
Introduction

During the last couple of decades, modern Indian studies have 
become a site for new, creative, and thought-provoking debates 
extending over a broad canvas of crucial issues. Conceptually 

and historically grounded interrogations—with far-reaching philosophi-
cal, cultural, political, and sociological implications pertaining to devel-
opments in the subcontinent over the past two centuries—have defi ned 
the content of academic seminars and university teaching syllabi; like-
wise, international conferences have provided the arena for stimulating 
discussions on these issues. Concrete exemplifi cation of this discursive 
interest in modern Indian studies is to be found in the in-depth studies 
that abound in this burgeoning fi eld. Yet, surprisingly, an easy-to-access 
reference volume on the terminology that populates cultural studies and 
the social sciences relating to India remains a desideratum. Hence, in com-
piling this volume on key concepts in modern Indian studies, our primary 
aim is to contribute in some small way towards fi lling this unfortunate 
lacuna. Second, in recruiting a select number of internationally recognized 
experts to write individual entries on concepts central to their respective 
fi elds of specialization, our avowed intention is to introduce both students 
and interested general readers to scholars whose work has defi ned or 
refi ned the meaning of these terms. With this two-pronged agenda, Key 
Concepts in Modern Indian Studies hopes to provide some tangible entry 
points to modern Indian studies, in general, and to highlight some crucial 
issues and debates, in particular. 
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Given the diverse and complex range of this multidisciplinary fi eld, 
our volume, needless to say, does not aspire to be more than an initial, 
modest attempt at bringing together ideas, issues, and debates salient 
to modern Indian studies. Constituting a kind of conceptual toolkit, its 
purpose is to serve as a handy resource guide to familiarize the reader 
with a whole gamut of questions defi ning not only academic concerns but 
also underscoring the social, cultural, political, and economic processes at 
work in the subcontinent during the last two hundred years. An underly-
ing ambition of our pioneering venture is that it will pave the way for 
more extensive and intensive interest in specifi c debates, issues, and ideas 
that characterize modern India and render its study so stimulating.

Th is, in short, is the raison d’être of the present volume. Comprising 
an editorial quartet trained in four complementary academic disciplines 
(social and intellectual history, philosophy, cultural and media studies, and 
the history of science), we opted for a broad multidisciplinary approach. In 
deciding on a selection of over one hundred key concepts, we endeavoured 
to cast our net as expansively as possible to take into consideration the 
panoply of the subcontinent’s shared vocabulary, which, in turn, exempli-
fi es the vast array of shared experiences of its peoples. Yet, to endow this 
conceptually variegated landscape with distinct contours, we depended on 
the contributions of scholars whose expertise was called for to underscore 
in a lucid, concise manner—focusing on their allotted key concept—the 
versatility of the shared conceptual syntax. Not wanting to constrain the 
individual author’s creative élan, only a minimal set of criteria was stipulated 
for structuring the respective entry (namely, to posit a concise defi nition of 
the key concept, accompanied by a critical analysis of its trajectory and a 
succinct discussion of its signifi cance in the academic arena as well as in 
the public sphere; to provide indispensable references and list a maximum 
of fi ve key texts for further reading; and, lastly, to abide by a suggested 
word limit). Th at not all authors complied with these suggestions—or 
only tangentially—is not per se problematic. Rather the non-uniformity 
of the individual entries is indicative of the respective authors’ diff ering 
research methodologies. Th is explains their varying degree of emphasis 
either on theoretical issues or on empirical data. Whatever be the case, 
these essays, constituting distinctive individual contributions of the respec-
tive scholar, off er the reader glimpses of cherished research interests that 
make Indian studies come alive. Needless to say, exercising our prerogative 
as editors, we did negotiate certain  textual revisions. However, we have 
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allowed  unconventional presentations to hold sway—intent as we are on 
displaying as wide a spectrum of academic ingenuity as possible. Indeed, 
the multifarious diversity of scholarly production heightens its attractive-
ness and accessibility, especially for a student readership. 

