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The Eurocentric world view has 
remained long after European 
political and economic 
domination waned by the end of 
the “Long Nineteenth Century”. 
European ideological hegemony 
still holds sway over the 
humanities and social sciences in 
the developing world. The 
colonisation of the mind that this 
entails is a challenge to be 
overcome politically, 
academically, as well as 
ideologically.

While discussing the human 
and social sciences in the 21st 
century we need to fi rst re-

mind ourselves that historical periodi-
sation does not necessarily follow 100-
year sets. The 19th century, for instance, 
is often seen to continue till the fi rst 
world war and the 20th century is per-
ceived to end with the fall of the Berlin 
Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet 
 Union in December 1991.1 As I shall argue 
presently, what this periodisation meant 
for the part of the world we can loosely 
call the south, did not necessarily match 
with what it meant for the developed 
world, again loosely characterised as the 
north, or perhaps more appropriately the 
west. However, by and large I use this 
p eriodisation to suggest that many of 
the new challenges of the 21st century 
emerged in the last decades of the 20th 
century itself. 

When the various disciplines of the 
human and social sciences, such as 
 history, economics and political science 
evolved in the 19th and early 20th cen-
turies, much of the present developing 
world was under colonial rule and Eu-
ropean ideological hegemony held 
sway in most of the world. The human 
and social sciences in this period re-
mained largely Eurocentric. Although 
Europe’s domination, measured on a 
long-term human civilisational scale, 
represented a tiny blip covering at best 
two to three centuries, its intellectual/
ideological hegemony or the Eurocen-
tric world view has remained long after 
European political and economic domi-
nation waned by the end of the “long 
nineteenth century” with the fi rst 
world war. Though the 20th century is 
described as the “American Century”, 
it needs to be noted that the United 

States (US), as Eric Hobsbawm (1995: 
14-15) puts it, 

in spite of its many peculiarities, was the 
overseas extension of Europe, and bracketed 
itself with the old continent under the head-
ing ‘Western civilisation’ …(and) the ensem-
ble of the countries of nineteenth-century-
industrialisation remained, collectively, by 
far the greatest…economic and scientifi c-
technological power on the globe.

Human society from the ancient period 
to the present, thus, continued to be 
o ften viewed, understood and interpret-
ed in Eurocentric-western ways. The 21st 
century will have to face this challenge 
and recover and forefront alternative 
voices. Notions of what constitutes mo-
dernity, development, progress, scientifi c 
achievement, secularism, nation, justice, 
ethics, and aesthetics have to be widened 
to incorporate the much wider human 
experience. The point is not to minimise 
the great material and intellectual strides 
made by Europe and America in this 
p eriod, but to be able to locate the part in 
the Eurocentric/western world view that 
was colonial, that dominated, ignored or 
erased the viewpoint of the earlier civi-
lisations, which were subordinated in 
the process of building the European/
western civilisation of the modern and 
contemporary period.2

The ‘Long Nineteenth Century’ 

I shall illustrate with one example, even 
at the cost of a diversion. It is notable 
that even a scholar of Eric Hobsbawm’s 
eminence and sophistication, a Marxist 
and staunch anti-imperialist, interprets 
the 19th and 20th centuries in a way that 
suggests a Eurocentric-western bias. For 
example, in his celebrated work cited 
above (ibid), which he wrote in 1995 
(well into the 21st century by his own 
defi nition), he sees the “Long Nineteenth 
Century” as “a period of almost unbro-
ken, material, intellectual and moral 
progress, that is to say of improvements 
in the conditions of civilised life”. Simi-
larly, he describes the 

“Short Twentieth Century” as an “Age of Ca-
tastrophe from 1914 to the aftermath of Sec-
ond World War…followed by twenty-fi ve or 
thirty years of extraordinary economic 
growth …a sort of Golden Age, coming to an 
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end in the 1970s. The last part of the century 
was a new era of decomposition, uncertainty 
and crisis – and indeed for large parts of the 
world…a catasrophe”.

The picture appears considerably dif-
ferent when looked at from the perspec-
tive of India or China and indeed many 
other parts of the Third World. Even by 
themselves, the two countries are large 
enough and with suffi cient proportion of 
the global population so as not to be 
i gnored while making macro generalisa-
tions. China and India in the beginning 
of the 18th century were the two largest 
economies of the world contributing to-
gether about 47% of the global gross do-
mestic product (GDP). Asia (excluding 
Japan) contributed to the global GDP 
more than two and a half times what the 
entire western Europe put together did. 
India alone contributed more than eight 
times the GDP of the UK and was the 
world’s largest exporter of textiles.

