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Advance Praise

In this study of the deep discipleship inspired by a generation of world-famous
gurus, Somak Biswas splits open the seams of sentimentalism that underwrote
transatlantic Indophilia in the context of colonial modernity. Swami Vivekananda,
Rabindranath Tagore and Mohandas K. Gandhi were household names. They were
also the objects of longing and love for men and women who gave their lives over
to them in pursuit of earthly transcendence and revolutionary politics. Biswas
explores both the social geographies and the cultural practices of these radical
devotees, producing a lively account of utopian communities stitched together
by spiritual desire and preserved in a rich and vivid archive of letters that testify
to the power of affective politics in the making of global history.

—Antoinette Burton, University of Illinois

An elegant account of the mutual but also rival desires that constituted the now classic
relationship between Indian sages and their Western followers starting early in the
last century. The combination of counter-cultural transgression and conservatism
that Biswas describes in such relations makes for a highly original argument.

—Faisal Devji, University of Oxford

Weaving together modern guru—disciple relationships and the journeys of Western
figures in pursuit of Indian gurus, this significant work explores a strikingly unusual
theme. It inverts the dominant tenor of interactions between the coloniser and the
colonised by looking at Western men and women who were entranced by Indian
religious and political figures in times of intensifying anticolonialism. It probes the
manifold complexities that are involved in such inversion, which defied the logic of
‘normal’ colonial encounters. By counter-posing histories of several gurus and their
disciples, the book, moreover, describes the relationships on different registers. Each
relationship is situated against a broad historical backdrop of contemporary politics
and faith, of gender and emotions, in Britain and America as well as in India.

—Tanika Sarkar, Jawaharlal Nehru University

Passages through India puts flesh on the bones of the familiar trope of the Indian
guru and the Western disciple. It is a useful reminder of the important work of
‘white solidarity’ in reshaping the global image of India for an anti-colonial project.
At the same time, it is clear-eyed about the exclusionary effects of relying on Hindu
high culture and a politics of respectability for this image makeover.

—Mrinalini Sinha, University of Michigan
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Passages through India

Passages through India offers a study of the phenomenon of Western Indophilia:
romanticised engagements around Hindu ideas of India. It argues that affective
practices cultivated between major Indian guru-figures (Gandhi, Tagore and
Vivekananda) and their white disciples serviced a larger politics of respectability,
tied to the exigencies of Indian cultural and nationalist politics. Indophile
deployments in transnational projects like the abolition of indentured labour
and global Hinduism, while anti-colonial, were not quite emancipatory. Such
deployments — in Africa, America, Fiji and India — frequently reproduced deep
hierarchies around race, class, caste and gender. Unifying distinct strands of western
discipleship within a shared tradition of Indophilia, Passages through India offers
a new methodological framework that situates self and subjectivity as central to
processes of global mobility and migration.

Somak Biswas is Junior Research Fellow at the Institute of Historical Research,
London. He works on the intersections of South Asian, British, imperial and
global history. He is also a member of the Global History and Culture Centre,
University of Warwick.
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GLOBAL SOUTH ASIANS

Throughout the modern era, South Asia and South Asians have been entangled with
global flows of goods, people and ideas. In the context of these globalised conditions,
migrants from the subcontinent of India created some of the world’s most extensive
and influential transnational networks. While operating within the constraints of
imperial systems, they nevertheless made distinctive and important contributions
to international trade, global cultures and transnational circuits of knowledge. This
series seeks to explore these phenomena, placing labourers, traders, thinkers and
activists at the centre of the analysis. Beginning with volumes that seek to radically
reappraise indenture, the series will continue with books on the mobility of elite
actors, including intellectuals, and their contributions to the global circulation of
ideas and the evolution of political practice. It will highlight the creativity and agency
of diasporic South Asians and illuminate the crucial role they played in the making
of global histories. As such it sets out to challenge popular misconceptions and
established scholarly narratives that too often cast South Asians as passive observers.
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