A few more clarifi catory words about our own agenda would help 
obviate misconceptions. Our volume is not intended to deliver a focused, 
neat, and tight exposition of conceptual categories. Nor did we want—
through these concepts—to merely document changes brought about 
since the onset of modernity in India. Rather, we were concerned with 
underscoring the historical trajectory of a select number of key concepts 
themselves. More precisely, we considered it of epistemic value to show 
how—as a result of sociopolitical transformations, in particular at the 
interstices of colonialism and postcolonialism—certain concepts (such 
as ‘Ahimsa’, ‘Caste’, ‘Darshan’, and ‘Race’, just to name a few prominent 
ones) have, during the last two centuries, taken on diff erent meanings. 
Th is being the case, seeking fi xed defi nitions or stable meanings, there-
fore, seemed a pointless exercise. Furthermore, we would like to stress 
that in discussing or delineating the trajectory of a key concept, there is 
no ‘wrong’ or ‘correct’ way per se. Viewed from this perspective, some of 
our authors’ seemingly idiosyncratic delineations of specifi c key concepts 
refl ect just one instance of the diff ering ways in which the phenomena can 
be—and have been—perceived or interpreted during the past, and this 
multiperspective tendency has perhaps intensifi ed in the contemporary 
period. Testifying to the constant interplay between theory and practice 
in the fi eld of modern Indian studies, this heuristic device is employed 
quite ingeniously—albeit inadvertently—by many of the entries in this 
volume. While some demonstrate how concepts impinge upon practices, 
and develop, shape, as well as make inroads into geographical regions, 
thereby ‘encroaching’ upon their inhabitants, other entries, contrastively, 
discuss how practices and their agents for their part challenge and change 
given conceptual frameworks.

Th us, our task was to collate an assemblage of diff erent conceptual 
‘narratives’, representing an array of diff erent ‘readings’ of sociocultural 
experience. In doing this, we, as editors, would like to not only sensitize 
the reader to the vibrancy of academic discussions but also draw attention 
to inherent contestations and tensions riddling scholarly interpretations. 
Far from diminishing the relevance of individual expositions, such dis-
cursive contentions enhance the crucial signifi cance of academic debate, 
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mirroring as the latter does similar contestations in the public sphere. 
Moreover, while taking into account the shaping and reshaping of key 
concepts, we have become all the more acutely aware of the many omis-
sions in this present volume. Accordingly, we would appreciate receiving 
critical comments and suggestions as to crucial additional concepts for 
future editions; simultaneously, we wish to stress the urgent need for fur-
ther concerted research in this dynamic fi eld.

With regard to the actual selection of key concepts, the terms were 
chosen in accordance with themes central to modern Indian studies 
(pertaining to society and culture; political and economic developments, 
both colonial and postcolonial; the religious sphere; environment, educa-
tion, and science). However, an arrangement in thematic clusters—con-
structing artifi cial compartments of multifariously interconnecting key 
concepts—was considered less viable than the present alphabetical listing 
which was chosen preferentially to facilitate easy usage. 

In further elucidating the organizational rationale governing this vol-
ume, it is essential to mention some of the challenges we faced, for collat-
ing a cross-section of the shared vocabulary of modern India could only 
be achieved by tracking down concepts situated at ideational, linguistic, 
sociological, political, and cultural levels. But it was almost impossible 
to assemble a vocabulary representative of all the diff erent languages of 
the Indian subcontinent. Even the task of selecting between terms ger-
mane to Indian languages and English terms was quite daunting. Should, 
for instance, an entry on ‘Itihasa’ be included instead of ‘History’, and 
‘Khandan’ instead of ‘Family’? In such cases we opted for the indigenous 
alternatives because they, in our view, can viably capture the cognitive 
implications and empirical specifi cities of the respective Indian concep-
tion and phenomenon. For the same reason, ‘Hijra’ was preferred as 
against ‘Transgender’. Further, Hindi’s role and status as a contested 
national language prompted our choice of terms like ‘Samaj’, ‘Samachar’, 
and ‘Swadeshi’. We fully realize that supplementing them with regional 
equivalents as well as broaching the separate issue of loanwords remains 
a crucial desideratum for subsequent research. 