The Long Nineteenth Century, instead 
of being a “a period of almost unbroken, 
material, intellectual and moral pro-
gress, that is to say of improvements in 
the conditions of civilised life…”, was a 
period of catastrophe for India, China 
and much of Asia and Africa and Latin 
America. India and China were econom-
ically, politically and culturally brought 
to their knees under colonialism. By 
1913, their share of the global GDP was 
less than half of west Europe, and by 
1950, around the time they gained inde-
pendence (India in 1947 and China in 
1949), it was less than a third of west 
E urope.3 Egypt’s valiant and greatly suc-
cessful effort to modernise in the early 
decades of the 19th century under 
M ohammad Ali, anticipating the Japanese 
effort by about half a century, was also ex-
tinguished by colonialism from about the 
1840s, with long-term consequences the 
country is still to recover from.

Similarly, the period from 1914, which 
Hobsbawm describes as an “Age of Ca-
tastrophe”, was an age of opportunity for 
colonial countries in many parts of the 
world. It has been shown that the crisis 
faced by the metropolitan countries in 
this period with the two wars and the 
Great Depression, led to the “loosening 
of the links” with the colonies, enabling 
the colonies to experience sharp spurts 

of economic growth and often political 
concessions.4 Again, the last decades of 
the 20th century, which Hobsbawm sees 
as an era of “decomposition”, of “catas-
trophe”, are precisely the decades when 
the global balance once again began to 
tilt towards the east, and countries like 
India and China (and many other former 
colonial countries), having spent a few 
decades unshackling the colonial struc-
turing their societies were subjected to, 
were now on a high-growth path gradu-
ally scratching their way back to the glo-
bal economic high table from which they 
had been so unceremoniously thrown 
out in the recent past.

Space on the intellectual/ideological 
high table, however, did not follow auto-
matically. It is not so easily achieved and 
involves a process of ideological struggle 
reminiscent of the national liberation 
movements that led the countries of the 
south to freedom. Just as the Eurocen-
tric world view far outlives European 
economic domination, there is a major 
time lag between the East/South com-
ing into its own economically, and re-
gaining its intellectual/ideological self-
confi dence. Almost all the major exist-
ing “schools” of thought in the various 
social sciences and humanities still ema-
nate from the First World. There is a vir-
tual absence of any “school” emerging 
from the countries of the South, several 
of which have had more than 5,000 
years of civilisation interrupted only by 
the colonial interregnum.

Challenges to the Eurocentricism

The challenges to the Eurocentric world 
view in the 19th century began to emerge 
from movements that challenged the 
dominant colonial order. The early na-
tionalists in India from about the middle 
of the 19th century were among the fi rst 
in the world to develop a comprehensive 
economic critique of colonialism, dec-
ades before Lenin, Hobson or Rosa Lux-
emburg.5 These challenges, however, 
were mainly in the political and public 
domain and did not substantially alter 
the academic disciplinary order, partly 
because academic institutions were con-
trolled by the dominant colonial state.

After the end of the second world 
war, the decolonisation process and the 

d emocratisation process got a boost glo-
bally. In India, we see an effort after 
I ndependence, especially in the 1960s (a 
decade or so after Independence), to 
make major breaks from the past in the 
social sciences, especially in history, 
economics and sociology. A very high 
level of scholarship emanated in the pre-
mier universities questioning and reject-
ing the colonial and Eurocentric para-
digm in the understanding of Indian his-
tory from the ancient to the modern pe-
riod, in the understanding of the Indian 
social structure, especially the caste 
structure, and in the understanding of 
economic development. Evidently, the 
breakthrough in the social science disci-
plines was inspired to some extent by the 
anti-colonial struggle and had an impact 
on the academic world with a certain 
time lag. As I said earlier, the history and 
economics written by the leaders of the 
movement during the anti- colonial lib-
eration struggle had already made the 
break from the colonial paradigm. This 
could affect the academic d isciplines in 
the universities only after they were 
freed from the control of the colonial 
administration.

In the 1960s, in India, the independ-
ent Indian state directly intervened 
through the National Council of Educa-
tional Research and Training (NCERT) 
to replace the colonial and communal 
paradigm that the school textbooks 
r efl ected in the colonial period. The 
country’s best historians and other 
s ocial scientists were persuaded to 
write model school textbooks at the 
p rimary and secondary level, based on 
a modern, independent, secular and 
s cientifi c understanding. 

