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1 Introduction: Situating India

In the first edition of this book, published in 2006, we noted that  people 

of all ages in any big South Asian city were chatting on cell phones or 

mobiles. Their ubiquitous ring sounded in every nook and cranny with 

the users shouting loudly over the din of traffic, car, bus, and truck horns, 

loudspeakers blaring the latest Bollywood hits, vendors shouting out their 

wares, ringing temple bells, and the Muslim call to prayer. Today this is 

not just an urban phenomenon, for everyone throughout rural and urban 

India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh has cell phones. As the young Rafi living 

in the remote Sundarbans, on the border of India and Bangladesh, says 

in Amitav Ghosh’s 2019 novel Gun Island, “We need phones even more 

than city people do. For us it can be a matter of life and death.”1 The new 

telecommunication technologies allow a person in Bengaluru or Hyder-

abad to answer the questions of a customer of a multinational corpora-

tion calling from North America, while TV networks based in the West 

such as MTV, BBC, and CNN are now broadcast throughout the Indian 

subcontinent. Netflix, which streams TV series and movies, is also widely 

available, while amazon.com is at the time of writing active in India.

Meanwhile, the Western culture transmitted to other parts of the globe 

is increasingly permeated with influences from South Asia: the Indian 

actresses Priyanka Chopra Jonas and Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, among 

others, have played major roles in Hollywood movies. Indian born film-

makers, Mira Nair and Deepa Mehta, now living in North America, have 

each made influential award-winning films, while N. Night Shyamalan, 

originally from the Malabar coast, is a well-established movie maker. 

The Pakistani born artist, Shahzia Sikander, now living in New York, has 

achieved international acclaim. Among the notable comedians of South 

Asian origin are Hasan Minhaj and Hari Kondabolu, Aziz Ansari, Kumail 

Nanjiani, and Mindy Kaling. NAV, a Canadian rapper of South Asian 

descent, has made a significant impact on popular music. Several people 

 1 Amitav Ghosh, Gun Island (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2019), pp. 94–95.
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2 1 Introduction: Situating India

of South Asian descent like the American Kamala Harris and British Sadiq 

Khan serve in prominent political roles in the West. They occupy other 

important positions as well: two female American astronauts, Sanita Wil-

liams and Kalpana Chawla, are of Indian origin, while Sundar Pichai, 

from Chennai, is the CEO of Alphabet, the holding company of Google. 

South Asians living in the diaspora, especially in the United States, are the 

most educated and wealthy of any ethnic group. Cultural influences across 

national and regional boundaries are much more conspicuous today than 

ever before, but people have exchanged ideas, technologies, and goods 

with different societies since the beginning of human history.

The food served at almost any Indian restaurant offers a useful illustra-

tion of just how much the culture of each region of the world is indebted 

to others. Kabobs, keema, and korma are all derived from the cuisines of 

the Middle East and Central Asia; these areas also contributed the rich, 

creamy sauces that are so prominent in Indian restaurant fare abroad. 

In Britain, chicken tikka, the India-inspired dish, now surpasses fish and 

chips in popularity. Many items long considered staples of the Indian 

diet such as chili peppers, potatoes, and tomatoes were introduced from 

the New World beginning in the sixteenth century, as were fruits like 

pineapple and papaya. Other popular Indian foods, such as cauliflower 

and cabbage, of European origin, were mostly not grown in the subcon-

tinent until after 1850. Foods contributed by South Asia to the world 

include the cucumber, black pepper, cinnamon, and possibly also the 

sweet orange and eggplant; rice, sugarcane, citrus fruits, tea, and cotton 

were also transmitted to the lands lying to its west.

The game of chess originated in India as a war strategy game, while 

Snakes and Ladders, a board game played worldwide, developed in India 

as an exercise in moral guidance for children. Another popular Indian 

original, yoga was first introduced to the west in the nineteenth century 

as a philosophical system, and later included physical movement. Mul-

tiple forms of yoga have since developed, many of which would be quite 

alien to practicing yogis during the period covered in our book. Today 

yoga is a multibillion dollar industry with over 20 million practitioners in 

the United States alone. Recently the Smithsonian Institute, a national 

complex of American museums and research centers, hosted a block-

buster art exhibition entitled Yoga: The Art of Transformation that trav-

eled to major museums across the United States. It focused not only on 

the history of yoga in India but also on its transformation in the West, 

attracting crowds who often eschew art institutions.

