorated annually as Pakistan Women’s Day.96

Zia-era laws also had bad results for Pakistani religious minorities. 
Zia instituted stricter blasphemy laws (some of which dated from the co-
lonial period and were also inherited by modern India). Among other 
things, Zia introduced the death penalty for those who besmirched the 
honor of the Prophet Muhammad. Even in theory, this law is problem-
atic since no religious communities, except for Muslims, recognize Mu-
hammad as a prophet. In reality, Zia’s blasphemy laws were weaponized 
against political critics and religious minorities, especially Christians, 
and more recent public debate on changing them has been chilled by 
deadly violence against reformers.97

Across the border, India began its own right-wing political turn with 
the founding of the BJP in 1980, although its fruits were slower to ma-
ture. At first, the BJP—a Hindu nationalist party with ties to the para-
military RSS—took a moderate approach and performed poorly.98 Their 
1984 election manifesto praises the “positive concept of secularism to 
which BJP is committed” but warns that “secularism should not be al-
lowed to become a euphemism for appeasement.”99 The language of 
“appeasement” echoes an objection to Indian pluralism made most fa-
mously by Nathuram Godse, the RSS man who assassinated Mohandas 
Gandhi.100 Using this platform, the BJP won a measly two seats in the 
Lok Sabha in the 1984 election. Soon enough, the BJP abandoned its 
milder stance, instead publicly endorsing Hindutva in the 1990s and de-
claring its commitment to Hindu nationalist causes like the Ram Mandir 
(chapter 24).101

Pursuing Caste Equity
Caste privilege and possible remedies thereof arose anew in the 1980s–
1990 as Indians struggled with enduring social inequality. In 1979, the 
Janata Party initiated the Mandal Commission to produce a report on 
what they termed “Other Backward Classes” (OBCs), namely low castes 
that constituted 52 percent of the population as per the commission’s re-
port.102 The majority of Mandal Commission members were themselves 
from OBC backgrounds, including the group’s namesake B. P. Mandal 
(d. 1982). The commission noted that caste restrictions had lightened in 
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some areas of Indian social life but had strengthened in politics (see ex-
cerpt). As a corrective, the commission recommended introducing 
27 percent reservations among government jobs for OBCs, in addition 
to the 22.5 percent already reserved for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and 
Scheduled Tribes (STs).103 To quote the commission report’s own epi-
graph, “There is equality only among equals. To equate unequals is to 
perpetuate inequality.” The Mandal Commission’s proposed reservations 
were unpopular with some upper castes, and the Indian government sat 
on the commission’s results, doing nothing, for a decade.

Mandal Commission’s 1980 Report, Summary  
of Chapter V—Social Dynamics of Caste
Caste system has been able to survive over the centuries because of its 
inherent resilience and its ability to adjust itself to the ever changing social 
reality. The traditional view of caste system, as contained in Chapter IV, 
is based more on Hindu Shastras than the actual state of social reality. 
Moreover, caste restrictions have loosened considerably as a result of 
the rule of law introduced by the British, urbanisation, industrialisation, 
spread of mass education and, above all, the introduction of adult fran-
chise after independence. But all the above changes mark only shift of 
emphasis and not any material alteration in the basic structure of caste.

It is generally agreed that whereas certain caste taboos have 
weakened as a result of the above changes, the importance of casteism 
in Indian politics is on the increase. This perhaps, was inevitable. Caste 
system provided the political leadership with readymade channels of 
communication and mobilisation and, in view of this, the importance of 
caste was bound to increase in Indian politics. As Rajni Kothari [an Indian 
political scientist] has observed, “those in India who complain of 
‘casteism’ in politics are really looking for a sort of politics which has no 
basis in society.”

The pace of social mobility is no doubt increasing and some tradi-
tional features of caste system have inevitably weakened. But what caste 
has lost on the ritual front, it has more than gained on the political front. 
In view of this it will be unrealistic to assume that the institution of caste 
will wither away in the foreseeable future.104
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While the Indian government ignored the Mandal Commission, 
lower-caste groups and individuals spearheaded their own ways of 
combating caste-based discrimination. Phoolan Devi was active from 
1979 to 1983 as a sort of Robin Hood figure, who robbed from the 
high-caste rich and gave to the low-caste poor.105 The Dalit Panthers, 
founded in the 1970s and inspired by America’s Black Panthers, were 
active into the 1980s and focused on grassroots education and protests. 
The Bahujan Samaj Party was formed in 1984 to represent lower-caste 
interests and continues to contest elections today.106 Some involved in 
these movements rejected Hinduism and converted to the Navayana 
branch of Buddhism outlined by B. R. Ambedkar that focused on so-
cial justice.

In 1990, the Indian government announced that they would imple-
ment the Mandal Commission’s recommendations, and urban-dwelling 
upper-caste communities balked. Fearing that they would lose their 
dominance in public life, upper-caste students protested in numerous cit-
ies, especially in the north. For example, women college students in Delhi 
held signs proclaiming, “We don’t want unemployed husbands,” a senti-
ment that encoded their belief that upper-caste flourishing depended on 
oppressing lower castes and their unwillingness to marry across caste 
lines.107 One of the protests’ lasting impacts was the emergence of women 
alongside men as a key demographic group for the Hindu far right.108

Conclusion: Nation Building and Dissent
In their initial decades, South Asian nations faced pressing questions of 
national identity. What did it mean to be Indian once India was a nation-
state, something without precedent in subcontinental political history? 
What defined being Pakistani, an identity imagined for less than two 
decades prior to independence? Indians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, Sri 
Lankans, and other South Asian nationals formulated multiple an-
swers to such questions regarding their respective states. And some of 
their answers—centered around language, religion, and culture—lent 
themselves to pluralistic realities more easily than others. Debates 
about national identities and tolerance continue today, as South Asian 
nation-building remains an ongoing set of projects that features dissent 
as much as consensus.
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Further Reading
Scholarship on modern South Asia, especially political history, is vast. 
Often, historians focus on a specific nation, and accordingly I rely on 
Nira Wickramasinghe regarding modern Sri Lanka; Ian Talbot, Ayesha 
Jalal, and others regarding Pakistan; and a host of scholars for India. I 
found Jean Dreze and Amartya Sen’s work to helpfully connect economic 
trends and numbers back to people. I also use state archives and reports 
as primary sources throughout this chapter.
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Everyday Life in  
Contemporary  
South Asia

Water! Forest! Land!—Jal, Jangal, Jamin

—Adivasi slogan against displacement by coal mines, 2010s (Hindi)1

Since 1990, South Asian communities—and, through their actions, the 
land of South Asia—have changed more rapidly than in prior eras. 

Here, I focus on shifts to daily life and society. This emphasis moves away 
from the “identity and freedom” themes of politics that have domi-
nated the prior several chapters.2 Many of the topics discussed in this 
chapter—including standards of living, performing arts, and social 
intolerance—cross over South Asian national boundaries and so afford 
a transnational perspective. Some subjects also touch on broader shifts 
that this book has traced since ancient India, especially regarding eco-
nomic and social trends. I end with a challenge that is facing all con
temporary South Asian communities and stands to accelerate in future 
decades: climate change.

Living Standards and Social Trends
The population of South Asia—especially the Indian subcontinent—is 
booming and youthful. Newspapers took note in 2000 when the one-
billionth Indian was born and in 2023 when India overtook China as 
the world’s most populous nation.3 South Asia’s growing population 
skews young, with more than 40 percent of Indians, Pakistanis, and 

24
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Bangladeshis being under the age of twenty-five.4 Such demographics 
help South Asian economies grow, even as the region’s large nations con-
tinue to struggle to meet citizens’ needs. As the economists Jean Dreze 
and Amartya Sen wrote in 2002 about India: “As India enters the twenty-
first century, the lives of a majority of its citizens continue to be blighted 
by endemic poverty, undernutrition, ill health, educational deprivation, 
environmental degradation and wide-ranging social inequalities.”5 Many 
of these problems have improved substantially over the last twenty years. 
Although hunger still persists, and, due to malnutrition, around one in 
three Indian children has stunted growth.6 Such realities shape the pos-
sibilities of life, especially for underprivileged communities, along with 
other social shifts.

Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan are all majority rural nations that 
are urbanizing rapidly as their citizens move to cities seeking jobs and 
opportunities. Consequently, some urban centers have become mega
cities with populations exceeding ten million. South Asia now houses four 
of the world’s twelve largest cities: Delhi, Mumbai (renamed from Bom-
bay in the mid-1990s), Dhaka, and Karachi.7 Dhaka has grown the most 
quickly among this quartet, expanding from one million inhabitants in 
1971 to over twenty million in 2023, and in general Bangladesh is urban-
izing slightly faster than its South Asian neighbors.8 Delhi is poised to 
become the biggest city worldwide by 2030.9 South Asian leaders across 
nations have found it difficult to manage rapid urbanization, and res-
idents of Delhi, Dhaka, Karachi, and other South Asian cities often 
suffer from bad housing, poor waste management, and suffocating air 
pollution. The air quality worsens in certain seasons owing to weather 
patterns and holidays, with Diwali fireworks proving especially harmful 
and difficult to curb in Indian cities.10 Air pollution also threatens sites 
of Indian heritage, such as by discoloring the marble of the Taj Mahal 
(chapter 14).

Indian cities are hubs of wealth and poverty, with the contrast 
demonstrating the extremity characteristic to contemporary South Asian 
economic growth. Mumbai (formerly Bombay) is a good example. Mumbai 
hosts the Ambani family home, where four to seven members of India’s 
richest family have resided since 2011, enjoying 400,000 square feet across 
twenty-seven stories. Some of the private complex’s more eye-popping 
perks including nine high-speed elevators, a swimming pool, a movie 
theater, and a snow room whose walls spit out snowflakes.11 Mumbai’s 
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average temperature is 82 degrees Fahrenheit (27.5 degrees Celsius). In 
contrast, about half of Mumbai’s residents live in densely packed areas 
like Dharavi, one of the world’s largest slums that houses perhaps a mil-
lion people in roughly one square mile.12 One way that Mumbai’s less 
fortunate make money is by waste picking, gathering litter and garbage 
to sell to recyclers, work that poses severe health risks. Concentrations 
of elite wealth in cities like Mumbai have fueled such difficult jobs and 
poor living conditions, rather than reducing them. That these two real-
ities coexist underscores what much data confirms: wealth creation by 
Indian elites does not automatically trickle down to the nation’s less 
well-off.13

South Asians of all socioeconomic means have found themselves en-
meshed in global economic trends in recent decades, often centered 
around consumption abroad. Multiple South Asian nations export work-
ers to far richer countries in the Gulf, where they labor in construction, 
hospitality, and domestic settings (see the afterword). At home, too, 
South Asian states host industries aimed at foreign markets, especially 
in the West, such as India’s call centers and software companies. South 
Asian nations also export material items, including oil, gems, jewelry, 
rice, and—surprising to many—beef.14 The United States is the biggest 
importer of Indian goods and a popular destination for Indian immi-
grants, who arrive through legal and undocumented channels.15

Garment industries provide a robust example of how safety proto-
cols, and thus the lived experiences of workers, differ radically between 
South Asian nations. Bangladesh is the second largest apparel exporter 
worldwide after China.16 This industry provides employment, especially 
to low-skilled women who have few other options to work outside the 
home.17 But workers were subjected to hazardous factory conditions for 
decades, as brutally demonstrated in 2013 when Dhaka’s Rana Plaza 
building—which hosted numerous garment factories—collapsed, kill-
ing more than 1,100 Bangladeshis.18 The previous day, visible cracks had 
developed in the building, whose upper floors had been constructed il-
legally. But workers faced losing their jobs if they failed to meet pro-
duction deadlines and so came to work despite the risk.19

The Rana Plaza disaster prompted wider analyses of Bangladeshi 
garment factories. These revealed that few factories had passed safety in-
spections and that millions of workers were not covered by existing 
safety programs.20 Safety standards in the industry have improved 
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substantially in the past decade, although survivors of the Rana Plaza 
collapse (mainly women) have still received little to no compensation.21 
In contrast, largely owing to labor organizing and strikes in the 
1980s–1990s, Sri Lanka’s garment industry has boasted better safety 
measures for decades, captured by the tagline “garments without guilt.”22

South Asian communities, both rural and urban, have experienced 
an increased standard of living over the last several decades, although 
specific claims can be complicated to assess and sometimes misleading. 
Bathrooms in India are a case in point. More than 10 percent of Indians 
still practiced open defecation as of 2022, a rate far lower than at 
independence but still higher than rates in neighboring Pakistan or Ban-
gladesh.23 To address this sanitation issue, India’s BJP launched the 
Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (Clean India Mission) in 2014 that has subsi-
dized the construction of millions of home and public toilets. However, 
most of these toilets are not connected to sewage lines, instead largely 
depositing into pits, and so require manual scavenging to clean.24 Manual 
scavenging is generally performed by Dalit communities and, despite 
legislation formally outlawing the practice, remains common through-
out India. India’s BJP government had tried to deflect attention from 
these issues, especially the casteism embedded in manual scavenging, 
pursuant to making the Swachh Bharat campaign appear successful.25

South Asian nations continue to contend with the social hierarchy 
of caste as well as the intersecting issue of colorism, favoring lighter over 
darker skin tones. Worldwide, the skin whitening industry was esti-
mated at eight billion dollars in 2020, projected to rise to more than 
twelve billion by 2027, and includes large markets in America and Af-
rica. In India, “Fair and Lovely” has long been a bestselling brand, which 
changed its name to “Glow and Lovely” in 2020 but continues to sell the 
same allegedly skin-whitening products. In South Asian marriage ads, 
descriptions like “fair” and “wheatish complexion” are common to de-
note the desirability of light-skinned brides. Many Indians participate in 
arranged marriages (which generally ensures caste endogamy), and one 
study showed that parents perceived potential mates for their children, 
both women and men, more favorably if they had lighter skin.26 Con-
versely, darker-skinned groups often report discrimination, including 
both African and darker-skinned South Asian athletes who have played 
for Indian cricket teams, a favorite pastime in many commonwealth 
nations.27
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Some South Asian groups face unique challenges in contemporary 
times, such as India’s Adivasi (indigenous) communities that are at risk 
of physical and cultural displacement. For instance, coal mining in 
Chhattisgarh in central India threatens large-scale deforestation, thereby 
infringing on the homes of the region’s Adivasis who comprise about 
10 percent of all Indian Adivasi communities.28 Adivasi leaders have 
responded vocally, demanding “Water! Forest! Land!” (see chapter epi-
graph), which they perceive as under threat from India’s Hindu major-
ity. Adivasis have long seen themselves as a separate community with 
values not shared by other Indian communities. As Jaipal Singh, a mem-
ber of the Munda tribal community, said in response to Jawaharlal 
Nehru during constituent assembly debates of the late 1940s: “There is 
little you are offering us. The constitution is yours. The borders are 
yours. The sovereignty is yours. The flag is yours. What is ours? What is 
it that is both tribal and Indian in the constitution? What is the shared 
legacy, the common weave? You have defined rights, the isms, the in-
dustry, the science, let something be ours.”29 Still, as of the time of writ-
ing (summer 2024), India’s Hindu nationalist government is resisting 
Adivasi calls to have the option of a distinct religious category on In-
dia’s next census.30

National and Transnational Art
Art flourishes as a medium of human expression in everyday life in con
temporary South Asia. For example, driving on the roads of India and 
Pakistan, one glimpses periodic explosions of colors on commercial 
trucks that are adorned with intricate designs. Truck art has reached 
unique heights in Pakistan, where the decoration of a single vehicle can 
cost a driver the equivalent of thousands of U.S. dollars. Pakistanis ex-
pend such resources to participate in what one scholar has described as 
“[Pakistani] society’s major form of representational art.”31 In brief, art 
matters to contemporary South Asians, both in its aesthetic and social 
dimensions.

Some South Asian states boost specific art forms in pursuit of creat-
ing nationalist identities. For example, in 1953–1954, Indians founded 
multiple national academies, including the Sangeet Natak Akademi 
(drama, music, dance), Sahitya Akademi (literature), and Lalit Kala Ak-
ademi (fine arts).32 All still function today, often popularizing arts that 
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are presented as products of “classical India.” Like the idea of “classical 
India” itself, many modern forms of Indian dance, music, and so forth 
were far more recent products of twentieth-century nationalism.33 Still, 
the pretense of classicism arguably helped to foster national pride by pro-
jecting a deep cultural history for the quite new Indian nation.

In the invention of Indian neo-classical arts, lower castes were often 
purged from the ranks of practitioners in favor of upper-caste domi-
nance. Many early modern Indian performance traditions were cen-
tered in low-caste communities. This includes devadasis and tawaifs, 
female entertainers who hailed from Hindu and Muslim communities, 
respectively, and were often affiliated with courts, part of guilds, or (for 
devadasis) associated with Hindu temples (chapters 15 and 18). In the 
nineteenth century, many British colonialists and Indian reformers ma-
ligned these women, who sometimes engaged in sex work alongside their 
performances.34 Both devadasis and tawaifs found it hard to continue 
working under such pressures in colonial India, and indeed, the birth 
of modern Bharatanatyam dance—widely celebrated today—involved 
replacing devadasi practitioners with middle-class dancers, under Brah-
min stewardship.35 Modern Bharatanatyam dancers are often taught an 
invented history, in which their artistic form is said to stretch back to 
ancient Sanskrit texts, a narrative that, by design, eschews most refer-
ences to devadasis.

Artists have challenged religious and state identities in contemporary 
South Asia, which has prompted backlash. For instance, in the past few 
decades, extremists in northwest Pakistan have killed dancers, artists, 
and singers perceived to break social norms, especially women.36 India, 
too, has experienced growing problems with intolerance of art, exem-
plified by Hindu nationalist pressure on M. F. Husain that ratcheted up 
over several decades.37 In the 1950s, the Lalit Kala Akademi hosted na-
tional exhibitions of modern art and awarded one of its early cash prizes 
to M. F. Husain, a prolific artist sometimes called “India’s Picasso.”38 The 
Indian state subsequently bestowed numerous prestigious awards on Hu-
sain, including the Padma Shri (1966), Padma Bhushan (1973), and 
Padma Vibhushan (1991).39 Throughout his long career, M. F. Husain 
commonly depicted mythical figures, sometimes naked to represent pu-
rity. Some such images—of Durga and Saraswati (Hindu goddesses) 
and of India personified as a woman—upset Hindu nationalists, whose 
right-wing political movement grew stronger from the 1980s forward 
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(see the next section). Reacting to the art and its maker as an Indian 
Muslim, members of India’s far right filed lawsuits against Husain, van-
dalized his shows and home, and even put a bounty on his head.40 In 
2006, M. F. Husain fled India, fearing for his safety, and lived in exile 
until his death in 2011.

Not all Indians have heard of M.  F. Husain, but probably every 
single one is aware of India’s booming film industry known as Bolly-
wood. Bollywood—so-named because it is centered in Bombay (now 
Mumbai)—is a booming economic enterprise that produces Indian 
blockbusters. India also has other film industries, including Tollywood 
(Telugu cinema) and robust independent filmmakers. Bollywood films 
reflect contemporary values and sometimes provide a backdrop for In-
dia’s culture wars. Common areas of contestation include cultural and 
religious depictions, and film censorship is common (censorship of 
television shows is also on the rise).41 In the past decade, India’s BJP has 
pressured Bollywood into “belting out more films aligned with the gov-
ernment’s Hindu supremacism.”42 This includes films that “villainize 
Muslims, liberal intellectuals, and past secular governments.”43

One place to see the shift in Bollywood toward far-right politics con-
cerns the treatment of history, a perennial film subject. Contemporary 
Bollywood films on historical subjects include Asoka (2001, on the third-
century-BCE Mauryan emperor), Mangal Pandey (2005, on the 1857 
Sepoy Rebellion), Jodhaa Akbar (2008, on the sixteenth-century Mughal 
emperor), and Mohenjo Daro (2016, on the Indus Civilization 2600–1900 
BCE). Other Bollywood films center on historical legends, such as Umrao 
Jaan (1981, on nineteenth-century Indo-Muslim culture), Lagaan (2001, 
on British colonial exploitation), and Padmaavat (2018, on an invented 
love affair of the fourteenth-century ruler Alauddin Khalji, discussed in 
chapter 12). A Telugu film worth mentioning is RRR (2022), which was 
among the highest grossing Indian films ever and advances a “Hindu-
nationalist fantasy” through a story set during British colonialism.44 Fol-
lowing suit, the 2023 film Gandhi Godse “valorizes the Hindu extremist 
who killed Mahatma Gandhi” (chapter 22).45 Bollywood’s embrace of 
Hindu nationalism, especially in the last decade, is also visible in the poi-
gnant contrast between earlier and more recent films. For instance, 
Jodhaa Akbar (2008) celebrates the Mughals and upholds the aesthetics 
of Indo-Persian rule as a contribution to Indian culture, whereas Pad-
maavat (2018) applies crude Islamophobic stereotypes to the past. The 
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two films offer a microcosm reflection of two distinct visions for how 
Muslims fit into Indian society, further elaborated in the next section.