Understandably, the discipline of his-
tory was the key, attracting a great deal 
of attention, being the most “ideolo-
gical” area, an idiographic rather than 
nomothetic discipline (a distinction 
highlighted by the Gulbenkian Commis-
sion Report).6 It was not an easy task to 
change the colonial mindset based on 
more than a century of colonial educa-
tion, from the days of Macaulay in the 
early decades of the 19th century. As the 
recent history of the developing world 
shows, it is easier to overthrow foreign 
political domination than to overcome 
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economic domination. It is arguably even 
more diffi cult to overcome the colonisa-
tion of the mind, and gain freedom in the 
intellectual/academic sphere. As argued 
below, the challenge is still with us.

Resurgence of Colonial Paradigm

There is a resurgence of the colonial 
view, particularly since the 1980s and 
continuing till today, which argues in fa-
vour of the positive role of colonialism in 
developing the colonies. The success of 
rapidly growing postcolonial countries 
like South Korea, China, India, etc, in 
the last quarter of the 20th century, is 
sought to be linked to their colonial 
pasts. This, when the current develop-
ments in these societies became possible 
precisely because of the break from colo-
nialism and a conscious “un-structur-
ing” of the colonial structure in all areas, 
be it the economy, society or culture.7 

In fact, this colonial view confl ates the 
erstwhile globalisation process, which 
occurred under colonial hegemony, with 
the recent (second-half of the 20th cen-
tury) globalisation process under the 
 hegemony of independent nation states, 
seeing them as part of the same process. 
It demonises the three to four decades of 
un-structuring of colonialism attempted 
by nation states (led by Jawaharlal 
N ehru in India) as the “dirigiste”, “pro-
tectionist”, “wasted” years. Whereas in 
reality, as mentioned above, it was this 
un-structuring that enabled these former 
colonial societies to participate in the 
current globalisation process with some 
advantage to themselves, unlike the pre-
vious globalisation process. It is not an 
accident that both China and India 
opened up to the globalisation process, 
in 1978 and 1991 respectively, a few dec-
ades after their independence from colo-
nialism, which for them was a period of 
forced colonial globalisation.

Along with the resurgence of the colo-
nial paradigm, the more than a century 
long intellectual tradition of studying 
and critiquing the political economy of 
colonialism has been hijacked, since the 
1980s, by a motley stream occupied 
by postmodernism, postcolonial culture 
studies, subaltern studies, etc. This 
stream emanates in the First World and 
is promoted by what Arif Dirlik calls the 

“Third World intellectuals (who) arrived 
in First World academe”.8 The contri-
bution of Indians to this stream is very 
large. They are shifting the focus from 
the political economy of imperialism to 
its “representation”, they critique “na-
tion” and “nationalism” as the oppres-
sive “master narrative”, and “celebrate 
the fragment”, making the task of nation 
building, of creating “unity in diversity” 
that much more diffi cult.

The academic elite in the developing 
countries who are migrating or trying to 
migrate to the First World reproduce the 
above paradigms for acceptability. Their 
social science, the questions they ask, is 
not linked to the impulses and needs of 
their own society. It is signifi cant that it 
was the intelligentsia that had initially 
posed a challenge to the colonial/Euro-
centric paradigm. But, at that time the 
intelligentsia was linked to, if not play-
ing a leading part in, the anti-imperialist 
movement. Today, in the 21st century, 
the intelligentsia in countries like India 
is by and large not linked to any popular 
movement and that gets refl ected in the 
regression that is occurring in the practi-
tioners of the human and social sciences. 
They are increasingly allowing the dom-
inant ideologies of the west to set the 
paradigm within which they operate. Is 
this surprising, when the overwhelming 
section of society, which has access to 
higher education in these countries, 
plots and plans as to how they can emi-
grate to the First World or at least get 
their children to do so?

Note must also be taken of how the 
postmodernist turn is destructive of the 
social sciences, whatever be its utility to 
literary criticism; how, by questioning 
any notion of objective generalisations, it 
is extremely status quoist. Postmodern-
ism, thus, can emerge as an ideological 
instrument for the powerful. An approach 
that perhaps was intended to give voice 
to those on the margins can in certain sit-
uations end up doing the opposite!