Given our broad multidisciplinary approach, it was deemed necessary 
to have separate entries on terms which, in conventional contexts, are 
either clubbed together or pitted against each other. ‘Darshan’, ‘Dharma’, 
‘Indian Philosophy’, and ‘Religion’ are considered separately to underscore 
their individual specifi cities. Similarly, ‘Bhakti’ and ‘Th eosophy’ could have 
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been linked up with ‘Religion’. Yet, in our view, their substantive and vola-
tile aspects can be adequately brought to the fore only when dealt with 
individually. Th e same holds true for ‘Science’, ‘Ayurveda’, and ‘Unani’. To 
fully understand the historical processes and the ideological underpin-
nings with which these and other terms are intimately entangled, a short 
essay on ‘Knowledge Formation’ was considered an essential conceptual 
ingredient entitled to a place in our volume. 

Political, economic, and religious issues taking centre stage during the 
struggle for Independence comprise another notable cluster of terms. 
Due to their salience in understanding the history of modern India, we 
considered it necessary to expand the scope of key concepts to integrate 
these crucial events and movements such as ‘Indian Uprising of 1857’, 
‘Hindu Reform Movements in British India’, ‘Muslim Religious Reform 
Movements’, ‘Cow Protection’, ‘Drain of Wealth’, and ‘Khalifa/Khalifat/
Khilafat’; contrastively, ‘Freedom’, truly a key concept, makes up for 
this apparent slippage. Other key concepts like ‘Feminism’ and ‘Land 
Revenue/Land Reform’ bridge the divide between India’s past and her 
present. Some other entries dwell on socioeconomic constellations, geo-
political developments, and movements of resistance characterizing par-
ticular regions (‘Dharavi’, ‘Dravidian’, ‘Girangaon’, ‘Malabar’, ‘Khalistan’, 
‘Kashmiriyat’, ‘Maoist Movement’, ‘Self-Respect Movement’, and ‘Seven 
Sisters’)—all are crucial to understanding the subcontinent’s dynamic 
diversity. 

Further, vernacular terms like ‘Biradari’, or contested ones like ‘Caste’ 
and ‘Dowry’, delineate social practices and, more signifi cantly, trace, on the 
one hand, the shifting historical discourse and, on the other, the regional 
variations impinging on their multiple understandings in the contem-
porary period. ‘Ambedkarite’, ‘Bhoodan/Gramdan’, ‘Communalism’, 
‘Dalit’, ‘Development’, ‘Green Revolution’, ‘Emergency’, ‘Family Planning/
Population Control’, ‘Liberalization’, ‘Mandal Commssion’, ‘Secularism’, 
‘Strategic Enclave’, and so on, examine certain key sociopolitical and eco-
nomic developments defi ning the public sphere since India’s Independence. 
‘Adab’, ‘Atman’, ‘Ahimsa’, ‘Bhadralok/Bhadramahila’, ‘Bhakti’, ‘Dharma’, 
‘Imam’, ‘Iman’, ‘Izzat’, ‘Manuvad’, and ‘Samvad’ take on pivotal concepts 
characterizing social and religious practices and beliefs, as well as age-old 
philosophical notions that continue to rank high in the public sphere. 
Furthermore, a volume dedicated to modern India cannot aff ord to omit 
terms like ‘Bollywood’ and ‘Goonda’ that have impacted deeply, albeit 
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in divergent ways, the sociocultural life in this region. ‘Monsoon’ and 
‘Indian Ocean’ discuss the Asian subcontinent’s climatological and geo-
morphological specifi city, highlighting its captivating features. ‘Biopiracy’, 
‘Business Rajahs’, and ‘Metro’ delineate recent trends that are very likely to 
infl uence India’s future.