Hindutva Intolerance and Iconoclasm
Of the eight modern nations that comprise South Asia, seven are “partly 
free” as per Freedom House rankings (Afghanistan is “not free”). For one 
nation, this designation stands out because it is relatively new: India, 
which was downgraded from “free” to “partly free” in 2020 after six years 
of BJP rule.46 The V-Dem Research Institute agrees and has character-
ized India as an “electoral autocracy” since 2020.47 The BJP practices Hin-
dutva, also known as Hindu nationalism, and thereby seeks to “redefine 
the Republic of India as a Hindu Rashtra or Hindu Nation” (chapter 21).48 
Hindutva’s implementation harms many people, including—as outlined 
in annual reports from human rights watchdog groups—journalists, 
scholars, students, human rights activists, women, Adivasis, and reli-
gious minorities.49 Among these, Hindu nationalists’ primary enemy—
“infiltrators” as per Narendra Modi—are Indian Muslims, who bear the 
lion’s share of Hindutva harassment, violence, and oppression.50 India 
houses the world’s third largest Muslim population (after Indonesia 
and Pakistan), and India’s embrace of Hindu nationalist ideology has 
negatively impacted Indian Muslim communities.

Hindutva ideologues accumulated the political and social capital that 
enabled their 2014 takeover of India’s central government largely through 
stoking anti-Muslim sentiments and violence. A key movement was 
Hindu nationalist agitation from the 1980s onward to destroy the Babri 
Masjid in Ayodhya, a town in northern India, and erect a Hindu temple 
in its place. The Babri Masjid was built in the early sixteenth century and 
posed no issues for more than three centuries.51 In the mid-1800s, amid 
the colonial emphasis on religious difference, Hindus first laid claim to 
this Islamic religious space as the alleged site of the Hindu god Rama’s 
birth (chapter 19). In the 1980s, Hindu nationalist groups such as the 
VHP (Vishva Hindu Parishad) and Bajrang Dal, both connected to the 
RSS,52 organized a large-scale campaign to replace the Babri Masjid with 
a Rama Temple. These groups amplified false claims that a Ram Temple 
had once stood on the mosque’s location.53

In the autumn of 1990, BJP and RSS leader L. K. Advani performed 
a self-styled yatra (procession) to Ayodhya across northern and central 
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India to try to draw attention to the cause of replacing the Muslim 
mosque with a Hindu temple. As widely predicted, he inspired Hindu-
Muslim riots in dozens of towns along his journey (he was also jailed 
briefly).54 Throughout, Advani pitched himself as an inheritor of the hero 
and god Rama, even decorating his air-conditioned Toyota—a notable 
status symbol given Indian import restrictions and poverty at the time—
to look like Rama’s chariot. In so doing, he played on public displays of 
Hindu piety popularized in the late nineteenth century (chapter 19). Ad-
vani and many others repeated a Hindi cry to build the temple where 
the mosque stood: mandir vahi banayenge (the temple will be built right 
here!).

In 1992—after years of far-right agitation—a Hindu mob tore down 
Ayodhya’s Babri Masjid brick by brick, thereby committing a major act 
of anti-Muslim iconoclasm and destroying a piece of Indian cultural her-
itage. This was precisely the point, namely, to decimate Indian heritage 
associated with Muslims. Even decades later, Muslim minorities in Ayo-
dhya recall feeling “panic-stricken” and “terrified” for their safety on 
the day the Babri Masjid was destroyed. Some sought refuge with neigh-
bors, and others fled to nearby fields to try to escape “a frenzied mob 
running amok in the streets.”55 Their fears were justified. Following the 
destruction, riots broke out across India, and a few thousand Muslims 
were murdered.56 As one scholar wrote about these horrific events, “The 
colonial notions of India’s enduring division into Hindu and Muslim, and 
of ‘history’ as a mode of validation for one’s actions in the present, had 
borne bitter fruit.”57

By destroying the Babri Masjid, Hindu nationalists gained prom-
inence for their cause, and they later repeated the tactic of unleash-
ing anti-Muslim violence. Notably, in 2002, Narendra Modi, then–
chief minister of Gujarat and a lifelong RSS member, oversaw three 
days of Hindu-led violence against Muslims in his state.58 In that in-
stance, about 2,000 Indians were murdered (mostly Muslims), and 
hundreds of thousands were displaced by Hindu mobs.59 Some riot-
ers placed images of Hanuman in mosques, enactments of Hindu su-
premacy over India’s Muslim minority akin to events in Ayodhya in 
targeting Muslim religious sites.60 International investigations have 
concluded that the Gujarati police acted on Modi’s orders by assist-
ing the violent mobs in targeting Muslims and later engaged in a 
brutal cover-up.61
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The 2002 Gujarat pogrom played differently abroad versus at home. 
Narendra Modi was banned from entering the United States for more 
than a decade thereafter because of his role in “severe violations of reli-
gious freedom.”62 The United Kingdom similarly banned Modi for ten 
years.63 But the Gujarat pogrom solidified Modi’s reputation in India as 
a “strongman who stands as a muscular defender of the Hindu major-
ity” and serves, in the vein of many populist leaders, as “the right con-
duit for expressing revenge.”64 Attractive, in part, precisely because he 
never apologized for the 2002 anti-Muslim Gujarat pogrom, Narendra 
Modi led the BJP’s campaign in India’s 2014 general elections.65 He also 
promised accelerated economic growth under BJP leadership (this did 
not pan out).66 Modi became India’s prime minister in 2014, thereby 
making the Hindu nationalist BJP India’s dominant political party.

During BJP rule from 2014 to 2019, anti-Muslim violence acceler-
ated in India and become part of daily life. Muslims faced attacks for 
praying (as did Christians, another Indian religious minority disfavored 
by Hindu nationalists).67 Interfaith couples were persecuted by Hindu 
far-right groups, who sometimes focused on the Muslim individual in-
volved.68 Indian reporters who happen to be Muslim were singled out 
for attack.69 Some Indian Muslims were assaulted, even killed, over ac-
cusations of eating beef in an enforcement of upper-caste Hindu purity 
norms.70 In many cases, well-armed vigilante groups like the Bajrang Dal 
enacted these crimes, with tactic or explicit support from the Indian gov-
ernment.71 Often, they focused on moral policing, and their networks 
constituted a “deeper state” that, not being subject to elections, subverts 
India’s democracy.72

The world noticed India’s plummeting human rights record—
especially for religious minorities—under BJP leadership between 2014 
and 2019, along with sharp declines in the health of Indian democracy, 
freedom of the press, and other metrics. So did India and, while some 
Indians were appalled, others liked what they saw.73 Modi led the BJP to 
victory again in India’s general elections of May 2019. As an astute reporter 
observed, “For many, Modi’s reelection suggested that he had uncovered 
a terrible secret at the heart of Indian society: by deploying vicious sec-
tarian rhetoric, the country’s leader could persuade Hindus to give him 
nearly unchecked power.”74

In November 2019—with an Indian mainstream increasingly defined 
by Hindu nationalist ideology—India’s Supreme Court handed down its 
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decision in the Babri Masjid destruction case, awaited since 1992. The 
court decided that, despite the Babri Masjid being illegally destroyed by 
Hindu assailants, a Hindu Ram Temple could be built in its place.75 The 
decision lacks any legal basis and is incoherent at times.76 This reflects 
Hindutva ideology itself being a mix of “garbled mantras” that are only 
consistent in hatred of Muslims.77

The 2019 Ayodhya judgment was also symptomatic of a larger issue, 
namely that Hindu nationalists had eroded the Indian judiciary’s 
independence. As a result, courts no longer provided checks on Hin-
dutva challenges to Indian democracy, freedom of religion, and rule of 
law.78 Practically, the 2019 Ayodhya judgment initiated the construction 
of the Ram Temple, whose foundation stone was laid by Prime Minister 
Modi and was opened (still incomplete) in January 2024, as the New York 
Times put it, as “a triumph for India’s Hindu nationalists.”79 Indian media 
was considerably more positive in its reporting of the opening of Ayo
dhya’s Ram Temple, and relevant to making sense of this disparity is that 
India ranked 161 out of 180 nations regarding press freedom as of 2023.80 
As Reporters Without Borders (Reporters sans Frontieres) has put it, 
“India’s media has fallen into an ‘unofficial state of emergency’ since 
Narendra Modi came to power in 2014 and engineered a spectacular 
rapprochement between his party, the BJP, and the big families domi-
nating the media.”81 Amid intense dispute about Ayodhya’s Ram Temple, 
one thing is agreed upon by all parties: the temple will always lay upon 
the rubble of a mosque.

In making sense of contemporary India’s hard-right swerve, over sev-
eral decades, from a secular democracy striving for equality to a Hindu 
state with shrinking human and civil rights, observers hold different 
views. Some, such as historian Sunil Khilnani, see a “blurring, even dis-
solving, [of] the idea of India.”82 Others, such as the head of Amnesty 
International in India, Aakar Patel, consider it “unclear what the idea of 
India is, was or if any such construct existed.”83 Some from nearby states 
hear echoes of the intolerance they fled. Fahmida Riaz, an Urdu Paki-
stani poet who lived in exile in India for decades, suggests a parallel be-
tween Modi’s India and Zia’s Pakistan (chapter 23), exclaiming “turned 
out you were just like us” and wondering if Hindus will soon pass fat-
was (Islamic legal judgments that often promote hardline views; see 
excerpt).
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Fahmida Riaz’s 2014 Urdu Poem “Turned Out You  
Were Just Like Us”

So it turned out you were just like us!
Where were you hiding all this time, buddy?

That stupidity, that ignorance
we wallowed in for a century—
look, it arrived at your shores too!
Many congratulations to you!

Raising the flag of religion,
I guess now you’ll be setting up Hindu Raj?
You too will commence to muddle everything up.
You, too, will ravage your beautiful garden.

You, too, will sit and ponder—
I can tell preparations are afoot—
who is [truly] Hindu, who is not.
I guess you’ll be passing fatwas soon!

Here, too, it will become hard to survive.
Here, too, you will sweat and bleed.
You’ll barely make do joylessly.
You will gasp for air like us.

I used to wonder with such deep sorrow.
And now, I laugh at the idea:
it turned out you were just like us!
We weren’t two nations after all!

To hell with education and learning.
Let’s sing the praises of ignorance.
Don’t look at the potholes in your path:
bring back instead the times of yore!

Practice harder till you master
the skill of always walking backwards.
Let not a single thought of the present
break your focus upon the past!
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Repeat the same thing over and over—
over and over, say only this:
How glorious was India in the past!
How sublime was India in days gone by!

Then, dear friends, you will arrive
and get to heaven after all.
Yep. We’ve been there for a while now.
Once you are there,
once you’re in the same hell-hole,
keep in touch and tell us how it goes!84

The contemporary illiberal thrashings of Hindutva are just that, con
temporary, and this makes any conclusion elusive because we do not 
yet know how this far-right trend of the last few decades will fit into In-
dia’s broader history. Certainly, in the short term, India’s future looks 
bleak, especially for the 20 percent of citizens that are religious minori-
ties facing a “deteriorating human rights situation” owing to aggressions 
by “government officials, political leaders, and supporters of the Bhara
tiya Janata Party (BJP).”85 In the long term, perhaps democratic India will 
emerge out of its current embrace of Hindutva, with pluralists poised 
to recover their nation’s higher ideals of justice, equality, liberty, and 
fraternity as outlined by Ambedkar in the Indian Constitution.86 Alter-
natively, Hindutva could define the Indian political and cultural main-
stream for the foreseeable future. Either way, this far-right political 
trend has compounded an issue facing the entire region of South Asia 
that will undoubtedly prove definitional for the next few generations: 
climate change.

Climate Change
Owing to its combination of geography, poverty, and dense population, 
the subcontinent is uniquely vulnerable to the deleterious effects of cli-
mate change. Indeed, owing to human activities, South Asians have suf-
fered from shifts in weather patterns and temperatures for decades, 
and many trends stand to worsen substantially in the coming years. 
Key issues include contaminated drinking water, flooding, cyclones, 
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scorching temperatures, rising ocean levels, and food insecurity. South 
Asians have contributed to environmental degradation in contemporary 
times, such as through resource mismanagement. But, overall, South 
Asians suffer because of worldwide trends of climate change that are 
imperiling their home and ways of life.

South Asians largely rely on Himalayan-fed rivers—including the 
Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra—for drinking water and to irrigate 
crops, but water flow patterns stand to shift. Snowfall patterns are al-
ready changing in the Himalayas, and the melting of snow and ice is 
accelerating. As a result, by 2050, South Asia’s major rivers will likely 
see reduced flows in the dry season.87 Drinking water has long been a 
pressure point due to its relative scarcity on the subcontinent. India, 
for example, houses one-sixth of the world’s population but boasts 
only 4 percent of its freshwater.88

India’s rivers are compromised by pollution, such as the Ganges River 
that provides fresh water to more than 40 percent of India’s population. 
Many Hindus consider the Ganges to be a holy river and goddess who 
descended from heaven, which has led to the idea that pollution is im-
possible. A 1982 citizens’ report explains: “The oldest myth about the 
Ganga river is ensconced in the tale of Bhagirath who was able to per-
suade the goddess Ganga to come down from heaven to earth and of 
Shiva who had to capture the torrential fall in his hair so that the earth 
would not get destroyed. The newest myth was created by a courageous 
Union Cabinet Minister who foolhardily declared before Parliament that 
the Ganga could never be polluted.”89 In reality, the report notes, “The 
Ganga river system has been converted into a network of cesspools and 
drains by the industries and municipalities in the region” and numbers 
“among India’s most polluted rivers.”90 The report wryly posits, “Shiva 
is no longer required to protect the Earth from the Ganga; now the Ganga 
itself requires protection from the violence of people.”91 Indeed, in 1984, 
two years after the citizens’ report was published, chemical pollutants 
became so concentrated that a stretch of the Ganges literally went up in 
flames.92 In the past few decades, various international projects have at-
tempted to clean up the Ganges. Still, as recently as January 2023, In-
dian government monitoring revealed alarming levels of bacterial 
contamination.93

Flooding affects millions in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh annu-
ally. Human activities, such as deforestation, have increased the risk of 
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flooding in certain areas. For instance, in the early to mid-twentieth 
century, Bombay’s mangrove forests were chopped down, eliminating a 
natural buffer between the ocean and shore.94 A large mangrove forest, 
known as the Sundarbans, spans both Bangladesh and parts of India’s 
Bengal, although it has shrunk to about half its former size over the last 
200 years.95 Bangladesh is largely low-lying delta land and so notably 
prone to cyclones and floods, which impact up to 70 percent of the land 
and population.96 Notably disastrous floods occurred in Dhaka in 1987, 
1988, 1998, 2004, and 2007.97 While such events have become more in-
tense in recent decades, death tolls have reduced due to better planning 
and forecasting that enables people to be evacuated. For instance, a 1970 
cyclone killed 500,000 Bangladeshis, a 1991 cyclone killed 150,000, and 
a 2007 cyclone killed less than 5,000.98

In parts of South Asia, rising temperatures imperil human life. By 
2050, global warming and associated aspects of climate change are 
projected to reduce wheat production in the region by 16  percent, 
which would be catastrophic given projected South Asian population 
growth over the same period.99 By the late twenty-first century, parts of 
South Asia may become too hot for human beings to survive.100 Some of 
South Asia’s cooler regions—especially in Afghanistan and Nepal, along 
with nearby Burma—could see an increase in fertile land due to rising 
temperatures, but this will prove little consolation to those scorched 
out of hotter climes.

Adivasi communities number among those most at risk of climate 
change in South Asia and, they argue, best equipped to address it due to 
their ecologically friendly values. As mentioned (chapter 23), Adivasi 
perspectives are rarely valued by the Indian government. Even in cases 
where Indian officials try to address climate or ecological issues, they 
often run afoul of Adivasi communities. For example, in the 1990s, the 
World Bank canceled funding for Odisha’s Simlipal Tiger Reserve and 
National Park due to the Indian government’s poor treatment of the for-
est dwellers displaced therein.101 Still, Adivasi activists are outspoken 
advocates for themselves and all Indians. As Dayamani Barla, a journal-
ist and member of an Indian tribal community from Jharkhand, said in 
2022: “The mantra to control the impacts of climate change lies within 
the tribal lifestyle that is built around the culture of humans coexisting 
with the forests. This is the key to fighting against climate change and 
global warming.”102
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Conclusion: South Asian Futures
As of today, in the early twenty-first century, there is little consensus in 
South Asia about the likely future of the region and its diverse commu-
nities. Each nation is taking its own path and hosts robust internal divi-
sions within its population. Still, South Asians remain connected with 
other parts of the world and subjected to broad shifts. Although neither 
of these trends is new historically, the impacts of global links on South 
Asia have grown more robust and, regarding climate change, challeng-
ing. In a sense, we might say that South Asia’s future stands to bear a 
similarity to its past in being multifaceted, contested, and connected to 
the rest of the world. Amid uncertainty, one thing is clear—there is not 
one South Asian future laying ahead but many.

Further Reading
Given the contemporary focus of this chapter, I relied extensively on 
modern news reporting alongside scholarship. For data, United Nations 
agencies proved useful, and for human rights reporting, I especially 
recommend Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International. Sunil 
Amrith’s work on water deserves special mention. I salute and commend 
that many South Asian reporters, investigative journalists, and activists 
that have produced critical data about various aspects of their nations 
in recent decades, often at great risk to themselves.
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Afterword: Now

It is just a moment in history. Kya kar sakte hain.  
(What can one do?)

—M. F. Husain, Indian artist who died in exile (d. 2011)1

Any scholarly work that traces history into its own contemporary mo-
ment faces the challenge of lacking historical distance. In writing 

the final chapters of this book on events post-1947, I was clear-eyed about 
misleading framings for modern South Asia that I wished to avoid. These 
bad ideas include, discretely, nationalist cheerleading for any modern 
South Asian state, an India-centric storyline (in the sense of India as the 
modern-nation state), and clash-of-civilizations theses concerning reli-
gious and ethnic conflicts. Still, I struggled to identify a desirable way—
meaning a historically honest and intellectually fruitful approach—to 
conclude this survey of nearly 5,000 years of South Asian history. My 
uncertainty about the best emphasis in conclusion was compounded by 
the banal reality that the book’s end point is arbitrary. After all, the pub-
lication date merely reflects when I happened to write this tome. We are 
not the end point of history, or its culmination, or even its nadir. We 
live in “just a moment in history,” as per M. F. Husain, except that our 
moment is not yet the past. Given that we all stand in history, some 
presentism is unavoidable, and, in this afterword, I comment on three 
issues that I declined to interject into the main narrative but loomed in 
my mind, especially when writing the last few chapters: the growing 
South Asian diaspora, exclusive nationalist claims on history, and de-
clining human rights in India post-2019.

Modern South Asia is partly defined by its growing diaspora, meaning 
South Asians who left their homeland and pursued new lives elsewhere. 



500    Afterword

As of spring 2024, the South Asian diaspora was roughly forty-five 
million people strong and growing daily.2 Many South Asian migrants 
travel to the Middle East, with Saudi Arabia being a popular destination. 
Several Middle Eastern nations rely so strongly on migrants, from South 
Asia and elsewhere, that collectively they constitute a majority in each 
state (e.g., United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait, and Qatar).3 The 
United States is home to more than five million people of South Asian 
descent, and the United Kingdom is home to more than three million.4 
One thing shared by South Asian migrants, across discrete destinations, 
is that many contribute to their home nations’ economies through re-
mittances, sending money back to family in Nepal, Pakistan, India, and 
so forth.5 Some migrants eventually return, whereas others elect to make 
a new home abroad. For example, 225,000 Indians renounced their cit-
izenship in 2022, a number that had nearly doubled over the prior 
decade.6 In their new nations, each diaspora is unique in its composi-
tion and cultures.