Treating the nation, nationalism and 
the nation state as the master narrative 
that extinguishes the smaller voices may 
refl ect the reality in some of the most ad-
vanced countries, whereas the nation, 
nationalism and the nation state is often 
the “channel” through which the people 

of the backward countries are able to 
make their voices heard, and the “in-
strument” through which they are 
able to strike a bargain in their favour 
vis-à-vis the more advanced countries. 
Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) has noted 
the role of nation states in moving the 
countries at the periphery end of the core- 
periphery spectrum towards the core and 
becoming what he calls semi-peripher-
ies. The nation state would be crucial in 
the process of moving the peripheral 
countries further towards the centre. 

There is a need also to distinguish 
n ationalism and the nation state as it 
emerged in Europe in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, from anti-imperialist national-
ism as it emerged in the colonised coun-
tries. In the former case, it often fl attened 
out difference and emerged as the instru-
ment for the promotion of capitalist 
d evelopment. In the latter case, as in 
I ndia, it often celebrated difference and 
emerged as the instrument for the libera-
tion of the oppressed, colonised people. 
Also, it must be noted that the multiple 
regional linguistic aspirations were comple-
mentary to the process of nation-making 
in countries like India, rather than 
b ecoming obstacles to the process.

Globalisation in the 21st century often 
emerges as a threat to the role of the 
n ation state in the less developed world, 
whereas the nation state and national-
ism reign supreme within the more 
power ful, developed world. This dicho-
tomy is perhaps felt even by the weaker 
nations of the European Union in east-
ern and southern Europe. 

Perhaps one of the most pernicious 
and long-lasting legacies of colonialism 
has been that the colonised countries 
were left deeply divided on the basis of 
religion, race, caste, tribe, language and 
other identities, viz, the cases of India, 
Palestine, many parts of Africa, Ireland, 
etc. The 21st century sees the humanities 
and social sciences still affected by it. 

There has been an effort to rewrite, 
particularly history, but also the other so-
cial sciences on a sectarian basis (relying 
on identities of religious community, 
caste or ethnic group) in order to facili-
tate political mobilisation based on these 
divisions. Scientifi c social science gave 
way to use of mythology, privileging of 



PERSPECTIVES

september 14, 2013 vol xlviiI no 37 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly34

faith and belief over facts, and selective 
selection of facts to promote immediate, 
sectarian political agendas. This acquired 
dangerous proportions in India during 
1999-2004, when a government led by a 
right-wing sectarian Hindu party was in 
power. They banned scientifi c and secu-
lar school textbooks written by the tallest 
scholars since the 1960s and sought to 
replace them with works based on their 
sectarian political agenda, defying all ac-
cepted standards of any of the disciplines 
of the social sciences.9

This tendency borrows again from the 
colonial legacy where the colonial state 
privileged and promoted division to 
thwart the process of “nation in the mak-
ing” attempted by the anti-imperialist 
nationalists who were trying to create 
“unity in diversity”. The shocking thing is 
not that this colonial mindset should 
continue among the divisive forces that 
were nurtured in the colonial period, but 
that it has remained even amongst a sec-
tion of the left. Marxism is clearly no 
guarantee against being infected by the 
colonial/Eurocentric outlook. The writ-
ings of Perry Anderson (celebrated editor 
of the New Left Review) have in recent 
months in the London Review of Books 
(July-August 2012) rubbished Indian 
n ationalism and the Indian nation state, 
demonising every nationalist icon that 
emerged in India from the secular plat-
form of the Indian National Congress 
(INC), from Mahatma Gandhi and 
Maulana Azad to Jawaharlal Nehru, us-
ing essentially the tools of analysis per-
fected by the colonial Indian state!10

Analysing Perry Anderson

Given the fact that Perry Anderson is an 
infl uential thinker globally, a slightly 
longer look at his fi rst foray into modern 
Indian history may be in order. I will take 
up here only one strand of the numerous 
colonial assumptions in Anderson’s view 
of India. Anderson sees the INC as essen-
tially a caste Hindu party. He is here 
 echoing British Viceroy Dufferin’s char-
acterisation in the late 19th century, dis-
missing the INC, which had become the 
vehicle of the rising anti-imperialist 
 nationalism in India, as representing a 
“microscopic minority” rather than the 
Indian “people” as a whole, as it claimed. 

A characterisation that was fl eshed 
out later by the so-called “Cambridge 
School” of historiography, led by Anil 
Seal, saw the Congress as essentially a 
party of upper-caste Hindus fi ghting for 
their narrow prescriptive interests. This, 
when the INC in the colonial period was 
more a platform of the Indian national 
movement, rather than a party, on 
which an increasingly wider section of 
the Indian people from different classes, 
castes and religious communities began 
to be represented. For example, the tall-
est socialists and communists, the most 
charismatic workers’ and peasants’ lead-
ers, emerged from the ranks of the Con-
gress and reached its highest decision-
making bodies. Surely, they were not 
there to protect the caste Hindus.

