Concepts in Postcolonial Theory: Modernity

Fall semester 2006
Graduate seminar
Instructor: R. Sunder Rajan

Course Description:

This is envisaged as the first in a sequence of seminars treating in depth of key concepts
in postcolonial theory such as modernity, hybridity, otherness, the colonial encounter,
race, resistance.

Modernity, associated with post-Enlightenment projects of emancipation, rationalism,
'progress', social reform, secularism and the like, brought about a major and inevitably
fraught transformation in the culture and politics of Europe's colonies; and it continues to
require complex negotiation in postcolonial societies.

The focus of this course will be on the debates around modernity and its diverse aspects
in colonial and postcolonial India. The readings will include the writings of early political
figures (Gandhi, Nehru and Ambedkar), as well as contemporary historians, political
scientists, anthropologists and cultural theorists (Sumit Sarkar, Ashis Nandy, Partha
Chatterjee, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Arjun Appadurai). We will also pay attention to the
debates among feminists and writers on caste about the political valence of modernity;
the interrogation of the historical meaning of modernity itself; and the conceptualisation
of 'alternative modernities'.

Other regions of the non-Western world --in China, Japan, and other East and Southeast
Asian countries, the Middle East, or Latin America--are equally significant sites for such
a study, each with its own particular conjuncture and shape of modernity. We will aim at
developing a broad comparative perspective by reading selected works of intellectuals in
these locations.

Weekly schedule

1: introduction and overview

Readings: all the texts in Section I (‘General’); read Kant with Habermas, Foucault and
Chatterjee, ‘Talking about our Modernity in Two Languages’; Marx, with
Antonio, Berman; Cooper for overview.

2: colonialism and modernity I (History):

Readings: Chatterjee The Nation and its Fragments, Chapter 2; S. Sarkar; Cohn; Bhabha;
Burton; Sinha; Sangari and Vaid. On ‘early modern India’, see Subrahmanyam,
Pollock.

3. colonialism and modernity II (Culture)

Readings: essays in Niranjana et al, ed. Interrogating Modernity: Udaya Kumar

4. Nationalism and modernity: Gandhi; Nehru versus Gandhi

Readings: Gandhi, Hind Swaraj; see also letter to Polak, Gandhi-Nehru letters, Gandhi
on machinery, all in Parel volume; also, Nandy on Gandhi in Intimate Enemy;
Nehru; Khilnani on ‘Nehru’s faith’



5. Caste and modernity

Readings: Ambedkar; Nagaraj; Aditya Nigam; Guru). For a good, short introduction to
Ambedkar, read Gail Omvedt, Ambedkar: Towards and Enlightened India.
Delhi: Viking/Penguin, 2004. On caste and gender: essays in Rao.

6. Gender and modernity: essays from Chaudhuri; Sangari and Vaid; Burton; Uberoi; T.
Sarkar; Sunder Rajan

7. Contemporary debates I:

Readings: (For general background on post-Independence and contemporary India, read
Khilnani, I/dea of India; Deshpande; Thapar); Rudolphs; Chakrabarty; Chatterjee,
Dhareshwar; Nandy (on Nandy, see essays in Lal); Gupta; Sen; Bardan

8. Contemporary debates II: Cont’d from previous week.

9. Globalization and modernity

Readings: Appadurai; Gyan Prakash; Gikandi

10. Review, and SAQ special issue essays.

11. Japan, China and East Asia

Readings: Harootunian, Paik, Barlow, Chow, Ko. (selections/chapters to be specified)

12. Latin America

Readings: Mignolo, Dussel. (chapters to be specified)

13. Africa and modernity

Readings: Appiah, Comaroff, Mbembe, Gilroy. (chapters to be specified)

14. Modernity and the Arab world

Readings: Abu-Lughod, Mitchell, Mahmood, Asad, Rejali, Hasso. (essays/chapters to be
specified)

Course requirements:
Attendance and participation in class; two class presentations (2000 words); final term
paper (6000 words).

Reading-list

(Most of the prescribed readings are chapter excerpts or single essays. Photocopies of
most of them are available on file; some are available online. Book-store orders for some
essential books have been placed, but the only indispensable book is Gandhi, Hind
Swaraj. Almost all the books are available in the NYU library).
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Niranjana, Tejaswini, P. Sudhir and Vivek Dhareshwar eds. Interrogating Modernity:
Culture and Colonialism in India. Calcutta: Seagull, 1993. Essays by Paddikal,
Kapur, Rajyadaksha, Habib and Raina.

Prakash, Gyan. ‘The Urban Turn’, Sarai Reader 2002: The Cities of Everyday Life,
available at

www.sarai.net/journal/02PDF/ 03morphologies/02urban_turn.pdf

Pollock, Sheldon. Ed. Forms of Knowledge in Early Modern South Asia. Introduction rpt
in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 24: 2, 2004.
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