When I teach contemporary South Asian history, I typically include 
a section about the formation of the South Asian American diaspora. 
This is not, strictly speaking, on topic since it is part of American his-
tory rather than South Asian history. But covering the local diaspora 
helps contextualize the lived experiences of many of my students (and, 
in this case, many of my readers). Emigration from South Asia to the 
United States was rare before the 1960s owing to racist laws. That changed 
with the 1965 Hart-Celler Immigration Act, which opened the door to 
South Asian migrants of a rarified class. Since 1965, millions of South 
Asians have emigrated to the United States through a process of “triple 
selection,” meaning (1) having access to elementary and secondary edu-
cation in South Asia, (2) completing higher education in South Asia, and 
(3) being deemed “skilled” by U.S. immigration authorities.7 Amid this 
large group of elite South Asian migrants, smaller groups are also rep-
resented. Some of South Asian descent moved to the United States from 
the Caribbean or other former locations of indenture. Other South 
Asians have entered the United States through unofficial channels (and 
are more likely to engage in unskilled labor). There are also small pock-
ets of older migrants, especially the children of Punjabi Sikhs and Mus-
lims, dating back to late nineteenth-century America (chapter 20). Even 
given such diversity, formal U.S. structures favoring skilled South Asian 
migrants have shaped the general contours of the diaspora, and the av-
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erage South Asian American is far more elite—wealthy, educated, and 
enjoying access to opportunities—than the average South Asian.

The South Asian American diaspora skews overwhelmingly in favor 
of upper castes (whereas, in South Asia, upper castes are a minority). 
This diaspora demographic tilt is due to the “triple selection” process out-
lined above, especially the first two steps of educational opportunity in 
India, which have privileged upper castes since British colonialism and 
earlier (chapter 20).8 Moreover, as a scholar of the South Asian diaspora 
has put it, “Caste permeates the society of Indians living abroad.”9 Many 
diasporic social groups and business organizations are organized along 
caste lines.10 Having an upper-caste concentration changes the tenor of 
social debates and perceptions of mainstream opinion within South 
Asian American communities. Caste-based discrimination is an endur-
ing issue, now part of American social life, and raised more recently 
especially by Dalit minorities within the diaspora who seek caste equity.

There are additional inequalities, beyond caste, within the South 
Asian American diaspora. In the United States, Indians dominate nu-
merically over Pakistanis (this is far less the case in the United Kingdom). 
Also, within the South Asian American community, Hindus arguably 
enjoy greater freedom to express their views and practice their religion 
as compared to South Asian Muslims who report far higher religious dis-
crimination rates.11 There are tensions between Hindus and Muslims in 
the diaspora, which broadly reflect communal tensions in contemporary 
South Asia and derive from a specific movement within the diaspora, 
namely Hindu nationalism.

The Sangh Parivar—the family of Hindu nationalist groups centered 
around the RSS—began replicating itself abroad in 1948 and entered 
the United States around 1970. Many U.S.-based Hindu nationalist groups 
are foreign wings of their Indian counterparts, such as the HSS (the 
overseas RSS), VHP-America (American branch of India’s VHP), and 
their respective student groups (Hindu Yuva and Hindu Students 
Council).12 Such organizations work alongside American Hindu nation-
alist groups without exact parallels in India to promote Hindutva ob-
jectives. In the United States context, that often means claiming that 
Hindus alone can speak as authentic Indian voices, undermining South 
Asian Muslim Americans, arguing against diversity and civil rights 
initiatives, and whitewashing India’s worsening human rights record 
under BJP rule.13 The Hindu far right constitutes one of the loudest, 
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fiercest set of voices within the South Asian American diaspora, and an-
alyzing them helps us to understand Hindutva—which was interconti-
nental even in its founding since it imported strategies and techniques 
from early twentieth-century European fascist movements14—as an on-
going transnational phenomenon.

Widening out to the diaspora more broadly, South Asian Americans 
tend to relate to their heritage along two broad tracks. In part, they adapt 
their cultural and religious traditions to accommodate their new home 
context, which produces distinct South Asian American traditions. For 
example, there is a marked emphasis on Gujarati Garba dance on Amer-
ican college campuses (Gujaratis are around 6  percent of Indians but 
20 percent of Indian Americans).15 Hindu temples in the United States 
are often ecumenical, featuring numerous Hindu deities, and celebrate 
holidays from multiple South Asian regions (in India, temples are typi-
cally devoted to a single deity and festivals are often celebrated region-
ally).16 The diverse traditions of South Asian Americans constitute an 
academic subfield in their own right, within American Studies. As a histo-
rian of South Asia, however, I tend to intersect more with the second 
track, namely diasporic claims over aspects of traditions located within 
South Asia, including history.

Some South Asian migrants who become citizens of other nations—
whether of the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, or so 
forth—continue to embrace South Asian history as their own. Insofar 
as such claims are matters of cultural heritage, I find them wonderful. 
One of the great pleasures and honors of my academic career has been 
teaching a diverse undergraduate student body at Rutgers University-
Newark, which has strong representation from members of the South 
Asian American diaspora. I commend those who pursue knowledge 
of their historical heritage: you all enrich my classrooms and those of 
many other professors across the United States.

In some cases, personal claims over South Asian history can be ex-
clusive, and here things become problematic. Some advance the view 
that specific pasts can only be discussed and understood by those of a 
certain background or bloodline. I address this as a South Asia phenom-
enon in the Historiography essay, and I summarize my views here in 
the context of parallel diasporic claims that only South Asian Americans 
(rather than Americans of other immigrant heritages, like me) ought to 
study, write, and teach South Asian history. Such identity-based ap-
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proaches fall outside of historical method, which underscores training 
and recognizes that everyone has positionality. I decline to give credence to 
diasporic takes on nativism that discredit historical rigor in favor of 
identity-based ownership.

I decided to end this book, in chapter 24, with an emphasis on ev-
eryday life and challenges, which resulted in omissions of some political 
events. For example, I failed to mention that Pakistan became a nuclear 
power in 1998, India and Pakistan fought over Kashmir in the 1999 Kar-
gil conflict, Nepalis overthrew their Hindu monarchy in 2008, and the 
Sri Lankan civil war ended in 2009 (I snuck a mention of this last point 
into chapter 23). I made comparable choices—selecting one narrative 
lens over others—at numerous prior points in this book. But readers are 
more likely to notice lacuna in contemporary times, especially events 
that are within living memory. In my mild defense, chapter 23 largely 
focuses on political history. Also, as mentioned in the introduction, I in-
vite readers to see what omitting much-discussed political events al-
lowed me to include in chapter 24: female literacy rates, urbanization 
trends, contemporary art and dance, and climate change. I contend that 
these issues are critical to understanding modern South Asia and per-
haps especially deserving of attention owing to our collective inclina-
tion to privilege political history.

I covered Indian political movements related to Hindu nationalism 
only through about mid-2019, declining to comment on events after the 
reelection of the BJP in that year (with a few exceptions), because this is 
a rapidly changing situation. Overall, Indian rights and democracy have 
plummeted since 2019 through BJP assaults on Kashmir’s autonomy, at-
tempts to strip Indian Muslims of citizenship, the 2020 Delhi Riots, use 
of internet blackouts and other authoritarian tools to reduce the visibil-
ity of dissent, a tightening grip on Indian media and social media, and 
accelerating restrictions on the economic, religious, and social partici-
pation of Indian religious minorities.17 Especially alarming is the extreme 
Hindutva othering of Indian Muslims who are subjected to increasing 
hate crimes in Modi’s “partly free” India.18 As of the time of writing in 
summer 2024, this situation is worsening as per human rights watch-
dog groups.19

I elected not to cover these events, except briefly in this afterword, 
because it is a story not yet fully written. The obvious counter to that 
position is that many historians write about the present, including 
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myself in prior publications. Still, I found writing about ongoing events—
whose conclusion is still undetermined—to sit uneasy within a book an-
chored in done and dusted history. I am clear on one thing, namely that 
India’s Hindutva fever will break, as fascist fevers always do.20 But as of 
when I write these words, Hindutva’s demise remains in the future. And 
this book is, fundamentally, about the past. In response to M. F. Husain’s 
(admittedly rhetorical) question kya kar sakte hain (What can one do?), 
my answer, out of many possible answers, is as follows—we can learn 
about history, understand what South Asian realities have been, and 
displace ourselves and the constricting biases of our times from cen-
ter stage.
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Historiography

There are rules for professional historians, and there is leeway within 
disciplinary boundaries. I cover both here, striving to give a forth-

right account of how I approached recovering and narrating the South 
Asian past. In contrast, I elected to keep historiography out of the sub-
stantive chapters of this book, instead focusing there on recovering the 
past and showcasing South Asian history. Still, I recognize the need for 
historians (and historians-in-training) to work through our own intel-
lectual baggage. Accordingly—and in the interest of transparency—I give 
frank explanations in this essay of the decisions I made to distill into a 
single tome a history that can, and justly should, fill libraries. My start-
ing point for this analysis is a rather basic one, namely that the possibil-
ities of writing history are constrained by scholarly ethics and facts.

What Indian History Is and Is Not
I wrote this book as a scholar of South Asian history and so take an ac-
ademic approach. Of course, there are non-academic ways to recall and 
narrate the past. As one historian has noted, history “belongs to every
one and to no one, whence its claim to universal authority.”1 But not all 
historical narratives are equally valid, and mine adheres to rigorous stan-
dards of scholarly ethics, historical method, and accuracy. In this, my 
approach differs from common strategies in more popular historical nar-
ratives. Less dramatically, my methods also vary in certain regards from 
those of other historians, and I elaborate on both distinctions here.

I do not soft-pedal the more difficult angles of South Asian pasts, 
meaning that I elect for historical faithfulness above modern comfort. As 
some readers will know, politics are fast and furious in several twenty 
first-century South Asian nations that incentive historians to whitewash 
aspects of history that sit ill with modern majoritarian movements.2 
I analyze some of these movements, such as Hindu nationalism in India 
and Islamization in Pakistan, as part of modern history (chapters 23–24). 
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But scholarly ethics prohibit me from bowing to their pressures, no 
matter how fierce or violent, to tamper with the past.3

Arguably more insidious is pressure for a monocausal narrative in 
South Asian history. As the historian Harbans Mukhia explained in early 
2021, British colonialists used religion to craft a history of India with a 
sole driving force, and modern thinkers have corrected that misguided 
idea by arguing for a multifaceted approach. Now, India’s far-right Hindu 
nationalist movement—the major intellectual inheritor of British 
colonialism—wants, once again, a simplistic Indian history centered on 
Hindu-Muslim conflict alone.4 The idea is narratively attractive since it 
offers cohesion to tie together a messy past, but it is inaccurate. Even when 
it is narratively inconvenient, I remain firmly committed to accurate 
Indian history, which includes a plethora of trends and a great degree of 
religious pluralism.5

Historians are killjoys at times, and I often provide real-world ex-
planations for phenomena that many prefer to experience as more mag-
ical, even timeless. For example, I shave off later, celebrated additions to 
the life story of the Gautama Buddha to recover him as a historical fig-
ure (chapter 3). I analyze how the eighteenth-century pilgrimage econ-
omy transformed Benares into a major religious destination and enriched 
specific local communities (chapter 16). On an individual level, readers 
will find no unmitigated heroes in these pages, not even the likes of Mo-
handas Gandhi, a visionary Indian independence leader who had a de-
cidedly mixed record on caste (chapter 21). Some of my positions are 
bound to raise eyebrows, such as showing how Indian literature and art 
in the mid-first millennium CE relied on inequality (chapter 7). Histo-
rians must follow the evidence, even when it shatters a beloved illusion.

History is not a glory story, nor is it a lineup of wonderful things we 
all like, but it is even darker since the sublime and horrific often coexist. 
As the philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote: “There is no document of 
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism. And 
just as such a document is not free of barbarism, barbarism taints also 
the manner in which it was transmitted from one owner to another.”6 In 
India, this is evidenced in premodern Brahminical Sanskrit texts, which 
contain stunning intellectual and literary achievements while encoding 
harsh bigotries. To give a material example, Chola temples are gorgeous 
places of worship as well as sites of slavery (chapter 9). It ought not to 
be surprising that human history is filled with exploitation, prejudices, 
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and horrors. But even those who intellectually acknowledge this reality 
sometimes feel the tendency to celebrate what certain contemporary 
communities continue to honor. In my view, historians ought to guard 
against the whitewashing that familiarity—both superficial and real—
can make all too tempting.

Throughout the book, I address many contentious issues that a pre-
modern Sanskrit intellectual might term goshpade yuddham (battle in a 
cow’s hoofprint), meaning tempest in a teapot. In this, I stand on the 
shoulders of many historians before me who have covered contemporary 
controversies about the past. But I make one major departure from prior 
historians, namely, I cover polemics when they come up in history, not 
when initially discussing the subject on which they focus. Accordingly, 
I cover British exaggerations of Hindu-Muslim conflict during Mughal 
rule when discussing the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, not the 
sixteenth century (chapters 17 and 19). I mention idealizations of Vedic 
India by upper-caste Hindu groups when discussing the nineteenth 
century, not the second millennium BCE (chapter 19). I outline the Brit-
ish obsession with dividing premodern Indian architecture by religion 
when covering colonialism, not premodernity (chapter 19). I discuss 
Alauddin Khalji’s imaginary love affair with Padmavat when it was 
popularized in the sixteenth century, not its projected dates of the 
thirteenth–fourteenth centuries (chapter 12). When a controversy or a 
popular misunderstanding is so widespread that it will likely pop into 
some readers’ minds, I resort to explanatory endnotes.

I make two limited exceptions to my emphasis on historical facts. 
At times, I repeat hagiographies (imagined life stories)—always clearly 
identified as such—for religious leaders. This choice enables me to cap-
ture what made millions of Indians follow the Gautama Buddha, Maha-
vira, Kabir, Nanak, and others (chapters 3, 11, and 12). This approach is 
especially valuable when we have limited historical information on cer-
tain individuals. Still, hagiography ought never to be confused with 
historical truth. Additionally, I use literature throughout the book, draw-
ing on myths such as the Mahabharata and poetry from a range of time 
periods and authors. Literature is, itself, part of history, and I further 
use some works to identify values, ideas, and points of contestation for 
the communities that produced and cherished specific works of fiction. 
As with hagiography, I overtly alert readers when I use literature and 
am forthcoming about how to do so responsibly as a historian.
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Our History Problems
Historians have our own history of thinking about the South Asian past 
dating back to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but reviewing 
that parampara (tradition) can be risky. Many historians introduce major 
South Asian historical topics (e.g., the Gupta Kingdom or Buddhism’s 
decline in the Indian heartland) by repeating our discipline’s bad, out-
dated ideas on the subject and then explaining why we think differently 
now. The impulse is virtuous in trying to educate students about pro
gress in historical thinking. But the problem is that this approach intro-
duces historically inaccurate ideas anew to generation after generation 
of history students. To rub salt in the wound, students sometimes re-
member the outdated ideas better than their more sound replacements, 
thus perpetuating colonial-era misconceptions for several further de-
cades. To avoid this vicious cycle, I focus throughout this book on history, 
not historiography, seeking to offer a better narrative of the past rather 
than first filling readers’ minds with discarded ideas. I concentrate my 
historiographical thoughts here, working through the nuances of a se-
ries of bad ideas that fall under the catch-all category of Orientalism—
stereotypical ideas about South Asia, typically dating to colonialism—but 
benefit from more precise consideration.

For a start, we all have Sanskrit problems. Sanskrit is an ancient elite 
Indian language, initially used only by Brahminical communities and 
then, starting in the first millennium CE, by many others, including Jains, 
Buddhists, kings, and diverse intellectuals and poets. Sanskrit texts offer 
a myriad of insights into premodern Indian lives and intellectual ideas, 
but some colonialists took this too far in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. They projected Sanskrit texts as straightforward descriptions 
of Indian social life, past and present, to the exclusion of works in other 
languages (chapter 17). These colonial-era Orientalist scholars focused 
on Brahmin-authored works, constituting a “Brahminical archive” of 
Sanskrit texts as the major archive for studying Indian history.7 This nar-
rowed interpretation of Indian life to Sanskrit intellectuals and further 
narrowed Sanskrit intellectuals to Brahmins, a small sliver of the Indian 
population at any point in time. Here, I offer three major corrections, 
beginning with drawing on a broader range of Sanskrit texts whose au-
thors include Jains, Buddhists, and Muslims. I also interpret Sanskrit 
texts more contextually, as products of their time and elite ideations 



Historiography    509

(rather than assuming their accuracy). Last, I displace Brahminical San-
skrit texts by introducing other sorts of textual evidence as well as fore-
fronting archaeological evidence at times (e.g., chapter 3).

A foundational Orientalist idea that still rears its ugly head is that 
India has no history and so has not changed over time. Originally, time-
less India—unchanging in its spiritual traditions, system of government, 
or culture (usually imagined as singular, in Orientalist thought)—was 
a demeaning notion that served to justify European colonial rule. These 
days, an implausible Indian immutability continues to be embraced 
both within and outside the subcontinent as what makes India special.8 
In both incarnations, “India lacks history” is a toxic idea that removes 
the entire region from the broad narrative of human history, and ac-
cordingly I reject it here. I do not reject that India is special in many 
ways, and I locate its uniqueness in the vibrancy, mutability, and diver-
sity of specific South Asian communities.

Colonial-era thinkers introduced a strong religious lens to the study 
of Indian history, along with a tripartite temporal division into Hindu, 
Muslim, and British periods. I cover this briefly as a point of intellec-
tual history (chapter 17), but I otherwise find little use for it. This trip-
tych framework is wildly inaccurate. Premodern Indian governments are 
not usefully identified by religion, were pluralistic in their composition, 
and did not institute anything approaching theocratic rule (that is an ex-
clusively modern South Asian phenomenon). Premodern India never 
witnessed “Hindu rule” or “Muslim rule,” as most modern people imag-
ine those things. And the transition from religion to nationality with 
“British rule,” the final period in this formulation, is colonial propaganda. 
Other scholars have taken a range of approaches to replacing this harm-
ful tripartite chronology, the most common of which is renaming. 
Thus, “Muslim” becomes “Persianate,” “British” is dubbed “colonial,” and 
so forth. I find substituting terms to be an ineffective cure, since it fails 
to confront the underlying disease of demarcating historical periods by 
religion and does not address the exceptions so numerous they disprove 
the rule (e.g., numerous Maratha, Rajput, and Nayaka lineages ruled 
during so-called Muslim rule).

Instead, I shy away from a scaffolding of political divisions altogether. 
I refer to ancient, early, premodern, medieval, early modern, and mod-
ern time periods, with their contours deliberately left fuzzy and over-
lapping. Such flexibility is a nod to regional differences and a signal to 
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take these categories as general indicators rather than strict timeframes. 
My refusal to demarcate hard historical time periods may unmoor some 
readers, but I find the benefits of usefully reconceptualizing time in South 
Asian history to outweigh the discomfort of losing familiar markers.

My narrative centers on South Asians, which is important to under-
score given the state of scholarship. Some corners of the academy have 
found it strangely difficult to forefront South Asian individuals and com-
munities in historical narratives, even when this is precisely what they 
set out to accomplish. For instance, the subaltern school launched in the 
early 1980s with promising case studies of peasants, workers, and others 
often overlooked in history. But soon the movement collapsed in a heap 
of Western theory as scholars argued in convoluted language about co-
lonialism and postcolonialism until they were blue in the face, leaving 
the stories of “subaltern” South Asians, once again, untold in English-
medium scholarly circles.9 Overall, I agree with Margaret Atwood when 
she opined that “there might be a bit too much theory kicking around 
in the world.”10 I remain unimpressed with scholarly movements within 
South Asian history that have allowed theory (nearly always Western-
dominated and male-dominated theory) to supplant space that ought 
to be devoted to South Asian stories.11 A corollary issue is that some 
scholars strive to recover only larger trends, sans individual stories or 
even names. In my estimation, this cannot be done responsibly or ac-
curately, as a point of historical method. Moreover, I deliberately crafted 
a narrative about South Asians and so incorporated a robust emphasis 
on individuals alongside the greater historical trends in which they 
participated.