Anderson further reiterates the Mus-
lim League argument, promoted avidly 
by the colonial state, that since Hindus 
are in majority in India, universal fran-
chise would deliver power to the Hindus 
represented by the INC (an argument 
used by the colonial state to deny the 
elective principle to the Indians, as 
d emanded by the Congress). Anderson, 
therefore, applauds “the British (who) re-
alised the dangers of this in India and…
granted separate electorates as a limited 
safeguard for Muslim minorities”.

Anderson would have been well ad-
vised to heed the warning of the British 
Marxist W C Smith in his pioneering 
work, Modern Islam in India (1946), that 
while choosing categories of analysis for 
India (non-western societies), it is impor-
tant to try them out on western societies 
as well. Using the logic Anderson applies 
for India, it would appear that in Britain, 
universal franchise has meant that the 
Protestant majority rules over the Catho-
lic minority and other smaller groups, 
such as the Jews, Muslims, Hindus, etc, 
and therefore a separate electorate must 
be introduced for non-protestant minority 
groups; a prescription Anderson is un-
likely to recommend for Britain. Differ-
ent standards are used for India based on 
the colonial notion that the colonial peo-
ple, the “child” people, if not the “barbar-
ians”, could only be mobilised around 
primordial identities of religion, caste, 
tribe, etc, and not around “western”, 
“modern” notions of nation and class.

The pernicious concept of separate 
electorates introduced by the British 
d ivided Indian society irreparably at the 
very initial stages of modern electoral 
politics. Inherent in it was the two-(or 
more) nation theory. Under this system, 
people of a particular religion would 
vote for and elect a member of only their 
religion. The candidates would have to 
appeal only to their co-religionists and 
not to the whole society as they would 
have had to if they were representing a 
common constituency, even if the seat 
was reserved for a particular religious 
community. It is for this reason that the 
Congress opposed separate electorates 
for Muslims and other minorities, and 
later for the “untouchables”. It was not, 
as Perry Anderson would have us be-
lieve, that the Congress, including its 
foremost leaders like Gandhi and Nehru, 
essentially represented the upper-caste 
Hindus and refused to accommodate the 
Muslims and the untouchables.

It is no surprise, then, that Perry 
A nderson does not hold the colonial state 
responsible for the partition of India, a 
state which, for nearly a century, assidu-
ously cultivated the divisive principle in 
India, especially that of the separate elec-
torates. Who then was responsible for 
the partition of India? Not the colonial 
state, not even the communal religion-
based organisations like the Muslim 
League or the Hindu Mahasabha, which 
grew under colonial patronage. But, it 
was the INC whose “persistent…claim to 
speak for the whole country…precipitated 
the crisis and made partition inevitable”. 
The demonisation of the chief vehicle of 
the anti-imperialist movement does not 
end there. Anderson adds that not only 
was the Congress r esponsible for Parti-
tion, it “acted in a way that ensured it 
would take the cruellest form, with the 
worst human consequences!”

Such balm to the colonial conscience 
was sprinkled with other gems, such as 
the “modernising force of the Raj” and 
“The idea of India being theirs [the 
Raj’s]”. Another equally dubious formula-
tion is that “independence did not come 
from passive resistance” led by Gandhi, 
but “was the result of two other dyna-
mics”. The fi rst was “the broadening of 
the electoral machinery fi rst introduced 
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by the British in 1909 and expanded in 
1919”, and the second, the Japanese forc-
es reaching the Indian b orders. These 
formulations would d elight the hearts of 
the likes of Niall Ferguson, B B Mishra, 
Judith Brown, Tirthankar Roy and his 
admirer Rama chandra Guha, Joya Chat-
terjee, Meg hnad Desai, Christopher Bayly, 
etc, many of whom appear on Ander-
son’s reading list on I ndia, which almost 
entirely ignores the enormous Marxist 
and nationalist contribution to the fi eld. 
Anderson’s position that the national 
movement had nothing to do with either 
Indian Independence, or creating the 
idea of India, or bringing modern ideas 
and institutions to the I ndian people, as 
all this was done by the British colonial 
rulers, has a striking resemblance to the 
liberal imperialist view promoted since 
the early decades of the 19th century.