Although cross-cultural interaction has always been a factor in the his-

tory of South Asia, as in the history of every region of Eurasia, it was par-

ticularly significant during the period covered in this book: the years from 
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3 Introduction: Situating India

1200 to 1750. Beginning in 1200, much of north India came under the 

control of warriors whose family origins lay in Afghanistan or Central Asia, 

whose elite spoke Persian and were aware of Persian cultural traditions. 

They were not large in number, but their political importance encouraged 

an influx of educated immigrants from the Islamic world and closer ties 

between South Asia and the regions to its west. This was by no means 

the first instance of Muslim rule in the subcontinent, for the lower Indus 

River region of Sind was conquered by an Arab army in the early eighth 

century, and the Ghaznavid dynasty of Afghanistan controlled the upper 

Indus River region of Punjab during much of the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries. Moreover, Muslim merchants had long visited and lived along 

the western coastline of the Indian peninsula, mixing with local commu-

nities. While we sometimes simply refer to Indic and Islamic or Hindu 

and Muslim in this book for the sake of convenience, we recognize that 

these are not monolithic categories but broad labels which encompass a 

range of different peoples. Overall, the scale of cross-cultural exchange 

between the internally diverse Indic and Islamic worlds escalated consid-

erably in the period after 1200, both in terms of the numbers of people 

involved and the size of the territories affected.

The Central Asian ethnic heritage, Persian cultural orientation, and 

Islamic religious affiliation of north India’s new ruling class in the post-

1200 era led to the dissemination of many innovative elements through-

out the subcontinent, including different forms of art and architecture, 

political ideologies and practices, and techniques of warfare. Muslim 

scholars, mystics, and institutions also received much patronage from 

this new political elite, leading eventually to the presence of a sizable 

Muslim population in the subcontinent. The already pluralistic human 

landscape of South Asia was enriched as a consequence and, over time, 

a composite culture developed that mingled the Indic and Perso-Islamic 

traditions. This is especially visible in the material culture of South Asia 

today, where forms of dress like the salwar-kamiz (tunics worn over long, 

loose pants) worn by many urban women, textile designs like paisley, or 

the enameled and filigreed patterns on metal objects owe their inspira-

tion largely to contact with the Islamic world.

In the centuries after 1200, the society and culture of South Asia 

became more diverse not only because of influences from Central Asia 

and the Middle East but also because the multiple regions within the 

subcontinent increasingly followed different paths. The modern regional 

societies of the subcontinent – as distinct from each other as those of 

France, England, and Italy in Europe – vary in their traditional dress, diet, 

ritual observances, social groupings, and most notably in their languages. 

Although their evolution was a long and complex historical process that 
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4 1 Introduction: Situating India

varied from place to place, some of the regional societies of the modern 

day had begun to take shape by 1200. This is most true of south India, 

where several of the major language cultures had found political expres-

sion in separate states. Regions farther to the north were less distinctly 

articulated in political terms, but also gradually developed separate lit-

erary cultures in a process similar to the vernacularization of European 

literature, which took place in roughly the same time period. Regional 

differences were also increasingly apparent in numerous ways ranging 

from architectural styles (which we will discuss later in this chapter), 

the prevalence of certain religions or religious sects, and involvement in 

overseas trade. At the same time, the diverse regional societies of South 

Asia came into ever closer contact with each other from 1200 onward as 

their political histories intersected and internal trade expanded.

A multiregional perspective on historical developments and an interest 

in the interaction between different cultures and peoples are the hall-

marks of this book, and form two ways in which it departs most signifi-

cantly from its twentieth-century predecessors. By this means, we aim 

to provide a better understanding of the antecedents of modern South 

Asia, an intricate montage assembled from assorted materials that were 

incorporated at different points of time. Although we cannot do justice to 

all the multiple cultures and societies of South Asia in a book of this size, 

some consideration of the differing historical trajectories of its various 

regions is essential in order to appreciate its rich and complex heritage. 