For British colonialism in South Asia, we face the peculiar problem 
that some historians forefront Europeans, projecting them as the main 
movers and shakers of this multi-century event. So often, once Company 
rule (1757–1858) comes into the picture, Indian names evaporate from 
modern narratives and are replaced by the likes of Kirkpatrick, Halhed, 
Jones, and Clive at center stage.12 My objection to this approach is straight-
forward: A European-centered narrative does not constitute accurate 
Indian history. Perhaps a European focus is appropriate if one is narrat-
ing British history since, as the Indian American novelist Salman Rush-
die wrote in his Satanic Verses, “The trouble with the English is that their 
history happened overseas, so they don’t know what it means.”13 I agree 
that a sizeable amount of British history occurred in India, but I leave 
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that rich subject for British historians to explore. As a South Asia histo-
rian, I maintain a focus on South Asian individuals, societies, and agency 
during British colonialism and throughout this book (down to the chap-
ter epigraphs, with few exceptions). I still mention many Europeans—
including all the names given earlier in this paragraph—but I do not 
position them as dominating a story that, rightly for a book of South 
Asian history, centers South Asians.

As mentioned, with limited exceptions, I do not bring up specific 
points of historiography throughout this book, restricting my method-
ological comments to considering different kinds of evidence and pre-
dominantly offering what I judge to be better narratives. I recognize that 
some historians may object to my decision to prioritize history over 
historiography. I would gently point out that plenty of historians have 
done this differently, by first articulating bad history before offering 
their own corrective, and so there are many books to sate tastes for a 
historiography-first approach.14 For me, I felt it was best to stop beating 
dead horses and simply let them decay. In contrast, I explicitly discuss 
the merits of different kinds of evidence (e.g., written, literary, material, 
even genetic) at several points, especially in some of the early chapters. 
My intention is to demystify some of the historian’s craft and impart 
some basics of historical thinking. At a narrative level, my conscious 
and persistent focus on history and evidence, rather than modern his-
toriography, marks this book as a work about South Asia’s past, not our 
present.

Your History Problems
As I wrote this book, the good-faith objections of some readers and 
colleagues echoed in my ears. Sometimes, I heard challenges through 
feedback kindly provided on chapter drafts, and other times, I antici-
pated questions, based on years of experience teaching South Asian 
history. In this section, I address what, I think, will be some common 
objections to the content and narrative of this book. In answering 
imagined and real objectors, I draw inspiration from premodern Indian 
philosophers, who commonly stated the opponent’s view (purvapaksha) 
followed by the author’s own position (uttarapaksha). I adjust the writ-
ing style of this approach in accordance with modern English norms, 
but I honor the force of my objectors all the same. Even so, I hope my 
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clarifications explain what we stand to gain from my version of the his-
torian’s craft.

I cut many things from this book, condensing parts of Indian his-
tory that other historians have elaborated at greater length (e.g., the 
Gupta Kingdom, the Ramayana, tantra, Shah Jahan’s rule) and cutting 
some subjects altogether (e.g., the development of most Indian litera
tures). I made these choices to accommodate other, under-told stories. 
For example, as compared to many historians, I dwell less on the Gup-
tas and other first-millennium-CE dynasties but offer more analysis of 
trade, caste-based oppression, and pilgrimage networks in early India 
(chapters 6–8).15 I talk less about Shah Jahan’s rule but cover develop-
ments within Sri Lankan Buddhist and Bengali Muslim communities in 
early modernity (chapter 14). Such emphases produce a narrative that is 
more unexpected and, I think, more compelling and balanced. My 
chapters are succinct by design, and it was never an option to sacrifice 
brevity, simply adding additional sections to avoid the criticism that 
I  omitted certain topics. No doubt, there will be readers miffed that 
I did not offer enough detail on their favorite nugget of South Asian 
history. My hope is that this is not the only book you read about the 
South Asian past, and I include brief bibliographic essays at the end of 
each chapter as a jumping off point for readers hungry to learn more.

Political history is rightly seen as one subfield of history, and it should 
not dominate our view of South Asia. The conflation of South Asian his-
tory and dynasties is quite old, and even the Roman author Pliny (d. 79 
CE) expressed India’s antiquity by noting that it had 153 kings over 
6,451 years.16 Really, Pliny meant north India, which indicates that a king-
heavy view of Indian history tends to be north India-centric. Modern 
historians ought to know better. More than forty years ago, a South Asia 
art historian noted that “even political historians today recognize that 
the genealogy of rulers governs only superficially the events of ancient 
India.”17 I include plenty of kings and queens in these pages and, for later 
periods, presidents and prime ministers. But, to offer a concrete exam-
ple, I chose to focus less than many historians on the Delhi Sultanate in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and more on the spread of Sufism 
in this period (chapter 10). Similarly, for post-independence South Asia, 
I write less about India’s first and longest-standing prime minister, Jawa-
harlal Nehru (d. 1964) and instead offer more detail on literacy rates 
and the Mandal Commission (chapter 23).18 In brief, I focus less on the 
few rulers and more on the plurality of South Asian communities.
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Some points of South Asian history lack scholarly consensus, and 
this put me, a single historian, in a difficult position. After assessing the 
evidence, I took many stands on substantive arguments, such as the or-
igins of farming (chapter 1), the dating of the Mahabharata (chapter 5), 
how the British East India Company gained Indian territory (chapter 17), 
and relations between Gandhi and Ambedkar (chapter 21). Good-faith 
disagreement is part of scholarship, and I generally flag alternative view-
points in the endnotes. In some cases, I found the current state of schol-
arship too paltry or conflicting to state a viewpoint responsibly and so 
remain agnostic, such as regarding the genesis of the Brahmi script 
(chapter 4) and the origins of tantra (chapter 8).

I embrace flexibility regarding dates in two distinct ways that is 
somewhat unusual for a historian but, in my view, ought to be more 
widely adopted in the field. One, I often consider texts in the centuries 
after their composition, to account for and center their reception. In 
contrast, many historians of ancient India consider texts tied to their 
composition date, estimated or actual. That approach may be useful for 
literary analysis, but I consider it best historical practice to look at 
major Indian texts, like the Bhagavadgita, through different moments of 
reception in ancient through modern times (e.g., chapters 5, 10, and 21). 
This means that I deliberately consider texts at multiple moments of im-
pact that significantly postdate their composition dates. Two, some de-
velopments in South Asian history—including some that touched and 
changed many peoples’ lives—are hard to date or occurred over expansive 
periods of time. Examples include the caste system, the rise of sectarian 
Hinduism, and the dispersion of Panchatantra tales. I cannot responsibly 
offer specific, narrow dates for these trends, and so I use broad time 
frames to capture these processes of change.

On the level of language, I often elect for more intelligible or com-
mon words and phrasings in this book, bucking trends among spe-
cialists. For example, I use the common “Islamic” eschewing “Islami-
cate” and speak of the “Indus Valley Civilization” and “Indus Civilization” 
interchangeably, even though some scholars are staunch advocates of 
only using the latter. I often explain specific choices in endnotes, and here 
I underscore more generally the importance of legibility and how spe-
cialist terminology can limit the reach of scholarship. That trade-off may 
be worthwhile in some contexts, but I found it an ill fit for an overview 
history book. I agree with religious studies scholar Jon Keune when he 
wrote: “Highly specialized technical language can function as guild-speak, 
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policing the gates to the scholarly profession, even if unintentionally, so 
that only the properly acculturated and high-born may enter. I do not 
want to reinforce this.”19 I also caution that technical terms can only 
paper over, and cannot solve, our substantive and analytical problems. 
For example, the issue with writing about India’s “Islamic dynasties,” as 
some term them, is over-emphasizing religion, a proclivity that is often 
still present among those who use the protracted term “Islamicate.” I en-
courage specialists to focus more on analysis, in my work and in others, 
and less on pedantic phrasing.

A subsidiary terminology issue is that I use a mix of emic (South 
Asian) and etic (non–South Asian and often anachronistic) terms. For 
emic terms, I draw from South Asian languages ranging from Sanskrit 
to Persian to Prakrits to Tamil, and these words are defined in the book’s 
glossary. But ultimately, history is largely about analysis, and so there 
is nothing inherently detrimental about anachronism given the histori-
an’s goal to interpret the past.20 In some cases, using modern terms 
enables us to succinctly name a phenomenon for investigation (e.g., 
Hinduism and caste, both English terms coined during European co-
lonialism). Even the word “hindu” itself is not emic since it is a Perso-
Arabic term that first appeared in India around the tenth century CE. 
No “Hindu” called themselves such until centuries later, and the ap-
pellation was not commonly used self-referentially until the nine-
teenth century.21 Still, “Hindu” remains a useful catch-all category for 
followers of one of South Asia’s major religious traditions. “Caste” has a 
more recent origin from Portuguese, although it describes an older so-
cial hierarchy (incidentally, the Portuguese helped coin and popularize 
other useful terms for South Asian phenomena, such as “monsoon”).22 
I use terms like Hinduism and caste, anachronistically, to track changes 
in religious and social trends over centuries.

On the other hand, emic terms are not always useful. For instance, 
“aryan” is used in the earliest surviving Indian texts, the Vedas com-
posed beginning ca. mid-second millennium BCE. But the term has 
gained a newer, menacing meaning owing to nineteenth and twentieth 
century racial theories and twentieth-century German history. Aware 
that many readers are likely knowledgeable about those events, I avoid 
“aryan” to prevent possible misunderstanding. In summary, rather than 
following strict rules on using emic versus etic terms, I chose language 
that best conveys meaning to contemporary readers regarding South 
Asian history.
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Adi Granth	 Early version of the central Sikh holy book Guru Granth 
Sahib.

Adi-Hindu	 Lit. “first Hindu,” category used by early twentieth-
century Dalit activists to forefront their indigeneity.

Adivasi	 Lit. “first-dweller,” indigenous or autochthonous peoples 
of South Asia, many in modern-day India are politically 
categorized as “Scheduled Tribes.”

agamas	 Hindu texts composed beginning in the late first 
millennium CE, often associated with Shaiva worship.

agni	 Lit. “fire”; Hindu god, central to Vedic rituals.

ahimsa	 Nonviolence, opposite of himsa (violence); set of political 
strategies associated with Mohandas Gandhi.

Ahmadiyya	 Islamic messianic tradition founded in the late nine-
teenth century, frequently persecuted in modern times.

Ajivika	 Religious group that emerged in the fifth century BCE 
alongside Jainism and Buddhism; they are extinct today.

Allah	 God, most often in Islamic traditions.

amrit	 Initiation ceremony that marks entry into the Sikh Khalsa.

Anglo-Indian	 British person born or residing in India; people of mixed 
British and Indian descent (especially post-independence).

Apabhramsha	 Lit. “degenerated,” a Prakrit language.

apsara	 Female celestial being.

ardhanarishvara	 Half-male and half-female form of Shiva combined with 
Parvati.

artha	 Power or wealth, among the three aims of Brahminical 
life in the mid-first millennium CE along with dharma 
and kama.
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arya (aryan)	 Lit. “noble” or “pure”; self-referential term used by 
Brahmin authors of the Vedas and later; a racialized 
category of upper-caste Hindus used in the late nine-
teenth century; in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
European racial theories, a white non-Jewish person; 
used by some modern scholars for Indo-European 
speakers as a linguistically defined category.

Arya Samaj	 Upper-caste Hindu reform movement founded in the 
Punjab in 1875.

aryavarta	 Lit. “land of the pure,” area where Brahmins live  
(geographically this expanded from the north Indian 
heartland in premodernity to all of India by colonial 
rule).

asceticism	 Self-deprivation practices, associated with many South 
Asian religions.

ashrama	 Life stage with four sequential stages articulated for a 
Brahmin male, paired with caste observances with 
phrase varnashramadharma.

ashvamedha	 Horse sacrifice ritual, part of Vedic religious practice and 
later adopted as a mark of Indian kingship.

asura	 Demon.

atman	 Soul or self, discussed in the Upanishads.

avatar	 Incarnation.

Avesta	 Zoroastrian religious text whose language is closely 
related to Vedic Sanskrit.

Ayodhya	 Town in northern India; believed by some Hindus to be 
the birthplace of Rama (an incarnation of the god 
Vishnu).

ayurveda	 Pseudoscientific medical tradition that often cites 
Sanskrit texts.

Bangladesh Genocide	 1971 genocide of Bengalis in East Pakistan.

bania	 Caste of traders.

baptism	 Religious immersion in water, arises in South Asia 
contexts as a Christian sacrament and as part of Sikh 
Khalsa rites.
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bhadralok	 Hindu urban elites in Bengal, often English-educated 
and employed by the British colonial state.

Bhagavadgita	 Hindu religious work that features Krishna, part of the 
Mahabharata and often read separately, also known as 
Gita.

bhajan	 Devotional song.

bhakta	 Follower of bhakti.

bhakti	 Tradition of religious devotion often considered part of 
Hinduism, characterized by writing in vernaculars and 
some broader participation from women and lower castes.

Bharata	 Part of northern India (especially in early texts); the 
subcontinent.

bhikkhu	 Buddhist monk.

bhikkhuni	 Buddhist nun.

BJP	 Bharatiya Janata Party, Hindu nationalist political party 
in India founded in 1980.

bodhisatta	 “Bodhisattva” in Sanskrit; prior life of the Gautama 
Buddha; person who delays nirvana to assist others on 
the Buddhist path.

brahmacharin	 Celibate student, one of four life stages (ashramas) 
prescribed for Brahmin men.

brahmadeya	 Tax-free land gifted to Brahmins.

brahman	 Ultimate reality discussed in the Upanishads, not to be 
confused with Brahmana (a group of Sanskrit texts) or 
Brahmins (the uppermost of the four varnas).

Brahmi	 Early Indian script, popularized by the Mauryan Empire, 
ancestor of most known Indian scripts today.

Brahmin	 First of four hierarchical social classes (varna), tradition-
ally priests (sometimes spelled Brahman or Brahmana in 
English).

Brahminical	 Related to Brahmins.

Brahmo Samaj	 Hindu reform movement founded in Bengal in the 1820s.

British Raj	 British colonial rule in India 1858–1947, directly ruled 
three-fifths of the Indian subcontinent and 80 percent of 
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its population while ruling the remainder indirectly 
through the princely states.

buddha	 Lit. “enlightened person”; a Buddhist who has achieved 
enlightenment; the Gautama Buddha.

caravanserai	 Resting place for travelers.

caste	 A discriminatory social hierarchy based on birth; in 
South Asia, caste includes the four-fold varna system and 
endogamous jatis.

Ceylon	 Name for Sri Lanka during European colonialism until 
1972.

chaitya	 Buddhist hall or cave with a stupa.

Chamar	 Dalit community, predominantly in northern India.

Chandala	 Group outside of the four-fold varna system, stock 
character in premodern Sanskrit texts.

charkha	 Spinning wheel on which one makes khadi, on Indian 
National Congress Flag 1921–1947 and replaced by 
Ashokan wheel on the Indian nation-state’s flag.

colonialism	 Exploitative political and commercial relationship in 
which the colony serves the metropole.

commonwealth	 Voluntary association largely comprised of former 
British colonies.

communal	 Pertaining to relations between religious communities, 
especially Hindus and Muslims in modern South Asia.

Company	 British East India Company (also known as EIC, EEIC, 
and BEIC), operated in India ca. 1600–1858 with 
1757–1858 constituting the first phrase of British colo-
nialism in South Asia, at its height the Company ruled 
just over 60 percent of the subcontinent.

Congress	 Indian National Congress, also known as INC, a political 
party formed in 1885, spearheaded the Indian 
independence movement.

coolie	 Unskilled Indian worker, often used for indentured 
laborers.

Coromandel coast	 Southeastern coast of the Indian subcontinent.
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Dakhni	 Indo-European vernacular of the early modern Deccan, 
inspired Rekhta.

Dalit	 Lit. “downtrodden” or “crushed,” those outside the 
four-fold varna system including Mahars and Chamars, 
preferred nomenclature for those formerly called 
“untouchable.”

dargah	 Shrine associated with a Sufi saint.

darshan	 Lit. “seeing,” mutual sight of devotee and god, most often 
in a Hindu temple.

dasa	 Opposite of “arya” in the Vedas, autochthonous groups 
in northwestern India when Indo-European migrants 
arrived in the second millennium BCE.

devadasi	 Courtesan dancers sometimes affiliated with temples, 
typically lower caste.

dhamma	 Prakrit for Sanskrit “dharma”; Buddhist practices; 
recurrent subject in inscriptions by Mauryan emperor 
Ashoka.

dharma	 Morality; Hindu concept of differential ethics by caste 
and life stage that became a major subject post-Vedas; 
genre of Brahminical legal literature; one of the three 
Brahminical goals of life in the mid-first millennium CE 
along with artha and kama.

dharmashala	 Lit, “place of worship,” used for premodern Hindu 
temples, Jain temples, Sikh gurdwaras, and mosques.

dharmashastra	 Genre of ideal-based legal treatises, usually authored by 
Brahmin men.

dhoti	 Loincloth.

Digambara	 Lit. “sky-clad” referring to naked monks, one of two 
main branches of Jainism.

din	 Religion (Persian term).

divan	 Persian or Urdu poetry collection.

Diwali (Dipavali)	 Festival of lights, celebrated by Hindus and Jains.

diwani	 Revenue collection rights.



520    Glossary

Dravidian	 Language family, today centered in southern India; a 
person who speaks a Dravidian language.

dyarchy	 Split government introduced by 1919 Government of 
India Act.

Emergency	 A twenty-one-month stretch between 1975 and 1977 
when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi suspended India’s 
constitution.

Estado da India	 Portuguese State of India centered in Goa.

Eurasian	 Person of mixed European and South Asian descent.

fakir	 Ascetic, can be Hindu or Muslim.

farman	 Imperial order.

fatwa	 Islamic religious judgment.

gadhegal	 Ass-curse stone, found in central India in the second 
millennium CE.

Gaur	 Bengal.

gaurakshas	 Lit. “cow protection,” set of movements founded by the 
Arya Samaj in the late nineteenth century that encour-
aged adherence to upper-caste norms and spread 
anti-Muslim sentiment.

Gautama Buddha	 Historical founder of Buddhism, also known as Siddhar-
tha, Shakyamuni, and Gotama; considered by some 
Hindus to be an incarnation of Vishnu.

Gentoo	 Used by Europeans for Hindus in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, derived from gentile.

ghat	 Stone steps leading into a holy river (often the Ganges).

Gita	 Bhagavadgita, Hindu religious text featuring Krishna 
that is part of the Mahabharata and often read separately.

gopis	 Cowherder women who are lovers of Krishna.

gotra	 Patrilineal Brahmin lineages, generally exogamous.

Gurdwara	 Sikh temple, earlier known as “dharmashala.”

Gurmukhi	 Script developed by early Sikh community and tradition-
ally used for Sikh texts.
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guru	 Lit. “heavy”; a teacher; one of ten Sikh religious leaders; a 
Hindu religious leader with many followers in colonial 
and modern times.

Guru Granth Sahib	 Central Sikh holy book.

Habshi	 Ethiopian-origin person, many came to India as military 
slaves, synonym “Sidi.”

hajj	 Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.

Harappan	 Related to the Indus (Valley) Civilization which is 
sometimes called “Harappan Civilization” after its first 
major city uncovered in the nineteenth century.

harem	 Female quarters of an elite household, common to both 
Muslim and Hindu rulers in premodern South Asia, 
synonym “zenana.”

hartal	 General strike, tactic used during the Indian 
independence movement.

haveli	 Mansion.

Hijri	 Islamic lunar calendar.

Hindavi	 Synonyms “Hindi” and “Hindustani.”

Hindi	 Modern umbrella term used for a wide variety of 
vernacular dialects in the northern and central subconti-
nent (including Braj Bhasha, Avadhi, and Khari Boli), 
synonyms “Hindavi” and “Hindustani”; in modern times 
associated with the Devanagari script.

Hindu	 Persian term; in premodernity denoted “Indian” in  
a geographic or cultural sense; in modern times a 
religious community; a racialized category for Hindu 
nationalists.