The distinctive colonial feature of 
A nderson’s argument is the denial of 
l egitimacy to the category of nation and 
nationalism and the constant privileging 
of narrow identities even when they are 
articulated in communal or casteist, 
d ivisive, separatist, and often funda-
mentalist and even fascist ways.

The recent First World/postmodernist 
tendency of privileging the local over 
the “national” also feeds this tendency 
of denying legitimacy to any national 
a spirations of the people of the South. 
Here, the local or the part is not privi-
leged in order to sensitise and transform 
the nation or the whole, but to destroy 
national unity and the nation altogether. 
We are witnessing today this atomisa-
tion of politics, often aided and abetted 
by the “fi rst world guardians of global 
order”, destroying many nations without 
empowering the fragments.

The Information Revolution

The information revolution is another ma-
jor challenge in the 21st century, just as it is 
an opportunity for the social sciences and 
humanities. The internet and the social 
media have created an entire “reality”, 
which is challenging to study. The infor-
mation on the web is often not archived 
like newspapers and other printed material, 
which can be mined by the scholar. 

Also, what appears on the web must 
be carefully analysed. Eunan O’Halpin, 

an Irish contemporary history expert, 
recently told me that while visiting the 
US in the 1990s, he surfed the net and 
was shocked to see that if one went by 
what was on the net, then the US had a 
few dozen political parties and most of 
them were Troskyists! It also had the 
Democrats and Republicans. Similarly, 
studies have shown that if one surfs the 
net for India, one would go away with 
the understanding that the overwhelm-
ing infl uence in Indian politics, culture 
and history is that of a narrow right-
wing Hindu “fundamentalist” strand. 
The latter conclusion is almost as absurd 
as the former. So, surely, what one can 
scientifi cally draw from this major 
r esource of the 21st century created by 
the information revolution is a big chal-
lenge, especially because, as one wit ob-
served, “today increasingly research is 
being substituted by search (Google)”. 
The politics and economics of the search 
engines themselves have to be taken 
into account.

Neglect of the Social Sciences

Science and technology has been pro-
moted in the south neglecting the social 
sciences, as the former was seen as the 
driver of the current knowledge society. 
However, this was to some extent inevita-
ble. Developing societies had to forefront 
and privilege science and technology, as 
this was the area that had been denied to 
them and kept absolutely barren by their 
colonial rulers, and this area has now 
emerged as a key factor of production. 

In India, Jawaharlal Nehru, the fi rst 
prime minister after Independence, antici-
pated this global change and made a 
m ajor break from the colonial past. The 
First Plan (1951-56) that he prepared gave 
overwhelming importance to the setting 
up of a large number of institutions for re-
search and teaching in the areas of science 
and technology. It is this that has enabled 
India to participate profi tably in the infor-
mation revolution today.

It must be noted, however, that the 
creation of huge scientifi c and technical 
humanpower has changed the nature of 
what India (or the South) loses to the ad-
vanced countries. When land and labour 
were the key factors of production glo-
bally, the world saw transfer of labour, 

as slaves or indentured labour, and the 
grabbing of the lands of entire conti-
nents in favour of the then dominant 
powers. When capital became the key 
factor of production, there were huge 
transfers of resources as colonial “trib-
ute”. Today, knowledge is the key factor 
of production and there is mass migra-
tion of knowledge workers to advanced 
countries. India, for more than half a 
century since the 1960s (when the prod-
uct of the Nehruvian efforts at education 
painfully created on the backs of the 
country’s poor became available), has 
been losing virtually the entire cream of 
its scientifi c and technical personnel to 
the First World, mainly the US.11

A recent 2012 study by the US National 
Science Foundation shows that about 
95% of Indians doing their PhDs in the 
US in the areas of science, engineering 
and health, stay on there. India’s loss 
and that of many other less developed 
countries is what enables the US to rake 
in for itself a large part of the global 
knowledge pool. While in the 1960s only 
17% of US PhDs were by foreigners, 
t oday (2012) it is 40% (Srivastava 2012). 
The neglect of the social sciences and 
humanities and the promotion of the 
c olonial world view in these spheres in 
the South contribute to the transfer of 
scientifi c humanpower from the South, 
rather than forefront the need to create 
conditions that would arrest it. A leading 
professor in one of India’s top scientifi c 
i nstitutions once told me with great 
pride that his entire class of students 
successfully migrated to the US!