We therefore go beyond the almost exclusive focus on the Gangetic north 

found in older histories and adopt a wider view that also covers events 

and processes taking place in south India and elsewhere. The movement 

of people back and forth within the subcontinent and the resulting cul-

tural interactions between various regions are another important aspect of 

India’s history that is often overlooked. Further, we acknowledge that the 

encounter between Indic and Islamic peoples and cultures led to short-

term conflicts, as historians in the past have often described. Frequently 

overlooked in earlier accounts, however, is the extent to which cultural 

productions and practices inspired by Perso-Islamic traditions became 

integral to the subcontinent as a whole over the long run. South Asia’s art 

and architecture, its political rituals, its administrative and military tech-

nologies, and even aspects of its popular religions were deeply inflected by 

the new forms introduced, beginning in 1200, as we attempt to demon-

strate. This book’s attention to South Asia’s significance in global history 

is another of its distinctive aspects. As scholars have conducted more and 

more research on Indian Ocean trade and exchange, the central position 

of the subcontinent in this huge maritime sphere has become increasingly 

apparent and deserves emphasis in the telling of India’s history.
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5Introduction: Situating India  

An additional distinguishing feature of this book is its coverage of 

political culture, particularly as manifested in elite cultural produc-

tions such as paintings and monuments. This is not to say that we 

omit other dimensions of South Asia’s history from 1200 to 1750; an 

overview of the most important developments in the society, economy, 

and religious sphere is provided, as well as an account of the signifi-

cant political events. The overall survey is supplemented, however, 

by a more extensive treatment of art, literature, and royal courts than 

is typical of general books on the period. Partly because of our own 

interests and expertise, we have chosen to emphasize culture more 

than political economy or administrative structures. We also wished 

to provide an alternative to the numerous works on the latter top-

ics that already exist. Having stated that our emphasis is on culture, 

it is necessary to make clear that we are referring to the culture of 

South Asia’s political elites. Only the most powerful members of the 

population had the means to commission texts, monuments, and other 

objects that have lasted to the current day. Over the centuries, as India 

became more prosperous, certain features of elite culture were trans-

mitted downward to more modest social levels such as that of the rural 

gentry or urban banking community. The bulk of the population, who 

engaged in agricultural and herding activities, are not readily visible 

to us, however, and are consequently not addressed at length in this 

book. Even when there is visual evidence such as, for example, the 

farmer depicted plowing a field with his bullocks in the far left upper 

background of a Mughal painting in Chapter 5 (Figure 5.12), textual 

sources are silent about living conditions or the financial status of men 

like this. This is an unfortunate lacuna in our coverage but reflects not 

only the relative lack of source material on non-elite peoples but also 

the resulting paucity of scholarship on their lives. While we cannot say 

much about the lives of the lower classes until almost the end of our 

period (see Chapter 9), we are able to shed more light on the experi-

ences of aristocratic women than other surveys of South Asian history 

have attempted, and we have added material on merchants and trade 

in this edition.

Earlier historians identified three periods in India’s history – Bud-

dhist, Hindu, and Muslim – but this terminology is now considered out-

moded. In the last few decades, historians have divided India’s past 

into periods that largely align with those used in European historiog-

raphy. Medieval now refers to the centuries from either 500 or 700 CE 

up to approximately 1500, while the 300 years from 1500 to 1800 are 

called early modern, just as in the case of Europe. Although the cur-

rent scheme of periodization is easier to grasp due to its similarity to 
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6 1 Introduction: Situating India

the way Europe’s history is conceptualized, this is not the only reason 

it was adopted. There are good justifications internal to Indian history 

for why the 1,000 years between 500 and 1500 should be considered as 

a single unit of the past. Shortly after 500, the last of the ancient Indian 

empires disappeared and for the next millennium India’s states were 

typically smaller and more decentralized. Between approximately 1500 

and 1800, as we argue in Chapter 6, larger and more efficient states 

once again emerge in India, along with a host of other phenomena, such 

as commercialization, that are characteristic of the early modern period 

throughout much of the world. Since the central concerns of many his-

torians are political structures and the economic systems that underpin 

them, the periodization of Indian history with a dividing point at 1500 

is quite appropriate.

From the perspective of political culture, on the other hand, the 1200–

1750 period is a more coherent and thus better unit of time to study. 