Hindu Mahasabha	 Hindu nationalist political party founded in 1915.

Hindu nationalism	 Far-right political ideology of Hindu supremacy first 
articulated in the late colonial period, synonym 
“Hindutva.”

Hindu reformers	 Hindu thinkers in the late eighteenth to early twentieth 
centuries who sought to alter aspects of Hindu tradi-
tions; they typically responded to a mix of European 
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Christian missionary criticisms and changing social 
norms.

Hindustan	 Northern India; the Indian subcontinent.

Hindustani	 Common term for the language of Hindi / Urdu, 
especially in the nineteenth century.

Hindutva	 Far-right political ideology of Hindu supremacy first 
articulated in the late colonial period, synonym “Hindu 
nationalism.”

hookah	 Waterpipe, used for tobacco in premodern India.

imambara	 Structure used for Shia rituals, often associated with the 
Nawabs of Lucknow (1722–1856 CE).

India	 Pre-1947 the Indian subcontinent (including what is now 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, and parts of Afghanistan); 
post-1947 the modern nation-state of India.

Indian National Army	 Japanese-sponsored army comprised primarily of 
Indian-descent prisoners of war in World War II.

Indian Ocean	 Oceanic area that connected long-distance traders in 
parts of the subcontinent, other parts of Asia, and Africa.

Indo-Aryan	 Group of Indo-European languages that includes most 
north Indian languages, Sanskrit, and Prakrits; linguisti-
cally defined group who used Vedic Sanskrit.

Indo-European	 Language family that encompasses most north Indian 
vernaculars, Sanskrit, and Prakrits.

inscription	 Words etched onto stone.

Islamicate	 Culturally Islamic but not specifically theological.

itihasa	 Mythology or lore, genre of Sanskrit literature that 
includes the Mahabharata.

jati	 Endogamous social group within the Indian caste 
system, theorized in Hindu religious texts beginning in 
the first millennium CE. Today there are thousands of 
jatis that are often regionally specific, also “jat.”

jauhar	 Early modern practice of self-immolation typically by 
the wives of a Rajput ruler.
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jharokha	 Balconied window, used by some Indian kings in a 
political appropriation of darshan.

jihad	 Religious struggle, deployed metaphorically and literally 
at different points in South Asian history.

Jina	 One of the twenty-four founders of Jainism of which the 
last (Mahavira) is historically verifiable, synonym 
“Tirthankara.”

Kali Yuga	 Final and worst of four eras in Hindu thought.

kama	 Lit. “pleasure”; Hindu god; one of the three aims of 
Brahminical life in the mid-first millennium CE along 
with artha and dharma.

Kapalika	 Ascetic tantra community.

karma	 Lit. “action”; an idea shared by many South Asian 
religions but conceptualized differently in each one; 
ritual activity in the Vedas; results of all actions that 
guides one’s status in rebirth in Upanishadic Hinduism 
and later; black sticky substance that adheres to one’s 
soul in Jainism.

karuna	 Tragedy, an aesthetic emotion in Sanskrit rasa theory.

Kashmir	 Northwestern area of the subcontinent.

Kashmiri pandits	 Brahmin community in or from Kashmir.

kavya	 Sanskrit poetry and literary prose.

Kayasth	 Caste of scribes.

khaddar	 Khadi.

khadi	 Homespun Indian cloth, associated with the Indian 
independence movement.

Khalsa	 Community of Sikh warriors founded in 1699.

Kharoshthi	 Oldest known Indian script, derived from Aramaic.

Khuda	 God, Persian term.

khutba	 Friday sermon typically given in a mosque; reading the 
khutba in a king’s name was a sign of rulership in 
premodern India.
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Krishna	 Hindu god, incarnation of Vishnu.

Kshatriya	 Second of four hierarchical social classes (varna), 
traditionally rulers and warriors.

Kubera	 Hindu god of wealth, said to live on Mount Kailash in 
the Himalayas.

Kumbh Mela	 Hindu religious festival held every twelve years at 
Allahabad, the largest religious gathering on earth.

lakh (lac)	 100,000, used colloquially in Indian English similar to 
“million” in American English to denote a large sum.

langar	 Communal eating, part of Sikh religious tradition.

lascar	 Indian seaman on a British ship.

League	 All-India Muslim League, a political party founded in 
1906.

Line of Control	 Border separating Azad Kashmir from India-occupied 
Kashmir, effectively the 1949 ceasefire line.

linga	 Aniconic representation of Shiva, a rounded cylinder 
often paired with a yoni.

madrasa	 School, usually in Islamic traditions.

Mahabharata	 Epic myth centered around a Great War between the 
Kauravas and Pandavas, first written in Sanskrit about 
2,000 years and retold in countless versions and languages.

maharaja	 Lit. “great king.”

Mahatma	 Lit. “great-souled,” appellation for Mohandas Gandhi 
(among others).

Mahavira	 Twenty-fourth Jain ford-maker and historical founder of 
Jainism.

Mahayana	 Branch of Buddhism.

Mahomedan	 Older English term for “Muslim,” considered inaccurate 
and offensive today.

Malabar coast	 Southwest coast of India from the Arabian Sea to the 
Western Ghats.

mandir	 Temple.
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mansabdar	 Ranked officer in Mughal imperial service.

mantra	 Verse or formula used in ritual or meditation.

Maratha	 A jati in central India; rulers of a state in eighteenth-
century India.

Marathi	 Indo-European vernacular spoken in central India.

masjid	 Mosque.

masnavi	 Book-length rhyming poem, usually in Persian or Urdu.

matha (math)	 Monastery, often associated with Shaivas.

Middle Way	 Buddhist path, characterized by moderation regarding 
asceticism.

mimamsa	 school of Vedic interpretation and philosophy.

mleccha	 Lit. “barbarian”; often “Muslim” in second-millennium 
CE Sanskrit sources.

mofussil	 Countryside.

moksha	 Liberation from the cycle of rebirth (samsara).

moor	 Muslim, used by medieval and early modern Europeans.

Mughal	 Indo-Muslim dynasty 1526–1858.

Muharram	 Shia festival honoring Husayn’s martyrdom at the 680 
Battle of Karbala.

Munda	 Group of Austroasiatic languages.

Musalman	 Muslim, used in Hindi and Urdu.

nauras	 “Nine aesthetic emotions” in Sanskrit and “newly 
arrived” in Persian, key concept at the court of Ibrahim 
Adil Shah II (d. 1627).

Navayana	 Branch of Buddhism founded by Ambedkar (d. 1956).

nawab	 Ruler, especially used for post-Mughal Indo-Muslim 
rulers.

nayaka	 Lit. “hero”; Shudra royal lineages in southern India in the 
second millennium CE.

nirvana	 Liberation from the cycle of rebirth (samsara), often 
associated with Buddhism.
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nizam	 Ruler, especially used for post-Mughal Muslim rulers.

OBC	 Other Backward Class, a category used by India’s  
Mandal Commission in 1980 to describe low-caste 
communities.

Occident	 The West.

om	 Sanskrit syllable, imbued with sacredness in much Hindu 
thought.

Operation Blue Star	 Code name for a 1984 Indian government assault on Sikh 
separatists within Amritsar’s Golden Temple.

Orient	 The East.

Orientalism	 Stereotypical and dismissive attitudes to understanding 
the East.

Orientalist	 Eighteenth- or nineteenth-century Western scholar who 
studied India.

paan	 Indian treat of areca nuts, lime water, and betel leaves 
that one chews.

Pahlavi	 Language spoken in the first millennium CE in Persia, 
also called “Middle Persian.”

Paishachi	 Allegedly lost Prakrit language, said to be the language of 
the Brihatkatha.

Pakistan	 Nation-state founded in 1947 with two non-contiguous 
portions, of which East Pakistan broke off to become 
Bangladesh in 1971.

Pali canon	 Three-part collection of Buddhist teachings, synonym 
“Tipitaka.”

Panchatantra	 Famous collection of Indian animal fables.

pandit	 Lit. “learned,” female version “pandita.”

Parashurama	 Lit. “Rama with an axe,” incarnation of Vishnu known 
for having slaughtered several generations of Kshatriyas.

pariah	 Low-caste jati; general slur for outcastes.

parinibbana	 Final enlightenment of the Gautama Buddha, “parinir-
vana” in Sanskrit.

Parsi	 Follower of Zoroastrianism, commonly used in India.
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partition	 Split of British India into two dominions in 1947 that 
became the nation-states of India and Pakistan.

Persian	 An Indo-European language and the language of most 
Indo-Muslim dynasties; cultural descriptor; the people of 
Iran.

Persianate	 Culturally Persian.

peshwa	 Royal advisor, title used by multiple early modern central 
Indian states including the Marathas.

plebiscite	 Referendum, usually referring to the promised political 
referendum in Kashmir that has yet to occur.

Prakrit	 Set of Indo-European languages related to Sanskrit, used 
by early Buddhist and Jain communities to avoid 
Brahminical Sanskrit.

prasad	 Offering to a god, usually in Hinduism.

prashasti	 Sanskrit praise poem to gods or kings.

premakhyan	 Genre of Hindi Sufi romance stories.

presidency	 Area of land under the control of the British East India 
Company, there were three presidencies centered 
respectively in Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras.

princely states	 Semi-autonomous areas of British India that were ruled 
by discrete princes (and, occasionally, princesses) under 
the auspices of the British Raj.

puja	 Hindu worship.

purana	 Lit. “old”; a genre of Hindu religious texts dating from 
the first millennium CE through modern times, often 
associated with gods popular in later versions of Hindu-
ism such as Vishnu and Shiva.

purdah	 Female seclusion, practiced by royal and elite women in 
India from diverse religious backgrounds in the second 
millennium CE.

qasida	 Persian or Arabic praise poem.

qawwali	 Genre of popular Sufi devotional music, its origins are 
often associated with Amir Khusraw (d. 1325).

qazi	 Judge in Islamic traditions.
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raja (raj)	 King.

Rajput	 Kshatriya rulers in and around Rajasthan, crystallized 
into a caste group in the second millennium CE.

rakshasa	 Demon.

Rama (Ram)	 Kshatriya hero of the Ramayana, incarnation of Vishnu.

Ramayana	 Epic myth of the warrior king Rama (Ram), first written 
in Sanskrit about 2,000 years and retold in countless 
versions and languages.

Ram Lila	 Performance of Tulsidas’s Hindi Ramayana, invented in 
Benares in the seventeenth century and now popular 
across northern India.

rasa	 Aesthetic emotion in Sanskrit literary theory; invoked in 
“nauras” concept of Bijapur’s Adil Shahi dynasty.

Rekhta	 Lit. “mixed,” early name for Urdu.

resident	 British man stationed at the court of an Indian ruler 
during British colonialism.

RSS	 Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, a paramilitary group that 
advocates Hindutva (Hindu nationalist ideology).

sabha	 Assembly.

samadhi	 Meditation practice aimed at union with a higher being.

samsara	 Cycle of rebirth, assumed to be part of reality in Hindu-
ism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism.

Sangam	 Collection of old Tamil literature.

sangat	 Sikh community gathering.

sangha	 Community of Buddhist ascetics.

Sangh Parivar	 Lit. “RSS’s family,” the loose coalition of Hindu national-
ist groups in India and abroad.

Sanskrit	 Indo-European language that exists in two major 
sequential registers: Vedic Sanskrit and classical Sanskrit; 
in BCE times, Sanskrit was often associated with 
Brahminical practices alone; in the early centuries CE, 
Sanskrit went viral and became a widespread (if elite) 
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literary and political language; today, Sanskrit is largely 
limited to scholars and Hindu religious contexts.

sanyasi	 Mendicant; the final of four life stages (ashramas) 
prescribed for Brahmin men.

sati	 The Hindu practice of widow burning.

satyagraha	 Lit. “grasping truth,” Mohandas Gandhi’s philosophy of 
nonviolent resistance.

Scheduled Castes	 Dalit communities, a legal category in modern India.

sepoy	 Indian soldier who fought for the British, cavalry men 
are also sometimes included in this category (technically, 
they were called sowars).

seva	 Lit. “service”; value articulated in the Sikh tradition.

shahada	 Muslim statement of faith.

Shahnama	 “Book of kings,” Persian-language epic written around 
1000 CE.

Shaiva	 Related to or worshipper of Shiva.

Shakta	 Related to or worshipper of the Goddess.

sharia	 Islamic law, which is neither singular nor stable.

shastra	 Sanskrit genre of specialized knowledge and technical 
treatises.

shaykh	 Sufi teacher.

Shia	 One of the two main branches of Islam.

shishta	 Sanskrit-speaking educated Brahmin men.

Shiva	 Hindu god post-Vedas.

shloka	 Sanskrit verse.

shraddha	 Ancestral rite.

shramana	 Renunciant.

shringara	 Erotic love, an aesthetic emotion in Sanskrit rasa theory.

shuddhi	 Lit. “purification”; Hindu conversion ritual popularized 
by the Arya Samaj.
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Shudra	 Fourth of four hierarchical social classes (varna), 
traditionally servants and laborers.

Shvetambara	 Lit. “white-clad” referring to the simple white clothing of 
monks, one of two main branches of Jainism.

Sidi	 Ethiopian-origin person, many came to India as military 
slaves, synonym “Habshi.”

Sikh	 Follower of Sikhism.

Sinhala	 An Indo-European language spoke in Sri Lanka; person 
from a Sinhala-speaking region.

soma	 Edible plant with mind-altering qualities, important 
within Vedic practices.

South Asia	 Indian subcontinent and some adjacent regions; in 
modern terms “South Asia” encompasses eight nations: 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, 
Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.

sowar	 Cavalry man who fought for the British.

stupa	 Rounded mound that houses relics of the Gautama 
Buddha.

Sufi	 Follower of the mystical branch of Islam, generally 
combined with other Islamic identities such as being a 
jurist, ulama, Shia, or Sunni.

sulh-i kull	 Universal civility as articulated under the Mughal king 
Akbar (r. 1556–1605).

Sunni	 One of the two main branches of Islam.

svadharma	 Lit. “one own dharma,” Hindu idea of ethical behavior that 
differs by caste and gender (and, sometimes, life stage).

swadeshi	 Lit. “made in one’s own place,” part of the Indian 
independence movement.

swaraj	 Lit. “self-rule,” independence.

Tamil	 Dravidian language spoken in southern India, among the 
oldest written languages in South Asia (along with 
Sanskrit and Prakrits); person from a Tamil-speaking 
region.
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tantra	 Lit. “system”; a wide-ranging set of ritual practices 
including antinomian and anti-caste activities, often 
associated with worshippers of Shiva; texts of the tantra 
religious movement.

tarikh	 Historical work, usually in Persian.

tawaif	 Female dancer and singer, usually Muslim.

Telugu	 Dravidian language spoken in parts of southern India; 
person from a Telugu-speaking region.

Theravada	 Branch of Buddhism, sometimes referred to by the 
diminutive term “Hinayana.”

theris	 Buddhist nuns who authored the Therigatha.

Thomas Christians	 South Indian Christians who (apocryphally) trace their 
origins to the Apostle Thomas.

thuggee	 Institutionalized banditry, from which the English word 
“thug” is derived.

tika	 Red mark on the forehead used in Indian religious, 
cultural, and political contexts.

Tipitaka	 Tripartite collection of Buddhist Pali texts, “tripitaka” in 
Sanskrit, synonym “Pali canon.”

Tirthankara	 Lit. “ford-maker,” one of the twenty-four founders of 
Jainism of which the last (Mahavira) is historically 
verifiable, synonym “Jina.”

Treta Yuga	 Second of four worsening ages in Hindu thought, 
mythical time period for the Ramayana.

tricolour	 Flag of Congress or independent India with bands of 
orange, white, and green.

turk	 Muslim or a pseudo-ethnic category in premodern 
Sanskrit texts.

ulama	 Traditionally learned men of Islam.

untouchable	 Those outside the four-fold varna system, the preferred 
modern nomenclature is “Dalit.”

upanayana	 Ceremony of adopting the sacred thread worn by 
caste-observant Brahmin men.
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Upanishads	 Sanskrit texts, earliest of which were composed in the 
sixth century BCE.

Urdu	 Persianized register of Hindi, also called Rekhta; in 
modern times, associated with the Perso-Arabic script.

urs	 Death anniversary of a Sufi saint.

uttarapaksha	 Argument in Sanskrit philosophy that is advanced as an 
answer (“uttara”) to an imagined objector.

vairagya	 Grief and detachment in Sanskrit aesthetic theory, 
proposed by ninth-century thinker Anandavardhana as 
the emotion produced by reading the Mahabharata.

Vaishnava	 Related to or worshipper of Vishnu.

Vaishya	 Third of four hierarchical social classes (varna), tradi-
tionally farmers and traders.

varna	 Lit. “color”; social class of which there are conventionally 
four in a ranked hierarchical order: Brahmin, Kshatriya, 
Vaishya, and Shudra.

varnadharma	 Hindu ethics divided by caste and class (varna).

varnashramadharma	 Lit. “ethics according to class and life stage,” a Brahmin
ical ideal.

Vedas	 Oldest Brahminical religious texts, four in total, tradi-
tionally transmitted orally.

vihara	 Buddhist monastery.

vira	 Heroism, an aesthetic emotion in Sanskrit rasa theory.

Vishnu	 Hindu god who gained popularity post-Vedas, has 
multiple incarnations.

vizier	 Royal advisor.

yajna	 Sacrifice (including of animals), central to Vedic reli-
gious traditions.

yaksha	 Male tree spirit, some are said to serve Kubera.

yakshi	 Female tree spirit, seen on Hindu temple architecture.

yati	 Temple-dwelling Shvetambara Jain monk.

yavana	 Greek, foreigner, or Muslim in Sanskrit.
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yoga	 Lit. “union”; multiform and multisource ascetic and 
meditative practice; in modern times, a series of physical 
movements.

yogi	 Practitioner of yoga.

yoni	 Lit. “vagina” or “vagina and womb,” often the base for a 
Shiva linga.

zenana	 Female quarters, synonym “harem.”

zindabad	 “Long live,” often used with a country name in modern 
political chants.

Zoroastrianism	 Religion in ancient Persia, cognate with Vedic traditions, 
followers are called Zoroastrians or Parsis.
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A scholar seeking knowledge stoops and is lofty.
	 The ignorant never stoop and are low.

—Tamil Kural, ca. fifth century CE1

My investment in South Asian history has defined my professional 
life. It began when, as an eighteen-year-old undergraduate at the 

University of Chicago, I fell head over heels in love with Sanskrit litera
ture. That love grew—as true love tends to do—and eventually encom-
passed significant swathes of the premodern South Asian past. My love 
was always intellectual and embraced, rather than prohibited, critical 
thought. When I found dark corners and skeletons in the closet (history 
is full of such things), I was further driven to understand and unpack 
the complexities of Indian cultures, traditions, religions, and social pro
cesses. I soon realized, however, that the India that endlessly fascinates 
and excites my mind—premodern India—is long gone. I do not mourn 
the loss of premodernity, but I confess to being upset that so few 
modern people seem to know much about South Asian pasts. And I am 
aggrieved by those who feel shame about Indian history and so seek to 
supplant it with their preferred modern mythology. This book grew out 
of my intellectual appreciation and curiosity regarding Indian history, 
coupled with a staunch commitment to accuracy about that past.

Some may read these lines, note my name, and object: Why you? 
After all, I am a vaideshika, a firangi, a foreigner, a non-Indian, a non–
South Asian, who writes about Indian and South Asian histories. One 
response is to point out, gently, that we are all outsiders to history. As 
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the Kerala-origin poet Meena Alexander put it, “History is maquillage. 
No homeland here.”2 That said, some of us feel more comfortable than 
others in the past, or at least long for inclusion across the gulf of time. 
Like so many historians, I inhabit a disjointed, multitemporal reality 
where the past—specifically, for me, South Asian history—is sometimes 
more alive than the present. Its accurate recovery is viscerally important 
to me and serves as a source of ongoing motivation as well as a reward 
in itself. But, as Sanskrit dramatists say: alam ativistarena, Stop prattling 
on! Affective feelings, no matter how genuine, do not qualify me or any-
one else to write about South Asian history. For that, I turn to my aca-
demic credentials.