Longer entries like ‘Democracy’, ‘Environment’, ‘Nationalism’, ‘Political 
Economy’, and ‘Religion’ cross-cut many debates in post-Independence 
India. Others like ‘Race’ trace the trajectory of a controversial term that 
continues to be prevalent in debates, albeit in the garb of ethnicity. In 
comparison, some shorter articles (such as ‘Sanskrit’, coupled with a 
longer entry on ‘Language’) deal with terms that exemplify philologi-
cal developments, whereby the authors of these entries perspicaciously 
show how these concepts are intimately entangled with past and con-
temporary cultural and sociopolitical constellations. Importantly, the 
length of an article is not necessarily indicative of the respective key 
concept’s salience for modern Indian studies, but rather refl ects the 
respective authors’ proclivity, as well as testifi es to our editorial quartet’s 
liberal fl exibility. 

An additional feature of this volume is its multipurpose use. A reader 
searching for a quick elucidation of a key concept will fi nd the term in 
the respective individual entry, but along with this concise overview s/he 
will be introduced via the bibliographical references to major published 
works (mentioned Chicago-style in the text, supplemented by further 
readings at the end of each entry, with all references being assembled 
and given in full in the extensive, alphabetically arranged consolidated 
bibliography at the end of the  volume). Hence, each entry could serve as 
a springboard—or gateway—for subsequent detailed research. Further, 
individual entries, though functioning as stand-alone pieces, are, none-
theless, interconnected with a vast web of conceptually and historically 
related terms. Th is is prominently the case with entries such as ‘Gandhian’ 
and ‘Nehruvian’, the former being linked closely with terms like ‘Ahimsa’, 
‘Swadeshi’, and ‘Swaraj’, and the latter with entries on ‘Democracy’, 
‘Development’, and ‘Secularism’. And since the individual entries have 
been authored by  diff erent scholars, multiperspective readings of these 
key concepts are made available to the attentive reader. Simultaneously, 
cardinal concepts (such as ‘Karma’), which regrettably do not have 
separate entries, are catered for in  thematically related contexts (such as 
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‘Ahimsa’, ‘Atman’, ‘Dharma’, and even ‘Th eosophy’). In this way, any ter-
minological gaps or overlaps are dealt with eff ectively so that the reader 
may reap optimal benefi t from a close reading of our volume. Th e use of 
diacritics has been avoided (basically to streamline the technical process); 
instead, the formal international standard for Indic transliteration has 
been adhered to.

Th is project began independently in London and in Heidelberg, with 
very similar goals. Th e original SOAS,  University of London, project 
was for longer essays (of about 3,000 words) to be published online. 
Th is was in the fairly early days of Internet publishing and although 
some entries appeared (http://www.soas.ac.uk/southasianstudies/
keywords/), many authors did not want to contribute to an online-
only publication, while others felt the open-ended nature of the project 
meant that deadlines could be pushed forward. As chance would have it, 
a parallel initiative in Heidelberg envisaged a book publication with an 
interdisciplinary thrust. Th is fortuitous coincidence provided the ideal 
synergy to revive a useful project and to replenish it with new life. Th e 
enthusiastic response we have received from a whole range of interna-
tional specialists has also made us appreciate the enduring popularity of 
the printed word. 

To all our contributors we would like to extend our deep appreciation 
for their sincere commitment, enduring patience, and generous encour-
agement to see this volume through to its successful conclusion. Without 
the empathetic support coupled with the judicious advice of the publisher 
this volume would not have seen the light of day.

With this innovative initiative, we hope to facilitate the reading and 
understanding of India’s social, cultural, and political past, as well as of its 
present. We would not only like to draw the readers’ attention to the vital-
ity, richness, and academic rigour in the study of modern India but also, 
through our chosen concepts, to make them aware of their relevance to 
the larger corpus of scholarship in the humanities and social sciences. In 
enhancing the shared framework of understanding about the Indian sub-
continent, we hope our volume, with its wide spectrum of key concepts, 
will provide the reader with insights into vital debates about the region, 
underscoring the compelling issues of colonialism and postcolonialism. 
Last, but not least, our eff orts would not have been in vain if this pioneer-
ing venture opens a window for the reader (expert and non-expert alike) 
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to engage with the intriguing intricacies of daily life on the subcontinent 
and its enthralling recent past.
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