The twin processes of growing Perso-Islamic influence and increasing 

regionalization started to gain momentum by 1200 and continued to 

flourish with vigor up to our ending point in 1750. The dominance of the 

elite culture of the Persian-speaking world, which included pre-Islamic 

elements such as political ideology, has even caused these centuries to be 

called India’s Persianate age. While Persian language and ways of think-

ing permeated the entire subcontinent, some areas were more intensely 

affected than others, contributing to the further differentiation of its 

regional societies from one another. Soon after 1750, the course of 

Indian history becomes increasingly entangled with that of Britain, and 

its political culture undergoes substantial transformation, ushering in a 

different age. In terms of our specific concerns, therefore, it makes sense 

to set the parameters of the era surveyed at 1200 to 1750.

However, we do not endorse the label “Muslim” that was applied to this 

period in histories of South Asia written during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, which classified the many centuries before 1200 

as the “Hindu” era and the time after 1750 as the “British” era. The use of 

a religious affiliation to characterize the first two sets of rulers, Hindu and 

Muslim, is highly objectionable, especially when the colonial rulers were 

described rather by their British nationality. This is a striking illustration 

of the Orientalist belief that religion was the most important force in tradi-

tional Indian society and thus, by extension, that the actions of its political 

elites were primarily motivated by their religious faith. Worst of all, the 

Hindu–Muslim binary sets up these two alleged social groups as natural 

competitors or even foes, ignoring the many ways in which Indic and Indo-

Muslim elites interacted and created a joint political and artistic culture.
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7India as a World Region

Instead, we view the era from 1200 to 1750 as the foundation for the 

highly diverse human landscape of modern South Asia, with its pluralis-

tic culture that draws on both Indic and Islamic high traditions in many 

regional variants. In order to better understand South Asia’s pluralism, 

we turn next to a consideration of India’s physical and cultural geogra-

phy, both in relation to the world setting and internally.

India as a World Region

The word “subcontinent” used to describe the South Asian landmass 

highlights the fact that it is a natural physical region separate from the 

rest of Eurasia. To the north, the series of mountain ranges collectively 

known as the Himalayas form a belt about 2,500 kilometers in length 

and between 200 and 400 kilometers in width, beyond which lies the arid 

and high Tibetan plateau. The combination of inhospitable plateau and 

formidable mountain barrier has largely sealed off access to the subconti-

nent from the north. The Arabian Sea in the west and the Bay of Bengal 

in the east, bodies of water that comprise part of the larger Indian Ocean, 

surround much of South Asia and provide it with a coastline of approxi-

mately 8,500 kilometers. Hills run between the mountains and the ocean 

at both ends of the subcontinent, to its west and to its east, serving to 

further demarcate the subcontinent’s boundaries and impede entry into 

it. South Asia – that is, the modern nations of Pakistan, India, Nepal, 

Bhutan, and Bangladesh on the subcontinent, along with the large island 

nation of Sri Lanka – is set apart from the rest of the world by these 

various natural geographical features, and its identity as a discrete world 

region appears logical to us.

If we look back in history, however, it is clear that there was con-

stant movement into and out of the subcontinent. The geographic fea-

tures that clearly define South Asia as a physical region by no means 

sealed it off from the rest of the world. A lively sea traffic connected the 

coasts of India with the Persian Gulf and Red Sea during the height of 

the Roman empire, while maritime contact with mainland Southeast 

Asia was established by at least the fourth century CE. Overland routes 

into the subcontinent from the northwest were accessible enough that 

Alexander the Great could lead a large army into the Punjab during 

the fourth century BCE. To be sure, there was less overland traffic over 

the Himalayas, although Buddhism and other aspects of Indian cul-

ture did diffuse into the Tibetan plateau during the medieval period. 

Likewise, the eastern land corridor seems to have been little used: the 

eastern extremities of the subcontinent were sparsely inhabited (as was 
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8 1 Introduction: Situating India

the adjoining territory in modern Myanmar) and lay outside the cultural 

and political perimeters of Indian civilization until 500 or less years ago.

From a historical perspective, the western and eastern boundaries of 

South Asia as a cultural and political region appear quite different from 

the current national borders that separate Pakistan from Afghanistan and 

Iran to the west, on the one hand, and India and Bangladesh from Myan-

mar to the east, on the other (see Map 1.1). Not until well into the period 

we are covering in this book did Bangladesh become incorporated into the 

South Asian sphere. The situation in the west is even more ambiguous. 