I have the training needed to write a sweeping history of India that 
cuts across several millennia. I am an early modernist, who was trained 
as a Sanskritist (Sanskrit is a premier language of ancient India) and has 
been dragged into ferocious debates about modern Indian politics. 
I read, to varying degrees, Sanskrit, Persian, Hindi, Urdu, Braj Bhasha, and 
English, all of which are important languages at specific points in South 
Asia history. In short, in my own training and research, I cut across an-
cient, early modern, and contemporary South Asia, and I have access to 
a robust amount of primary source material in its original languages.

I teach the entire history of South Asia, from ca. 2600 BCE until the 
current year, over two semesters annually at Rutgers University in New-
ark, New Jersey. And so, I have worked out with hundreds of students 
how to narrate the messy story—really stories, plural—of Indian history 
in a semi-coherent manner. One thing I have learned is that there are 
lots of ways to approach the past that each appeal to a different palate. 
I try to give a taste of many discrete historiographical methods in these 
pages as I incorporate social, micro, transregional, religious, political, 
and literary histories.

Still, writing such a sweeping, variegated book was challenging, to 
put it mildly. Any missteps are my own. But to the extent that I progressed 
toward my goal—to accurately recover and narrate the history of the In-
dian subcontinent with some attention to surrounding regions of South 
Asia—I owe many thanks to those who, like me, are scholars seeking 
knowledge and lent a helping hand.

I warmly thank my generous colleagues who contributed to this 
book project. Many read draft chapters, batted around ideas, or other
wise shaped this work, including Blain Auer, Gaiutra Bahadur, Stephen 
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Berkwitz, Debjani Bhattacharyya, Johannes Bronkhorst, Benjamin Brose, 
Sheetal Chhabria, Matthew Adam Cobb, John E. Cort, Vidya Dehejia, 
Purnima Dhavan, Wendy Doniger, Richard Eaton, Roy Fischel, Ilyse R. 
Morgenstein Fuerst, Rajmohan Gandhi, Laurence Gautier, Finnian M. M. 
Gerety, Kashi Gomez, Peter Gottschalk, Linda Hess, Christophe Jaffre-
lot, Ayesha Jalal, Sonam Kachru, Gwendolyn Kelly, Jonathan Mark Ke-
noyer, Nayanjot Lahiri, James Laine, Anubhuti Maurya, James McHugh, 
Andrew Ollett, Sohini Sarah Pillai, Sheldon Pollock, Ramnarayan Rawat, 
Yael Rice, Tamara Sears, McComas Taylor, Chinmay Tumbe, Steven Vose, 
Phillip B. Wagoner, Nira Wickramasinghe, and Taymiya Zaman.

Many additional colleagues answered points of inquiry from me, 
recommended readings, provided permission to reproduce images or 
translations, or otherwise contributed to this intellectual project. For this, 
I thank Michael Allen, Leyla Amzi-Erdogdular, Daniel Asen, Manan 
Ahmed Asif, Yaqoob Khan Bangash, Ananya Chakravarti, Sally J. Suther-
land Goldman, Chinnaiah Jangam, Prashant Keshavmurthy, Pasha M. 
Khan, Jagjeet Lally, Julie Lockwood, Shabana Mir, Sangay Mishra, Sara 
Mondini, Christian Novetzke, Luther Obrock, Kristian Petersen, Dan-
iel Ramirez, Ayesha Ray, Sugata Ray, David Reich, Jason Schwartz, Hamsa 
Stainton, and Dheepa Sundaram.

In these acknowledgment lists are old friends and advisors who 
have seen me through multiple phases of my scholarly career. There are 
also some scholars whom I have never met. I appreciate all those gener-
ous enough to respond to my inquiries, even when it was our first ac-
quaintance. Additionally, I thank the anonymous reviewers of the book 
whose serious engagement sharpened my ideas and writing.

Special thanks are due to the team at Princeton University Press, 
beginning with my fabulous editor Priya Nelson. I owe much to Priya, 
including formulating the idea for this book in the first place and 
convincing me to write it (especially after, the first time she asked, I said 
no). Emma Wagh, Dimitri Karetnikov, and others have worked hard on 
polishing and editing, and this book would be in much poorer shape 
without them. I thank Ron Draddy for transforming my chaotic notes 
into beautiful maps that complement and extend the arguments I make 
in these pages.

My students at Rutgers University-Newark have been formational 
to this book in several ways. They inspired me to confront sexism and 
casteism, which are entrenched in the discipline of South Asian history 
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and which I strive to minimize here. Every time I taught underheard 
voices from the Indian past, my students’ eyes lit up. Many Rutgers-
Newark students further encouraged me in this direction by posing 
astute questions about women, lower castes, and other historically mar-
ginalized groups in South Asian history. At times, I could not answer 
my students’ questions, but I later dug up information and wove those 
marginalized voices into this book’s narrative of the past. I am grateful 
for the students who pushed (and continue to push) me to be a better 
professor and scholar. Additionally, some individual students offered 
feedback on drafts of specific chapters, and for this I thank Darsh Patel 
and Megan Tomaselli.

I wrote a large portion of this book with the support of a Public 
Scholars Fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities. 
I also benefited from a Global Equity Grant from Princeton University 
Press. I am grateful for the support provided by both grants that enabled 
me to produce this work.

The bulk of this book is based on secondary sources and published 
primary sources, as is appropriate for an overview work. Still, I dipped 
my toe into archival materials from time to time. I thank the archives, 
libraries, and museums whose collections I drew upon for this aspect of 
my research. These include the Aga Khan Museum in Toronto, British 
Library in London, British Museum in London, Brown University Li-
brary in Providence, Free Library in Philadelphia, Houghton Library in 
Cambridge, Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures in Chicago, La-
hore Museum, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Louvre in Paris, 
Mead Art Museum in Amherst, Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 
York, Museum of Islamic Art in Doha, San Diego Museum of Art, Smith-
sonian Institution in Washington, DC, and the South Asian American 
Digital Archive. Thanks to Veerta Ali Ujan for permission to reproduce 
a poem by her late mother, Fahmida Riaz.

A special word of appreciation goes to the Rutgers University Library 
staff. They tracked down many books and articles and offered superb 
support throughout the years of researching this book. I also thank Rut-
gers University more broadly, especially those who have contributed to 
fostering a diverse, multicultural, intellectual environment on campus 
that has proven a wonderful habitat for me as a scholar.

I saved the best for last: my family. My mom has been a rock of sup-
port, always. My three children partially grew up while I was writing this 
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book, and they are my pride and joy. My husband, Thane, is my beating 
heart. Asking him to marry me, two decades ago, was the best decision 
of my life. It is to Thane that I dedicate this book.

My narration of South Asian history, no doubt, falls short at times. 
To quote a bit of Indo-Persian poetry from the sixteenth century, “Alas, 
I am no seller of words to expect approval from people.”3 All shortcom-
ings are my own, and, on this score, I look forward to the thoughtful 
criticisms of my colleagues and other readers. I also have a challenge for 
each group. For historians of South Asia who find things wanting in these 
pages, I propose to you: Do it better. We need more books that render 
South Asian history accessible to broader audiences. I salute my pre-
decessors and allies in this endeavor, and I invite the rest of you, my 
esteemed colleagues, to enter the collective project of producing public-
facing, accessible scholarship. For everybody else, your challenge is this: 
Whether this is the first book you’ve ever read on South Asian history 
or the one-thousandth book, don’t let it be the last.
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1. Quoted in Kanaganayakam, Lutesong and Lament, 47 (Kanaganayakam’s translation).
2. Murphy, “Utility of ‘South Asia.’ ”
3. Asif, Loss of Hindustan, 32 (on the internal illegibility of “South Asia”); Nandy, “Idea of South 

Asia” (on the circumscribed history of “South Asia” and the problems with the term). Other terms, 
such as Bharata (or Bharat), Bharatavarsha, Jambudvipa (or Jambudvip), and Hindustan are more 
localized in South Asian history, and so I do not consider them here.

4. Ramanujan, “Is There an Indian Way of Thinking?,” in his Collected Essays.
5. Reich, Who We Are, 146.
6. Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony, 261.
7. I borrow “provincializing” from Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe.
8. Farge, Allure of the Archives, 97.
9. Klein, “Looking for Slavery in Colonial Archives,” 114.
10. Wujastyk, “Indian Manuscripts,” 161 (on manuscript preservation).
11. Noboru Karashima quoted in Ali, “Death of a Friend,” 36.
12. Yaa Gyasi, Transcendent Kingdom: A Novel (New York: Knopf, 2020), 253.
13. Amanda Gorman, Call Us What We Carry: Poems (New York: Penguin, 2021), 2.
14. Merutunga, Prabandhachintamani, v. 6 (the text is dated 1305).
15. Anuk Arudpragasam, A Passage North: A Novel (New York: Random House, 2021), 5.

1. INDUS VALLEY CIVILIZATION, 2600–1900 BCE

1. Sumerian myth of “Enki and Ninhursaga,” adapted from Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian 
Literature.

2. Ray, Archaeology of Seafaring, 87.
3. We do not know what the Indus Civilization peoples called themselves or even what 

languages they spoke. As a result, all names for the Indus Valley Civilization (“Meluhha” aside) are 
anachronistic and date at the earliest to the rediscovery of this ancient culture in the 1920s. Still, there 
are conflicting opinions regarding which modern nomenclature is best. The two oldest (still quite 
modern) names were coined by Europeans in the early twentieth century: (1) Harappan Civilization, 
after the first city discovered by modern archaeologists and (2) Indus Valley Civilization (along with 
its acronym, IVC), after the valley where its largest cities are located. Some scholars still use 
“Harappan Civilization” in a nod to modern archaeological tradition, but “Indus Valley Civilization” 
is by far more common, especially outside of India. In recent decades, some scholars have preferred 
“Indus Civilization,” arguing that this phrase includes the many Indus Civilization cities not in the 
Indus Valley (Chakrabarti, introduction to Indus Civilization Sites, 7). I find this argument flawed 
given that “Indus” still refers to the valley, river, or basin. That said, I appreciate the attempt at a more 
geographically accurate title for this civilization (even as I think it falls short), and “Indus Civiliza-
tion” has the virtue of relative brevity. Here, I use both the more common “Indus Valley Civilization” 
and the more succinct “Indus Civilization” interchangeably. I reject the inappropriate Hindu 
nationalist appendage of Saraswati (a mythical river and Hindu goddess) to any variation of the Indus 
Civilization’s name.
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4. I follow here the dominant model of human origins, backed by robust archaeological and 
genetic evidence. There is limited evidence of rock flakes and tools indicating that hominins 
(although not necessarily Homo sapiens) may have traveled to South Asia far earlier (Fisher, 
Environmental History, 22).

5. Joseph, Early Indians, 17.
6. Joseph, Early Indians, chap. 1. Most South Asians today owe part of their genetic ancestry to 

these “first Indians,” with ancestral south Indians overall having stronger genetic links than ancestral 
north Indians (many Indians also have genetic links to other populations; Reich, Who We Are, chap. 6). 
Genetic analysis over the last few decades has been helpful for clarifying basic migration patterns of 
prerecorded human history. Although it is perhaps better known in the public sphere for giving rise to 
political controversies (on how geneticists negotiate this, e.g., see Reich, Who We Are, 134–135).

7. Barley (from southwest Asia) and wheat (from the near east) are both found in Baluchistan 
during the Neolithic period (i.e., roughly after 7,000 BCE) and further east and south later (Boivin, 
“Proto-Globalisation and Biotic Exchange,” table 14.1). Sugarcane, from Papua New Guinea, was 
grown in India by the late first millennium BCE (Boivin, “Proto-Globalisation and Biotic Exchange,” 
table 14.5). On new world crops, see chapter 13. Sandalwood is widely assumed to be native to 
southern India, but archaeobotanical evidence suggests a second-millennium BCE introduction from 
Southeast Asia (Asouti and Fuller, Trees and Woodlands of South India, 116–117).

8. For an argument on the benefits of hunter-gatherer lifestyles as compared to sedentary 
agriculture, see Scott, Against the Grain.

9. Fisher, Environmental History, 20–21 (with considerably more detail than my admittedly brief 
description here).

10. Joseph, Early Indians, 13–16.
11. Mathpal, Prehistoric Rock Paintings of Bhimbetka.
12. Chakrabarti, Oxford Companion to Indian Archaeology, 15 (skeletal evidence); Ray, “Axial 

Age,” 307 (beads).
13. Coningham and Young, Archaeology of South Asia, 46–53. On plant and animal domestica-

tion going together, see Zeder, “Origins of Agriculture.”
14. Singh, “Environmental Changes in Southern Asia,” 286–288.
15. Bellwood, First Farmers, 94–97; Fuller, “Agricultural Origins,” 22.
16. Fuller, “Agricultural Origins,” 37–46, 48–55. It is not surprising that farming has multiple 

points of origin in South Asia; indeed, it likely has multiple points of origin in the fertile crescent as 
well (Bellwood, First Farmers, 53–56).

17. Jarrige et al., Mehrgarh, 120 (p. 151 on dates).
18. Jarrige et al., Mehrgarh, 135 (molar crowns).
19. Francis, Asia’s Maritime Bead Trade, 7.
20. Durrani, Ali, and Erdosy, “Introduction,” 1–6; Durrani, Ali, and Erdosy, “New Perspectives,” 

86–87; Durrani, Ali, and Erdosy, “Further Excavations at Rehman Dheri,” 66 (population estimate).
21. At times, the dates for “early Harappan” have become expansive, stretching back as far as 

5500 BCE (e.g., Kenoyer and Meadow, “Excavations at Harappa,” table 10.1).
22. Mughal, “Early Harappan Period.”
23. Possehl, Indus Civilization, 6 (size).
24. Some call the Ghaggar-Hakra the “Saraswati River”; I decline to follow suit since this 

anachronistically and confusingly projects Brahminical ideas onto the Indus Civilization.
25. Scholars vary considerably in their population estimates for Mohenjo Daro, with some going 

as high as 80,000 (Kenoyer and Meadow, “Excavations at Harappa,” 156). Lakhanjo Daro is compara-
tively less well known and was only discovered in the 1980s (Kenoyer, “Archaeology of Indus 
Urbanism”).

26. For an overview of key sites, see Kenoyer, Ancient Cities; on sites in modern-day India 
specifically, see Chakrabarti, Indus Civilization Sites.

27. Possehl, Indus Civilization, 79–82.
28. E.g., the Harappan “granary,” misnamed based on superficial similarity to Roman granaries 

(https://www​.harappa​.com​/slide​/granary​-harappa).

https://www.harappa.com/slide/granary-harappa
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29. Kenoyer, “Integration and Diversity,” 17.
30. Wright, Ancient Indus, 240.
31. Kenoyer, “Households and Neighborhoods,” 400.
32. Kenoyer, Ancient Cities, 52–56.
33. Kenoyer, “Integration and Diversity,” 8.
34. Chase, “Meat Provisioning,” 247–249.
35. I speak here of popular misunderstandings. For a provocative academic argument on Indus 

Civilization egalitarianism that centers around the question of a ruling class, see Green, “Killing the 
Priest-King.”

36. Kenoyer, “Integration and Diversity,” 14 (bronze saw).
37. Most commonly called “Priest King,” this statue is held by Karachi’s National Museum. 

I decline to use its conventional title since it projects much onto the statue, sans evidence.
38. Most commonly called “Dancing Girl,” this statue is held by Delhi’s National Museum.
39. E.g., the toy cart of Nausharo, Baluchistan (https://www​.harappa​.com​/slide​/toy​-carts​

-nausharo).
40. In this paragraph and the next, I draw on Kenoyer, Ancient Cities, chap. 4. For an exhaustive 

look at the seals, see the five volumes of Corpus of Indus Seals and Inscriptions, edited by Asko Parpola 
and others (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia 1987–2022).

41. Kenoyer, Ancient Cities, 87.
42. Kenoyer, “Iconography of the Indus Unicorn.”
43. Kenoyer, “Integration and Diversity,” 11–12.
44. Wright, Ancient Indus, 163.
45. Kenoyer, “Integration and Diversity,” 15.
46. E.g., consider the fanciful idea of the early to mid-twentieth century that the Indus 

Civilization people knew no state violence or warfare. This has been largely abandoned, especially 
since finding defensive walls (e.g., see D. H. Gordon’s 1946 letter to Mortimer Wheeler about the 
impossibility of the Indus peoples being “flabby pacifists,” quoted in Ray, Colonial Archaeology, 
148–150).

47. Farmer, “Claims Concerning the Longest Indus ‘Inscription.’ ”
48. Witzel and Farmer, “Horseplay in Harappa.”
49. This idea that the Indus Civilization people spoke a Dravidian language(s) has political 

implications for some today (Ramaswamy, “Remains of the Race”). This being a modern and not a 
historical issue, I do not delve into it further here. Those interested should note the (admittedly, thin) 
theories that Dravidian speakers, too, may have migrated to South Asia (Krishnamurti, Dravidian 
Languages, 3–5).

50. Kenoyer, Ancient Cities, 78.
51. Chakrabarti, Oxford Companion to Indian Archaeology, 487.
52. Farmer, Sproat, and Witzel, “Collapse of the Indus-Script Thesis.”
53. Parpola, Deciphering the Indus Script, 65–67.
54. In China, Longshan culture (3000–2000 BCE) is the closest temporal parallel to the Indus 

Civilization, although comparable civilizational achievements were not achieved until Shang rule in 
the second millennium BCE (Tanner, China, 23–27).

55. Thapar in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 69–70.
56. Rao, “Shipping and Maritime Trade,” 36 (copper).
57. Kenoyer, “Archaeology of Indus Urbanism.”
58. Fisher, Environmental History, 36.
59. Kenoyer, Price, and Burton, “New Approach to Tracking Connections,” 2286.
60. Leemans, Foreign Trade, 159–164.
61. Many have written on this, and harappa​.com also contains a wealth of information on 

transregional trade in this period.
62. Kenoyer, Ancient Cities, 97 (royal cemetery at Ur).
63. Quoted in Kramer, Enmerkar, 7 and 9 (Kramer’s translation).
64. Thornton, “Mesopotamia, Meluhha,” 601–603.

https://www.harappa.com/slide/toy-carts-nausharo
https://www.harappa.com/slide/toy-carts-nausharo
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65. Possehl, “Shu-ilishu’s Cylinder Seal.”
66. Parpola, Parpola, and Brunswig, “Meluhha Village,” 160.
67. Vidale, “Growing in a Foreign World.”
68. Possehl, Indus Civilization, 131.
69. Parpola, Deciphering the Indus Script, 53 (Parpola notes that the source could also be an 

unknown variant of proto-Elamite script, and he notes evidence against the idea); cf. Kenoyer, 
“Origin and Development” (he argues for indigenous origins of the Indus script in the northwestern 
subcontinent).

70. I borrow “bulging loincloth knot” from Doniger, Hindus, 34. Many have seen a proto-vision 
of Shiva in this seal, which is incorrect (Srinivasan, “Unhinging Siva,” 78–83). That said, it is possible 
that later Hindu communities borrowed aspects of Indus Civilization iconography, such as “yogic 
postures, phallic representations, and narrative scenes” (Kenoyer in Metropolitan Museum of Art, Art 
of the First Cities, 403).

71. Parpola, Deciphering the Indus Script, 247–250.
72. Possehl, “Transformation of the Indus Civilization,” 458 (Great Bath). In general, on Indus 

Civilization decline, see Lahiri, Decline and Fall.
73. Kenoyer, “Uncovering the Keys,” 75.
74. Possehl, Indus Civilization, 67–71 (Dholavira).
75. Possehl, “Transformation of the Indus Civilization,” 455.
76. Staubwasser et al., “Climate Change.”
77. Possehl, “Transformation of the Indus Civilization” (Indus); Wright, Ancient Indus, 37–38 

(Ghaggar-Hakra).
78. Menon in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 97.
79. Claudia Glatz on Bragg, “Hittites”; Wang et al., “Holocene Asian Monsoon” (China).
80. Robbins Schug et al., “Infection.”
81. Scott, Against the Grain, xii.
82. Johansen, “Issues and Problems of Ashmound Research.”
83. Johansen, “Landscape, Monumental Architecture, and Ritual,” 316.
84. Coningham and Young, Archaeology of South Asia, 132.
85. Paddayya, “Problem of Ashmounds.”
86. Johansen, “Landscape, Monumental Architecture, and Ritual,” 312.
87. Witzel in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 22.
88. Kenoyer, “Iconography of the Indus Unicorn,” 122.