One consequence of the global de-
mand for scientifi c and technically 
trained people has been that, not only 
are the social sciences suffering from 
n eglect by the state, but society too is 
pushing in that direction. Elite second-
ary schools in India are closing down 
various social science and humanities 
options for lack of demand. Insuffi cient 
funding by the state and the migration 
of trained people is defi nitely threaten-
ing the social sciences in the South.

Decline of the social sciences and the 
privileging of the natural sciences has also 
led to a large scientifi c community insen-
sitive to the “wisdom” of the social sci-
ences. Indian émigré scientists remain 
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major funders of fundamentalist and 
r egressive forces like Hindutva.

Also, science graduates and engineers 
are now entering the Indian Administra-
tive Service, where earlier history and 
economics graduates dominated. This 
o ften leads to a socially insensitive 
a dministration that may be technically 
s uperior. (The fact that China’s rulers today 
are almost entirely trained scientists and 
engineers has its social implications.)

Moreover, the neglect of social scien-
ces in the developing world or the south 
further cements the domination of the 
social sciences as evolved in the devel-
oped world.

The Way Ahead

There is a need to free the social scienc-
es from a “centre”-dominated discourse. 
In this, the nation states of the develop-
ing world still have a role to play. There 
is a need to resist the excessive critique 
of the nation states of the developing 
world, emerging in the developed world, 
where paradoxically the nation states 
are extremely powerful and developed.

The states of the developing world 
must promote academic interactions of 
social scientists from other developing 
countries. South-South cooperation must 
not be focused on only the economic and 
the geopolitical, with academic inter-
action being relegated to, what is euphe-
mistically called, Track II diplomacy. 
This is my experience in attending I ndia-
Brazil-South Africa conferences.

A major social scientist from Senegal, 
Ibrahima Thioub, after a talk delivered 
by me in France in 2010 about the politi-
cal and economic challenges faced and 
handled by India and its historical roots, 
exclaimed, “We need social scientists 
from India to come to Senegal, not only 
the Tatas!” So far, his entire knowledge 
of the Indian experience had come from 
scholarship in the west, and this was the 
fi rst time he got to hear a perspective 
that emerged from India. Typically, the 
scholars of the south learn about each 
other via the north/west, they barely in-
teract with each other. At present, the 
overwhelming academic interaction is 
between the centre and the periphery.12

It must be recognised that there is no, 
so-called “neutral” or “objective” social 

science that can be pursued anywhere 
one wishes. The historical specifi city of 
each situation must be recognised and 
one way of discovering that specifi city is 
increased interaction and comparison 
with countries that are at a similar his-
torical conjuncture. In fact, even scien-
tists today are recognising that scientifi c 
excellence too is related to a context. A 
brilliant study of Indian scientists in the 
US showed that despite putting together 
the best brains selected out of a billion 
people, their creative contribution at the 
highest levels was rather meagre. Indian 
scientists did extremely well in the ini-
tial stages of their career, but over time 
they by and large all ended up becoming 
nondescript members of an “ensemble” 
conducted by the “American scientifi c es-
tablishment” and almost never emerged 
as the “conductors of the orchestra”. Sci-
ence, too, the study argued, is not univer-
sal and the scientist’s capacity to reach his 
full potential is critically determined by 
the societal context he is placed in. 

However, “the ethos of the universality 
of science or rather their understanding 
of this ethos, made [Indian] scientists 
disdain ideas of creating institutions and 
knowledge appropriate to the need of 
their own societies. Colonialism in sci-
ence was accepted with hardly any 
r esistance.”13 As I argued above, the 
n eglect of the social sciences and 
h umanities in the south and the persist-
ence of the colonial/First World dis-
course in these spheres contributed sub-
stantially to this denouement.

Finally, it should be recognised in the 
social sciences and humanities that al-
ternate routes to modernity are not only 
possible but have taken place historically. 
The European “French Revolution” model 
of transition to modernity and n ation 
building is not necessarily the only and 
the best model. Other societies have al-
ternate meanings of the notion of “secu-
lar” and what constitutes a nation. They 
have not chosen a path to nationhood 
that fl attens out differences, wipes out 
linguistic and religious differences. Coun-
tries like India and South Africa have cho-
sen to defi ne their nationhood as “unity 
in diversity”. So did the great civilisations 
of Turkey and Iran, till that attempt suc-
cumbed to external pressures.14

One has to stop “rubbishing” the tra-
ditions of the so-called premodern 
world seen from the eyes of a fi xed no-
tion of modernity. The need is to learn 
from alternate traditions and creatively 
use it for the present. As Ari Sitas (2008), 
the brilliant sociologist, playwright 
and Marxist activist from South Africa, 
argued in his book on the Truth and Re-
conciliation experiment, an imaginative 
use of traditions in Africa was made to 
successfully launch one of the world’s 
most creative experiments in reconcilia-
tion with the erstwhile “oppressor”. 
What constitutes “Justice” need not be 
restricted to the politico-juridical system 
evolved historically in the west.