The area of Afghanistan and even parts of Central Asia were several times 

in the distant past included in a polity based in South Asia. The cultural 

impact of Indian civilization was similarly felt far outside South Asia’s 

current limits during much of the first millennium CE: Buddhism flour-

ished throughout Afghanistan and Central Asia, while the North Indian 

Brahmi script was adapted to several Central Asian languages such as 

Khotanese and Tocharian. For these reasons alone, one could make a 

strong case that Afghanistan is (or at least once was) an integral part of 

South Asia, rather than the Middle East, in cultural and political terms.

We have gone into this point at some length because history books 

today routinely characterize any people whose origins lie to the west of 

Pakistan as “foreign” to South Asia and their large-scale movements 

toward the southeast as “invasions” of the subcontinent. The Khyber 

Pass in northern Pakistan and the Bolan Pass in southern Pakistan are 

typically described as the weak points in South Asia’s defenses which 

have repeatedly been penetrated by foreign invaders. This mindset 

ignores the many interconnections over the millennia across the terrain 

that is now divided up between the countries of Afghanistan, Pakistan, 

and India. Instead, it projects backward into the past a geo-political real-

ity that took shape only at the very end of the nineteenth century, after 

the British proved incapable of extending their control westward to a line 

that ran on a north–south diagonal through the Afghan cities of Kabul, 

Ghazni, and Qandahar (see Maps 2.1 and 5.1). Historically, there was 

far more contact and communication between the people living around 

Delhi and Kabul, separated by only 1,000 kilometers, than between the 

major cities of north and south India, separated by 2,000 kilometers or 

more; even Mumbai is 1,400 kilometers distant from Delhi.

In other words, the coherence of South Asia as a world region that 

excludes modern Afghanistan in our current perception is largely a leg-

acy of British colonialism. The British were the first and only political 

power to ever extend their sway over all of South Asia, and the limits of 

their dominion now define the boundaries of the region. The large size 
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9India as a World Region

Map 1.1 South Asia today
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10 1 Introduction: Situating India

of the subcontinent, the varied nature of its physical environments, and 

the great diversity of its human population – in language, ethnicity, and 

mode of subsistence – made it impossible for any precolonial polity to 

conquer, much less govern. The diversity of South Asia’s physical and 

human geography makes it most comparable to (western and central) 

Europe among world regions, in the view of Martin W. Lewis and Karen 

E. Wigen. In The Myth of Continents: A Critique of Metageography, they 

argue that defining Europe as a continent overstates its size, importance, 

and uniqueness, and so they prefer to classify it as one of several Eur-

asian subcontinents. Furthermore, in terms of territorial extent, historic 

levels of population, multiplicity of regional languages and cultures, and 

reliance on shared literary languages, they believe Europe is more analo-

gous to South Asia than to any other part of the world.

Regarding South Asia as similar to Europe is instructive in a num-

ber of ways. While the term Europe certainly refers to a particular loca-

tion on the globe, the exact perimeters of Europe are difficult to pin 

down and have shifted over time. As Robert Bartlett has said in refer-

ence to the high Middle Ages, “Europe is both a region and an idea.”2 

That is, Europe is not defined simply by its physical geography but also 

by cultural and political criteria. We should recognize that the current 

national boundaries of South Asia are similarly not intrinsic or natural to 

the region but have been constructed through human action. All world 

regions have had porous and ill-defined border zones through which an 

assortment of peoples and their cultures have migrated back and forth. 

Instead of acknowledging that movement, migration, and change are the 

most fundamental of historical experiences, scholars of South Asia have 

tended to depict any influences or peoples from the outside as intrusive 

violations of the subcontinent’s integrity or true essence. At the same 

time, South Asia has been characterized as a place that was exceptionally 

susceptible to occupation beginning with the migrations of Indo-Aryan 

speakers into the subcontinent sometime around the early second mil-

lennium BCE. This stands in marked contrast to China, which is typi-

cally said to have assimilated its numerous nomadic invaders and thus 

triumphed over them, or Europe, despite its history of invasion and colo-

nization by Rome, the Huns, Vikings, Magyars, and Arabs.

If we think of South Asia as akin to Europe, our perspective on its 

political fragmentation also changes. Rather than expecting that the 

subcontinent’s vast territory should have been politically unified as was 

the case in China, we can view the presence of numerous kingdoms 

 2 The Making of Europe: Conquest, Colonization and Cultural Change, 950–1350 (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 1.
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