2. ANCIENT MIGRANTS AND VEDIC PRACTICES

1. Rigveda 5.44.13 (book 5, hymn 44, verse 13).
2. Thapar in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 167–168.
3. Witzel in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 1 (on uparishyena).
4. Jamison and Brereton, introduction to Rigveda, 1:5.
5. As an emic term, “aryan” is attractive. That said, I avoid it where other descriptors are 

adequate substitutes to head-off confusion with the racialized sense of “aryan” rooted in nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century European thought. This racialized meaning of “aryan” also arises in colonial 
India and so is discussed in chapter 20.

6. E.g., Brereton, Bronkhorst, Jamison, Witzel, and others cited in this chapter.
7. The understanding of ancient migrations laid out here is sometimes called the Aryan 

Migration Theory, which replaced the older Aryan Invasion Theory that was formulated during 
British colonial rule (chapters 20 and 21). The theory of Aryan invasion was abandoned by scholars 
decades ago due to lack of evidence for large-scale violence. Also, there was no large political entity to 
invade in India in the mid second millennium BCE; so far as we can surmise, there were not polities 
beyond the village level. Specific clans no doubt took land by force at times in skirmishes, including 
fights between aryan clans, but “invasion” is not an apt characterization. Today, the discarded theory 
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of an Aryan invasion arises predominantly in Hindu nationalist discussions, where they invoke it as a 
straw man argument. Their obsession with beating this dead horse, pun intended, stems from their 
investment in claiming a narrow kind of indigeneity, premised on denying ancient India’s history of 
migrations. This is a modern issue pertaining to far-right politics and has no bearing on a historically 
grounded understanding of Vedic culture.

8. Dudney, India in the Persian World of Letters, chap. 2 (we don’t know if Arzu wrote the text in 
Delhi or Lucknow, p. 55).

9. Thapar, Early India, 107–108.
10. Kellens, “Avesta” (on the collection of Zoroastrian texts and dating).
11. Witzel, “Rgvedic History,” 322.
12. Reich et al., “Reconstructing Indian Population History.”
13. Narasimhan et al., “Formation of Human Populations”; Shinde et al., “Ancient Harappan 

Genome.” Still, we have no way of genetically identifying members of a linguistic group, and so the 
genetic evidence remains consistent but not authoritative at present (in contrast, the linguistic 
evidence is iron-clad).

14. Cf. Bellwood, Early Farmers, chaps. 4 and 10. Bellwood theorizes Indo-European speaking 
migrations thousands of years before the dates I give here, based on the assumption that farming 
spread in ancient times primarily via migration, rather than adoption, and that other Indian groups 
did not develop farming technology on their own. I find both assumptions to be speculative, to put it 
mildly. Bellwood also dismisses skeletal evidence that contradicts his views (257–258).

15. Witzel in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 28.
16. Each name has a meaning (Staal, Discovering the Vedas, xvi).
17. Jamison and Brereton, introduction to Rigveda, 1:4.
18. Jamison and Brereton, introduction to Rigveda, 1:59.
19. Sarvasammatashiksha, cited in Deshpande, “From Orality to Writing,” 64.
20. Mahabharata 13.24.70. All Mahabharata citations refer to the critical edition using the 

standard convention of book, chapter, verse(s).
21. UNESCO, “Tradition of Vedic Chanting,” 2008, https://ich​.unesco​.org​/en​/RL​/tradition​-of​

-vedic​-chanting​-00062.
22. Jamison and Brereton, introduction to Rigveda, 61–62.
23. Jamison and Brereton, introduction to Rigveda, 61.
24. Rigveda 6.25.2.
25. Deshpande, “Vedic Aryans,” 69.
26. Rigveda 6.45 and 8.46.
27. Thapar in Thapar et al., Which of Us Are Aryans?, 76 (textual evidence); Reich, Who We Are, 

137–138 (genetic evidence). My proposed connection between these two pieces of information is, 
admittedly, limited by the general challenges of correlating genetic and textual evidence.

28. Krishnamurti, Dravidian Languages, chap. 1. There is debate about the origins of Dravidian 
and Munda languages, with theories for both that place their origins outside the subcontinent (e.g., 
in eastern Iran and southwest China, respectively as per Bellwood, First Farmers, 246–247 and 274; 
cf. to east of the subcontinent as per Anderson, “Introduction,” 1, on Munda). I do not include the 
subcontinent’s fourth major language family, Sino-Tibetan, since those languages are limited to 
mountain regions (Southworth, Linguistic Archaeology, 52).

29. Krishnamurti, Dravidian Languages, section 1.7.
30. On the lack of domesticated horses in the Indus Valley Civilization (and disingenuous modern 

attempts to fabricate evidence to the contrary), see Witzel and Farmer, “Horseplay in Harappa.”
31. E.g., Chase, “Meat Provisioning,” 257–258.
32. E.g., Patton, Bringing the Gods to Mind, 103.
33. Jamison, Ravenous Hyenas and the Wounded Sun, 17.
34. Rigveda 7.88.
35. Rigveda 10.129, Doniger’s translation in Rig Veda, 25–26.
36. Rigveda 8.48.3 (Jamison and Brereton’s translation; quotes in prior sentence verses 9 and 6, 

respectively).

https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/tradition-of-vedic-chanting-00062
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/tradition-of-vedic-chanting-00062
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37. These two paragraphs draw on Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, 65–72.
38. Brown and Rasmussen, “Bestiality,” 173n12.
39. Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, 65.
40. Witzel, “Vedas and Upanisads,” 90.
41. Witzel, “Vedas and Upanisads,” 73.
42. Hawley, “Naming Hinduism,” 27, discussing Robert Frykenberg’s work.
43. Plofker, Mathematics in India, chap. 2.
44. Rigveda 10.90.11–12 (my translation).
45. Some have tried to extract political history from the Vedas, with the most notable result 

being Michael Witzel’s theory of the ancient Kuru State (Witzel, “Early Sanskritization”; Witzel, 
“Realm of the Kuru”). In my estimation, this premise rests on scant evidence, at best, and risks 
mistaking mythology for political reality. I do not pursue it here for that reason as well as for two 
additional reasons. One, even if the theory of an ancient Kuru State is true, in whole or part, we know 
precious few details about this speculative polity. It remains undefined in nearly all aspects of the 
exercise of political power, and so it offers, in my estimation, little insight into Vedic life. Two, quite 
separately, scholars have focused too much, not too little, on states in standard narratives of Indian 
history. Against this state-heavy backdrop, I find the Vedas—in not readily providing information 
about political authority—to constitute a welcome opportunity to focus on other aspects of the South 
Asian past. Whereas the Vedas obscure political history, they offer us riches in thinking about the 
development of sacrifice and ritual, detailed on a granular level, to a specific society.

46. Satapatha-Brahmana 3.7.3.1–6.
47. Jamison, Sacrificed Wife.
48. Jamison, “Secret Lives of Texts,” 4–5.
49. E.g., Rigveda 10.162 (miscarriage) and 10.184 (birth).
50. Rigveda 10.61.
51. Rigveda 10.145; translation lightly adapted from Doniger, Rig Veda, 290.
52. Rigveda 7.55.
53. Staal, Discovering the Vedas, xv–xvi (on the anachronism of shruti and apaurusheya).
54. Olivelle, introduction to Early Upanisads, 13.
55. Olivelle, introduction to Early Upanisads, 10 (numbers and sixteenth century).
56. Olivelle, introduction to Early Upanisads, 27 (childbirth); Doniger, Hindus, 178 (impotence).
57. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 74–76 (my translation); for this and subsequent quotes I consulted 

Olivelle’s translation.
58. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 276 (my translation).
59. Olivelle, Asrama System, chaps. 3–5.
60. Tull, “Karma.”
61. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 90 (my translation).
62. Olivelle, introduction to Early Upanisads, 11.
63. Witzel, “Vedas and Upanisads,” 88.
64. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 158.
65. Brough, Early Brahminical System, 2.
66. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 218 (my translation); I consulted translations by Doniger in 

Hindus, 164, and by Olivelle.
67. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 92.
68. Brahman (ultimate reality) should not be confused with Brahmin (uppermost varna).
69. Olivelle, Early Upanisads, 100 (my translation).
70. Brereton, “Tat tvam asi.”

3. BUILDING AND RENOUNCING CITIES, 550–325 BCE

1. Mutta in Hallisey, Therigatha, 2 (my translation; see Hallisey’s translation on p. 3).
2. Chakrabarti and Lahiri, “Iron Age in India,” and Lahiri, “Archaeology and Some Aspects of 

the Social History,” 6 (early iron use); see also Chakrabarti, India, 353.
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4. Singh, Discovery of Ancient India, 70–71.
5. Thapar, From Lineage to State, 99.
6. Marshall, Taxila, 1:89–91.
7. Marshall, Taxila, 1:101–102.
8. Magee et al., “Achaemenid Empire in South Asia.”
9. Sinopoli, “Human Representation in the South Indian Iron Age.”
10. Kelly, “Megalithic Bleached Carnelian Beads,” 112 (color); Kelly, “Craft Specialization, 

Technology and Social Change,” 388 (quantity).
11. Kelly, “Craft Specialization, Technology and Social Change,” 207–211.
12. Rajan, “Kodumanal Excavations,” 76.
13. Kelly, “Craft Specialization, Technology and Social Change,” 259–265.
14. This paragraph draws on Chakrabarti, “Rajagriha.”
15. Chakrabarti, “Rajagriha,” 263; Harding, “Rajgir and Its Hinterland,” 6.
16. Chakrabarti, “Rajagriha,” 263.
17. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 19.
18. Gupta and Hardaker, Punchmarked Coinage of the Indian Subcontinent, 19.
19. Gupta and Hardaker, Punchmarked Coinage of the Indian Subcontinent, 51.
20. Gupta and Hardaker, Punchmarked Coinage of the Indian Subcontinent, 24–25.
21. Jha, Ancient India, 78; Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 20.
22. Singh, History of Ancient and Early Medieval India, 261.
23. Magee et al., “Achaemenid Empire in South Asia,” 711.
24. Herodotus, Histories, 234.
25. Herodotus, Histories, 278.
26. Magee et al., “Achaemenid Empire in South Asia,” 713.
27. Strauch, “Character of the Indian Kharosthi Script,” 133–134. By this point, the Indus script 

had been forgotten in India, as best we can tell.
28. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 54.
29. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 21; Thapar, Early India, 154–155.
30. Thapar, From Lineage to State, 114–115.
31. Gethin, introduction to Sayings of the Buddha, xxiv.
32. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 20.
33. On the implications of this dating of Gautama’s death, see Prebish, “Cooking the Buddhist 

Books.”
34. Etienne Lamotte cited in Gethin, introduction to Sayings of the Buddha, xv; Harrison, “Some 

Reflections on the Personality of the Buddha,” 19.
35. Hallisey, introduction to Therigatha, xxxiiin4; Norman, “Introduction,” xxxi.
36. Hallisey, introduction to Therigatha, vii.
37. Hallisey, introduction to Therigatha, vii.
38. Anguttara Nikaya, quoted in Kaushik, Women and Monastic Buddhism, 98.
39. Mutta in Hallisey, Therigatha, 11 (Hallisey’s translation).
40. Vasetthi in Hallisey, Therigatha, 77.
41. Addhakasi in Hallisey, Therigatha, 22–23.
42. Sona and Chanda in Hallisey, Therigatha, 63 and 71, respectively.
43. Norman, “Introduction,” xxxi–xxxii.
44. Gutta in Hallisey, Therigatha, 87.
45. Hallisey, introduction to Therigatha, xxix–xxx.
46. Hallisey, Therigatha, 71 (Hallisey’s translation).
47. Hallisey, Therigatha, 77 (Hallisey’s translation).
48. Dundas, Jains, 23.
49. Acharangasutra 1.4.1.1–2 (Hermann Jacobi’s translation), cited in Dundas, Jains, 41–42.
50. Cf. to view that the twenty-third Tirthankara, Parshvanatha, is historical (Kelting, “Jain 

Traditions,” 73).
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51. Dundas, Jains, 56.
52. Dundas, Jains, 46.
53. Kelting, “Jain Traditions,” 90.
54. Basham, History and Doctrines of the Ajivikas, 55. I draw on Basham throughout this and the 

following paragraphs.
55. Basham, History and Doctrines of the Ajivikas, 228; Bronkhorst, Greater Magadha, 40–41; 

Dundas, Jains, 29.
56. Basham, History and Doctrines of the Ajivikas, 190–191.
57. Bhattacharya, “Carvaka Fragments,” 612 and 616, respectively.
58. For a collection of fragments, drawn from other sources, see Bhattacharya, “Carvaka 

Fragments.”
59. Abul Fazl, Ain-i Akbari, 2:114 (my translation).
60. Gethin, Sayings of the Buddha, 15–16 (Gethin’s translation).
61. Thapar, Early India, 158–159.
62. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 246.
63. Green, Alexander of Macedon, 399–402; Bronkhorst, “Plagues and Brahmins,” 194 (on 

diseases).
64. Bronkhorst, How the Brahmins Won, 36.

4. ASHOKA’S MAURYAN EMPIRE

1. Hultzsch, Inscriptions of Asoka, 190 (my translation).
2. For a succinct defense of “great man” history, see MacCulloch, “Is There Still Value in ‘Great 

Man’ History?”
3. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 55.
4. Olivelle, Ashoka, xxv (“singular”).
5. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 33; Lahiri, Ashoka, 164.
6. Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 104.
7. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 13.
8. Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 103.
9. Quoted in Lahiri, Ashoka, 53; see Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 41–42 for a different 

translation.
10. Lahiri, Ashoka, 57–58.
11. Olivelle, Ashoka, 10, citing Dieter Schlingloff.
12. Lahiri, Ashoka, 58.
13. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 47.
14. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 47–48; Lahiri, Ashoka, 53.
15. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 37–53.
16. Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 73.
17. Lubin, “Asoka’s Disparagement of Domestic Ritual,” 31–32.
18. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 3 (uses); Trautmann, “Elephants and the Mauryas,” 

165–166 (supply).
19. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 35.
20. Kosmin, Land of the Elephant Kings, 35.
21. On these stories, see, e.g., Lahiri, Ashoka, 101–108; Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the 

Mauryas, chap. 2.
22. Some count only six major pillar inscriptions (e.g., Tieken, Asoka Inscriptions, 23); note that 

Tieken’s book came out too late for me to incorporate more fully into this chapter.
23. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 139.
24. Gillespie et al., “Predictive Modelling for Archaeological Sites.”
25. Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 9.
26. Olivelle, “Asoka’s Inscriptions,” 157.
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27. Lahiri, Ashoka, 8–9. Many scholars have suggested that Brahmi was invented by the 
Mauryan state chancellery (e.g., Olivelle, “Asoka’s Inscriptions,” 170, citing Falk). In this narrative, 
some have suggested that Brahmi’s inventors were perhaps inspired by Kharoshthi, a script derived 
from Aramaic and attested in northwestern India as early as the fourth century BCE (Salomon, 
Indian Epigraphy, 46; Salomon, “Origin of the Early Indian Scripts,” 276, citing Falk on the Aramaic 
point). However, archaeologists point to Brahmi found on rock shelters and pot shards in southern 
India and Sri Lanka slightly earlier (Rajan, “Situating the Beginning,” 51; Ray, “Colonial Archaeol-
ogy”). Currently, the dating of these southern specimens is suggestive but not, in my view, strong 
enough to definitively overturn the Mauryan narrative. There is also no current explanation of how 
this writing system traveled from Sri Lanka to northern India. In brief, the current evidence on the 
invention of the Brahmi script is somewhat conflicting and perilously incomplete. As a result, I 
decline to take a position on the point and look forward to future work, especially archaeological 
work, to clarify this issue. For a similar assessment, see Olivelle, Ashoka, 61–62.

28. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 54–55.
29. Translation lightly adapted from Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 46; see also 

translation in Lahiri, Ashoka, 132; Prakrit in Hultzsch, Inscriptions of Asoka, 166.
30. Lubin, “Asoka’s Disparagement of Domestic Ritual,” 35.
31. Thapar, “Ashoka—A Retrospective,” 33.
32. Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, 115.
33. Lahiri, Ashoka, chap. 4.
34. Lubin, “Asoka’s Disparagement of Domestic Ritual,” 36–38.
35. Falk Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 255–269.
36. Hultzsch, Inscriptions of Asoka, 5, 53, 73 (spelling varies).
37. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 268, citing the tenth rock inscription.
38. The five kings named here are likely, respectively, Antiochus II Theos of Seleucid Empire 

(r. 261–246 BCE), Ptolemy II Philadelphus of Egypt (r. 285–247 BCE), Antigonus Gonatas of Macedon 
(r. 276–239 BCE), Magas of Cyrene (r. ca. 300–250 BCE), and Alexander of Corinth (d. 247 BCE) or 
Alexander II of Epirus (d. ca. 255 BCE).

39. Prakrit and English in Hultzsch, Inscriptions of Asoka, 66–70 (at Shahbazgarhi; my 
translation); I consulted translations in Longman Anthology of World Literature, A874–875 (N. A. 
Nikam and Richard McKeon’s translation) and Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 382–384 
(along with Hultzsch’s translation). “Among the Greeks” sentence borrows from this line as it appears 
in another copy of the same inscription at Kalsi (Hultzsch, Inscriptions of Asoka, 44).

40. Olivelle offers a succinct list in “Asoka’s Inscriptions,” 171.
41. Quoted in Kachru, “Ashoka’s Moral Empire” (Kachru’s translation).
42. In Prakrit and English translation in Sircar, Asokan Studies, 14.
43. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 56–57.
44. Satapatha-Brahmana 3.1.2.21.
45. Quoted in Olivelle, Ashoka, 315.
46. Kachru, “Ashoka’s Moral Empire.”
47. E.g. Arthashastra 1.12.23, 2.29.7, and 2.35.11; Parasher-Sen, “Tribes,” 133–134. On the 

Arthashastra’s date, see Olivelle, introduction to Arthashastra (King, Governance, and Law), 25–31.
48. Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, 3:203–220, lines 22–23.
49. Lahiri, Ashoka, 271–272.
50. Thapar, “Perceiving the Forest,” 108–109.
51. Lal, “Iron Tools,” 66–68.
52. Wahab and Youngerman, Brief History of Afghanistan, 35.
53. Shaffer, “Later Prehistoric Periods,” 149.
54. Carratelli and Garbini, Bilingual Graeco-Aramaic Edict; Olivelle, Ashoka, 65 (on rulership 

theory).
55. Lahiri, Ashoka, 175.
56. Lahiri, Ashoka, 144–149; Jha, “Chemical Industries,” 124 (on gold mining in Maski).
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57. Adapted from Longman Anthology of World Literature, A:876–877 (N. A. Nikam and 
Richard McKeon’s translation).

58. Quoted from Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 396 (Thapar’s translation).
59. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 95.
60. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 287–288.
61. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 257 and 280–282.
62. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 113–115; Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 399.
63. GH 591 in http://coinindia​.com​/galleries​-maurya​.html, accessed April 25, 2024; suggested 

identification in Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 90.
64. Hultzsch, Inscriptions of Asoka, 161–164 (Sarnath); Lahiri, Ashoka, 255–257.
65. Lahiri, Ashoka, 251.
66. Lahiri, Ashoka, 44.
67. E.g., on Lumbini, see Tremblay, “Mauryan Horizon.”
68. Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, 126.
69. Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, chap. 1.
70. Falk, “Owners’ Graffiti on Pottery from Tissamaharama,” 62–63.
71. Falk, “Owners’ Graffiti on Pottery from Tissamaharama,” 88.
72. Deshpande, “Interpreting the Asokan Epithet devanampiya,” 34–35.
73. Kachru, “Ashoka’s Moral Empire”; Lahiri, Ashoka, 5.
74. Quoted in Olivelle, “Asoka’s Inscriptions,” 169.
75. Olivelle, “Semantic History of Dharma,” 505.
76. Singh, Political Violence in Ancient India, 55.
77. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 148.
78. E.g., Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 164, 166.
79. Lahiri, Ashoka, 263; Rezavi, “Antiquarian Interests in Medieval India,” 996 (laborers), 

quoting Shams Siraj Afif.
80. Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts, 149.
81. Falk, “Remarks on the Minor Rock Edict of Asoka at Ratanpurwa”; Lahiri, Ashoka, 17.