Gandhi, too, was able to tap alter-
native traditions to build a massive non -
violent mass movement against British 
colonialism without virtually any racial 
animosity against the whites, or reli-
gious fervour against Christians, or ani-
mosity against the British people.

There is an utmost need in the social 
sciences to rediscover the value systems 
of the “defeated” and not canonise those 
of the “victors” alone.

Notes

 1 Hobsbawm (1995) makes such a periodisation, 
which has considerable merit.

 2 For a discussion on aspects of how the rest of 
the world contributed to the making of modern 
Europe, see Mukherjee (2010). The title of the 
paper is a take-off on a recent unabashed de-
fence of imperialism by Niall Ferguson (2003) 
and was written as part of a global book project 
initiated by Sven Beckert (Harvard) et al called 
The Global Origins of the Old World, where an 
attempt was made to arrive at a non-Eurocen-
tric explanation for Europe’s rise. 

 3 The fi gures in this and the previous paragraph 
are not any wild “nationalist” imagination, but 
derived from an Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development publication, 
a monumental work tracing the economic 
h istory of the world over two thousand years, 
by Angus Maddison (2007).

 4 Bipan Chandra has argued this effectively for 
India. See Chandra (2012), Chapter 6. A similar 
argument is made for Latin America by Andre 
Gunder Frank.
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	 5	 The remarkable achievement of the Indian 
early nationalists in this respect is perhaps still 
not adequately appreciated among scholars in 
India and remains virtually ignored globally 
despite the definitive and monumental work on 
the early nationalists by Bipan Chandra. See 
Chandra (1966). 

	 6	 See Wallerstein (1996).
	 7	 For a detailed critique of the resurgent colonial 

positions see Mukherjee (2007).
	 8	 For a useful collection on imperialism see Peter 

J Cain and Mark Harrison (2001). The Intro-
duction to this series surveys the material from 
the 19th century till the late 20th century. A 
useful article included in this collection, 
Patrick Wolfe, “History and Imperialism: A 
Century of Theory from Marx to Postcolonial-
ism”, critically surveys the literature. The Arif 
Dirlik quotation is from this article.

		  For an important and detailed critique of the 
treatment of nationalism and popular resist-
ance to colonialism by the “subaltern studies” 
and associated scholarship, see Mridula 
Mukherjee (2004), especially Part 2 in this 
work titled “Interrogating Peasant Historiogra-
phy: Peasant Perspectives, Marxist Practice 
and Subaltern Theory”. Also, see Mridula 
Mukherjee (1988). The “subalterns”, to my 
knowledge, have not responded to this critique.

	 9	 For a detailed critique of this kind of sectarian 
social science being promoted in India, see 
Mukherjee, Mukherjee and Mahajan (2008).

10		 These essays of Perry Anderson have now been 
put together in a book. See Anderson (2012). 
See also Anderson’s interview with Praful 
Bidwai (2012) on this book.

11		 For a discussion on the Nehruvian effort and 
its consequences see Chandra, Mukherjee and 
Mukherjee (2008) and Aditya Mukherjee 
(2007, 2010).

12		 In India, the institution I helped create, the 
Jawaharlal Nehru Institute of Advanced Study 
(JNIAS) in a very small way tried to address 
this situation. The JNIAS, in keeping with the 

vision of the Jawaharlal Nehru University, of 
which it is a part, has tried to ensure that the 
Institute is not dominated by scholars from the 
First World, that too only west Europe and the 
US as it always tends to be, and made special 
efforts to get scholars from the developing 
world, from Africa, Asia, Latin America, east 
Europe, etc. Details about the JNIAS may be 
seen at http://www.jnu.ac.in/jnias

13	 	 See Swadesh M Mahajan and E C G Sudershan 
(1986). The authors are eminent physicists 
who made multiple attempts to set up premier 
scientific establishments in India and are cur-
rently at the University of Texas, Austin, US.

14		 See, for a brilliant exposition of this view, Tadd 
Graham Fernee, Enlightenment, Modernity and 
Nation-making: India, Turkey, Iran and West 
Europe, doctoral thesis at Centre for Historical 
Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University (Forth-
coming 2013, Sage Publications).
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