5. MAHABHARATA

1. Mahabharata 5.139.55–56a (my translation).
2. Khilnani, “Panini.”
3. Deshpande, “Changing Perspectives in the Sanskrit Grammatical Tradition,” 219–220; 

Deshpande, Sanskrit and Prakrit, 27–30.
4. Pollock, Language of the Gods, 67–69.
5. Quoted in Ollett, “Making It Nice,” 271.
6. Pollock recounts this process in detail in Language of the Gods.
7. Joseph, Early Indians, 211–213; Moorjani et al., “Genetic Evidence for Recent Population 
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8. Reich, Who We Are, 144.
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follows: Some version of the core Mahabharata battle narrative was verbally narrated, roughly 
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Hiltebeitel). In any case, the earliest written version of the Mahabharata does not survive today. The 
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52–53; Obrock, “Mahabharata,” 6). We can glimpse the contours of the Gupta redaction but only in 
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general terms. The critical edition of the Mahabharata—a twentieth-century invention—strips away 
more recent additions, especially from the second millennium CE, but text critical practices do not 
and cannot recover, in precise detail, the epic as it existed 1,500 years ago (Sukthankar, prolegomena 
to vol. 1 of Mahabharata, lxxxvi and cii–civ; Brockington, Sanskrit Epics, 56–63).

10. McCrea, “Hierarchical Organization of Language,” 430; Pollock, “Mimamsa and the Problem 
of History,” 607–609.

11. Fitzgerald, “Great Epic of India,” 613.
12. Olivelle, introduction to Arthashastra (King, Governance, and Law), 70. Itihasa is widely 
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14. Hawley and Pillai, “Introduction to the Literature of the Mahabharata,” 3.
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Mahabharata”).
16. Mahabharata 1.56.33 and 18.5.38.
17. Fitzgerald, “Mahabharata,” 52–53; Obrock, “Mahabharata,” 6.
18. Mahabharata 2.71.14–15.
19. The four yugas are, in order: Satya, Treta, Dvapara, and Kali.
20. Mahabharata 6.23.1.
21. Mahabharata 6.23.
22. Mahabharata 6.23.28–31 (my translation); I consulted translations by Miller (Bhagavad-Gita) 

and van Buitenen (Bhagavadgita in the Mahabharata).
23. Mahabharata 6.24.8 (van Buitenen’s translation in Bhagavadgita in the Mahabharata).
24. Mahabharata 6.24.9.
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29. Jnaneshvari, mentioned in Davis, Bhagavad Gita, 7.
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36. Mahabharata 12.1.15.
37. Mahabharata 12.7.4–8; I consulted translations by Bowles, Dharma, Disorder and the 

Political, 140, and Fitzgerald, Mahabharata, 180.
38. Mahabharata 11.25.36–42.
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40. Mahabharata 12.15.15–16 and 12.15.49 (virtuous violence).
41. Mahabharata 12.55.14.
42. Fitzgerald, introduction to Mahabharata, 82.
43. Quoted in Tubb, “Santarasa in the Mahabharata,” 143–144; see also Hudson, Disorienting 
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44. Bronkhorst, How the Brahmins Won, 27.
45. Hala, Poems on Life and Love, 176 (Khoroche and Tieken’s translation).
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tal Ethics and the Mahabharata,” 186) and van Buitenen (Mahabharata 1:417–418).
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62. Mahabharata 3.186–88.
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65. Obrock, “Mahabharata,” 7.
66. Franco, Spitzer Manuscript, 314.
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68. Mahadevan, “Southern Recension of the Mahabharata,” 4–6.

6. SOUTH ASIANS TRAVELING, 200 BCE–300 CE

1. Hart and Heifetz, Four Hundred Songs, 147 (Hart and Heifetz’s translation).
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12. Quoted in Sarkar, “Chinese Texts,” 272.
13. Casson, “Ancient Naval Technology,” 10. On the variable size of boats, see De Romanis, 

Indo-Roman Pepper Trade, 70.
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10.58.117); see also Pliny, Natural History, 3:367.
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21. Guy, Tree and Serpent, 182–183.
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28. Sidebotham, Berenike, 225.
29. Cobb, Rome and the Indian Ocean Trade, 213 (private residences); Van der Veen and 
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31. Selby, Tamil Love Poetry, 24 (Selby’s translation).
32. Davis, Global India, 11.
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38. Hart and Heifetz, Four Hundred Songs, 195–196 (Hart and Heifetz’s translation).
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40. Karttunen, Yonas and Yavanas, 361; Mahabharata 2.47.13.
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42. Hart and Heifetz, Four Hundred Songs, 43 (Hart and Heifetz’s translation).
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44. Bollee, Cultural Encyclopaedia of the Kathasaritsagara, 460–461.
45. Wen, King’s Road, 99–111.
46. Parker, “Ex Oriente Luxuria,” 49–50.
47. Cobb, Rome and the Indian Ocean Trade, 195–196; Hall, “Iphigenia in Oxyrhynchus and 

India,” 413–414.
48. Casson, Periplus Maris Erythraei, 81 (Casson’s translation).
49. Klijn, Acts of Thomas.
50. One of the best resources is Chatterjee and Eaton, Slavery and South Asian History, although 
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51. Anderson, “Four Noble Truths.”
52. Harvey, “Dukkha.”
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53. Epigraphia Indica 7:52.
54. Ray, “Ethnographies of Sailing,” 73 (now part of Mumbai, due to British colonial land 

reclamation projects).
55. Norman, Pali Literature, 110–112 (the Chinese translation may be based on a Sanskrit 

original); translated by I. B. Horner in two volumes as Milinda’s Questions (London: Pali Text Society, 
1963–1964).

56. Davis, Global India, 38–39.
57. Salomon, Ancient Buddhist Scrolls, 81–84 and chap. 7.
58. Asher, Bodh Gaya, 6–7.
59. Asher, Sarnath, 83–86.
60. Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, 245–247.
61. Lopez, Lotus Sutra, 17 (pp. 21–22 on the Lotus Sutra’s date).
62. Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, chaps. 5–7.
63. Epigraphia Indica 7:52–54.
64. Fogelin, “Ritual and Presentation,” 143.
65. Davis, Global India, 42.
66. Rhys Davids and Oldenberg, Vinaya Texts, 1:112–113 (Rhys Davids and Oldenberg’s 

translation); I removed a “ye” from the English translation.
67. Geiger and Bode, Mahavamsa, 82–83.
68. Baums, “Inventing the Pothi,” 343–344.
69. Lopez, Lotus Sutra.
70. Ramanujan, “Three Hundred Ramayanas,” in Collected Essays, 131–160; Richman, Many 

Ramayanas; Richman, Ramayana Stories in Modern South India.
71. Thapar, Past before Us, 215–216 (Dasaratha Jataka) and 248 (Paumachariyam).
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decades (e.g., Robert Goldman’s estimate in 1984 of sixth century BCE [introduction to Ramayana of 
Valmiki, 1:22] versus Robert and Sally Goldman’s estimate in 2004 of “the first half of the first 
millennium BCE” for some parts while agreeing with Brockington that other parts were composed 
later [“Ramayana,” 76]). I concur with many scholars who see Valmiki’s Ramayana as likely having 
been solidified in a form we could recognize in the early centuries CE (e.g., Monius, “And We Shall 
Compose a Poem,” 151; Thapar, Past before Us, 220–222). Most scholars date the Ramayana to later 
than the core story of the Mahabharata, although this gets messy since both texts were fluid 
(Brockington, Sanskrit Epics, 26–27). The epics project themselves as occurring in the reverse order, 
with the Ramayana happening first.

73. Hess, “Rejecting Sita” (on Rama’s “cruelty,” Hess’s term). Hess addresses Sita’s harsh words to 
Rama during the fire test; also note Sita’s words to Lakshmana when they argue about him following 
Rama in pursuit of the golden deer (Ramayana 3.43). All Ramayana citations refer to the critical 
edition, published under the title Valmiki Ramayana.

74. See Pollock, “Divine King” on how Rama’s divinity is part of Valmiki’s text.
75. Robert Goldman, who has devoted his life to studying the Ramayana, describes it as an 

“elaborate fairy tale” (introduction to Ramayana of Valmiki, 1:28); see also Davis, Global India, chap. 4.
76. dharme pitrpaitamahe (Ramayana 4.18.39).
77. Pollock, “Ramayana and Political Imagination,” 264.
78. Ramayana 1.2.9–18 (my translation): I consulted Goldman’s translation (Ramayana of 

Valmiki, 1:127–128).
79. Monius, “And We Shall Compose a Poem,” 151.
80. Pollock, “Literary Culture and Manuscript Culture,” 87; Wujastyk, “Indian Manuscripts,” 

159–160.
81. Pollock, Language of the Gods, chaps. 1–2.
82. The Buddhacharita (Life of the Buddha) and Saundarananda (Handsome Nanda), both 

translated in the Clay Sanskrit Library series.
83. Ollett, Language of the Snakes, chaps. 2–3; Pollock, Language of the Gods, 61–62.
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7. INEQUALITY, PLEASURE, AND POWER IN EARLY INDIA

1. Quoted in Andrew Ollett, “Selections from Seven Centuries,” http://prakrit​.info​/prakrit​/reader​
.html​?r​=4, #227, accessed July 24, 2024 (my translation); for Tieken and Khoroche’s translation, see 
Hala, Poems on Life and Love, 199–200. On the date range of the Sattasai (also known as Gathasap-
tashati), see Lienhard, History of Classical Poetry, 81. “Outcaste” is pana, understood to indicate 
“chandala,” a caste-less group, by most commentators (Ollett, “Selections from Seven Centuries,” 
commentary on #227).

2. A tricky challenge confronts us throughout this chapter: fuzzy dates. This chapter covers 
roughly 300 to 600 CE but with significant and repeated deviations on both ends. This is for two 
reasons. One, I seek to trace specific phenomena that push beyond this timeframe, including 
substantial changes in Hindu religious practices, growing social stratification, and a surge of elite 
cultural production. Two, we remain uncertain about precisely when some key texts were composed. 
One solution to the problem of temporally uncertain evidence is to ignore it and instead to focus on 
inscriptions, the one unambiguously dated archive from this period (see Ali, “Royal Eulogy as World 
History” and, for an earlier period, Thapar, Past before Us, chap. 7). I give inscriptions their due in the 
section on statecraft, but limiting ourselves to the inscriptional archive—which largely focuses on 
dynasties, property, and taxes—severely circumscribes our access to premodernity. I want to know 
about many other aspects of premodern South Asian life as well, and, accordingly, I also use literary 
and material evidence to trace religious, cultural, and social developments. As a mild defense of 
blurring dates, I remind readers of a methodological point covered in the Historiography essay, 
which is that we should not be unduly attached to moments of genesis for specific ideas but rather 
invest our attention in recovering their subsequent circulation and impacts on South Asian societies.

3. The Devimahatmya (maybe sixth century CE) is part of the Markandeyapurana (Erndl, 
“Sakta,” 147). Cf. to views of the puranas as partially historical texts (Thapar, Past before Us, chap. 6).

4. Erndl, “Sakta,” 149–150.
5. Doniger, Siva.
6. Clooney and Stewart, “Vaisnava,” 164–165.
7. Doniger O’Flaherty, “Myths Depicted at Elephanta,” 33–34 (on scenes mentioned); Collins, 

Iconography and Ritual of Siva at Elephanta.
8. Willis, Archaeology of Hindu Ritual, 8.
9. Bakker, “Royal Patronage and Religious Tolerance,” 462, citing Michael Willis.
10. Davis, “Origin of Linga Worship,” 639.
11. My summary; see discussion and variants in Doniger, Siva, 302–306.
12. Davis, “Origin of Linga Worship” translates the relevant sections.
13. The Gudimallam Lingam is still in situ, in an active temple.
14. Willis, Archaeology of Hindu Ritual, chap. 2.
15. For a primer on Hindu worship practices in temples, see Eck, Darsan.
16. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law 2.21–22; also discussed in Bronkhorst, Greater Magadha, 1.
17. Flood, Introduction to Hinduism, 129–131; Shulman, Tamil; Zvelebil, Smile of Murugan (on 

Tamil deities and literature generally); Clothey, Many Faces of Murukan (on Murugan).
18. Mahadevan, “Southern Recension of the Mahabharata,” 4–5.
19. Clothey, Many Faces of Murukan, 71.
20. Mann, Rise of Mahasena, 2–3.
21. Olivelle, “Semantic History of Dharma.”
22. Olivelle, “Introduction,” 18.
23. Olivelle, introduction to Manu, Manu’s Code of Law, 3.
24. Lubin, “Writing and the Recognition of Customary Law,” 227 (see also Davis, “Introduction,” 3).
25. Aktor, “Social Classes,” 65.
26. Ramanujan, Collected Essays, 39 notes Manu’s “extraordinary lack of universality.”
27. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law 8.267 (Olivelle’s translation).
28. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law 8.270–272 (adapted from Olivelle’s translation).
29. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law 8.268.
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30. Jamison, “Women,” 199 (summarizing the Vasishtha Dharmasutra 21.1–4).
31. Davis, “Seeing through the Law,” 20–21.
32. Yajnavalkya, Treatise on Dharma, 1.70.
33. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law 5.147–149 (Olivelle’s translation).
34. Tull, “Karma,” 323 and 328.
35. Translated in Doniger, Hindus, 402–403.
36. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law 12.1.
37. Manu, Manu’s Code of Law, chap. 12.
38. The four ashramas were initially conceptualized as options more than a sequence (Olivelle, 

Asrama System, 74).
39. Parasher-Sen, “Naming and Social Exclusion,” 420–424.
40. Legge, Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms, 43 (I adjusted the grammar and borrowed at one 

point from the translation in Deeg, “Has Xuanzang Really Been in Mathura?,” 57–58).
41. Thapar, “Asokan India and the Gupta Age,” 49.
42. Ali, Courtly Culture, chaps. 4–5; McHugh, Sandalwood and Carrion.
43. Mazzarella, “Cultural Politics of Branding.”
44. Vatsyayana, Kamasutra, 16 (Doniger and Kakar’s translation).
45. Vatsyayana, Kamasutra, 18 (Doniger and Kakar’s translation).
46. Moksha (liberation) was added later as the fourth aim.
47. Hala, Poems on Life and Love, 15 (Khoroche and Tieken’s translation).
48. Vatsyayana, Kamasutra, 3 (Doniger and Kakar’s translation).
49. Hala, Poems on Life and Love, 73 (Khoroche and Tieken’s translation).
50. Hala, Poems on Life and Love, 193 (Khoroche and Tieken’s translation). More broadly, see 

Dehejia, Body Adorned, chap. 2.
51. Pollock, “Introduction” to Literary Cultures in History, 1; on Prakrit literature, see Ollett, 

Language of the Snakes. On the Brihatkatha possibly never existing, see Taylor, Fall of the Indigo 
Jackal, 17. On Paishachi as a lost language, see Ollett, “Ghosts from the Past.”

52. Sheldon Pollock has written extensively on this, especially in Language of the Gods.
53. Respectively, Abhijnanashakuntala (Recognition of Shakuntala), Vikramorvashiya (How 

Urvashi was won), and Raghuvamsa (Raghu’s lineage); the first two were translated into English as 
part of the Clay Sanskrit Library Series, and the last within the Murty Classical Library of India.

54. Bakker, “Theatre of Broken Dreams,” 197–199.
55. Kalidasa’s Meghaduta is available in many translations, including in Mallinson, Messenger 

Poems.
56. On the date, see Thapar, Past before Us, 356.
57. Pollock, Rasa Reader.
58. Bailey, Love Lyrics, 274 (my translation, with thanks to Sheldon Pollock for his comments on 

this verse; for Bailey’s translation, see p. 275). The fifth line could be more literally translated as “Poor 
mind! You have no nature of your own.” This verse also has a philosophical dimension, playing on 
non-dualistic Vedanta.

59. Nitishatakam, v. 84 in Bhartrhari, Subhashitatrishati (my translation).
60. Kalidasa, Recognition of Shakuntala, 296–299.
61. Hart, Poems of Ancient Tamil, 7; Shulman, Tamil, 66–67 (eighteen minor works are often also 

included).
62. Quoted in Tharu and Lalita, Women Writing in India, 72–73 (George Hart’s translation).
63. Ollett, “Making It Nice,” 273–274 (on earlier dates); Tieken, Kavya in South India, 128–139 

(on later dates). On anthologizing dating to a later period, see Zvelebil, Smile of Murugan, chap. 3.
64. Mahadevan, “Southern Recension of the Mahabharata,” 25 and 32.
65. Parthasarathy, Cilappatikaram, chap. 30 (also mentioned in the introduction, 7).
66. Also summarized in Hart, Poems of Ancient Tamil, 104–107; Shulman, Tamil, 98–100.
67. For overviews of Gupta historiography, see Bisschop and Cecil, “Primary Sources and Asian 

Pasts” and Lorenzen, “Historians and the Gupta Empire.”



Notes to Pages 130–140    563

68. Gupta-Vakataka relations are often thought to have been friendly, but the evidence suggests 
a more complicated picture involving armed conflict (Bakker, “Theatre of Broken Dreams”).

69. Some specific examples are given in Bakker, “Theatre of Broken Dreams.”
70. Lorenzen, “Historians and the Gupta Empire,” 52.
71. Willis, “Later Gupta History,” 131.
72. Vasudeva, introduction to Kalidasa, Recognition of Shakuntala, 16.
73. Willis, Archaeology of Hindu Ritual, 5 (citing Fred Virkus on fragmented power).
74. Olivelle, introduction to Arthashastra (King, Governance, and Law), 38.
75. Olivelle, introduction to Arthashastra (King, Governance, and Law), 25–31 (dates); McClish, 

History of the Arthasastra, chap. 5 (multiple authors).
76. Olivelle, introduction to Arthashastra (King, Governance, and Law), 33–34.
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15. Rezavi, Fathpur Sikri Revisited, 40 (prostitutes); Wink, Akbar, 58 (alcohol and gambling, 

citing Qandahari).
16. Rezavi, “Organization of Education,” 393–394.
17. Saqi Mustad Khan, Maasir-i-‘Alamgiri, 13–14 (Sarkar’s translation lightly adapted). On this 

history, see Kulke, “Mughal Munsi at Work.”
18. Bhimsen, Tarikh-i-Dilkasha, 215.
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their own theories that they are willing to sell short that we write about real people and real lives. We 
owe our subjects—prior generations of people—our best efforts to get their stories right and present 
them accurately and truthfully.

6. Benjamin, Illuminations, 256.
7. I borrow “Brahminical archive” from Taylor, Fall of the Indigo Jackal.
8. On early European imaginations of “timeless India,” see Asif, Loss of Hindustan, 19–21, and 

Satia, Time’s Monster.
9. See Eaton, “(Re)imag(in)ing Other2ness” for a postmortem.
10. Margaret Atwood, “Who Tells the Story: Narrative Point of View,” Master Class, accessed 

August 21, 2023, https://www​.masterclass​.com​/classes​/margaret​-atwood​-teaches​-creative​-writing​
/chapters​/who​-tells​-the​-story​-narrative​-point​-of​-view.

11. Cf. to the argument that engagement with Western theory alongside Indian sources can be 
productive (e.g., Kaviraj, “What Is Western”).

12. Others have made this objection as well (e.g., Atwal, Royals and Rebels, 7, specifically about 
scholarship on the Sikh Empire).

13. Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses: A Novel (New York: Picador, 2000), 353.
14. Cf. Asher and Talbot, India before Europe; Jha, Ancient India; Thapar, Early India.
15. Cf. Keay, India, chap. 7 (in emphasis and tone).
16. Parker, Making of Roman India, 85.
17. Williams, Art of Gupta India, 3, published in 1982.
18. Cf. Khilnani, Idea of India.
19. Keune, Shared Devotion, 21.
20. Gangl, “Essential Tension.”
21. Ernst, Eternal Garden, 22–23; Truschke, “Hindu.”
22. English “monsoon” comes from the Arabic “mausim,” via Portuguese “moncao” (Amrith, 

Unruly Waters, 22).
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